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New Television Season Things to Ponder   
By Steve Sternberg 

 

As the pandemic continues to wreaks havoc with life in general, television programming is no 
exception.  Here are a few things worth pondering (or, at least some things I’ve been thinking about) 
as the new primetime television season gets underway. 

 

• Another issue with TV audience measurement 

• Network promotional follies 

• Why ratings don’t matter 

• How network shows are dealing with COVID-19 and police brutality 

• Netflix goes linear (in France)  
 

Can Nielsen (or anyone) accurately measure TV viewing?  I’ve written many 

columns on various issues I have with TV audience measurement, including the absurdity of 
advertisers and agencies allowing Nielsen to measure “viewing” in bars and restaurants.  But there’s 

another issue that seldom comes up, which in today’s video landscape is more important than ever – 
the composition of Nielsen’s sample. 
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Central to a well-drawn sample, is the idea that you and your cohorts have similar viewing habits.  
There are generally more than a dozen categories that Nielsen uses, which research has shown are 

significant factors in what and how much television people view.  These include such things as age, 
sex, income, education, race, language spoken at home, presence of children, etc.  Also important, 
is access to programming.  It has been essential that cable and satellite penetration, as well as media 

device ownership in the sample match the country at large.  It didn’t really matter what cable, satellite, 
or telco system people in the sample subscribed to.  They don’t typically have much impact in channel 

or program availability or usage.  Likewise, VCR and subsequently DVR ownership are important, but 
again, which particular type or brand is not relevant, as it has virtually no impact on which programs 
are time-shifted.   

 
Streaming, on the other hand, is a different animal entirely.  Knowing that 70% of the country has at 

least one streaming service and 40% have three, and constructing the sample accordingly, is not 
good enough.  People who have just Netflix have substantially different access to programming and 
have different viewing habits than folks who have just Amazon Prime Video.  Likewise, viewing habits 

are significantly different among those who have Netflix, Hulu, Disney+, ESPN+, and Peacock, than 
those who have Prime Video, HBO Max, Apple TV+, CBS All Access, and BritBox.  For any TV 

audience measurement service to have relevance, it needs to continually update its sample to match 
the universe’s subscriptions to specific streaming services (perhaps all that are in at least 10% of TV 
homes).  Otherwise, there’s no way for the sample to be representative of the population at large, and 

its reported audience data become increasingly less meaningful. 
 

Promotional Follies:  In the era of Peak TV+, with more viewing choices available than ever 

before, it takes viewers longer to even become aware of a new series, much less start watching it.  
Because of the pandemic, this is the first time in 30 years I haven’t seen any fall TV pilots – there isn’t 

the normal pre-season industry analysis of new shows.  This makes effective on-air promotion (still 
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the best way to create awareness) more important than ever, particularly for ad-supported networks, 
which need viewers to start watching a new series more quickly than a subscription streaming service 

does. 
 
Regular readers of The Sternberg Report know that one of my pet peeves (polite term) and frequent 

rants is the stubborn refusal of the broadcast networks to promote one another’s programming.  The 
television landscape of the 1980s and 1990s saw the broadcast networks fiercely battle for every 

rating point, with ad-supported cable being their only real competition.  ABC, CBS, NBC, and FOX 
were the only places to watch original scripted primetime series, and most TV programs were watched 
live as they aired.  In today’s much more splintered media world, the broadcast networks should see 

themselves as allies against everything else (even though all broadcast nets are part of 
conglomerates that also own streaming services). 

 
Ad-supported cable networks learned long ago that promoting one another’s programming is the most 
effective way to boost all of their ratings and attract more advertising dollars.  There are several ad-

supported cable series over the years that I’ve watched regularly only because I saw them promoted 
on another network.  The broadcast networks still steadfastly refuse to do this, thereby not advertising 

to the largest chunk of available consumers of their product, who are most receptive to their message.  
They should understand that whenever they develop a This is Us, The Good Doctor, Young 

Sheldon, or The Masked Singer, it benefits all of them, reminding both the ad industry and the press 

that the broadcast networks are still capable of producing the highest rated shows on the air (The 

Walking Dead and Yellowstone notwithstanding).  The advertising industry, which benefits from 

strong ad-supported programming, should be encouraging this type of cross promotion at every turn. 
 
I was again reminded of this lunacy while I was watching this year’s Primetime Emmy Awards on 

ABC.  They, of course, had several promos for the host network’s programming (eight by my count).  



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2020 

 
 

4 

There were also numerous ads for its competitors.  It had five ads for ad-supported cable networks 
(CNN, Nat Geo, TBS, and FX), two ads for premium cable (Showtime), and 16 ads for various 

streaming services (4 for its own Disney+, 2 for Apple TV+, 2 for Amazon Prime Video, 1 for Hulu, 2 
for FX on Hulu, 3 for HBO Max, and 2 for Peacock – for some reason the network had previously 
banned ads for Netflix).  Conspicuously missing from this list was CBS All Access, which I suspect is 

simply because it has CBS in its name.  Once it officially changes its name to Paramount+, all the 
broadcast networks will probably happily accept ads for programs it won’t touch today.  There were, 

of course, no ads for CBS, NBC, FOX, or CW.  And the broadcast networks wonder why their 
competitors continue to siphon off their viewers, and why their own combined ratings continue to 
decline. 

 
Given the pandemic delayed season, irregular start dates for both returning and new shows, and 

virtually no pre-season buzz for new series, cross promotion is more important than ever.  Not to do 
so is nothing short of promotional malpractice – and one reason initial ratings for returning series are 
down sharply from last year.  Just as an example, I follow television for a living, and was not aware 

of the season premiere date for ABC’s The Good Doctor.  I watched it a few days later on Hulu.  Had 
the premiere been promoted during primetime on other broadcast networks or Sunday football on 

CBS, FOX, or NBC, I would have known when it was returning.  The same is true for any number of 
season debuts for new and returning shows. 
 

Do Ratings Matter?  Well, of course they do.  But only to the degree that they affect overall 

network rankings.  This has to do with an antiquated upfront buying system, where price increases 
have less to do with whether ratings are up or down, and more to do with the network standings.  I’ve 

said this before, but if you give broadcast network executives a choice between having their ratings 
increase by 10% and being in third place or having their ratings decline by 10% and moving into first 

place (because other networks declined more), every one of them would choose the latter.  This, of 
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course, is a recipe for declining ratings.  On the ad-supported cable front, being in the top 10 matters 
more than anything.  I was head of research at a cable network, and I remember one year our ratings 

were up from the previous season, but we had slipped from 9th place to 11th place among adults 25-
54.  It was not a happy time.  The following year, when we were back in the top 10, there was again 
joy in Mudville.  This, despite the fact that only about three-tenths of a rating point separated 3rd and 

30th place among ad-supported cable networks.  Actual rating size was irrelevant, network rankings 
meant everything. 

 
This is one reason NBC decided to air its Donald Trump town hall at the same time ABC had 
previously scheduled its Joe Biden town hall.  They expected to beat ABC significantly (which didn’t 

happen).  That was more important to them than getting higher ratings on a different night.  This is 
also one of the main reasons the broadcast networks stubbornly refuse to cross-promote one 

another’s programming.  Doing anything to help another network is seen as unimaginable.  Foolish 
short-term thinking that has resulted in long-term audience declines. 
 

COVID-19 Storylines:  Several TV series are incorporating COVID-19 into their plots.  I was 

watching the season premiere of The Good Doctor, and was struck by how well they illustrated the 
way doctors and hospitals were dealing with the new coronavirus at the outset of the pandemic.  The 

season premiere of NCIS New Orleans also handled it well.  These storylines being integrated into 
popular TV shows might actually get some people to take the virus and mask wearing more seriously 

than politicians or real-life doctors ever could. 
 

 Police Shows Get Re-Invented:  Following George Floyd’s death, and the subsequent 

nationwide protests against racism and police brutality, broadcast network cop shows, which typically 

portray the police as heroes and police brutality as a justified means of getting the bad guys to 
confess, have been forced to undergo much-needed changes. 
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Chicago P.D. has been probably the biggest example of abusing suspects to get them to reveal 

crimes (in virtually every episode).  And, of course, virtually every suspect they rough up is actually 
guilty, so the show presents it as a necessary evil.  These “hero” cops are willing to do whatever it 
takes to protect the public, even if it means repeatedly crossing the line.  In this season’s premiere 

episode, a new supervisor (a Black woman) is brought in and tells Hank Voight, the head of the 
intelligence unit (played by Jason Beghe) that she’s on his side, and knows he’s a good cop, but if he 

doesn’t change his methods he will be gone within a few months.  And when he is about to take a 
suspect downstairs to “the cage,” where he can rough him up to get info without anyone else seeing 
it or any cameras recording it, one of his Black detectives tells him “we can’t do this anymore.”  While 

Voight yells at him and tells him to quit if he doesn’t like it, he ends up listening to him.  It seems like 
most police/detective/FBI shows are undergoing changes and hiring consultants to help re-invent the 

genre and cover topics such as police brutality, systemic racism, and related issues more realistically.    
 

Netflix Goes Linear (in France):  As streaming competitors enjoy substantial subscriber 

growth during the pandemic, Netflix is looking for new ways to keep its subscriber base engaged, 
appeal to new viewers, and maintain its leadership position. 
 

One of the main things that give streaming services an edge over linear broadcast or cable networks 
(aside from no advertiser-driven content restrictions) is that new programs don’t have to fit into a set 

schedule geared to a specific audience, or adhere to an artificial fall or mid-season.  Nor do they need 
to concern themselves with average ratings (reach is the more significant metric).  A series can have 
anywhere from 6-13 episodes per season (as opposed to 17-22 episodes for most broadcast shows), 

and new seasons need not debut during the same month each year.  And while a network such as 
CBS might have trouble scheduling a show appealing to young viewers in the middle of its older 

skewing lineup, Netflix series appealing to substantially different audiences, such as Ozark, Stranger 
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Things, The Crown, GLOW, Daredevil, Grace & Frankie, Jessica Jones, Sex Education, The 

Umbrella Academy, The Queen’s Gambit, and The Kominsky Method can thrive side-by-side.  

 
While continuing to have the most user-friendly interface, so many series become available every 
month that trying to find something new to watch often takes longer than actually watching the show.  

And while Netflix’s model has worked quite well, experimenting with new options is smart. 
 

Netflix France has announced a new web-based feature that provides subscribers with a 24-hour grid 
that is the same for everyone, with programming refreshed every few days.  Presumably this virtual 
channel would consist of whatever series are most popular in France, along with some new series 

and movies Netflix wants subscribers to sample.  This service is reportedly rolling out in early 
December.  This is a brilliantly obvious move, and if it works in France, there’s a good chance it will 

eventually be tried in the U.S.  Since Netflix already reaches roughly two-thirds of TV homes here, 
retaining subscribers is now perhaps more important than attracting new ones.  Although Netflix has 
been steadfast in its insistence that advertising will never be a part of its business model, this might 

also provide some opportunity to at least experiment in that area. 
 

 


