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New Season Pilots – The Good, The Almost Good, & the Not So Good 
By Steve Sternberg 

 
For American television viewers, the official start of the new primetime television season is still three 
months away.  But the recent network upfront presentations and the release of the fall pilots to industry 
insiders has placed thoughts of September squarely into June. 

 

In today’s video world, the very idea of a fall TV season seems antiquated.  Cable 

networks debut original scripted series throughout the year, most often in spring or summer when the 
broadcast networks air largely repeats or reality shows.  OTT streaming services, such as Netflix and 

Amazon Prime Video, drop new series whenever they are ready to go.  But the broadcast networks 
still have the most and the highest rated original scripted series (The Walking Dead notwithstanding), 

so as long as they continue to premiere so many programs over a two-or three-week period in 
September, the new “fall season” will be relevant. 
 

I’ve been analyzing television programming for roughly 30 years, and have seen many good pilots 
flop as regular series, but also more than a few poor performing pilots build into hits.  Increasingly, 

however, the latter is harder to come by.  Long gone are the days when a Miami Vice can start out 
slowly and become a word-of-mouth success over the summer.  Or a Seinfeld can take three years 
to find an audience and grow into an iconic hit.  Or an Everybody Loves Raymond can start out on 
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Friday with low ratings, move to Monday and become one of the highest rated comedies on television.  
The TV landscape is simply too splintered and too competitive.  These and many other long-running 

hits might be canceled after just a few episodes if they premiered today. 
 
That’s why on-air promotion is more important than ever.  I’m hoping against hope that the broadcast 

networks finally smarten up and start cross-promoting one another’s new shows.  The networks 
should also promote new shows much further into the regular season than they do now. 

 
Let’s hope the networks have the fortitude to give shows they believe in but are not instant hits a 
chance to build.  We will always have Empire, This is Us, Young Sheldon, and The Good Doctor – 

shows that immediately strike a chord with viewers.  But we could also use another Cheers, which 
debuted as the lowest rated show of the week, but ended its 11-year run among the top 10. 

 
While it is clear that broadcast networks ratings continue to decline, and there are more competitors 
than ever nipping at their heels, there are a number of positive signs going forward.  Chief among 

them are that 58 of the top 60 rated series are still on broadcast TV, and 7 of the top 
10 rated original scripted series debuted within the past three seasons.  Will any from 

the current batch join them in the top 10?  Read on… 

 

Evaluating the New Pilots 

A recent edition of The Sternberg Report, titled A Young Media Person’s Guide to Evaluating 

Pilots, laid out several criteria for determining the success potential of a new series.  I just want to 
reiterate a few of them here, and provide some examples based on this year’s new shows. 
 

• A comedy should be funny because of the characters, not the plot.  In other words, 

does something specific happen in the pilot to make it funny?  Is there some kind of fish out of water 
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storyline?  Does someone switch jobs, suddenly become poor or rich, move from a small town to the 
big city or vice-versa?  You get the idea.  Often times these plot driven comedy pilots can be hilarious, 

but they essentially become different shows by the second episode.  That’s not to say some of these 
don’t succeed, it’s just more difficult to keep them going week after week, and more difficult to predict 
their success potential based solely on the pilot.  The new pilots that fell into this category last season, 

included, CBS’s The Neighborhood and Happy Together, and FOX’s Rel.  Only The Neighborhood 
was able to maintain the funny on a weekly basis.  New fall pilots that fit into this category include, 

ABC’s Mixed-ish, CBS’s Carol’s Second Act and Bob      Abishola, and NBC’s Perfect Harmony. 
 

On the other hand, some of the funniest comedy pilots of all time, including The Cosby Show, Golden 

Girls, Roseanne, Home Improvement, 30 Rock, Modern Family, and The Big Bang Theory, had 
nothing memorable happen in the pilot.  That’s because they were funny not because of the plot, but 

rather because the characters were funny, had strong chemistry, and people wanted to see them 
interact week after week irrespective of storylines or plot devices.  Comedies that fit this mold this 
season include, ABC’s Single Parents and The Kids Are Alright (unfortunately the latter was canceled 

despite being an excellent show and getting similar ratings to the former).  There are no new comedies 
of this type in the fall, which is unfortunate. 

 

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

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

episode?  Medical, police, or legal dramas can seem compelling based solely on the case covered in 
the pilot.  We need to consider the strengths and charisma of the lead and supporting characters, and 
ongoing themes of the series beyond the pilot’s script. 
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I pegged ABC The Good Doctor as one of best medical drama pilots I had ever seen.  I also cited 
ABC’s mid-season series, For the People as one of the better legal drama pilots I had seen.  The 

former is one of the highest rated dramas on TV, but the latter has been canceled after two modest 
mid-season showings.  Last season, I thought ABC’s A Million Little Things could be a hit, and NBC’s 
Manifest could work if they executed it well on a weekly basis.  Both had excellent pilots, and both 

succeeded (although Manifest declined over the course of the season).  On the other hand, I was not 
impressed with NBC’s New Amsterdam, although I did say it would get good viewer sampling following 

The Voice and This is Us.  People did sample it and stayed, as it became a solid hit. 
 

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

want to tune in to slight variations of the same situation week after week.  This can be telling when 
you compare series in the same genre – the differences between the excellent Criminal Minds and 

the canceled Criminal Minds Beyond Borders, or the original CSI and the short-lived CSI Cyber are 
dramatic (and highlight the importance of good casting).  All of the NCIS’s, on the other hand, 
managed to find the right formula – drama, humor, compatible cast – and all are hits.  I wasn’t sure 

about CBS’s FBI.  The pilot was run-of-the-mill, but I predicted it would get decent viewer sampling, 
as most CBS procedurals do.  It did, and the series became much better than the pilot – it now ranks 

third among total viewers for network procedurals, only behind NCIS and Law & Order: SVU.  It will 
be interesting to see how the mid-season FBI spinoff performs. 

 

• Shows Make Stars, Stars Don’t Make Shows.  The failed TV series with major stars attached 

are too numerous to list here.  In most cases, it’s the show that makes the star, not the other way 
around.  Hit shows, ranging from comedies such as, Friends, The Big Bang Theory, and Modern 

Family, to broadcast dramas such as, E.R., Grey’s Anatomy, and This is Us, were cast largely with 

actors who were not well known to the general public at the time. 
 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2019 

 
 

5 

Some stars, such as Tom Selleck (Blue Bloods) or James Spader (The Blacklist), can bring long-time 
fans to a new series (and usually appeal to an older audience).  But they are the exception. 

Established stars (more commonly TV personalities) bring high viewer expectations, based on other 
popular roles, which are often hard to live up to.  New shows this fall that can be considered among 
this group include, ABC’s Stumptown (Cobie Smulders), CBS’s Carol’s Second Act (Patricia Heaton), 

and Bob      Abishola (Billy Gardell), NBC’s Perfect Harmony (Bradley Whitford) and Bluff City Law 
(Jimmy Smits), and FOX’s Almost Family (Timothy Hutton, Brittany Snow).  You can decide for 

yourself if any of them qualify as “stars.” 
 
Here is my take on all the broadcast network fall pilots.   

 
These are not my predictions of hits and misses per se, but rather which new pilots I liked and which 

ones have potential.     
 
By way of definition:  those I label “The Good,” have excellent casts, are executed well, and have the 

best chance to succeed; the “Almost Good” are not quite at the level of The Good, but have potential, 
and if promoted properly could work; the “Not So Good” pilots are either of the cookie cutter variety, 

just miss the mark, or are simply nothing special.   
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Evaluating the 2019 Fall Primetime Pilots 
Net Day/Time Program Comment 

The Good  
 
ABC 

 
Tue. 9-9:30 

 
Mixed-ish 

(Family 
Comedy) 

 
Rainbow Johnson (the mom from Black-ish) recounts her experiences growing 
up in a mixed-race family in the 1980s, as her hippie parents (black mom, white 
dad) moved from a commune to the suburbs when she was 12.  She and her 
siblings have to suddenly navigate a mainstream school where they are 
perceived as neither black nor white.  Tracee Ellis Ross, narrates, using a 
similar device as Young Sheldon.  Arica Hammel plays the young Bow Johnson.  
Gary Cole is her well-to-do corporate grandfather, who has very different ideas 
of what the kids need to cope with the real world. 
 
Has potential sandwiched between BlessThis Mess and Black-ish.  The pilot 
was good, but we’ll need to see how it’s executed on a weekly basis. 
 
From ABC Studios. 
 

 
ABC 

 
Tue. 10-11 

 
Emergence 

(Mystery Drama) 

 
Allison Tollman is excellent aa a police chief who finds a mysterious young girl 
(Alexa Swinton) at the site of a mysterious plane crash.  The girl is uninjured and 
has no memory of what happened.  Mysterious people are after her, so the 
police chief takes her in to protect her as she investigates.  As you can guess, a 
conspiracy larger than she ever imagined will gradually unravel, with the child’s 
identity at the center of it all. 
 
The pilot and the cast are excellent.  Seems similar to NBC’s Manifest 
(which may be why NBC passed on it).  This type of complicated, high-
concept series is often difficult to maintain over a full season.  Might 
be better as a 6-episode limited-run than an ongoing series.  Airing 
opposite CBS’s NCIS New Orleans and NBC’s New Amsterdam won’t 
make it any easier to find an audience. 
 
From ABC Studios. 
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Evaluating the 2018/19 Primetime Pilots 
Net Day/Time Program Comment 

The Good  
 
CBS 
 

 
Thu. 9:30-10 

 
Carol’s  

Second Act  
(Workplace 
Comedy) 

 

 
Patricia Heaton will try for her third hit sitcom (following Everybody Loves 
Raymond and The Middle).  Here, she embarks on a second act, after raising her 
children, getting divorced, and retiring from teaching.  At age 50, she’s a medical 
intern, dealing with a tough boss and other interns who are half her age. 
 
Probably got the idea from ABC’s The Rookie.  Patricia Heaton is always likeable, 
and the CBS sitcom audience should eat this up. 
 
From Four Boys Entertainment, Kapital Entertainment, and CBS Television 
Studios. 
 

 
CBS 
 

 
Thu. 10-11 

 
Evil 

(Psychological 
Mystery) 

 

 
A skeptical female psychologist (Katja Herbers) and priest-in-training (Mike 
Colter) join to investigate the Church’s backlog of unsolved mysteries, including 
supposed demonic possessions, straddling the line between science and religion.  
Michael Emerson also stars. 
 
I liked the pilot.  Unfortunately, it’s not compatible with its lead-ins or anything 
else on CBS’s schedule, and the absurd (and frankly stupid) broadcast network 
policy of accepting ads from their competitors but not from one another, might 
cause another worthy show to not find an audience.  Airing opposite ABC’s How 
to Get Away With Murder and NBC’s Law & Order: SVU won’t help. 
 
From CBS Television Studios. 
 

 
CW 

 
Sun. 8-9 

 
Batwoman 
(Superhero 

Action Drama) 

 
Three years after Batman mysteriously disappeared from Gotham City, Bruce 
Wayne’s cousin, Kate Kane, has his batsuit modified to fit a woman, and picks up 
the mantle as the dark knight vigilante.  Based on the characters from DC.   
 
Ruby Rose is perfect as the new Caped Crusader (the first openly gay 
superhero on television).  Should fit well paired with Supergirl on Sundays. 
 
From Berlanti Productions in association with Warner Bros. Television. 
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Evaluating the 2019 Fall Primetime Pilots 
Net Day/Time Program Comment 

The Good  
 
NBC 

 
Thu. 8:30-9 

 
Perfect 

Harmony 
(Comedy) 

 
Bradley Whitford stars as a gruff former Princeton music professor with big-town 
sensibilities, who stumbles into a small-town church’s choir practice.  He agrees 
to stay and help them, and, of course, they wind up helping each other. 
 
I expected to dislike this one, but was pleasantly surprised.  It’s the best new 
comedy of the fall, and NBC will give it a good chance to succeed, airing it 
between Superstore and The Good Place on Thursday.  A lot will depend on how 
the ensemble supporting cast, led by Anna Camp, gels over time. 
 
From 20th Century Fox Television and Small Dog Picture Company. 
 

 
FOX 

 
Mon. 9-10 

 
Prodigal Son 
(Crime Drama) 

 

 
A darkly comedic twist on the serial killer genre.  Tom Payne portrays the son of 
a convicted serial killer (Michael Sheen) who has made hunting serial killers his 
life’s work.  When his recklessness gets him fired from the FBI, he becomes a 
consultant to the NYPD and his former mentor (Lou Diamond Phillips). 
 
The pilot was very good.  Not fitting the mold of other FOX series might hurt 
– if only it could advertise on CBS’s Criminal Minds and FBI.  I’m sure it will 
be heavily promoted on FOX’s football broadcasts. 
 
From Berlanti Productions in association with Warner Bros. Television. 
  

The Almost Good 
 
ABC 

 
Wed. 10-11 

 
Stumptown 
(Detective 

Drama) 

 
Cobie Smulders stars as a strong, assertive, and smart army veteran, whose 
military intelligence skills make her a great private investigator.  Her love life, 
gambling debts, and a brother she needs to take care of in Portland Oregon, make 
her life complicated, as does her uneasy alliance with the police. 
 
While I like Cobie Smulders in virtually everything she does, this seems too run-
of-the-mill to get a large following – particularly opposite CBS’s S.W.A.T and 
NBC’s Chicago P.D., which appeal to a similar audience.  The name of the show 
doesn’t help (even though it’s based on the graphic novel of the same name). 
 
From ABC Studios 
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Evaluating the 2019 Fall Primetime Pilots 
Net Day/Time Program Comment 

The Almost Good  
 
CBS 

 
Mon. 9-10 

 
All Rise 

(Legal Drama) 

 
A highly regarded African-American deputy district attorney (Simone Missick) in 
L.A. pushes boundaries and expectations as a newly appointed Superior Court 
Judge.  Wilson Bethel and Marg Helgenberger also star. 
 
Nothing we haven’t seen before.  Its potential audience will probably be 
watching Dancing With the Stars or The Voice. 
 
From Warner Bros. Television. 
 

 
CBS 

 
Thu. 8:30-9 

 
The Unicorn 

(Family/ 
Romantic 
Comedy) 

 
Walter Goggins stars as a widowed father of two adolescent daughters who, with 
the help of a tight-knit group of friends and family, has been trying to cope with his 
new normal.  As he starts to date again, he finds he is a “unicorn” – the perfect 
single guy – employed, attractive, and with a proven track record of commitment. 
 
Hammocked between Young Sheldon and Mom, CBS is giving it every 
chance to succeed.  The pilot was decent. 
 
From CBS Television Studios. 
 

 
CW 

 
Wed. 9-10 

 
Nancy Drew 

(Mystery Drama) 

 
Brilliant teenage detective, Nancy Drew (Kennedy McMann), will solve mysteries 
every week, some with supernatural elements, in her hometown of Horseshoe 
Bay, Maine (with the help of some other teens she gets in trouble with in the pilot). 
 
Compatible with its Riverdale lead-in, which doesn’t necessarily mean it will 
retain the audience.  Pilot was OK, but nothing special. 
 
From CBS Television Studios in association with Fake Empire.  Will the fact that 
it is produced by CBS Studios mean it will be promoted on CBS?  Of course not. 
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Evaluating the 2019 Fall Primetime Pilots 

Net Day/Time Program Comment 
The Almost Good  

 
NBC 
 

 
Mon. 10-11 

 
Bluff City Law 
(Legal Drama) 

 

 
Jimmy Smits portrays the head of a celebrated law firm and a famous Memphis 
family known for taking on injustice.  His estranged daughter, a brilliant lawyer in 
her own right (Caitlin McGee), comes back to the fold when her philanthropist 
mother dies suddenly. 
 
While I always like Jimmy Smits, the surrounding cast didn’t do much for me, and 
the pilot fell flat.  Seems like a cookie-cutter legal drama.  Maybe it will get better 
in subsequent episodes.  Airing opposite ABC’s The Good Doctor and CBS’s Bull 
won’t help its chances. 
 
From Universal Television in association with David Janollari Entertainment. 
 

 
FOX 
 

 
Wed. 9-10 

 
Almost Family 
(Family Drama) 

 

 
An only child (Brittany Snow) has her life turned upside down when her father 
(Timothy Hutton), a pioneering fertility doctor, is arrested for using his own sperm 
to father more than a hundred children.  Now she has wo new sisters (Magalyn 
Echikunwoke, Emily Osment).  They have to welcome a tidal wave of new siblings 
into their expanding family. 
 
The pilot was interesting, and I think it has potential as a series.  Not sure 
about this one. 
 
From Universal Television in association with True Jack Productions.  Will the fact 
that this is produced by Universal Television mean it will be promoted by NBC 
Universal?  Of course not. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2019 

 
 

11 

Evaluating the 2019 Fall Primetime Pilots 
Net Day/Time Program Comment 

The Not So Good  
 
CBS 

 
Mon. 8:30-9 

 
BOB 

ABISHOLA  
(Family 

Comedy) 
 

 
Middle-aged, out of shape white guy (Billy Gardell) has heart attack and falls in 
love with his Nigerian immigrant cardiac nurse (Folake Olowofoyeku).  Only in the 
world of CBS sitcoms… 
 
Not really bad, but just another in a long string of interchangeable Monday 
8:30pm CBS sitcoms. 
 
From Chuck Lorre Productions in association with Warner Bros. Television. 
 

 
NBC 

 
Thu. 9:30-10 

 
Sunnyside 
(Comedy) 

 
Kai Penn stars as a former New York City Councilman (the youngest ever), the 
pride of Queens, who has spent the last 15 years partying with celebrities rather 
than serving his constituents.  He gets drummed out of office after a video of him 
getting busted for public intoxication goes viral.  He gets hired by a diverse group 
of individuals who dream of becoming American Citizens, and think he can help 
teach them what they need to know to pass their citizenship test. 
 
Proof that diversity and funny are not synonyms.  Should get some viewer 
sampling following The Good Place, but unless it gets a lot better than the pilot, it 
won’t last long. 
 
From Universal Television in association with Fremulon and 3 Arts Entertainment. 
 

 
 

How to Improve Pilot Viewer Sampling  
At this year’s upfront presentations to advertisers, the broadcast networks reiterated something they 
basically remind us of every year – that they, the broadcast networks, are still the best platform for 
reaching viewers and impacting sales.  And they are correct.  Viewers spend about five times as many 
hours watching traditional TV than all other screens combined, and the broadcast networks, which 
account for 58 of the top 60 rated primetime series, are still the best advertising vehicles out there.  
And yet, inexplicably, they continue to stubbornly refuse to utilize the broadcast 
networks to advertise and promote their own product. 
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Cable networks long ago realized the best way to grow their audience was to 
appeal to those who were watching similar shows on other networks.  They also 
understood that it didn’t really hurt them if other cable networks did the same.  If everyone gained 
viewers, more advertising dollars would shift from broadcast to cable, and everyone would eventually 
benefit – which is exactly what happened.   
 
Of course, it made sense at the time, since cable networks were trying to compete with the much 
bigger, stronger, and more established broadcast networks.  They initially saw themselves more as 
allies than competitors.  The broadcast networks, on the other hand, once controlled more than 90% 
of all television viewing, and traditionally have only seen one another as competitors.  They competed 
so fiercely for every rating point and to move up in the standings, that cross-promotion was 
unfathomable.  Unlike cable networks, the broadcasters also needed to answer to their affiliates, 
which have traditionally been adamantly opposed yto promoting other channels – even when they 
started taking ads for cable networks, it was initially hard to get done, and typically not day and date. 
 
The competitive video landscape today is worlds beyond where it was back then.  It is not the 1980s 
or 1990s anymore.  A broadcast hit on one network actually does benefit all networks.  When an 
Empire, This is Us, The Good Doctor, or Young Sheldon takes off, people start believing in the power 
of network TV again.  Except for the occasional cable phenomenon like Game of Thrones or The 
Walking Dead, no other platform is capable of generating the audience of a successful broadcast 
network series.  The broadcast networks will accept advertising from their real 
competitors – ad-supported cable networks, HBO, Showtime, and even Netflix, but, 
strangely, not from one another.  

 
In what other business does a company refuse to advertise its product to the 
largest and most persuadable customers available?  These aren’t just random consumers 
the broadcast networks are choosing not to pursue.  These are their prime prospects, whom 
the networks know are already watching similar programming, who are at that 
moment at their most receptive toward receiving a message about other TV 
programs.  They are already watching and engaged with the exact type of program the networks 
are trying to promote to them.  I’m not sure how to say it more plainly. 
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If I was a producer or actor in new series that isn’t in the same moId as its network’s other series, I 
would be quite frustrated that the show couldn’t be promoted on compatible broadcast programs on 
other networks.  The very idea that a series produced by CBS Studios, for example, can’t be promoted 
on CBS simply because it airs on ABC is absurd. 
 
Is there any real question why Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Hulu, who can each 
advertise on 100% of the strongest ad platforms, continue to gain ground on those 
who can only advertise on 20% of the strongest ad platforms?  As the broadcast 
networks and the ARF continually tell us every year, advertising works. 
 
I have no doubt that if the broadcast networks started cross-promoting one another’s shows, new 
series viewer sampling (and subsequently, success rates) would rise dramatically.  In a MediaPost 
article last year, I opined that networks only care about how they rank among one another, not whether 
they actually grow their audience – short-term thinking that could lead to long-term disaster.  If they 
continue to not advertise to the biggest chunk of available viewers, it proves the point 
 
The networks have already started promoting their new fall series, and it won’t take long to see which 
ones they think have the most potential (based on which ones receive the most promotional weight).  
There hasn’t been much pre-season buzz for any new show yet, but we’ll see if that changes following 
the big San Diego Comic Con in July. 
 
The September issue of The Sternberg Report will take an in-depth look at how much pre-season 
buzz actually affects the success potential of new series. 
 


