Thenews networks and
print media are tryingto
hold on to young audiences.
Will they be able to triumph
over competitors like jon
Stewart’s The Daily Show?
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_ and real—news networks,

whﬂe in fhe pmcess makmg American citizens

less mformed But'fo the Comedy Central

show’s host, Jon Stewart, it's comedy. I'sa

“selfish pursuit” that just happens to average

more than 1.1 million viewers a night.

“We don’t make things up. We just distill

it to, hopefully, its most humorous nugget,”
Stewart told Bill Moyers on PBS's Now in

2003. “And in that sense, it seems faked and

skewed just because we don’t have to pretend

to be objective. We can just put it out there.”
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Stewart, 42, drove home the point by reminding the hosts on
a now-({in)famous appearance on CNN's Crossfire that the show
leading into his is “puppets making prank phone calls.”

As benign as Stewart's satirical news program may seem to
some, its increased ratings among 18- to 34-year-olds are part of
a trend that has started real-news directors and publishers down
a path of trying to reclaim young viewers and readers.

Getting the News

At this point, the news business is willing to try almost anything
to get young folks to pay attention, because they haven't been
for years. In 1972, 46 percent of
Americans 18 to 22 said they read a
newspaper once a day. By 2002, that
number had shrunk to 21.1 percent.
Young people aren’t watching tra-
ditional television news program-
ming either: While 5o percent of
people 65 or older watch network
news broadcasts, only r7 percent of
people under 30 do.

And while it's commonly as-
sumed that some of the missing
demographic can be found watch-
ing cable channels or surfing the
Internet for their news fix, it's not
clear that's true either. Cable au-
diences are overwhelmingly com-
posed of viewers older than so.
And studies of Internet usage can
yield vastly different conclusions.
A 2003 survey conducted by the
Pew Research Center indicated
that 46 percent of people under
30 go online for news at least
once a week, while a 2002 poll of
18- to 24-year-olds found that only
11 percent said they use the Inter-
net to learn about the news.

“I think this is a big challenge
for the [news) professionals who
have sort of steered this ship so
far—trying to figure out how to
land it,” says Jay Rosen, who chairs
the journalism department at New
York University. “I don't think they know.”

Appealing to Youth

That hasn't stopped publishers and television executives from
trying. Newspaper publishers have begun printing free, or almost
free, news-lite tabloids designed to cater to young people. One
example is Chicago Tribune's Red Eye, which features splashy
graphics, news about celebrities and little else.

Meanwhile, ABC executives, faced with anchor Ted Koppel
stepping down as anchor of Nightline at the end of 2005, are
casting about for younger replacements—and are even report-
edly considering pulling the plug on the program altogether and
replacing it with a variety show.
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____Young peoplelike watching
Stewart on a pretend news show..
Whynot seeif they like watching

___himonarealnewsshow?

David T.Z. Mindich, author of Tuned Out: Why Americans
Under 40 Don’t Follow the News, argues that one reason more
young people aren’t following the news is that they haven’t been
socially conditioned to do so. Not knowing who John Ashcroft
is, he says, carries little stigma among people under 30. While
not knowing who got fired on the last episode of The Apprentice
could be awfully embarrassing.

However, optimists in the news business believe that technology
can help them package the news in ways that younger consumers
will find appealing.

“I don’t think young people are a lost cause,” says Michael
Clemente, executive producer of
ABC News Now, an ABC news off-
shoot that reformats the network’s
offerings to be viewed via the
Internet and even on mobile
phones. Clemente’s channel offers
bite-size news updates, in four-
to six-minute chunks, and his
anchors tend to favor shirts and
jeans rather than suits and ties.
But the news is still real news.

Then there’s our friend Jon
Stewart. When CBS executives
began planning for the March de-
parture of Dan Rather, they had
plenty of names to choose from.
And according to CBS chief Les
Moonves, Stewart was among
them. “Jon Stewart is a part of our
company. We speak to him regu-
larly about all sorts of different
things,” he told a group of televi-
sion critics in January, suggesting
that The Daily Show host could have
arole in a reworked version of the
network’s news offerings.

Since then, Moonves has ap-
pointed longtime newscaster Bob
Schieffer as Rather's temporary
replacement. But the fact that Stew-
art is even mentioned in the same
breath as Dan Rather is no joke. In
the logic of what’s become of the
news business, it makes perfect
sense: Young people like watching Stewart on a pretend news show.
Why not see if they like watching him on a real news show?

Stewart’s Impact
Just how did Stewart hone his demographically appealing per-
sona? After graduating in 1984 with a B.A. in psychology from
the College of William and Mary, he started his comedic career
doing standup in New York. A rough start ultimately led to high-
profile standup and television writing opportunities, including
a short-lived MTV talk show, The Jon Stewart Show. Before long,
Stewart was starring in, writing and producing movies.

But in January 1999, Stewart began what he has called the lon-
gestjob he’s ever had. The Daily Show has been good for the starand
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the network—bringing in Emmy Awards as well as a (real) Peabody
Award in 2001 for its coverage of the 2000 presidential election.

He also parlayed his popularity into the hilarious and success-
ful bestseller, America (The Book): A Citizen's Guide to Democracy
Inaction, a satirical political history of the United States.

While The Daily Show made a mockery of the political pro-
cess with “Indecision 2004” and coverage of the California recall
{“Redecision 2003"), part of the fagade of a real news program
has come from having real newsmakers as guests. California Gov.
Arnold Schwarzenegger, former Sen. Tom Daschle, Sen. Hilary
Rodham Clinton and presidential nominee John Kerry are just a
few of Stewart’s guests. South Carolina Sen. John Edwards even an-
nounced his candidacy for the presidency from Stewart’s stage.

So maybe it seems natural that people mistake Stewart’s show
for actual news. If that's the case, “that either speaks to the sad
state of comedy or the sad state of news,” he told Moyers. “I can’t
figure out which one.”

Funny and Smart?

Still, some of those “real journalists” feel threatened. When Stew-
art appeared on The O’Reilly Factor last fall, Bill O’ Reilly called his
viewers “stoned slackers” and “dopey kids.”

But the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey found that
Daily Show viewers knew more about election issues than those
who regularly read newspapers or watch television news. And
it makes sense—unless you know who Condoleezza Rice and
Howard Dean are, you won't get Stewart’s jokes about them.

And likely to O'Reilly’s chagrin, Nielsen Media Research re-
cently revealed that Stewart’s viewers are more educaled than

Yes, it's true. If you want msnght into the news, technology and
culture of Google." this is for you

a place to rnd out what Wnl Wheaton thinks about anything,
because we know you've been wondering.

O'Reilly's—they’re 78 percent more likely than the average adult to
have four or more years of college education; O’Reilly Factor views
are only 24 percent more likely to have that much education.

“I strongly suspect that people who are getting their news
from Jon Stewart are also getting their news from ‘the news,”
says Mindich, who's also a former CNN producer and is now
chair of the journalism department at Saint Michael's College in
Vermont. But they're obviously luning in to alternative sources—
from Michael Moore to Slate to Rolling Stone—that play to their
intelligence and their desire for a bit of levity. Given all the bad
news we're bombarded with, who can blame them?

Humorous Influence

Poking fun at the news isn't new. Saturday Night Live's “Weekend
Update,” has been doing essentially what Stewart does for decades.
And Politically Incorrect with Bill Maher has had plenty of fun with
current events. Even late-night hosts like David Letterman, Jay Leno
and the original—the late Johnny Carson—have been credited with
making or breaking public figures. Notably, Carson’s Watergate
cracks were considered a part of Richard Nixon's downfall.

But none of this explains the publicity and pscudo-credibility
Stewart and his show have garnered recently. Is it the format? Stew-
art himself? Or the shifting interests of young people today?

Whatever it is, news directors are scrambling to figure it out.
Until then, Stewart’s Daily Show contract has him poised to contin-
ue making the news—fake or otherwise—until at least 2008. ¢

Animal, vegetable or...fake news? Find out more
about The Onion at FUTUREMAGONLINE.COM.
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