Week 6, Lecture 1. Tuesday, May 7, 2002

Programming.

 I. Demographics and Market Segments

1. Young Viewers (teens, pre teens)

Shows about teens and people under 25 dominated the 41new shows in 2000-2001 season. Most networks, except for CBS, are clearly aiming at a young audience. All of the networks want younger viewers.. Most shows on most networks pitched at younger viewers. (Some exceptions, such as Touched by an Angel on CBS)

 Targeting 18-34 year olds, 8-10 p.m., 6 major networks

	Evening
	per cent

	Monday
	83

	Tuesday
	83

	Wednesday
	83

	Thursday
	58

	Friday
	50


 Youth market approach especially pronounced in newer networks, such as WB (with shows such as Dawson’s Creek, Felicity, Roswell) and on UPN (with shows such as Smackdown).

Examples.

(a) MTV.  
MTV was launched in 1981 by Warner Communications; purchased by Viacom in 1985. Its core audience is aged 12 to 23. It’s on 24 hours a day; music videos constitute about 80 per cent of programming time. MTV is a huge financial success. In 1996, Viacom made a profit of $200m on revenue of $430m. MTV benefits from a cheap supply of programming, getting most of its videos from record companies for free. It benefits from a strong advertising market (given its audience), rising fees from cable TV operators. Its heavy concentration of young viewers keep it popular with advertisers.  The top rated MTV show is Real World. In the past year or so, that show has dealt with alcoholism, as one of the college students on the show has a drinking problem (Ruthie Alcaide). Viewership is up (up 41% over last year and more than double the show’s ratings during its first year in 1992). Ruthie drop out last summer to go into alcohol treatment after careening out of control on camera. Last summer, viewers saw her drunk, sick, and having her stomach pumped in an ambulance. She’s back, though.  Another highly popular MTV show is Celebrity Death Match. Started in January 1998 during Super Bowl halftime. (Spice Girls brawled with Hanson fo r the title of the Most Annoying Band in the World).

b. WB network.  WB copied Fox’s great successes. The Success of shows such as Beverly Hills 90210 led to the formation of WB, which marketed specifically for the kinds of teenagers Fox had targeted.  Strategies.  (Wall Street Journal,  April 7, 00):  WB focuses much of its efforts on attracting teenage girls and young women.  That’s why it  picked up Sabrina The Teenage Witch from ABC (after ABC decided to drop the show).  WB is trying to build some new shows for this target audience.  Felicity removed mid year 2000-01 to try to help build – in its time slot – a new WB show, Jack and Jill.  WB development of Gilmore Girls is the product of an agreement between the network and a group of advertisers that donated $1m toward the development of family friend programming. The show focuses on the struggles of a mother and daughter who are uncommonly close in age. 

c. CBS.  CBS has had a terrible time in recent years in seeking a youth market. Its viewership oldest on TV.  Murder She Wrote: Popular show but popular with older audiences. Killed it.   One of greatest success: Touched by an Angel. But also a show for older viewers.  Angels (Roma Downey as Monica, Della Reese as Tess) help people find peace and God. Their key message: no matter how bleak things seem, you are loved. God has a plan for you.  Popular show – but, from advertisers’ point of view, wrong audience. There was talk for awhile of getting some younger angels; instead the show has dealt with some edgier topics, people. (Spinoffs: Promised Land on CBS, 7th Heaven on WB).

Median ages. (WSJ, 5/18/00)for the 3 older major networks:   CBS: 52; ABC: 43; NBC: 45.  CBS has tried to slowly push down its audience’s median age by adding football and some other younger skewing programs.  While CBS still  has the oldest audience among the big three, its median age has held steady while NBC and ABC’s audiences have gotten older.  CBS had two reality shows during summer 2000. One was a huge hit (Survivor), the other (Big Brother) did not do as well It still had an average rating of about 10, so its “failure” was more on what was hoped for (a rating of 15 or more). Many viewers fond it boring.  It was also hurt by the lack of substantial background checks on some of the people in the house.  One cast member was the follower of a controversial black separatist leader.

Survivor. Survivor I: CBS reality show, summer 2000.  16 strangers on a deserted jungle island for 39 days; last one off gets $1m.  Premiere drew 15.5 m viewers at the start of the show, and the audience grew during the hour.   Up against ABC’s Millionaire in its premiere. Millionaire did better (16.8m viewers) but with viewers under age 50, Survivor much better. Among adults under 50, CBS landed 8m viewers, while Millionaire had 6 m.  Survivor I:  37% of 18 to 49; 39 percent of 18 to 34.  Survivor reached about 25m viewers a week last summer; final episode: 51m second only to Super Bowl.  This show has helped CBS a  lot in lowering its median age from 54 down to 52 in  just one year. The median age for Survivor viewers was 39.  CBS President  Leslie Moonves:  “For the first time since our college basketball coverage, we attracted an audience not normally considered the CBS audience.  It’s sort of a turnabout for us . Survivor has the potential to become a ‘water cooler’ show, which is industry jargon for a program people can’t wait to talk about the morning after it airs.”

Subsequent SURVIVOR shows have not had ratings as high as the first version but the show continues to draw extremely well, particularly with the most desirable demographic groups.

Shows like Survivor (“reality” shows) have been very important for CBS. Leslie Moonves, president of CBS, says that they had attracted the younger viewers that advertisers pay a premium to reach.  For the final Survivor, some advertisers paid up to  $600K for 30 second ads. “That’s unheard of at CBS,” said Moonves.  Shows like Survivor also popular for the network: much cheaper than traditional entertainment programming.

Survivor also gave CBS a chance to advertise its other shows to that younger audience. Indeed, Survivor-related material popped up on a lot of CBS shows, including Nash Bridges (where some of the Survivor cast starred as squabbling neighbors) and on the CBS Early Show (its morning news-talk show).   CBS launched Survivor II on Super Bowl Sunday, January 28, 2001 right after the Super Bowl – an ideal launching pad to get a lot of attention for the show. CBS also began promoting the show heavily in autumn 2000;  and on Saturday, January 27, 2001, the day before the Super Bowl, CBS offered a one hour prime time show  Survivor “retrospective.”

That’s why we have Survivor II. And III. And IV

(d) Fox’s Temptation Island Temptation Island is a typical Fox version of Survivor: people on an island but with sizzling sex. Wall Street Journal (1/3/01): “This Reality Show could be called: who wants to be a philanderer?”  Premise: Four “committed” but unmarried couples go to an island, with 26 young and attractive singles.  See who cheats and who doesn’t.  The prize for fidelity or infidelity is: nothing except for a free vacation and the thrill of having one’s intimate life shown on national TV – a formula MTV has used for years with its hit series, Real World.  Some protests around the country from people who feel Fox is using people, hurting the institution of marriage.

The ratings have been high , particularly with the most prized demographic group.  Had it not been for the Super Bowl and  Survivor II on January 28, 2001, Temptation Island would have been the number 1 show for 18-49 year olds.  Temptation Island drew only a fraction of the ad revenue committed to Survivor II, which is considered  far more family friendly.  Temptation Island was still very profitable – as a so-called reality show, its  production costs were far below the costs for a hour-long drama show. But the profit would have been greatly enhanced if some advertisers had not found the program too offensive to touch.  (New York Times, January 29, 2001, C14)

(c) Fox’s X files. Huge draw among younger viewer, particularly when Duchovny was on the show.  His diminishing role hurt the show greatly and it has not recovered; it is ending 2002. Its viewers, at its peak, were all in the key audience demographic.

(f) ABC’s Who Wants to be a Millionaire. ABC did well with Who Wants to be a Millionaire with youth audiences at first. Millionaire: started in fall 1999, became regular show in early 2000, and at its peak was on four nights a week.  Why so much of this show?  It is cheap to produce and, at least at first, hugely profitable – earning ABC maybe as much as $600m in 2000.  Millionaire sliped in 2000-01 over 1999-00.   It only lost 12 per cent of its  audience  (21.4m in Nov 00 compared to 24.2m in 1999) but its catch of 18-49 was down by 30 percent.  The audience has continued to skew older; viewership is also down. The show is down to once a week and may well end in 2002.

(g). Other Reality programming

The tremendous success of Survivor 1 seemed to indicate a drastic change in the nature of contemporary television. Many predicted that the type of TV programming we’d come to expect over the past few decades  -- mostly situation comedies and drama shows - -- was gone forever, replaced by a new format:  the Reality show.

Why are they called reality shows?  Many critics have noted that they are not REAL in that they do not reflect the lives of most people. The term “reality” really  has become a replacement for the term “unscripted” – meaning that the participants are not professional actors working from scripts written by script writers.  For many viewers, this enhances interest in the  show --- as “real” o r “ordinary” people participate in a wide variety of contests, etc., in various shows.

Note: the lack of script writers, plus the lack of paid actors,  means that these shows are much cheaper to produce than traditional situation comedies or drama shows.  For programmers, networks and others, this is part of the attraction of reality shows. They are cheap.  (note this is the course readings – in ABC Cancels…”  )

The chief attraction for networks, programmers and advertisers is that reality shows seem to draw extremely well among younger viewers.  But that’s not to say that ALL reality shows will do well.  See the course readings on  “ABC Cancels a Planned Reality Show.”

Also see:  “TV Diet of Torture Games and Gross-Out Stunts.”  This focuses on Fear Factor, NBC’s main entry in the Reality Show sweepstakes. Note that some reality shows (The Chair, The Chamber) don’t do well in the ratings.  Note the popularity of Fear Factor with men 18-34.

2. Males  Over-all, the most prized demographic.  Considered very hard to reach.

(a) Seinfeld.  Seinfeld. Popular in general, but very popular with men.  Final show had a 42 rating and a 58 share.  Ad costs on the final show were $1.5 to $1.7m.  Surpassed costs on Super Bowl XXXII, tied XXXIII.  When Seinfeld was gone, NBC ratings dropped more than 20 per cent on average, with a 40 percent drop among young men 18-34.

So what can NBC do? NBC has not been as much of a “niche” player as some of the newer networks (such as Fox, UPN or WB).  Like ABC and CBS, it usually tries to have a broader reach but still specialize somewhat. NBC: network seeks out an urban, well to do, highly educated viewers with its sophisticated comedies and dramas.  NBC: proud that it has an annual median income among its viewers of almost $60k; network tops in attracting viewers making more than $75k (Wall Street Journal, April 7, 2000)    Problems: its male audience among men under 50 has fallen by almost 15% between 1998-9 and 1999-00. (WSJ, April 7, 00).  NBC failed to develop any of the so-called “Reality shows” that have been so popular in the past year or two.  NBC has been playing catch up to other networks in this area.  Its reality shows included the fairly popular Chains of Love (where one person is literally chained to four others; he or she finally discards them one at a time ) and its even more popular Fear Factor.  

But NBC’s  biggest effort --- and a clear loser – was in XFL Football, “Extreme Football” -- a joint venture with the World Wrestling Federation (and its CEO, Vince McMahon). US Today, Dec 15-17,2000. The XFL season had a short lived season in 2001; ratings started at a middling level and quickly dropped – in large part because sports fans thought the football itself was sloppy, while WWF fans found the game far too tame.   

NBC and World Wrestling Federation were joint partners, starting an 8 team football league (NBC actually invested in the league itself); NBC got first broadcast rights.  NBC wanted to reach male viewers 12-24, whom the WWF attracts in droves.  XFL tweaked some football game rules for more “action,” and it  allowed TV cameras to be anywhere:  cameras in locker rooms, on sidelines and in helmets of some players.  Players, coaches, locker rooms and huddles were be miked.  But plan was to sell ATTITUDE.  Minnesota Gov Jesse Ventura  was an announcer for it.  XFL: studied the NFL a lot; focus groups tell them fans dislike ticket prices, feel athletes are overpaid and hate that sports is such a big business. XFL players will be paid cheaply: $35K to $50k plus bonuses, less than 1/20 of the average NFL salary.  Teams:  Memphis Malax;  NY/NJ Hitmen; SF Demons, Chicago Enforces; Birmingham Thunderbolts, Orlando Rage, Las Vegas Outlaws, Los Angeles Xtreme.  XFL was a big disappointment to everyone, a big money loser for both WWF/Vince McMahon and NBC.

Why did NBC do this?  Its median age had crept up to 45 in the past two years; it  had lost much of its young-male audience. But WWF and McMahon have done quite well in getting to that audience. McMahon’s Monday night cable TV show WWF RAW IS WAR last year walloped ABC’s Monday night football among 12-24 year olds --- whom advertisers covet because, compared to their elders, they’re more susceptible to ads.  RAW IS WAR outdrew ABC’s Monday Night Football in 1999 among males 12 to 24 by  47 percent (New York Times, 3/20/00).

Synergy issues. NBC needed a move like this to get younger viewers.    (WSJ, 10/24/00).  NBC lacks a natural forum to reach young viewers. For example,  Viacom can promote CBS shows to young viewers on MTV and Nickelodeon cable channels. ABC can reach that coveted audience on Disney and ESPN. NBC’s  MSNBC and CNBC, both of which reach an older audience, don’t offer the same advantages to ABC.  NBC fell to #1 in 1999-2000 after years of being #1;  average age rose from 41 to 45 (A bad omen for advertising revenues WallStreetJournal, 10/24/00).  

What was the thinking behind this?  Why did NBC think this was a good move?  

1. NBC has highest median income among TV networks – median income of $60k; more at $75K than any other network.

2. NBC’s average age was 45; it had slipped in the past few years.

3. SMACKDOWN on UPN: average age is 23; median income under $30k. VERY different audience.  So some saw this as a big mistake, that NBC was mixing up markets too much and  succeeded only in alienating everyone. 

4. Others  NBC had nothing to lose, as nobody’s been watching it on Saturday nights anyway. 

5. NBC hoped XFL’s viewers will tune into Saturday Night Live  and NBA games on Sundays.   (They didn’t)

6. XFL needed only 4.5% of US TV households to tune in to reach its break even goal in 3 years.  $100m.  (And it didn’t get that)

UPN also broadcast XFL games – on Sunday evenings.  Those ratings were dismal, too – even worse that on NBC on first run.

(b) Martial Law


CBS show that replaced Dr. Quinn. Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman had been on CBS for years, drawing about 13 million viewers. CBS dumped Dr. Quinn in 1998, however, putting a new show in that Saturday night time slot. The show was deemed a success, even though it was drawing about 11.3m viewers -- fewer viewers than Dr. Quinn had drawn. Why?  Dr. Quinn was popular with women and skewed to an older crowd (women over 30) while Martial Law was popular with young men (an audience segment perceived to be the biggest spending, hardest to attract, audience). The show itself copied the movie Rush Hour.  The show eventually was cancelled when ratings remained flat..

(c) Sports.

Probably the most important type of programming on television today.  Most lucrative, most expensive, and most likely to draw males.

The most watched shows in any given year usually are – first and foremost – the Super Bowl  and then, second, the Academy Awards. Other top rated shows usually include pre and post game shows for the Super Bowl, sometimes some football playoffs and perhaps the World Series.  (e.g.,: Most watched shows, 1997-1998:  1. Super Bowl XXXII  2. Academy Awards  3. Seinfeld Special (May1998)  4. Super Bowl XXXII post game  5. World Series Game 7.   

Football.

William F. Gloede, editor in chief of the trade publication Media Week (New York City) writes: "The NFL is without question the most efficient delivery vehicle for men. There’s really no place to go if you want that audience."

TV ratings, January 25-31, 1999

	Super Bowl
	40.2

	SB Postgame
	33

	SB Pregame
	32.5

	Postgame II
	22.8

	Friends
	13.6

	Frasier
	13.2

	Family Guy
	12.6

	ER
	12.5

	Jesse
	11.8

	Simpsons
	11.6


  Super Bowl.  CBS in 2001 charged as much as $2.3m per 30 second spot; with 10 hours of programming, will make $150m or more.  (For Sunday January 28, 2001: CBS made about $200m – a record for a single day – when its affiliate stations and Survivor revenues were counted).  CBS paid plenty for the year’s NFL rights -- $500m in the 3rd year of a 5 year contract (it had been $350m in the first two years).

In the Nielsen ratings for January 19-25, 1998, the top three shows were Super Bowl XXXII (44.5 rating), Super Bowl Postgame (33.4) and Super Bowl Kick off (Pregame), 32.5.    In 1997, among TV specials, sports dominated: (1) Super Bowl with a rating of 46 (2) Super Bowl Post Game, 43.3 (3) Academy Awards, 27.4 (4) World Series Game 7, 42.5 (5) NBC Finals Game #5, 20.1 (6) NCAA Basketball Championships, 18.9 (7) NBA Finals Game 6, 18.5 (8) Sugar Bowl, 17.9 (9) World Series Game 5, 17.2 and NFL National Conference Playoffs 17.1


In 1998, TV networks signed contracts for $17.6 billion for 4 year rights to professional football. Being able to offer football programming can be enormously important. CBS lost its rights to football coverage in 1994, and its ratings went down (and it lost a sizable chunk of young, male viewers). CBS got football again in 1998, and its ratings are up in general and its draw for young males has increased greatly.


The 1998 deal included the following: CBS for AFL Conference games, Fox for NFC games, ESPN for Sunday night cable rights and ABC for Monday night football.   
This deal firmly established the NFL as the most important -- and richest -- program supplier in television.


Can television afford this? Some say no. Some advertisers insist they won’t pay substantially higher ad rates (but look at the 2000 Super Bowl rates! Of course advertisers will pay high rates, if the audience is the one they want). Others say that football, no matter what the cost, is something television cannot afford to lose. It’s not just a simple correlation between what it costs and its revenues. Its worth translates into ratings elsewhere on a network. Networks use some of the ad time during football games to plug their own shows -- and thus to lure this highly desirable market segment into the rest of their programming.  (NBC has begun to move away from NFL programming, arguing that the cost is just too high).


In January 1998, NBC put a special THIRD ROCK FROM THE SUN on right after Super Bowl XXXII. Because of some questionable scheduling moves, Third Rock’s ratings had fallen off greatly in autumn 1997. So, in January 1998, NBC "reintroduced" the show to the public. The story line (note): Invasion of a group of aggressive and spectacularly beautiful women who want to take over the world. Big audience draw after Super Bowl (promos during game to draw the audience); ratings much higher after that.   


Peter Chrisanthopolous, president for broadcasting and programming at Ogilvy and Mather Worldwide, a major advertising agency: "Football is a terrific franchise for the networks that carry it. But it’s also a valuable property for advertisers because it reaches upscale men in large numbers."   Beyond that, there’s really almost nothing that does so well in terms of ratings on TV. Sports, and especially football, is the best way to assemble a large audience (and about the only way to assemble a large audience these days). The Super Bowl is usually the most watched program each year; second place = Academy Awards.

Because of costs:  I. Pre game shows (There was a total of 10 hours programming for the Super Bowl in 2001).  II. Lots of commercials.   

Example:   January 10, 1999.  Playoff game on Fox. Minnesota v. Arizona. Rating 27.5. Duration of program: 3 hours, 7 minutes. Duration of game: 2 hours, 25 minutes. Commercials: 36.5 minutes.  Promotions: 5.5 minutes (1.5 minutes to PJs, 2 minutes for Ally, Xfiles, Simpsons). Pjs debut most watched show of the season on Fox.

III. Affiliates have to pay more.  ABC affiliates are paying ABC $45m a year to help pay for the high price of Monday Night Football.

NASCAR   Fox, NBC and their cable partners paid $400m a year (for six years) to NASCAR for broadcast and cable rights to NASCAR races. NASCAR is the second highest rated sport on TV after National Football League. It is a slickly run league with popular drivers, deeply entrenched sponsors and extraordinarily loyal customers. Ratings pretty good, running about 6 on broadcast and 3 to 4 on cable. As one writer notes, "Sports ratings at those levels are rare in this era of fragmented viewing habits and scores of channel options."

NCAA  
In late 1999, CBS signed a $6 billion, 11 year TV rights deal with the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s college basketball championship tournament (more than double the earlier deal). Ratings have been dropping some for the tournament show, but still at 26.3 in 1999. Even with a ratings drop, showing these games can be a good idea. As the New York Times noted, "However, the games serve as a promotional platform for the network to reach an elusive audience of young men, and as the broadcast network audiences continue to decline, big events such as sports are becoming a lot more valuable."

	 Sport
	Network
	Years
	$$ (b)

	NFL
	CBS, Fox, ABC, ESPN
	7
	18

	NCAA
	CBS
	11
	6.2

	NASCAR
	Fox, NBC, TBS
	6
	2.4

	NHL
	ABC, ESPN
	5
	.6

	NBA
	NBC, Turner
	4
	2.6


NBC is giving up its rights to televise National Basketball Association games after this season.  For NBC, the cost had become just too expensive.  See course readings:  NBC Will  Live Without NBA.  Is NBC right?  Have the costs become too high?  For the past decade or so, networks have gambled that (a) advertisers would pay high rates for popular programming that (b) drew males to TV.  The networks also figured they could use this highly popular programming to promote other shows on their network.  If they could entice male viewers (who often don’t watch a lot of programs other than sports) to watch other shows, then the sports programming could be incredibly valuable to the network.  NBC has decided that the costs have become just too high.    We may see something of a trend here --- audiences have been declining in some areas (such as professional football, basketball and baseball); part of this comes from a proliferation of “new” sports (especially the so-called Extreme/Xtreme sports) that seem to draw particularly well among younger male viewers.
Olympics.

Long considered a fool proof way of getting young male viewers.  Maybe not a sure thing after 2000 games.    The Summer 2000 Olympics were not a huge profit center for NBC;  NBC just broke even. Part of the problem was the huge time difference between here and Australia.  Still, average rating for prime time was 21.5m (down 35% from 1996 Atlanta games, with 33.1 rating).  Overall rating average was 13.8.  Biggest drop in viewers was among young men.  51% fewer men in the key 18-34 age group watched 2000 games, compared  to 1996. It remains to be seen if young men are going to move away entirely from Olympics or if it was just a matter of the time delay.  

 TV ratings,February16-22, 1998, during Nagano Olympics

	Olympics (Fri)
	23.2

	Olympics (Wed)
	20.7

	ABC Movie
	16.8

	Seinfeld
	15

	Olympics (Mon)
	14.9

	60 Minutes
	14

	Olympics (Thu)
	13.9

	Olympics (Tu)
	13.1

	Friends
	13.1

	ER
	12.8


But NBC did extremely well with the Utah Olympics in 2002, aided in part by the locale (in the US, so not odd time delays in broadcasting events) and by the controversies around the Olympics (which meant that everyone heard about the Olympics).

Broadcast TV Ratings, February 18-23, 2002  

	Olympics (Thursday)   NBC
	26.8

	Olympics Closing Ceremony   NBC
	22.3

	Olympics (Tuesday)  NBC
	22.3

	Olympics (Wednesday)          NBC
	19.5

	Olympics (Friday)                   NBC
	17.7

	Olympics (Monday)                NBC
	17.1

	Olympics (Saturday)               NBC
	15.7

	Dateline Sunday                       NBC
	12.3

	Raymond                                   CBS
	9.2

	60 Minutes                                CBS
	8.7


 

Wrestling

Growing market, especially among young men.

· Combined wrestling audience on a typical Monday night is nearly 10m viewers. 

· Among males 12-34, wrestling is as popular as baseball playoffs and the world series. 

· Pay per view and merchandise sales are $1b a year, and rising. 

· Audience: Young, male and growing.

Pro wrestling is an extremely lucrative business. It pulls in a lot of viewers, dominates cable TV rankings and delivers millions of males (18 to 34) to advertisers. There are two major organizations(World Championship Wrestling, World Wrestling Federation). WWF most successful right now. 110 wrestlers work for WWF; they do not own the characters they play. So if a wrestler leaves WWF, he/she does not take the character with them. WWF’s flagship TV program is Raw is War; top rated cable TV program for 19 consecutive weeks in 1999.   The show has continued to do well in the ratings since then.

Vince McMahon, from WWF.  How to increase audience? "You introduce more soap opera elements than you had before. You introduce more action-adventure elements than every before. You do -- I won’t say comedy -- but you do some humor. You introduce pyrotechnics. You introduce music, being a very nice strong part. When you look at the amount of time of actual wrestling in the ring, it’s not very much. The stories are more important sometimes than what you’re going to resolve physically in the ring."

Wrestling has helped UPN.  Its advertising revenue rose from $110m in 1999-2000 to $150m in 2000-2001.

After serving as an industry joke for almost 5 years (and losing more than $500m in the process), the sixth rated broadcast network rebounded, surprisingly, during the 1999-2000 season. While it remained 6th, its viewership was up 40 percent that season, even as its bigger network competitors were lucky to see gains in the single digits. Its major success that season was the WWF show SMACKDOWN. Major hit, especially with young men. (Other UPN shows targeting young men included Shasta McNasty). Smackdown averaged 6.6 million viewers and was easily UPN’s highest rated program. It also served as a strong promotional base for other nights. It did not help the bottom line in terms of ad revenue, however, as WWF controlled most of the advertising.

Some advertisers concerned about Smackdown. In autumn 1999, a series of advertisers withdrew their ads from UPN’s Smackdown, saying that they did not want to be associated with violent, foul-mouth warriors and lewd story lines. So WWF toned the show down somewhat. It is not eligible for a TV PG rating (for all ages, with parental guidance) compared to its previous rating of TV-14 (14 and older only). WWF’s McMahon: "You’ll see less aggression, less colorful language, less sexuality."  
The advertisers who yanked their ads were: Coca Cola, US Army, AT&T, Mars candy and Wrigley.  
McMahon: "If our advertisers are saying, ‘we’d like you to tone this down for broadcast, then we’re flexible enough to do this.’" 
WWF officials say that the 3% of ad tie going to Coke was quickly filled with ads for movies and from video game companies.  Advertisers remain somewhat skittish about the show.

Soap opera aspects of wrestling.  Most of the action is outside the ring -- involving soap opera style plots: feuds between wrestlers, betrayal of a father by his son at the instigation of a mysterious and beautiful woman, abduction of a beautiful woman by an evil man, theft of a soul, ministry of darkness, and so on.

 Top cable shows, August 1-8, 1999

	Seinfeld special
	4

	WWF, 10 Monday
	3.7

	Contact
	3.4

	WWF, 9 Monday
	3.3

	Nascar Winston
	3.3

	WCW, 10 Mon
	3.2

	WWF Special
	3.1

	WCW, 8 Mon
	3.1

	Pacific Blue
	3.0

	WCW, 9 Mon
	3.0


 Rupert Murdoch.    Dominant force in sports cable TV.  He has turned News Corporation’s Fox Entertainment unit into a partial owner of all but four of the nation’s 23 regional sports networks - cable networks that arrange with professional teams to carry all games that are not picked up by national networks or local broadcasters. Murdoch believes that there are four major components to successful programming (sports, movies, news, children’s programming). Of these, he sees sports as the most important.   Fox has either controlling or significant interest in the five largest cable sports networks (Fox Sports South, MSG, Fox Sports Southwest, Fox Sports West, Fox Sports New York). ESPN still dominates cable sports, with 75 million subscribers nationally, compared with 65m for Murdoch. But Murdoch viewership seems to be growing at a faster rate than ESPN.   Consequences of all of this play themselves out widely. Some sports experts note that major league baseball owners are worried about Murdoch. For example, the Dodgers (owned by Murdoch) recently signed pitcher Kevin Brown to a $105 seven year contract. "It represents Brown’s value not only to the Dodgers but to the Fox media empire -- since what Fox is trying to do is to develop a name for its network by assuring a winning team." So Murdoch has as reason to spend more on contracts.


In 1997, the New York Rangers hockey team offered Joe Sakic $21m to move. Sakic was the center of the Colorado Avalanche team, whose games are carried on a regional Fox network. The Denver region Fox Sports Net effectively provided the cash for the Avalanche to make a competing bid by extending the team’s cable contract and committing $15m for construction of a new arena. Sakic remained in Colorado.

 Internet and Sports.  
The old way of finding out about your team: turn on TV, sit through weather reports for the score. New way: turn on your computer, get the score and a lot of other information (including player statistics, play by play rundowns and even fans’ views on the game). Cyberspace a perfect medium for transmitting statistics and sports news. Some sites include CBS sportsline (www.sportsline.com), the CNN-Sports Illustrated site (www.cnnsi.com), ESPN sportszone(ESPN.sportszone.com), USA Today (usatoday.com/sports/front.htm) and Yahoo! Sports (http:sports.Yahoo.com).

Wrestling and Teen markets combined.

"Jerry Springer is basically just championship Wrestling performed in street clothes."   

Springer show, During one week:

	Kicks
	11

	Knockdowns
	11

	Food throwing
	12

	Chairs thrown
	18

	Punches
	40

	Woman v. Woman
	69

	Men v. Men
	32

	Men v. Women
	40

	Torn clothes
	4

	Shoe throwing
	5

	Spitting
	3

	Slaps
	9


 Springer topics:

Like it or not, I’m pregnant; Quit your sexy job or else; I’m pregnant by my brother; Wives v. Mistresses; Prostitute moms; Threesomes; Sexual fetishists; Pimps; Prostitutes’ clients; Love quadrangles; Jilted women; Incest; Home wrecking pals

 Women’s images on TV influenced by desire to reach male viewers.

Women may control more than 50 per cent of purchases but men control the TV remote.  In the 1998-99 season, 2/3 of the new sitcoms featured men as the lead actor.  Dean Valentine, president of UPN: "The only people that advertisers really want are 28 year old male millionaires, preferably living in Manhattan."  Shows that don’t focus on men have to feature the sort of women that guys might watch. Ally McBeal, says Valentine, is not wearing short skirts for the women who watch the show.

 3. Women

· Women constitute 60 per cent of all broadcast viewers. 

· Top shoes for women in the last 5-7  years: Mad About You, Just Shot Me, Suddenly Susan, Dharma and Greg, Spin City, Ally McBeal, Drew Carey, News Radio and Caroline in the City. 

· Emergence of strong women in some shows (Sally in Third Rock, Grace Under Fire, Dharma, Ally McBeal and Murphy Brown). 

· Still a struggle to find positive, strong women characters. Dottie Dartland, one of Dharma and Greg’s creators, notes that she had to fight the network not to dumb Dharma down. Dartland notes she was pressured to dumb Dharma down and increase her sex appeal in order to attract male viewers. Compromise: Dharma smart but a bit spacey; she also changes clothes 3-4 times per episode. That was thought to be a way to get the attention of men. 

· Julia Louis Dreyfus (Elaine on Seinfeld): "It’s a male oriented business. Period. End of story."

Counterpoints: Lifetime, Oxygen.  Cable networks emphasizing women’s programming.  Reruns (Cybill, Designing Women) but also some new programming. Ratings run around 1 (which is common for most cable networks).

Oxygen Media.  New cable network for women, established by Geraldine Laybourne (the genius behind kids’ programming on Nickelodeon). The new network has access to about 10m homes, a small fraction of the 68m homes with cable today, and it has no major outlets yet in New York or Los Angeles (its key media markets). Most cablecasters don’t want more channels and many have already signed up Lifetime, the other key cable channel targeting women.This new network, Oxygen Media, will offer 55 hours of original programming a week, which includes a nightly talk show called Exhale (hosted by Candice Bergen). 


U.S. News and World Report (31 January 2000) "In a business accustomed to lush profit margins -- and networks so desperate for a cable berth that some have paid carriers up to $14 a household -- Laybourne has refused to ante up more than $1 a subscriber. She is pouring $450 million into her own shows over the next five years rather than into cablecasters’ pockets. ‘That’s why Gerry’s having so much trouble,’ says Leo Hindery (former president of TCI). ‘A lot of cable operators are saying, ‘Screw it, I’m gonna take the money and run.’"     Oxygen has many challenges, including living up to its advance billing. Lifetime, in response, has started more original programming (including a live mid day news program).

4. Older Viewers

CBS, Touched by an Angel   There are some shows on in 1999-2000  and 2000-2001 that seemed pitched at an older audience.  ABC’s Once and Again. (about divorced, middle aged people finding romance). CBS’s Judging Amy ( a big hit). NBC’s West Wing.  All three of these have skewed to an older audience.

Average age of viewers:  UPN: 33.7; WB: 24.2; Fox: 33.8; NBC: 45; ABC: 43; CBS: 52

5. Gays, lesbians and TV.  Seattle Times, January 25, 2000.

Hit show millionaire:  Gay man wins $500K; hugs his companion on TV. No complaints to network.

Big change from 25 years ago.  In 1977 Billy  Crystal played a gay man on the ABC series Soap, which was a satire on soap operas.  Even before the show was broadcast, ABC received about 32K letters protesting it, and some network affiliates were picketed because of the show’s sexual content.  The uproar died down and the show lasted 4 years.  1981-83. Love Sidney.  Tony Randall played a gay commercial artist. But his sexuality was implied, never mentioned.

What has happened?   Ellen. Although the show didn’t succeed after Ellen DeGeneres came out, it didn’t create much of a sensation.  Few advertisers pulled their commercials and audiences actually rose for awhile.  Many agree that the show finally died because it just wasn’t all that well written. It had nothing to do with issues of sexual orientation, but rather of interest.  The show had been faltering before Ellen came out.

So the Ellen show demonstrated to the networks that such topics were not inherently going to be too controversial.  The Robin Williams movie Birdcage was such a huge success in 1997 that it further encouraged broader programming. 

The great popularity of Will and Grace shows further that a show with a substantial gay theme can be enormously popular if the writing is good.  The show consistently lands in the top 10 shows each week.

See course readings on the possibility of a new cable channel targeting lesbian and gay viewers.   Note the economic conditions underlying this development.  Why would advertisers be interested in such a channel?

6. Race and television

In summer 1999, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) threatened to sue the major TV networks because of their lack of diversity in programming and production. NAACP noted that the 26 new series scheduled for autumn 1999 on Fox, NBC, CBS and ABC had no actors of colors in leading roles. A coalition of Latino organizations soon joined the outcry.  The exception to this criticism was UPN, which had four new series showing African-Americans (Grown Ups, Shasta McNasty, Strip and The Parkers). Still, even with UPN, representation of non-whites was minimal on television.

Latinos note that there is a real absence of Latinos on television; other than Cheech Marin on Nash Bridges, "there’s nobody" says one Latino activist. She noted that Latinos make up 11 per cent of the US population but less than 2 per cent of all TV characters. Shows such as "Walker, Texas Ranger" -- which are filmed in states with significant Latino populations-- have no Latinos in them. (One result has been the significant increase of viewership of Spanish-language US network Univision. Its audience has grown 25% in the past year.) 

Part of this stems from a lack of awareness. Kevin Williamson (head writer for Dawson’s Creek and the creator of the three Scream movies) was surprised by critics of his 1999 show, Wasteland, as unrealistic when it showed a large peer group of New York City 20-somethings in which everyone was white. The writers regrouped in the summer of 1999 and quickly added an African American male, Jeffrey D. Sams, in the role of a prosecutor and love interest. The networks in general hurriedly added minority (mostly African American) cast members to at least 10 shows.

The NAACP has signed agreements with the major networks to increase diversity (in terms of actors shown and also in production roles -- as writers, directors, etc.).  Some progress has been made – more people of color are on TV today, although some contend much of it is tokenism.

Still, there is intense criticism of entertainment television today for its attitudes toward race. Erin J. Aubry, a writer for the Los Angeles Weekly, says, "With few exceptions, the black television presence has come to mean fetishized ghettosim or insipid vamping on the middle class, buffoonery across the board, nonexistent character development.... The point is that TV pretty much discriminates against anybody who is not lean, handsome and white: Hefty eaters, middle-aged women, awkward teens, glasses wearers, non-spunky seniors, blue-collar workers and more are all pretty much out of the TV picture. Television is, after all, in the business of selling a cultural ideal, however misguided, back to that culture."

There’s an economic aspect to all of this, too. As audiences have fragmented, or splintered, advertisers have increasingly focused on the most lucrative audiences -- and they see those as middle and upper middle (and upper ) class whites. The CEO of the WB network, Jamie Kellner, says that WB makes 85 per cent of its money via the 12-34 year olds it attracts (with shows such as Dawson’s Creek, Felicity, Buffy, etc).

Program directors worry that integrated shows will not attract white audiences.

One TV executive says, "You can’t be a Top 10 show without a lot of white people watching your show." That’s true, but it ignores the fact that we’ve had many integrated shows in the past which have attracted huge audiences -- including "All in the Family" in the 1970s and "The Cosby Show" in the 1980s and "Fresh Prince of Bel Air" in the early 1990s. This fear that integrated shows won’t do well with viewers had led to a rise of segregation on TV: with shows that are all white (such as Friends, Frasier) or those that are virtually all black (e.g., Malcolm and Eddie). The latter shows are targeted toward black audiences.

The CBS show City of Angels – with an integrated cast but with substantial numbers of people of color, was praised by many as an attempt to deal with racial imbalance in prime time. But the show did not garner a huge audience – in large part because it was up against top 10 shows (Will and Grace, Who Wants to be a Millionaire).  NAACP urged viewers to support the show.  Kwesi Mfume, President and CEO of NAACP, said that the show “embodies the key principles needed to increase diversity on the network level. The show is a fine example for the future of broadcast entertainment by expanding opportunity with its multi-cultural cast and its diligent  employment of minorities in technical, writing and producing positions.”   It had cross-over strength: Only 28% of its audience was African American.  70% of scenes crew minority and women and 51% African American.  More than 130 minority actors have been employed in speaking parts in the first 13 episodes.  Mfume: give it another season to grow it into success. (Seattle Medium, April 12,2000). CBS pulled the show in late 2000.

The most heavily publicized debate has been over the lack of serious, every-day life representation of African Americans. But other groups are left out, too – and are even less present than African Americans.

See course readings: Television and Race, 2001. Note that even though progress has been made, this is still “a hot button” issue.  There is some good news in terms of race and TV. For the first time, many of the top shows among whites are also the top shows among people of color; a few years ago, there was virtually no overlap (outside of sports) for blacks and whites.

Asian Americans.
NewYorkTimes, Dec 24, 2000

In 1999-2000, there were 7 Asian Americans seen regularly on prime time network series – including Lucy Liu (on Ally McBeal), Ming-Na (on ER) and Garrett Wang (on Star Trek Voyager).  Fall 2000, the tally went up to 11, with new shows like DAG, Gideon’s Crossing, Gilmore Girls and Level 9.  But then NBC cancelled NBC’s Deadline and Daddio, and two were gone.   Lucy left Ally (and that show itself is ending), and some of the other shows (DAG, Gideon’s Crossing) are gone.  The level of representation continues fairly low.

Most Asian American actors find that they are overlooked for any part other than for a part that specifies an Asian American.   No Asians in shows such as Dharma and Greg or the now-defunct Suddenly Susan or Nash Bridges, all of which are/were set in San Francisco, where the Asian American population is 30 per cent.  These 3 have/had no Asian Americans in their full time casts; Dharma and Greg has one recurring Asian American character.

“Creating a hit series on network television means attracting an audience that remains predominantly white, and historically the networks appear to have operated under the assumption that white viewers relate best to white characters.  The president of NBC West coast, Scott Sassa (a Japanese American) says:  “To develop a certain level of authenticity, you would want to have minorities that are reflective of those locales, both in principal and in supporting roles.  But the real issue is, we have to make a show that’s as commercial as possible. “ With Asian Americans constituting only 3 percent of the television viewing population (according to Nielsen Media Research), they don’t carry much numerical clout.

[See the course reading on Asian Americans on television.]

The representation of other groups is also controversial – with many critics noting that people of color do not appear with much regularity on television.

Latinos on TV Today.  

Latinos constitute 12 percent of the population -- the highest growing minority group in the US, having risen to 32m from 23m in just one decade.    Still, Latinos are a tiny percentage (about 2 percent) of all characters on television today.

Cable is taking up some of the slack.  Channels such as Lifetime and Nickelodeon are providing more roles for Latinos, and Showtime’s  new one hour drama, Resurrection Blvd, is the first TV series produced, written and directed by Latinos.  Set in East LA, it traces the lives of the Santiagos, a multigenerational family.

Why have Latinos been so scarce in TV?  For instance, in Hollywood, they make up 44 per cent of the population.  The producer and creator of Resurrection Blvd, Dennis Leoni, says it is more an example of cronyism rather than racism.  “People in Hollywood don’t necessarily see Latinos as people with interesting lives because people who buy programming see Latinos as aids, gardeners and service people.” Some programmers assume that all Americans of Latino descent are Spanish speaking and watch Spanish speaking TV. Not so.  The major areas of increased representation of Latinos are on cable:     Resurrection  Blvd (Showtime);  Strong Medicine (Lifetime), Brothers Garcia  (Nickelodeon) and Taina (Nickelodeon).

Tim Brooks, senior VP at Lifetime:  “This broadening of Latino representation is another example of how cable has opened up TV to those who have been excluded by the networks, not necessarily by intent but by a system that focused on the mass.”

There is also a new Latino-cast show on ABC – George Lopez, a new family comedy starring the standup comedian George Lopez.  He makes his TV series debut as an assembly line worker who has been promoted to manage a LA airplane parts factory, and whose job and family life are complicated by the presence of his stubborn and somewhat insensitive mother.

Working to change public perceptions, and to highlight contributions to Latinos in media is the National Council of La Raza.   NCLR’s annual American Latino Media Arts Awards (ALMA) celebrate and recognize leading TV and movie work by Latinos.  The awards, created in 1995, are part of NCLR’s  strategy to promote fair, accurate, and balanced portrayals of Latinos in television, film, and music. Born out of a direct response to negative stereotyping of Latinos in entertainment, these awards honor Latino performers for their outstanding artistic achievement, impact, and enhancement of the image of Latinos.  

In 2001, TV winners included:

Outstanding Actress in a Television Series     Lauren Velez --OZ on HBO 
Outstanding Actress in a New Television Series     Elizabeth Peña -- Resurrection Blvd., on Showtime
Outstanding Lead Actress in a Syndicated Drama Series    Gina Torres -- Cleopatra 2525, Syndicated
Outstanding Director of a Comedy Series     Joe Menendez - The Brothers Garcia, Nickelodeon
Outstanding Director of a Drama Series        Felix Alcala -- Third Watch, NBC
Outstanding Television Series    Resurrection Blvd.  --Showtime
American Family.  

            The highest profile Latino-themed show on television in spring 2002 is American Family,  the new Hispanic drama series on PBS television. It is significant that the show is on PBS, which is not as driven by idealized audience demographics in its programming.


Billed as the first Hispanic-themed weekly drama to appear on American broadcast television, the show was initially going to air on CBS, which financed the pilot episode two years ago. But CBS did not place the show in its 2001-2 schedule, thus leaving it homeless. PBS picked it up, airing its premiere in January 2002, with a plan to run 12 episodes. The PBS budget for the   show, however, is much less than what CBS could afford.


After CBS refused the show, Nava tried unsuccessfully to sell it to other commercial networks. At the time, the major networks had filled their lineups with reality-based programming because the first Survivor exploded with high                 ratings.  Pat Mitchell of PBS read a column by The Los Angeles Times television critic Howard Rosenberg, who faulted CBS for dropping American Family, a show he praised. Mitchell believed the show could be entertaining, could reach an audience that PBS had not been reaching (with real appeal to families and young families).  Gregory Nava, the writer/director of the show, agreed to cut his budget (from an original estimate of $1.3m per episode) so that PBS (which has much smaller production budgets than the commercial networks) could afford the show.


Major funding for the “American Family” television series is provided by Johnson & Johnson, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB), and PBS. “American Family” was created by Academy Award-nominated director Gregory Nava (“El Norte,” “Selena”), and is produced by his production company, El Norte                  Productions and KCET/Hollywood in association with The Greenblatt Janollari Studio and Fox Television Studios. Hispanic Magazine.com - January - February 2002 

Black Entertainment Television

The Black Entertainment Network offers Black Entertainment Television (BET) as an alternative to white-dominated mainstream TV. Bob Johnson, BET founder, is the world’s richest and most powerful African American media baron. He has created a $200 million empire of books, magazines, restaurants and, soon, radio stations. Plus the cable network.


Many African Americans, however, have been highly critical of BET, arguing that it offers low brow shows that stereotype blacks. BET has also had some labor problems. A recent full page ad in Variety ( a leading industry newspaper) taken out by Richard Pryor, Jay Leno and 120 other comics, chided BET for the lack of union wages paid to performers on Comic View, the somewhat raunchy, five-nights-a-week centerpiece of BET’s prime time schedule. "Unfortunately," the ad read, "the show’s success comes at the expense of its biggest asset - the comedians themselves."  Other critics say that BET emphasizes hip hop videos that celebrate greed and avarice and portray young black men as thugs and sexual conquerors. "And we’re tired of dusty old network sitcom reruns, such as Amen and of all of those infomercials."

BET was recently sold to VIACOM, causing a good deal of controversy among some – who feared that the loss of black ownership of BET would lessen its commitment and authenticity in programming for African Americans.  Below is an excerpt from a Detroit News article on the sale; this provides a good overview of BET.

BET founder Robert Johnson says that the network's new deal with Viacom will improve black content.

 When VIACOM announced the purchase plan, Black Entertainment Television for $3 billion, red flags went up in the black community.  "It's a unique voice," Ted Talbert, a Metro Detroit documentary producer, says of BET. "What everybody worries about is whether that         voice will somehow be diluted."  Talbert's worry, and the concern of others, is that BET -- the only black-owned-and-operated television network aimed primarily at black America -- might get lost in the mix and end up as just another arm of a Fortune 500 conglomerate. After all, Viacom already owns everything from CBS to MTV to Nickelodeon to Paramount Studios, producer of Frasier. Of special pride to the black community is that 80 percent of BET's schedule -- a mix of news, commentary, films, music and entertainment shows -- is original programing, primarily using black talent. 


But BET founder Robert Johnson says that the Viacom/BET deal, scheduled to be completed early next year, will make BET even stronger rather than dilute the black content. Johnson says he and his chief operating officer, Debra Lee, will stay in place. And both say the deal gives BET more financial and promotional heft. They expect Viacom to use its muscle to persuade more cable operators to carry BET, and to help boost BET's ad rates.  


"BET has always been considered the African-American networking source for the entire world," says Mario Morrow, a Detroit political analyst. "It's always been considered a place where you can go and hear the African-American point of view -- a place where entertainers and politicians could have their say. "It's been a strong instrument for getting people active in political, social and religious sectors of our society. BET restructured the way African Americans view themselves -- not only in the media, but overall." 


BET also has played a special role in the television industry, bringing along black actors, producers, directors and writers. The small number of blacks involved in network TV has long been a sore point. Several television networks, including NBC, have promised to do better, and have even made special arrangements to hire black executives. 


The Washington, D.C.-based BET, which was founded 20 years ago by Johnson, has also stood as a symbol of black entrepreneurial effort in a largely "white" media business. According to Nielsen Media Research, African-American viewers         represent some 12 percent of the country's 102 million TV households. But BET can be seen in some 63.5 million homes, making it the 29th largest among the 52 major cable channels. 


Detroiter Talbert, who has filmed a documentary about the rise of the black press in America, says BET fills a huge gap in the popular media. “It wasn't all that long ago, maybe 50 years, that the only way we were finding out about what was going on in other black communities was by the porter network,' " he says. "Railroad porters going from Chicago to Pittsburgh would bring an armload of Chicago Defenders (the weekly black newspaper) to Pittsburgh, and take the Pittsburgh newspaper back to Chicago. That's the only way people knew what was going on from town to town." While many cities now have black-oriented newspapers and radio stations, BET is the only successful black-oriented TV network. In recent years, BET also started the BET On Jazz channel, which covers         music-related topics, and BET Movies/Starz, which offers black-oriented movies. Both were also purchased by Viacom. 

          Some analysts maintain BET will come out far ahead in the Viacom deal. "We think BET is significantly undervalued," says Joe Mandese, editor of the Myers Report, a New York-based publication that analyzes the communications industry. "We think that by cross-promoting and marketing, BET can increase its leverage in the market. "As for worrying about whether BET will become another clone of another network, I don't see that happening. I see Viacom as wanting to        expand into the African-American market. Viacom can't do that by changing BET." 

Other material related to contemporary programming. This will not be covered in lecture, but is part of the course required reading.

I. Cable programming, Network reactions

1. More serious films on Cable.  (NewYorkTimes, Jan 3, 2001).

“As  the Hollywood movie industry cuts back on the number of films it makes to focus on creating blockbusters that will open with a big weekend gross, cable networks are filling the vacuum, intent on defining themselves in the cluttered television landscape.”  Chris Albrecht, president for original programming at HBO:  “Not only is a certain kind of movie generally not being made, but a certain kind of  filmmaker is not getting his or her movie made. You’ve seen the number of films made by the studios cut back. And in the last couple of years the tendency of studios is to spend a lot of money on films and marketing to create a blockbuster. There’s just enormous pressure to open a movie and make money early.”  Some of the movies being made:  Mike Nichols is directing Emma Thompson in the film adaptation of the 1999 Pulitzer Prize winning drama, WIT.  Norman Jewison is director Dinner with Friends, the comedy drama that won a Pulitzer in 1999.

An adaptation of F.Scott Fitzgerald’s Great Gatsby aired in January 2001.  On Showtime, HBO and other cbale outlets, such as TNT, TBS, Lifetime, A&E, USA Networks, E, the FX network, NTV and VH1.

Mark Rydell, veteran film director  (newest project = James Dean, TNT for summer 2001):  “The movies that I’ve made in my career – whether it’s The Rose or On Golden Pond or For The Boys or The Reivers – would not  stand a chance today of being financed by a film studio. The teenage market obsesses them, the blockbuster mentality, the race for the weekend gross.  They’re really not interested in personal stories, and the ones that do want to make those stories are TNT and HBO and Showtime and the others.”  Mike Nichols says he enjoyed making Wit for HBO: “There was no opening weekend to worry about, nothing else to worry about except the piece itself. I’ve had the best time making this movie that I’ve had in many years.”

Why are cable networks doing this? Vacuum of movies, also to brand themselves so that they stand out in the increasing clutter and competition that characterizes so much of TV.   Peter Sussman, president of Alliance Atlantis Entertainment, a Canadian-based company that invests in films (both studios, cable):  “The studios have to make popcorn movies and larger films that can feed theme park and merchandising and licensing needs, movies that the audience will want to see two or three times. A film that a person will see once isn’t even good anymore. That’s why they target 18- to 30-year olds. There’s a void in the marketplace for thinking person’s films.”  


“On the other side of the void are cable operators putting pressure on cable broadcasters for unique and original programming.  In a 500 channel universe, with so much competition, each cable network needs an identity in the marketplace.  Films given the networks identity and visibility.


Many cable networks not normally associated with movies are making serious low-budget movies. MTV, which began making movies last year, showed Anatomy of a Hate Crime on January 10, 2001.  The drama, directed by Tim Hunter, was based on the events surrounding the murder of a gay college student, Matthew Shepard, in Laramie, Wyo,


The value in this kind of programming:  it  may draw audience, build a brand name for the channel.    Mindy Herman, president of E!:  “Doing these movies does have an effect on your brand and your position in the marketplace. When you launch these shows, you get higher ratings. You get more press and publicity. It creates a halo for your network that hopefully trickles down to the other shows you have.  Ten years ago HBO was the archetype network when they started doing movies. It added a certain cachet.  We’re learning from that.”

2. In response to cable, the networks are including racier dialogue and actions.  Wall Street Journal, April 7, 2000.  Networks still refrain from showing the most graphic sex and violence, but they have been steadily relaxing their rules.  NBC comedy Just Shoot Me used the phrase “hand job” during the 1999-00 season; ABC’s Sport Night had a story in which one of the characters dated a porn star; Fox’s Ally McBeal referred to a homosexual character as a “butt pirate.” And Fox’s animated Family Guy spoofed a DeBeers commercial, showing a man presenting a woman with a diamond. She kneels before him as a voice says, “Diamonds: she’ll pretty  much have to.”  Some applaud this as more reality; others concerned with the raw edge.   Why are networks doing this?  Perceived need to be edgier, to compete with cable.

3. Other developments in cable:  Pornography via Pay per view. Growing.  One leading company is Vivid Entertainment Group, established  in 1984. In 1999, Vivid bought  a little known cable channel,  Hot network.  Since then it has grown from 6m homes to 16m. Vivid had a 1999 profit of $14.3m, up from $5.6 in 1998.  Vivid got its biggest boost in May 2000- when AT&T agreed to carry Hot network on its digital systems.  Porn critics complained, but AT&T – which declined to comment – is not alone. Five of the top eight major cable systems carry the  Hot Network. Vivid won’t identity them. But the Wall Street Journal reports that they are Comcast, Cox, Cablevision, Charter and Insight, plus AOL. Hot Network is also available on direct satellite broadcasters Hughes Electronics Direct TV, controlled by GM.

Wall Street Journal, 11/28/00:  The spread of digital technology makes it easier to ensure a program can only be seen by people who want to see it.  For cable operators, hard core porn is a painless way to boost cash flow without raising rates. Cable operators get 80% of the pay per view revenue (and Hot Network takes 20%), compared to a 50-50 split for Hollywood films. And hard core porn brings in revenue twice that of a Hollywood film ---- usually $9 to $11 for a six hour program block. 

II. TV and the web.  NewYorkTimes, October 30, 2000.

“After years of sputtering attempts to prove itself as a medium for mass entertainment, the Internet is morphing into a move offbeat version of television that is often more profane and always less formulaic than its broadcast and cable counterparts…..Encouraged by the growing number of homes and offices with broadband Internet connections, artists have flooded the Internet with animated shows and videos that have no other outlet.  Those fashioning material for the Web often compare themselves to the Fox network in its early days, when it pushed the limits of broadcast television with shows like ‘The Simpsons.’”

With new digital tools, like Flash animation software, and shorter formats, Web features can be produced quickly and for as little as one tenth the cost of a typical television show. And some have begun to attract small but significant audiences.

Most of the sites that sponsor web shows, such as Zombie College (which chronicles the adventures of a student who turns down MIT to follow his girlfriend to a campus where students eat one another’s brains) attracts fewer than a million different visitors a month. (compare to 20-25m for West Wing or 50m a month who visit Yahoo – the popular information portal that is the most popular site on the web).

Still, the producers of web entertainment argue that they are off to a good start.  For example:  heavy.com reports about 40K viewers a day to see shows like its weekly spoofs of “Behind the Music,” the cable channel VH1’s trademark celebrity profile show.  “Fan mail for ‘Radiskull and Devil Doll” on Shockwave.com during summer 2000 prompted the site to begin merchandising and more than 1k orders for 10-inch Devil Dolls at $11.95 each were placed  in a two month period.

Flash, developed by the software concern Macromedia, is largely responsible for the flourishing entertainment on the Web. Animation is THE favored Internet format because unlike video  it is easy to shrink to a size that can be delivered quickly without sacrificing visual quality.  The Flash program makes animation files even smaller by using geometric descriptions of shapes in motion to determine what is displayed, rather than a series of still splaying in rapid succession. That translates into less waiting time between clicking and watching.  Recent versions of Flash have also become increasingly easy to use, allowing artists to compose animations on the computer that go directly to the Web.

The Internet properties now playing on the Internet range wildly in quality and subject. Most come in 3-5 minute jolts of animated comedy,ideal fo people taking breaks at work. They have titles such as Miss Muffy and the Muff Mob (www.bullseyeart.com), featuring five animated girls with large muffin head s who bake, rap and spew profanity.  Most offer at least some rudimentary form of interactivity, to keep the viewer’s attention during the minute or so it takes to download them.

Some stuff for kids:  Herschel Hopper, New York Rabbit, a 38 minute Flash feature at Rumpus.com 

Other sites: Toohotforfox.com – featuring a version of When Good Pets Go Bad.

Two animations developed for the Web have been optioned for films.  L’il Pimp (www.mediatrip.com) by the Revolution Studio and Undercover Brother (www.urbanentertainment.com) by John Ridley.

One licensing deal can pay for a lot of digital production.  Simon Assad, chief executive of Heavy.com said that the revenue from producing one weekly TV show would cover the $250K Heavy spends each month to produce eight hours of original programming.
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