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Chapter One

NEWS MATTERS

he story is a legend now, but it really did happen. Early in

the morning of June 17, 1972, inside the headquarters

of the Democratic National Committee in Washington’s
Watergate office building, police arrested five men wearing business suits
and rubber surgical gloves and carrying cameras and sophisticated bug-
ging devices. The Washington Post assigned a longhaired newsroom
roustabout named Carl Bernstein and one of the paper’s newest reporters,
Bob Woodward, to report the story. Over the next two years they unrav-
eled a tangled conspiracy of political spying and dirty tricks, wiretaps,
break-ins, secret funds and a criminal cover-up—all orchestrated by
President Richard Nixon’s White House.

For a long time the Post was the only news organization to take Water-
gate seriously. The Washington establishment brushed the story off, and
Nixon’s allies put pressure on the Post to drop it. But after months of
Woodward and Bernstein’s revelatory stories, government investigators
and then the Congress joined the pursuit. Impeachment proceedings
began, and on August 9, 1974, Nixon became the first president of the
United States ever to resign his office. Watergate became an example for
the ages, a classic case when journalism made a difference.

Good journalism does not often topple a president, but it frequently
changes the lives of citizens, both grand and ordinary.

When Robert Hopkins telephoned Washington Post columnist Court-
land Milloy, he was sixty-five years old, a diabetic on kidney dialysis three
times a week and the desperate father of three young children, ages four,
five and six. Their mother had abandoned the family soon after the birth
of the youngest child and shortly before Hopkins’s illnesses had been dis-
covered. When Milloy met the Hopkins family, they were squatters in
an abandoned apartment complex in a run-down Washington neighbor-
hood. The children charmed Milloy, as did Hopkins’s determination
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to hold his family together, get his kids off to school and find them
something to eat. They were surviving on $566 a month in social security
benefits.

“Robert Hopkins says he hopes I can help,” Milloy wrote in the Post.
“With his health deteriorating and his children’s needs skyrocketing, he
reluctantly places his case before the court of last resort.”

After Milloy’s column appeared, Hopkins received $10,000 in dona-
tions from readers. A widow with a comfortable house invited Hopkins
and his children to move in with her. Other readers offered to take the
Hopkins children to restaurants and amusement parks, to mentor and
tutor them, to buy them clothes. In a second column, Milloy described
Hopkins opening letters containing checks and offers of help: “ “Who are
these people?” [Hopkins] asked, tears of amazement in his eyes. ‘Are they
real?’ ”

Good journalism holds communities together in times of crisis, pro-
viding the information and the images that constitute shared experience.
When disaster strikes, the news media give readers and viewers something
to hold on to—facts, but also explanation and discussion that can help
people deal with the unexpected. So on September 11, 2001, and for some
time after, Americans remained glued to their televisions, turned in
record numbers to online news sites and bought millions of extra copies
of their newspapers to help absorb and cope with the horrors of shocking
terrorist attacks on the United States. In the weeks that followed, good
reporting allowed Americans to participate vicariously in the investiga-
tions of the terrorists and the government’s planning for retaliation.
Journalists could educate Americans about Islamic extremists, the history
of Afghanistan, the difficulty of defending the United States against
resourceful and suicidal terrorists, and much more. Journalism defined
the events of September 11 and their aftermath. In those circumstances the
importance of journalism was obvious, and much discussed.

Whether widely noticed or not, good journalism makes a difference
somewhere every day. Communities are improved by aggressive, thor-
ough coverage of important, if everyday, subjects like education, trans-
portation, housing, work and recreation, government services and public
safety. Exposure of incompetence and corruption in government can
change misbegotten policies, save taxpayers money and end the careers
of misbehaving public officials. Revelations of unethical business prac-
tices can save consumers money or their health. Exploration of the
growing reach of computer databases can protect privacy. Disclosure
of environmental, health, food and product dangers can save lives. Exami-
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nation of the ways society cares for the poor, homeless, imprisoned,
abused, mentally ill and retarded can give voice to the voiceless. News
matters.

In 1999 the Chicago Tribune documented the experiences of scores
of men sentenced to death in Illinois who had been beaten by police
into confessing crimes, had been represented at trial by incompetent
attorneys or had been convicted on questionable evidence. Soon after the
newspaper published its findings, the governor of Illinois suspended all
executions.

Houston television station KHOU began reporting in February 2000
that Ford Explorers equipped with certain kinds of Firestone tires had
been involved in dozens of fatal highway accidents. Its reports led to
nationwide news coverage, federal investigations and the recall of mil-
lions of tires, undoubtedly saving many lives.

The Star-Ledger in Newark, investigating the 1998 shooting of four men
by New Jersey state police, used the newspaper’s lawyers to force the state
to disclose records that showed state police had targeted black motorists
by using racial profiling. The paper’s stories drew national attention to the
police practice of drawing up the profiles of “typical” criminals based on
race and stopping random suspects based on such profiles. This reporting
helped create a national political issue and led to action by both the state
and federal governments to reduce the use of profiling.

Salt Lake City television station KIVX and the city’s two daily news-
papers, the Salt Lake Tribune and the Deseret News, uncovered corruption
in the bidding process that had won the 2002 winter Olympic games for
Salt Lake City. The city’s Olympics promoters had showered gifts and
financial favors on members of the International Olympic Committee
and their relatives. This news mushroomed into the biggest scandal in the
history of the Olympics and led to changes in bidding for future games. It
also shook the pillars of the Salt Lake City community.

The Oregonian newspaper in Portland found that many of the 140,954
holders of disabled parking permits in Oregon were not disabled at all but
had obtained their permits fraudulently. By using a computer to compare
the state’s permit records with Social Security Administration data, the
newspaper discovered that holders of 13,412 disabled parking permits
were dead; able-bodied relatives were renewing and using the dead peo-
ple’s permits to park free at meters. State officials promised a crackdown
on abusers and changes in procedures for issuing and renewing permits.

The Miami Herald exposed pervasive voter fraud in the 1997 Miami
mayoral election. Campaign workers for the mayor and other candidates
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registered nonresidents at phony addresses in the city, validated absentee
ballots for people living outside Miami, punched other voters’ absentee
ballots without their permission and paid $10 each to poor and homeless
people to persuade them to vote. The election result was subsequently
overturned in court.

The Philadelphia Inquirer revealed in 1998 that police had manipulated
their crime records to make the city appear safer than it was in widely
publicized FBI statistics. The police erased some crimes from their
records entirely, and downgraded robberies, burglaries, car break-ins,
stabbings and assaults to minor offenses like “threats,” “lost property,”
“vandalism,” “hospital cases” and “disturbances,” which are not included
in the FBI’s accounting of serious crimes. The Inquirer reported later that
Philadelphia police had also failed to investigate thousands of sexual-
assault complaints, rejecting many of them as “unfounded” and hiding
others in file drawers. Official investigations and reforms of police proce-
dures followed.

Little Rock’s Arkansas Democrat-Gazette brought to light beatings,
sexual assaults and other mistreatment of delinquent children in a state
detention center and wilderness camps in 1998. A year later, the Baltimore
Sun reported that guards were brutally beating teenagers in Maryland’s
state boot camps for delinquents. Investigations, resignations and camp
closings followed in both states.

Good journalism—in a newspaper or magazine, on television, radio or
the Internet—enriches Americans by giving them both useful informa-
tion for their daily lives and a sense of participation in the wider world.
Good journalism makes possible the cooperation among citizens that is
critical to a civilized society. Citizens cannot function together as a com-
munity unless they share a common body of information about their sur-
roundings, their neighbors, their governing bodies, their sports teams,
even their weather. Those are all the stuff of the news. The best journalism
digs into it, makes sense of it and makes it accessible to everyone.

Bad journalism—failing to report important news, or reporting news
shallowly, inaccurately or unfairly—can leave people dangerously unin-
formed. The news media failed to report adequately on the overextended
and corrupt savings and loan industry before it collapsed and cost depos-
itors and taxpayers billions of dollars during the 1980s. The press failed to
discover and expose the tobacco industry’s cover-up of evidence of the
addictive and cancer-causing effects of smoking and its clandestine mar-
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keting of cigarettes to young people until plaintiffs’ lawyers discovered
both in the course of liability lawsuits during the 1990s. At a time when
nearly half of eligible Americans don’t vote, the news media have steadily
reduced their coverage of government and elections, leaving citizens vul-
nerable to negative and misleading political advertising that fills the air-
waves instead, enriching television and radio stations during election
campaigns. Although Americans are more globally connected than ever,
most news media steadily and substantially reduced their coverage of for-
eign news during the last years of the twentieth century, depriving Ameri-
cans of the opportunity to follow the world around them. This fact was
widely discussed after the terrorist attacks of September 2001, when for-
eign stories suddenly became fashionable again.

Bad journalism can misinform. Television newscasts and many news-
papers routinely overemphasize crime news, so Americans continue to
fear that crime is getting worse when it has actually been decreasing for
years. Journalists eager to attribute the deadly bombing of the Oklahoma
City federal building in 1995 or the catastrophic explosion of TWA Flight
800 over Long Island to Islamic terrorists misled Americans before they
knew that the real culprits were Timothy McVeigh and an exploding fuel
tank on the Boeing 747. Glowing, uncritical coverage of new technology
companies in the late 1990s encouraged many Americans to sink their sav-
ings into speculative stocks and mutual funds that soon crashed, collec-
tively costing them billions of dollars.

Much bad journalism is just lazy and superficial. Local television sta-
tions lard their newscasts with dramatic video fragments of relatively
inconsequential but sensational fires and auto accidents. Broadcast and
cable networks devote news time to mindless chat and debate. News-
papers fill columns with fluffy trivia and rewrites of press releases and the
police blotter.

Bad news judgment is commonplace. “If it bleeds, it leads” is a self-
mocking slogan among local television journalists, but also an accurate
description of the reflex of television news directors to make gory crime
stories the first news items on the 11 o’clock news. The celebrity divorce,
the police raid on a massage parlor, the opening of a county fair—all too
often, it doesn’t have to be new, or factual, or interesting, or important to
be labeled “news.”

Journalists have a special role in preserving one of America’s greatest
assets, our culture of accountability. Americans expect their leaders to
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behave responsibly, and usually take remedial action when they don't.
This is an important reason why American society works better than
many others. Accountability is a crucial aspect of our national ideology,
which was based on the rejection of tyranny, defined by the founders as
the unjust use of power. Americans in positions of power generally
assume that someday they may have to account for how they have used
their power. This is especially true for those who hold power in our gov-
ernment “of the people, by the people, for the people,” but for others as
well. Corporate officers hold power over companies and their customers.
Foundation officers hold power over the distribution of vast sums of
money. Those with power in film studios, television networks, book pub-
lishers and recording companies shape our popular culture. American
society is diverse and decentralized; countless citizens exercise some power
over the lives of other citizens.

Accountability is an important check on that power. Our politicians
know that informed voters can throw them out of office; corporate CEOs
recognize the authority of their boards of directors and the influence of
their stockholders; a cop taking bribes knows he doesn’t want to get
caught. Good journalism is a principal source of the information neces-
sary to make such accountability meaningful. Anyone tempted to abuse
power looks over his or her shoulder to see if someone else is watching.
Ideally, there should be a reporter in the rearview mirror.

Solemn obligations are far from the only justification for good journal-
ism. The journalist’s ability to connect readers or viewers to the comedy
and tragedy that surrounds us all makes life richer and more rewarding.
One of the rewards of being alive is watching the world change. During
our nearly four decades in journalism we’ve seen amazing changes that
have redefined the American experience: the creation of a middle-class
majority in the United States; economic and cultural globalization; the
celebrification of just about everything; the power of America’s youth
culture to infect the country and the world; the emergence of women,
African Americans and gay people; and great migrations from Latin
America and Asia; the long and frustrating struggle with terrorism. Jour-
nalism described all of this, though not always as quickly or thoroughly as
it could have. Any attentive American could keep up with this changing
world by following the news. Good journalism gives every one of us the
opportunity to be real citizens of our own time.

Human beings are instinctively curious, and journalism relieves curi-
osity. The real workings of big-time sports, the backstage gossip from the
worlds of movies and television, the personalities and company histories
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behind the names listed on the New York Stock Exchange, new cures and
old remedies for every kind of ailment, the condition of our environment,
details of community and neighborhood life—virtually the entire range
of human curiosities is covered by good journalism. So it should matter to
Americans that the news is at risk today. In an information age, when
good journalism should be flourishing everywhere, it isn’t.

Tantalizingly, the best journalism in America is better than it has ever
been. This was demonstrated dramatically in the traumatic days that fol-
lowed the terrorist attacks in September 2001, when the best newspapers
published extraordinary editions filled with detailed reporting, emotion
and explanation. Today’s finest reporters are better educated and more
professional than their forebears; many are recognized experts in their
fields. They are more inclined to dig deeper, better able to challenge
conventional wisdom and more likely to report authoritatively on impor-
tant subjects of all kinds—business, finance, education, religion, health,
sports. The news business, once populated mostly by white men, has been
transformed by an influx of women and people of color. These journalists
have helped expand the definition of news to include more of the realities
of life in an increasingly diverse nation. And the best journalism—much
of it produced by a small number of newspapers—now reaches more
Americans than ever on the newspapers’ Internet sites and through their
relationships with, and influence on, the best news programs on televi-
sion and radio.

That’s the good news. But bad news is more typical. Too much of what
has been offered as news in recent years has been untrustworthy, irrespon-
sible, misleading or incomplete. Sometimes, good journalists with the best
intentions fall short of their aspirations or make mistakes. But the most
alarming weaknesses of the news media have been systemic, and they have
seriously undermined good journalism. Too many of those who own and
lead the nation’s news media have cynically underestimated or ignored
America’s need for good journalism, and evaded their responsibility to
provide it.

Most newspapers have shrunk their reporting staffs, along with the
space they devote to news, to increase their owners’ profits. Most owners
and publishers have forced their editors to focus more on the bottom line
than on good journalism. Papers have tried to attract readers and adver-
tisers with light features and stories that please advertisers—shopping is a
favorite—and by de-emphasizing serious reporting on business, govern-
ment, the country and the world.

If most newspapers have done poorly, local television stations have
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been worse. Typically, local stations provide little real news, no matter
how many hours they devote to “news” programs. Their reporting staffs
are dramatically smaller than even the staffs of shrunken newspapers in
the same cities. The television stations have attracted viewers—and the
advertising that rewards their owners with extraordinary profits—with
the melodrama, violence and entertainment of “action news” formulas,
the frivolity of “happy talk” among their anchors and the technological
gimmicks of computer graphics and “live” remote broadcasting.

The national television networks have trimmed their reporting staffs
and closed foreign reporting bureaus to cut their owners’ costs. They have
tried to attract viewers by diluting their expensive newscasts with lifestyle,
celebrity and entertainment features, and by filling their low-budget,
high-profit, prime-time “newsmagazines” with sensational sex, crime and
court stories.

All-news cable television channels and radio stations—to which the
networks have ceded much of the routine coverage of serious national
and foreign news—fill many of their hours as cheaply as possible with
repetitive, bare-bones news summaries and talk shows that present biased
opinions and argument as though they were news.

In the nineties, one of television’s greatest strengths, the ability to pro-
vide real-time, continuous coverage of important events as they are
unfolding, was repeatedly squandered on “wall-to-wall” blanket coverage
of less important but emotionally charged events, usually crime and
tragedy. This coverage was frequently marred by misleading reporting
and talking-head analysis that distorted the facts, meaning and impor-
tance of events like school shootings or freak accidents, projecting
sideshows into the center ring of national life.

Much of what has happened to news has been the by-product of
broader economic, technological, demographic and social changes in
the country. Most newspapers, television networks and local television
and radio stations now belong to giant, publicly owned corporations far
removed from the communities they serve. They face the unrelenting
quarterly profit pressures from Wall Street now typical of American capi-
talism. Media owners are accustomed to profit margins that would be
impossible in most traditional industries. For General Motors, a profit
margin of 5 percent of total revenue would mark a very good year, but the
Tribune Company of Chicago, which owns newspapers and television sta-
tions located all across the country, wants a 30 percent margin. Many local
television stations expect to keep 50 percent of their revenue as profit.
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Protecting such high profits can easily undermine the notion that jour-
nalism is a public service.

New technology and the increasing diversity of American society have
fragmented the news media and their audiences. Multiplying cable tele-
vision channels and Internet sites made some form of news available
everywhere, all the time, increasing the competition to be first with the
most enticing story while loosening traditional standards of confirma-
tion, accuracy, taste and fairness. The proliferation of news outlets has
shrunk the audience of each one and weakened the commercial domina-
tion of individual newspapers and television stations and networks, so
their owners and managers have been wary of increasing their investment
in news coverage or risking unpopular journalism.

Many in the news business became convinced that in an era of unpar-
alleled prosperity and security, Americans would rather be entertained
than informed. The consequences of this attitude are obvious on every
television news show, and in too many newspapers. The temptation to
push serious news aside in favor of glitz and melodrama has too often
been irresistible. A national infatuation with celebrities, both encouraged
and exploited by news media, has had a profound influence on journal-
ism. It has also tempted too many journalists to try to become celebrities
themselves.

More change is coming rapidly. Digital and satellite technology will
allow an explosion in the number of television and radio signals that con-
sumers can receive through the air, and will give local television stations
the opportunity to offer multiple channels where now they provide one.
The expansion of the country’s network of fiber-optic cable will bring
nearly infinite capacity to transmit sound, pictures and words by land-
lines into America’s homes. Soon millions of consumers will combine
television, Internet and telephone service in a single box. Advances in
wireless communications are putting cordless Internet-connected com-
puters into briefcases, handbags, pockets and mobile phones. Already, the
Internet mixes print, photo, audio and video news coverage into multi-
media packages on many Web news sites.

These developments guarantee further strain on the businesses of most
news-media owners, threatening their exceptional profitability and their
budgets for news coverage. Free news on the Internet is already compet-
ing with newsstand sales and paid subscriptions for newspapers and
magazines. The audience for television news is splintering among over-
the-air broadcasting, cable and the Internet. Advertising revenue—which



