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Inside Katie Couric

Is it the end of television news as we know it?  Or just a recognition that the news has already changed, and is no longer the all-boys club that it used to be?

When Katie Couric announced that she was leaving NBC’s morning show to become the first female solo anchor for a broadcast network newscast, she became the big story of the day.  The war in Iraq was all but forgotten and immigration reform was pushed to the background as the news covered Couric’s hairdos, wardrobe, and her new salary--$60 million over four years.  The normally staid Times of London looked at all the fuss and wondered aloud, “Why do they care so much?”
 

Couric was the longest-serving anchor--15 years--in the 54-year history of The Today Show, and many critics genuinely doubted her credentials as a serious journalist.  Now she would become the Anchor and Managing Editor of The CBS Evening News, the hallowed beacon of television journalism that Walter Cronkite and Dan Rather had built.  Her critics pointed out that Katie was best known as the girl with the perfect look and the perky smile who had done more "on-air weddings" and cooking in the studio kitchen than hard-hitting interviews with world leaders.  

And was she objective?  Conservatives said Couric’s work on Today revealed a liberal bias.  They insisted she was soft on Democrats and hard on Republicans, soft on abortion and hard on the war in Iraq.
  But liberals said her bias was shown in the opposite direction.  They said she often failed to challenge guests who asserted conservative falsehoods and doubted liberals even when they were telling the truth.

Both Couric’s fans and detractors point out that she is the first network anchor who has had a nationally televised, on-camera colonoscopy, which she had after her husband died of colon cancer at the age of 42.  Critics said it was an outlandish publicity stunt, but her fans declared it an act of incredible courage.  She won a Peabody award for that program.  She has also won six Emmys and several other awards for her journalistic and humanitarian work.  She has brought so much attention and money to colon-cancer research that a University of Michigan study attributed a national surge in colonoscopies to the "Couric Effect."

One thing that most observers seem to agree on:  Katie is coming to this job at a time when news at all the networks is in a state of turmoil.  Viewership is being drained away by cable, the Internet and new media.  To make matters worse, the average age for viewers of CBS Evening News is around 60, which does not bode well for the future.

Can Couric—or any anchor—save network news?  As one veteran journalist pointed out, 

The technological changes -- the Internet, iPod, on-demand video on multiple formats and things we’ve probably yet to see – are changing the nature of news in more profound ways than a new anchor ever could. It’s a changing landscape and everyone seems to be scrambling to figure it out and keep up. If Couric and a newer version of the “Evening News” fit into this new world, CBS will naturally benefit. In the end, the real test may well be the number of cell phone screens she appears on, not TV screens.
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