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DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN: I want to welcome everybody to our second event of our 31st
season. And I’m very pleased to have our featured guest be Les Moonves, the chairman and
CEO of CBS Corporation. We have a big turnout. I assume that’s because many of you brought
your scripts that you want CBS to consider – [laughter] – or no doubt you have a child who is a
budding actor or actress. So Les has told me he’ll take all of these scripts and all of these
resumes and put them in the appropriate place. [Laughter.]
[Video presentation.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: [Applause.] So we’re very honored to have Les Moonves as our special
guest today. And Les is the chairman and CEO of CBS. That looked like a fun job to have, all
those things you get to work on, so.
LESLIE MOONVES: Absolutely. It’s the most fun job in America.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So we’ll talk about why it’s so much fun in a moment. But I want to
get a couple things out of the way first. OK, I called you – I’ve known you for a number of years
– because you at CBS, you sponsor and underwrite and broadcast the honors – Kennedy Center
Honors. And I’ve met with you a number of times in that context. You often are called by some
of your friends Les. But I notice some people call you Leslie. What is your name that you prefer
to use actually?
MR. MOONVES: I honestly have no preference. As somebody said, my mother called me
Leslie and my wife calls me Les, so I like both. [Laughter.] How’s that?
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. All right. What about your last name? Now Moonves1 is how you
pronounce it. But that seems like a name that might be difficult to pronounce. When you were
growing up, did people pronounce it correctly?
MR. MOONVES: No, they never did, even though when you look at it, it’s rather simple. But
invariably, they wanted to make it one syllable. And they would start in with Moon-zuh. And it
didn’t come out right. [Laughter.] So it took a little while, but that was all right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And do you get mad at people that can’t pronounce it correctly?
MR. MOONVES: No, I do not. I’m very forgiving. I’m very forgiving.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Excellent. OK. Well, let’s talk about your background a moment. And
I’ll get through your high school years in a moment. But as I understand it, you actually started
out – you wanted to be an actor. And after a number of years you abandoned that. Have you
ever thought that, you know, the country and the world has now missed having another De Niro2
or Pacino3 by your not being in the acting world? [Laughter.]
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MR. MOONVES: No, I think it was a great benefit to America that I decided to give that up and
go to the other side. I think – I think fairly early on – and I was smart enough to realize it
probably three or four or five years into my acting career, that I was sort of a mediocre actor. I
was also tending bar more than I was acting during those years. And I looked around and I said,
you know what? There are people who do this a lot better than I do. There’s probably
something else I could do in the business where I could satisfy my creative juices and still be
involved. And it ended up being a good decision.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Well, it worked out, certainly.
MR. MOONVES: It worked out.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you grew up on Long Island.
MR. MOONVES: Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Valley Stream.
MR. MOONVES: Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And then you went to college at Bucknell.
MR. MOONVES: Mmm hmm.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And at Bucknell, did you want to be an actor there?
MR. MOONVES: No, I started out being pre-med, because that’s what every Jewish kid from
Long Island – [laughter] – had to do when you went to school, is you had to try to become a
doctor.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And what happened when you decided not to do it?
MR. MOONVES: Well, I took my first organic chemistry class and I said: This is horrible. I’m
bad at the sciences. [Laughter.] And it was a tough conversation with my parents to tell them
that I didn’t want to be a doctor.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: What did your father say?
MR. MOONVES: Well, we were at a bar in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, which is where Bucknell
is. And I broke it to my father, who was a hardworking guy. He owned gas stations and he
worked with his hands. I said: I’ve decided I’m not going to be a doctor. And he said, well,
what are you going to do? I said, well, I’ve decided I’m going to New York to become an actor.
[Laughter.] And he said, what do you want to do that for? And I said, well, it’s what makes me
happy. And he said, happiness? You think that’s all there is to life? [Laughter.] So that was sort
of a typical response of that generation. When I finally became president of CBS, he forgave
me. [Laughter.]
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So you went from Bucknell. You went to New York to be an actor,
a stage actor. And you did some TV shows, actually.
MR. MOONVES: Correct.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And if somebody wants to watch “Six Million Dollar Man,” you’re there
sometimes?
MR. MOONVES: There are two or three episodes of “Six Million Dollar Man” where I’m
playing a bad guy being chased by Lee Majors4 and “Cannon” and a lot of bad shows from the
’70s.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. Six million wasn’t your compensation for that, right?
MR. MOONVES: No. It hardly was, no. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So when you say, OK, I’m not going to be an actor, and you weren’t going
to be a doctor, how did you decide to get into the other side of television, the production side?
MR. MOONVES: When I was an actor, I – you know, most of the time as an actor you’re on set
and you’re virtually doing nothing. You go there for a 16-hour day and you’re probably working
about 20 minutes. So I was sort of fascinated with what everybody else did. And I sort of did a
quick study on what it was like to be on a set and learned about what the business was about.
And so when an opportunity came to get to the other side of the camera as a junior executive in a
production company, I jumped at it.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So where did you go first?
MR. MOONVES: I went to a very small production company and then I did the rounds. I went
to Columbia Pictures Television for two years. Then I went to 20th Century Fox for two years.
And then I got hired by Lorimar from Fox, which was sort of the start of my rise.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So when you do that business, you have to be good at either reading
scripts, and say this is going to work, or picking talent. So what was your skill set – the scripts
or the talent or both?
MR. MOONVES: You know what? Being a mediocre actor, I knew who good actors were. I
really did. I could say, gee, I wish I could do that. And I sort of felt that. And, look, I had – I
had very good creative instincts. I watched a lot of television. I saw what was working, what
wasn’t working. And I became good at it. I became good at picking shows.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So to do that, were you living in New York or Los Angeles?
MR. MOONVES: At this point, I was in Los Angeles.
4

Lee Majors is an American film, television and voice actor.

4

MR. RUBENSTEIN: Los Angeles. And so Lorimar was a company then that produced a lot of
television shows. And at one point when you were there, I think 23 of your shows were actually
on evening news shows.
MR. MOONVES: It wasn’t till a little bit later. So Lorimar got bought – I joined Lorimar
around ’85. It got bought by Warner Brothers. And I became president of Warner Brothers
Television. Soon after that, we had 23 shows on the air. We were leading in the number of
shows. I think the next highest had, like, 12 shows on. So – but not only did we have 23 shows
on the air, we had “ER” and “Friends.” So we had the hottest comedy and the hottest drama in
the world on television on NBC.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So let’s talk about “ER.” Was that your idea? Where’d the idea come
from? How did you greenlight it?
MR. MOONVES: It wasn’t my idea. “ER” had actually been based on a script that had been
written 20 years earlier through Steven Spielberg’s production company by Michael Crichton,
the famous sci-fi writer had written this script. The – obviously we read the script. We went –
made a deal with NBC. And then we produced the show. I think my major contribution to that
was George Clooney5.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: You selected him?
MR. MOONVES: George was a guy that I put under contract for four years in a row. He was
doing a lot of pilots. He was doing a lot of episodes. And he really wasn’t getting anywhere.
And I believed in him. I said, this guy is really good-looking. He’s really charming. [Laughter.]
He’s a great guy. So I was the one who talked the producer into using George Clooney in “ER.”
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And did he call you many times and thank you, or he still calls you and
thanks you? [Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: He’s – by the way, believe it or not – he still calls me and thanks me. We’re
still very close friends. He’s the only one. Most actors – [laughter] – most producers, most
directors, once they succeed they forget anybody else helped them, you know? That’s sort of the
way of the world. I think it’s the same in Washington as it is in Hollywood – [laughter] – where
once you succeed you forget that anybody helped you along the way. George is one of the few
people, whenever given the opportunity, always thanks me.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. What about another show that you might have – what is it, “Cheers,”
or?
MR. MOONVES: “Friends.”
MR. RUBENSTEIN: “Friends.” All right, so, “Friends,” what about that?
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MR. MOONVES: You know, once again, you know, we hired the writers who put together this
show. Every show that you’ve been involved in you could write a whole book about, you could
write a whole novel about. Friends was sold first to Fox. They wanted it. They didn’t want to
pay an extra $100,000 for the script. So it flipped over to NBC. That was only a decision that
may have cost them $5 billion. [Laughter.] You know, there are interesting stories. “CSI” was
originally owned by ABC. Then it was sold to CBS and ABC owned half of it. Then they
dropped out of owning that half of it, right? “CSI,” up to now, has made the CBS Corporation in
revenue something like $6 billion. So those are big mistakes. [Laughter.] You’re gambling
with –
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So when these –
MR. MOONVES: You’re gambling with a lot of money here.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: But when you’re deciding on a show or not, you get pitched by agents or
the actors call you directly? Or how do you make decisions who the actors are, or the script?
MR. MOONVES: Right. It’s a little bit of both. It starts with the writers. It starts with the idea,
the concepts. Occasionally an actor will come attached to it, most of the time not. Most of the
time you get a producer and a writer who comes – and Jerry Bruckheimer6 will come in and say:
Hey, I got this idea. It’s called, “CSI.” It’s about a crime scene lab in Las Vegas, blah, blah,
blah, blah. Then we attach William Petersen7 to it, and then it rolls from there.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: But, like, if you’re Les Moonves and you go to a restaurant in Hollywood
or Los Angeles, does somebody come up to you and say: And, by the way, I have script, or by
the way, my nephew is great for a show. Or you don’t get bothered that much?
MR. MOONVES: All the time. It happens consistently. The thing that people don’t quite
understand is it’s about the execution. It’s not about the idea. You know, so you look at – you
mention a show like “ER.” What is it about? It’s a hospital show. But it’s what happens in that
hospital show. What is “Cheers,” about? It’s about eight people in a bar. So when a guy comes
up to me and says: I’m a podiatrist. You should see, our office is so funny. You got the
receptionist there, and you got the old guy there – [laughter] – and this guy there, you know, and
it’s a great idea for a show. And, you know, so you politely say, here’s my email, please send us
–
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. Has anybody ever come to you and said a private equity show would
be very good? [Laughter, applause.]
MR. MOONVES: Well, I’ve seen you perform at the Kennedy Center for many years. You
have – you have – you have potential.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Really?
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MR. MOONVES: You do. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Well, I wondered about that. Sometimes at the Kennedy Center Honors,
you know, the chairman goes out and makes a little presentation at intermission. But on TV, it
only comes up for, like, five seconds. So you don’t broadcast it. [Laughter.] Have you thought
about broadcasting the entire 20 minutes of my presentation? [Laughter.] Is there a lot of
demand for that?
MR. MOONVES: You’re lucky we put the five seconds on. [Laughter, applause.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you obviously got a very good reputation at Warner. So somebody
came along and said: This man has a golden touch. And so CBS recruited you. In fact, I guess
it was Larry Tisch who was then running Loews, but also controlled CBS. He recruited you to
become the president of CBS Entertainment.
MR. MOONVES: Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So that was going to be a longstanding relationship. And how did that go?
MR. MOONVES: Well, Larry Tisch, you know, recruited me to come to CBS. And part of that
was because our shows had made NBC number one, so he wanted to compete. So Larry Tisch,
with my wife and his wife, we went out to dinner the day before I started at CBS. It was July of
1995. Took out to dinner at the Bel-Air Hotel in California. You are going to be part of the CBS
family. You’re going to be part of the Loews family. You’re going to be part of the Tisch
family forever. So I started at CBS and three weeks later it was sold to Westinghouse.
[Laughter.] So it was sort of a lesson in this is what happens with corporations.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So Westinghouse was then run by Michael Jordan.
MR. MOONVES: Correct.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And he bought the company. They changed the name from Westinghouse
to CBS, as I remember.
MR. MOONVES: Correct, correct.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you were running the television part. And then ultimately there was a
power struggle there, and somebody else became the head of it. Is that Mel Karmazin?
MR. MOONVES: Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So your job was just to keep your head down, produce good shows, and
stay out of the corporate politics?
MR. MOONVES: Exactly.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: So what shows were you producing at the early days in CBS that people
would have heard of?
MR. MOONVES: Well, our first hit show during that time was “Everybody Loves Raymond.”
You know, we were desperately in last place. So we put on “Raymond,” and we slowly began to
build, brick by brick. And a couple of years later is when we put on “CSI” and “Survivor.” And
that sort of changed the game. Those two shows came on in the same year. NBC, which had
dominated network television for two decades, we took those two shows – one ran in the
summer, one ran in February – and we took them the following year, we put them both on
Thursday night. And we took down NBC for the first time in two decades on Thursday, and we
ended up beating them. And we’ve now beat them for the last 14 out of 15 years.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So the last 14 of 15 years, you’ve been the number-one broadcast
operation?
MR. MOONVES: Yes. Yes.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So, like, “Survivor.” When “Survivor” came, that was an unusual
show at the time. Did you say, get this guy out of here, that’s crazy. Or you said, maybe there’s
something to it?
MR. MOONVES: No, the first time one of my guys pitched it to me I said that’s the stupidest
idea I’ve ever heard. [Laughter.] That doesn’t belong on CBS. That belongs on some bad cable
network. [Laughter.] Sixteen people on a desert island and one gets thrown out every week?
That’s ridiculous. So he was persistent, this young development executive. And then he brought
Mark Burnett in to meet me. And for those of you who don’t know him, he is maybe the most
persuasive person you’ve ever seen, you know? He subsequently after that did a show called
“The Apprentice.” We know what happened from there.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Who was the star of that show?
MR. MOONVES: Right, right. I don’t remember. I don’t remember. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK.
MR. MOONVES: But Mark Burnett was a great producer. He put on “Survivor.” And here we
are, 18 years later, “Survivor” is still on Wednesday night at 8:00 and it still wins its time period.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So do you ever say, this show is going to be great, and it turns out to be a
bomb? Do you have any of those stories, or?
MR. MOONVES: All the time. All the time. Look, our batting average is better than most, but
it’s still probably four out of 10. Four out of 10 is a hall of famer in television. So there’s a lot
of shows you’ve never heard of that have come and gone every year, you know? You probably
don’t remember the great show called, “The Great Indoors.” It was on last year. It was on the
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entire year. Starred Joel McHale8. We said, that show has got a real got shot. Gone. You
know, but that’s sort of the television business. You know you’re playing for the few wins.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Well, in television, everything seems to be ratings. Are you sure that the
people that do the ratings are really giving you accurate numbers?
MR. MOONVES: Well, that’s one of the questions, especially now, because now linear ratings
aren’t the whole ballgame, like they used to be. So you’ll take a show that initially, in the initial
viewing, won’t be that good. But when you count DVRs and online ratings, suddenly the
numbers go up considerably. So we have a new show that went on last year called “Bull” that
stars Michael Weatherly9. The initial ratings are about 10 million people per night. But when
you count a week later, that number goes up to 16 million. So suddenly from a mediocre
number, it goes up to a successful number.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So I notice on ratings, very often TV shows are judged by how many
people in the ages from 18 to 49 or 25 to 54 are watching. What about the people who really
have the money, who are in their 60s and are really sophisticated. Why aren’t they counted?
[Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: No, you’re absolutely right. That’s one of the things that’s bothered me for
all these years. And it has changed. They used to do – 18 to 49 was all that mattered. That’s
changed. And the argument was, who has more money? A 50-year-old or a 19-year-old? Who
has more money? Who has the buying power? And I remember one year NBC was out selling
that they had the highest 18 to 25-year-old upscale viewers. So I do my presentation. I said:
The only 18- to 25-year-old upscale people I know are my kids, you know? [Laughter.] And
I’m deciding what kind of car they’re going to buy, not them, you know? So, you know, it was
sort of a bogus statistic. And you’re right.
So now the good news is more and more people who are a little bit older, the average age
of the “60 Minutes” viewer is over 60. But we make a lot of money on that show. We’re selling
a lot of pharmaceuticals during that show. [Laughter.] But we still make a lot of money.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So I notice – yeah, the shows I watch, they often have Depends ads or
they have catheter ads. And –
MR. MOONVES: And we’re not going to talk about ED advertising either.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: No, we’re not. But wasn’t Viagra a big seller for you?
MR. MOONVES: It was, but they changed the patent laws. So, in all seriousness, the Viagra
has gone down.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: It’s gone limp. [Laughter, applause.]
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MR. MOONVES: And, by the way, that was made up by the head of our advertising group. I’m
not going to steal that joke.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. All right, so it went limp in other words, right. [Laughter.] All right,
so let’s talk about your career again. So your career is moving forward. You’re at CBS. And
then all of a sudden, somebody comes along and wants to buy all of CBS. And that is Viacom,
controlled by Sumner Redstone.
MR. MOONVES: Correct. Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you were then purchased, in effect, by Viacom. And then Viacom and
CBS were together for a number of years.
MR. MOONVES: Right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So your role continued, just looking for shows?
MR. MOONVES: No, I became – I became the co-president of Viacom with the guy who ran
MTV. We were – we became the – you know, after Mel Karmazin left, we did that together. So
I became co-president of that.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. And then after a couple years where Viacom has CBS in the Viacom
cable networks, as well as – as well, has decided that it would be better to split the companies in
two.
MR. MOONVES: Correct.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: The theory at the time was that CBS was a little slower growing, it wasn’t
going to be quite as upscale in terms of its profitability in the future, Viacom would go this way.
It turned out to be the opposite. Why did everybody get it wrong?
MR. MOONVES: Well, I’m not going to talk about Viacom in a pejorative manner. Look, at
the time we were the slow growth company. We owned a TV network. We owned a bunch of
radio stations. We owned a billboard company. We owned TV stations. The other side, at
Paramount Pictures, they had MTV, they had Nickelodeon. We liked being the underdog. We
liked it. OK, it’s Via-grow and Via-slow, that’s what they called us. [Laughter.] Our market
cap has grown about $12 billion since then. You know, we grew a lot. We’ve done extremely
well. Our stock price has gone up considerably. I think we are very competitive. I think we
figured out the internet space. We figured out how to put our content online very quickly. So
it’s been a good decade for us in terms of the growth.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And let’s talk about the main business that CBS has today is producing
TV shows. And when you produce it, you make money by selling advertising, and then you also
syndicate the shows later. Where do you make more money, in advertising or syndication?
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MR. MOONVES: Right now our revenue is split. Forty percent is advertising. We used to be
72 percent advertising seven years ago. We spun out outdoor. We’re spinning out radio. In
addition, the other revenue streams have grown quite a bit. The 30 percent comes from our
selling our signal, our content, to cable networks and to other affiliates. And the other 40 percent
is selling our content throughout the world internationally to 220 territories, as well as selling it
domestically online to TV stations, et cetera, et cetera.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So internationally American-produced TV shows, which are typically
produced for American audiences, they still sell all over the world? People still want American
culture?
MR. MOONVES: Unbelievably well. They still – a lot of countries try to do locally produced
shows. Most of the time they can’t compete with the quality of our shows.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So now you make money by advertising and by getting syndication fees
and so forth. But going forward, many times people who get cable services – they have a cable
contract – now there is what they call cord cutting. They don’t really want to get all of these
cable channels. How does that affect you?
MR. MOONVES: Well, there are a couple things that have changed. Now there are things
called skinny bundles, OK? The average home right now gets 180 channels. And they pay
approximately $100 a month for that. So some of the operators said, wait a minute, people are
paying for channels they never watch. So they do what’s called the skinny bundle, which is they
put together the 30 or 40 best channels, charge you one-third – $35, $40 – and you buy that. We
will always be a part of that, the skinnier bundle.
Then the third segment is we now have our online service. So for $5.99 you can get a
thing called CBS All Access, which is basically every show CBS has ever produced, the entire
library, our current schedule, plus now we’re beginning to do original programing there. So we
have a new show, obviously, the new version of “Star Trek,” which comes out in two weeks,
which you can only get by paying that $5.99.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So a lot of this is done, therefore on streaming, that –
MR. MOONVES: Correct. Those are streaming services.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: But now shows – companies like Netflix and Apple and Facebook and
Amazon, they’re in the streaming business. Is that going to cut into your ability to get these best
talent, because they have so much money they can pay crazy prices?
MR. MOONVES: No, it is a challenge. They are very competitive. They are spending a lot of
money. At the end of the day, we produce most of our own content now. We have to be very
competitive with them. Money alone doesn’t lead to good programming. What we like to say is,
you can’t program by algorithm. You know, which is part of what Netflix does. And they do a
lot of programs. They’re doing 75 original programs. And they put them out there. And they
have a certain amount of hits. Our job is we have to be a lot more concise in what we’re
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producing for our audience. And, as I said, creatively I think we’re as good as anybody. And
that’s what wins the day for us, you know? It is tough. We’re competing with companies that
are – you know, that could eat us alive financially.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So, for example, Apple is gigantic financially, and Amazon, and so forth.
So you’re now relatively modest in terms of your market capitalization compared to them. So
it’s your talent and your skill that you think makes you able to compete?
MR. MOONVES: No question. In addition, it’s broadcast. Broadcast – people say broadcast is
dead. It’s not. It’s still the only place you can go to get 20 million people a week watching
“NCIS” or “The Big Bang Theory.” So if you’re an advertiser, and you want to reach an
audience, you still need the big guys – the big broadcasters.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So let’s talk about some of the shows you have now. You have the
number-one rated news show, which is “60 Minutes.” It’s been on for 40-plus years, I guess. So
how do you –
MR. MOONVES: This year is its 50th year.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Fiftieth year. How do you keep it so lively and up-to-date?
MR. MOONVES: Well, the good news is Jeff Fager continues to produce it. I think “60
Minutes” is the gold standard. I still think people want to go there. It’s still the place where
people get their most news. And I think our guys do a phenomenal job. I think it’s also now so
culturally significant that people know 7:00 Sunday night, there’s one place to go, and that’s “60
Minutes.” So they remain, in year 50, a top 15 show in America.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So how many TV shows have ever been on for 50 years? Is that about the
only one?
MR. MOONVES: Not too many. Maybe “Gunsmoke.” [Laughter.] You know, there aren’t too
many that last that long.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you have a number-one, I guess, drama show, or – “NCIS,” is that
right?
MR. MOONVES: Right, right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Where did that idea come from?
MR. MOONVES: It was a spinoff of a show called “JAG,” which had been a Navy military
show, which was sort of based on that Tom Cruise, Jack Nicholson movie, I’m blanking on it.
AUDIENCE MEMBER: “A Few Good Men.”
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MR. MOONVES: “A Few Good Men.” Thank you. You know, courtroom drama, Navy doing
it, that was “JAG.” And this became – you know, we had been obviously successful with “CSI.”
So we took the “JAG” formula, made it into a procedural drama, and now we’ve spun “NCIS”
off twice, like we did with “CSI.”
MR. RUBENSTEIN: What about “The Big Bang Theory”? Number-one comedy. Where did
that idea come from?
MR. MOONVES: That came from Chuck Lorre. Chuck Lorre, who we had worked with on
“Two and a Half Men” created that show and came to us with that idea. And we put it on the air.
And it’s been, you know, a success ever since.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Let’s talk about news, generally.
MR. MOONVES: OK.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: It has been rumored that you are thinking of buying CNN. Have you had
anything to say about that, or?
MR. MOONVES: Yeah. You know, there was something in the paper that said today at this
luncheon we were going to announce the acquisition of CNN by CBS. That – for everybody
here, especially you journalists, that is not true, OK? [Laughter.] So a couple of months ago I’m
at that Allen & Company conference in Sun Valley. And I do an interview with CNBC. And
they said: If – you know, and it was right when people were talking about the AT&T-TimeWarner merger, and that, you know, the president might not allow it because he’s unhappy with
CNN.
So the interviewer asked me, they said: Well, if CNN were available, would you guys
acquire it? I said – which I say about virtually everything – sure, we’d be happy to take a look at
it. That was the last conversation I’ve had about CNN. So it’s been widely rumored that we’re
going to buy CNN. I haven’t had a conversation with the current management, with the future
management. CNN is a wonderful organization, but we are not buying it.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So it’s fake news, you would say? [Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: That is real fake news, right.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. What about the charge that networks often have fake news now? Do
you think that charge is fair or exaggerated or?
MR. MOONVES: I think most of the time it’s extremely exaggerated and very unfair. I think
our news division – [applause] – I am – I am extraordinarily proud of them. I think they are
honest journalists. I think they try really hard. I think they do an exceptional job of reporting the
truth and the news. And the – you know, the talk about fake news I think was a campaign thing.
Obviously, it got some of the electorate excited about it. I think it’s very unfair and I think it’s
especially unfair when it comes to CBS News.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: Let’s talk about your evening news shows. When I was growing up, and I
guess when you were growing up, people would watch 15 minutes of evening news. Then it
went to 30 minutes. But now people have so many news sources, do that many people watch the
evening news shows? Are they still as relevant as they were?
MR. MOONVES: The three network evening news combined are watched still by 23, 24 million
a night. That’s not nearly what it used to be when Walter Cronkite and Huntley10 and Brinkley11
were doing it, where it was the only source of news, because – you know, it’s – what you say is
absolutely valid. People are getting their news all day long. So I think the 6:30 news now sort of
gives you further insight into the news, as opposed to just reporting the news. And I think they
do well. They do better in times of crises. Obviously, during the hurricanes, people want to see
what’s going on. But now with the advent of these big cable news networks, and also with all
that you get online, they become a bit less important. But 23 million people is still a lot of
people.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So you have recently had your – head of your CBS evening news
show go to “60 Minutes.” Do you have any announcements you want to make today on who the
replacement is?
MR. MOONVES: No. We have an acting, you know, person doing the job. And we’re talking
about what we’re going to do for the future, but we have no announcements.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you don’t want anybody –
MR. MOONVES: We’re not making news today, David, no matter what you say. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Right, right. OK, and you wouldn’t consider having a private equity
person do that? [Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: Maybe. Maybe. There have been worse ideas. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. All right. So let’s talk about your morning news show.
MR. MOONVES: By the way, why don’t you buy CBS? Then you could put yourself in as the
anchor? [Laughter, applause.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: That is – that’s about the only way I would get in as the anchor. But OK.
[Laughter.]
So let’s talk about your morning news show.
MR. MOONVES: Yes.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: You’ve experimented with various formats, but now you have three
anchors and that seems to be working well.
MR. MOONVES: We’re really proud. We think, you know, it may sound self-serving, but I
think by far CBS’s morning is the best morning news program. I think Charlie12, Norah13 and
Gayle14 are extraordinary. They do a great job together. And I think, you know, the – you watch
the first 20 minutes of that show, you have all you need for the rest of the day. And I’m really
proud of what they’ve done.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Charlie has done an incredible job, but explain to me. Are there really just
one Charlie Rose? Because he does the morning show, then he has an afternoon show that he
does, that’s very good, and nights, and so forth. And he does “60 Minutes.” So how does one
person do all that?
MR. MOONVES: And he likes to party also, you know? Charlie likes to go out at night.
Charlie is absolutely amazing. I think the greatest interviewer of our day, other than perhaps
you.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Right. Sure.
MR. MOONVES: And he has an extraordinary work ethic, because he does do “CBS This
Morning.” He does do his own show. He does do pieces on “60 Minutes.” He occasionally
does the evening news. I mean, he’s a phenomenon, so.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Let’s talk about sports for a moment. So you broadcast football. Is that
the most profitable thing on television for networks?
MR. MOONVES: It’s not the most profitable, but it’s the most important. It’s by far the highest
rated. We pay quite a bit in rights fees, as do the other networks. We do make a profit on it, but
those ratings you can’t live without. It’s still the best game in town.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So the Super Bowl, is that the most expensive thing one can advertise on,
on television?
MR. MOONVES: Yes. I think this last Super Bowl got $5.2 million per 30-second spot on it.
So it’s – you know, unfortunately, we only get it every third year. But when that third year
comes, it’s very lucrative.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. And you also do the NCAA Final Four.
MR. MOONVES: Yeah.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And March Madness. Is that a profitable –
12
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MR. MOONVES: It is profitable. We have a – it’s a co-production deal with the Turner
Networks. And it’s worked out really well. And we have that. We have the PGA Tour golf and
we have the Masters and the PGA championship.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Now, the Masters is something where it’s unique. You don’t have that
much advertising. So how do you make money –
MR. MOONVES: We don’t have any advertising.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: There’s no advertising.
MR. MOONVES: There’s three minutes of advertising on the Masters. That goes to Augusta
National. So we televise it for the honor and the prestige of televising it.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: A public service.
MR. MOONVES: A public service, like we do the Kennedy Center. You know, sort of similar.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: You don’t make a lot of money on the Kennedy Center?
MR. MOONVES: No, we don’t make a lot of money on the Kennedy Center, but we are – we
are equally honored to televise the Kennedy Center as we are the Masters.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Well, we’re very honored that you do it.
MR. MOONVES: You know? (Laughs.) Yeah.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So let’s talk about – on sports, though, is sports declining a bit? Football
was down 8 percent last year, NFL. Do you expect that was because of the election, or do you
think it can come back?
MR. MOONVES: There were a number of factors that people are trying to ascertain why it was
down 8 percent. One of the – one of the reasons they say was because there was so much
attention on the election. A lot of people were watching news networks. As well as there was
some controversies on the field. A couple of top players weren’t playing. Tom Brady wasn’t
playing at the beginning of the year, Payton Manning had retired, he wasn’t playing. The
Thursday night scheduling was a little screwed up, that they didn’t have great matchups and they
didn’t have the right pattern there.
I think the numbers – and it begins tonight. Tonight’s the first game on NBC, the Patriots
and Kansas City. I think this is going to be an up year for the NFL. In addition, we have worked
together with them to make the product somewhat better, the length of time that are taken for
referee’s challenges and the commercial blocks, et cetera, are trying to be shortened. They’re
trying to speed up the game.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: So when you want to go to a sports event, you don’t have to go on
StubHub to get tickets. You just –
MR. MOONVES: I generally have a couple of connections that I could use to go to sporting
events. [Laughter.] Especially when you pay – I think we pay a billion-one for the NFL? I can
get a ticket on Sunday, yeah. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. Recently you had a sort of I guess a boxing match. That was the
most watched boxing match ever.
MR. MOONVES: We’re not sure. It’s either that or the closest. It’s very close to it, yes.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So on something like that, that’s on one of your cable networks?
MR. MOONVES: It’s on – Showtime Pay-Per-View put out the McGregor-Mayweather fight.
We were the distributor for it. So we sell it throughout the world and, you know, through all the
various channels. And we are the distributor.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So you went to that fight?
MR. MOONVES: I did go to that fight.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And was it hard to get a good seat?
MR. MOONVES: No, I was – I was pretty close to the action there.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And did you see a lot of the famous people there? Everybody who was
there?
MR. MOONVES: I did. It was fun, you know, hanging out with J.Lo15 and Lebron James16 and
A-Rod17 and, you know, it was very cool. There are perks to this job, you know? [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So what is the worst part of this job? Is there anything bad about being
the head of CBS, other than this interview maybe? [Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: You know what? Look, we’re in the public eye. We’ve been through a lot of
problematic things, that you’re in the eye of the storm. You know, the Rather18 situation wasn’t
pleasant. Different – we’ve had different problems with content, with issues that come up with
our programming. Once again, everything that we do is sort of magnified out there. It goes with
the territory. But some of it is very tough to deal with. You know, when you have news, when
15
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you have sports, when you have Charlie Sheen19 on your network, you know, there are issues
that come up, you know, that aren’t a walk in the park.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: But the pleasure of the job is what? What’s the greatest pleasure of doing
the job?
MR. MOONVES: I get to meet the greatest people in the world. I get to work with some of
them. I get – you know, when I think of the people that I’ve met from politics to athletes to
entertainers, it’s pretty cool. It’s pretty cool.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Talking about politics, during the last campaign – presidential campaign,
you said that whatever one might think of the candidates, it was pretty good for television
because a lot of people wanted to advertise. And was it very profitable for all the television
networks to have all that campaign advertising, or?
MR. MOONVES: Yes, it was. Yes, it was. It was – you know, my comment at the time, there
were 17 Republicans running, was that a contentious election process might not be good for
America, but it was good for CBS. I said it facetiously. It got quoted later on, but the – when
you have a campaign and a lot of people are spending a lot of money, the money goes in through
our stations. And we own 27 television stations. At the same time, our news ratings were way
up. And they’ve continued to be up because of that, so.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So how do you get away from it all? People come to you all the time with
scripts, they want jobs, they want to go on one of your shows, so forth. How do you say, I want
to get away from – are you a golfer? Are you an exerciser? What do you do?
MR. MOONVES: I’m a mediocre golfer. I exercise fairly regularly. I have a spectacular wife
who’s also on a couple of CBS television shows. I have four great kids, who I don’t get to spend
enough time with, but three of them are out of the house. I watch a lot of movies. I enjoy that. I
have a small circle of friends who I don’t get to see enough. But, you know what, I work hard,
but I play hard too. I’m pretty content.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: OK. So now your parents have lived to see your success. Your mother
just passed away about a year ago, but at the age of –
MR. MOONVES: Right, 93.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Ninety-three. And your father is alive at ninety –
MR. MOONVES: Six.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Six.
MR. MOONVES: Yeah.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: So did he ever say to you, yes, you really did make the right decision?
[Laughter.]
MR. MOONVES: Oh, yeah. I think – you know, when I bought him a car, he said you did
good, you know? (Laughter.) So, you know, it was OK. No, he’s – you know what? He’s been
proud of me a long time. And, you know, it’s been great. It’s been great.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So as you look at your career in broadcasting, very few people have been
running a television broadcasting company as long as you have. I’m not sure if anybody, really,
has in the last 20 or 30 years. So do you ever feel maybe you are losing touch with the younger
people that often are making the decisions about what shows are going to be the most popular?
How do you stay in touch with the younger people, the younger generation?
MR. MOONVES: I got a phenomenal team of people. I think as the CEO of a corporation,
that’s the best thing you can do, is hire really good people. So we have – the CBS Interactive
division is made up of about 2,000 people up in San Francisco who I visit with frequently. And
their average age is, like, 24, or something like that. And they are phenomenal. They are
phenomenal in terms of – and there’s a lot of dialogue. And you know what? In this job, you
got to be a good listener. You got to be a good listener and a good observer of what’s going on.
And once again, I may be the final arbiter on which shows go on the air but there is a lot of input
and I listen to a lot of good people.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So every night, are you watching television shows that you approve, but
also you’re watching your competition. And if you don’t like what you see on your shows you
call your producers, or?
MR. MOONVES: Most nights I’m watching either news or sports, and not on CBS. You know,
I do keep up with virtually every show on another network. Certainly the newer shows, I just
want to know what those shows are and I catch up with those. But, you know, I’m not – I don’t
devote my evenings to watching television.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So if somebody is young and they’re watching this interview and they say,
you know, I want to be like Les Moonves. I want to run a big television company. What’s the
best training for that? Is it to be an actor who didn’t make it as an actor? [Laughter.] Is it to go
to business school? What would you say it is?
MR. MOONVES: I would doubt that. And I think they all come from all sorts of different
places. The people that run the different media companies come from – there are lawyers, there
are business people, there are a lot more interactive people that come in from Silicon Valley.
Obviously, those companies are going to become very involved. I think the route to be a
traditional television executive is not necessarily a desirable position right now, because I think
the Silicon Valley companies will become more and more important, you know?
And CBS is virtually the only sort of standalone. We’re competing on the broadcast side
with Comcast, Disney, Fox, much bigger companies. And now Amazon, Netflix, Apple all are
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getting into that business, the content business. So we are sort of an anomaly, in that we are so
small. But there’s a lot of different ways to get there.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And, for example, Shonda Rhimes, who was very involved with ABC and
I guess is still involved, she announced that in the future she’s going to producing shows for, I
think it was, Amazon –
MR. MOONVES: For Netflix, yes.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Netflix. So did that surprise you?
MR. MOONVES: You know what? They offered her a lot of money. Our job is to get to the
Shonda Rhimes before they want to leave ABC. And we do a pretty good job of that. But I
guess the money was just irresistible for her. Look, she’s done a phenomenal job. Being as
ABC is a competitor – a direct competitor with us, we’re sort of glad she did it. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So, now, you have three grown children. Are any of them in the broadcast
world or television world? And would you recommend it?
MR. MOONVES: One of them is. One of them is. He works on James Corden’s20 show. You
know, and my daughter’s in the fashion world and my son owns a bar in New York City. And
he’s having the most fun of anybody. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So do you recommend this as a career to young people?
MR. MOONVES: Absolutely. Absolutely. As I said, I’ve had a great life. I’ve made a lot of
money. I’ve met a lot of great people. And I have a lot of fun every single day.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: And the legacy that you eventually would like to have when you do leave
– and there’s no evidence you’re going to leave anytime soon – but when you, say, 10 years, 20
years from now, you might retire, what would you like people to say about what you did at CBS?
MR. MOONVES: I think he took CBS – I think one of the things I’m most proud of is a year
ago the New York Times wrote that isn’t it interesting that probably the most traditional media
company is leading the charge in the new digital age? And I think that was a great compliment,
that we fixed – we righted the ship in the broadcast, we won in that world, and we had enough
foresight to see what was coming and be there.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Now, one time you were quoted as saying that if you had enough money
you might want to go into public service, if you could support your family and so forth. When
you do leave CBS, might you consider going into public service?
MR. MOONVES: Perhaps.
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MR. RUBENSTEIN: Would you ever run for anything?
MR. MOONVES: No. That I wouldn’t do. That I wouldn’t do. And, yeah, I think it’s
important when you’ve been as lucky as I have to give back and to do something that – you
know, when you – when you reach a stage in your life where money is not the most important
thing, your family is secure, life is pretty good, that you give back something. And I would like
to do that.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So if you did go into public service, you’d probably spend more time in
Washington. And you’ve spent time here over the years. Where do you think the egos are
bigger, in Hollywood or in Washington?
MR. MOONVES: I’ll say the political thing, that there are huge egos in both places. The only
reason I’ll give Hollywood a slight advantage, in my job I got to put on 22 hours of shows every
single night, come hell or high water. So we have to produce something every day. In
Washington, that’s not necessarily the case. [Laughter.] No offense, everybody.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So when you come to Washington, though, do you meet with regulators
from time to time, and –
MR. MOONVES: I do. I do. Look, I love Washington. I love this town. I love coming here. I
love meeting the people here. I think – I think the dynamic in Washington is equally fascinating
as it is in Hollywood. You know, and I have a lot of friends here.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Well, you’ve had a great run for CBS and its shareholders. I think since
you’ve been the CEO the stock is up about three times or something like that.
MR. MOONVES: Something like that.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: So that’s pretty impressive. I wish I had bought stock when you became
the CEO.
MR. MOONVES: Right. I told you. [Laughter.]
MR. RUBENSTEIN: But, anyway, I want to thank you for a very a very interesting
conversation, Les. And thank you for coming here today.
MR. MOONVES: Thank you, David.
MR. RUBENSTEIN: Thank you. [Applause.]
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