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30 Years Ago Median Age Became a Thing 
By Steve Sternberg 

 

Thirty years ago this month, when I was VP of Television Research 

at the late, great Bozell ad agency, I released my first report on 

Median Age.  It helped change the way television was measured, 

and how some networks branded themselves. 

 

I remember sitting in the office of my friend, mentor, and boss, the late, great media research guru, 

John McSherry, and wondering why television time was still being sold based on broad demographics 

such as 18-49 and 25-54, when Nielsen had recently made narrower “building-block” demographic 

segments available.  He just looked at me with that “I know more than you do” expression he often 

had before imparting one of his insights, and said, “Steve, you know it’s all about median age.”   

 

Something clicked.  What if instead of needing to analyze the percent composition of numerous 

demographic segments, we could use a single number to indicate audience skew?  And what other 

implications might there be for evaluating the television landscape?   

 

https://www.emazzanti.net/services/security-and-privacy/?utm_source=mediapost&utm_medium=pdfad&utm_campaign=cybersecurity
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Now to be clear, as any eighth-grader knows, median age existed way 

before I wrote about it.  And for years, syndicated research services 

had provided median age data for print media, and even made some 

information available for television.  But those were based on surveys 

and were generally reach-type data (“did you watch or read in the past 

seven days…”).  Nothing was available based on Nielsen’s average 

audience marketplace currency data.  Before the advent of people 

meters in the 1987/88 television season, when narrower age groups became available for the first 

time, any estimates of median age for television were woefully inaccurate.  I knew if we could write 

something on the topic we might be able to move television research forward by a few steps. 

 

In my first report on the subject in August 1991, I pointed to three reasons why median age is a 

valuable measurement. 

 

• You can match the average median age of a television buy to the median age of a brand’s product 

usage.  This results in the percent composition by demo of your television audience to be very 

close to that of your product users. 

 

• If buying commercial time against a broad age groups such as 18-49 or 25-54, median age can 

help you balance GRP weight among the narrower segments of your demo.  For example, if your 

target is Women 18-49 and you know the median age of the demo is 33, if the median age of your 

buy among that demo is around 33, you will have a relatively balanced GRP weight between 18-

34 and 35-49.  By moving the average median age up or down by a few years, you can easily shift 

the GRP weight toward the upper or lower end of the demo. 
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• By projecting median ages by program for the fall TV schedules, I could better predict which shows 

might succeed.  I was able to easily see that TV shows of different genres were competing with 

one another.  Some comedies, for example, were actually more competitive with procedural 

dramas than with other comedies.  A new show with a projected median age of 42 would probably 

not do well going in a time slot that already had three other series with median ages in the low 

40s.  A show with a projected median age of 52 or 35 might have a much better chance to succeed 

in that hour. 

 

I develop an excel spreadsheet I was very proud of at the time (my first with “if, and” statements, if 

you remember those), which automatically calculated median ages for every network and program 

once I downloaded the appropriate Nielsen demo impressions. 

 

It took me a few years to persuade Nielsen to include Median Age as a standard measurement, so 

for a long time we were the only ones producing and analyzing median age data.  I remember showing 

various broadcast and cable network folks how to calculate it.  WB was the first network to regularly 

use this data as a sales tool and in its upfront presentations – since it showed the emerging network 

to be substantially younger than any other, even Fox (which was significantly younger than the Big 

Three broadcast networks at the time). 

 

In that first report 30 years ago, the combined 4-network median age was just 39.  CBS had the oldest 

median age at 45, Fox the youngest at 27 (WB data was not yet available – when that became 

available, WB was the youngest, at 23).  ABC’s average median age was only 36, and NBC’s was 

41.  Out of 100 primetime network series, only 12 had median ages older than 50.  Fifty-nine had 

median ages under 40 and 19 had median ages under 30.  Since virtually everyone still watched the 

broadcast networks, median ages by program varied widely. 
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My next report, in early 1992, examined  other dayparts.  Daytime’s average median age was 44 

(ABC – 39, CBS – 52, NBC – 47).  In late night, the median age for ABC (Nightline) was 45, and CBS 

(Crimetime After Primetime) was only 43.  On NBC, The Tonight Show (with Johnny Carson) had a 

median age of 43, David Letterman was 38, and Saturday Night Live was just 34.  Arsenio Hall, in 

syndication, had a median age of 35.  It just shows how much late night viewing has changed over 

the years.  Back then, the broadcast networks were still virtually the only game in town. 

 

The press started using median age data to show how much one network (now, all broadcast 

networks) have aged, because that made for compelling headlines.  This led, of course, to 

misunderstandings about what the data actually means.  A lot of people had trouble understanding 

how CBS could be in first place among Adults 18-49, with a median age of 55, when other networks 

had median ages in the 40s.  But median age tells you nothing about audience size.  If half the 

audience is over 50, it also means half the audience is under 50.  So, if a network has many more 

total viewers, it can have an older overall audience skew, but still have more younger viewers than 

other younger skewing networks  In other words, if Network A has 3 million Adult 18-49 viewers and 

4 million Adult 50+ viewers, and Network B has 2.5 million Adult 18-49 viewers and 2 million Adult 

50+ viewers, Network A will have both a higher Adult 18-49 rating and an older median age.  

 

Today, median age does not have nearly the same value as a measurement tool for broadcast 

television as it did 20 or 30 years ago when more than 20 years separated the youngest and oldest 

networks (and only one network had a median age over 50).  It has far more significance now in 

analyzing cable audiences – we are not likely to see any real streaming data any time soon.  We have 

seen in recent years that DVR viewers tend to be 5-10 years younger than the linear network audience 

to the same programs.  As video viewing  and marketplace dynamics continue to change, there are 

still many important analyses that can be done using median age data 

 


