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THE WRONG PERSON – NEWS

A Bad Hiring Decision Creates a Problem For a New News Director

Mike Morgan, News Director of KWZW-TV, was under pressure to hire a reporter.  KWZW-TV's general manager had told Mike, "Hire someone soon or corporate might make me eliminate the job.  Also, hire a minority and a female if at all possible." 
Mike Morgan was 53 years old, white, had an undergraduate degree in journalism from the University of Kansas, had been news director of KWZW-TV for ten years, and was somewhat embittered because he had been passed over twice for the job of general manager of KWZW-TV—a job he felt he deserved because he had been at the station for fifteen years and news director for ten. 
KWZW-TV was a CBS affiliate, the fourth-ranked station in the market, and had been number-three in local news for the last five years.  The station was in a top-20 market, so Mike had three cardboard boxes full of audition tapes that had stacked up over the last few months.  Mike asked an intern to help him load the boxes into his car as he left the station Friday at 5:00 p.m. and headed home for a weekend of looking at tapes.  He was not in a good mood.  His wife was going to give him a lot of grief for working on the weekend, but Mike knew he needed to find a reporter immediately.

 After dinner Friday night, Mike began to organize the process of looking at the audition tapes, as he had done so many times before.  First, he went through them and separated out all the ones that had been sent by agents in order to look at them first.  As he looked at the tapes, he immediately threw them into one of the reject boxes if the reporters were not black females. If he found a black female's tape, he would watch it all the way through and toss it in a box marked "possible."  Mike did not make notes while watching the tapes because he felt he did not need to because he had been through this process so many times before and knew what he wanted. 

By noon on Saturday, Mike had seven audition tapes in the "possible" box.  Two were from agents and five were not.  Mike eliminated three possible candidates after looking over their resumes because they did not have enough experience for his size market.  That left four.  He looked at the four tapes again and ranked them 1, 2, 3 and 4.  Those ranked 2 and 3 had agents.
Saturday afternoon Mike opened a beer and got on the phone to call the top candidate.  After four beers and a dozen calls, Mike had reached candidates ranked 2, 3, and 4.  Only the candidate ranked 4 was available, as the other two had recently signed contracts with other stations in distant markets.  On Sunday evening, Mike finally reached the candidate he had ranked 1, but she was about to have a baby and not interested in considering a move.  He got back to the remaining candidate, Alice Smith, and made arrangement to fly her in to interview her.
Mike invited Alice into the airport cafeteria for an interview and began the conversation by explaining the station's policies, expectations for reporters, and that her shift would be weekends and three days on the weekday morning shift.  He explained that if she did "OK," that she might be moved to the weekday afternoon shift in a few months.  Mike asked Alice where she went to school, and when she mentioned a highly respected journalism school from where she had received her undergraduate degree, Mike thought she couldn't be too bad.  Mike asked Alice if she would be available immediately.  Alice said "yes," and Mike hired her and made arrangements for her to start a week from that day.

On the drive home from the airport, Mike felt relieved and said to himself, "I've filled the slot in a hurry, I've kept the job line in the budget, I've made the general manager happy by hiring a minority female, and I don't think I've hurt myself too much as long as I keep her on the weekends and the morning shift." 
Mike's sense of relief did not last long.  Within a month, Alice had upset most of the producers on her shifts—they felt she was an inadequate reporter and was often late with her packages.  When the producers talked to her about her packages being late, she would say "I'm unfamiliar with the equipment and no one has given me training on it.”  Three producers had given Alice verbal warnings about the tardiness of her packages and VOs.

About six weeks after she had been at the station, one of the weekend producers became exasperated because of another late package and had said to her, "Alice, you always have an excuse.  It's about time you took responsibility for your own behavior."

Alice was furious and shouted, "That's crap.  No one helps me or trains me, and, furthermore, that's a racist remark!"  Word got around quickly to the producers and no one said anything again to Alice about being late with her packages and VOs.  In fact, they stopped saying much at all to her.

When two of the producers mentioned the "Alice problem" to Mike Morgan, he said, "Well, what are we going to do, we have to have her around. Keep reminding her, but gently, and maybe she'll get better.  We sure can't afford any law suits."

Things did get a little better. Her on-time delivery record for packages did improve over the next six weeks, although her writing was still not at a level the producers considered up to their standards.  Mike agreed with the producers and mentioned the situation to the general manager, who didn't seem to care much.  "Just keep her off the air as much as possible and don't let her have any live shots,” the GM said.  Mike forgot about the Alice problem. 

On a cold Sunday in December that by chance was a heavy news day, the newsroom was short staffed by one reporter.  Alice was asked by a producer to try to cover three stories that day.  Alice said that it was completely unreasonable to expect anyone to cover three stories.  She complained vocally in the newsroom.  Among the things people remember her saying, were: "I'm fed up! I get no training, no feedback, no help, and now you want me to do you a favor and cover three stories!  I was promised to get off this shift, and I'm still here.  I deserve better than this.  I never hear you asking other reporters to cover three stories."  After this outburst, the producer called Mike at home and told him what had happened.
Mike asked for Alice to get on the phone, and he said to her, "Alice, it's a busy news day and we're short staffed.  You must cover all three stories today." 

Alice replied, "No way!  You promised me a better shift and now you want me to do the impossible.  I don't see them asking other reporters to cover three stories in a day." 

Mike Morgan had had enough, he said, "OK, Alice, have it your way. Give me the producer."  He told the producer to forget about the third story and to fill with something else. 

The next day, Monday, Mike Morgan was called into the general manager’s office.  The GM’s face was ashen as he quietly told Mike, “I have some bad news.  I’ve been replaced as general manager and the new GM, who will be here tomorrow with her new news director, also a female.  And, do you believe it, a black female.  The president of the stations division is here and asked me to clean out my desk and leave the building today.  He also told me tell you to do the same thing.  Contact corporate HR and they will give you an office to work out of, give you six months’ severance, and help you find another job.  Well, it’s been nice working with you Mike.  Sorry, but that’s the way the cookie crumbles.”

Mike Morgan was stunned.  He walked slowly to his office, called a news staff meeting to give them the news.  After ten years in the KWZW-TV newsroom as news director, he still couldn’t tell if the staff was sad or happy he had been fired; they were shocked, but turned and went back to their work expressionless, silent.  Several old timers came into Mike’s office as he was cleaning it out to say goodbye, say “sorry,” and to wish him luck.

 On Tuesday morning, the new general manager called a station meeting and introduced her new news director, Nora Johnson.  The GM then took Nora around the newsroom and introduced her to everyone in the newsroom on an informal, one-to-one basis.  Nora then called a news staff meeting, asked for everyone’s help, and then met with her senior newsroom staff: the assistant news director, the executive producer, the senior producers, all of the producers, and the assignment manager.  After outlining her long-term goals for the news department, she asked everyone for their list of problems that needed to be addressed in order of priority.

That evening at home, Nora poured over the list.  On all of the producers’ lists, the top problem was Alice Smith.

AUTHORS' NOTE

 While the incidents in this case are not factual, they do represent a composite of actual events and common operating practices.  This case was prepared to use as a teaching tool. 

ASSIGNMENT

1. What did Mike Morgan do right and what did he do wrong? 
2. What did Mike’s general manager do right and do wrong?

3. You are Nora Johnson.  How are you going to handle the Alice Smith problem?

4. Give a detailed description of the steps you will take.

5. What are some of the things that you have to weigh and to consider in dealing with Alice?

* This case was prepared by Charles Warner
