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From a humble start with a few dozen buyers in the 1960s, the 
L.A. Screenings now attract top international TV execs who play a 
key role in funding new shows and spend billions on U.S. programming. 
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Glitz, Glamour, Greenbacks 
Make L.A. Screenings Special 
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Today’s screen-

ings—this year’s edition 
begins on May 15—are very 
different events than those 
in the early 1980s. “In a lot of 
territories there was only state-owned TV,”  
recalls JEFFREY R. SCHLESINGER, 
president, Warner Bros. Worldwide 
Television Distribution, who attended his 
first screenings in 1980. “There was no pay-TV, no 
cable channels, no SVOD, no studio-owned chan-
nels.…Now, it is a much more youthful and very 
dynamic environment.”

The new 
broadcast network shows pitched at the screenings 
also face increased competition from rapidly grow-
ing local production and increased programming 
choices, which include U.S. cable shows that often 
earn ratings as high as broadcast network fare.

The proliferation of channels and outlets 
continues to boost demand, with the number of 
channels in the European Union jumping from 
47 in 1989 to around 9,800 in 2010 and Netflix, 
Amazon and others spending heavily to 
launch international services.

The resulting boom pushed the global 
audiovisual trade in movie and TV sales to $35 
billion in 2007, the most recent available data, according to the World Trade 
Organization. The U.S. accounted for 51% of the total, thanks to producing 
many of the world’s most popular shows. In 2012, Eurodata ranked CBS series The 
Mentalist as the most popular global drama.

 While the big payback for the studios remains U.S. syndication or big cable deals, 
the L.A. Screenings are more important than ever for broadcast TV programming. 

 Despite the importance of the L. A. 
Screenings, the event has never had a central 
organizer and aspects of its history are open 
to dispute. In the early 1960s, some studios 
held small screenings in Los Angeles for 
Canadian buyers. But the first more formal 
screenings occurred in 1964, according to 
MICHAEL SOLOMON, CEO of Truli 
Media Group. Solomon, who had just joined 
MCA from United Artists, asked ABC’s 
JACK SINGER to bring up buyers from 
ABC’s Central American stations to MCA 
so he wouldn’t need to visit each country to 

screen pilots. Atten-
dance grew from 

about 25 in 1964 to around 250  
in the early 1970s to  1,500 buyers today. 
By the late 1980s, parties at the Solomon home 
with actors and talent from new shows produced by 
Lorimar-Telepictures and then Warner Bros. 

were attracting more than 1,000 people.

 The first screenings were initially held in February, 
when the U.S. studios finished their pilots. They shift-
ed over the years to March and then May, when they 
now occur right after the networks announce their 
new fall shows. VideoAge International began 
calling the event The L.A. Screenings in 1983.

 The higher U.S. budgets and proven popularity of Hollywood films 
gave U.S. producers an early edge in the global TV trade. By 1983, 
the U.S. provided 77% of 
the shows exported to 
Latin America and 44% to 
Europe, according to studies by 
TAPIO VARIS, media scholar at 
the University of Helsinki.

 The L.A Screenings busi-
ness really took off in the late 1980s 
and ‘90s, with the rise of commercial 
TV and pay-TV services in Western 
Europe. By the late 1990s, German 
broadcasters were inking $1 billion 
output deals with the studios.

“The deficits [between production costs  
and network license fees] keep rising,  
but it is totally possible to cover them if 
you do well in international sales.” 

—Jeffrey R. Schlesinger, WBWTD president

All of the major Hollywood studios (including Paramount, above) now 
roll out elaborate presentations and parties on their lots for the L.A. 
Screenings. It is the studios’ most important marketplace of the year, 
with more than 1,500 international television execs making the trek.

Screen Gems, now part  
of Sony Pictures Entertainment, 

began showing pilots of U.S. 
network shows to Canadian 
buyers in the early 1960s.

Schlesinger

The popularity of ER helped studios cut $1 bil-

lion output deals in the late 1990s in Germany.

U.S. shows are still the most popular imported programming, with two Warner Bros.-produced series—The Mentalist andThe Big Bang Theory (above)—the top drama and comedy respectively as of 2012.
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