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Thoughts on Various Things – Evaluating the New Fall Pilots, Promotional 
Follies, How to Make the Emmys and Oscars More Viewer Friendly, The Problem With 
Anonymous Sources,  
By Steve Sternberg 

 
Since my job is basically writing about television research and programming, I watch a lot of TV.  
While I DVR much of my primetime programming, I watch news, sports, award shows, and off-

network series live (as do most people).  I subscribe to Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video, and CBS 
All Access.  In my normal course of television viewing, sometimes alone, and sometimes with my 

wife or son, I get ideas for topics to write about. 
 
With the new broadcast TV season getting underway, here are a few things that have come to mind. 

 

• Evaluating the New Fall Pilots – These are not my predictions of hits and misses, but rather 
which new pilots I liked and which ones have potential.  You might be able to figure out by my 
comments the ones I think will actually succeed.   

 
By way of definition:  those I label as “The Good,” have excellent casts, are executed well, and 
have the best chance to succeed; the “Almost Good” are not quite at the level of The Good, 
but have potential, and if promoted properly could work; the “Run of the Mill” pilots are either 
of the cookie cutter variety, miss the mark, or are simply nothing special. 

 

• Promotional Follies – Anyone who’s been following my columns knows that I’ve been 

discussing for years the utter absurdity of the broadcast networks accepting advertising from 
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their major competitors but not from one another.  Here are some notable examples heading 
into the new TV season. 

 

• How to Make the Emmys and Oscars more Viewer Friendly – Anyone who sat though the 

recent Emmy broadcast or the Academy Awards back in March, knows how viewer unfriendly 
they are.  Here are some suggestions on how to fix them. 

 
• The Problem with Anonymous Sources – There is no question that in a free society, 

anonymous sources are essential for uncovering certain crimes and government attempts to 
deceive the people.  But when they are used for more gossipy reasons and to foster specific 

agendas, there’s a problem. 
 

The New Fall Pilots – The Good, The Almost Good, and the Too Bad 
Here is my take on all the fall broadcast pilots that were made available for screening.   
 
The Good 
The Kids Are Alright (ABC, Tue. 8:30-9):  Two of my favorite TV actors, Michael Cudlitz and Mary 
McCormick head a traditional Irish-Catholic family with eight kids.  They live in a working-class 
neighborhood outside Los Angeles, and are trying to navigate big and small changes and the 
generation gap during the turbulent 1970s.  There are several comparisons to events today, including 
the conservative pro-Nixon dad calling Watergate “phony news.” 

 
The pilot was funny, and this would have been a good fit as originally scheduled, following Roseanne.  
it could still succeed following the new show focusing on Roseanne’s family, The Connors. 

 
Single Parents (ABC, Wed. 9:30-10):  A diverse group of single parents lean on one another as 
they try to raise their precocious 7-year-olds and still maintain some kind of personal lives. 

 
It was a pleasure to watch a pilot I expected to be so bad that turned out to be so funny.   Good 
ensemble cast (including the always great Brad Garret).  Should fit in well on Wednesday following 
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Modern Family.  The only question is whether it can be maintained on a weekly basis without 
getting stale.   

 
A Million Little Things (ABC, Wed. 10-11):  A group of friends from Boston, who met and bonded 
several years ago when they got stuck in an elevator together, try to come to terms with why one of 
them, who seemingly had it all, committed suicide. 

 
ABC is hoping this will be the new This is Us.  It has that potential.  The best new series pilot I’ve 
seen this year. 

 
The Neighborhood (CBS, Mon. 8-8:30):  White family from the Midwest moves into a black 
neighborhood in Los Angeles.  Cedric the Entertainer is one of the neighbors who doesn’t think they 
belong there. 

 
The pilot was funny, but that was based on a white family being introduced into the black community.  
It remains to be seen whether this can be maintained on a weekly basis.  It has potential if executed 
properly, but “fish out of water” sitcoms often have funny pilots that don’t hold up well over time. 

 
Murphy Brown (CBS, Thu. 9:30-10):  Candice Bergen and series creator, Diane English, as well 
as most of the original cast (plus Tyne Daly), reunite for the revival of this once groundbreaking, 
Emmy-winning comedy. 

 
No pilot was available (they wanted to be as timely as possible), so I’m taking a leap of faith.  But 
how can a Murphy Brown take on “fake news,” social media, and the Trump administration not 
be funny?   

 
I Feel Bad (NBC, Thu. 9:30-10):  From Executive Producer Amy Poehler.  Sarayu Blue is Emet, the 
not-so-perfect mom, boss, wife, friend, and daughter.  She feels bad when people think she’s turning 
into her mother, or when she has a sexy dream about someone other than her husband, or when she 
pretends not to know her kids when they misbehave in public, or when she uses her staff to help solve 
personal problems, or any number of things going on in her hectic life. 

 
The pilot was good.  As is the case with most comedies, how the supporting cast gels will tell the 
story.  A new NBC comedy can’t ask for a better spot than following Will & Grace on Thursday night 
(unless, of course, it airs opposite Murphy Brown). 
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Rel (FOX, Sun. 9:30-10):  Lil Rel is a prideful, self-made success who lives by the code, “always 
believe in yourself and great things will come.”  This attitude is put to the test when he discovers his 
wife is having an affair with his barber.  He tries to rebuild his life as a long-distance single father on 
the South Side of Chicago, looking for love, respect, and a new barber.  Also stars Sinbad as his 
father. 

 
The pilot was quite good, and there’s no reason to think it can’t be maintained on a weekly basis. 

 
The Almost Good 
The Rookie (ABC, Tue. 10-11):  Nathan Fillion stars as a middle-aged, small-town guy, who, after 
a life-altering incident, pursues his dream and becomes the oldest rookie on the LAPD.  

 
The pilot was interesting and it has a good ensemble cast, although it seems like we’ve seen this 
before.  Might have trouble up against CBS’s NCIS New Orleans, which appeals to a similar 
audience. 

 
God Friended Me (CBS, Sun. 8-9):  Brandon Michael Hall is a self-proclaimed pod-casting atheist.  
So imagine his bewilderment and skepticism when he is friended by God on Facebook, and then 
poked to help strangers. 

 
An interesting take on faith and social media, which may or may not find an audience. 

 
All American (CW, Wed. 9-10):  When a star high-school football player from South L.A. is recruited 
to play for Beverly Hills High, two very different worlds collide.  Inspired by the life of NFL football 
player, Spencer Paysinger. 

 
We’ve seen all this before, which doesn’t necessarily mean it can’t work here.  Not particularly 
compatible to its Riverdale lead-in, however. 
 
Manifest (NBC, Mon. 10-11):  When a routine but turbulent flight lands, the crew and passengers 
discover that while only a few hours passed for them, five years have passed for the outside world.  
Their friends, families, and colleagues thought they were lost, have mourned them, and moved on 
with their lives. 
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Seems like a combination of Lost, Resurrection, and The Leftovers.  If executed well, it could work.  
It might have tough sledding opposite ABC’s The Good Doctor and CBS’s Bull, two of the most popular 
dramas on television. 
 
The Run of the Mill 
Happy Together (CBS, Mon. 8:30-9):  Daman Wayans Jr. stars as a pop star’s accountant.  The 
Beiber-ish star is drawn to their normal suburban life, and he moves in with them to escape the 
paparazzi following his latest scandal.   

 
There was nothing funny in the pilot, and this is another in a long string of interchangeable Monday 
8:30pm CBS sitcoms. 

 
Magnum P.I. (CBS, Mon. 9-10):  A reboot of the 1980’s CBS hit, about an ex-military P.I., who tackles 
cases no one else will take, with sun-drenched Hawaii as the backdrop. 

 
There is little chemistry among the cast, and the comedic elements that made the original series so 
fresh at the time is virtually non-existent (at least in the pilot).  Those who remember the original will 
be disappointed, while those who don’t will wonder what the fuss was about.  Would be better as a 
recurring character on Hawaii Five-0. 

 
FBI (CBS, Tue. 9-10):  Dick Wolf and the team behind the Law & Order franchise try their hands at 
this procedural drama about the inner workings of the New York Office of the FBI. 

 
Decent cast led by Missy Peregyn and Jeremy Sisto are trapped in a series that is as generic as they 
come.  But that often works for CBS procedurals.  Being sandwiched between NCIS and NCIS New 
Orleans should help. 

 
New Amsterdam (NBC, Tue. 10-11):  New medical director (Ryan Eggold) sets out to fight the 
bureaucracy of a large public hospital. He wants his superiors and colleagues to institute a system 
that values providing exceptional care over pure profit.  Good luck with that. 

 
Following The Voice and This is Us will probably get it decent viewer sampling.  Then it will live or die 
on its own merits. 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2018 

 
 

6 

 
Charmed (CW, Sun. 9-10):  Whether or not rebooting Charmed, which originally debuted in 1998 
and ran for eight seasons, was a good idea remains to be seen.  To refresh your memory, after their 
mother is murdered by demons, three sisters discover that they are powerful witches, and are tasked 
with fighting evil. 

 
The new cast members (Sarah Jeffery, Madeleine Mantock, Melonie Diaz) have neither the charisma 
nor chemistry of the original trio (Shannen Doughrty, Holly Marie Combs, and Alyssa Milano).  I would 
have preferred seeing a continuation of the original (with an original cast member or two), rather than 
simply a remake with a lesser cast.  It will follow Supergirl, as CW expands to Sunday night, so it will 
probably be given every chance to succeed. 

 
The Cool Kids (FOX, Fri. 8:30-9):  Three 70-something guys (Martin Mull, David Alan Grier, Leslie 
Jordan) are top dogs at their retirement community until a female rebel (Vicki Lawrence) invades their 
space. 

 
Excellent cast to draw 60+ year-old viewers.  This would be a good fit on CBS Monday night, not on 
a FOX network that still wants to claim a younger audience.  Given that it’s going on Friday following 
Last Man Standing tells me they’re not expecting much.  But an older audience will be available here. 

 

Promotional Follies – Are the Broadcast Networks Stubborn or Stupid? 
On the night of the Emmy Awards, I asked my wife if she wanted to watch it.  Her response was, 
“Oh, I didn’t know it was on tonight.”  I replied, “That’s because we haven’t watched much NBC this 
summer, and even though the Emmys are designed to promote television, it’s only allowed to 

advertise on one of the five broadcast networks.”  To that my wife said, “Oh yeah, you’ve been writing 
about this for at least five years now.” 

 
During the Emmy telecast, we saw commercials for Amazon, Netflix, and Hulu but no broadcast 
networks other than NBC (the host network).  I continue to find this dumfounding. This reminded me 

that since the football season began, I’ve seen numerous commercials for Netflix’s season 2 of Ozark 

and Amazon Prime Video’s new Jack Ryan on NFL broadcasts.  Yet despite the new broadcast 
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season just getting underway, there haven’t been any commercials for broadcast network shows 
(other than the host network).  And by the way, since football and award shows are among the few 

programs we watch live, we saw those promos and started watching Ozark and Jack Ryan (both 
excellent). 
 

Again, any wonder why streaming services, which advertise on all five broadcast networks, are 
drawing viewers from those same broadcast networks, each of whom can only advertise on one?  

As the new broadcast season gets underway, we will see several new shows not get adequate viewer 
sampling and be canceled for no other reason than not being promoted on other broadcast networks. 

 

How to Make The Emmys More Viewer Friendly 
I’ve been watching the Emmy Awards ever since I can remember.  This year’s broadcast was the 
least watchable I’ve ever seen.  It seemed sparse, hollow, and low-budget, and most of the skits 
were not funny in the slightest.  They seemed intent on driving away older viewers (my mother-in-

law couldn’t take watching it after about 45 minutes), without having any idea how to appeal to a 
younger crowd.  And the idea of announcing the nominees, then bringing out the celebrities to banter 

and announce the winners made the whole process seem awkward and disconnected. 
 
The Emmys have alternated networks over the years because of the once true notion that the 

telecast is a major promotional vehicle for all the broadcast networks.  This, of course, is no longer 
the case.  Netflix and HBO led the way in nominations, and none of the major acting or outstanding 

series awards for comedy or drama went to a broadcast network series.   
 
Most viewers probably never heard of, much less watched any episodes of The Marvelous Mrs. 

Maisel (comedy best actress, supporting actress), Barry (comedy best actor, supporting actor), The 

Americans (drama best actor), The Crown (drama best actress), or Godless (limited series best 
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supporting actor and actress).  Game of Thrones (outstanding drama series, best actor) is the lone 
major award winner with a sizable viewing audience. 

 
TV series that air on different venues have different creative limitations based on levels of sex, 
violence, and other topics.  Having them all compete with one another is inherently unfair.  The 

obvious solution is to divide them into three categories – ad-supported, premium cable, and 
streaming services. 

 
For the ad-supported drama category, we might see This is Us, The Good Doctor, Madam Secretary, 

Better Call Saul, Killing Eve, Yellowstone, and The Americans.  For premium cable we might see 

competition among Game of Thrones, Westworld, Homeland, The Deuce, American Gods, Billions, 
and Counterpart.  And for streaming dramas we might get The Handmaid’s Tale, competing with 

Ozark, Bosch, Jessica Jones, The Good Fight, Sneaky Pete, and The Looming Tower.  We’d get a 
similarly diverse group of shows in the comedy categories. 
 

This way, more television series that people have actually seen would be up for major awards without 
negatively impacting the high-quality shows that are only available to less than half the country.  

There’s little doubt that Emmy ratings would improve as well.  Otherwise, let Netflix or HBO have the 
Emmys. In its current form it is a vehicle to promote the broadcast networks’ competitors, so why not 
let one of them air it. 

 

How to Make The Academy Awards More Viewer Friendly 
I look forward to watching the Academy Awards every year.   And every year I ask myself the same 
question: “Is it always this boring?”  I invariably find myself answering, “yes.”  And every year I forget 

the previous year’s telecast and look forward to the show all over again. 
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Some relatively simple changes, however, could revitalize the show, make it more viewer and 
advertiser friendly, and perhaps stall or reverse the trend that saw its median age rise from 47 to 55+ 

over the past decade. 
 

Here are some suggestions: 

 
Show the Major Awards During Primetime.  Part of the problem is that the Academy Awards 

broadcast is geared more toward Hollywood insiders than the television viewing public.  In and of 
itself, this is not a bad thing, but it need not be the only thing. 

 

Some have complained about the length of the telecast (typically about 3½ hours), but that is only a 
issue because of how the show is presented.  The four major awards, Best Director, Best Actor, 

Best Actress, and Best Picture are always presented after 11pm (usually after 11:30pm).  Because 
they air so late, they tend to rush through the most important awards so the show can end by 
midnight.   

 
There was a time (pre-1990s) when it seemed logical to hold back the major awards as a way to 

keep viewers tuned in.   But in today’s media world, with countless other award shows, and pundits 
talking about the Oscars for weeks on end, there is less suspense over who might take home the 
biggest awards.  There are also so many viewing choices out there, that many people probably 

don’t even tune in until after primetime because they know they won’t miss the big four awards.   
 

In addition, particularly with big live events, social media often keeps people tuned in.  If the major 
awards are spread out over the entire telecast, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and the like, would 
see significantly more Oscar-related activity and would keep more people tuned in and discussing 

the show. 
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A recap of last year’s broadcast illustrates some of the problems.  The show began at 8:30pm.  

After a 15-minute opening segment, Best Supporting Actor was presented.  Then, not counting the 
intermittent performances of nominated songs, the following awards were presented over the next 
two hours, during the peak of primetime, when television viewing is at its highest:  Makeup and 

Hairstyling, Costume Design, Documentary Feature, Sound Editing, Sound Mixing, Governor’s 
Award, Best Supporting Actress, Foreign Film, Animated Short Film, Animated Feature Film, 

Production Design, Visual Effects, Film Editing, Documentary Short Subject, Live Action Short Film, 
Science and Technology awards, and Cinematography.  I was bored just writing this list. 
 

As the show passed 11pm, they were still not ready to present the big four awards.  We still had to 
get through Original Score, Original Song, In Memoriam, and Original Screenplay.  At 11:36 pm they 

announced “When we return, the biggest awards of the night.”  Best Director was presented at 11:41 
pm, Best Actor at 11:46 pm, Best Actress at 11:55 pm, and Best Picture at 12:02 pm. 
 

Had these final awards been spread out throughout the show, they could have spent more than just 
a few minutes on each, and kept viewers much more interested in the broadcast (after all, these are 

the awards most people tune in to see). 
 
It’s relatively easy to make the show more viewer and advertiser friendly.  While the bulk of the 

awards ordinarily presented between 9 and 11pm are no doubt important to the industry at large, 
and friends and family of the winners, they are not the main draws for the average TV viewer.  

 
One solution would be to have a separate hour-long show from 8-9pm for these “other” awards (with 
a different host). Then they can have longer clips of how costume design, makeup, production 

design, sound mixing, etc., are done, which may actually be interesting to a lot of people. 
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The main awards show can then be from 9-11:30pm.  In the main awards show I would include Best 

Picture and Director, all the acting and screenplay awards, as well the Original Score and Song. 
 
Here are some suggestions on the flow of the main show. 

 
After the opening sequence, present Best Supporting Actor and Best Supporting Actress. 

 
Present one of the four major awards every 30 minutes – Best Director at 9:45, Best Actor at 10:15. 
Best Actress at 10:45, and Best Picture at 11:15.  For Best Actor, Actress, and Picture, precede the 

award presentation with 2-3 minute clips of each nominee.  This will provide a better picture of each 
performance and greater anticipation for each award.  It will also serve as great promotion for the 

nominated movies.  
 
Each segment for Best Director, Actor, Actress, and Picture can be sponsored by a different 

advertiser.  While showing the clips, they could give viewers a chance to vote online and by phone, 
and then show their choices at the end of the show (or on an after-show) to see how viewers’ votes 

compared to the actual winners.  
 
If these suggestions are implemented, the show will flow better, viewer and social-media interest will 

be elevated, ratings will improve, younger viewers might tune in, and people may be interested in 
seeing some of the nominated movies they missed. 

 

The Problem With Anonymous Sources (or, We Just Report What People Say) 
In the movie, Absence of Malice, there’s a scene where Paul Newman confronts newspaper 
reporter Sally Field, after she reports a false rumor that he is under investigation for murder.  The 
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story was planted by an assistant D.A, who wanted to put pressure on him for information on his 
mobster family.  Since the reporter gives Paul Newman’s character a chance to deny the story, she 

believes she is being objective and just doing her job.  But he admonishes her, “You don’t write the 
truth, you just write what people say…Where did the story come from?  Knowledgeable sources you 
said.  Now who is that?  Somebody’s trying to get to me.  Somebody with no face and no name.  

You’re the gofer.  You listen to them, report what they say, and then help them hide…” 
 

This movie came out 30 years ago, at a time when daily newspapers and evening TV broadcasts 
were basically the only sources of news.  But it is just as relevant today.  Anonymous sources are 
obviously essential for the effective operation of a free press.  Without them, the public would never 

have known about Watergate and many other important stories over the years.   
 

The problem is that 20 or 30 years ago, anonymous sources were trusted more.  It was assumed, 
and reinforced by such popular movies as All the President’s Men, that sources were extensively 
vetted, and not used unless multiple independent sources provided the same information.  Today, 

half the country doesn’t believe anything they see on Fox News, and the other half doesn’t believe 
anything they see on MSNBC.  Each side has good reasons for feeling as they do.  One has been 

virulently anti-Trump (and before that, pro-Obama and anti-Bush), while the other has been pro-
Trump (at least since the election) and fanatically anti-Clinton or anything to do with Democrats.  
Each network’s primetime opinion hosts constantly bash the other as fake news.  Each network 

finds panelists, analysts, and experts that almost exclusively follow that network’s point of view.  
When one occasionally expresses an opposing point of view, the hosts typically argue with them.  

So why would either network’s viewers believe they wouldn’t use anonymous sources who are 
likewise biased?  CNN has somewhat more credibility among the independent minded, but not 
among conservatives or conservative media. 
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Lack of a free press, of course, leads to tyranny.  As succinctly and definitively stated by Supreme 
Court Justice Hugo Black, in the 1971 decision allowing the New York Times and Washington Post 

to publish the Pentagon Papers, “Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose the 
deception in government.  And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty to 
prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people…” 

 
When anonymous sources are used to comment on less significant matters, however, is it 

appropriate?  Some find the current press obsession with reporting behind-the-scenes goings on at 
the White House disturbing, primarily because of the almost total reliance on un-named sources. 
There is obviously some discontent within the White House on how the Trump administration is 

operating, so the question of how accurate these leaks are does have some validity.  The problem is 
that reporters quote these sources and present the information as fact.  After all, how can multiple 

sources all be wrong.  But when anyone from the White House publicly denies the report, they are 
presented as putting a spin on the story, if not outright lying.  When CNN, for example, says they have 
confirmed a Washington Post story, have they validated that the reporting is actually true, or has the 

same source simply told them the same thing?  It’s easy to take things out of context, particularly if 
you have an agenda (whether conscious or unconscious). 

 
Several week ago, CNN and MSNBC quoted the New York Times, which had no fewer than four 
sources “with first-hand knowledge” tell them that President Trump ordered the White House lawyer 

fire Special Prosecutor Mueller back in June.  The White House lawyer refused and threatened to 
quit, so the President backed down.  CNN and MSNBC each said that they independently confirmed 

the story, which they talked about all day.  I switched over to Fox News, and lo and behold its White 
House reporter said despite what the other networks were reporting, his sources said this never 
happened.  The anchor then said, “Well, the President calls it fake news, so let’s move on to 

something else.”  I tend not to give much credence to either Fox News or MSNBC, but when the New 
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York Times and Washington Post say the same thing, I tend to believe it (they vet their sources much 
more fully than any cable news network).  CNN, on the other hand, is often just sloppy.  I switched 

back to CNN to hear an anchor arguing with a Trump surrogate saying that even Fox News confirmed 
the story – again, Fox News all morning has been saying the story was not true.  This is just one of 
numerous examples you can find every week.  Of course, switching back and forth between the three 

cable news networks does make your head feel like exploding. 
 

Another example, which may have a major impact on the Mueller investigation is the New York Times 
“scoop” that Assistant Attorney General Rod Rosenstein said in a meeting he wanted to secretly 
record the President.  He denied it.  One person at the meeting supposedly said it was a sarcastic 

remark, others reportedly said they thought he was serious.  All the cable news networks have been 
reporting it as fact (with an “oh, by the way, he denies it” afterthought).  A number of respected 

reporters have been all over twitter bashing any criticism of this reporting and calling the Times article 
as excellent journalism.  But is it?  Anyone who has ever been in a high-level business brainstorming 
meeting know you often throw out ideas both serious and sarcastic.  Taking one of these comments 

out of context is dangerous.  Obviously, someone who doesn’t like me will have a different 
interpretation of something I say at a meeting than someone who does like me.  It’s easy for someone 

with an agenda to provide and accurate quote taken out of context and find a reporter to use it.  Having 
more than one source is not even the issue here.  It’s not really journalism, it’s gossip. 

 

At the end of “Absence of Malice,” Sally Field’s reporter is ironically the center of a news story about 
Paul Newman’s character being falsely accused.  She gives a quote to a young reporter at her own 

newspaper who asks, “That’s true isn’t it?”  She responds, “No, but it’s accurate.”  Food for thought.  
 

 
 


