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“New Streamers Continue to Siphon Broadcast Network Viewers 
– No End in Sight” 
By Steve Sternberg 

 
That’s one possible headline we might see over the next year or two as more major streaming services 

come online.  The other?  “Despite New Streamers, Broadcasters Gain Viewers – Network Executives 
Cite Cross-Promotion as Key.” 
 

Some thoughts on the new season… 
 

• The mortality rate of new primetime broadcast series is higher than ever.  Only 21% of 
scripted series debuting during the last three seasons will still be on the air this season (26 out 
of 126) – only 11% of those premiering in the 2016/17 season (5 out of 46), 19% of those 

premiering in 2017/18 (8 out of 42), and 34% of those premiering in 2018/19 (13 out of 38).     
 

This marks the first season I can recall that no new primetime series cracked the top 15 among 
households, total viewers, or adults 18-49.  If we look at just original scripted series, we see 
that 7 of the top-15 rated series among Adults 18-49 debuted during the past three seasons – 

911 (FOX), The Good Doctor (ABC), New Amsterdam (NBC), The Conners (ABC), A 

Million Little Things (ABC), Young Sheldon (CBS), and Prodigal Son (FOX).  Among total 
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viewers, just 4 of the top 15 premiered during the past three seasons – FBI (CBS), The Good 

Doctor (ABC), Young Sheldon (CBS), and New Amsterdam (NBC). 

 
What does this tell us?  Well, good series can still rise to the top, but in the era of Peak TV, 
the lesser shows will sink faster than ever.  Today, no one has to watch (and those under 40 

have probably never heard the term) the “least objectionable programming.” 
 

• As I was watching this year’s Emmy telecast, I was again reminded 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, there were several ads for Netflix and Amazon Prime Video series, ads for the 

upcoming Disney+ and Apple TV+ streaming services, and ads for FX cable – but no promos 
for any broadcast network series other than FOX (the host network).  And this was the day 

before the start of the new broadcast season and a platform that by definition draws viewers 
who are interested in television programming. 

 

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, broadcast networks (if not all ad-supported television) should be allied against 
everything else.  But the broadcast networks still stubbornly refuse to promote one another’s 
new shows, while accepting ads from their real competitors – namely premium 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.   
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I can see an absurd situation where one broadcast network won’t accept ads from CBS All 
Access simply because it has CBS in the name, but it will take advertising from Peacock (which 

just as easily could have been named NBC All Access) or HBO Max (they already accept ads 
for HBO).  Disney, which just launched its own streaming service, recently announced that its 
entertainment networks will no longer accept Netflix ads (but strangely, ESPN still will).  Too 

bad they haven’t taken the next logical step – accepting ads from other broadcast networks 
and getting them to accept their ads. 

 

• I remain fascinated that the networks will do everything they can to increase subscribers 
to their streaming services, but seem to care little about increasing viewers to their own 
networks – perhaps advertisers being fine with paying more for a shrinking product each year 
has something to do with it.  Not gaining subscribers hurts a streaming service’s bottom line, 

but losing viewers does not in itself hurt a network’s bottom line nearly as much.  
 

Broadcasters and the press tend to talk mostly in terms of how a network or program is doing 
compared to other networks (e.g., NBC is going to win the season, This is Us continues to 
win its time slot, CBS and FOX tie for the lead on Monday night, etc.).  There is no question, 

for example, that CBS sees declining by 10% but beating NBC as better than both networks 
gaining 10% but CBS finishing second.  As long as rankings matter more than the actual 
size of their audience, there is little incentive for the broadcast networks to try the one 
thing virtually guaranteed to improve ratings – namely cross-promoting one another’s 
programming.  I wonder how many advertisers, who buy packages of programs, and deal 

primarily in such things as cost-per-thousand viewers and cost-per-rating point, even know 
how much individual broadcast network program ratings have fallen.   

 
About 20 years ago, I was giving a new season presentation to clients, and made fun of the 
fact that at one of that year’s broadcast upfronts a network was bragging about being in first 
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place with a 4.0 average rating among adults 18-49.  I said that if they don’t start thinking about 
improving their ratings instead of their rankings, they would soon be bragging about being in 

first place with just a 2.0 rating or even lower.  Well, so far this season, only three scripted 
series, This is Us, 911, and Grey’s Anatomy are averaging a 2.0 rating or higher. 

 

• Pre-season buzz continues to have no significant impact on new series success.  The 
only new shows to crack the top 30 ratings so far among total viewers (as of October 27th) 

were, CBS’s All Rise at #26 and ABC’s Stumptown at #30.  Among Adults 18-49, just three 
new series, FOX’s Prodigal Son (#21) along with ABC’s Stumptown (#24) and Emergence 

(#30), made the top 30.  Of these new shows, only Stumptown received a significant amount 
of pre-season buzz.  Other shows getting the most buzz included ABC’s Mixed-ish (#41 
among A18-49), CBS’s Evil (#43), and CW’s Batwoman (#77).  It should be noted that Mixed-

ish is actually doing slightly better than the show it spun off from, Black-ish, while Batwoman 
is now CW’s third highest rated show among Adults 18-49, after Flash and Riverdale.  But 

clearly, for yet another season, pre-season buzz has had little impact on new series viewership 
(at least on linear TV). 

 
At this year’s big comic con events in San Diego (July) and New York (October), ABC’s 

Stumptown and Emergence, CBS’s Evil, FOX’s Prodigal Son and Bless the Harts, and 
CW’s Batwoman and Nancy Drew were promoted during panel discussions.  At this writing, 
Evil has been renewed, and the others have been picked up for the rest of this season.  

 
Over the past few seasons, there has been less buzz for new fall broadcast series than 

in years past.  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, and cable 
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networks contained mostly off-network reruns and reality.  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, and many viewers, particularly those under 40, don’t think in terms of 

TV seasons anymore.   
 

• Binge viewing is not just a Netflix, Amazon, or Hulu phenomenon, it impacts linear ad-
supported TV as well.  I currently have nine network and three premium cable series queued 

up on my DVR.  Seven of them have been there more than three days, and four of them have 
three or more episodes stored.  My wife and I have different schedules, so shows I watch by 
myself tend to get viewed quickly, while those we watch together build up multiple episodes 

before we get around to watching them.  I also tend to record new fall series I’m interested in, 
but don’t start watching them until I know they’ve been picked up for the full season.  At least 
half of my ad-supported TV viewing would not be picked up by Nielsen’s C3 or C7 
ratings (even C30 might not capture it all).  Is it possible that network viewership is not actually 
declining as much as we think, but simply shifting beyond our current currency measurement?  

Or am I just an anomaly? 
 

• Can samples still measure TV/video viewing for the total population?  If I am part of 
Nielsen’s peoplemeter sample, I theoretically represent thousands of my cohorts who fit into 
the same dozen or so categories that Nielsen has determined impact viewing behavior (age, 

sex, income, education, race, language spoken at home, presence of kids, etc.).  Nielsen also 
tries to have the sample be nationally representative for cable and DVR penetration. 
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Twenty or thirty years ago, when people had fewer than 30 channels, there was no time-
shifting via DVRs, no YouTube, no online viewing, and no streaming services or on-demand, 

this measurement system worked quite well.  Today, I have serious doubts.  It’s interesting 
that Nielsen has started measuring viewership to some streaming services (but only the portion 
that takes place on a television) – Netflix has said data released by Nielsen isn’t even close to 

the real numbers.  Given that only about 60% of Netflix viewing is on a TV set, that doesn’t 
surprise me. 

 
I think the problem is best illustrated by looking at common television references.  Every 
generation has had iconic catch-phrases from various TV shows that most people (across age 

groups) were familiar with.  Say “there’s a gremlin on the wing,” “meathead” “what you talkin’ 
about Willis?,” or “I’m the master of my domain” to viewers who watched TV in the 1960s, 70s, 

80s, and 90s, respectively, and they know what you mean.  Enough people watched The 

Twilight Zone, All in the Family, Diff’rent Strokes, and Seinfeld that these phrases became 
part of the lexicon.  If I watched something back then, people who Nielsen said were just like 

me probably watched it too.  Today, if you say “we’re all Negan” or “you know nothing Jon 
Snow,” you’re more likely to get blank stares.  The last two examples are well-known phrases 

from 2019’s two highest rated TV series, The Walking Dead and Game of Thrones.     
 

The TV landscape is so splintered today, that the highest rated series on television are 

watched by a fraction of the people who watched the highest rated shows 20 or 30 years ago 
– and these references no longer become ingrained in generational pop culture.  With 

hundreds of channels, DVRs, on-demand, and multiple streaming services, I and my 
demographic and psychographic cohorts no longer necessarily watch the same things 
(and don’t always even have access to the same programming).  How can samples still 

determine who represents the total population of TV viewers?   
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At one time, so-called single-source measurement was considered the ideal for 
television audience research.  It now might be preferable to have separate samples for 
linear/time-shifted viewing on a television set, streaming services on any platform, and viewing 
on desktops/laptops/tablets/smartphones, and out-of-home viewing.  Each of these samples 

would be easier to maintain and ensure they are nationally representative.  We have to realize 
that the “average” household that watches television is substantially different from the 

“average” home that watches video online, which is substantially different than the “average” 
streaming home.  A single sample can no longer possibly be expected to represent the 
total population’s video viewing habits.  I’m not sure we should even rely on a single 

company to do so. 
 

 


