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ALERT Issue 8/02/22 

TV’S 2022-23 PRIMETIME UPFRONT CLOSES WITH MODEST GAINS 
 
The upfront commercial time sale for the 2022-23 TV season is substantially finished. The 
primetime portion of the national upfront for "linear TV" featured relatively small increases in 
total dollar amounts as some funds were allocated to streaming AVOD/CTV venues that might 
otherwise have gone to the broadcast TV networks and cable channels. Still, the amounts scored 
by the sellers were substantial. We estimate that the five broadcast TV networks sold $9.9 billion 
worth of ad time, up 6.4% over last year's upfront, while the cable channels sold $10.2 billion, an 
increase of 5.2%. Together, the two took in $20.1 billion, which was an increase of 5.8%. 
 
The upfront involves many dayparts and program genres, not just primetime, and now includes 
a number of alternative audience-generating venues. For example, the broadcast TV networks 
were successful in motivating advertisers to up their upfront spending on streaming venues they 
own like Hulu, Peacock and Paramount+. These and other streaming services garnered about $5-
6 billion in upfront ad time sales. The broadcast TV networks and some cable channels also sold 
about $2 billion in digital buys on their websites, in many cases involving sponsorship of selected 
episodes of primetime entertainment shows. And, not surprisingly, the broadcast TV networks 
and cable channels auctioned off many of their early AM, daytime, early evening, late evening 
and weekend GRPs. Putting it all together, it's likely that the national upfront time sale for the 
2022-23 season amounted to $35-40 billion, not just the $20 billion that went to the "linear TV" 
networks for their primetime programming. Table I presents our estimates of national TV's 
primetime ad spending going back to the early-1990s. Despite some bumps here and there, there 
has been a steady increase, although the most recent figures may reflect a turning point, with a 
growing amount of ad spending being allocated to streaming (see Table I). 
 
Although the TV networks fared somewhat better when it came to CPM pricing, here as well their 
demands were tempered by the buyers' reluctance to pay anything near last year's huge rate 
hikes in the face of a looming economic recession. Accordingly, the broadcast TV networks scored 
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a 9.6% CPM increase while the cable channels lagged behind with a gain of only 6.6%. See Table 
II for recent trends in upfront CPMs. 
 
A number of interesting points are raised by the 2022-23 upfront ad spend and CPM results. First 
is the value—as seen by both buyers and sellers—of the upfront as a vitally important futures 
market. Despite the talk (and some action) about improved ways to target consumers via TV buys, 
most branding advertisers believe that holding CPM increases in check as much as possible, which 
is what the upfront does, is more important than allowing individual brands to negotiate their 
own TV buys and, invariably, to pay more per viewer in consequence. As most upfront 
negotiations are made on a corporate basis, with all of the brand "needs" lumped together in 
order to maximize the buyers' "clout" with the sellers, it is virtually impossible to target 
consumers to the extent that each brand might desire if left to its own devices. They may not 
admit it but most CMOs believe that it's better for their brands to pay 25-30% less per viewer 
"impression" via corporate upfront buys than for them to dabble in the scatter market to pick 
and choose which shows or venues they wish to advertise in at a much higher cost per viewer. 
Whether this attitude will change as streaming continues to capture more viewing time and 
evolves into an ad-friendly venue remains to be seen. 
 
Another point is the continuing fixation by many advertisers on rating levels (“reach”) and the 
perceived quality of program fare. Coupled with this are mounting concerns about over-
commercialization. As a result, despite cable’s huge CPM edge over broadcast TV and streaming, 
there is a growing inclination to shift more dollars away from cable to streaming, which is seen 
as offering a better environment for commercials to do their work. Ad attentiveness findings 
from TVision, however, indicate that cable and streaming are about equal in commercial 
attentiveness levels---despite the heavy doses of ad messages in many cable ad breaks as well as 
their heavy reliance on reruns. 
 
It is obvious that the broadcast TV networks, as well as other TV interests that are striving to 
develop their streaming venues into profitable enterprises, will continue to push advertisers into 
spending as much as can be handled in streaming ad time buys, even if this causes a levelling off 
or decline of their 'linear TV" spending. In other words, they have placed their future bets on 
streaming being their area of primary growth, but it remains to be seen if this gamble proves to 
be correct for all of the parties involved. Will streaming generate sufficient viewing—and 
subscriptions—to support all of the services we see springing up? We don’t think so, but only 
time will tell. 
 
We also provide our subscribers our estimates of how the various broadcast TV networks made 
out in their primetime upfront sales over the years. Table III summarizes these estimates. It 
should be noted that various networks develop different selling strategies for the upfront from 
season to season, so some of these estimates reflect the amount of GRP "inventory" that each 
network offered in the upfront, relative to what was held back in anticipation of higher scatter 
CPMs, as well as each network's performance in the Nielsens for the current season (generally 
high ratings earn higher CPMs for the following season) even if this does not  prove out when the 
new  program lineups are aired and Nielsen rates them (see Table III). 
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