
S
ince the first supply side 

platform, ad exchanges and 

demand side platforms 

launched around 2010, 

programmatic advertising has 

stormed online video trading.

According to AOL’s 2015 

European State of the Video Industry report, 

programmatic online video buying is already 

mainstream in Europe with as many as 98% of 

video buyers already transacting this way. Figure’s 

from IAB Europe (European Programmatic 

Market Sizing Study, Sept 2015, see charts) give 

programmatic advertising a market value of 

EUR3.65bn, or 33% of the European display 

market in 2014. The UK’s programmatic video ad 

market is worth EUR135 million now, expected to 

grow to EUR602 million by 2020, state IHS.

In the US, online video programmatic trading 

is even more advanced. Research firm eMarketer 

expects direct deals to reach $8.57bn this year, 

representing 42% of all programmatic ad spend.  

The explosion of channels is putting pressure 

on the media agencies and sales departments of 

linear TV to follow suit. It is also argued that TV 

can work with digital by linking the TV with the 

second screen through synced ads. 

The buy and sell sides
Definitions of programmatic are a sticking point 

but most would find ‘data-driven, audience-based 

buying’ uncontentious. When applied to TV, 

programmatic promises in the first instance to 

automate planning, buying, and measurement 

across all channels, screens, 

and formats.

“Before we get too carried away, 

let’s remember that TV ads still 

have a great hand,” says Andy 

Nobbs, SVP global TV analytics 

sales & EMEA activation at 4C. 

“TV is number one when it comes 

to delivering scale; it delivers 

impact better than any other 

medium; it normally reaches you at 

your most receptive.”

The debit side of the ledger is filling up. “TV’s 

targeting is poor and it doesn’t cater that well for 

smaller marketing budgets,” Nobbs acknowledges. 

“It can be slow to activate and difficult to 

optimize, the reporting leaves a lot to be desired, 

calls to action aren’t very effective and all this 

while advertising budgets are leaking to digital.”

There’s a long list of reasons why the 

programmatic TV approach makes sense to the 

buy side. “If a brand or advertiser can deliver the 

right message in the right moment to the right 

person then having a programmatic play makes 

sense,” says Nobbs. “You have an equitable 

arbitrage between buyer and seller in which 

everybody wins.”

A key benefit of programmatic TV is the ability 
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The (slow) march towards 
programmatic
Programmatic trading is being introduced to TV, but 
business and technology challenges means real-time 
bidding is some way off. Adrian Pennington reports
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to use automation to overlay strategic targeting 

goals above and beyond age and gender. “Not 

only does this bring potential commercial 

benefits to the broadcaster, it also enables brands 

to leverage data to reach key audiences in a 

more targeted way,” asserts TubeMogul’s MD 

Nick Reid.

The perception on the sell side is a little 

different, in part due to the cultural inertia of 

some agencies and because of the heavy lifting 

involved in swapping out years of sunk costs in 

sales infrastructure.

“Sellers are taking tentative steps toward 

accepting programmatic advertising,” says KA 

Srinivasan, co-founder, Amagi. “While it provides 

significant potential to improve revenue, through 

better price discovery, for example, and boost 

sales of remnant inventory, sellers are cautiously 

testing the waters.”

“The functionality and benefits of the way 

online devices and OTT content behave is 

materially different to linear TV,” asserts Scott 

Braley, GM of Programmatic, Ooyala. “Broadcast 

is nowhere near the state of addressable 

dynamically inserted ads in digital today.”

Paths to adoption
That’s not to say that programmatic technologies 

have no place at this moment, and many vendors 

such as SintecMedia have programmatic next-gen 

multi-platform TV ad sales solutions (in 

SintecMedia’s case the platform is called called 

OnBoard, which the company claims that 

OnBoard helps sell more ads to more buyers at 

higher margins).

 “Programmatic TV makes sense around 

automation, the area which will really start to 

gain traction in 2016,” says Thomas Bremond, 

European MD, Freewheel. 

Ooyala’s Braley concurs: “Programmatic TV is 

about using a platform to execute transactions 

that are still manually entered following a fax, 

email or phone call.”

Each country will have different paths to 

adoption, whether that’s in verification 

management or supply and demand opportunity. 

Countries with a high penetration of digital 

terrestrial TV - a one way street as far as return 

path data is concerned - make addressable 

advertising methods hugely problematic. 

“Even for those countries with more set top 

box-driven markets there are (privacy data) laws 

preventing change to the advertiser dynamic,” 

says Bremond. 

When it comes to the UK, though, Rich Astley, 

UK MD for Videology, is bullish. “2016 will be 

a seminal year for programmatic TV and for the 

UK in particular,” he predicts. “There are a lot of 

products launching from broadcasters and tech 

companies and the end goal is simple: advertisers 

are requiring better access to audiences and more 

granular information about audiences, and 

agencies are looking for more automation and 

efficiency in the way they trade.”

According to TubeMogul, the biggest challenge 

UK broadcasters state when discussing the 

introduction of programmatic TV is the creative 

approval process. There is a fear that 

programmatic TV cannot work with the need for 

Clearcast approval prior to an ad going live. 

Bremond agrees; “There’s a lot of regulation in 

the UK which makes it very cumbersome to 

introduce programmatic. Broadcasters need to be 

hundred percent sure what ad is going to come 

back. TV is still a very premium medium and 
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Imagine and AOL take MCN 
programmatic
Australian commercial broadcaster Multi-

Channel Network (MCN) has gone straight 

for the jugular, using Imagine’s Landmark ad 

sales solution to move to a more audience-

based trading model and working with AOL 

to sell and inserting dynamic ads for 85 linear 

TV channels. It has combined STB return 

data in 10,000 homes with OzTam overnights 

and consumer purchase data from Quantum.

“We were becoming very burdened 

operationally by traditional transaction 

models which hadn’t been challenged in the 

history of TV,” explains Angela Goodsir, 

operations director, Systems and 

Development, MCN. “Given the sheer scale 

and complexity of today’s market it made 

sense to try and reduce that burden and bring 

TV and digital together.”

According to AOL MCN is now able to 

move beyond the traditional TV metric of age 

and gender and target ads into different day 

parts and shows.

Among other benefits, says Goodsir, “TV is 

easier to transact by having a portal-based 

visualisation of the transaction. In terms of 

automated efficiency, we booked a AU$1m 

campaign 60x faster across our platforms 

rather than 30 hours it took previously in a 

fixed model.”

MCN charges a 20% premium for the 

audience data it generates and advertisers by 

all accounts feel comfortable with that. 

Having launched in April 2014, the data 

targeted approach accounted for 5% of MCN 

ad sales revenue in 2015, predicted to top 15% 

in 2016. Its goal is to have 60% of sales 

dynamically and programmatically traded 

this year.

“Since introduction we’ve been able to 

move the advertising market [in Australia] 

really quickly so we can say that the 

appetite is there and ready for change,” 

confirms Goodsir. 

“Sky is launching 
Sky AdVance, an 
evolution of its 
Adsmart 
addressable ad 
platform, which 
connects buys 
across online and 
TV screens. Channel 
4 has rolled out a 
programmatic 
market around 
nonlinear VOD and 
live streaming 
offering all4.”

Amagi’s CloudPort platform
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needs to be managed in a different way to digital.”

“But, this would only be an issue if 

programmatic TV involved real-time bidding 

and airing,” counters Reid. “Programmatic is 

simply the use of software to optimise (and 

potentially buy) advertising. It would be very 

easy to introduce an approval process to the 

system if required.” 

“Until we can do programmatic TV buying in 

the UK, it’s about using data to do much more 

strategic targeting above and beyond age and 

gender regardless of whether it’s linear, VOD or 

pay-TV,” he says. “It’s also about integrating and 

optimising that buy alongside desktop and mobile 

activity on a single, cross-screen platform.” 

Broadcaster movements
In January 2016, Sky is launching Sky AdVance, 

an evolution of its AdSmart addressable ad 

platform, which connects buys across online and 

TV screens. Sky Media, the pay-TV broadcaster’s 

ad sales division, expanded its TV audience 

measurement capabilities to harvest data from 

three million households in October, providing 

programme, spot and sponsorship viewing as well 

as recency and frequency data. This TV data is 

combined TV with online and mobile knowledge 

to interweave TV and digital as sales “like never 

before” according to Sky.

Channel 4 has rolled out a programmatic 

market around nonlinear VOD and live streaming 

offering all4; and even ITV has a programmatic 

deal. With RadiumOne it has launched ITV Ad 

Sync+ will extend reach “to include people who 

may be watching the TV show but start multi-

screening during the ad break,” explains 

RadiumOne “or those who fit the target group 

of the TV ad but weren’t watching TV in the 

first place, but are currently online.”

A crucial difference between programmatic 

methologies applied to digital and linear TV 

is that programmatic TV buys are not, as yet, 

subject to the real-time bidding (RTB) that drive 

online ad sales.
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Europe lags behind the US
The US programmatic TV market is 

characterised as fragmented by Rich Astley, 

UK MD for Videology. “There are a few 

players like Cablevision which are very 

advanced in programmatic and addressable 

but some bigger media companies are 

delivering only a fraction of their inventory 

using addressable techniques,” he says. “In 

many cases the infrastructure is dated and 

may not even be IP-enabled so dynamic 

insertion won’t exist for some time.”

Yet Strategy Analytics data suggests 

Europe lags behind the US where 

programmatic ad sales are valued at $15bn 

today, rising to $27.5bn in 2017 in contrast 

to Europe’s $6.5bn.

One reason for this lag, is that in the US, 

data from STBs and households have been 

aggregated and sold as a commodity by 

companies like Rentrak making addressable 

advertising products relatively easy to launch. 

In the UK and France by contrast, the 

market is divided among four or five STB 

providers but (with exception of Sky 

AdSmart) these are not yet in a position to 

make data available. In Germany and the 

Netherlands the lack of installed STBs makes 

the market difficult to get off the ground, says 

Strategy Analytics.

“Everybody is trying to think about how to 

make data a commodity,” says Lewis Sherlock, 

Commercial Director, EMEA, AOL Platforms.

Data will play a key role in programmatic 

buying,” says Amagi’s Srinivasan. “The 

challenge is mapping offline data to TV 

viewership. This will make buying significantly 

more effective. In the future, we will start to 

see data management providers (whether third 

parties or arms of large agencies) aggregating 

household level data and using it to 

personalize the TV viewing experience, 

making programmatic more powerful.”

“The current 
amount of 
programmatic TV 
sales in Europe 
is too small to 
measure but in the 
US the figure is 
predicted, by 
Strategy Analytics, 
to be around 5% or 
$5bn of all TV spend 
by 2017.”
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“We question whether there’s even a demand 

for this as both the agencies and broadcasters 

prefer the current working model of fixed prices,” 

comments Reid, who again stressed automation. 

“Despite the lack of an ‘auction’ it doesn’t mean 

that automation is not a possibility. Automation 

assists with targeting and optimisation. And that 

is something that both sides of 

the buying coin do want.”

Most experts, Amagi among 

them, view programmatic TV 

initiating with monetising 

remnant inventory or low-rated 

programming before becoming 

mainstream for premium tentpole properties.

According to Reid, broadcasters can do this by 

moving beyond BARB numbers to provide more 

detailed information about zero-rated shows to 

potential advertisers. “Additionally, it’s about how 

they can use automation to drive more premium 

product to more potential viewers,” he says.

A good example of this is TubeMogul’s 

relationship with Channel4 via Freewheel to sell 

premium inventory on all4. In the US, Dish is 

the latest in a string of partners like Cox Media 

and WideOrbit to unveil an addressable, 

automated TV marketplace with TubeMogul as 

buy-side partner. 

Still, there are concerns that the technology 

used to commoditise online ad inventory will 

devalue premium commercial space in prime 

time. “Broadcast sellers should only be concerned 

if they are not doing it right,” argues Braley. 

“Inventory will only get diluted if you don’t set 

a proper floor, don’t package it appropriately 

and don’t communicate to buyers what to expect.”

RTB may not currently be possible without 

some major infrastructure changes in the way 

signals are processed, for example with 

watermark-based, real-time ad insertions. “Live 

auctions can be achievable for broadcast TV and 

premium video applications, with technologies 

like Amagi’s,” insists Srinivasan. “Real-time 

auctions, especially for remnant inventory, will 

increase revenue for broadcasters while providing 

more options for advertisers.”

Too soon for premium inventory
In summary, programmatic TV is not viewed as 

an immediate replacement for traditional buying 

and selling models – or at least not for those 

currently employed for premium inventory. 

Instead, programmatic is being experimented 

with, and in some cases implemented, to add 

value as a complementary marketing tool and to 

supplement premium ad buys.

Channel 4’s next step is to build a solution that 

delivers ad break scheduling and ad decisioning, 

“potentially in realtime, and potentially using 

BARB and C4 first party data,” according to 

Jonathan Lewis, Head of Digital and 

Partnership Innovation. “We are 

deliberately not referring to this as 

programmatic but as automated ad 

allocation. It will be probably by ready 

by the end of 2016.”

The current amount of programmatic 

TV sales in Europe is too small to measure but in 

the US the figure is predicted, by Strategy 

Analytics, to be around 5% or $5bn of all TV 

spend by 2017. 

“Instead of asking if all video advertising will 

be programmatic, we believe the right question is 

‘when will all advertising will be 

programmatic?’ – not just 

video,” says Reid. “TubeMogul 

introduced programmatic 

buying of OOH and radio this 

year because it’s what our 

customers wanted. They need to plan, track and 

optimise their ad buys across all media, not just 

continue to silo themselves in one.” 

Ooyala’s Braley makes a similar point: “We 

think a broadcaster is better off investing in their 

OTT strategy rather than investing in 

programmatic for linear TV. That’s because we 

think TV will be delivered online. It’s not a 

question of when programmatic will move to TV, 

as when will consumer behaviour abandon linear 

TV.” 
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