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A Brief History of Ad-Supported Cable Dramas (and a look ahead) 
By Steve Sternberg 

 
Twenty years ago, four broadcast networks were the only places you could find new original scripted 
series programming – and basically only eight months out of the year (since they aired mostly repeats 
during non-sweeps months and throughout the summer).   
 
That started to change in the late 1990s, when Oz (1997) and The Sopranos (1999) debuted on HBO. 
Both of these groundbreaking series elevated the scripted drama beyond anything the broadcast 
networks were capable of doing (being restrained by advertiser concerns about language, sexual 
content and violence), and demonstrated that a network only available in about one-third of the 
country could develop a widespread audience and become a cultural touchpoint.  As a premium cable 
network, HBO, and later Showtime, Starz, and Cinemax, did not need to concern themselves with 
advertisers and the accompanying content constraints.    
 
In 2002, ad-supported television changed forever, when FX debuted The Shield, which broke many 
long-standing conventions and led to a gradual increase in edgier original cable dramas, which 
continues to this day.   
 
In 2013, Netflix’s premiere of House of Cards began a steady stream of original scripted series on 
services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, Hulu, and CBS All Access.  It’s hard to imagine that 
was only five years ago. 

 
Some people call this the era of Peak TV, which basically means there are now so many good original 
series airing on so many different sources, that it can easily overwhelm viewers.  It also takes 
significantly longer than it used to for potential viewers to even become aware of a new show, much 
less start watching it.  For example, my wife and I recently discovered Bosch on Amazon Prime Video.  
It’s been on for four seasons.  We binge watched all 40 episodes over a two-week period this summer. 
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There are numerous, high-quality series on ad-supported cable that most people probably never 
heard of – shows like Legion, Killing Eve, and Queen Sugar, among many others.  This report will 
focus on the history of original scripted dramas on ad-supported cable networks – which networks 
have been the most successful in this arena, how several networks have rebranded themselves, and 
how they have impacted the current TV/video environment. 

 
One major reason why many of the best dramas on ad-supported television are on cable, is because 
cable networks can survive with much lower average ratings than broadcast networks (which, as their 
name indicates, need to reach out to a broader audience to make most series financially viable).  
Cable networks have the luxury of being able to go after a smaller, but more fiercely loyal viewer 
base, with edgier content that wouldn’t appeal to a large enough audience to make the show work on 
a broadcast network. 
 
Mad Men and Breaking Bad, for example, might have been canceled after a couple of telecasts even 
if they got twice as many viewers on a broadcast network as they drew on AMC.  Excellent shows, 
such as Legion, Taboo, and Atlanta, might have been axed after a single episode had they debuted 
with the same ratings on FOX rather than its cable sibling, FX. 

 
On the other hand, NBC’s, Blacklist Redemption, recently canceled after just one season, generated 
over a 1.0 rating Adults 25-54 – which would have made it a hit on cable sibling, USA.  CBS’s legal 
drama, Doubt, which only lasted two episodes, actually had more 18-49 and 25-54 viewers than 
AMC’s hit, Better Call Saul.   

 
While total cable, as an entity, draws more viewers than total broadcast, it does not do so on an 
individual program basis.  Cable series ratings are still relatively small compare to most broadcast 
series.  Last season, only two cable series, The Walking Dead (#1) and American Horror Story ranked 
among the top 50 original scripted series among Adults 18-49 Live + 7.  The occasional cable 
phenomenon such as  

 
Cable networks have several advantages over broadcast, that enable a network to survive and thrive 
with significantly lower average ratings. 

 
• Unlike the broadcast network’s single revenue stream (advertising), cable networks enjoy the dual 

revenue streams of advertising and subscriber fees. 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2018 

 
 

3 

 
• Cable networks are not limited to a 3-hour nightly primetime, and do not need to air local news at 

10 or 11pm.  They can therefore air a first-run episode before 11pm, and repeat it later that night, 
and as often as they like during the week.  The repeat runs will often do as well as whatever would 
have gone there anyway, so airing a rerun of an original scripted series does not hurt the network’s 
overall performance. 

 
• Cable networks can take more risks and use rougher language and images.  This is actually one 

of the reasons ratings are lower than for most broadcast dramas – more people want comfortable, 
predictable, and easy to follow dramas than the edgy, complicated type.  But the edgier series 
tend to attract a more fiercely loyal audience. 

 
• There is usually less interference with the creative vision of the producers, which appeals to show-

runners, writers, and actors alike. 
 

• A successful broadcast series typically airs anywhere from 17-24 original episodes per season 
(now it’s sometimes less).  Cable networks generally air 10-13 episodes per season.  This adds 
to series longevity, and the limited annual commitment helps draw major stars (who can devote 
more time to other projects). 

 
• Unlike broadcast series, cable shows do not have to fit neatly into the “fall” or “second season” 

schedules.  They are generally not rushed on air, and seldom need the type of re-tooling we often 
see with broadcast series.  Even the most popular cable series often premiere new seasons in 
different months from year to year. 

 
• While some original series get better critical acclaim than actual ratings, many sell well 

internationally, which has become a key component for financing original cable dramas (Netflix 
now co-produces many series in return for international and secondary U.S. rights). 

 
While the broadcast networks resort to mostly repeats and reality during the summer, many viewers 
seek out scripted first-run series on cable (and a fair number do not return to the broadcast networks 
as often come fall).  When a broadcast network tries to follow the cable model it often gets similar 
results – which actually presents a problem, since broadcast generally can’t sustain programming 
with such low ratings.   
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Nevertheless, the one aspect of cable scheduling that broadcast networks seem unwilling to do, would 
actually make the most sense.  I would love to see a network take first-run episodes of several 
successful regular series and air first-run episodes for two or three consecutive weeks during the 
summer.  These would do significantly better than new scripted summer series and might surprise 
the networks as to how many viewers are actually available during the summer – particularly in the 
age of DVRs and time-shifting.  There’s a big difference between airing a new series such as Under 
the Dome or Salvation during the summer, compared to established hits like NCIS or This is Us. 
 
Even though the bulk of their schedules consist of other types of programming, several ad-supported 
cable networks have been extremely effective in branding themselves with original scripted drama.  
Some other cable networks have tried integrating occasional original dramas into their lineups with 
limited success.  With so many scripted series on cable these days (as well as on streaming services), 
some cable networks are pulling back on original dramas (or looking for less expensive Canadian co-
productions) – realizing that unless you are committed to several original series each year, it may not 
be worth the high cost (one new series a year, if not a major hit, does little to break through the clutter 
and change a network’s fortunes).  This is particularly true with competition for viewers from high-
quality dramas on Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video, HBO, Showtime, Starz, etc. 
 
Following is a brief history of original scripted drama on ad-supported cable.  FX, TNT, and USA were 
the first and most successful at airing the genre, so I’m listing them first, with the other major cable 
players following: 
 

FX started the trend toward cable networks airing high-profile original dramas in March 2002 when 
it debuted its breakout hit, The Shield.  A decade earlier, Steven Bochco famously said he intended 
ABC’s NYPD Blue to be television’s first R-rated series.  The Shield, with its portrayal of corrupt cops, 
really was.  It employed content and language never before seen on ad-supported television.  The 
excellent cast was led by Michael Chiklis (who won an Emmy and Golden Globe following its first 
season), Walter Goggins, and CCH Pounder, among others.  Well known stars joined the show during 
the second half of its seven-season run, including Glenn Close, Forest Whitaker, and Franka Potente.   
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• FX’s reputation for gritty drama, too intense for broadcast television, was cemented in July 2003, 
with the premiere of Ryan Murphy’s Nip/Tuck, a dark comedy-drama about two very different 
partners in a Miami plastic surgery practice.  It ran for six seasons.   

 
• A year later, this reputation was further enhanced when Rescue Me joined the network’s 

schedule in July 2004.  It starred Denis Leary, as alcoholic, self-destructive New York firefighter, 
whose cousin died at the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  Its seventh and final 
season premiered in July 2011, so its finale would coincide with the 10th anniversary of 9/11. 

 
• In July 2007, Glenn Close (who had guest starred for one season on The Shield), starred in 

Damages, a sharp-edged mystery/legal drama in the FX mold.  The show had some unusual 
casting success, placing comedy stars, Ted Danson, Martin Short, and Lily Tomlin, in dramatic 
roles.  But even critically acclaimed cable dramas need a certain average rating to remain viable 
(particularly when major stars and the associated costs are attached).  Damages’ slipping ratings 
put it on the bubble for much of its FX run. Its fourth and fifth seasons aired on DirecTV, now the 
Audience Network (which had previously aired Damages repeats).  It was the first original scripted 
series to go there.  

 
• In September 2008, just as The Shield was ending its groundbreaking run, FX debuted Sons of 

Anarchy, an even more intense drama centering on an outlaw motorcycle club (starring Charlie 
Hunnam, Katey Sagal, Kim Coates Maggie Siff, and Ron Perlman).  The show portrayed sex and 
violence in ways never before seen on ad-supported television.  It was a major hit, and the highest 
rated cable series among viewers under 35.  It ended its run in December 2014 after seven highly 
successful seasons. 

 
• In March 2009, Justified, with Timothy Olyphant as a quiet, but strong-willed (and violent) U.S. 

Marshal, premiered to FX’s strongest debut ratings since The Shield.  It maintained solid ratings 
throughout its seven-year run. 

 
• In September 2010, FX debuted Terriers, followed by Lights Out in January 2011.  Neither 

was in the hard-edged mold of other successful FX dramas, and neither worked.  FX learned from 
these misfires, and followed up with dramas more suited to its strong brand. 
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• October 2011 saw the premiere of one of FX’s edgiest dramas, American Horror Story.  It’s 
an anthology series, with each season being a self-contained miniseries.  Seasons included 
stories about a house with a murderous past, an insane asylum, a witch’s coven. a freak show, 
and a mysterious hotel.  Some cast members, such as Evan Peters, Sarah Paulson, Jessica 
Lange, Kathy Bates, and Angela Bassett, have appeared in multiple seasons portraying different 
characters.  Lady Gaga was in a recent installment.  It started out with moderate ratings, which 
grew dramatically in its third season.  It has remained reasonably strong since then.  Its eighth 
season premiered this September, and although slightly down from previous seasons, is still a 
major success. 

 
• The network introduced one of the most critically acclaimed series on television, The 

Americans, in January 2013.  It’s a cold-war drama starring Kerri Russel and Matthew Rhys as 
KGB spies in an arranged marriage posing as Americans in the Reagan-era 1980s.  Its modest 
ratings never matched its critical success over is six-year run. 

 
• In July 2013, FX debuted The Bridge. It centered around a murder on a bridge spanning the 

U.S. – Mexican border, forcing law enforcement from both sides to work together.  It started out 
doing O.K. but declined sharply in its second season before being canceled.  It might have done 
better had it debuted a few years later, during President Trump’s tenure. 

 
• April 2014 saw FX debut Fargo, which aimed for the tone and quirkiness of the popular theatrical 

movie of the same name.  Initial ratings were decent, as it became yet another FX series to receive 
critical accolades.  It declined in its uneven second season.  Its third season was creatively better 
but its ratings remained modest.  A fourth season should air in 2019. 

 
• Tyrant, about a Middle-Eastern tyrant and his Americanized son who returns home after 20 

years, premiered in June 2014.  Another FX drama that started out well but then declined.  It was 
canceled following its third season. 

 
• In July 2014 FX premiered The Strain, based on a book trilogy of the same name about a viral 

outbreak that is similar to an ancient strain of vampirism.  It started out with decent ratings, 
declined in its second season, and had modest ratings in season three and four (its last). 
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• The Bastard Executioner debuted in fall 2015 and lasted just six episodes before being 
pulled.  This ill-conceived series (as I said at the time) probably only made it on the air because it 
was from Sons of Anarchy creator, Kurt Sutter, with whom FX wanted to remain in business. 

 
• In February 2016, FX premiered the first season of Ryan Murphy’s true-crime anthology series, 

American Crime Story with The People v. O.J. Simpson.  Critical reviews were mostly 
positive, and a strong cast, including Cuba Gooding Jr., Sarah Paulsen, John Travolta, David 
Schwimmer, and Courtney B. Vance, contributed to strong ratings.  The second season examined 
the 1997 murder of legendary fashion designer, Gianni Versace (Edgar Ramirez) by serial killer, 
Andrew Cunanan (Darren Criss).  Penelope Cruz and Ricky Martin also starred.  The third season 
will reportedly be set in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (starring Sarah Paulsen and based on 
Sheri Finks book, 5 Days at Memorial: Life and Death in a Storm-Ravaged Hospital). 

 
• In September 2016, FX debuted the critically acclaimed Atlanta, created by and starring Danny 

Glover.  Just as much comedy as drama, it focuses on two cousins trying to navigate the Atlanta 
rap scene.  Two weeks after its premiere, it was renewed (although fans had to wait 16 months 
between seasons).  By FX standards, ratings have been decent.  Season 3 will air in 2019. 

 
• Tom Hardy (who co-wrote this BBC series with his father) stars in Taboo, an eight-episode mini-

series set in 1814 about an adventurer, long thought to be dead, who returns to London from 
Africa to inherit what is left of his father’s shipping empire (and to seek vengeance for his death).  
Intense and violent.  It had a January 2017 debut, performed well, and has been renewed for 
season 2 (probably airing in January 2019).   

 
• In February 2017, FX debuted Legion, which is linked to Marvel’s X-Men universe.  It centers 

on David Heller/Legion (Dan Stevens), who was diagnosed with schizophrenia at a young age, 
but who really might be the most powerful mutant of all.  Jean Smart heads up a strong ensemble 
cast.  The eight-episode first season was critically acclaimed for its visually effects and departure 
from standard superhero fare.  It was the network’s second highest rated drama.  Ratings declined 
during its 11-episode second season, but it has been renewed for season 3. 

 
• In March 2017, FX premiered a new anthology series from Ryan Murphy, Feud: Bette and 

Joan, chronicling the long-running feud between screen legends Bette Davis (Susan Sarandon) 
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and Joan Crawford (Jessica Lange), culminating with their only collaboration on the horror movie, 
Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?  Excellent performances resulted in decent ratings and the 
series has been renewed.  The second installment was going to be Charles and Diana, but FX 
recently announced it is canceling this plan for now (apparently it is a tough story to get right). 

 
• In July 2017, FX premiered Snowfall (from John Singleton), set in 1980s Los Angeles at the 

start of the crack cocaine epidemic.  The story follows numerous characters on a violent collision 
course, from street gangs, to Mexican drug cartels, to CIA operatives.  Ratings remained solid 
throughout its first season.  Ratings for season 2 were comparable, and it has been renewed for 
a third season. 

 
• Trust, which chronicles the story of the Getty family, particularly John Paul Getty III (Donald 

Sutherland) debuted in March 2018.  The first installment starts in 1973, when the young heir to 
the Getty oil fortune is kidnapped in Rome – his mafia captors don’t understand why nobody 
seems to want him back.  Ratings for season 1 were weak.  At this writing, there has been no 
word on whether there will be a second season. 

 
• Pose (from Ryan Murphy) debuted in June 2018.  This dance musical is set in 1980s New York, 

and juxtaposes the ball culture world, the luxury Trump-era universe, and the downtown social 
and literary scene.  Blanca (MJ Rodriguez) forms a “house” that provides support to LGBTQ youth 
who have been rejected by their families.  Evan Peters, Kate Mara, and James Van Der Beek also 
star.  Ratings have been OK, and it has been renewed for a second season. 

 
• Kurt Sutter’s highly anticipated drama that takes place in the Sons of Anarchy fictional universe, 

Mayans MC, which focuses on the Sons’ rival Latino motorcycle club, premiered in September 
2018 as the most watched new cable series of the year.  Ratings have slipped since its debut, but 
remain strong and it’s already been renewed for a second season.  J.D. Pardo and Edward James 
Olmos are among the large ensemble cast. 

 
• This half-hour dark comedy-drama, Mr. Inbetween, inspired by the 2005 cult movie, The 

Magician, stars Scott Ryan as a father friend, romantic partner…and hit-man.  It premiered in 
September 2018, and has already been renewed for season 2. 
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What do virtually all the successful FX dramas have in common?  Aside from the fact that they have 
traditionally pushed the bounds of content and language for ad-supported television, they contain 
complicated characters, often bad people who you root for because they are taking on even badder 
people.  They also tend to have an edge-of-your-seat feel, as sudden violence or action can break 
out at any time.   
 

TNT had one of the most effective cable re-branding campaigns ever back in 2001 with its “We 
Know Drama” tagline.  But it wasn’t until June 2005, with premiere of The Closer, the highest rated 
basic-cable entertainment series ever (at least until The Walking Dead), that TNT entered the first-
run scripted drama arena.  The Closer starred Kyra Sedgwick as an Atlanta police detective who 
moves to Los Angeles to head up a squad that deals with high-profile homicides.  It ran through 
summer 2012, and spawned a successful spinoff, Major Crimes, which, except for Kyra Sedgwick, 
retained most of the ensemble cast. 

 
• In July 2007, Saving Grace, starring Holly Hunter, helped solidify TNT’s reputation for quality 

drama, as well as a place for strong female roles.  It aired for four seasons. 
 

• In September 2008, legal drama, Raising the Bar, debuted strongly, but subsequently declined 
and was canceled after its second season.  

 
• In December 2008, TNT debuted Leverage, starring Timothy Hutton, about a group of former 

criminals who help victims get some payback through elaborate con schemes.  It had good ratings, 
developed a passionate following, and ran for five seasons (it was one of the first non-sci-
fi/fantasy/super hero series to regularly have cast members and panels at San Diego Comic Con).  

 
• In summer 2009, HawthoRNe, a medical drama starring Jada Pinkett Smith as a head nurse, 

premiered to decent ratings but declined and was canceled following its third season.   
 
• A new gritty drama about undercover cops, Dark Blue, starring Dylan McDermott, also debuted 

in summer 2009.  But it only lasted two seasons.  It was more in the mold of an FX drama – too 
dark for the typical TNT series viewer (at the time). 
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• December 2009 saw TNT’s debut of the dramedy, Men of a Certain Age, starring Ray 
Romano, Scott Bakula, and Andre Braugher.  It never performed as well as it should have, but still 
managed to last three seasons.   

 
• TNT started airing original episodes of the ensemble cop drama, Southland, in 2009 (which 

NBC had canceled after one season).  While ratings weren’t that strong, it was critically acclaimed, 
and did last for four seasons on TNT. 

 
• Memphis Beat, about a quirky cop in the title’s town, joined the schedule in June 2010 and 

lasted two seasons. 
 

• In July 2010, one of cable’s major drama hits, Rizzoli & Isles (starring Angie Harmon and 
Sasha Alexander as a police detective and medical examiner, respectively) joined TNT’s lineup.  
It ran for seven highly successful seasons. 

 
• TNT launched two new series in summer 2011 – sci-fi thriller, Falling Skies (from Steven 

Spielberg and Dreamworks), and Franklin & Bash, a light-hearted lawyer drama.  Both series 
were extensively promoted on movie theater screens leading up to their debuts. These were the 
first cable series I became aware of through movie theater advertising, and Turner has led the 
way using this type of venue to promote new original scripted series.  Falling Skies had a strong 
two-hour premiere and continued to soar for five seasons.  Franklin & Bash enjoyed a solid four-
year run. 

 
• In June 2012, TNT resurrected the former CBS hit, Dallas, with some of its original cast 

members, including the great Larry Hagman.  Initial ratings were strong.  When Mr. Hagman 
passed away in November 2012, the show continued but never had the same sizzle.  It was 
canceled following its third season. 

 
• Perception, starring Eric McCormack as a neuro-psychiatrist who assists the FBI with complex 

cases, debuted in July 2012 and ran for three seasons. 
 

• In August 2012, following The Closer ending its long, successful run, its spin-off, Major Crimes 
premiered.  It featured many of The Closer’s ensemble cast, including new star Mary McDonnell 
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(who had joined The Closer in its final season), essentially taking over for Kyra Sedgwick.  Major 
Crimes found its own voice and performed well (although appealing to an older audience) until its 
series finale in January 2018.  Major Crimes’ finale marked the end of TNT’s older-skewing 
cop/lawyer shows, as the network tries to go younger and edgier. 

 
• A couple of series that only lasted a single season aired in 2013. Monday Mornings was 

another failed attempt by TNT to develop a medical drama.  It debuted in February 2013.  King 
& Maxwell (with Rebecca Romjin) about two former secret service agents who partner in their 
own detective agency, debuted in June 2013.  It did fairly well among total viewers, but its median 
age was over 60, which hurt it.  It was not the major hit that kept other TNT 60+ median age series, 
Major Crimes and Rizzoli & Isles, on the air. 

 
• Murder in the First, a detective anthology series created by Steven Bochco and Eric Lodal, 

premiered in June 2014 and lasted three seasons. 
 

• The Last Ship with Eric Dane leading an ensemble cast trying to find and safeguard a cure for 
a virus that has wiped out more than half the world’s population premiered in June 2014.  It had 
strong first-season ratings, which declined in each subsequent year.  But it is still solid enough to 
be renewed for a fifth and final season this summer (the fourth and fifth seasons were shot back-
to-back). 

 
• August 2014 saw Legends, starring Sean Bean as a deep undercover FBI agent, premiere to 

decent ratings.  Its performance declined throughout its first season, however, and while the series 
made it to season 2, that was it.  In October 2014, The Transporter, based on the movie 
franchise, also began a two-season run. 

 
• The Librarians, spun off from The Librarians trilogy of original TNT movies, which aired from 

2004 to 2008, debuted in December 2014.  It stars Noah Wyle (who appears occasionally), 
Rebecca Romjin, Christian Kane, and John Larroquette, as guardians of powerful artifacts, and 
fighters against supernatural threats.  It performed well but started to decline and skew older (not 
fitting in with the networks new goal of younger, edgier fare).  It ran for four seasons before TNT 
decided to cancel it.  
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• 2015 was not a good year for new TNT dramas.  Neither a good cast (Jennifer Beals, Matthew 
Modine), nor the fact that it was produced by TNT and Kyra Sedgwick, could save supernatural 
drama, Proof, from being canceled after its first season (June-August 2015).  In August, 2015, 
Public Morals, a look into the violent and corrupt world of 1960s New York City Public Morals 
Division, debuted.  It was canceled following its first season.  Agent X (starring Sharon Stone) 
premiered in November 2015, and was canceled before anyone even realized it was on. 

 
• Ellen Barkin portrays the matriarch of a crime family clan in Animal Kingdom, which debuted 

in June 2016.  This is the first of TNT’s new mold of edgier dramas, and it is performing well.  Its 
third season just ended, with ratings on par with the previous season.  The series has been 
renewed for a fourth season in 2019. 

 
• In September 2016, Good Behavior premiered.  It stars Downton Abbey’s Michelle Dockery 

and is based on Blake Crouch’s Letty Dobesh books about a thief and con artist fresh out of prison.  
Its first-season ratings were modest, but it was renewed for a second season.  Continued low 
ratings mean it’s probably not coming back (although no official announcement at this writing). 

 
• In June 2017, TNT premiered Claws, a dark comedy-drama starring Niecy Nash as a money-

laundering nail salon owner, and her diverse group of female employees.    The ensemble cast 
includes Carrie Preston, Jenn Lyon, Judy Reyes, and Dean Norris.  Season 2 ratings were down 
slightly from season 1, but it remains a strong show for the network, and has been renewed for a 
third season.  Digital viewership reportedly doubled from a year ago, and there has been 
significant social media growth on Facebook and Twitter. 

 
• In July 2017, TNT debuted Will, a fictionalized look at William Shakespeare in his early 20s.  It 

was played to a modern soundtrack that “exposes all his recklessness, lustful temptations, and 
brilliance.”  It lasted one season. 

 
• January 2018 saw the premiere of The Alienist, a psychological thriller set in 1896 New York, 

centering on the hunt for a serial killer responsible for the gruesome murders of boy prostitutes 
(starring Luke Evans, Daniel Bruhl, and Dakota Fanning).  It was designed as a limited-run series.  
Ratings were decent, not great, but there will be a second season.  It is also airing on Netflix, so 
the producers are hoping that gives the series a boost. 
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TNT is working with Ridley Scott to develop a night of sci-fi programming, Ridley Scott Presents, 
which would include an hour-long scripted drama – tentatively scheduled to air quarterly starting in 
2019.  The network is also planning a franchise of thriller/mystery projects called, The Suspense 
Collection.  It will launch with a Patty Jenkins-directed limited series, One Day She’ll Darken, as 
well as a thriller starring Amy Brenneman and Lily Rabe titled, Tell Me Your Secrets. 
 
The network has also ordered two new drama pilots.  Highland (written and executive produced by 
Liz Sarnoff and comedian, Margaret Cho).  It’s inspired by Cho’s personal history with substance 
abuse, and focuses on two dysfunctional extended Korean-American families with the same patriarch, 
who must come together after tragedy strikes.  Snowpiercer is a futuristic thriller based on the 2013 
movie of the same name.  It is set seven years after the world has become a frozen wasteland.  The 
remnants of humanity, from all different classes and backgrounds, inhabit a gigantic perpetually 
moving train that circles the globe. 
 
What do most of the successful TNT dramas have in common?  A combination of strong stars and 
compatible ensemble casts.  While the dramas can get quite intense, they also tend to have more 
light-hearted moments than you see in, let’s say, the typical FX drama.  But TNT is clearly trying to 
get edgier – this strategy could help rebrand the network, although will also result in narrowing its 
appeal (and I’m not sure TNT needs any such rebranding – there’s plenty of room for the likes of the 
Major Crimes, The Last Ships, and the Animal Kingdoms on the same cable network). 

 

USA helped pioneer original cable dramas well before its successful “Characters Welcome” 
campaign started in 2005.  Both Monk and The Dead Zone premiered in 2002.  The award-
winning Monk, starring Tony Shalhoub, ended its run in December 2009 with what was at the time 
the highest rated cable series rating ever.  The Dead Zone’s final episode in 2007 was less auspicious, 
as it was canceled due to low ratings. 

 
In an apparent effort become edgier and skew younger, USA has recently started moving away from 
its quirky character themes.  As usually happens when a network tries to change its well-established 
and successful brand, initial results are disappointing.  Long-term results may not be. 

 
• The moderately successful sci-fi series, The 4400, aired from 2004-2007.  It had a loyal 

audience, and was clearly a major influence on NBC’s Heroes, as well as other series that have 
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used the similar theme of people who were presumed dead or missing suddenly reappearing (in 
this case, some of the returnees have special powers). 

 
• It wasn’t until July 2006, however, that USA had its first post-Monk “characters welcome” success 

in Psych.  The comedy-drama stars James Roday as a crime consultant for the Santa Barbara 
Police Department, whose heightened observational skills and eidetic memory enable him to 
convince people he has psychic abilities.  Dule Hill portrays his ibest friend and reluctant partner.  
It enjoyed a successful eight-season run. 

 
• The network quickly followed up in 2007 with the successful summer miniseries, The Starter 

Wife, and with Burn Notice, which immediately became both a critical and ratings success – 
and remained strong until finishing its seven-season run in 2013.   

 
• In fall 2007, Law & Order: Criminal Intent moved from NBC to sibling USA beginning with 

its seventh season (to help offset the cost and because its broadcast ratings had declined).  It 
lasted for four seasons, with solid ratings throughout its run. 

 
• In Plain Sight (starring Mary McCormick and Fred Weller as U.S. Marshals working for the 

Witness Protection Program) debuted in June 2008.  It was USA’s highest rated premiere since 
Psych and ran for five seasons. 

 
• In 2009, Royal Pains (summer) and White Collar (fall) joined USA’s drama stable, and both 

generated excellent ratings.  They were then among the highest rated cable dramas on television.  
White Collar, about a white-collar criminal who agrees to help the FBI catch other white-collar 
criminals, ran for six seasons.  Royal Pains (about an unfairly discredited but brilliant surgeon who 
becomes a “concierge doctor” in the Hamptons) aired for eight seasons. 

 
• Summer 2010 saw Covert Affairs, starring Piper Perabo as an undercover CIA agent, debut 

as USA’s highest rated original series (which means one of the highest rated on cable).  It started 
to decline after a couple of years, but lasted until December 2014. 
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• Fairly Legal, starring Sarah Shahi as a woman who quits her job as an attorney to become a 
mediator, premiered in January 2011.  While not USA’s strongest show, it performed well during 
its first season.  After declining in its second season, however, it was canceled. 

 
• In June 2011, one of cable’s longest-running original dramas, Suits, debuted.  It started out being 

about a legendary hotshot lawyer (Gabriel Macht), who takes a gamble by hiring a brilliant, but 
not so legitimate college dropout (Patrick J, Adams).  Maghan Markle also starred.  The series 
has been renewed for an eighth season (without Meghan Markle, who recently married Prince 
Harry) and Patrick J. Adams.  Katherine Heigl has joined the cast as a new partner. 

 
• Also debuting in June 2011 was Necessary Roughness (about a tough, sexy therapist for a 

professional football team).  It started out well but then declined. It lasted 3½ seasons. 
 

• Two dramas that lasted just a single season aired in summer 2012 – Common Law about two 
L.A. cops who can’t get along and are ordered into couples’ therapy, and Political Animals, 
starring Sigourney Weaver as part of a political family. 

 
• Graceland debuted in June 2013.  It focused on a beachfront home that on the surface housed 

a young, diverse group of roommates, but was really the operation center for a special team of 
FBI, DEA, and Customs agents.  It had decent ratings during its first season, but then declined 
sharply and was canceled after season 3. 

 
• Summer 2014 saw two new series, neither of which worked.  Medical drama, Rush, only lasted 

one season.  Satisfaction, about a married couple with an unconventional relationship, was an 
attempt to get edgier – not really what the network’s core viewers expected or were looking for.  It 
aired for two seasons. 

 
• In March 2015, USA debuted Dig, a mystery thriller set in Jerusalem.  Its initial ratings were O.K., 

but it declined throughout its first season and did not make it to season two.  Another one-season 
show, Complications, premiered in June 2015.  It had potential but may have been too 
complicated to catch on. 
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• Mr. Robot (starring Rami Malek and Christian Slater), about a cyber-security expert by day, 
vigilante hacker by night, debuted to tremendous critical acclaim in June 2015.  This demonstrates 
one of the biggest disconnects between critical and ratings success.  It is at once one of the most 
highly praised and least viewed original scripted series on any top-10 rated cable network.  Season 
3 was delayed from its normal summer start to the more competitive fall season.  It’s been renewed 
for a fourth season, slated for 2019, which will reportedly be its last. 

 
• In January 2016, USA premiered sci-fi drama, Colony (starring Josh Holloway and Sarah 

Wayne Callies).  In the not too distant future, Los Angeles has been invaded and occupied by 
outside forces – some of the city’s residents collaborate with the occupation while others form a 
resistance.  It recently finished its third season but continued low ratings mean no fourth season. 

 
• Three new USA dramas debuted in 2016, all attempts to change USA’s image to edgier content.  

June brought us Queen of the South, which focuses on Camila Vargas (Veronica Falcon) and 
her former protégé, Teresa Mendoza (Alice Braga), who battle for supremacy of a drug cartel.  
Both are seductive and conniving, occasionally vicious, and always captivating.  Its solid ratings 
led to it being renewed for a fourth season.  

 
• Falling Water is a supernatural drama that revolves around three strangers who start to realize 

they are dreaming separate parts of the same dream, and the fate of the world might be in their 
hands.  It premiered in October 2016, and despite being USA’s lowest rated original drama, was 
renewed for a second season.  Ratings fell even more, and it was canceled. 

 
• Eyewitness, a crime thriller about two teenage boys who witness a triple-homicide while in the 

midst of a romantic encounter, debuted in October 2016 and was canceled after a single season. 
 
• Ryan Phillippe took over the Mark Wahlberg role from the 2007 movie, Shooter, which premiered 

in November 2016.  It performed well during its first two seasons, but declined sharply in season 
3.  There won’t be a season 4. 

 
• In August 2017, USA aired eight episodes of The Sinner, starring Jessica Biel (who is also 

executive producer) as a woman who commits a shocking act of violence in a fit of rage, but can’t 
remember why.  Bill Pullman is a detective who tries to figure out the motive behind the crime.  It 
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became a surprise hit and built ratings throughout its first season.  Season 2 premiered this 
August, with Bill Pullman reprising his role and taking on a new baffling case.  Ratings declined, 
but were still decent.  At this writing, there has been no word on a potential season 3. 

 
• In November 2017, Damnation premiered.  This drama about a war between the haves and 

have-nots in Depression-era rural Iowa lasted just one season. 
 
• In February 2018, USA premiered Unsolved, a true-crime limited anthology drama.  The first 

installment stars Josh Duhamel, Jimmi Simpson, and Bokeem Woodbine, and looks into the dual 
investigations of the murders of rap icons, Tupac Shakur and Biggie Smalls.  Ratings started out 
very strong, but gradually declined throughout its 10-episode season.  No word yet on a potential 
second season. 

 
• The Purge, based on the movie franchise of the same name, premiered in September 2018 to 

decent ratings. 
 
The common thread in USA dramas has traditionally been quirky lead characters, which lends a 
strong mix of humor to the drama.  As already mentioned, however, USA is starting to break that 
mold in favor of more edgy and violent series (but still with quirky characters).  

 

It seems like a very long time ago that AMC was a premium commercial-free cable channel airing 
classic movies.  Of course, in today’s media world, 11 years is a very long time ago. 

 
• In June 2006, AMC aired its first original miniseries, Broken Trail, which at that time was the 

second highest rated cable movie in 10 years.  It set record ratings for AMC over its two-night run. 
 

• In July 2007, AMC entered the first-run series arena with the award-winning Mad Men – the first 
ad-supported cable series to win an Emmy for Best Drama.  The show was set in the world of a 
fictional 1960s ad agency and chronicled the changing social mores of the time (with the historical 
authenticity of real events, such as JFK’s assassination).  It quickly became known for its iconic, 
visual style.  It also created numerous stars, most notably Elizabeth Moss and Jon Hamm.   

 
I remember in early 2007 when I was head of TV Research at Magna Global, a few top AMC 
executives nervously met with me and our top ad buyers – they were trying to rebrand the network 
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and brought with them a pilot for new original drama called Mad Men.  They were taking it around 
to a few major ad agencies for input, and wouldn’t let anyone keep the pilot.  After watching it, I 
remember the feeling of excitement I had as I nonchalantly said, “I think you may have something 
here.” 

 
It never actually had the ratings to correspond to its critical acclaim and industry awards, but it 
singlehandedly rebranded the network and made possible everything that came next.  Its 
groundbreaking run ended nine years later, in May 2015, with about 70% more viewers in its finale 
than it had been averaging during the season. 

   
• It took almost three years for AMC to follow up on its initial original series success.  In March 

2010, the network premiered another critical darling, Breaking Bad.  It was about a high-school 
chemistry teacher who is diagnosed with terminal cancer and turns to a life of crime as a drug 
kingpin to help secure his family’s financial future.  Bryan Cranston won the Emmy for best actor 
in a drama each of its first three seasons.  It didn’t become ratings hit until its final season in 2013 
(spurred by word of mouth, social media, and the relatively new binge viewing phenomenon – 
AMC would run Breaking Bad marathons prior to its new season). 

 
• August 2010 saw one of the network’s rare drama misses, with the excellent (but slow moving) 

Rubicon.  It was canceled after its initial three month run. 
 
• AMC broke out of its niche drama bucket in a big way on Halloween 2010 with the premiere of 

zombie thriller, The Walking Dead, which quickly became the highest rated original scripted 
series on ad-supported cable (now the highest rated on broadcast or cable).  It became known for 
regularly killing off major characters, often in graphic and brutal fashion. It started to decline in 
2018, but remains the highest rated show on TV. 

 
• In April 2011, AMC debuted a new procedural mystery drama, The Killing, which generated 

Mad-Men type ratings (without the same level of critical acclaim).  It declined sharply in its second 
season and was canceled after season 3.  Netflix picked it up for an abbreviated fourth season. 

 
• A new contemporary western series, Hell on Wheels, which took place in post-Civil War 

America, debuted in November 2011.  The series focused on a Confederate soldier who sets out 
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to seek revenge on the Union soldiers who killed his wife.  The show managed decent ratings 
throughout its run, which ended after five seasons. 

 
• Low Winter Sun, about a Detroit homicide detective, debuted in August 2013, and only lasted 

eight episodes.  I think the name of the show hurt it – too many network execs don’t realize how 
much the name of the show affects viewer sampling.  What the heck is Low Winter Sun, and why 
would I want to watch it? 

 
• Turn: Washington’s Spies, based on the book of the same name, about spies during the 

Revolutionary War, premiered in April 2014, and aired for four seasons.  In June 2014, AMC 
debuted another period piece, Halt and Catch Fire, set in the early 1980s at the dawn of the 
personal computer revolution.  It also enjoyed a four-season run. 

 
• In 2015, two spin-offs of major AMC hits debuted and became hits in their own right.  In February, 

the network premiered Better Call Saul, a prequel to Breaking Bad focusing on Walter White’s 
attorney, Saul Goodman.  It was an instant ratings and critical success.  In August, AMC aired 
Fear the Walking Dead, which debuted as the second highest rated ad-supported drama on 
cable (next to its parent series).  Both are still among the highest rated shows on cable, and each 
has been renewed for a fifth season. 

 
• Also in 2015 (June), AMC debuted a new sci-fi series, Humans, set in a parallel universe where 

technology is highly advanced, and life-like humanoids are must-haves for any household.  Its 
ratings have not matched is critical acclaim, but it recently finished its third season.  At this writing 
there is no word on a potential fourth season.  

 
• The visually stunning martial arts drama, Into the Badlands, premiered in November 2015 to 

very strong ratings.   It has declined in both its third and fourth seasons but remains AMC’s highest 
rated show without Walking Dead in the title. 

 
• February 2016 saw AMC debut the limited series, The Night Manager (with Hugh Laurie and 

Tom Hiddleston), based on the 1993 John le Carre novel, about an Egyptian hotel manager 
recruited by intelligence operatives to infiltrate an arms dealer network.  This represents AMC’s 
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attempt to develop another night, Tuesday, with original scripted series.  Ratings were good, and 
more limited series are on the way. 

 
• Supernatural thriller, Preacher, an adaptation of the DC Vertigo comic book series, debuted to 

sold ratings in May 2016.  It has since declined, but still performs well (it just finished its third 
season). 

 
• Debuting in June 2016 and quickly canceled was Feed the Beast, starring David Schwimmer 

and Jim Sturgess as two friends who dream of opening an upscale restaurant in the Bronx, but 
have to deal with corrupt officials, violent mobsters, and a litany of other roadblocks. 

 
• The Son, a multi-generational story of America’s birth as a superpower through the bloody rise 

and fall of one Texas family (starring Pierce Brosnan), premiered in April 2017.  It performed very 
well and was renewed for a second season. 

 
• In February 2018, AMC premiered McMafia (also airing on BBC in the U.K.), based on the best-

selling book of the same name.  It stars James Norton as an English-raised son of an exiled 
Russian crime family, who is drawn from his world of legitimate business into the world of 
organized crime.  The series has been renewed for a second season on BBC in the UK, and 
despite weak ratings on AMC has been renewed here as well. 

 
• In March 2018, AMC premiered The Terror, based on the 2007 Dan Simmons horror novel.  It’s 

a fictionalized account of the 1845-1848 expedition led by Captain Sir John Franklyn to forge the 
Northwest Passage.  A captain and his crew are stalked by a monster in the Arctic.  Ridley Scott 
is one of the producers.  It debuted as the season’s top new cable drama, but it dropped sharply 
in its second episode and continued to decline throughout the season.  It has been renewed for a 
second go ‘round sometime in 2019. 

 
• In June 2018, AMC debuted Dietland, starring Joy Nash and Julianna Margulies, based on the 

best-selling book of the same name.  A darkly comic take on misogyny, rape culture, revenge, 
and unrealistic beauty standards, this seemed perfectly suited to the MeToo era.  Maybe too much 
so.  Ratings were modest, and it was canceled after a single season. 
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• In August 2018, comedy-drama Lodge 49 debuted on AMC.  It centers around a deadbeat, but 
charming ex-surfer, who joins an unusual fraternal order, hoping to reclaim the simple and happy 
lifestyle he lost when his father died.  Weak initial ratings did not prevent this surprisingly good 
series from being renewed for a second season. 

 
Scheduled for November 2018, from the team that brought us the successful Night Manager, is 
another John le Carre adaptation, The Little Drummer Girl.  This six-hour Israel-Palestinian spy 
saga will air over three nights and stars Alexander Skarsgard, Florence Pugh, and Michael Shannon.  

 
Although it remains primarily a movie network, AMC has developed a reputation for quality original 
scripted drama, which are noted for their visual style.  Most of its dramas (at least those not based on 
comic books) have been period pieces, set in a wide range of times and places.  Given how few 
original scripted series have actually aired on AMC, its track record of creating groundbreaking series 
is truly impressive.  One interesting aspect of AMC programming is that they tend to appeal to a wide 
range of different audiences (unlike USA, TNT, and FX, which have traditionally been successful 
appealing to similar viewers with most of their series). 
 

A&E is not known for original scripted series, possibly because so many of its efforts lasted only a 
season or two.  There have been a few notable efforts and successes, however, but A&E recently 
announced that it is moving away from original scripted series. 
 
The network started its flirtation with original drama back in 2001, with 100 Centre Street (centering 
on a Manhattan night court), and A Nero Wolfe Mystery.  The former lasted one season, the latter 
two seasons.  A&E’s next attempt at original scripted drama wasn’t until 2008. 
 
• The Cleaner (starring Benjamin Bratt), about a former addict who helps others beat their 

addictions by any means necessary, premiered in July 2008.  This rather dark series was 
canceled after its second season. 

 
• In January 2009, A&E premiered The Beast, with Patrick Swayze as a controversial FBI agent.  

Unfortunately, Mr. Swayze was undergoing treatment for cancer at the time and was unable to 
promote the show.  It was canceled after 13 episodes. 
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• In July 2010, the network debuted The Glades.  It was about a Chicago homicide detective who 
moves to the small town of Palm Glades, Florida.  It aired for four successful seasons. 

 
• Breakout Kings, about a task force of U.S. Marshalls and convicts, formed to capture escaped 

prisoners, premiered in March 2011 to record A&E ratings.  It declined sharply in its second 
season, however, and was canceled. 

 
• Longmire premiered in June 2012.  Robert Taylor starred as a Wyoming county sheriff who 

returns to work after his wife’s mysterious death. Along with his team (which included Katee 
Sackhoff and Lou Diamond Phillips), he investigated major crimes in his jurisdiction.  Despite 
consistently strong ratings (it was A&E’s most popular scripted series ever), it was canceled after 
three seasons.  Possible reasons include its median age rising above 60, and A&E wanting to 
own its own shows.  It was picked up for seasons 4, 5, and 6 by Netflix. 

 
• In March 2013, Bates Motel (starring Freddie Highmore, now in ABC’s hit drama, The Good 

Doctor) became a surprise hit.  A prequel to the movie Psycho, this series focuses on Norma 
Bates and her son, Norman, after she buys a motel in a picturesque coastal town.  It aired for five 
successful seasons. 

 
• Those Who Kill (starring Chloe Sevigny) debuted in March 2014.  Its initial ratings were not 

bad, but it fell dramatically in its second episode and was pulled.  A&E moved it to its sister 
channel, Lifetime Movie Network, which ran the complete first season (its first original scripted 
drama).  It was not renewed for a second season. 

 
• In March 2015, A&E debuted The Returned.  This sci-fi mystery series followed residents of a 

small town whose lives are disrupted when people who have been dead for many years begin 
reappearing.  It lasted for just one season.   

 
• In November 2015, A&E started airing the fourth season of Unforgettable, which it acquired 

after CBS canceled it.  It was not picked up for a fifth season. 
 

• In March 2016, Damien, based on the Omen movies, aired for a single low-rated season. 
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A&E’s lack of successful new series since Bates Motel probably contributed to the network’s decision 
to back away from these expensive productions in favor of reality series, which have performed nicely 
for the network. 
 

Audience Network launched in 1999 as Freeview, a DirecTV channel that ran a 
continuous loop of concerts and other events.  In 2005 it was rebranded The 101 Network, and started 
to include original programming.  It was rebranded again in 2011 as the DirecTV Audience Network 
and when AT&T bought DirecTV in 2015, the AT&T Audience Network.  It dropped Network from its 
name in 2016.  It is available on DirecTV, DirecTV Now, and AT&T U-Verse cable.  The channel 
currently has a subscription base of about 26 million.  It’s unclear how the network will be impacted 
by AT&Ts merger with Time Warner. 
 
• In 2008, DirecTV, NBC, and Universal Media Studios made a deal to save the much-loved Friday 

Night Lights in which the series’ 13-episode third season would air first on Audience (then 
called The 101), starting October 2008, and then on NBC.  It aired this way for two additional 
seasons before being canceled. 

 
• In July 2011, Damages (starring Glenn Close and Rose Byrne), which had been a critically-

acclaimed but low-rated drama for three years on FX, moved over to Audience for its fourth and 
fifth seasons. 

 
• In April 2013, Audience debuted police drama, Rogue, a co-production with Canadian premium 

services, The Movie Network and Movie Central.  It starred Thandie Newton (currently in 
Westworld) and lasted four seasons. 

 
• In October 2014, Audience premiered Kingdom, starring Frank Grillo as the owner of an MMA 

gym developing the next generation of fighters, including his two sons.  It ran for three10-episode 
seasons. 

 
• Ice (starring Jeremy Sisto, Cam Gigandet, Ray Winstone, and Raymond J. Barry) was released 

in November 2016.  The show follows a family of prominent diamond merchants in Los Angeles.  
It was renewed for a second season – no word yet on a third. 
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• The critically-acclaimed Mr. Mercedes, a mystery-thriller based on Stephen King’s book of the 
same name, debuted in August 2017.  David E. Kelly is the showrunner, and Brendan Gleeson 
and Harry Treadaway star.  The second season premiered this August. 

 
• Based on the novel, Six Days of the Condor and screenplay, Three Days of the Condor, Audience 

debuted conspiracy thriller, Condor, in June 2018.  A young CIA analyst stumbles onto a terrible 
but brilliant plan that threatens the lives of millions.  The cast includes Max Irons, William Hurt, 
and Mira Sorvino, with Brendan Fraser in a recurring role.  It’s been renewed for a second season. 

 
BBC America started in 1998, airing a combination of drama, comedy, and lifestyle 
programming from British television broadcasters, most notably BBC Television.  In 2014, AMC 
Networks acquired a 49.9% equity stake in the network.  Many of its series are in the sci-fi genre, 
most notably repeats of various Star Trek series The X-Files, and, of course, Dr. Who. 

 
• Dr. Who is a sci-fi series that originally aired in the U.K. from 1963-1989.  It was resurrected in 

2005.  The series has gained cult status internationally, particularly in the U.S. (as anyone who 
attends the big San Diego or New York Comic Cons can attest).  Dr. Who centers around the 
adventure of a Time Lord called “The Doctor,” who explores the universe in a time-traveling space 
ship called the TARDIS, the exterior looking like a blue British police box phone booth (which were 
common in Britain when the series began).  Thirteen actors have played the Doctor – this is done 
through the concept of regeneration into a new incarnation.  When his body is too badly harmed 
to heal normally, he can recover by transforming into a new body.  In a historic and controversial 
move, the current Doctor is the first to be portrayed by a woman, Jody Whittaker, who took the 
role in 2018.  The show still performs well by BBCA standards. 

 
• In October 2010, Law & Order: UK premiered.  This British take on the Dick Wolf series ran 

through June 2014.  
 

• In October 2010, Sherlock, a modern take on the famous sleuth, Sherlock Holmes (Benedict 
Cumberbatch) and Dr. Watson (Martin Freeman), solving crimes in 21st century London debuted 
with just three episodes (so, it’s really a miniseries).  So far, 13 episodes have aired over four 
seasons (the last being in 2017).  The show’s popularity should merit a fifth season, but the actors’ 
busy schedules cast this in doubt (although both have said they would like to continue the series). 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2018 

 
 

25 

 
• Another crime drama miniseries, Luther (starring Idris Elba as a “self-destructive, near-genius 

detective”) premiered in October 2010.  It aired 16 episodes over four seasons.  In June 2017, 
Mr. Elba announced that Luther would be returning for a fifth season (filming started in early 2018). 

 
• In August 2012, BBCA premiered its first original scripted series, Copper.  It was set in 1860s 

New York, and starred Tom Weston-Jones as an Irish immigrant policeman, or “copper.”  It ran 
for two seasons. 

 
• In January 2013, the network debuted Ripper Street (a joint production of BBC and BBCA), 

set in the East End of London in 1889, starting six months after Jack the Ripper’s last murder.  It 
aired for five seasons, the last three partly funded by Amazon Video (where it streams in the UK). 

 
• In March 2013, BBCA premiered sci-fi thriller, Orphan Black, a Canadian/BBCA co-production.  

The series stars Tatiana Maslany, as Sarah, a con artist who assumes the identity of Beth (this 
includes her job as police detective), a woman who looks like her, after she witnesses her suicide.  
Sarah discovers that she is one of several clones spread through North America and Europe, part 
of an illegal cloning experiment, and that someone is plotting to kill them all.  It aired on BBCA for 
five successful seasons. 

 
• Also in 2013, BBCA premiered Broadchurch (originally broadcast on ITV in Britain), about how 

the murder of an 11-year-old boy affects a small seaside town.  The first season focused on two 
detectives (David Tennant, Olivia Colman) as they search for the killer.  It ran for three seasons. 

 
• In June 2014, The Musketeers debuted.  The series is set in 17th century Paris, where King 

Louis XIII’s bodyguards, Athos, Aramis, and Porthos, stand for justice, honor, and valor.  It aired 
for three seasons. 

 
• The Last Kingdom premiered in October 2015.  It’s based on Bernard Cromwell’s The Saxon 

Stories novels. It aired for one season on BBCA, and a second season in the UK (co-produced by 
Netflix, which is reportedly producing a third season to be aired exclusively on the streaming 
service). 
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• In April 2018, BBCA debuted Killing Eve.  Sandra Oh plays a bored, smart MI5 security officer 
and Jodie Corner is a mercurial and brutal female assassin.  Eve is tasked with hunting down the 
psychopathic killer, and as both become equally obsessed with one another, a fierce game of cat 
and mouse ensues.   It was renewed for a second season before it premiered.  Linear ratings 
have been OK by BBCA standards, but it ranks as the network’s #1 digital series ever, and word 
has been spreading on social media about how good the series is.  Sandra Oh’s recent Emmy 
win may help more people find it. 

 
BET is the most prominent network targeting African Americans.  It has traditionally been known 
more for comedy, off-network sitcoms, music, award shows, and news programming, but it has had 
a number of successful original scripted dramas. 

 
• In July 2013, BET premiered its first hour-long original scripted series, Being Mary Jane, to 

solid ratings and critical praise.  It centers around the professional and personal life of a successful 
TV news anchor from Atlanta (portrayed by Gabrielle Union).  After a successful four-season run, 
the show is ending as it began, with a two-hour movie series finale in fall 2018. 

 
• In February 2017, BET aired The Quad, starring Anika Noni Rose as the newly elected 

President of fictional Georgia A&M University.  It ran for two seasons. 
 

• In March 2017, the network debuted Rebel, about an Oakland police officer (Daniel Mone Truitt) 
who becomes a private investigator after her brother is killed by police.  It lasted one season. 

 
• In June 2017, anthology drama, Tales (inspired by past and current hop-hop songs weaved into 

stories), premiered.  It was renewed for a second season. 
 
• In Contempt ( starring Erica Ash) set in a New York legal aid office, exploring injustice in the 

American legal system, debuted in April 2018. 
 
• Originally titled Bounce and airing on VH1 starting in May 2013, it was picked up for a fourth 

season by BET for a July 2018 premiere and retitled, Hit the Floor.  It follows the off-the-court 
drama surrounding a fictional basketball team, the Los Angeles Devils. 
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Bravo, which is owned by NBCUniversal, is known these days primarily for unscripted reality 
series.   
 
In November 2018, the network will air original scripted drama, Dirty John, starring Connie Britton, 
Eric Bana, and Jean Smart.  Based on the Los Angeles Times podcast of the same name, this eight-
part series centers on the duping of an Orange County interior designer by a sophisticated con man. 

 

Freeform (formerly ABC Family) has become quite successful at developing original dramas 
geared to young women and teens, debuting one major new drama almost every season since 2006.  
It has also occasionally gone after young men with sci-fi/horror series.  Now the network is joining the 
Disney stable of Marvel hero outlets as well. 

 
• In June 2006, the network debuted Kyle XY, which became its highest rated drama.  It was 

about a teenage boy (without a belly button) found wandering naked in the woods with no memory 
of who he is or how he got there.  A psychologist sent to evaluate him becomes his foster mother 
and they gradually realize he has enhanced strength, intellect, and senses.  It lasted three 
seasons. 

 
• In July 2007, the college dramedy Greek premiered.  It lasted four seasons. 
 
• The Middleman debuted in June 2008.  This excellent series attracted a devoted, but ultimately 

too small following, and was canceled after its first season. 
 
• July 2008 saw the premiere of The Secret Life of an American Teenager, which spurred 

considerable controversy with its frank storyline about teen pregnancy.  Its debut broke the ABC 
Family rating record set by Kyle XY.  Its second-season premiere was the highest rated telecast 
of the 2008/09 season among women 12-34, 18-34, and 18-49.  It continued its successful run 
until June 2013. 

 
• In June 2009, Make It or Break It, focusing on teen gymnasts, premiered to decent ratings.  It 

lasted four seasons. 
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• In June 2010, the premiere of Pretty Little Liars became an instant hit among women and 
female teens.  The success of the TV show actually prompted an extension of the book series.  It 
remained the network’s highest rated scripted series throughout its seven-season run. 

 
• Continuing its string of June premieres, Switched at Birth, joined the network in 2011, and set 

a new premiere record for the network among total viewers and Adults 18-34.  It remained a solid 
ratings performer until its final episode in 2017. 

 
• In June 2013, a new family drama about a type of family seldom seen on television debuted.  The 

Fosters follows a family headed by a lesbian couple (Teri Polo, Sherri Saum) with a multi-ethnic, 
blended family of biological, adopted, and foster children.  It received much praise for its portrayal 
of LGBTQ themes.  Its overall ratings were modest, but it lasted six seasons. 

 
• Sci-fi crime drama, Stitchers, about a highly intelligent computer college grad student recruited 

into a covert government agency, premiered in June 2015.  Despite low ratings, it lasted for three 
seasons. 

 
• Shadowhunters, based on the novel series, The Mortal Instruments, debuted in January 2016.  

It revolves around a woman enrolled at Brooklyn Academy of Arts, who on her eighteenth birthday 
learns that she is a Shadowhunter – a human born with angelic blood who protects mankind from 
demons.  Ratings have been good by Freeform’s standards.  The network recently announced the 
show’s cancellation (the second half of season 3 is scheduled for some time in 2019).  There is a 
fairly large social media campaign to try to get Freeform to renew it for another season.  

 
• Also premiering in January 2016 was Recovery Road, based on the novel of the same name.  

It focused on a teenage girl with a drug problem who is given the choice between being expelled 
and entering rehab.  The show was canceled after its first season. 

 
• Two new series, mystery thriller, Guilt, about an American student in London whose roommate 

is murdered (reminiscent of the Amanda Knox case), and supernatural horror drama, Dead of 
Summer, which takes place in the 1980s at the fictional Camp Clearwater, debuted in June 
2016.  Both were canceled after their first seasons. 
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• In July 2017, Freeform aired The Bold Type, focusing on the lives and loves of those who 
produce a global women’s magazine.  Each episode explores sexuality, identity, love, and fashion.  
Ratings were OK, and it was renewed for two additional seasons. 

 
• Siren premiered in March 2018.  The supernatural drama takes us inside Bristol Cove, a coastal 

town that according to legend was home to mermaids.  The arrival of a mysterious girl proves the 
legend true and spurs a battle between predatory beings trying to reclaim their rights to the ocean.  
Its first 10-episode season performed well, and it was renewed for a second, 16-episode season. 

 
• June 2018 saw Marvel’s Cloak & Dagger become Freeform’s first foray into the Marvel 

universe (the network is owned by Disney, which also owns Marvel).  It’s a story of two teenagers 
from different backgrounds, who find themselves with newly acquired super powers that are 
mysteriously linked to one another.  She can emit light daggers and he has the ability to engulf 
others in darkness. Initial ratings were strong – it was Freeform’s best series launch in two years, 
and its most watched drama telecast since the Pretty Little Liars finale.  The show has since 
declined, but the network has ordered a second season.  It has also been strong across its digital 
platforms and on social media.   

 
Scheduled for 2019 is Pretty Little Liars: The Perfectionists, a spinoff of the original cultural icon.  
It will have a new cast, but just as many secrets and lies.  Also slated for 2019 is The Fosters spinoff, 
Good Trouble.  Set a few years in the future, the series will follow Callie Adams Foster (Maia Mitchell) 
and Mariana Adams Foster (Cierra Ramirez), living in Los Angeles. 

 

Hallmark Channel has traditional been best known for its family movies, off-network 
series, and lifestyle programming.   But the network has aired a few notable original scripted series, 
most Canadian co-productions. 

 
• In July 2013, Cedar Cove became Hallmark’s first original scripted series.  This Canadian-

American production is based on the book series of the same name.  The show centers around 
Municipal Court Judge Olivia Lockhart’s (Andie MacDowell) professional and personal life, and 
the townsfolk surrounding her.  It aired for three seasons. 
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• When Calls the Heart is another Canadian-American family drama, which debuted on 
Hallmark in January 2014.  It concerns a young teacher (Erin Krakow), accustomed to the high-
society life, who has her first teaching assignment in a small coal-mining town.  Ratings have been 
strong by Hallmark standards, and the show has been renewed for a sixth season. 

 
• In August 2016, Hallmark premiered Chesapeake Shores, another Canadian-American 

drama.  High-powered New York career woman, Abby O’Brien (Meghan Ory), a divorced mother 
of twins, returns to her hometown of Chesapeake Shores.  Jesse Metcalfe, Treat Williams, and 
Diane Ladd also star.  It has been the network’s most watched scripted series.  The series returned 
for season 3 this August. 

 

History made its name primarily with historical documentary and later, miniseries, as well as 
reality and collectible shows (that often provide history lessons about the items for sale or collected).   
 
• In May 2012, History aired the three-part miniseries, Hatfields & McCoys (with Kevin Costner 

and Bill Paxton) to both critical and ratings success. 
 

• In March 2013, History aired The Bible miniseries (from Roma Downey and Mark Burnett).  It 
was among the highest rated cable shows of the year. 

 
• History’s first scripted drama, Vikings, also premiered in March 2013.  It is still going strong and 

has been renewed for a sixth season, airing September. 
 
• In January 2015, the network aired another three-part miniseries, Sons of Liberty, dramatizing 

the early American Revolution events in Boston, Massachusetts.  Its ratings were decent. 
 

• In January 2017, the network debuted Six, which focuses on Navy Seal Team 6, assigned to 
eliminate a Taliban leader in Afghanistan.  It performed well in its first season, but then declined.  
Olivia Munn was added to the second season, but it wasn’t enough to prevent the series from 
being canceled. 
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• Knightfall, a 10-episode drama centering on the Knights Templar warriors of the Crusades 
premiered in December 2017.  Ratings for the first season were modest but it has been renewed 
for a second season. 

 
Planned for 2019 is Project Blue Book (from Robert Zemeckis) – inspired by a real-life U.S. Air Force 
program, the series, set in 1950s/60s, follows a team of investigators who look into UFO-related 
phenomena and discover the government is hiding something. 

 

ION is technically a broadcast network, but it is programmed more like a cable network, competes 
in the cable arena, and its advertising is bought and sold as a cable network, so it is included here.  
ION is known more for a schedule of acquired, off-network procedural crime dramas (mostly from 
CBS, such as Criminal Minds, Blue Bloods, and CSI) than for original scripted series.  But the 
network/cable hybrid has had a few low-cost original series (produced and aired in Canada first) along 
the way. 
 
• Flashpoint is a Canadian procedural drama about an elite task force charged with rescuing 

hostages.  It originally aired for three seasons in the U.S. on CBS, and was one of the first 
successful first-run scripted summer series on a broadcast network.  For its fourth season, ION 
acquired the show as well as rights to continue production.  It debuted on ION in October 2011, 
and immediately became its second highest rated show, next to Criminal Minds repeats.  It was 
occasionally the network’s strongest performer and built viewers throughout its initial season.  The 
show had one more season before it was canceled in Canada (ION did not continue producing 
the show on its own).    Repeats still air on the network.   

 
• The Listener was another procedural drama (about a paramedic with the ability to read minds, 

who becomes a police consultant) that aired in Canada and on another broadcast network before 
coming to ION.  But unlike Flashpoint, it was not a successful broadcast series – it ran on NBC 
for just seven episodes in June and July 2009 before being pulled for low ratings.  The series 
continued as a modest success in Canada.  ION premiered new episodes of the show in April 
2014 to decent ratings.  After five seasons on CTV in Canada, the last two also on ION, The 
Listener was canceled.  Like Flashpoint, ION still airs it in repeats. 
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• Saving Hope is a supernatural medical drama, another to air simultaneously on CTV in Canada 
and a U.S. broadcast network.  It ran on NBC in July 2012, but only lasted a season due to low 
ratings (it ran for five seasons on CTV).  ION started airing it in October 2015.  Ratings have been 
good by ION’s standards. 

 
• ION picked up another low-cost Canadian series debuting in February 2018.  Private Eyes is 

about an ex-hockey player (Jason Priestley), who teams up with a fierce private investigator (Cindy 
Simpson), to form an investigative powerhouse investigating high-stakes crimes.  Moderate 
ratings were good enough for ION to renew it for a second season, which started this June. 

 
One interesting aspect of ION original dramas is that since they are surrounded by off-network 
repeats, they tend to have similar viewing patterns, including a higher percentage of live viewing than 
most other original scripted series. 

 

Lifetime has been known more for female-oriented reality shows, movies, and off-network series 
than for original scripted dramas.  But the network has had some notable success in this area. 

 
• Army Wives debuted in June 2007 as Lifetime’s highest rated series premiere ever.  It remained 

the network’s highest rated regular series, and one of cable’s highest rated scripted shows among 
women, until it ended in June 2013. 

 
• Lifetime premiered The Protector in June 2011, about a female L.A. homicide detective with 

two young sons.  It only lasted one season.  Against the Wall, about a female cop from a family 
of cops, who joins the Internal Affairs Division premiered in August 2011 and was quickly 
canceled.  This effectively ended Lifetime’s attempts at a female cop show (although there’s no 
reason why a good one couldn’t be a success for the network). 

 
• The Client List, starring Jennifer Love-Hewitt, premiered in April 2012.  Despite good ratings, 

it was canceled after two seasons (reportedly because of creative differences between the star 
and the network). 

 
• In June 2013, Devious Maids debuted to strong ratings.  It declined in each subsequent year, 

but managed to last four seasons.  October 2013 saw Witches of East End join Lifetime’s 
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schedule.  First-season ratings were O.K., but it declined dramatically in its second and final 
season. 

 
• In June 2015, Lifetime unveiled UnREAL, a dark comedy-drama about the behind-the-scenes 

chaos at a reality dating competition show.  It was an immediate critical success but faltered in 
the ratings.  Lifetime made the first four episodes available online, and TV ratings subsequently 
grew.  This, combined with the fact that it’s the normally older-skewing network’s youngest show 
(with a median age under 45) made renewing it for season 2 and 3 an easy decision.  Season 4 
was sold to Hulu, already the SVOD home of the drama. 

 
• In April 2017, Lifetime debuted Canadian drama, Mary Kills People, about a single mother 

(Caroline Dhavernas) who is an ER doctor by day, but by night she and her partner, a former 
plastic surgeon, moonlight as underground angels of death, who help terminally ill patients die on 
their own terms.  Initial ratings were not strong, but it was renewed for a second season.  It has 
been renewed for a third and final season in Canada, but no word yet on whether this season will 
be picked up by Lifetime. 

 
• A psychological thriller, You (from Greg Berlanti and Sara Gamble), based on Caroline Kepnes’ 

best-selling novel, had a September 2018 debut.  Lifetime calls it “the most twisted love story 
ever,” as a relationship between two people cross the line from passion to obsession.  It was 
picked up for a second season before it premiered.  Ratings are decent by Lifetime’s standards.   

 
Slated for some time in 2018 is American Princess.  Georgia Flood stars as an Upper East Side 
socialite who runs away from her own dream wedding when she realizes the life she thought she 
wanted wasn’t right after all.  When she stumbles upon a Renaissance Faire, she experiences an 
unexpected awakening. 

 

MTV long ago transitioned from a music video network to a place for teen/young adult reality 
shows, and has not aired many original scripted dramas.  The network is also moving away from 
scripted originals in favor of the types of unscripted shows that made MTV successful in the first place 
(during its post-music-video incarnation). 
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• In June 2011. MTV debuted its first original scripted drama, Teen Wolf, based loosely on the 
1985 movie of the same name.  It was an instant success (particularly among its core 12-34 
audience) and continued to perform well throughout its six-season run.   
 

• In June 2015, horror series, Scream, based on the 1990s movie franchise, premiered.  It has 
been renewed for a six-episode third season with a completely new cast.  The new season was 
originally scheduled for March 2018 but was delayed due apparently to the Harvey Weinstein 
scandal (Scream is a Weinstein Company/Dimension Films property – although the Weinstein 
name has reportedly been removed from the credits for season 3). 

 
• In January 2016, MTV premiered The Shannara Chronicles, a fantasy drama based on the 

series of Shannara fantasy novels.  It received decent but not great ratings and moved to 
Paramount TV (formerly Spike) for season 2 in fall 2017, after which it was canceled. 

 
• Sweet/Vicious is a dark comedy-drama about two unlikely female friends who take justice into 

their own hands on their college campus debuted in November 2016.  It was not renewed for a 
second season. 

 

Nat Geo (National Geographic) has long been respected for its well-known print magazine, and 
quality documentaries.  The network has started to expand into high-quality drama as well.   
 

• Its first attempt at original scripted drama, Genius, which premiered in April 2017, fit perfectly 
with the network’s brand.  Ratings were above average for Nat Geo, and it has been renewed 
for at least two more seasons.  Each season tells the “untold” story about one of the world’s 
most intelligent and inventive innovators.  Season one focused on Albert Einstein (Johnny 
Flynn as the younger and Geoffrey Rush as the mature, established physicist).  Season 2, 
debuting in April 2018, starred Antonio Banderas as Pablo Picasso.  Season 3 is set to follow 
the life of writer Mary Shelley, although there are rumors that it will do Aretha Franklin first. 

 
• In November 2017, the network debuted its second original scripted series, an eight-part Iraq 

War miniseries titled, The Long Road Home, based on a book by ABC News 
correspondent Martha Raddatz (the cast includes Michael Kelly, Jason Fritter, Kate Bosworth, 
Sarah Wayne Callies, and Jeremy SIsto). 
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OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network) is owned by Oprah’s Harpo Studios and Discovery, Inc.  
It launched on January 1, 2011, replacing the Discovery Health Channel.  In December 2017, Oprah 
sold a majority of her stake in OWN to Discovery Communications but retained her role as CEO of 
the network. 
 

• In June 2016, OWN debuted Greenleaf, which follows the world of the Greenleaf family, 
their scandalous secrets, and their sprawling Memphis megachurch with predominantly 
African-American members.  Merle Dandridge, Lynn Whitfield, and Keith David lead the cast.  
It had the highest rated series debut on OWN to that time.  Season 3 premiered this August. 

 
• In September 2016, OWN premiered Queen Sugar, which follows the lives of three 

estranged siblings: Nova (Rutina Wesley), a journalist and activist, Charley (Dawn-Lynn 
Gardner), the wife and manager of an NBA player with a teenage son, who lives in and upscale 
area of Los Angeles, and Ralph (Kofi Siriboe), a recently incarcerated, unemployed single 
father.  They must come together to run their recently departed father’s struggling 800-acre 
Louisiana sugar cane farm.  This has been OWN’s highest rated and most critically acclaimed 
series (although season 3 ratings have slipped a bit).  All season 3 episodes had female 
directors.  It has been renewed for a fourth season. 

 
• In June 2018, comedy-drama, Love Is, debuted.  It follows a modern-day power couple in 

Black Hollywood, balancing successful careers and family over three decades (1997-2027).  
Its premiere had the second highest ratings of the night among African-American women, and 
it’s already been renewed for a second season. 

 
Paramount Network (formerly Spike) was rebranded from the adult-male oriented 
Spike TV in January 2018.  Its new focus is to be Viacom’s “flagship” outlet for original scripted 
programming, and to be aligned with Paramount Pictures film studio. 

 
• In June 2017, Spike aired the sci-fi horror thriller, The Mist, based on the Stephen King novella.  

It was canceled after one season. 
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• The Paramount Network launched in January 2018 with a six-part miniseries, Waco, exploring 
the 51-day standoff between the FBI/ATF and Davis Koresh’s Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas. 

 
• In June 2018, the network premiered Yellowstone.  Kevin Costner leads an ensemble cast as 

the patriarch of a powerful family of ranchers, in conflict with an Indian reservation and corrupt 
land developers, among others.  It was the highest rated show on cable throughout its first season, 
and has been renewed. 

 
• Premiering in October 2018, is a reboot of the 1989 cult classic movie, Heathers.  Original 

cast member, Shannen Doherty has a limited role, along with the new modern version of the 
Heathers, one male, and one a woman of color (Melanie Field, Brendan Scannell, and Jasmine 
Mathews).  The controversy of guns in high school resulted in Paramount delaying its debut.  
The 10-episode first season has been sitting on the shelf for a while (and had excellent reviews 
based on press screeners). 

 

SyFy tends to be overlooked when discussing high-quality original programming, no doubt 
because critics and award shows are largely biased against the sci-fi genre.  The network has, 
however, been a strong voice on the original drama stage. 

 
• Syfy first won acclaim for original programming with its 2003 miniseries, Taken, from Steven 

Spielberg (it won an Emmy for best miniseries).  Original scripted series on cable were not 
commonplace at that time. 

 
• SyFy had one of the best original sci-fi dramas off all time with Battlestar Galactica (a re-

imagined update from the 1978/79 TV series), which began as a miniseries in December 2003 
and quickly went to weekly series (ending its successful run in March 2009).  It had an excellent 
cast, led by Mary McDonnel, Edward James Olmos, and Katee Sackhoff.  Galactica picked up the 
sci-fi mantle worn by the cult favorite, Farscape, which aired from 1999-2003. 

 
• Programs like Dr. Who (2006-2009) and the Stargate franchise (the last one, Stargate 

Universe, started in October 2009 and ended in May 2011) were staples of the network for several 
years. 
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• In July 2006, the under-rated Eureka debuted. The show focused in a top-secret, government-
run small town, populated almost entirely by geniuses and scientists.  It ran until July 2012.   

 
• In July 2009, another excellent series, Warehouse 13, also little discussed in the general press, 

debuted as SyFy’s highest rated show.  The series followed two Secret Service agents who were 
tasked with guarding a secret warehouse that stored strange artifacts and supernatural devices 
collected by the U.S. government.  Its last original episodes aired in May 2014. 

 
• In January 2010, Syfy premiered Caprica, which was a prequel to Battlestar Galactica.  It started 

out OK but declined sharply in its second season.  It was pulled in October 2010 without airing its 
final five episodes (which finally aired in January 2011). 

 
• In April 2010, Syfy began airing the second season of Merlin with 13 original episodes (the first 

season had aired the previous year on parent company, NBC).  It ran through 2013.   
 
• In July 2010, Syfy premiered Haven, a supernatural drama loosely based on the Stephen King 

novel, The Colorado Kid.  It was the first property to be produced for Syfy Pay channels around 
the world. It aired through 2015. 

 
• In January 2011, Being Human premiered to decent ratings.  It was based on a BBC series 

about three twenty-somethings who appear human – but one is a ghost, one a werewolf, and one 
a vampire.  Despite steady ratings, it was canceled after its fourth season.   

 
• In July 2011, Syfy debuted Alphas, about a team of ordinary people who have brain anomalies 

that give them extraordinary mental and physical abilities.  It never had strong ratings and was 
canceled after two seasons. 

 
• Defiance premiered in April 2013.  It took a futuristic look at Earth in the middle of the 21st 

Century after three decades of alien races arriving on the planet.  It started out strong but declined 
in each of its next two seasons before being canceled. 
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• In June 2014, the post-apocalyptic drama, Dominion, debuted.  It was basically about a war 
between lower angels and humankind.  Decent initial ratings dropped dramatically in its second 
and final season. 

 
• September 2014 saw the debut of Z Nation – another Syfy spin on post-apocalyptic survivors.  

Several years after a zombie virus spreads across America, there’s only one person (known only 
as Murphy) known to have survived the infection.  He’s the world’s last hope of creating a vaccine.  
It’s been renewed for a fifth season, which started airing this October.  

 
• 12 Monkeys, based loosely on the 1995 Bruce Willis movie of the same name, premiered in 

January 2015.  A man from a post-apocalyptic future is on a mission to find and rid the world of 
the source of a plague that will eventually annihilate the human race.  Its ratings were never that 
good, but it was renewed for a fourth and final season, which aired in 2018. 

 
• Dark Matter, a Canadian sci-fi series based on the comic book of the same name, debuted on 

Syfy in June 2015.  A group of six people wake up on a space ship with no memory of who they 
are and how they got there. It ran for three seasons.    

 
• Another Canadian sci-fi adventure premiered in June 2015 – Killjoys, about three hard-living 

interplanetary bounty hunters.  The series has been renewed for a 4th and 5th season (which will 
be its last). 

 
• A new space opera, The Expanse, debuted on demand in November 2015 and on Syfy in 

December 2015.  It takes place 200 years in the future, when the solar system has been fully 
colonized.  A conspiracy threatens the peace, and, of course, endangers humanity.  Despite low 
ratings, the critically praised series was renewed for a third season.  Syfy has since canceled the 
show, but it has been picked up by Amazon for season 4.  Part of the reason Syfy canceled it 
reportedly has to do with the deal that gave Syfy only first-run linear rights in the U.S.  Sci-fi series 
typically draw much of their audience from digital/streaming – so it seems like a good fit for a 
streaming platform like Amazon, which is looking to expand its stable of original scripted dramas. 
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• The Magicians, based on Lev Grossman’s best-selling books, debuted in January 2016 – it 
centers on Brakebills University, a secret institution specializing in Magic.  Its first three seasons 
performed fairly well, and it’s been renewed for season four, to air in 2019. 

 
• Wynonna Earp, a western horror series debuted in April 2016.  It follows Wyatt Earp’s great 

granddaughter as she battles demons. It has not done particularly well in the ratings, but it has 
been renewed for a fourth season.   

 
• Also starting in April 2016 was Hunters, based on the best-selling novel, Alien Hunters, focusing 

on the disappearance of a decorated Philadelphia cop’s wife, who was apparently abducted by 
alien terrorists.  It was not renewed for a second season. 

 
• Incorporated, a futuristic thriller from Matt Damon and Ben Affleck debuted in fall 2016.  Set in 

a future where companies have seemingly unlimited power, a young executive risks everything to 
infiltrate the all-powerful corporate world to save his girlfriend.  Low ratings combined with little 
delayed viewing via DVRs led to an easy decision to cancel the show.  

 
• September 2016 saw the debut of Van Helsing.  In the near future, the world is dominated by 

vampires, and humans must work together to survive.  The series focuses on Vanessa Helsing, 
daughter of the famed vampire hunter, who wakes up after being in a coma for five years to 
discover vampires control the world.  Despite relatively low ratings, it was renewed for a third 
season, which began this October. 

 
• The horror anthology series, Channel Zero, debuted in October 2016.  Storylines are based 

on popular creepypastas (horror-related legends or images that have been copied and pasted 
around the internet).  Each season features a different story with different characters.  Another 
Syfy series renewed despite low linear TV ratings.  Its fourth season is slated for 2019. 

 
• In June 2017, Syfy introduced Blood Drive, set in a near-dystopian future where people 

participate in a “death race” using human blood as fuel.  It lasted just one season. 
 
• In December 2017, Syfy premiered Happy, based on the graphic novel, starring Christopher 

Meloni, as an intoxicated, corrupt ex-cop turned hit man, with an imaginary blue-winged horse.  It 
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got decent viewer sampling, but quickly declined.  It was, however, renewed for a second season 
slated for December 2018. 

 
• In March 2018, Syfy debuted Krypton, which takes place two generations before Superman 

comes to earth.  The series centers around the man of steel’s grandfather as he tries to restore 
the disgraced House of El and prevent the planet from falling into chaos.  Ratings started out 
strong but declined as the season progressed.  Nevertheless, it has been renewed for season 2, 
planned for 2019.    

 
In December 2018, Syfy will air Nightflyers, a psychological thriller set in the year 2093.  The series 
follows a team of scientists aboard the Nightflyer, the most advanced space ship ever built, as they 
seek out other life forms.  It’s based on the novella of the same name and the series of short stories 
by George R.R. Martin (Game of Thrones).  It’s co-produced by Netflix, which owns the international 
airing rights and secondary airing rights in the U.S. 
 
Scheduled for 2019 is Deadly Class, based on the comic book of the same name.  Set against the 
backdrop of the late 1980s counter culture, the series follows a disillusioned teen who is recruited into 
a storied high school for assassins. 

 
It’s hard to tell exactly what types of dramas do best on Syfy because you never know what’s going 
to click with the sci-fi audience.  Strong ensemble casts, good graphic novel/comic book source 
material, or some kind of post-apocalyptic environment is usually a good start. 

 

WGNA has traditionally been programmed less like a cable network and more like an 
independent station (or superstation, which it used to be), airing mostly off-network reruns and movies 
in primetime.  It airs some of the same programs as ION, with Blue Bloods and Law & Order.  When 
Sinclair Broadcasting announced its takeover of Tribune Media Company (which owns WGN 
America), it started to move away from high-end original scripted series.  It already canceled Outsiders 
and the great Underground after two seasons.  WGNA will follow ION’s programming model – off-
network repeats and low-cost originals (a model that can be quite profitable with relatively low ratings).  
With the Sinclair deal not coming to pass, it remains to be seen what direction the network will take.   
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• In April 2014, WGNA introduced supernatural drama, Salem, set in 17th Century colonial 
Massachusetts, as its first original scripted series.  It performed well by WGNA standards and  
was renewed for a third season (but did not see a fourth).   

 
• In July 2014, Manhattan, following the scientists involved in America’s race against time to 

develop the Atomic bomb, debuted.  Ratings did not live up to expectations, and it was canceled 
after its second season. 

 
• Outsiders premiered in January 2016.  It follows an off-the-grid Appalachian clan who will stop 

at nothing to defend their home and way of life on top of a mountain from the town below and 
those who want to develop on their land.  This was WGNA’s first bona-fide hit, but was canceled 
after its second season. 

 
• In March 2016, WGNA premiered Underground (about the Underground Railroad in 

Antebellum Georgia), to its highest debut ratings ever.  It was both critically acclaimed and the 
network’s highest rated show.  Unfortunately, it was canceled after two seasons, as WGNA pivots 
away from expensive scripted series.   

 
• The first of WGNA’s “cost effective” scripted original dramas is the Canadian detective series, 

Bellevue, starring Anna Paquin.  It aired for just one season on CBC in Canada and debuted on 
WGNA in January 2018.  Since the show was canceled in Canada, it’s one and done on WGNA. 

 
• Shoot the Messenger is a Canadian political crime drama that ran for one season on CBC in 

fall 2016 (so there won’t be a second season on WGNA).  It debuted here in February 2018. 
 
• Swedish crime drama, 100 Code, starring Dominic Monaghan and the late Michael Nyquist, 

premiered on WGNA in May 2018.  An NYPD detective gets permission to work with the 
Stockholm P.D. when he suspects a link between a series of murders in New York and a death in 
Sweden.  This series originally premiered in Germany in 2015, and there was no second season. 

 
There are some other ad-supported cable networks that have just one or two scripted series amid 
lineups that are mostly off-network and reality/game shows: 
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Bravo actually tried an original scripted drama back in July 2002, with Breaking News (starring 
Tim Matheson) about a fictional Milwaukee-based 24-hour cable news network.  It only lasted for a 
single season.  In December 2014, Bravo debuted Girlfriends’ Guide to Divorce, a comedy-
drama based on the book series by Vicki Iovine.  Lisa Edelstein portrays a self-help author who finds 
solace in new friends and adventures as she faces her impending divorce.  It ran for five seasons.  In 
February 2017, the network premiered Impostors (starring Inbar Lavi), about a con artist, who gets 
involved in relationships with men and women before leaving them.  Three former victims team up to 
track her down.  It aired for two seasons.  It has been airing on Netflix, where it reportedly performed 
better than on Bravo.  The Netflix deal and strong international sales made the show profitable, so it 
might try to land on another network or on Netflix.  Bravo’s new strategy, since it does not specialize 
in scripted series, will be to go with “bigger and bolder” programming to cut through the clutter of a 
500 original scripted programming environment.  It has given a two-season order to true-crime 
anthology drama, Dirty John (starring Connie Britton and Eric Bana), set to debut in 2019. 
 
E! premiered The Royals, its first scripted series, in March 2015.  Elizabeth Hurley stars as Queen 
Helena, a fictional contemporary queen consort of England.  Its fourth season aired in 2018.  In March 
2017, the network debuted The Arrangement, which ran for two seasons. 
   
CMT premiered the fifth season of Nashville, chronicling the lives of several fictitious country 
music singers, and starring Connie Britton and Hayden Panettiere, in January 2017 (its first four 
seasons had aired on ABC from 2012-2016).  Its sixth season was its last, as CMT moves to all 
unscripted programming.  In February 2017, CMT aired Sun Records, which took place at Sun 
Studio in Memphis.  It lasted just one season.  
 
IFC was originally called the Independent Film Channel and operated as a commercial-free service 
(it is owned by AMC Networks).  In the mid-2000s, it shifted away from airing only independent films 
and started including both acquired and original series (mostly comedies).  In 2010, IFC became an 
advertiser-supported network.  The network is known for airing uncensored R-rated movies and TV-
MA rated series.  On Halloween 2016, IFC premiered the comedy-horror series, Stan Against 
Evil, with John C. McGinley and Janet Varney as the former and current sheriffs of a small New 
Hampshire town haunted by demons.  They team up to defend the town from the supernatural.  It’s 
been renewed for a third season.  Hank Azaria stars in Brockmire, a comedy-drama that debuted 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2018 

 
 

43 

in April 2017.  He plays a famous baseball play-by-play announcer who caught his wife cheating and 
had a very public meltdown, which became one of the first viral videos.  Ten years later, he’s tries to 
reclaim his career and love life in a small town calling minor league baseball.  It has already been 
renewed for a third and fourth season.  
 
In 2005, Logo TV started out airing programming of interest to the LGBTQ community – both off-
network and original fare (mostly comedy and documentaries).  In October 2005, the network 
premiered comedy-drama, Noah’s Arc, featuring predominantly black and Latino characters 
exploring socially relevant issues such as same-sex dating, marriage, and parenthood.  It ran on Logo 
for two seasons.  In October 2007, Canadian drama, Exes and Ohs, debuted on Logo.  It follows 
a lesbian documentary filmmaker (Michelle Paradise) with a vivid fantasy life and struggling career.  
It ran for two seasons.   
  
TV Land used to air exclusively classic (i.e., old) TV shows, but now includes more recent off-
network series (everything from Andy Griffith to How I Met Your Mother) and some original scripted 
series (mostly comedies).  In March 2015, the network premiered Younger, a comedy-drama 
created by Darren Star.  It stars Sutton Foster as a 40-year-old mother of a teenage daughter, who 
has to support them when her husband’s gambling addiction leaves them in a financial hole.  She 
starts at the bottom in the publishing business after her best friend (Debi Mazur) gives her a makeover 
so she can pass as a 26-year old.  It continues to perform well and has been renewed for a sixth 
season. 
 
UpTV airs the Canadian drama, Heartland, about life on a sprawling horse ranch.  Amber Marshall 
stars.  Airing on CBC since October 2007, the 12th season aired on UpTV in 2018.  This is the longest-
running hour-long scripted drama on Canadian television, and as long as it runs there, it will likely 
continue on Up.   The network tried its first original scripted series in August 2015, with Ties That 
Bind, a Canadian-American drama starring Kelli Williams as a police officer who has to take in her 
brother’s teenage children to live with her own family (it lasted just one season). 

 
The ad-supported cable dramas listed in this report are almost all available (to catch up with 
previous seasons) on demand, on the cable network’s website, or on Netflix, Hulu, or Amazon Prime 
Video.  Ad-supported cable series, of course, are only a small portion of the original scripted dramas 
available on television these days.  There will be new episodes of more than 60 scripted dramas 
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scheduled to air on the five broadcast networks in 2019, along with more than 70 on a about two 
dozen ad-supported cable networks, and another 20 or so on four premium commercial-free cable 
networks (HBO, Showtime, Cinemax, and Starz).  And most series that have aired more than one 
season are available somewhere for streaming past episodes.  There will also be multiple seasons of 
roughly 50 scripted entertainment dramas on Netflix, 15 on Hulu, and 30 on Amazon Prime Video.  
And services such as CBS All Access have entire libraries of past series as well as original 
programming. 

 


