Perfection or Connection?
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Sometimes we become so focused on the mechanics - what to say, what not to say, when to say it - that we lose our focus on the listener.
When you're just starting out on the air, it's important to learn the rules of the craft. But eventually you have to transcend those rules and become a real person on the radio. That's what listeners respond to: a real person, having fun, talking one-on-one to them. A jock who is expert at mechanics - following all the rules - can easily confuse perfection with connection. 
The ideal is to be controlled and friendly. This requires learning the rules ... assimilating the rules - making them second nature ... and forgetting the rules - trusting that assimilation to keep you on track while you give 100% on your attention to the listener.
Life Beyond Radio
Radio is our life. But if radio is the only thing in our life, our air work will suffer.   The horrible truth is, most of our listeners don't care about radio - no matter how hard we try to get them to. So for us to connect with them, we have to know what they do care about.
This may seem elementary, but it's pretty common to hear otherwise very good jocks talking at the listener, with no real connection.
This is a real danger at two points in your career: 
· When you're starting out, when it's likely that you're younger, poorer and less married than your audience

· When you hit it big, when you're making more money and living better than your audience.

Even if you're in a format where you match the target demo, let's face it, jocks are different! You have to work at relating to your listener.
Check yourself on these points to get closer to your audience:
1. GO WHERE THEY GO. If your station plays New Rock, go to concerts, clubs and raves. If you're an AC station, go to sports and other family events ... and maybe a John Mayer concert.

2. LISTEN TO THEM. While you're hanging out with your listeners, listen to them. What are they talking about? What are they passionate about? What words and phrases are they using?

3. TALK TO THEM. Whether it's family gatherings or social settings, get in there and have conversations. Ask good questions ... and shut up. Let them talk.

4. READ WHAT THEY READ; WATCH WHAT THEY WATCH. You can find out the most popular magazines, books, TV shows, movies and web sites by listening and talking to your listeners, as above; and by researching demographic information.

5. GET INVOLVED! I've saved the best for last. Nothing can get you up to speed faster than volunteering. You'll find out more about your listeners by working side by side with them ... and you'll find out more about your community, too!
Tossing the Crutches
In going over your air work, it's easy to identify all those little crutches that take up time but don't contribute much to your performance - you know, things like
· "here with you"
· "on a Monday night"
· "degrees outside"
· "some (insert artist)" or “a little (insert artist)”
· etc., etc.
But as I've said before, I don't get too upset when one of these radio clichés creeps into a break from time to time ... but when breaks become a bunch of crutches strung together, it's symptomatic of a bigger problem. The biggest danger about these crutches is that they mean you've disengaged your mind from what you're doing; you're running on auto-pilot. And on some level your listener knows it!
Okay: Crutches, bad. Auto-pilot, bad. So we're going to eliminate the clichés and stay connected ... but now what? We have to say something, right? What's going to replace the crutches? The answer is simple to say but requires some effort to do: whatever interests your listener. So, who's my listener? 
Your Ideal Listener
Your station has a target demo; if you don't know what it is, ask your PD. The answer will probably something like, "Adults 25-44." Fine. That's a start.
The next question is, "What is the primary demo?" Is it men or women ... 25-34, 35-44, 30-40, or what? 
Once you've narrowed the age/sex range, build your own listener and make him or her real to you.
Let's say that you are creating a 31-year-old woman. Is she married? Single? Does she have kids? How many? Does she work? What does she do? What does she like to do? Watch? Listen to?
Your ideal listener may not coincide perfectly with the station's - although she should be in the ballpark for sure - but she is your listener ... someone you can relate to and be friends with. Once you have built your ideal listener and become comfortable talking to him or her when you're on the air, you'll be amazed at how much better you'll sound!
