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Linear TV Still Rules; Off-Network Leads Streaming (Maybe) 
By Steve Sternberg 

 

I’ve written a number of pieces over the past few years about the flaws in current TV/video audience 

measurement and what can be done about it.  You can read past issues of The Sternberg Report for 

deeper analysis.  This is a continuation rather than a recap of my previous thoughts. 

 

If the total reach among adults for linear TV is more than 80% of the U.S., which is higher than 

streaming penetration, then more people are reached by ad-supported broadcast and cable in a given 

week than by all the streaming services combined.  The highest rated series on television is not 

Netflix’s Squid Game, but Paramount Network’s Yellowstone.  More people watch an episode of 

Yellowstone each week than any episode of any streaming program.  If Paramount dropped an entire 

season at once, it would certainly generate more hours of viewing than anything reported on any 

streaming platform. 

 

According to Nielsen, the 10 highest rated scripted broadcast series among households are, NCIS, 

FBI, Chicago Fire, Blue Bloods, The Equalizer, Chicago P.D., Chicago Med, Young Sheldon, FBI: 

Most Wanted, and FBI: International.  During the average episode, they are each watched by between 

5 and 7% of U.S. TV households – probably a higher percentage than watch an average episode of 
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any streaming series.  Of course, an “average” episode doesn’t really exist for an on-demand series 

the way it does for a show that airs once a week.  And we really have no idea how many people watch 

any streaming series.  We only know what Nielsen, with its fundamentally flawed streaming 

measurement reports, and what individual streaming services choose to self-report.   

 

Nielsen does provides audience data for several 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 22-year-old son, for 

example, watches a fair amount of streaming series and sports on his phone and laptop.  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 do so 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. 

 

Netflix has long claimed that Nielsen significantly under-reports its viewership levels, which is certainly 

true.  Netflix, after all, does have the real viewing data (although it only releases limited metrics that 

make it look good).  One example of this disparity is the difference between what Nielsen and Netflix 

reported for The Witcher during Christmas week.  Both had it as the top streaming series in the U.S., 

but Netflix claimed it had nearly 230 million viewing hours, while Nielsen reported about 45 million 

streaming hours (only 20% of Netflix’s reported viewing). 

 

According to Netflix, Squid Game has reportedly been its most viewed show in 94 countries, reaching 

142 million member households worldwide (out of roughly 220 million) during its first four weeks. 

Netflix touted the series’ popularity by citing internal data that shows it garnered a record 3.26 billion 

streaming minutes for the week of Sept. 27-Oct.3, 2021.  Both Nielsen and Netflix have recently been 

using meaningless numbers like millions or billions of minutes viewed to make audiences seem more 
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impressive than they actually are.  This greatly benefits Netflix and Amazon Prime Video, since they 

drop entire series at once, while most other streamers tend to do so on a weekly episode basis.  The 

broadcast networks have recently followed suit by touting the billions of minutes viewed to linear 

broadcast television during the entire fall season 

 

So let’s see how impressive this Squid Game weekly “viewing” number really is.  If Netflix’s 74 million 

U.S. subscribers streamed 3.26 billion minutes of Squid Game in a week, that translates to 44 minutes 

per subscriber.  If 25% of all Netflix subscribers watched it during that week, it would translate to 176 

minutes, or just under 3 hours per viewer.  Still leading among all streaming shows, but not nearly as 

impressive as the headline-grabbing “More Than 3 Billion Minutes Viewed” – and not necessarily 

more time than the average Chicago Fire viewer spends per week watching that show. 

 

The average adult spends more time watching Chicago Fire or NCIS on linear TV each week than 

anything on any streaming service.  You just never hear about it because linear networks are not 

accustomed to reporting total hours viewed, and because several of these shows air on multiple ad-

supported networks, which are not all affiliated with one another so don’t promote themselves 

together.  So the 40+ hours Chicago Fire airs each week on NBC, ION, and USA is never reported 

as a single number.  The Chicago, Law & Order, and NCIS franchises are each viewed more often 

and for more hours than any streaming series on television.  Or are they? 

 

According to Nielsen, roughly 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.  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.   
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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+, for example, viewing to linear, ad-

supported networks could be substantially different than if the same person subscribed to Prime 

Video, HBO Max, and Paramount+.  The impact will vary significantly depending on when a particular 

streamer drops new and popular original content.   

 

We still have no idea how many people are actually 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.  Then it started counting 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 two-minute threshold 

reportedly increased Netflix’s claimed viewership by an average of about 35%, which is undoubtedly 

the main reason it  switched its definition of “viewing.”  Now Netflix is releasing a new metric – number 

of hours viewed.  This is a better gauge of what’s really going on, and more in line with what Nielsen 

reports, but has its own limitations. 

 

There are several problems with just looking at number of minutes or hours viewed.  You can’t easily 

compare hour-long dramas to half-hour comedies.  The number of available episodes per program 

can vary widely.  According to Nielsen, Netflix’s most streamed series in 2021 was not an original 

show, but rather off-network repeats of Criminal Minds with about 33.9 billion minutes viewed.  Squid 

Game, on the other hand, was viewed for about 16.4 billion minutes.  Both of these figures are 

probably severely undercounting actual viewing.  Nevertheless, Criminal Minds had 322 episodes 

available, while Squid Game had just nine.  So the average amount of viewing per episode was many 

times greater for Squid Game.  It’s kind of like comparing viewing to Chicago Fire on NBC  (1 episode 

per week) to ad-supported cable (40 episodes on ION and USA). 
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Average (not total) time spent viewing should be the standard audience measurement 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 more advertising on streaming services becomes available, it gains urgency 

– and there should be the same standard metric for both linear and streaming series. 

 

None of what I’ve discussed so far addresses the problems Nielsen has just measuring viewing to a 

television set.  I’ve been writing for years about how virtually no research was done into determining 

the proper way to measure time-shifted commercial-minute viewing (C3).  It wasn’t considered that 

important, since C3 was designed as a one-year band-aid until industry pre- and post-buy computer 

systems were able to report actual commercial measurement (that was 14 years ago).  A future issue 

of The Sternberg Report will discuss why neither buyers nor sellers have actually wanted real 

commercial audience measurement. 

 

Until the industry acknowledges the basic flaws in current audience measurement and addresses 

them, any new measurement service or system will simply be a different platform for buying and 

selling commercial time.  But it won’t get any closer to telling us who is really watching what. 

 

Following is Nielsen’s ranking of the top 20 live-action, scripted, streaming titles of 2021 (Nielsen only 

reports Apple TV+, Disney+, Hulu, Netflix, and Prime Video).  Keep in mind that Nielsen’s under-

reporting of streaming and bias toward older-skewing series contributes to off-network repeats (14 of 

the top 20) having higher reported viewing than original shows. 
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Nielsen Ranking of Streaming Live-Action Series 
 

 

Rank 

 

Title 

Original/ 

Acquired 

 

Outlet 

# 

Episodes 

Minutes 

Viewed 

(Millions) 

Average 

Minutes/Ep 

(Millions) * 

1 Criminal Minds Acquired Netflix 322 33,865 105 

2 Grey’s Anatomy Acquired Netflix 382 32,625 85 

3 NCIS Acquired Netflix 354 29,529 83 

4 Heartland Acquired Netflix 215 20,410 95 

5 Manifest Acquired Netflix 42 19,923 474 

6 Supernatural Acquired Netflix 329 18,912 57 

7 Lucifer Original Netflix 93 18,342 197 

8 Schitt’s Creek Acquired Netflix 80 18,062 226 

9 Squid Game Original Netflix 9 16,432 1,826 

10 Gilmore Girls Acquired Netflix 153 14,704 96 

11 New Girl Acquired Netflix 146 14,680 101 

12 Shameless Acquired Netflix 134 14,406 108 

13 Virgin River Original Netflix 30 12,908 430 

14 Bridgerton Original Netflix 8 12,356 1,545 

15 The Blacklist Acquired Netflix 169 12,137 72 

16 You Original Netflix 30 11,124 371 

17 Bones Acquired Prime/Hulu/Netflix 246 11,012 45 

18 Cobra Kai Original Netflix 30 10,915 364 

19 Seinfeld Acquired Hulu/Netflix 166 10,447 63 

20 The Walking Dead Acquired Netflix 153 10,377 63 

 * The Sternberg Report calculation 


