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W
ho needs a dog when
yo u’ve got local TV
n ews? No matter
wh ere you live , i t

s eems news teams are your be s t
friend, on the streets “Working 4
Yo u ,” “On Your Si de ,” or doi n g
“Whatever It Takes.”

Unfortunately, there is less and
less substance behind the slogans, a
major new study of local television
finds. For all the “I-Team” graphics
and driving mu s i c , en terpri s e
reporting — the serious, proactive
journalism that local TV so heavily
promotes — is dropping precipi-
tously.

Iron i c a lly, the stu dy also finds
that enterprise reporting is one of
the few staples that can still build
viewer loyalty and ratings.

These are some of the findings in
year two of a multi-year study of
local television news — the largest ever undertaken — which
continues to repudiate many of the commonly held concep-
tions about the most popular news medium in America.

The 1999 study, produced by the Project for Excellence in
Journalism (PEJ) and a team of local TV journalists, univer-
sity scholars and professional researchers, confirms last year’s
finding that quality sells.

The top-scoring station in the study, WEHT in Evansville,
Indiana, covers more of its own community, including the
local schools, the environment and business, than any other
station examined and is steadily gaining viewers.

In Mi a m i , WTVJ does nearly twi ce as many in-depth seri e s
as the avera ge stati on in the co u n try and is rising in the ra ti n gs .

In Boston, WBZ covers local institutions more than the
competition, features a talented political reporter, and has
begun to turn around its fortunes.

These stati ons are not the excep-
ti on . The stu dy, wh i ch ra n ked the
qu a l i ty of 59 stati ons in 19 cities and
com p a red those re sults with ra ti n gs ,
found that the very be s t - s coring sta-
ti ons were more than twi ce as likely
to be su cceeding com m erc i a lly as
f a i l i n g. More gen era lly, a ny stati on s
with above - avera ge scores were more
l i kely to be rising in ra ti n gs than
f a ll i n g.

A year ago we found that stati on s
could su cceed com m erc i a lly nearly as
well by filling their newscasts wi t h
c ri m e , scandal and cel ebri ty — in
s h ort , a classic tabl oid approach . Th i s
year that did not hold tru e : s t a ti on s
at the very lowest end of the qu a l i ty
scale were twi ce as likely to be failing
com m erc i a lly as su cceed i n g.

The Proj ect for Excell en ce in Jo u r-
n a l i s m , an affiliate of the Co lu m bi a
Un ivers i ty Gradu a te Sch ool of Jo u r-

nalism that is funded by the Pew Ch a ri t a ble Tru s t s , also fo u n d :
■ There may be a formula to make quality sell — two years
running. Cover less crime, be more enterprising, source sto-
ries better, and above all be local. This year it helped to cover
core local institutions and concerns — from infrastructure to
education to trends.
■ There is less crime on TV than a year ago. Coverage of
crime, courts and law dropped from 28% of all stories last
year to 22%. Everyday crime stories are down from 22% to
15%. Crime is still,however, the No. 1 story topic.
■ The notion that people want shorter stories is again
debunked. Unlike last year, it is not so clear that longer is bet-
ter, but it is no negative.
■ Local TV is not all the same. It is often superficial, reactive
and thinly sourced, but the best stations this year again scored
twice as well as the worst.

Does Quality Sell?
Percentage of stations, by quality grade, 
rising in ratings
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SP E C I A L RE P O R T: LO C A L T V NE W S

Quality Brings Higher Ratings,
But Enterprise Is Disappeari n g

B Y  T O M  R O S E N ST I E L ,  C A R L  G O T T L I E B ,  A N D  L E E  A N N  B R A D Y

This study was produced by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, an affiliate of
the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism. The study uses empirical
data to measure the quality of local TV news and compare those results with ratings.
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The study examined the top-
rated half hour of news in each
city during a February sweeps
week and an April non-sweeps
week. A single team of experi-
enced professional coders ana-
ly zed 8,000 stories from 590
broadcasts, or some 295 hours of
news. The results were then put
t h ro u gh com p uter analysis by
scholars at Wellesley College and
Princeton Survey Research Asso-
ciates and assessed by a team of
journalists.

A small er stu dy of t wo major
c i ties also reveals that stati on s
con s i s ten t ly produ ced bet ter
n ewscasts at 6 p. m . than at 11
p. m . — in some cases dra m a ti-
c a lly so. WNBC in New York , a
“C ” s t a ti on at 11 p. m . , wo u l d
h ave been the best newscast in
the stu dy at 6 p. m . Why do news c a s ters produ ce su ch differen t
produ cts for different time slots? (See Six O’ Cl ock Rock s .)

Perhaps the most startling finding — and unequ ivocal —
is the drop ac ross the boa rd in how mu ch en terprise report-
ing stati ons do versus a year ago. More than 80% of s t a ti on s
received “ D” or “ F ” grades for en terprise — su ch things as
the nu m ber of i nve s ti ga tive stori e s , s pecial series or to u gh
i n tervi ews they do. Last ye a r, on ly 25% of s t a ti ons received
these low grade s . Am ong repeat stati on s , 17 of 19 saw thei r
en terprise grades fall . Over all ,s cores on three key en terpri s e
c a tegories dropped by a qu a rter from last ye a r. Covera ge of
breaking news , a staple of l ocal TV that requ i res a lesser but
s ti ll notable level of ef fort , is also dropp i n g. Me a nwh i l e , s t a-
ti ons aired 25% more out - of - town feeds than they did the
year before .

Evi den ce su ggests that the drop may be due in part to ever-
increasing pressure on newsroom finances, particularly from
having to fill more air time without getting commensurate
staff and budget increases. (See The Budget Game.)

Al t h o u gh the second year con f i rms the noti on that qu a l i ty
is a powerful stra tegy for financial su cce s s , l ocal news is sti ll
in need of a though tful fix. Over all , the face of l ocal TV news
a gain appe a rs on e - s i ded and re active . More than nine in ten
s tories come from ei t h er the po l i ce scanner or planned news
even t s . Less than one in ten come from journ a l i s t s’ own ini-
ti a tive . Am ong those stories invo lving con trovers y, on ce
a gain a tro u bling 55% give on ly one point of vi ew. Th ere are ,
h owever, s ome signs of i m provem en t . Fewer stories foc u s
a round com m on p l ace incidents — su ch as car acc i dents and
everyd ay crime — though the nu m ber is sti ll high , 40% ver-
sus 46% a year ago.

In 1998, s ome cri tics won dered wh et h er what the stu dy
i den ti f i ed as good journalism had a bias tow a rd small er
c i ti e s . Nine of the 10 best stati ons last year were in small er
c i ti e s , those with fewer than 910,000 TV househ o l d s . Th i s
year the oppo s i te is tru e : s even of the top ten stati ons are
in cities with more than 1.3 mill i on TV househ o l d s .
Al t h o u gh our top stati on is again WEHT in Eva n s vi ll e , t h e
96th largest market in the co u n try, the second- and third -
h i ghest scoring stati ons were WTVJ in Miami and KRO N
in San Fra n c i s co.

Perhaps the best ex p l a n a ti on for
why local news looks the way it does is
money. News executives responding
to a PEJ survey about resources say the
biggest obstacle to quality is a “lack of
staff” at a time when they are being
asked to fill an expanding news hole.
Indeed, those station executives who
provi ded an answer ack n owl ed ged
that they require reporters to produce
at least one story a day, a demand that
precludes most in-depth or enterprise
reporti n g. The re a s on for these
intense demands has to do with the
extraordinary profit expectations that
perm e a te local news or ga n i z a ti on s
and Wall Street. Of those stations that
provided answers to the question, the
average pre-tax profit margin expect-
ed of local news was 40%.

This suggests it is a misconception
to assume that local TV news merely

reflects what viewers want. Local TV news gives viewers what
the resources allow.

In focus groups we con du cted in two citi e s , vi ewers who reg-
u l a rly watch ed local TV
n ews overwh el m i n gly
said they wanted news
that was more meaning-
f u l , m ore va ri ed , m ore
i n - depth and “hit cl o s-
er to hom e .”

“ C o m m u n i t y
i n terests are not
being served ,” s a i d
a vi ewer in
At l a n t a . An o t h er,
in Tu c s on , s a i d ,
“ It’s not impor-
tant to be firs t .
G et the story
s tra i gh t .”

The audi-
ence for local
n ews is decl i n-
i n g, as has the audi-
en ce for net work news . An 
ori en t a ti on tow a rd meeting immed i a te
profit demands, which fails to invest in the content 
that vi ewers re a lly want, is likely to fuel that decl i n e .

WHAT IS QUALITY?
In this second year, the definition of quality remains the

one established by our “design team” of local TV news pro-
fessionals. (See Design Team.) It emphasizes mastering the
basics: Newscasts should accurately reflect their entire com-
munity, cover a broad range of topics, focus on what is sig-
nificant, make it locally relevant, balance stories with multi-
ple points of view, and rely on authoritative sources. (See
What is a “Good” Newscast?)

We again used the system developed by a separate team of
university and professional researchers to rate newscasts on a

Top Five Local News Topics
Percentage of stories by broad topic category
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point scale according to these crite-
ria. (See Who Did the Study and
Methodology.) A caveat: To keep
the grading objective, a story can
score well if the reporter includes
all the right elements, even if the
presentation is lacking.

Just as in the first year, quality
scores were then correlated to the
l a test Ni el s en Media Re s e a rch
household ratings encompassing a
three-year period beginning in May
1996 and ending February 1999.

The stu dy con ti nues to probe
three major questions: How would
one define a “good” newscast?
Does con tent affect ra ti n gs? Are
t h ere su ccessful qu a l i ty stati on s
that can serve as industry models?
In addition, this year we examined
the differences between news at 6
p.m. and 11 p.m., and began to
examine trends over time.

This year 19 cities were random-
ly selected after ensuring popula-
tion and geographic balance. Eight
cities were repeated from the first
year, and 11 cities were new.

In some citi e s , su ch as New
Orleans, we saw wide differences in
qu a l i ty. The best stati on , W W L ,
scored nearly double that of the
worst stati on , WG N O. In other
cities, such as Minneapolis-St. Paul,
we saw signs of a news culture in
place. Three of the city’s four sta-
tions, KARE, KSTP and WCCO,
shared similar traits and an empha-
sis on in-depth coverage. All earned
the same above-average grade.

In Mi a m i , a city known for a pulsating style of n ews
on ce call ed “the qu i ck and the de ad ,” a new news cultu re
s eems to be evo lvi n g, less vi o l ent and more en terpri s i n g
but sti ll moving to a rhythm that might be out of p l ace in
m a ny citi e s . Miami was the stu dy ’s secon d - best market ,
a f ter small - m a rket Eva n s vi ll e ; n one of the four stati on s
s cored lower than a solid “ B.” ( See Miami Vi ce No More . )

QUALITY VERSUS RATINGS
If anything, quality in this year’s study proved an even more

reliable path to success than in year one. We saw it in good
stories at successful stations. Chicago’s dominant WLS does a
multi-part series about the changing role of fathers in today’s
society. Minneapolis’s KSTP does a “Focus 5”segment detail-
ing the financial ordeal of one woman to show the dangers of
tempting credit card offers.

We also saw quality’s value in the overall numbers. The top-
ten scoring stations in the study were more than twice as like-
ly to be rising in ratings (50%) than falling (20%). The pat-
tern holds up by a smaller margin when examining a broader
category of quality, all A and B stations, with 44% rising and
36% falling.

The low road did not fare as well
this year. The 10 worst-scoring sta-
ti ons were twi ce as likely to be
falling in ratings (60%) as rising
(30%). Among all D&F stations,
again more were dropping (46%)
than rising (39%).

We saw some big changes in qual-
ity among the stations studied both
years, much of it for the better. At
the 19 stations where we studied the
same time slot, 12 rose in quality
while seven fell. This finding could
be simply random. Or, to be opti-
mistic, stations may be responding
to the scores earned in the first year.

In some cities, improving quality
coincided with changes in either
news directors or general managers.
This was true at WCCO in Min-
neapolis (up from an F to a B with
new GM Jan McDaniel), at rival
KSTP (from D to B with news
director Scott Libin) and at Evans-
ville’s WFIE (from C to A with new
GM Lucy Himstedt). While money
and the market affect what goes on
the air, people are ultimately mak-
ing these decisions based at least in
part on their gut and their values.

We saw evidence that quality can
be contagious, as in Boston and
New York, where every station got
better. We saw signs, too, that get-
ting worse can become a trend. In
Louisville, in a deadlocked race for
No. 1, all three stations changed for
the worse.

TWO ROADS TO SUCCESS?
A year ago we found two paths to ratings success: quality or

tabloid. Nearly two-thirds of the very best stations and the
very worst were enjoying market success. We theorized that
the audience for local news was not so much schizophrenic as
segmented. One group liked news full of sensation, revela-
tion, scandal and celebrity. Another liked a more sober infor-
mation-based approach.

Why didn’t the low-road stations fare as well this year? One
explanation is simply that we measured different markets.
Another possibility is that the tabloid approach is getting old.
A third is that our segmentation theory was simply wrong.

A close look at the data su ggests that low - s coring stati on s
this year were put ting a thinner produ ct on the air. As a gro u p,
t h ey were on ly half as likely to re s pond qu i ck ly to bre a k i n g
even t s , n e a rly twi ce as likely to send a camera wi t h o ut a
reporter, and twi ce as likely to use out - of - town feed s . Th ey put
fewer ex perts on the air, were more likely to air on e - s i ded sto-
ri e s , and rel i ed more on single and anonymous sources than
t h ey did a year ago. The nu m bers ju m ped out at us.

Was this year’s sample simply different? When we looked at
repeat stations with low scores, we saw the same decline. Six
of the seven repeaters scored lower in these categories —
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which reflect a station’s ability to respond effectively, to get
people on camera — not on their broadcast style.

Then we looked at every repeat station in the study regard-
less of grade, those 19 stations where we examined the same
newscast both years. While the majority improved in several
categories that didn’t cost anything, such as variety of topics
covered, all 19 dropped markedly, an average of 12%, in the
areas relating to enterprise.

This year’s results,therefore,neither prove nor disprove the
theory that audiences are segmenting into different prefer-
ence groups. But they suggest a more important trend.
Whether looking at enterprise, quality of sourcing, or getting
both sides of the story, the findings suggest that when it
comes to categories that require time and effort, newsrooms
are stretching their resources, perhaps to their long-term
detriment.

HOW TO MAKE  QUALITY SELL
This year we seem to be closer to identifying a handful of

key elements that help make quality sell. Keep in mind, con-
tent is not the only factor that might shape ratings. Anchors,
set, lighting, lead-in, viewer history, all play a role.

Once again we split the stations into groups: At the high
end are what the study defines as “master”stations,those with
high quality (an A or B grade) and rising ratings (an up
arrow). “Earnest” stations are those with high quality and
declining ratings (a down arrow).

Some findings are supported two years running:
■ Master stations cover less crime than earnest (also less triv-
ial and less out-of-town crime).
■ Master stations are more local (88% of stories were locally
relevant versus 80% for earnest,a bigger differential than last
year).
■ Master stations show more enterprise. They are nearly
twice as likely as earnest stations to do multi-part series, for
instance, and rely less on out-of-town feeds.
■ Master stations are 31% less likely to use anonymous
sources. This not only reinforces last year’s findings, it also
reinforces our focus groups, where citizens repeatedly com-
plained about unnamed sources. “Whenever the news tells me
‘a source said,’ I think ...somebody is dropping leaks or some-
thing. [It] seems sort of dirty, underhanded,” said a viewer in
Atlanta.

Viewers still apparently like seeing everyday citizens in the
news. Master stations remained the most likely to air person-
on-the-street interviews. Yet there are signs this year that
viewers turn off if they perceive tragedy being exploited. Mas-
ter stations are 16% less likely than earnest stations to put vic-
tims and their family members on
the air.

Perhaps the most tantalizing
new finding is that master stations
are more likely to cover the core
i n s ti tuti ons and con cerns that
hold a community together. If one
creates an index to measure how
many stories a station is doing
a bo ut major local insti tuti on s ,
businesses, economics,infrastruc-
ture, legislatures and social issues,
master stations produce more of
these s tories — 36% versus 27% —

than earn e s t stations.
They also do more
s tories abo ut su b-
s t a n tive tren d s .
This holds true for
all rising stations
this ye a r, u n l i ke
last ye a r. An d
when it comes to
po l i ti c s , h ors e
race coverage is
b ad for ra t-
i n gs . Report-
ing on the leg-
islature is not.

THE LOW
ROAD TO
RATINGS

While we did not find evidence as suggestive as last year
that there are two paths to ratings success,stations that scored
low in quality but thrived in the market still shared some
traits.

Last year it was a classic tabloid formula — scandal, celebri-
ty, tragedy, the bizarre and breaking news. This year, the low
road to ratings was not quite so direct.

Again to simplify the discussion,call the stations with low-
quality scores (D and F grades) and rising ratings (up arrow)
“rough and ready.” Call the stations with low quality scores
and falling ratings (down arrow) “down and out.”

Few rough-and-ready stations this year could be described
as classic tabloid. Rough-and-ready stations actually covered
celebrity, scandal, crime and accidents less than down-and-
outs. They also scaled back on their coverage of the bizarre
and their focus on national news. Instead:
■ Ro u gh - a n d - re ady stati ons put the fewest vi ctims or thei r
families on the air than any newscasts — even less than
m a s ters .
■ Ro u gh - a n d - re ady stati ons also scored high er on coveri n g
the core local insti tuti ons and con cerns in their com mu n i ty,
at least com p a red to down - a n d - o ut s . On this core loc a l
i n dex , t h ey s cored 25%, com p a red with 20% for their low -
end riva l s .

Last year, rough-and-ready stations relied less on anony-
mous or single sources. They also did fewer very short stories
(under 20 seconds) and more very long stories (over two

minutes) than down-and-outs. This
year, the opposites were true.

STATIONS 
IN THE MIDDLE

One difference this year was that a
good many C stations — those in the
middle — succeeded in ratings, 42%
compared with only 30% a year ago.
Why?

This year many C stati ons shared
s ome of the winning qu a l i ties of
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good and bad stati ons en j oying market su cce s s . C ’s ri s i n g
in ra ti n gs were more local than those fall i n g, even more
l ocal than earnest stati on s . Rising C’s scored high er on our
i n dex of covering local core con cerns — infra s tru ctu re ,
i n s ti tuti on s , bu s i n e s s , etc . — earning a co ll ective 35%. Th i s
was nine points high er than C’s fall i n g, ei ght points high er
than earnest stati ons and almost equal to master. Ri s i n g
C ’s also avoi ded those out - of - town feed s , just like master
s t a ti on s .

Not all the patterns hold up. Rising C’s did more crime
than falling C’s, but, like master stations and even rough and
ready, they avoided out-of-town crime stories and stayed
local.

STORY LENGTH
Last year’s results shattered the myth that viewers — whose

attention spans are supposedly shrinking — want their news
shorter and faster. Stations at both the high and low ends
fared better by avoiding too many very short stories (under 20
seconds) and by selectively airing more very long ones.

This year, with a different sample of stations,the basic find-
ing holds up. There is no penalty for length. However, we
found less suggestion of a reward for it.

Ma s ter stati ons ten ded to run more stories over two min-
utes than did earnest stati on s . But con tra ry to last ye a r, ro u gh -
a n d - re adys ran fewer long stori e s . Wh en all stati ons were

TOPIC RANGE — Reflecting the community in its totality is
the preeminent concern. No topic should be considered
off limits. The problem is what local TV “doesn’t cover.” So
one yardstick is a ratio of the topics covered in a newscast
divided by the number of stories. The greater the range of
topics, the better the index.

STO RY FOCUS — Newscasts should be significant and
i n form a tive — as well as intere s ti n g. Topic matters less
than tre a tm en t . Thu s , the stu dy measu res the focus of e ach
s tory. Was it a larger issue or trend that affected a lot of
people? Was it a public malfe a s a n ce? Was it a major,
u nu sual event? Or was it an everyd ay inciden t , an everyd ay
c ri m e , human intere s t , cel ebri ty/scandal or popular cultu re ?

ENTERPRISE LEVEL — Being gutsy, providing depth and
context, showing initiative, and demonstrating enterprise
are also prime values. This variable measures how much
effort went into a story. Was it a station-initiated investiga-
tion, interview, or series? Was the station responding to
spontaneous or pre-arranged events? Was the story simply
taken from the news wire or a feed from another source,
or was it based on rumors or gossip? The more enterprise,
the higher the score.

NUMBER OF SOURCES — Being accurate, credible, fair, bal-
anced and honest are important. As a first step, this meas-
urement simply counts how many sources there were in a
story, or whether any sourcing was even required.

V I E W P O I N TS — As a second way of m e a su ring balance ,f a i r-
ness and cred i bi l i ty, this index notes wh et h er the story had
mu l tiple points of vi ew (no one vi ew acco u n ted for 75% of
the story ) ,m ade on ly a passing referen ce to a second poi n t
of vi ew, or con t a i n ed on ly one point of vi ew. S tories pre s en t-
ed as undisputed (a fire , the we a t h er) were noted sep a ra tely.

SOURCE EXPERTISE — Newscasts should be authoritative to
be credible.A good yardstick is the quality o f one’s
sources. This variable notes whether the source on the
given topic was a credentialed expert, impartial data, the
major actor in the story, a person on the street, an
unnamed source, or finally whether no source was cited.

LOCAL RELEVANCE — Because reflecting the community
and being relevant stands out with accuracy and fairness as
primary values,this variable measures the local connection.
Did the story affect citizens in the whole area, important
institutions in the area, major demographic or geographic
groups in the area,smaller subgroups? Or was it interesting
but with no direct connection to the community?

The study also codes stories, though allotting minimal
points, for presentation. Was the story understandable or
not? The study, finally, also noted whether stories were
sensational, which was defined as replaying video or
graphics beyond the point that added new information.

The de s i gn team does not think all stories should be alike . A
s tory abo ut big ideas might get more points than one abo ut a
com m on p l ace even t , but any story done well scored high .S t a-
ti ons that covered a lot of topics well scored the high e s t .

What didn’t win points is notabl e . Topic is con s i dered
n eutra l . A crime story might score as high as a scien ce
p i ece . S tories earn no points for len g t h . Produ cti on tech-
n i ques are con s i dered tools and not ra ted . The stu dy avoi d s
ra ting su bj ective qu a l i ties su ch as tone or nega tivi ty.

Last, if one does not agree with the design team’s frankly
quite basic “values,” it is still possible to learn from these
measurements. The values mainly note how stories were
put together. One can ignore the quality scores, and sim-
ply track which newscast characteristics audiences respond
to via the ratings data.

WHAT IS A ‘GOOD’ NEWSCAST?
The study takes an elemental approach to measuring what a “good”newscast is. A “design team” of local TV profes-

sionals defined quality as succeeding on the nuts and bolts of journalism, things like being fair, relevant, and enterpris-
ing. To measure these, the study gauges stories by a set of easily quantifiable fundamentals, such as the number of
sources. Here is a summary o f the design team’s ideas and how they’re measured.
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gro u ped by ra ti n gs trend —
u p, down or flat — no stati s ti-
cal correl a ti on bet ween story
l ength and ra ti n gs su cce s s
s h owed up.

The suggestion this year is
that story length will help you
if the story deserves it, but
not if it doesn’t. It is a matter
of taste, judgment and mix.

FOCUS GROUPS
To augm ent the lesson s

f rom the first two ye a rs of
the con tent stu dy, we also
con du cted four focus gro u p s
last wi n ter in two citi e s ,
Atlanta and Tu c s on . Th e
p u rpose was to see if vi ewers
recogn i zed what the stu dy
defines as qu a l i ty, and to dis-
cover how they re s pon ded to
the cri teri a .

One finding dom i n a ted the
d i s c u s s i on . Vi ewers are aw a re
and scornful of the tech-
n i ques local news uses to
m a n i p u l a te them . Th ey find mu ch of this laugh a bl e . “We’ve
got a hel i copter and you guys don’t ,” m ocked a Tu c s on vi ew-
er. Everyone bro ke into laugh ter. “ How abo ut ‘We bring yo u
the news firs t ,’” the modera tor asked , qu o ting a local stati on .
“ Don’t care ,” re s pon ded one vi ewer. “ Doe s n’t matter,” s a i d
a n o t h er. An Atlanta vi ewer call ed the happy talk bet ween
a n ch ors “com i c a l . . . . Th ey discuss each others’ ti e s .” Peop l e
a re  also irri t a ted by constant repeti ti on of s tories and by
te a s e s .

An o t h er finding is that vi ewers not on ly recogn i ze the
el em ents of qu a l i ty the de s i gn team bel i eves in, t h ey appre-
c i a te them . People ye a rn for local tel evi s i on news to have
m ore va lue in their live s , to be more rel evant and sign i f i-
c a n t , and to invo lve more fo ll ow - u p. A Tu c s on vi ewer
pra i s ed a stati on that was “aw a re of the more serious natu re
of the story.” Ot h ers said they wanted the news del ivered
wh en they as citi zens can sti ll have a stake in the outcom e .

The one promotional concept that viewers liked was a sta-
ti on being “On Yo u r
Side” — but only if the
station’s coverage lived
up to it.

We prom pted the
groups to see how mu ch
vi ewers re s pon ded to
other elements in local
news besides content,
the things we don’t
measure in our study.
We found anch ors
matter. “News is more
believable with a good
anchor,” said a Tucson
viewer. “You learn to
trust them just when

they get rid of them,” said
another, complaining about
turnover.

The overwh el m i n g
i m pre s s i on , h owever, s h o u l d
worry the profe s s i on . Every-
one in the focus groups con-
s i dered mu ch of l ocal tel evi-
s i on to be su perf i c i a l ,
ex p l oi t a tive and de s i gn ed to
en tert a i n . “Cut the goof y
s tori e s ,” said an At l a n t a
vi ewer. “Th ey ’re stu p i d .”
O f ten , vi ewers see local TV
j o u rnalists simply as pers on-
a l i ties not to be taken seri-
o u s ly.

BOTTOM LINES
We have now studied 101

stations in 31 cities. When
you include those cities we
have studied twice and those
in which we studied two dif-
ferent time slots, we have
data from 125 news shows.

Mu ch of the analysis sti ll
should be con s i dered theory. How firm ly can we iden tify a
formula for qu a l i ty that sells? It’s evo lvi n g. Is there a tabl oi d
road to su ccess? Th ere was last year but not nece s s a ri ly this
ye a r. Are med i oc re stati ons less likely to su cceed com m er-
c i a lly?  Perhaps not. Aga i n , m a ny factors influ en ce ra ti n gs
o t h er than con ten t .

After two years, though, the data support one conclusion
above all: quality does sell. Taking all 125 stations studied into
account,the best stations are the most likely to succeed,ahead
of those in the middle or the bottom.

At the very least, we bel i eve we can decl a re , not just the-
ori ze , that there is no com m ercial pen a l ty for good jour-
nalism on TV. If s t a ti ons produ ce poor, s en s a ti on a l i zed ,
s c a n d a l i zed , vi o l ent and ex p l oi t a tive news c a s t s , that is
t h eir ch oi ce . The market does not demand it. Bl a m i n g
lousy local news on vi ewers is a cop - o ut for incom peten ce .

The weakness in local tel evi s i on is not story sel ecti on
but exec uti on . S t a ti ons fail at the basics: s o u rc i n g, en ter-
pri s e , get ting both side s , s eeing the big pictu re . Th ere are
s i gns that stati ons are doing a bet ter job of covering more
topics and making them loc a lly rel eva n t . Yet there are dis-
tu rbing sign a l s , too, that stati ons are spre ading them s elve s
t h i n , a i ring more feed s , and doing less ori ginal work . Wi t h
ra ti n gs in decl i n e , en terpri s e , wh i ch speaks to ef fort and
i n tell ect , is one of the few things the data su ggest wi ll
bring them back . If the trend con ti nu e s , l ocal tel evi s i on
n ews may slowly be com m i t ting su i c i de .

Tom Rosenstiel, director of the Project for Excellence in Journal-
ism, is a former media critic for the Los Angeles Times and
Washington correspondent for Newsweek. Carl Gottlieb, the
Project’s deputy director, is a former broadcast news executive
with the Tribune Co. and Fox. Lee Ann Brady is senior project
director at Princeton Survey Research Associates, one of the
nation’s leading news media research firms.
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