














































































































Media Economics

That’s Entertainment

By JaMmEes C. LESSERSOHN

isney announces plans for a “friendly” akeover of Capital Cilies/

ABC and nervous journalists quip: will Michae] Eisner make

Peter Jennings wear Mickey Mouse ears as he reports Lhe news
each evening?

Of course, a real question lurks behind this jest. Just how impor-
Lani will ABC News, not to mention Capilal Gilies' newspapers, be (o an
entertainment powerhouse like Disney?

News will be emphasized in 1he rheioric surrounding the merger.
Disney's response to skeplical government regulators will undoubtedly
contain sincere pledges to maintain the integrity and quality of ABG
News. But once the merger is completed, the profitabitity of news will
inevilably affect decisions concerning the financial resonrces available
to meef the public’s need to know.

This ¢lask of jonrnalistic and entertainment values is hardly new.
In the 1890's, William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer proved that
sensationalism sells newspapees. Almost a century Later, Rupert
Murdoch nsed the profits of his world-wide network of yellow jonmnals
to borrow (he billions of dollars necessary to acquire Mefromedia’s big
city television stations and Lhe 20th Century Fox film studio. By subse-
quently launching the Fox network, Murdoch signaled clearty that, for
him, the future of media meant entertainment, not news.

Time Warner has undergone a similar transformation. Since the
1970's, Lhe venerable publisher of Time and Fortune has remade itself
into an enteriainment colessus by acquiring the naton's second largest
collection of cable systems, HBO, Warrer Brothers films and records,
and now, barring legal obstacles, Ted Turner. Of course, Cable News
Network is a major piece of Turner's value, but the remaining Turner
properties, from the Allanta Braves and superchannel WTBS fo TNT and
the Cartoon Channel, all fall clearly on the entertainment side of the
media fence.

Other “news media™ companies have also put substantial invest-
ment dollars inlo entertainment-driven media. Cox and Newhouse rank
ainong the ten largest owners of cable systems. Hearst owns big chunks
of several highly successful cable networks: ESPN, Arts and Entertain-
ment, and Lifetime. Scripps and Multimedia (soon to become pan of
Gannem) are both involved in expensive cable channel launches.
Tribune Comypany's big city television stations form the backbone of
Warner Brothers's fledghing WB nerwork, while the company’s highest
paid employees all play for the Chicago Cubs.

The motivations for this iilt to entertainment are fairly obvious.
Estertminment is fun. Entertiinment is glamorous. And despite the fiigh
risks involved, entertainment is hot ¢n Wall Street for at least three
indispuable reasons.

First, consumers are willing to pay far more fo entettain
themselves than to inform themselves. In New York Ciry, a movie
tickel costs $8, a copy of the daily New York Times 60 cents. Cable

subscribers pay an average of about $30 a month for a package of
services weighted decidedly loward entertainment offerings; yel Lthe
average newspaper subscription still costs only $10-12 a month, and
television and radio news are essentially free.

Second, enteriainment travels belter than news. American films
and television shows attract eager audiences around the world. In
contrast, news has limited appeal outside the commnnity where it is
generated—whether thar community is a city or a natien. To salisfy
viewer and reader expeclations, even internalional events are normally
interpreled from a local point of view. Language barriers create
additional obstacles. News in translation is far more perishable than
dnbbed or sub-tilled enteriainment.

Third | advertisers increasingly buy audiences without regard
o bow they are gathered . In Lhe past, newspapers, NEWs magazines,
and network ews divisions argued snccessfully that the seriousness of
their news reports added to the credibllity of the advertising running in
these “environments.” Today, media buyers stick mostiy 1o the num-
bers, focusing their energies on maximizing coverage of the “targel
demographic” and negolialing price deals rather than finding the most
hospitable atmosphere for their selling messages.

Severely limited in their ahility to charge consumers directly for
general news and information, many news media decision-makers feel
compelled to seek bigger andiences for adverlisers by making the news
itself more entertaining. This desire to attract and keep the largest
possible audience has led 1o such innovations as the zippy presenlation
of USA Today, happy talk local news shows (“Wasn'i that a great
tomado, Gloria?”), tabloid TV news magazines, the dramaic “re-
creation” of sensational news evenis on serious network news pro-
grams, and the cxplosion of “Lalk eadio.”

But constructive dialogue can occur only when business and news
professionals both understand the need to balance demands to in-
crease profits with Lhe desire to pursue editorial excellence. Serious
journalism can only prosper in a society that values serious news.
When the public and advertisers fail to suppon the news media,
pressures to cut costs and spice things up inevitably result. Pondering
the baule between entertainment values and jonmalistic slandards,
Russell Baker argued recenily that the information superhigtay
should be renained the inloainment superhighway.

Maybe Baker is on 1o something. In a world of interaclive
infotainment, viewers armec with remote control umts could choose
for themselves to waich Peter Jennings read the news with or without
computer-generated Mickey Mouse ears. Imagine the ralings improve-
ment that power could bring,l

James Lessersobn is Managing Direcior, Corporate Planning, The
New York Times.
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