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If you’ve been in Phoenix for any length 
of time, you might feel as if you know 
Sean McLaughlin (pronounced Seen). 
The one-time weekend weather anchor for 
KPNX Channel 12 is now the weeknight 
male news anchor for KPHO Channel 5. 
His face—and his voice—are familiar. Most 
Phoenix residents have listened to him 
as he discusses monsoon storms and 
haboobs as you prepare your evening 
meal. Today, he’s one of Arizona’s most 
popular news personalities, and people 
feel a kinship due to all of those evenings 
when he’s been a fixture in the family room. 

McLaughlin took a few precious min-
utes between morning carpools and leav-
ing for work to share his love for Arizona, 
talk about what it was like to cover 
Hurricane Katrina, explain the thrill of sit-
ting at the news desk alongside some of 
the country’s top newscasters, and share 
a bit about his life as a dad to four kids. 

STARTING OUT IN A  
ONE-STOPLIGHT TOWN
McLaughlin is one of four boys who were 
raised in a small farming community in 
Iowa. His dad owned the Chevrolet fran-
chise in the Midwestern town of 2,500 
people, which boasted just a single stop-
light. McLaughlin had a graduating class 
of only 55 kids, but early on he learned 
the power of public speaking. 

“I discovered very early, when I was 
in third grade, that I could grab people’s 
attention,” he says, laughing. “I volun-
teered as a lector in the church [reading 
Bible passages to the parish] and I real-
ized wow, all of these adults are focused 
on me.”

It was logical for McLaughlin to 
combine that love of speaking in front 
of people with his love for journalism 
and a fascination with television. “I was 
obsessed with Johnny Carson,” he says. 
“The television was this magical box that 
transported me into another place.” 

McLaughlin says he remembers 
sneaking down to the living room at night 
after everyone was in bed, turning the 
volume way down, and watching Carson. 
For a small-town boy from Iowa, the allure 
of the television was addicting. 

I DISCOVERED VERY EARLY, 
WHEN I WAS IN THIRD 

GRADE, THAT I COULD GRAB 
PEOPLE’S ATTENTION.
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During high school, he worked on 
the school newspaper and yearbook, and 
got a job at a nearby FM radio station 
during his senior year. He attended Iowa 
State and graduated with a degree in 
broadcast journalism. But, he also came 
out of college with real-life experience. 
The university owned the ABC affiliate 
in Des Moines, so he was able to work 
at the station throughout college. It gave 
him a chance to wear many different hats 
as he learned the trade—a fact that has 
served him well over the years through-
out his career.

FROM REPORTER TO  
WEATHER ANCHOR
McLaughlin landed his first job out of 
college at a television station in Palm 
Springs, Calif. “It was an exciting time 
in Palm Springs,” McLaughlin explains 
in his familiar voice. “Sonny Bono was 
mayor. We would go to City Hall every 
day and cover him. Frank Sinatra and 
Bob Hope were still alive and they’d have 
golf tournaments. We would go up to 
Bob Hope’s house at Easter, where he 
would do his NBC specials. It was an 
amazing first job.”

McLaughlin was hired originally as a 
reporter. “I’m there and I’m doing every-
thing. I’m shooting, writing and editing 
my own stories as a reporter. Everybody 
has three different jobs because it’s a 
tiny market.” 

When the weather guy got pro-
moted, McLaughlin convinced the higher-
ups to let him try out for the weather—he 
had done weather once for the cable 
station at college. He got the job as the 
weather anchor at 6 and 11 p.m.—but still 
had to be a reporter during the day. 

“It was just an amazing first job. It 
was a path to move up faster to a big-
ger market if I knew how to do multiple 
things. I thought, why not add weather 
reporter to my repertoire?” 

MOVING TO PHOENIX, THEN  
NEW YORK
With the additional experience as a 
weather reporter, and completing meteo-
rology school, McLaughlin was ready 
for that move to a larger market. He had 
that chance in 1992, when he moved to 
Phoenix and joined KPNX Channel 12 
as the weekend weather anchor and a 

reporter two days each week. 
The move to Phoenix was a good 

one for McLaughlin in many ways. He 
met his future wife, Emily, during the 
Phoenix Open in 1995. McLaughlin 
stayed at Channel 12 for 12 years. “You 
get very comfortable in Phoenix,” he 
explains. “You forget to focus on your 
career.” But he knew he wanted more 
and a bigger market, and that opportu-
nity came along in 2004. 

“I had been doing the weather for 
12 years at that point. I had an offer in 
2003 to move to Chicago, but I couldn’t 
break my contract [in Phoenix].” When 
an offer came along in 2004 to join 
MSNBC in New York, McLaughlin 
jumped at it. “The timing wasn’t great,” 
admits McLaughlin. “I was married two 
years and we had a 6-month-old daugh-
ter.” But he knew the move was essential 
to his career. 

HURRICANE SEASON 2005
McLaughlin’s timing was either incred-
ibly good or incredibly poor, depending 
on how you look at it. He started as the 
weekday weather anchor for MSNBC 
and the Sunday weather anchor for NBC 
News’ Weekend Today with Lester Holt 
in July 2004. A year later, in August 
2005, the biggest hurricane season on 
record hit the U.S., and McLaughlin was 
ready to report on Hurricane Katrina. 
That still is one of the most difficult times 
in his career, but also holds some of his 
best career experiences. 

“When you’re at a 24-hour news 
network, there is no time off,” explains 
McLaughlin. 

That was especially true during 
Hurricane Katrina. “I worked 60 days 
in a row during Katrina and Rita. I will 
never forget one night that really showed 
me the power of TV as a visual medium. 
It was the middle of the night before 
Katrina came ashore. We had been live 
for hours reporting these enormous num-
bers. We’d been giving out the stats, that 
the waves could reach 25 feet high, but 
I needed some way to break through to 
the public, to let them know the potential 
dangers. I looked around the set and 
saw a scissor lift. I had the cameraman 
stand on the ground as they lifted me 
25 feet in the air to show the expected 
storm surge. That visual drove it into 

IT WAS JUST AN 
AMAZING FIRST 
JOB. IT WAS A 
PATH TO MOVE 
UP FASTER TO A 
BIGGER MARKET 
IF I KNEW HOW 
TO DO MULTIPLE 

THINGS. I 
THOUGHT, WHY 

NOT ADD WEATHER 
REPORTER TO MY 

REPERTOIRE?
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quality of life we have here is unmatched. 
We get that there are problems, but the 
physical place is unrivaled. I hope people 
realize how fortunate we are to live here.” 

McLaughlin, who lives in Phoenix, 
welcomes a future of balancing his crazy 
work schedule with being a dad. He 
plans to keep sharing his passion for 
Phoenix with his nightly listeners. “I truly 
believe that our best history as a state is 
ahead of us,” he says.

people’s brains. For me, that was my 
pivotal broadcast moment.”

But for McLaughlin’s wife, there 
were challenges. “She had a toddler 
and was eight months pregnant with 
our second child,” explains McLaughlin 
with a voice filled with respect for his 
wife. “We were in a brownstone and she 
was climbing three flights of stairs and I 
wasn’t there to help.” 

His wife decided to return to Arizona 
for the birth of their second child. 
McLaughlin was able to fly to Arizona 
in time for his son’s appearance in the 
world, but just 12 hours after the birth, 
he was back on a plane to cover Rita. 

It was 2006 when McLaughlin knew 
it was time to return home to Arizona. 
“Sitting next to Katie [Couric] and Matt 
[Lauer] was amazing [during the times 
he substituted on Today], but I took a 
hard look at my future. I knew Al [Roker] 
wasn’t going anywhere. And by then, we 
were pregnant with number three.” 

But he wasn’t going to return to 
Arizona for just any job. “I was looking 
for a challenge,” explains McLaughlin. 
“I didn’t want to come back to my same 
job.” 

It was the promise of a chance to 
once again return to news anchoring 
that drew him to KPHO Channel 5. The 
anchor says his job today is a constant 
challenge and one he welcomes, despite 
all the changes in broadcast journalism.

HOME AGAIN IN ARIZONA
McLaughlin is passionate about his work 
as a news anchor. “I find this career 
fascinating, challenging, impactful and 
needed,” he explains. “I believe that local 
news is still the place to get the best 
information.” 

McLaughlin agrees that social 
media has dramatically changed the 
news, and has a strong social media 
presence himself. However, he also 
argues that it remains essential to get 
actual news from journalists. “You can 
get a lot out of social media, but you 
can’t get news that’s been through the 
journalistic process. There are checks 
and balances on stories and editorial 
decisions that help us report stories that 
matter in our community.”

McLaughlin has no plans to leave 
Arizona. He and his wife of 14 years 

now have four children—two boys and 
two girls, ages 11, 9, 8 and 5—and love 
spending time hiking the mountain pre-
serves, going to local music festivals, 
swimming together, and just hanging 
out as a family. And his love for Arizona 
plays an important part in his happiness. 
“I want people to never take for granted 
where we live,” he says with a passion 
for his adopted home. “I’ve lived in the 
Midwest, California, New York. The 
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