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BY DADE HAYES

AMERICA’S television 
networks missed the 
memo about Election 

Night’s dress code. They took to 
the airwaves dressed all to the 
nines with splashy, data-driven 
sets and phalanxes of pundits. 
Their decked-out successors to 
Cronkite’s throne stood ready to 
reassure viewers that the threat 
of a Donald Trump presi-
dency had been quelled, 
that Hillary Clinton had 
prevailed just as they had 
predicted.

Then, all around them, 
it turned out to be a sea 
of blue jeans and flannel 
and America was firing up 
the barbeque. Precincts 
expected to be blue came 
up red, and the narrative 
that pollsters and purveyors 
of conventional wisdom 
had crafted turned out to 
be utterly false. The night 
they expected to be an 
historic coronation of the 
first female president turned into 
a night of soul-searching that has 
still not come to an end.

So what in the name of  
Howard Beale happened? Politi-
cally, at least, the outcome has 
logic to it. Trump successfully 
channeled the anger and disil-
lusionment of many Americans, 
especially white, working-class 
voters. Contradicting polls, 
Republicans—notably college-
educated women—held their 
noses and backed their party’s 
nominee. Democrats, mean-

while, did not turn out in force, 
and Clinton’s opaque messages 
eluded crucial states like Florida, 
Wisconsin and Pennsylvania. She 
captured the popular vote, but 
for only the fifth time since the 
Electoral College was established 
in 1787, the other nominee 
reached the White House due to 
college math.

The media story is different. 
Trump has always been a media 

phenomenon, given that he has 
never held elected office and 
rose to prominence thanks to an 
NBC reality show and decades 
of appearances on Howard  
Stern and Page Six. But once  
he declared his candidacy in 
mid-2015, an odd dance began, 
particularly with TV networks. 
NBC, despite efforts by execu-
tives to declare distance from 
their former Apprentice star, 
invited him to host Saturday 
Night Live and raised hackles 
with late-night host Jimmy 

Fallon’s hair-tousling and Matt 
Lauer’s kid-gloves moderating of 
a made-for-TV forum.

When networks weren’t invit-
ing criticism with kid-gloves 
treatment, they were making 
it too easy for his campaign to 
declare mainstream media their 
enemy. (That reflex continued 
even post-election, with Trump 
tweeting blame for the media 
after protests against his win). 

One popular chant at rallies was 
a more profane version of “Toss 
CNN!” On ABC, George Stepha-
nopoulos offered red meat to 
those chanters when he disclosed 
donations to the Clinton Founda-
tion and the network scrambled 
to reshuffle on-air duties. Even 
Fox News faced an identity crisis 
as word got out that Rupert 
Murdoch himself wasn’t a Trump 
supporter. The network be-
came strangely bifurcated, with 
Sean Hannity and Bill O’Reilly 
championing Trump while Megyn 

Kelly and others openly ques-
tioned the nominee. That schism 
played out on Election Night. 
Karl Rove—the personifica-
tion of the network’s lockstep 
talking-points role in the George 
W. Bush years—departed from 
his Mitt-Romney-could-still-take-
Ohio act of 2012. “This country 
has survived elections before in 
which there was bitterness,” he 
shrugged, mirroring the resigned 

sentiments of many left-
wing analysts.

The Atlantic’s Salena 
Zito offered a warn-
ing in September that 
went un-heeded. The 
media, she wrote, “takes 
Trump literally, but not 
seriously; his support-
ers take him seriously, 
but not literally.” Print 
and digital outlets are 
beating themselves up, 
but the Washington Post, 
the Associated Press and 
The New York Times did 
explore Trump Country, 
exposing the nominee’s 

flaws and scrutinizing his base.
The same cannot be said  

of TV news. Cable networks  
reaped ratings from phony pri-
mary debates, rallies, and fixated 
on soap opera and spectacle. 
Broadcast news divisions,  
with the exception of some 
digging by 60 Minutes and a 
few others, succumbed to their 
current mandate, which favors 
entertainment, clickability and 
synergy over shoe leather. One 
veteran of both cable and broad-
cast, Brian Williams, decried 

TV News Didn’t Dress for Success  
With Big Whiff on Trump
Feeble reporting, poll addiction set stage for Election Night meltdown

Donald Trump delivers the acceptance speech that few expected on Nov. 9.
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“Margaret Mead journalism” 
during his MSNBC stint on Elec-
tion Night. He marveled at the 
moment “when New York- and 
Washington-based journalists 
either accidentally take the 
wrong turn on GPS and drive 
into America, or drive through 
America to visit a relative, come 
back and report, ‘The place is 
covered with Trump signs!’”

The other major lesson from 
2016 is the addiction to polls. 
Entranced by the social-media 
might of sites like 538, which 
Disney/ESPN gobbled up in 
2014, networks all overdosed on 
data, or at least didn’t marry it 
with enough perspective from the 

field. While some, notably CNN’s 
John King, proved nimble quants 
as the pro-Clinton polling unrav-
eled, the notion of pinning so 
much on such dubious data now 

seems almost laughable. 
Yet knowing all of this, how 

will networks whose staffs have 
thinned and who rely on arm-
chair tools like social media de-

ploy actual boots on the ground? 
Plus, beyond the question of 
resources, the great unknown is 
access. As Omarosa Manigault, 
the Apprentice-villain-turned-
Trump-surrogate, put it, “Mr. 
Trump has a long memory and 
we’re keeping a list.” With loyal-
ists like ex-Breitbart chief Steve 
Bannon, Corey Lewandowski, 
Newt Gingrich and Chris Christie 
likely running the Administration, 
it may be harder than ever to get 
a feel for Trump’s America. And 
the only thing more embarrass-
ing for TV news than its Elec-
tion Night Waterloo could be 
spending four years with its nose 
pressed up against the glass. 

  mememe

Republican strategist Mike Murphy and NBC anchors Chuck Todd and Lester Holt 
grapple with the turning tide that sent Hillary Clinton to defeat.

WHO WATCHED WHAT:  
ELECTION NIGHT BY NETWORK
FULLY 71 MILLION PEOPLE viewed election coverage during primetime Nov. 8, 
ahead of the 66.8 million who watched in 2012. Here’s where they watched. 

MOST OF THE BUSINESS WORLD is still struggling to 
figure out what the win by Donald Trump will mean for 
their companies and the markets. Here are some of the 
ways the election news is reverberating:

• STOCK MARKET: After initial trepidation in futures mar-
kets, the Dow Jones Industrial Average rallied to record 
levels, although shares in the media companies bashed 
by Trump during the campaign were mixed.

• AD ACTIVITY: There were concerns the Trump surprise 
would have an effect similar to that of Brexit in the U.K., 
where ad spending slowed. But agency heads mainly 
took a wait-and-see stance.

• CORPORATE TAXES: Walt Disney Co. CEO Bob Iger said 
he expected a Trump administration to take a look at 
lowering corporate tax rates. He said a smooth transi-
tion appears to be taking place, adding: “That can only 
be good for business.”

• REGULATORY ROLLBACK: Unlike President Obama, 
Trump won’t veto rolling back Title II cable regulation, 
noted analyst Craig Moffett of MoffettNathanson Re-
search. “The risk of OTT Video substitution is now large-
ly neutralized, as cable operators will now more likely be 
able to price OTT video transport explicitly…offsetting 
any risks to the video profit pool.”

• MEDIA PAYBACK: Trump and his supporters say they be-
lieve the media business mostly supported Hillary Clinton. 
“Unclear what President-elect Trump could do [in retalia-
tion], but certainly an unquantifiable risk for the sector,” 
noted analyst Rich Greenfield of BTIG. —Jon Lafayette

MEDIA COMPANIES, MARKETS 
PROCESS ELECTION RESULTS

Figures are total viewers. Source: Nielsen
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DONALD TRUMP did not get to the White House by a 
conventional route, and his regulatory policies could 
follow the same peripatetic course. He has expressed 
distaste for Title II, and he came out vehemently 
against the merger of AT&T/Time Warner Cable and 
similar consolidations among media companies.

Comcast’s purchase of NBCUniversal, for example, 
concentrated “far too much power” in the hands of 
“one massive entity that is trying to tell the voters 
what to think and what to do,” Trump railed. He said 
deals like it “destroy democracy,” and his adminis-
tration would look closely at the conglomerate and 
others of similar size and makeup.

The choice of the FCC leader is not usually one of the first priorities 
of a transition team, but Trump has signaled its desire to do so quickly. 
The most recent Democratic FCC chairmen have been outside choices. 
Tom Wheeler had helped with the Obama tech transition, and Julius 
Genachowski was the president’s former law school classmate.

But the most recent Republican chairs, Kevin Martin and Michael 
Powell, were plucked from the ranks of sitting commissioners, and 
the same could apply this time. Senior Republican commissioner Ajit 

Pai is well-liked in industry circles and will likely be at 
least interim chairman if current chief Tom Wheeler 
exits by Jan. 20, which is certainly a possibility. Demo-
cratic commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel will have to 
leave the FCC by the end of December unless the cur-
rent Senate reconfirms her. There was a chance of that, 
but it is now unlikely since her exit would remove the 
Democratic majority on the commission, and Wheeler’s 
exit would give Republicans a 2-1 majority. 

The Republicans will have the majority once a per-
manent FCC chairman is nominated and confirmed, but 
that could take six months or longer. Along with Pai, 
another name of note is Jeffrey Eisenach, a deregula-

tory free-market economist who is a member of the transition team.
Pai has generally supported the kinds of media mergers Trump 

attacked on the campaign trail, and many expect Trump to moder-
ate his anti-media rhetoric now that the campaign is over. As a sup-
porter of loosening media ownership regs, Pai could prioritize the 
FCC getting rid of the newspaper/broadcast cross-ownership rules 
or rolling back the Wheeler-led tightening of TV station joint sales 
agreements. –John Eggerton
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 THE WATCHMAN
 Deputy Editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

STRAHAN TEAMS WITH TOM BRADY, PEAK TV GOES BEYOND GOLD 
MUCH HAS been made of 
Michael Strahan’s smooth tran-
sition from Hall of Fame NFL 
defensive end to Good Morning 
America talent, but let’s for a 
moment take note of his pro-
ducer skills, too. After all, who 
else has two series premiering 
Nov. 15? Auto enthusiast show 
Tackle My Ride debuts on NFL 
Network, while docuseries 
Religion of Sports bows on 
Audience Network. 

What does Religion of Sports 
offer that HBO’s Real Sports 
and ESPN’s 30 for 30 series 
don’t? “We dig a little bit deep-
er into the story about the 
athlete,” says Big Mike. “It’s 
about the athlete, the venue, 
the culture. It explores when 
the sport itself goes beyond 
entertainment and becomes, 
for some people, a religious 
experience.”

Strahan’s fellow produc-
ers on Religion are Gotham 
Chopra, son of Deepak, and 
Tom Brady. Yes, that same 
Tom Brady that Strahan used 
to try to drive into the turf. 
“He brings the same level of 
commitment, hard work and 
passion he shows on the field 
to this project,” Strahan says 
of the Patriots QB. 

Also cued up for 
Nov. 15 is TNT’s 
Good Behavior (see 
page 19). Think 
you’re getting stuff 
done these days? 
Cocreator Chad 
Hodge also has 
a musical called 
Holiday Inn on Broadway and 
wrote the screenplay for the 
upcoming film The Darkest 
Minds. Hodge says live produc-
tions offer something special. 
“There’s nothing like standing in 
the back of the theater, watch-
ing something you wrote as 
thousands of people respond to 
it live,” he says. “You never get 
that experience in television.” 

Still, it’s a pretty good  
time to be working in TV.  
Critic David Bianculli set out to 
capture the modern television 
era in his book The Platinum 

Age of Televi-
sion: From ‘I 
Love Lucy’ to 
‘The Walk-
ing Dead’, 
How TV 
Became Ter-
rific. Besides 
detailing the 

most influential series over the 
years, Bianculli profiles the key 
individuals in this revolution, 
including Matt Groening, 
Larry David, Carol Burnett 
and Norman Lear. 

So is this indeed the great-
est era in television? “I should 
be one of those get-off-my-
lawn, the-old-days-were-the-
best kinds of guys,” says 
Bianculli. “I can do that with 
rock music, but not with televi-
sion. There’s no getting around 
it—this is the greatest time in 
television.” —MM

Good Behavior

Strahan

TRUMP’S D.C. STRATEGY SHROUDED BY CAMPAIGN MISTS

Pai
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