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Here’s Why Most New Network TV Shows Will Flop 
By Steve Sternberg 

 
These are the best of times for TV viewers, but it might be the worst of times for broadcast TV. 
 
The mortality rate of new broadcast series is higher than ever.  Out of 68 new primetime scripted 

series premiering in the 2016/17 and 2017/18 seasons, only 11 (16%) will still be on the air in fall 
2019.  Here are some thoughts on the whys and wherefores. 

 

The new TV season is not as relevant as it used to be.  Prior to the early 2000s, the new 

fall TV season was one of the few entertainment topics discussed throughout the summer on 
syndicated TV shows such as Entertainment Tonight, Extra, and Access Hollywood, and print 

magazines such as People, Us, and Entertainment Weekly.  The broadcast networks aired mostly 
repeats, cable networks contained mostly off-network reruns and reality, and except for the occasional 
movie blockbuster or celebrity scandal, there wasn’t much else to focus on.  But that was before 

original scripted series started proliferating on various cable networks during the summer months, 
and before more than half the country subscribed to at least one streaming service.  The new 

broadcast season simply doesn’t get as much press as it used to.  There are new scripted series 
available to viewers year-round. 
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Summer and fall programming appeal to different audiences.  My wife and I watch a 

significant amount of broadcast television during the fall and winter, but very little in the summer.  For 

us, summer is the time to find new streaming shows to binge.  This is becoming the case for more 
and more people across the country, particularly younger viewers.  Promos for new dramas such as 
Emergence (ABC), Evil (CBS), Bluff City Law (NBC), and Prodigal Son (FOX) are not maximizing 

their potential target audience in Bachelor in Paradise (ABC), Love Island (CBS), Bring the Funny 
(NBC), and Spin the Wheel (FOX).  The networks need more creative ways, beyond on-air promos 

to create awareness and intent to view. 
 

Live TV viewing is declining, particularly for primetime entertainment series.  DVR 

ownership continues to inch upward (and is now over 55% of TV homes).  My wife and I were recently 

at the movies, and when the ads came on, she commented that she hadn’t seen any of them before.  
I had seen one or two that had aired repeatedly on various sports programming.  Most of our viewing 
to primetime shows is on a delayed basis via DVR, and we tend to fast-forward through most of the 

commercials – as do many of the folks across the country who own DVRs.  The exceptions are 
generally sports, award shows, and off-network series, such as The Big Bang Theory on TBS and 

Criminal Minds on ION, which we watch live.  Ten years ago, she (and many regular TV viewers) 
could have named most of the new series set to debut over the next week or two and would have 
been looking forward to checking them out.  Now, she’s only heard of two or three – and only those 

because we’ve been watching football for the past three weeks. 
 

Broadcast networks still won’t cross-promote.  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 
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everyone would eventually benefit – which is exactly what happened.  The broadcast networks still 
stubbornly refuse to promote one another’s new shows, while accepting ads from their real 

competitors – namely cable networks and streaming services.  The idea that a new show produced 
by CBS can’t be promoted on CBS because it airs on ABC, is, to say the least, ludicrous. 

 
Viewers don’t think in terms of ABC vs. CBS vs. NBC vs. FOX anymore.  Only network 
executives still think that way.  They don’t seem to understand that in today’s video landscape, ad-

supported television should be allied against everything else. 
 

This past Sunday’s Emmy telecast was symbolic of just how out of touch the broadcast 
networks seem to be.  The show trotted out numerous broadcast TV stars to present awards to 
series, actors, writers, and directors of non-broadcast TV.  No broadcast show won a single award in 

any comedy, drama, movie, or limited series category (a first?).  Yet during the telecast, which aired 
on FOX, there were several ads for Netflix and Amazon Prime Video series, ads for the upcoming 

Disney + and Apple + streaming services, and ads for FX cable – but no ads for any broadcast network 
other than FOX.  And this, one day before the start of the new broadcast season.  This is simply  mind 
boggling!  

 

Networks stop promoting too soon.  While the broadcast networks heavily promote their new 

shows over the summer and during premiere week, they tend to cut back on these efforts way too 
soon.  It usually takes three to five weeks for a new show to settle into its final ratings range.  And in 

the era of Peak TV, it takes viewers longer than ever to even become aware of a new show much 
less start watching it.  I’m still discovering shows to watch on Netflix and Amazon Prime Video that 

have been on for several seasons.  While the networks rely on ad revenue, so don’t have that kind of 
time, they should be promoting new shows they believe in throughout the fourth quarter and heavily 
promote that recent episodes are available to stream on demand.   
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Viewers are becoming used to edgier shows.  The broadcast networks are much more 

limited by content restraints than other viewing sources.  Premium cable series, such as Westworld, 

Game of Thrones, and The Deuce, as well as subscription streaming services, enjoy the leeway when 
it comes to sex and violence that you simply cannot have on ad-supported TV.  And even ad-
supported cable series have much more creative freedom than broadcast series.  While this does 

actually contribute to developing more broad-based hits than edgier and more niche venues, it also 
results in more failure.  The threshold for success is significantly higher for broadcast than for cable 

– many cable hits would be canceled after a single episode if they drew the same number of viewers 
on a broadcast network.  
 

Broadcast networks still reach more viewers.  Despite all of the above points, the broadcast 

networks still have most viewed series on television (The Walking Dead notwithstanding).  Virtually 
all of the top 50 rated primetime series are on ABC, CBS. NBC, or FOX.  They still reach the broadest 
audience.  And it is a promising sign that five of the seven highest rated scripted broadcast series 

debuted over the past three seasons.  But there are only five broadcast networks (if you add in CW).  
Numerous other viewing sources and screens continue to slice into and splinter the total viewing pie.  

There’s no law that says the broadcast networks’ audience must erode every season.  But they need 
to stop acting as if it’s still 1989 and basic cable is the only thing they need to worry about.  They 
should understand that ad-supported broadcast networks, in fact all ad-supported television networks 

are allies, not adversaries, and start acting accordingly.  Of course, with all of them getting involved 
in the streaming wars, this seems less likely than ever. 

 
The broadcast networks need to keep in mind that many long-running and iconic series over the years 
needed time, and sometimes a new time period to succeed.  This is truer than ever, yet much more 

unlikely today.  Long gone are the days when a Cheers can debut as the lowest rated show on 
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television and end its 11-year run as a consistent top-1o series.  Or a Seinfeld can sustain low ratings 
for three seasons before taking off.  Or an Everybody Loves Raymond can start out on Friday night 

with low ratings, move to Monday, and become a hit.  We will always have shows such as This is Us, 

FBI, and The Good Doctor, which immediately click with viewers.  But those are few and far between.  

If the broadcast networks are to significantly lower the mortality rate of new series, they need to give 
shows they like more time to find an audience and promote them more effectively. 
 

 


