
__________________________________________________________________________________________
_____ 
 

A Sternberg Report Sponsored Message 
 

           

 
The Sternberg Report ©2022 

 
 

March 2022   #132 

Some More Pre-Upfront Questions (and maybe some answers)  
By Steve Sternberg 

 

The last issue of The Sternberg Report posed five questions I have leading into the upfront season.  

The industry response was so strong (positive) that I decided to add a few more. 

 

See issue #131 of The Sternberg Report for my answers to the following questions. 

 

1. Why do the broadcast networks promote their competitors but not on another? 

2. Why are rankings more important than ratings? 

3. What audience measurement currency should be used this upfront? 

4. Should Disney+ and Netflix offer lower-priced advertising tiers? 

5. Is it better for a streaming service to drop an entire season at once or on a weekly episode basis? 

 

Here are some more questions leading into this year’s upfront: 
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Does it matter that no national TV audience measurement service will be   
MRC accredited during this year’s upfront? 

 

While it is important for audience measurement to be accredited by the Media Rating Council (MRC) 

in the long-term, it is not essential for conducting business during this upfront. 

 

Lat’s not forget that when the advertising industry switched from program ratings to average 

commercial minute ratings (known as C3) in May 2007, Nielsen didn’t receive MRC accreditation for 

the new measurement for about three years – and most people didn’t even know it at the time, 

because neither the MRC nor Nielsen publicly announced it until much later.  It is more important for 

a new measurement service with no track record to be accredited by the MRC than it is for a company 

like Nielsen, which the industry has relied on to provide audience data for more than 50 years. 

 

It’s also important to note that MRC accreditation does not mean that the company’s measurement 

is accurate or reliable.  It simply means the company is doing what it claims, and is maintaining a 

minimum standard of quality by adopting criteria set by the MRC.  Nielsen had its accreditation pulled 

when it had problems maintaining its national sample during the early days of the pandemic.  It is 

important for Nielsen to rectify any issues that contributed to the MRC revoking its accreditation, 

because it does give the industry more confidence in the data.   

 

The MRC is currently auditing Nielsen to determine if it will re-certify its audience ratings, but it isn’t 

expected to complete the process until after the 3rd Quarter.  Nielsen rival, ComScore, is also 

currently undergoing the audit process, but that also likely won’t be finished until after the upfront.  

And while NBCUniversal has said it offered “certification” of eight new “measurement partners,” none 

are accredited by the MRC. 
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So, will Nielsen continue to be the main national TV audience measurement? 

 

Yes.  The industry continues to be locked in to Nielsen data due to long-term contracts and reliance 

on historical audience trends.  With media companies spending so much money to compete in the 

streaming arena, will they really spend the vast amounts of money needed to develop a full-fledged 

new measurement service?  We’ve seen many times over the years that what sounds good on paper 

becomes disappointing in practice – either it ultimately does not provide higher ratings than Nielsen 

(which makes it useless to the sellers), or it is not nearly as stable (which makes it useless to buyers). 

 

Any new audience measurement will complement Nielsen and ComScore, not replace them. 

 

It is also important to note that no advertiser in their right mind will accept new measurement system 

run or approved by networks without it first undergoing an extensive vetting process.  It is almost 

always the buyers who ultimately accept a new audience measurement service before it is used as 

marketplace currency.  On the other hand, I thought no advertiser in their right mind would ever allow 

out-of-home viewing to be included in Nielsen’s currency ratings, so I guess we should never say 

never these days. 

 

Does pre-season buzz really matter? 

 

Prior to the pandemic, I released an annual report examining the impact of pre-season buzz on new 

broadcast and ad-supported cable TV shows.  Each time my conclusion has been the same – there 

is no correlation between the level of pre-season buzz a show receives and whether it becomes 

successful once it premieres. 
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It is interesting, and perhaps counter-intuitive, that over the past 20 years, the success rate of all 

new broadcast television series has been essentially the same as those that generated the most pre-

season buzz – roughly one-third.  Of all the series that have succeeded during the same period, 

about two-thirds did not receive a significant amount of buzz prior to their premieres. 

 

A number of new series with strong pre-season buzz have become instant successes (e.g., 

Desperate Housewives, Glee, The Walking Dead, Better Call Saul, This is Us), while others have 

failed to find an audience (see Bionic Woman, Flash Forward, The Bastard Executioner, Pitch, the 

Murphy Brown reboot).  There doesn’t seem to be any commonality among either group. 

 

Many series that received little pre-season notice became long-running hits.  Examples include, 

NCIS, Seinfeld, Friends, E.R., Grey’s Anatomy, Criminal Minds, Mad Men, The Big Bang Theory, 

Modern Family, Sons of Anarchy, Justified, The Americans, The Closer, and Rizzoli & Isles, to name 

just a few.  No commonality here either. 

 

An upcoming issue of The Sternberg Report will provide an in-depth analysis of this topic, looking at 

the effect of pre-season buzz on new series success over the past 20 years, including reasons why 

the buzz factor tends to help existing series more than new ones.  It will also cover the impact of 

comic-cons on promoting new and returning series.  

 

What should you look for when evaluation a network TV pilot? 

 

What to look at when evaluating a new series’ potential has not changed all that much over the years, 

but how long it is given to reach that potential has.  Long gone are the days when a Cheers can debut 

as the lowest rated show on television, but end its final season 11 years later in the top 10.  Or The 

Big Bang Theory can finish in 68th place during its first season and complete its 12 th year as the 

longest-running multi-camera comedy in history.  Part of the reason is how close the network 
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standings are these days.  In the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, one network was generally so far ahead 

or so far behind the pack, that giving a poor performer the network liked time to build an audience 

didn’t have much downside.  Today, however, replacing two or three weak performers with others that 

do only slightly better can move a network up in the standings.  And as I mentioned in the last issue, 

the networks consider rankings more important than actually increasing their audiences, so giving a 

show more than one season to build a following is less likely than ever.  

 

While the actual quality of the pilot is obviously important, where it’s placed on the schedule has 

traditionally been just as significant.  It is still a consideration, but much less so than in years past.  

Scheduling a new show opposite a blockbuster hit such as E.R., CSI, or Grey’s Anatomy, for example, 

was almost guaranteed to fail.  A new show following Seinfeld or NCIS, on the other hand, was a 

good bet to draw a sizable audience.   But today’s network world is different and significantly more 

splintered.  There is no NBC Thursday night “Must See TV” anymore, where a network can throw 

anything at 8:30 or 9:30 and get a solid rating.  There are no 40- or even 30-share programs or time 

periods anymore.  Having a strong lead-in, while still valuable, is not nearly as significant as it once 

was.  A good show can succeed anywhere, and a bad show can flop anywhere.  In the era of Peak 

TV+, the concept of “least objectional programming,” a phrase with which people under 40 are 

probably unfamiliar, no longer applies. 

 

Here are some guidelines on how to evaluate a series’ success potential based solely on the pilot: 

 

• Shows make stars, stars don’t make shows.  The failed TV series with major stars attached 

are too numerous to list here.  In most cases, it’s the show that makes the star, not the other 

way around.  Hit shows, ranging from comedies such as, Cheers, Friends, Seinfeld, Everybody 

Loves Raymond, The Big Bang Theory, and Modern Family, to broadcast dramas such as, 

E.R., The X-Files, Lost, Grey’s Anatomy, Empire, This is Us, and The Good Doctor, to cable 

dramas such as, The Shield, The Closer, Mad Men, Breaking Bad, Sons of Anarchy, and The 
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Walking Dead, were cast largely with actors who were not well known to the general public at 

the time.  Some stars, such as Tom Selleck (Blue Bloods) or James Spader (The Blacklist), 

can bring long-time fans to a new series (and usually appeal to an older audience).  But they 

are the exception, and still require a compatible supporting cast to succeed.  

 

Established stars bring high viewer expectations, based on other popular roles, which are often 

hard to live up to.  This is why stars from long-running hit series often have trouble immediately 

succeeding with another new show. 

 

• Comedies should be funny because of the characters, not the plot.  Did some specific 

event happen in the pilot to make it funny?  Is it a romantic comedy where the two main 

characters meet in the pilot?  Is it a “fish out of water” comedy where the main character returns 

home to her small town after years of having a career in the big city?  Does some poor schlub 

somehow strike it rich or get some major promotion at work?  Does someone not ready for a 

family inherit his or her sister’s kids?  You get the idea.  By the second episode, these plot-

driven comedy pilots often become substantially different shows.  So even if the pilot is 

hilarious, it provides little indication of whether it can be maintained on a weekly basis. 

 

Some of the most successful, long-running comedies on TV had pilots that I can’t recall at all.  

A few that come to mind are, The Cosby Show, Golden Girls, Cheers, Roseanne, Home 

Improvement, 30 Rock, Modern Family, and The Big Bang Theory.  They were funny because 

the characters were funny and compatible with one another, not because of anything that 

happened in the pilot.  The casts had strong chemistry, and people wanted to see them interact 

week after week irrespective of any storylines or plot devices. 

 

• What will a drama’s third episode look like?  Is it a good one-time movie, or will it work as 

a weekly series?  Some of the things you look at to predict comedy success, also apply to 
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dramas.  Are there specific events or guest stars in the pilot that drive the story but won’t exist 

by the second episode?   

 

Medical, police, or legal dramas can seem compelling based solely on the case covered in the 

pilot episode.  We need to consider the potential strengths and charisma of the lead characters 

and ongoing themes of the series beyond the pilot’s script.   

 

For procedural dramas, does the cast gel and are there enough humorous elements that 

people will want to tune in to slight variations of the same situation week after week.  These 

can be telling when you compare shows in the same genre – the differences between the 

excellent Criminal Minds and the failed Criminal Minds Beyond Borders, or the original CSI, 

and the short-lived CSI Cyber, are dramatic (and demonstrate the importance of good casting).  

Of course, when extending popular franchises, the initial quality doesn’t always matter.  FBI: 

International and NCIS: Hawaii are not nearly as good as their parent series, but both are 

performing reasonably well. 

 

Dramas that focus almost exclusively on the characters’ work lives tend to appeal to an older 

audience.  Those that also focus on their personal (i.e., sex) lives tend to skew younger. 

 

It typically takes three or four episodes before a drama settles in to its regular audience level.  

CBS dramas tend to get high viewer sampling – its audience base is more network-loyal than 

most broadcast or cable networks and they tend to check out any new procedural, so it 

sometimes takes a bit longer for CBS shows to hit their regular performance level. 

 

• Broadcast TV series based on movies generally don’t work.   There are a few reasons for 

this.  Successful movies bring high expectations, which are seldom met.  There are also 

generally lesser “stars” associated with the TV show than were in the movie.  Movies are 
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typically designed as a single two-hour contained event, not as an ongoing series (unless it’s 

Marvel, DC, or one of the other action/sci-fi franchises out there). 

 

Between 1985 and 2019, the broadcast networks aired 41 television series based on movies.  

Only six lasted three seasons or more – In The Heat of the Night (1988-94), Clueless (1996-

99), Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003), Friday Night Lights (2006-2011), Parenthood 

(2010-2015), and Nikita (2010-13).  That’s a 15% success rate, about half that of the average 

network new series.  In 2016/17 and 2017/18, there were an unprecedented seven new series 

based on theatrical movies.  Only one, Lethal Weapon, was even moderately successful (and 

was canceled – more because of on-set turmoil than low ratings).  Time After Time, The 

Exorcist, Frequency, Training Day, and Taken did not last long.  There were no series based 

on movies the past three seasons. 

 

• TV reboots typically don’t work – unless they do.   There have been many reboots, 

remakes, and re-imaginings of successful (and not so successful) TV shows over the years.  

Both the positives and negatives are fairly obvious.  Reboots are pre-sold concepts that don’t 

require the same level of promotional weight to generate awareness.  They also tend to receive 

a fair amount of pre-season buzz.  At the very least, they tend to get viewer sampling, so if 

they’re good, they have a better than average chance to succeed.  On the down side, they 

tend to carry high expectations, which are often hard to meet.   

 

Popular shows that come back with the original casts can do quite well (see Dallas, The X-

Files, and The Conners).  Murphy Brown, on the other hand, didn’t perform as well and was 

canceled after a single season.  Will & Grace started out OK, but then declined (although NBC 

renewed it).  Part of the problem with these types of shows is that younger viewers are often 

unfamiliar with the series and older viewers, who liked the original, are often disappointed with 

the new version. 



 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
_____ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2022 

 

 

9 

 

Reboots with new casts (e.g., Bionic Woman, Ironside, Dragnet, Charlie’s Angels, Melrose 

Place, 90210, The Odd Couple,) usually can’t match the original and often don’t last long – 

although there have been some notable exceptions.  Battlestar Galactica, for example, 

became iconic in its own right, far surpassing the impact of the original series.  Hawaii Five-0, 

MacGyver, and  Magnum PI did just fine (as CBS procedurals tend to do). 

 

Is this the year the broadcast networks finally cross-promote their series? 

 

Some form of this question will always be on any list of queries I have regarding network television.  

You just need one broadcast network to approach another to experiment with promoting each other’s 

new shows.  While there’s always hope they will finally see the light, I suspect it won’t happen this 

year. 

 

Two of my major takeaways from watching the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament on CBS are that 

Marvel’s Daredevil, Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, Iron Fist, The Defenders, The Punisher, and Agents 

of Shield are now all available on Disney+ (and all look good), and that HBO Max has some of the 

best shows on television.  I wonder how many people these ads are driving to those streaming 

services, who would not know anything about them if they weren’t promoted on broadcast networks.  

In addition to its own Paramount+, I also noticed ads for Apple TV+ and CNN+. 

 

And, of course, it’s not just CBS.  NBC’s recent Super Bowl contained ads for Disney+, Netflix, Prime 

Video, HBO Max, AMC+ (and, of course, its own Peacock).  During ABC’s Academy Awards 

broadcast this past Sunday, there were about a dozen promos for Disney-owned streaming services 

(Disney+, Hulu, ESPN+), but only a few for other streamers – one each for Paramount+, Discovery+ 

and Peacock (which ran after primetime).   
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Although I’m highlighting major event programming, which is largely viewed live, this is prevalent 

across all broadcast network series.  Why the broadcast networks happily promote the platforms that 

are siphoning their viewers most, while refusing to promote one another (which will benefit them all) 

remains one of the most baffling missteps in the history of marketing. 

 

Since the Academy Awards just aired, here’s a bonus question. 

 

Why do they insist on presenting the biggest awards after primetime? 

 

Much was made this year about how eight “less significant” awards were given out before the Oscars 

telecast, and then edited for airing during the show.  This was supposedly to provide more time for 

other bits and possibly increase ratings.  To this viewer, it seemed as though all they did was cut the 

winners walking to the stage. 

 

That, of course, had little to do with improving either the broadcast or the show’s ratings.  The one 

thing that might actually increase ratings is to end the practice of holding back the biggest awards 

(Director, Actor, Actress, and Picture) until after primetime.  The Oscar for Director was presented at 

10:55 pm (EST), while Actor was at around 11:10 pm, Actress was at about 11:25 pm, and Best 

Picture was at 11:30 pm.  

 

What a lot of people don’t realize, is that what should be the highest rated portion of the show is not 

even measured by Nielsen, since it only measures national telecasts through the last national 

commercials (the post-primetime portion of the broadcast typically contains only local commercials). 

 

There was a time when it was logical to hold back the major awards as a way to keep viewers tuned 

in.   Thirty years ago, there were basically only three broadcast networks, much fewer cable networks, 

no streaming options, no social media, and very little original programming opposite the Academy 
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Awards.  But in today’s media world, it is counter-productive to wait until after primetime to present 

the most important awards.  There are a lot of other viewing sources out there.  People know they 

can tune in after 10:30 pm (EST) and still catch the major awards.   

 

In addition, particularly with big live events, social media often keeps viewers tuned in.  Had the major 

awards been spread out over the entire telecast, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and the like, would 

have seen significantly more Oscar-related activity, and kept more people tuned in and discussing 

the show. 

 

While supporting actress was presented at around 8:20 and best actor at around 9:20, we had to wait 

more than an hour and a half for any of the big-four awards.  I suggest that if they spread out the 

awards by giving out the six acting/directing/picture awards every 30 minutes or so, ratings for the 

entire broadcast would be significantly higher.  For example, present Supporting Actress at 8:15, 

Supporting Actor at 8:45, Director at 9:15, Actor at 9:45, Actress at 10:15, and Best Picture at 10:45.  

Schedule everything else to fit into these parameters, and boom, the show is finished by 11pm. 

 

 


