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PREFACE

Shortly after I went to work at CBS News in 1985, I rented
the movie Network, which I had not seen since it was
released in 1976. Paddy Chayefsky, the screenwriter, de-
serves full marks for prescience. A decade after he wrote it,
the gist of his movie was enacted in real life.

The philosophies of the management of his fictional UBS
and the management of CBS were remarkably similar. In
the movie, Frank Hackett, the executive who takes over at
UBS, declares: “I know that historically news divisions are
expected to lose money, but to our minds this philosophy is
a wanton fiscal affront, to be resolutely resisted.” A decade
later, money-losing news programs were a wanton fiscal af-
front to the management of CBS.

At CBS, I worked at the “Morning News,” the news divi-
sion’s biggest money-loser. It was also a good news show, or
at least it was until the decision was made to change it, and
integrity was sacrificed for the sake of ratings. In 1985 a
rating point was worth 850,000 households, and in May of
that year the ratings of the “CBS Morning News” stood at
3.3, with a viewer share of 16. This meant that roughly 2.8
million households were tuned to CBS each morning, 16
percent of the nation’s television sets. The ratings of the
rival shows, ABC’s “Good Morning America” and NBC’s
“Today,” were much higher. While these shows were mak-
ing money, the “CBS Morning News” was losing roughly
$10 million a year. To boost its ratings to 4.0, the “Morning
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News” needed another 600,000 viewers. With a 4.0 rating,
the “Morning News” could raise its advertising rates from
the $7,500 it was then charging for a thirty-second spot, and
if the program could charge more, it might begin earning
money for the network rather than losing it. Higher ratings
would also help the profits of the network affiliates that
carried the show and received time on the program to sell
their own spots. And of course, if the “Morning News” were
a higher-rated program, it would provide a stronger lead-in
to the entire CBS schedule.

The question was, how to get those ratings. The answer,
clearly, was not the way CBS went about it.
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GREAT
EXPECTATIONS

“All I want out of life is a 30 share and a 20
rating.”

—Faye Dunaway as Diana Chris-

tensen, vice-president of program-

ming for UBS, in the movie Network.

“I’ll do anything, anything, to get ratings.”
—Susan Winston, executive director of
the “CBS Morning News,” at her first
meeting with the broadcast’s senior
staff, May 5, 1986.

Every Thursday at the “CBS
Morning News,” someone from the public-relations depart-
ment would come by the newsroom and attach to the bulle-
tin board a single sheet of paper containing the latest weekly
ratings from A. C. Nielsen. Some producers would get up
from their desks to read them; others wouldn’t bother. By
the spring of 1985, shortly after I came to work at CBS News,
the ratings of the “Morning News” had been mired in the
low threes for nearly a year, and it was depressing for the
staff to receive this report card each week, a reminder that




