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Final Paper – The Business Conflicts of Journalists


Business pressures create the most difficult ethical problems that journalists face today. That’s because there is an inherent conflict in news companies. The journalist’s primary goal “is to provide citizens with the information they need to be free and self-governing,” but the primary goal of a business is to make a profit. Stephen Lacy, an MSU journalism professor who specializes in business issues, explains that in a public news company, whoever controls the stock controls the news. This is because quarterly profit margins are established, and shareholders want to see those goals met or exceeded. Newspaper conglomerates began forming in the 1960s because they could make a greater profit. Partnerships between newspapers and television stations later developed for the same reason. As companies got larger, many honed in on a specific audience and cut back circulation, to maximize profits even further. Then in the 1990s, companies made budget cuts on news departments, and boosted their marketing efforts. Furthermore, Management By Objective (MBO) became a method of rewarding news executives based on company performance, automatically shifting the journalist’s priority away from citizens. Kovach and Rosenstiel say, “By the end of the twentieth century, in deed if not in name, America’s journalistic leaders had been transformed into businesspeople.” But this pattern of prioritizing profits over journalistic integrity has led to a decline in success for newspapers and television news. Knight Ridder already went out of business, and the future of the Tribune Co. is uncertain.
Lacy is also an advisory counsel for the Project for Excellence in Journalism, which performs many studies on the news media. He says that good journalism is good business, but the way it plays out can be unpredictable.  One of their studies, he says, compared news outlets that are mostly quality, mostly sensational and a mixture of the two. They found that the mixed publications got the lowest ratings and profits, while the organizations that leaned to either quality or sensational news did better. Lacy says, “The reality is it costs more to create quality journalism than it costs to create sensational journalism. So while both are profitable, the lower end is going to be more profitable.” But shouldn’t all journalists lean toward quality, as an ethical norm? One question raised in the “Quest For Ratings” episode of South Park was this: Are sensational news organizations dumbing down the public, or are they giving dumb people what they want?

The death of Anna Nicole Smith served as a superb topic for monitoring how various news media cover an event that is a mix of news and sensationalism. The Project for Excellence in Journalism monitored coverage from Smith’s death on February 8, 2007, to her burial on March 2. Certain trends are obvious from the graphs in the report, titled “Anatomy of a Feeding Frenzy.” First of all, newspapers, online publications, commercial network evening shows and radio all had similar ratios of coverage between Smith, the Iraq War and the 2008 campaign. Coverage of Smith was lowest, coverage of the war was highest and the campaign was in between. Newspapers paid the least attention to Smith, only offering about 1% of total coverage. Second, cable news and commercial network morning shows had similar ratios, with Smith as the dominant topic and the war and campaign nearly tied for second. Fox News in particular devoted 32% of all airtime during the specified time frame to Smith. These ratios were probably similar to the coverage after the Virginia Tech shootings on April 16, 2007, because there were certain sensational elements involved in the story. We discussed in class how cable news stations are in an awkward position because they have to fill 24 hours of broadcast time every day. On the other hand, the Smith story ranked 13th in newspapers during the study, falling behind stories on the campaign, Iraq, Iran and North Korea. This suggests that newspapers present the most diverse array of news stories each day.
Lacy thinks the success of a news organization has much to do with who owns the stock. At Gannet (a public news company), he says, about 98% of stock is held outside of the news section, whereas at the New York Times (a private news company), 100% of stock is inside. Adolph Ochs bought the Times in 1896 in an attempt to evade the sensational journalism of the era. Ochs built “his business plan on the idea that putting audience ahead of political and immediate financial interests was the best of all long-term financial strategies.” Eugene Meyer purchased the Washington Post in 1993 and established a similar purpose. As we discussed in class, these are the two most successful family-owned newspapers in the U.S.

But does private ownership alone dictate the quality of a news company? The Project for Excellence in Journalism released data from a five-year study assessing which characteristics make the best news organization.  The study suggests that there is no significant difference between private and public ownership when it comes to journalistic value. What the study did find is that smaller companies were more likely to create quality journalism, but local ownership was of no benefit. Strangely, the research also found that cross-ownership of newspapers and television affiliates in a certain area can lead to higher quality, because the two can share information. The study does point out, however, that these findings could be illusory. “The realities of the marketplace tend to preclude utopian results. The perfect corporation is as unlikely as the perfect market.” 

At the beginning of April, Sam Zell purchased Chicago based Tribune Co., hoping to defy the negative expectations of newspaper industry. An employee stock ownership program (ESOP) will be implemented, where employees own 60% of stock and Zell owns 40%. Although PEJ’s study demonstrates that private ownership alone isn’t enough to determine quality, there are certain aspects of this deal that could prove to be highly beneficial. For example, Zell claims that he will not interfere with the editorial aspect of the newspapers, but he is an experienced and successful businessman who can help break down assumptions of how newspapers and television stations should be run. Zell says, “Going against the conventional wisdom usually produces a positive result.” Zell sees the underutilization of the Internet as a big reason for the 36.4% drop in Tribune Co. stock over the last three years, and thinks drastic measures are in line. The article also mentions how even successful news companies like the New York Times Co. are losing more in their papers than they are gaining online. Obviously this could go either way, but one would hope that with 60% of stock in the hands of employees, any new developments incorporate a goal of establishing some level of ethical pride. 

The online world is vast and complex, but some journalists are using its possibilities to craft new kinds of news organizations. A PEJ article discusses “citizen media” outlets, which publish articles from non-professional writers. Sites such as these create a medium “that promotes the kind of civic engagement that the mainstream press in theory aspires to, but in practice has been slower to encourage.” The article focuses on New West, an online publication based in Montana that has founded local sites in Wyoming, Utah and other nearby states. However, Jonathan Weber, editor-in-chief and founder of New West, doesn’t think the term citizen media describes the publication well. New West is privately owned and has six fulltime staff members. Weber worked for the Los Angeles Times prior to founding New West, but he says the two are “hard to compare. There are certainly a lot of business pressures in both large and small companies.” He also says that New West is filling some gaps of mainstream media, but that they are young and have much growth to do. When asked if New West is highly selective with advertisements, Weber says, “Not especially, though we try to steer towards ads that will be effective, meaning ads that are a fit for our audience.” The PEJ article says that 80% of publications in this category feel that they provide exclusive information, and 75% think they help develop a stronger sense of community. Obstacles faced by citizen media sites include finding and keeping writers, getting an online audience and the potential for unprofessional or unfinished writing. Jan Schaffer, author of the report on citizen media for the Institute for Interactive Journalism, says, “It wouldn’t surprise me if we’re going to see…some mainstream media in the community setting up partnerships” with citizen media. This could be part of what Zell has in mind for the Tribune Co. 

What if the necessity to meet profit margins was removed from the equation? Perhaps a non-profit news organization could succeed in delivering information to citizens in respectable manner. Lacy thinks that non-profits will be around, but they will never be a dominant presence in journalism. He says, “On a national level—NPR, for example—they do fine. But it becomes an issue of, you can start out as a young person, and you can get by with not that much money, as long as you have health insurance. But what happens when you hit 40 and you’ve got kids that want to go to college?” Lacy thinks that the limited funding would deter would-be journalists, and would hinder reporting done by staff. “If that’s the future, then we’ll be undersupplied with news,” he says. “Those type of organizations can’t spend three months working on a story like the New York Times.”

An article by Al Tompkins on Poynter Online shares some guidelines on balancing business with journalism in television stations, but the advice can be applied across various news media. Tompkins says, “It should be clear to all advertisers that they have no influence over news content.” His second tip is that news should never be viewed as a means for providing advertising. Third, he says not to let the desire to secure or boost an audience direct your choices in the newsroom. Tompkins feels that online journalism should be presented at the same level of principles as the original product. This concern is common in the industry, especially at respected news organizations. 

The Public Editor at the New York Times, Byron Calame, wrote an article about trying to make Times Online live up to the existing newspaper. Calame says, “More editors are constantly balancing speed against completeness to decide when an article is good enough to carry The Times’s respected brand.” He points out that the web site includes many multimedia aspects, and isn’t limited to breaking news. Their plan of attack for online news is what they call a “continuous news desk.” In this fashion, stories are posted on the web site as continuous reporters construct them. Then a finalized version, written by a regular reporter, is posted the following day as it appears in the newspaper. Using this method seems to prevent regular reporters and editors from feeling an extra strain from utilizing a web site, and insures that the Times’s online news is of the same caliber as the newspaper.

It seems that all news media are undergoing changes, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. “There’s not going be a dominant form of journalism,” Lacy says. “There are going to be many forms, they’re going to take all sorts of distribution systems, and the people who run them, whether it’s profit or not, will have to provide what people want in the form they want.” He also says that public news companies will have to lower their profit margin expectations to survive. The companies that invest the most in quality news gathering and reporting will be the ones to excel in these fluctuating times. More importantly, companies have to put long term goals at higher priority than short term ones. There also must be a shift in the way news executives view their purpose. An audience is not the customer of a news organization; the audience is, in an indirect manner, the employer. Kovach and Rosenstiel say, “Newspeople are building a relationship with their audience based on their values…which the news organization then rents to advertisers.” So journalists work for the audience, and only journalists who fulfill the demands for information will succeed.

The introduction of the Internet has opened doors that could restore journalism to its purpose of serving democracy by informing citizens. Kovach and Rosenstiel explain that the growing online interaction and sharing of information is similar to the sharing of news by conversation four hundred years ago, when the U.S. was not yet a country. For the first time since monstrous news corporations expanded, their foundations are being challenged and, in some cases, demolished. Unfortunately, the possibility exists that more and more people will prefer sensational journalism to quality journalism, either because real news is too depressing or boring, or they feel too disconnected from the outside world to care. Companies will always exist to capitalize on that condition, but all hope is not lost.
 Lacy says, “There’s an emotional side and there’s a rational side, and text is oriented towards [the rational side]. So text will always be around as long as there’s a demand for it. And I think there will be. If not we’re probably in lots of trouble, in terms of our democracy.”
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