Ch. 9: Television: Reflecting and Affecting Society

CHAPTER OPENER

Who Wants to Be a Millionaire

And now, for $64,000, who was the big winner in ABC-TV’s runaway hit show, “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire”?

a)
Regis Philbin

b)
One of the contestants

c)
The ABC Television Network

d)
The Walt Disney Company

Remember, you have three lifelines, but you can only use each one once on your way through the 15 questions that will allow you to progress from 100 to one million dollars in winnings.

You want to use the 50/50 Lifeline, which automatically removes two incorrect answers?  All right, we’ll take away a) and b).

a)
Sure, Regis was a big winner.  He won a five-year contract to host the show.  He says when he first heard about this copy of a hugely successful British program, “I begged my way on.  There was a short list, and I wasn’t on it.  I called my agent, and we made a full assault on ABC in L.A.  It has been a terrific ride.  I never had this kind of attention before.”
  But Philbin, 68, has a tendency to look at everything with boyish enthusiasm.  In dollar terms, he’s nowhere near the big winner here.

b)
Sure, some of the contestants did very well.  When Michael Shutterly won $500,000 during the show’s first run as a summer replacement during August, 1999, it was the largest one-time cash prize allotment (excluding lottery winners) in the history of American television.  No wonder there was so much excitement during the show’s second run in November when John Carpenter won $1,000,000.

You want to use your Ask the Audience Lifeline?  Okay, the survey says the audience thinks ABC is the big winner.  Ads for the show sold for $700,000 per minute, more than double the programs “Millionaire” replaced.  ABC was also able to promote all its other shows to big audiences.  All told, in spite of the big prizes given out, ABC’s profit increased by $50 million during the show’s first year. The show brought them from last place to first place among NBC, CBS, and Fox, their traditional rivals.  And they filled three big holes in their Spring, 2000 schedule on Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday nights.

Still stumped?  You want to use your Phone-a-Friend Lifeline?  Lucky for you Michael Eisner, the chairman of Walt Disney Corporation, is waiting by the telephone for you.  Eisner reports that he is "simply ecstatic"
 about the show's success, as well he should be.  Disney’s stock had been sliding in recent months, and this show would help prove to investors that Eisner’s multibillion dollar acquisition of ABC a few years earlier actually was a good idea.


So you say Disney was the big winner?  Are you sure?  Is that your final answer?  (Draw out the moment for dramatic effect.  Play the horror movie music, dim the lights dramatically.)

You’re absolutely right!  In terms of the dollar value, as seen in the price of their stock, the parent company was the big winner!


The fact is, the show created several winners.  And as hit television shows often do, it also suggested certain changes in American society.  As Robert Thompson, a professor of television and film at Syracuse University pointed out, "The difference between 'Millionaire' and the 50's game shows tells you where education is going in this country.  In the 50's game shows, you had to know the exact answer.  Today we get multiple choice on a show whose title isn't even punctuated correctly."


For $200, what’s the missing punctuation to which Professor Thompson referred?

a) question mark

b) exclamation point

c) whom instead of who

d) dollar sign


Is that your final answer?
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