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ABSTRACT
INFLUENCES OF NEWS PROGRAMMING TECHNIQUES
AND NEWS MARKET CONDITIONS IN DETROIT
ON THE RESTRUCTURING OF WJBK-TV NEWS, 1981-1983
IN RELATICON TO WLIV-TV AND WXYZ-TV
NEWS OPERPATIONS: A SYSTEMATIC STUDY
By
Jcsef Steven Olsavsky
THESIS DIRECTOR
V.M. Mishra (Ph.D.)

The objective of this study is the identification of
television news prograrming techniques and their implications
in the Detroit rarket with specific reference to the personnel
changes which took place at WJBK-TV between 1981 and 1983.

The analysis of the Detroit market is extended beyond this
time frame to better illustrate the necessity for the changes
at WJBK-TV.

In addition to the analysis of newspaper, magazine and
journal items, personal interviews were held with news ranagerment
personnel at each of the Detroit network affiliated television
staticns as well as market research directors and sales
personnel.

Specifically, the study examines the relationship
between the Arkitron and Nielsen ratings and the financial
status of the station's receiving such ratings. At the sare
time, the study examines programming techniques utilized to
improve a station's news performance.

The study illustrates the entertainment orientation of
TV news and the efforts rade therein to provide a given audience

with the friendly, trustable news personalities it desires. 1In

the process, many facets of news programming are examined,



ABSTRACT

including: the importance of adjacent programming in providing
an audience; the use of research on audience and its perceptions
of news personnel and news programming; methods utilized in
the development of a desirable image for a newscast or newspersonj;
the importance of news relative to a station's overall performance;
reasons behind the high salaries of on-air talent; demographic
and psychographic profile of the viewing audience; the use of
promotion; and the loyalty of the Deﬁroit audience to its
media personalities.

Generally, the study illustrates the importance of the
persons delivering the news to its audience and why, as a result,
poor news ratings often cause a turnover in on-air and management

personnel.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION, BACKGROUND ASSUMPTIGCNS

AND RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

THE PERVASIVE NATUFE OF TV NEWS

With our ever-increasing technology and access to cable
and video systerss, the reliance on television for rews 1s at its
highest level ever, as is reflected in the results of the 1982
Roper study: 65 percent of Arericans surveyed reported television
as their primary source of newsl, an astonishing figure given
the medium's limited capabilities in news coverage. With only
22 rminutes allotted for news, sports and weather in each half-hour
newscast, it has been argued that television news 1is little
more than a "headline news service."2 Walter Cronkite often
found that his half-hour script, "would not fill three quarters
of a newspaper page."3 Current Cz2S News president Van Gordon
Sauter considers the evening news to be little more than a

snapshot.4 nevertheless, televised news appeals to the public.

1"Onc'e again public votes TV number one news medium,"
Broadcasting, April 11, 1983, p. 34.

2Thomas Griffith, "Who elected CBS?" Time, April 4,
1983, p. 69.

3Thomas Griffith, "Where do you get your news?" Tire,
December 6, 1982, p. 88.

4william Oscar Johnson, "Bio: Van Gordon Sauter,"
People Weekly, May 30, 1983, p. 70.
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This reliance on television for news substantiates the

findings of comﬁunications theorists. Leon Festinger, in his
theory of cognitive dissonance, found that people practice
selective'perception; we watch what we want to watch and
tune out other programming.5 Joserh T. Klapper found the riore
personal medium to be the most effective. With television
ranking behind only person-tc-person methods of oktaining
information with respect to its personal nature, its impact
is 1likely to ke greater than that of newspapers.6 Wilbur
Schramm found that, "in general, there seems to be greater
expectation of reward when there appears to be greater
possibility of the reader identifying himself with the news."7
Schramm's theory of pleasure in news reading accounts for
immediate and delayed rewards in news reception. Aesthetic
sub jects, such as news of science, education and public affairs,
have a delayed reward while those of immediate reward include,
"news of crime and corruption, accidents and disasters,
sports and recreation, social events and human interest.“8
Schrarm also found the method of news presentation to be
important:

Positicn, headline, size, color, timing, voice (if any),

are important to the choice. . . . Likewise, when a

newscaster shouts "Flash!" or "Bulletin!" he is putting
his personal endorsement on an item.9

5Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance,
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), p. 158.

6Joseph T. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communication,
(New York: The Free Press, 1960), p. 70.

7Wilbur Schramm, "The Nature of News," Journalism
8uarterlx, September, 1949, p. 265. 81BID., p. 260.
IBID.
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William Stephenson incorporated Schramm's theory éf
pleasure in his concept of communication pleasure. In \
Stephenscn's play theory, self-enhancement is viewed as
comrmunication pleasure. He utilizeé ludenic theory, from
Callois's ludus, or formal play with rules where a skill is
developed through the playlo as well as Huizinga's concept
of playing as a source of cultural evolution.11 Stephenson,
usiﬁg his own Q-method, tested G.D. Wiebe's study of the
Army-McCarthy hearings. Wiebe had found that many viewed the
hearings as a sort of super-ego fantasy, "by reintrojecting
(as they had done as children) the 'lone hero' as a great
father figure, powerful, feared, and yet to be respected."12
Using women as his subjects, Stephenson found four factors:
A) women of good sense; B) archaic thinkers; C) the self-

13

righteous worian; and D) the non-involved. It was in factor

B where Stephenson found the respondents to resemble the
personalities described by Wiebe, noting that, as with father

figures, "the wormen felt it was right to assume guilt until a

nld

man is proven innocent. Stephenson's analysis of the

situation in play theory terrs follows:

The Army-McCarthy hearings were of course real events.
Broadcast on television they could instead becorme drama
as "Oedipus Rex" is drama. . . . The first English plays
had such characters as Toil, Hunger, Poverty, Discord,
Envy and Deceit. . . . McCarthy engendered such a fixed
form: a man of Wrath--devouring imaginary Communists,
joyless, sardonic--with whom thousands of relatively
undeveloped people identified.l>

10william Stephenson, The Play Theory of Mass
Communication, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1967), p. 41. 1lliBiD., p. 37. 12IBID., p. 170.
31BID., p. 173. 1l41BID., pP. 175. 15IBID., p. 168.
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What becores apparent is that theorists have found a
degree of entertainment in news which affects the audiences'
acceptance of a given packaged news format. Though fiction
outdraws news on a daily basis, irportant news stories often
bring in large audiences. 1In fact, ex-CBS News Director
William Small noted that the largest audience in every year
of the 1960s was for a news event:
In 1960, 1964 and 19€6 it was election night which drew
the year's largest audience. In 1961, the heaviest single
day of viewing was during John F. Kennedy's Inaugural
address. In 1962, it was John Glenn's suborbital flight,
1963 the four days of Kennedy's assassination and funeral,
in 1965 the Gemini-Titan IV space shot, in 1967 it was
Lyndon Johnson's State of the Union address and in 1968
the Derocratic National convention.
The greatest nurber of viewers in the decacde...

came in 1969 when Apollo XI reached the roon.l6

THE COST OF TV NEWS OPERATION

In spite of the large audiences for news, networks have
traditionally lost roney on this aspect of their prograrming
efforts, which is to be provided as a prublic service. In 1968,
for exarple, coverage of election returns alone cost the
networxs a corbined total of $10 million.17 Reuven Frank,

NBC News president, noted at the time that, "news isn't
surposed to be a big profit maker."la Elmer W. Lcwer, then

ABC News president, tooX "pride in noting that 1968 will ke

the year that his department spent the most money in its
history--$33 million--and got only akout half of it back."19

There are two main reasons that news departments were

16william Small, To Kill A Messenger: Television News
and the Real World, (New York: Hastings House, 1970), p.

17
Week, November 2, 1968, p. 64. 181BID. 191BID.

"TV can't cover losses in covering the news," Business
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consistently running in the red: the cost of field correspondents
and the cost of unscheduled events. In 1968, for example, it
cost ABC $1,000 a week "to field a three man film crew--and the
network must keep a dozen in New York, 10 in Washington, a half
dozen more in both Furope and Vietnam plus others in Tokyo,
Hong Kong and such key spots," even if nothing happens.l
Coverage of Dwight Eisenhcwer's death cost CBS $2.5 million,
NBC $2 million and ABC $500,000. In 1969, NBC clairmed a
$4 million annual expenditure solely for unexpected news
coverage. In- 1970, the NBC evening news, budgeted at $7.2
million, brought in $34 million in revenues, but the news division
still lost money, "because of the cost of producing documentaries
and covering unscheduled disasters;"zo

Barbara Matusow, in her 1983 book, The Fvening Stars,

explained that news no longer loses money:

As audiences for news grew steadily in the seventies
and advertisers overcame their traditional distaste for
sponsoring news prcgrams, the gap between revenues and
expenditures steadily narrowed. According to Variety,
news rose from "a 15 percent loss position in 1972" to
contrikute one percent of the profits for the three
networks in 1975 and 1976.21

Surprisingly, the networks were, and are, reluctant
to publicize their profits from news programming. Arthur
Taylor, CBS, Inc., president from 1972 to 1976, explained

the reason for this attitude:

18 . . .
_"TV can't cover losses 1n covering the news," Business

Week, November 2, 1968, p. 64.

19Small, To Kill a Messenger, pp. 5-6.

20Barbara Matusow, The Evening Stars: The Making of
the Network News Anchor, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1983), p. 156. <ZlIBID.
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The thinking was 1if you are a broadcaster and charged with
performing a public service, it was a good idea to be able
to tell the FCC, 'Well, I do make all this money, but on the
other hand, I have to be able to support our big loss
leader, the news division.' And if your big loss leader,
to which you are making large, financial contributions to
serve the public, is making money, it doesn't look like 22
you're doing all that much of a public service, does it?
Nevertheless, networks can no longer deny that news
programrming makes money and that it has keen doing so for a
few years. Even the "Huntley-Brinkley Report" becare profitable
after it went to a half-hour: in fact, according to Matusow, it
was NBC's top source of revenue, surpassing "Laugh-In" and
"Saturday Night at the Movies."23 In 1981, according to NBC
vice-president for TV network sales, Rokert C. Blackmore, news
prograrming accounted for nearly 10 percent of network advertising

24 "60 Minutes,"

revenues, an estimated $5.5 billion to $6 billion.
regularly rated among the top ten shows, corranded the highest
advertising rate on prime-time TV in 1982: $175,000 for a
30-second ad.25
As revenues increased, so did network news budgets.
Estirates in late 1982 put the CBS news budget at $225 mwillion
a year, ABC at "slightly less than CBS," and NBC at $215 million.2
Currently, the networks are trying to hold the 1id on these

budgets. Robert Chandler, senior vice president of CRS News

explained that, "year-to-year spending increased 20 percent the

22 23

Matusow, Evening Stars, pp. 156-157. IBID., p. 156.

24"A bright picture for ads on TV news," Business Week,
August 10, 1981, p. 26.

5Matusow, Evening Stars, p. 35.

26Diane Mermigas, "TV nets end news expansion in
cost-cutting bid," Advertising Age, Dec. 13, 1982, p. 34.
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last four or five years, but that revenues increased only 15
percent. Management decided that we cannot go on indefinitely

that way."27

The networks have found themselves faced with

The networks face the same costs: unexpected évents,‘
such as the ll-week war in the Falklands, which cost the networks
between $2 million and $4 million apiece28; and the cost for
overseas bureaus, estimated in 1982 at $1 million a year

w29 As a result, all

"to maintain even a 'shoestring' bureau.
networks are cutting back funds from their Hong Kong bureaus

and NBC has also cut down on its Cairo and Houston staffs while
CBS has clcsed its Bonn bureau and dismissed 25 employees.3o

At the same time, NBC cancelled its "Overnight" newscast because
its revenues did not offset its $7 million production costs.31
On the positive side, ABC's 1982 operating profits of $262 million

32 have

(compared to CBS's $180 million and NBC's $30 million)
made it possible for ABC to pay $316.5 million for the 1984
Olympic games; ABC has already sold over $600 million in up-front
ads for the games.33 Added to the increased revenues all three

networks expect for election coverage, 1934 should be a good year.

TV _NEWS AND THE RATINGS GAME

Given the profitability of TV news, its programming concerns

27Mermigas, "TV nets end expansion," p. 35.

28Sally Bedell, "Why TV news can't be a corplcte view of
the world," New York Times, Aug. 8, 1982, p. Bl.
9IBID., p. B21l.

OMermigas, "TV nets end expansion," pp. 34-35.

31"Forecast & Review," Advertising Age, Jan. 2, 1984, p. 29.

32Steven Flax, "Squeeze on the networks," Fortune,

Sept. 5, 1983, p. 90. 33IBID., p. 93.
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are now the same as those "for a prime time series: achieving
the largest possible audience."35 Audience for news is measured
in the sare fashion as is the audience for entertainment shows;
the rating services of A.C. Nielsen and Arbitron provide these
measurements. The rost quoted of the two is the national Nielsen
rating, kased on a sarple of 1,200 hores across the United States.36
The kasic tool of the A.C. Nielsen Co. is the audireter, a device
which, when attached to a television set, reflects who watches
what at a given period of time. These ratings are of extrere
importance to the eccnormics of the medium; advertisers base
their spending practices on the ratings while television
salesmen adjust their costs as a result of ratings increases
or decreases. Moreover, the importance of ratings in relation
to advertising revenues 1is on the increase. While 1982
estimates placed the value of a single rating point at $7

37 1983 estimates place

38

million in annual azdvertising revenue,
the annual value of a single rating point at $25 million.
By 1983 estimates, CBS stands to make $125 million more in
revenues as a result of its 25 percent share of the audience
for its 7 p.m. newscast than both NBC and ABC, each with a

2
20 percent share.J9 Quite simply, advertisers are willing to

35Tony Schwartz, "When news goes show kiz," The New York
Times, August 9, 1981, p. D23.

36A. Frank Reel, The Networks: How They Stole the Show,
(New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 1979), p. 87.

7Harry F. Waters, Lucy Howard and George Hackett,
"Star Wars in TV News," Newsweek, April 12, 1982, p. 72.

38"’I‘e1evision: casting the anchor," The Economist,
Septermber 3, 1983, p. 24. 391BID.
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pay extra to advertise on a highly rated show. Thus, when CBS
began to catch uﬁ to ABC in the daytime soap ratings, CBS was
akle to increase its price for daytime commercials by 25 percent.
The departure of Walter Cronkite from the CBS Evening News
and the subsequent decline in ratings caused the cost for a
30-second commercial to drop $10,000. Conversely, when CBS
regained news dominance with a two percent lead, the price
returned to the $40,000 that the Cronkite era news show
Commanded.4l The reason for this is that advertisers tend to
"make their purchases on a cost-per-thousand-homes-reached basis.

Since the ratings game is an on-going process, there is
no way to be absolutely certain that a show which does well in
the May ratings period will do as well in October. For this
reason, there will always be some risk in television ad sales
and purchases. For scatter sales, or advertisements sold for
one show on the bkasis of the most recent ratings, the risk to
the advertiser may be less, but the cost may be higher than
up-front sales, or advertiserments purchased early.43 The risk,
hcwever, is on both sides, as CBS officials learned in 1982.
CBS's ecoriorists, expecting the recession to decline, advised
the network to hold off on its up-front sales in the hopes of
higher scatter sales. When scatter sales proved unproductive,

CBS was left with a bulk of high priced time on its hands.44

qulax, "Squeeze on the networks," p. 93.

41Sally Bedell, "CBS News holding its lead," New York
Times, August 4, 1982, p. C23.

42Edward Jay Epsteih, News From Nowhere, (New York:
Random House, 1973), p. 79.

43

Flax, "Squeeze on networks," p. 85. 44IBID., p. 90.

40

l|42
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The financial importance of ratings has led to some
interesting prograrming decisions. At CBS, for example, a
made-for-TV-movie was shown over a Carter "Fireside Chat" on
the pending Panama Canal treaties and, in a move that caused
former CBS News chief Fred Friendly to resign in disgust, "I
Love Lucy" reruns were shown in place of the Senate foreign
relations committee hearings on the continuation of the Vietnam
War.45

The networks' approach to their audiences is one of
market segrentation and market positioning. As with businesses,
the networks riust analyze the market structure and then determine
what position within that market would be most beneficial. As a
result, they must consult data on the psychographics and
demographics of their audiences. Age, sex and income of the
viewers all help determine the type of programming as well as
the rates charged for advertisements during such prograrming.
"A program which attracts a higher-than-average percentage of
men or one that appeals to young adults can charge higher rates."'46
The 14-t0-49 age group and upscale (or upper income) audiences

. . 7
are the most i1mportant to advertlsers.4

As a result, a highly
rated show may be dropped for drawing the wrong audience. Such
was the fate of the Lawrence Welk show, dropped because its appeal

was to viewers over 4948and "Hee Haw," dropped because rural

viewers are not as desirable as urban viewers.49 It should be

45Reel, The Networks, pp. 98-99.

46Matusow, Evening Stars, p. 160.
47

Flax, "Squeeze on the networks," p. 90.

48Reel, The Networks, p. 8. 49IBID., p. 9.
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noted that, due to the varied psychographics and demographics
of audiences, shows like those just mentioned often do well
in syndication.

CBS has used "make goods," or free commercial space
given to advertisers if the desired audience is not delivered, as
a dermographic/psychographic guarantee to up-front buyers.SO
This is a good method to ensure an audience, but it is also

expensive and is therefore not always available.

THE IMPORTANCE AND INFLUENCE OF RESEARCH

Since most newscasts of a given geographical area
tend to cover primarily the same stories, the ratings are seen
as a reflecticn of the audiences' satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with those people delivering the news. While the ratings services
provide numbers, psychographics and demographics of viewing
audiences, "they don't tell why viewers watch, or what they
might prefer to see instead."51 This has become the job of
the market researcher and news consultant, who have conducted
extensive research concerning irage, credibility and audience
acceptance of the ever-visikle personnel who bring us the news
via television. In one such study, Frederick Williams outlined
seven factors contributing to audience acceptance of newscasters.
They are: general evaluation (beautiful-ugly); vocal confidence;
vocal quality (light-heavy); apparent character; enthusiasm and

receptivity; efficiency-reliability; and bias (biased—unbiased).52

5OFlax, "Squeeze on the Networks," p. 90.

51Matusow, The Evening Stars, p. 161.

52Ffederick Williams, "A Factor Analysis of Judgments
of Radio Newscasters," Journal of Broadcasting, Spring.,
1963, p. 143.
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In an unpuklished study at Indiana University, Mervin
Lynch, Dick Yoakum and Ludphy Argukee isolated six dimensions
of judgrment of local station television newscasters. They found
professional nature, reliability, education, friendliness,
style of presentation and attractiveness as factors in the
selection processes of the 60 adults, parents and student friends

53

in the study's sarple. A later study by Lynch and Leonard H.

Sassenrath confirmed these findings.s4 Another study by Rcbert
K. Tiemans suggests that camera angle alcne may influence

audience perception.55

A study by Herschel Shosteck found
voice and speech to be more important than professional
characteristics as a basis for viewer appeal.56 In a two
year survey of nearly 1,000 people, Gerald M. Goldhaber found
the viewers prefer, "a soothing, comfortable" and trustworthy

57

personality. In a study where the sample consisted of

newscasters, the newscasters themselves, management, co-workers,
and family were ranxked as the strongest perceived sources of

. 58
the newscasters' n-camera 1irage.

53I-Zervin D. Lynch and Leonard H. Sassenrath, "Dimensions

of Fersonality Association of Television Network
lewscasters," Journal of Brcadcasting, Winter, 1965-66, p. 34.
541BID., p. 37.

55Robert K. Tiemans, "Some Relationships of Camera Angle
to Cormmunicator Credibility," Journal of Broadcasting,
Fall, 1970, p. 490.

56Herschel Shosteck, "Factors Influencing Appeal of TV News
Personalities," Journal of Broadcasting, Winter, 1973-74, p.70.

57"Viewefs found to favor a comfortable anchor," New
York Times, April 28, 1981, p. C10.

58Rick Houlberg and John Dimmick, "Influences of TV
Newscasters' On-Camera Image," Journal of Broadcasting,
Autumn, 1980, p. 485. :
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While the research just discussed gives a good general
idea of what viewers desire in newscasters, it is not specific
enouch to have irmplications in any individual rrograrming.
This has becore the job of news consultants, who, "using greatly
refined teclniques for measuring audience preferences, were able
to pretest news formats, cn-air perscnalities, even sukject
59

ratter.' Rarbara Matuscw, in The Evening Stars, discusses

the job and irpact of news consultants:

...who advised statiors on everything from sets, graphics,
and personalities, to the kinds of rnews stories they should
ccver; anything, in short, that would boost ratings. As
Broadcasting noted in a 1976 report on consultants: "It

was the swiftness of some of those rating turnarounds that
dazzled the industry and elevated the news consultant to
reigning lords of local news." In 1970, for instance,
WFIL-TV (later named wWPVI) went from fourth to first place
in news in Philadelphia within one year of retaining Frank
Magid, one of the industry's best-known '"news doctors."00

Magid, soretires called, "the think tank in the cornfield,"
ermploys 210 persons and services over 100 TV stations.61 Having
been employed ky ABC for many vears, he has been credited with
the slick packaging of ABC's local newscasts, "which were

. . . . . 2 '
criticized for allecgedly engagling in 'happy talk.'" ™ In spite
of the criticism, this style has been used in local newscasts
throughout the United States and, as shall be rore thoroughly
discussed later, has kegun to surface in naticnal newscasts.
Matusow gives a detailed analysis of the innovaticns that have

becore starndardized as a result of consultants' advice. These

innovations follow, in some cases supplemented with examples

59Matusow, Fvening Stars, p. 161. 6OIBID., p. 157.

61Bob Marich, "NBC hires Magid research team," Advertising
Age, Decermber 19, 1983, p. 43. ©21BID.
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drawn from personal ckservations of television newscasts:

1. A faster paced newscast, including more items and
shorter iterms. Magld, for exarple, recormrended that
stories read on carera be no lconger than fifteen seconds,
while film reports not exceed ninety seconds.

2. More sensationalism, including a heavier diet of such
takloid-style iters as fires, crime, sex, accidents and

the cccult. San Francisco's KGO, another Magid client,
whose call letters were jokingly referred to as "kickers,
guts and orgasms," erplcyed the formula so successfully

in the early seventies that it was able to charge three
tires as rmuch for corrercial time on its newscasts as
either of its corpetitors.

3. Greater erotional content. Consultants advised a
de-erphasis of politics ard institutional stories in

favor of huran interest stories. WDIV-TV in Detroit

has ermplcyed this method so successfully that week-long
human interest stories such as "City KNights,” a look at
night life in Detrcit, and "A Gift for Serena," the

story of a girl given the gift of speech by corputer at
{ichigan State University, have been put together and
repeated as half-hour specials at 11:30 p.m.

4. A consurmer oribudsman. These, "on-your-side" reporters
take the case of a victimized person and try to correct

the wrong.

5. Advice on ccping, or "news you can use." WDIV-TV
utilized this with Jennifer Moore's, "Forgive Us Our Debts,"
a week-long feature on getting out, and staying out,

of debt.

6. Reporter involverent, or showing the active nature

of the repcrter. All of the network affiliates in Detroit
utilize this method, especially on Xey stories such as

the Billy Sims lawsuit or the Detroit Auto Show. The anchors
and sportscasters on these stories delivered their regular
newscasts live from Pontiac and Detroit.

7. More huror, such as that of Andy Rooney. NBC's "Today"
added Willard Scott delivering the weather 1n drag. In
Detroit, WLIV-IV erplcys Dwayne X. Riley, a local version of
Rooney, and Davy Marlin Jones, the eccentric movie reviewer
who uses cards--keeping some, throwing some away and ripping
some--to indicate the value he places on individual films.
8. The friendly anchor team. This is the "happy-talk"
formula mentioned earlier.

9. Longer newscasts. In Detroit, WXYZ-TV (ABC) runs local
news from 5 to 6:30 p.m. while WDIV-TV (NBC) and WJBK-TV
(CBS) run local news from 5:30 to 6:30 p.m.

10. - More emrphasis on local news.

The nature of the above standards is not far removed

from the theories discussed earlier. Consultants also find

62Matusow, The Evening Stars, pp. 157, 158, 159.
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a degree of cormunication pleasure or reward from news and have
suggested that it be packaged to rmake the most of such. This
has understandably led to criticism; the entertainment function
seems to be a larger concern to television news producers than

63

the quality of the news itself. In response to this criticism,

CBS News president Van Gordon Sauter argued that, "all those
up-scale people who criticize it can't put together one tenth
of one percentage of a rating point ketween them.“64 Magid's
response smacks less of emotion or bias. He advised one of
his clients that:
Ratings rise when a broadcaster is successful in exposing
the listener to what he wants to hear, in the very
personal way he wants to hear it. In terms of news, this
means ratings are improved not when listeners are told what

they should know, but what they want to hear.65

Tony Schwartz, TV writer for the New York Tirmes,

analyzed what all of this has meant at the local level:

What's happening is simple enough: News has become a hit,
the largest scurce cof revenue for many local stations.

Not long ago, stations produced short, local news programs,
rmestly to meet their license obligations, and didn't
expect to make money. But recently, stations have discovered
that news--particularly when it's presented in jazzy,
dramatic fashion--can be riore entertaining than reruns

of "Love Boat" and "fFantasy Island." And that suits

local staticns just fine. It is often cheaper to add a
half-hour to a newscast than to fill the time slots with
high-priced network reruns.b6

Given the financial success of the local style to news

programming, it is no surprise that the networks now seem to

63V.M. Mishra, "How Commercial Television Networks Cover
News of Law Enforcement," Journalism;guarterly, Autumn,
1979, p. 611.

64

Matusow, Evening Stars, pp. 276-277. 65IBID., p. 162.

66Tony Schwartz, "when News Goes Show Biz," New York
Times, August 9, 1981, p. D23.
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be copying local news prograrmming in their efforts to win the
ratings war. Fred Friendly, who is quite critical of this
style, has stated that, "what you are seeing is the localization
of news., It's the technique of using very short pieces that
don't demand much concentration, plenty of pace, film at 11,
lots of happy talk."67 News consultant Bruce Northcott believes
that, "today, there is more of a 'Here's scme information that
is irportant, interesting and that you ray be able to use'
attitude," a styvle which he notes first surfaced on local
newscasts.68 Ed Godfrey, president-elect of the Radio-Television
News Directors Association (RTNDA), notes that, "before, they
would just end a story and go right into the break. Now, they
are using teasers across the breaks, and they are making greater
use of digital effects, things that local stations have been
doing for years."69 Cerry Soloron, executive producer of NBC's
early morning news program, believes, "that you now find at
least a predisposition to have reporter involverent in stories
in subtle ways. You might, for example sce a reporter walking
with a source while the narration continues." This,"really
began as a local phercrenon to identify local reporters to TV
audiences and to identify local stations with their reporters."7o
Newsweek TV writer Harry Waters, noting that the industry calls

this form "infotainment," described the CBS morning news as

follows:

67Tony Schwartz, "Ratings and CzS llews' Upheavals,"
New York Times, Dec. 17, 1981, p. Cl7.

68B.G. Yovovich, "Looking to local stations for
inspiration," Advertising Age, Sept. 5, 1983, p. M5.
91BID. 7CIBID.
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Charles Kuralt's ruminations have been replaced by the
chatty badinage of cchosts Bill Kurtis and Diane Sawyer.
The show now kicks off with "Star Wars" graphics and Luke
Skywalker theme music and includes Hollywood gossip from a
full-time entertainrent reporter. All this has horrified
journalistic purists, who regard CBS's new rcorning edition
as a reversion to those Newscenter/Eyewitness/Action Team
formats that inundate local stations.’/l

In addition to appearance, the networks have also tried
to follow the local affiliates in the lerngthening of the nightly
news. Unfortunately for network prograrrers, hcwever, they
have keen ret with resistance. Tony Schwartz explained the
reason:

...the resistance to accepting the extra half-hour of
rational news 1s simply a matter of money: 1t would cost
most stations one of their richest sources of profit.
Under the prime-time access rule, local stations now
program one of the half-hours between 7 and 8 p.m.--

and retain all the revenues from the commercial time

sold during that period. . . When the network provides
programming to a station--including news--the local
station is given only a small number of cormmercial spots
to sell.’?

ABC affiliates voiced another concern in deciding
wvhether to extend "Nightline" to one hour. They worried that,
"the additional half-hour would 'dilute' the progranm's impact."73
Add to these concerns the success of syndicated progranms which,
"run head-to-head with say, the 'CBS Evening News,' winning
74

audiences and advertising dollars from network programs,"

and it becomes easy to understand why the affiliates are

lHarry F. Waters and Neal Karlen, "Crunch in the morning,"
Newsweek, Sept. 13, 1982, p. 84.

72Tony Schwartz, "Local Stations Unhappy." New York
Times, October 16, 1981, p. Cl9.

73"Ar1edge reports on ABC News," Broadcasting, May 16, 1983,
p. 76. :

74John S. DeMott, "Sharing that syndication gravy,"
Time, August 15, 1983, p. 47.
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unwilling to accept a one-hour network newscast.

Tony Schwartz found that, "NBC has been the slowest of
the three networks to adcpt a glossier new look and style, but
its evening news program is also consistently the lowest rated
of the three."75 With two recent announcements, the network
seems to finally be adapting to the programming realities of
news. For the first time, NBC has hired a consultant. Frank
Magid Associates will begin working for NBC in 1984 after their
ABC contract expires. Magid will, however, be retained at ABC's
Detroit and San Francisco affiliates.76 NBC will also have a
new News president; Lawrence Grossman will replace Reuven Frank

in May, 1984.77 Grossman ranaged to persuade PBS stations to

allow the one-hour extension of "The Macneil/Lehrer Report,"

which has prompted Diane Mermigas of Advertising Age to

speculate that, "NBC officials could be looking for Mr. Grossman
to work the same Xkind of magic with network affiliates, who
have been resisting ore-hour expansion of the "WBC Nightly News"
for years."78

While ABC News president Roone Arledge has been credited

with changing the style, rresentation and prcriotion of network

7
nevws, ° "there seems to be general agreement that CBS News has

75Tony Schwartz, "Why TV News Is Increasirqaly Being
Packaged as Entertainment,” New York Times, Oct. 17,
1982, p. Bl.

7§Marich, "NBC hires Magid," p. 43.

7Diane Mermigas, "NBC lands Grossman for News,"
Advertising Age, Dec. 12, 1983, p. 6. ‘BIBID.

79Tony Schwartz, "The tumult in TV News," New York Tires,
March 1, 1982, p. Cl5.
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been in the fcrefront of implermenting changes in its news
i 9 n80 £ 1
operations. Insofar as these changes were implemented as a
result of sacgging ratings, it seers worthwhile to examine the
situation.

CES NEWS REACTS TO THE RATINGS

As discussed earlier, CBS has enjoyed the ratings lead
in news for years, but the ratings began to slip following th
retirement of Walter Cronrxite. Dan Rather, Cronkite's
replacement, was obviously nervous about his role and, as
Barkara Matusow explains, it showed on camera:

When Rather finzlly made his debut on March 6, 1981, an
air of defeatism hung over the enterprise. For the first
few months, Rather looked ill at ease on screen, his
manner almost tentative as he tried out<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>