
TFM: You’ve done a lot of things in your life – from writ-
ing for Saturday Night Live to playing leadership roles at 
Viacom and HBO – to say nothing of Court TV. But this 
gig seems pretty different. I understand you’ve been 
tasked with getting the two Hallmark properties sold. 
Is that true? 

Henry Schleiff: You make it sound like it’s a homework 
assignment, and in fairness I think you mis-described the home-
work. It’s not about getting the channels sold, although it’s a possibil-
ity. I’m compensated well if they’re sold, and if the stock appreciates 
[I’m compensated well], so my interests are aligned across the board. 

If there’s any true homework – having had kids who never liked 
to do their homework – it’s the part of the job that involves getting 
deserved recognition from our affiliates, in terms of affiliate fees. 
The rest is like free play. I really enjoy the job, particularly in the 
programming and the marketing areas. 

Every place I’ve gone, whether its Viacom or HBO or freelance 
writing for Saturday Night Live – and certainly Court TV over time 
– the common denominator is they’ve all enjoyed a very strong 
brand. What most attracted me to Hallmark Channel is that it has a 
very clear, discernable, marketable, monetize-able – if that’s such a 
word – brand.
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PolishingtheCrown

Henry Schleiff takes 
stock of his latest 
assignment, heading 
Crown Media Holdings.

What do you do if you can’t seem to find a decent deal 
to sell off a couple of independent cable channels – ser-
vices that routinely make the Top 10 list of cable channels 
when ranked according to primetime ratings, but which 
don’t have the leverage to obtain the kind of  affiliate 
subscriber fees that other networks have scored? Well, if 
you’re Crown Media Holdings, you hire Henry Schleiff. 

Schleiff became president and CeO of Crown, Hall-
mark Channel and Hallmark Movie Channel last Oc-
tober. and since that time he’s been winging his way 
between Los angeles and New York on a regular basis, 
keeping the company on an even keel. given the over-
haul that he conducted at Court TV Network during his 
reign first as president and CeO there, and then chair-
man, it wasn’t entirely certain what he had up his sleeve 
when he took the Crown position. 

What he’s done so far – and what he intends to do – are 
likely topics of conversation when Schleiff takes part in a 
CeO panel session at the BCFM annual Conference this 
month. But he gave some thoughts on those subjects – 
and much more – in a recent interview with Janet Stilson, 
editor of The Financial Manager. an edited transcript of 
their conversation follows.



TFM: Is it true that Hallmark is getting about five 
cents a subscriber on average? 

Schleiff: It’s a mix of license fees. But I think overall – per 
our public documents – that’s about right. An average of five 

cents for a network that’s Top 10 – clearly we’re underpaid. It’s 
not a function of our appeal or importance to the operator, but 
our lack of leverage. 

We don’t have, for example, the ability of a broadcaster [to 
leverage] retransmission consent the way Fox has run around and 

increased Fox News’ license fees from 25 to 75 cents 
– or the way ABC just launched a network on Comcast 
[Corp.] at the start of the year, ESPN Deportes.

The reason why we’re getting better license fees is 
that our argument is a very credible one. We’re turning 
to cable operators and saying, “Make a deal with us, the 
Hallmark Channel, for what we’re asking in terms of 
an increase – whether it’s 15 cents, 18 cents, 20 cents. 
Because if not, the likelihood is that probably in the 
world of consolidation, we’ll get sold. And most likely 
it will be to someone who has more leverage than us.” 
Heaven knows, no one has less leverage.

We’re basically saying to cable operators, “Make a 
deal with us now or someone is going to come to you 
owning us, and they’re going to want another 30 cents 
for our license fees, versus the 10 cents or 15 cents 
we’re asking for now.”

TFM: Do you consider the drive by broadcast-
ers to gain fees from cable operators to be 
the most crucial issue facing the two halves of 
the industry at this point in time?

Schleiff: I think that as soon as you start talking 
about taking dollars out of cable operators’ pockets 
and putting it in broadcasters’, or as soon as you start 
talking about hard issues affecting their bottom line, 
you’re talking about a hot button, and a major issue. 

What happens is not only are there enormous 
fights between broadcasters and cable operators, as we 
saw with Sinclair [Broadcast Group] and Mediacom 
[Communications], but then you have the viewer being 
held hostage. We’re the ones that end up bemoan-
ing that we can’t watch the Super Bowl, which would 
have been the case if you were a Mediacom subscriber. 
And then what happens is [consumers] start calling 
Washington. As an industry, this has to be worked out 
before it comes back to bite all of us.

TFM: what is catching your attention in 
washington these days – any regulatory 
questions in particular?

Schleiff: The Presidential and federal elections 
and other elections are going to start to loom larger, 
and I think you’re seeing some of the drum beats of 
that expressed in some of the regulatory concern 
about violence and sex on TV. I’m a little nervous 
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when March of the Penguins 
premiered on Hallmark last No-
vember, it ranked as the channel’s 
highest-ever-rated telecast, with 
3 million homes tuned in.
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about Washington intervening in issues of sex and violence. It 
kind of highlights the value of having [family friendly] Hallmark 
in your lineup.

TFM: when you started job, were there challenges 
in terms of getting staff fully charged and focused? 
Talk to me about the human factor.

Schleiff: It [speaks] a little bit to the difference between 
Court TV and Hallmark Channel.  The challenge at Court 
TV, in a nutshell, was to build a brand. And we kind of did that 
over seven or eight years. The challenge at Hallmark is to take a 
brand that already exists and to really shout it out to our various 
constituencies. Not just cable operators but also advertisers. And 
also to shout the network’s really unbelievable success in grow-
ing from 30 million subscribers just five years ago to, with the 
[recent] Echostar Communications deal, over 80 million – to 
shout the success of a network that had [hardly any] ad revenue 
five years ago, to a network that will do over $200 million in 
advertising revenue this year. 

I think the biggest challenge [with the staff] was to make them 
appreciate how much they had really achieved in a very short 
period of time, and make them feel better about themselves. I 
think part of a manager’s job, frankly, is to be a bit of a cheer-
leader both internally and externally. I wasn’t going to come in 
and materially change a winning hand. The network is doing 
fine, thank you.  I don’t think my job was to go in and fix things. 
[Although] there’s always some fine tuning. 

That’s a little bit about what our new on-air look is about.  

TFM: How has number of staff members changed? 
Have you laid people off?

Schleiff: Quite the contrary. We’re probably adding people. 
We’ve added people in areas [such as] programming and market-
ing. We’re the second largest producer of quality original movies 
in the business. We’re out there looking for new producers. 

TFM: Do you think there’s going to be much of a 
business for Hallmark in the mobile space?

Schleiff: I think we are available in virtually every platform 
you can conceive of. We’ve made all sorts of deals in terms of the 
extension of what we do on our network, in terms of broadband 
and the Internet and other platforms. I think our audience, the 
baby boomer audience, is a more traditional audience, and they 
tend to watch our programming on television more than any 
other platform

TFM: Do you think there will come a point in time 
when we receive so much video content online 
that the cable TV element of cable operators’ 
three-pronged revenue stream will be significantly 
weakened – because people will opt to simply use 
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Hallmark’s The 
Christmas Card 
rang up over 3.1 
million viewing 
households when 
it premiered, 
besting March 
of the Penguins’ 
record.
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their Internet connections to receive video, 
rather than paying for cable TV? 

Schleiff: Everybody can be a futurist. But who 
knows what the future will be? We talked about pay per 
view coming for 15 years, and it’s still not here [as a 
fully developed revenue stream]. We talked about video 
on demand, and the truth is it’s still not as widely used 
as operators would like. We talked about DVRs, and 
TiVO still is in [a small fraction of households]. So 
unfortunately, technology distribution doesn’t neces-
sarily evolve as quickly as people would like.

One thing that has changed demonstrably in last few 
years is not only the number of [distribution] platforms 
out there, but the voluminous content. And lay over that 
social networks and user generated content. There’s some-
what controlled chaos in the marketplace. People have no 
idea what’s on, where or when. They do feel comfort that 
they can make it available to themselves on some platform, 
but in the absence of appointment viewing, the value of a 
clear brand will be increasingly important. I think Disney 
stands for something; I think Nickelodeon stands for 
something. I think, uh, Hallmark stands for something. 
I think Discovery stands for something. We could go 
through a couple of more. But there’s not a ton of [media] 
brands after that. I don’t think, including myself, anybody 
has any idea what’s on television tonight. 

What I do know, because of the predictability, is if I 
turn to Hallmark Channel at nine o’clock, I’ll get some 
nice good clean movie. That kind of makes me com-
fortable. Whether I’ll necessarily watch it, I don’t know. 
But I know if I surf around, that’s what I’ll see. And 
that’s how people watch TV.

TFM: How will Hallmark Channel be differ-
ent three years from now?

Schleiff: I think the median age will continue to 
drift down in three years, to maybe the high 40s/early 
50s from the high 50s where it is now. Probably we’ll be 
doing even more original productions, because we tend 
to take our revenues and plow them back into program-
ming. We will be more clearly defined as the leading net-
work in terms of providing originally produced program-
ming for the baby boomer generation, and that audience 
will be even bigger. 

We want to build upon our current appeal while 
going to a slightly younger portion of that baby boomer 
[audience], but not leaving it. If the baby boomer is 25 
to 54, we don’t need to be in the 25 to 30 or even the 
25 to 35 year-old portion of that. I think the core will 
continue to drift toward 35 to 50+, and that’s very 
appealing to us.
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Last December, the debut of the 
movie What I Did for Love made 
Hallmark the most watched 
network among ad-supported 
cable services in its time period.


