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Pre-Upfront Thoughts on Broadcast TV, Promotions, Nielsen, and AVOD  
By Steve Sternberg 

 

Last year’s upfront season was different from any I’ve been involved in during my 40 years in the 

business.  Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were no live network presentations to the 

industry, and for the first time since I’ve been evaluating television programming, I did not watch 

any of the fall pilots before the shows aired. 

  

Many new and returning series experienced production delays, resulting in staggered premieres, 

shortened seasons, and unexpected cancellations.  The big San Diego and New York comic-cons 

were canceled.  There was virtually no pre-season buzz for new broadcast or cable series. 

 

Stuck at home with fewer new episodes of scripted series than ever to watch on ad-supported TV, 

people turned to streaming services in large numbers.   

 

Netflix, which had plenty of shows in the pipeline, surged in terms of both viewers and new 

subscribers.  Disney+, boosted by season 2 of The Mandalorian and new Marvel series, 

WandaVision and Falcon and the Winter Soldier, was able to experience tremendous growth. 

https://www.comscore.com/Products/Local-Media
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Amazon Prime Video, and Hulu also managed to substantially grow their subscriber bases.  Warner 

Bros. announcing it would release all of its movies in 2021 simultaneously in theaters and on HBO 

Max (led by Wonder Woman 1984 and Godzilla vs. Kong), helped add subscribers to that streaming 

platform as well – as did its successful original series, The Flight Attendant.  CBS All Access, 

rebranded as Paramount+, also enjoyed growth.  According to a Wall Street Journal analysis 

conducted with market research firms MoffetNathanson and Harris X, the combined number of 

U.S. subscribers to the largest streaming platforms were up 50% compared to pre-pandemic totals.  

 

This year, while things will not be completely back to normal, it will be a bit closer.  Upfront 

presentations will still be mostly virtual, but series production schedules will not experience the 

same delays, and pilots will again be available to industry insiders for screening and predictive 

punditry.  How many defecting viewers will return to the broadcast or ad-supported cable fold is a 

good question.   

 

Before the upfront season gets underway in earnest, here are a few things worth thinking about. 

 

Broadcast network series are still too broadcasty.  

Given the popularity of both streaming services and premium 

cable, and the clear impact they have in siphoning off 

broadcast viewers, one might think the broadcast networks 

would do more to develop programming to draw back some 

of these viewers.  One would be wrong.  Rather than try to get edgier or appeal to an audience that 

doesn’t typically watch that network, broadcasters seem to have conceded they are no longer 

able to draw young viewers in large numbers, so they’re continuing go almost exclusively after 

the 45+ crowd (how else to explain CW, the youngest skewing broadcast network, rebooting such 

Baby Boomer favorites as Walker and Kung Fu). 
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• Procedural Dramas: Most broadcast procedurals operate under the notion that 

episodes need to be self-contained, and crimes resolved by the end of each episode.  This 

is not just to avoid cliffhangers, but also because of the (probably correct) belief that self-

contained episodes do better in the syndication after-market.  The main audience for these 

types of procedurals on broadcast television are older viewers, who see these shows as 

comfort food, and have no problem with slight variations of the same theme every week 

(and prefer resolutions by the end of each episode) – which is also why these shows tend 

to repeat well, and why cable networks such as ION have become successful airing day-

long repeat marathons of various off-network procedural dramas and crime shows. 
 

It’s no coincidence that the two best procedural dramas on television, Bosch (Prime Video) 

and Bordertown (Netflix), are on streaming services.  Bosch has one central case that 

covers an entire season, while Bordertown has each case resolved over a two or three 

episode story arc.  This allows for more character development, more detail into the crime-

solving process, and more variety (as well as more twists and turns) than if each crime had 

to be solved in 40 or so minutes.   
 

NBC’s new Law & Order: Organized Crime is using the entire season to go after the main 

bad guy, and so far the series ranks in the top 20 among total viewers.  The planned Criminal 

Minds reboot on Paramount+ reportedly will have one central case that covers an entire 

season (which the long-running CBS series was successful doing during its last couple of 

years).  There is no question that it will appeal to a younger audience than it did on the linear 

CBS network. 
 

• Sitcoms: The broadcast comedies that premiered in 2020/21 are perfect examples of 

something I’ve been saying for many years.  Shows make stars, stars don’t make shows.  

The  best thing I can say about most of the formulaic comedies this season is that they’re 

drivelous.  Nobody gets hurt and no one is likely to be offended.   
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With the long-running classic, The Big Bang Theory, and the short-running classic, The 

Good Place, both ending, it’s too bad we get new comedies such as Call Me Kat (starring 

Big Bang’s Mayim Bialik)  and Mr. Mayor (starring The Good Place’s Ted Danson).  With so 

many great original comedies currently airing on streaming services – Fleabag, Marvelous 

Mrs. Maisel, GLOW, Ramy, PEN15, Russian Doll, and Dead to Me, to name just a few – 

Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist is the only current broadcast comedy even close to the same 

level in terms of originality. 

 

Promotional Follies.  I remember two summers ago, I 

decided to take a look at how the broadcast networks were 

promoting their fall lineups during one week in August.  The 

highly-touted drama, Stumptown, was one of the ABC’s most 

heavily promoted new primetime series, airing 30 promos over 

five nights.  It ran the bulk of these promos in game shows such as Match Game and Holey Moley.  

What a waste of promotional weight!  There were numerous series on CBS and NBC that appealed 

to the exact audience ABC was trying to reach.  Now I’m not saying this was the only reason this 

fine series couldn’t find an audience, but it certainly contributed to a smaller viewer sampling  than 

it might otherwise have had. 

 

Because of the pandemic, there wasn’t the normal pre-season industry analysis of the 2020/21 

broadcast TV season.  This made effective on-air promotion (still the best way to create awareness) 

more important than ever, particularly for ad-supported networks, which need viewers to start 

watching a new series more quickly than do subscription streaming services.  But the broadcast 

networks continued to gladly accept ads from their real competitors, namely streaming 

services and premium cable networks, while foolishly refusing to promote one another.  

This, of course, is one of the reasons the networks continue to decline, and streaming services are 
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eating their lunch.  Streamers can advertise on any ad-supported platform, while the broadcast 

networks stubbornly avoid promoting themselves on the highest rated programs, which appeal to 

wider audiences and would almost certainly result in greater viewer sampling.   

 

One example of this ridiculousness involves the new Mayim Bialik sitcom on Fox, Call Me Kat – a 

pleasant, but low-rated show that is not compatible with the rest of Fox’s lineup.  She, of course, 

played Amy Farrah Fowler for 10 years on CBS’s blockbuster hit, The Big Bang Theory.  Why in 

the world would Fox not cross-promote the show on CBS sitcoms, which is the precise audience 

most likely to watch its former star’s new comedy?  How many CBS sitcom viewers even know Call 

Me Kat exists?  Fox could return the favor by allowing a new CBS drama, such as Clarice, which 

doesn’t fit the mold of a typical CBS procedural (and has declined significantly since its debut), to 

advertise on its hit series, 911 and Prodigal Son.   

 

Ad-supported cable networks learned long ago that promoting one another’s programming is the 

most effective way to boost all of their ratings and attract more advertising dollars.  There are 

several ad-supported cable series over the years that I’ve watched regularly only because I saw 

them promoted on another network.  The broadcast networks need to understand that whenever 

they develop a new success such as This is Us, The Good Doctor, The Equalizer, or The Masked 

Singer, it benefits all of them, reminding both the ad industry and the press that the broadcast 

networks are still capable of producing the highest rated shows on the air (The Walking Dead and 

Yellowstone notwithstanding).  The advertising industry, which benefits from strong ad-

supported programming, should be demanding this type of cross promotion at every turn 

(as should series producers and talent). 

 

I was again reminded of this lunacy while I was watching the various award shows during the past 

year. The Primetime Emmy Awards on ABC had several promos for the host network’s 
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programming (8 by my count).  There were also numerous ads for its competitors.  It had 5 ads for 

ad-supported cable networks, 2 ads for premium cable, and 16 ads for various streaming services 

(4 for its own Disney+, 2 for Apple TV+, 2 for Prime Video, 1 for Hulu, 2 for FX on Hulu, 3 for HBO 

Max, and 2 for Peacock – for some reason the network had previously banned ads for Netflix).  

Conspicuously missing from this list was CBS All Access, which I have long speculated is 

simply because it had CBS in its name.  Once it officially changes its name to Paramount+, I 

predicted, all the broadcast networks would happily accept ads they previously wouldn’t touch.  

There were, of course, no ads for other broadcast networks.   

 

During NBC’s Golden Globes broadcast there was indeed an ad for the newly rebranded 

Paramount+, in addition to ads for other major streaming services – 2 for NBC’s own Peacock, 

and 1 each for Prime Video, FX on Hulu, Netflix, HBO Max, Apple TV+, Disney+, and even 

Facebook.  There was also an ad for Showtime.  There were 18 promos for various NBC new and 

returning series.  None, of course, for other broadcast networks. 

 

During CBS’s Emmy Awards broadcast, there were 2 ads for its own streaming service, 

Paramount+, but there were also 2 ads for HBO Max and 1 for Apple TV+.  There was an ad for 

Nat Geo, and 17 promos for CBS shows.  None for any other broadcast network. 

 

While ABC did have mostly promos for its own properties during its Academy Awards broadcast 

– 3 for the Disney+, Hulu, ESPN+ bundle, 5 for Hulu, 1 for FX on Hulu, 1 for FX, and 6 for various 

ABC primetime series – it also aired 1 ad for Apple TV+ and 1 for Discovery+.  And none foe any 

other broadcast network.    

 

This indefensible policy could well be one reason ratings for these award shows are down.  Many 

of the potential viewers to The Grammys, for example, probably had no idea it was on.  Imagine if 
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it had advertised on American Idol and The Voice rather older-skewing CBS series whose viewers 

were less likely to be interested in music awards featuring artists most of them probably never 

heard of. 

 

During this year’s Super Bowl, CBS obviously had numerous promos for its own properties – 14 

for CBS series and 6 for Paramount+.  But there was also 1 for Disney+, 1 for the Disney+, Hulu, 

ESPN+ bundle, and 4 for Prime Video.  None, of course, for other broadcast networks. 

 

At this year’s upfront presentations the broadcast networks will almost certainly tout themselves as 

still being the best and most effective platforms for advertisers to reach the largest chunks of 

available consumers.  They will be correct, but unfortunately they will almost certainly not follow 

their own advice.  It is one major reason why their competitors will continue to siphon off their 

viewers, and why their own combined ratings will continue to decline.  It’s time for the broadcast 

networks to at least start experimenting with cross-promoting one another’s series. 

 

Why do some streamers insist on dropping one 

episode per week?  Most Netflix and many Amazon Prime 

Video original scripted series drop entire seasons at one time, 

rather than following the linear network model of airing one 

episode per week.  Virtually all the other major streaming services premiere between one and three 

episodes before reverting to one a week for the remainder of the season.  It’s no coincidence 

that these streaming platforms are owned by companies that also own ad-supported 

broadcast and cable networks. 

 

There are two reasons for this that make sense to me.  First, no other streaming service has the 

high volume of original series as Netflix, and they probably feel that if they release all episodes of 
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a new show at once, many will binge it in one or two sittings, and then feel they have nothing else 

to watch.  Airing popular series once a week keeps viewers coming back (and potentially exposed 

to other series).  Second, Netflix dies not have a broadcast sibling, so couldn’t care less about the 

broadcast network model.  Other streamers, however, do not want people to get out of the habit of 

watching once-a-week programming, because that might negatively affect their broadcast and 

cable network siblings, which, for the moment at least, are still their most profitable vehicles. 

 

Can Nielsen still measure TV viewing?  Over the 

years, whenever someone would question me about how TV 

audience measurement could possibly be accurate, which 

would come up often if I was training someone with any 

degree of intelligence, my response would invariably be that 

research is designed to provide direction, not precision.   

 

There have been a number of changes to audience measurement during the past 40+ years that 

have caused the data reported by Nielsen to change significantly – from gradual increases in 

national sample size (it was just 1,200 homes when I started out in this business in the early 1980s), 

to the advent of people meters in 1987 (which resulted in an immediate 20-30% drop in reported 

Nielsen ratings compared to the old household meter/persons diary system), to the inclusion of 

DVR homes in Nielsen’s sample (which precipitated the switch from live viewing to C3 in 2008).   

 

As long as two basic elements exist, the industry can adjust to even large changes in 

reported numbers.  First is stability – can the data be projected over time.  If you can’t make 

reasonable estimates of how networks and programming will perform from one season to the next, 

buyers wouldn’t spend more than $20 billion during the upfront, and sellers wouldn’t guarantee 

audience delivery.  Second, is directional accuracy.  Regardless of whether new methods and 
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techniques change the data, can we be reasonably confident when Nielsen reports that Network 

or Program A has 10% more viewers than Network or Program B?  Until five or six years ago, the 

answer was probably yes.  Now, as the streaming wars are going full blast, not so much. 

 

According to Nielsen, streaming rose from 18% to 25% of total TV viewing time over the past year, 

and one-third of streaming-capable homes access between three and four services per month.  

Nielsen’s national sample isn’t weighted to replicate individual streaming service penetration in the 

U.S., so even its limited streaming data is faulty.  This also has an unknown impact on how accurate 

Nielsen is on measuring audiences to linear networks.  If someone subscribes to Netflix, Hulu, and 

Disney+, viewing to linear, ad-supported networks could be substantially different than if the same 

person subscribed to Prime Video, HBO Max, and Paramount+.  Just knowing the a household 

subscribes to three streaming services is not good enough – as it was for both cable/satellite 

penetration and VCR/DVR ownership, where the specific program/channel provider or brand of 

device did not have a major impact on channel availability or viewing behavior.   

 

We still have no idea how many people are watching specific streaming series .  We only 

know what a streaming service tells us or what partial data Nielsen reports.  Netflix used to count 

someone as a viewer only when they had streamed 70% of the show.  Under its new system, 

Netflix counts a view as watching at least two minutes of the content.  This is akin to a Nielsen 

measurement of reach, which only has limited value if you don’t also report the frequency.  This 

new metric reportedly has increased Netflix’s claimed viewership by an average of about 35%, 

which is undoubtedly the main reason it  switched its definition of “viewing.”  I’m not even sure how 

other streaming services measure viewing. 

 

Time spent viewing should be the standard metric so that all viewing on all platforms can 

be compared on equal footing.  This doesn’t matter much for non-ad-supported SVOD, but as 
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more advertising on streaming services becomes available, it gains urgency – and there should be 

the same standard metric for both linear and streaming series. 

 

Nielsen does provides audience data for some streaming services, but it is so limited as to be 

relatively meaningless.  It basically only includes viewing to a TV set, and doesn’t count mobile 

devices.  This results in a substantial bias toward older-skewing series – my 21-year-old son, for 

example, watches a fair amount of streaming series and sports on his phone and lap top.  I can’t 

remember the last time I saw him stream anything on a television set.  I, on the other hand, don’t 

stream any series on my phone, and only occasionally on my laptop.  As more and more ad-

supported streaming content becomes available, relying on streamers for this type of data should 

not be acceptable.  The industry would never allow NBC or CBS to tell them how many people 

were watching their broadcast network. 

 

Nielsen has just announced the launch of Nielsen Streaming Video Ratings, designed to capture 

how much streaming activity is happening on TV screens, what devices and apps are being used 

to stream, and how different audience demographics stream.  Apparently 10 streaming services 

will be tracked – although not named in Nielsen’s initial announcement, Netflix, Prime Video, Hulu, 

Disney+, HBO Max, Peacock, Apple TV+, and YouTube are sure to be among them.  While this 

may provide valuable insights for content providers and marketers, it will not address the problem 

of fully measuring streaming audiences, the impact streamers have on linear TV viewing, or the 

existing problems with Nielsen’s national people meter sample.  

 

In addition to the many challenges currently facing the research community at large, the TV 

networks and the Video Advertising Bureau (VAB), the trade organization that represents 

them, have accused Nielsen of undercounting how many people have actually been 

watching TV during the pandemic. 
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Just as COVID-19 restrictions have kept people at home since March 2020, it has also prevented 

Nielsen field agents from entering the homes of its national people meter sample participants – 

which is done periodically to make sure the Nielsen measurement equipment is working properly, 

determine if the demographic makeup of the household has changed, and whether the household 

is still providing usable data.  There is also speculation that some homes, which people left empty 

during the pandemic, may still have been included in Nielsen’s sample (although I’m not sure if 

Nielsen tried to schedule Zoom or Teams calls with its sample homes – and if not, why not.) 

 

The networks believe the decline in overall television usage reported by Nielsen compared to 

before the pandemic makes no sense.  Nor is it logical that reach (the percentage of total people 

that watch at least some television during the average week) has dropped from 92% in 2019 to 

87% so far this year.  I’ve also heard the idea that some households might no longer be viable 

because of pandemic-related deaths.  The VAB claims this decline runs counter to other 

information, including data from set-top boxes, the dramatic increase in streaming options and 

subscriptions, and even the rise in television set sales.   

 

On the other side of the coin, some point out that the pandemic resulted in TV series production 

delays, fewer first-run original episodes, a heavier repeat load, and remote rather than live  

appearances on late-night series and award shows.  All of these could result in lower than normal 

television usage and network TV ratings.  Many more people turning to streaming services could 

negatively affect overall TV usage if a large percentage of this viewing was online or on phones. 

 

While the VAB and Nielsen disagree on the actual number of usable persons in its sample (the so-

called in-tab), both agree that the year-to-year decline was more than 20%.  According to Nielsen 

the number went from 44,471 in Feb. 2020 to 34,720 in Feb. 2021.  That’s a big drop. 
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Nielsen reports that total Persons Using Television (PUT) grew slightly from 2Q’19 to 2Q’20 (at the 

start of the pandemic), from 15.2 to 15.4 (+1.5%), but from 3Q’19 to 3Q’20 it declined, from 14.7 

to 13.6 (-7.5%).  When you add TV Connected Devices, the year-to-year Total Use of Television 

(TUT) in 2Q grew from 19.0 to 21.0 (+10.5%), while in 3Q it fell from 18.9 to 18.5 (-2.0%).  I can 

see why the networks are concerned. 

 

Nielsen has stated, “Nielsen remains confident in the quality of the estimates we produce.  Nielsen 

continues to stand behind our audience estimates as representative of media consumption.  Having 

said that, we acknowledge that there is an increase in variance in the panel due to smaller sample 

sizes during this time period, and therefore recommend evaluating the standard error associated 

with audience estimates.”  Nielsen is adding the following disclosure to reports from its NPOWER 

software:  “Due to the unprecedented events of the COVID-19 pandemic, audience estimates 

during the period starting March 2020 reflect unusual tuning behavior and are subject to an 

increase in Standard Error as sample sizes declined.  Users of this data should take this into 

consideration when using estimates during this period of time.”   

 

The war of words continued as the VAB has called this response inadequate, and has demanded 

an audit by an independent third-party, Ernst & Young, the auditor for the Media Rating Council 

(MRC) to examine the 9,400 homes Nielsen has identified as needing in-person visits to resolve 

outstanding maintenance issues.  Nielsen responded that they have been “clear and transparent 

with the MRC and our clients on every change in protocol we needed to make during COVID to 

keep our people and panelists safe…we will work closely with the MRC on all audit requests.”  

Nielsen also stated that the company “conducted our own assessment of the drivers of the reported 

audience estimates in the white paper we shared with the VAB and industry last week.”  Nielsen 

claimed that their work with the MRC (VAB members are also MRC members) “should serve the 

purpose of an independent audit.”   
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The VAB countered that “Nielsen’s refusal to take any type of action, in the face of a research -

backed request from its key industry stakeholders, is profoundly disappointing and a massive 

disservice to a TV marketplace that has had a stellar track record of collaboration and 

transparency.” 

 

I see no problem with an independent third party conducting an audit, since it might cool down 

some of the rhetoric (although I’m not sure why the MRC is not considered an independent third 

party).  I’m also not sure why this didn’t become a major issue as it was happening, since the 

industry has ongoing access to Nielsen’s reports. 

 

The slow rise of AVOD.  With traditional linear ad-

supported television ratings continuing to decline, and more 

people cutting cords and subscribing to multiple streaming 

services, there is an obvious desire among advertisers to 

engage with more viewers on more platforms.  At the same 

time, there’s a desire among many consumers to cut costs (the average monthly cost for a 

cable/satellite subscription is more than $150).  Several recent studies have indicated viewers’ 

willingness to accept advertising if it will reduce costs while providing premier content.    

 

Nielsen has reported that about three times as many Americans are now embracing AVOD as 

before the pandemic began.  Media companies are also starting to spend more on programming 

for their streaming services than for their ad-supported cable networks, which has resulted in cable 

audience declines.  And some cable networks are being branded with AVOD services, such as “FX 

on Hulu.”  The three biggest SVOD streamers, Netflix, Prime Video, and Disney+, are not likely 

to accept traditional advertising any time soon.  Nor is Apple TV+.  Other major players have both 

premium and ad-supported tiers. 
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Disney-owned Hulu is still the largest AVOD, with more than 32 million subscribers, roughly two-

thirds of which pay just $6 per month for the ad-supported version (compared to the $12 monthly 

fee for the ad-free option).  NBC Universal’s Peacock reportedly has about 15 million subscribers 

and three tiers.  It has an ad-supported free tier, a premium tier ($4.99 per month) with some ads 

(free to Comcast and Cox subscribers), and a “premium plus” ad free tier ($9.99 per month), which 

contains some content not available on the other tiers.  ViacomCBS’s Paramount+ (formerly CBS 

All Access) is packaged with Showtime.  It has more than 16 million subscribers (each with about 

half).  A majority of Paramount+ subscribers choose the ad-supported option for $6 per month (the 

ad-free version costs $10).  AT&T/WarnerMedia’s HBO Max’s ad-free service is $14.99 per month.  

HBO Max reaches about 38 million subscribers in the U.S., although roughly 17 million are 

considered “activated.”  In June 2021, it plans to offer an ad-supported option.  No pricing has yet 

been announced.  HBO Originals that originally ran without ads will not have any commercial 

breaks, and same-day theatrical releases will only be available to those who pay for the ad-free 

service.   

 

Additionally there are AVOD services such as Pluto TV (owned by ViacomCBS) and Tubi (owned 

by Fox).  Pluto TV, with about 22 million active monthly users, offers programming content through 

digital linear channels designed to emulate the traditional broadcast TV experience, including ad 

breaks.  Tubi has about 33 million active monthly users, and includes TV series and films from a 

variety of content providers.  There are also other AVOD platforms, such as RokuTV, Comcast’s 

Vudu and Xumo, Crackle, Redbox TV, and Amazon’s IMDb TV. 

 

AVOD has several key advantages to advertisers over linear TV.  VOD is by definition appointment 

television.  Combine this with significantly less commercial clutter, more effective targeting, and 

less ability to fast-forward through ads, and brand message awareness and retention could be 
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substantially higher.  AVOD and SVOD also attract younger viewers.  The biggest problems?  

Audience measurement and lack of standards for ad delivery, monitoring, and service. 

 

It should be noted that in the $65 billion U.S. TV ad industry, linear TV still accounts for roughly 

95% of ad viewing time.  According to Nielsen, almost 25% of TV viewing is streamed content, but 

only about 4% of ad-viewing time is streamed.  This will gradually increase, but we’re not there yet.   

 


