(From Programming Dynamics: Radio’s Management Guide, originally published in 1984.  Copyright © 1984 by Ed Shane.) 

Chapter One What’s in a Format, Anyway?
In radio's so-called Golden Era of the 1930s and 1940s, the public responded to its own perceptions. Jack Benny's climbing into a dark dungeon and crossing alligator-filled moats to get to his wealth conjured mental images of a miserly Benny. The perception of an invasion from Mars during the 1938 Mercury Theatre broadcast showed radio's power to panic the masses. There were threats of suicide, calls to arms, and prayer meetings to ward off the danger. For listeners to Fred Allen, "Allen's Alley" actually existed. So did Senator Claghorn, Mrs. Nussbaum, and other characters Allen interviewed there. Content on radio has certainly changed. So has the use of radio by the public. Today's radio is still bound, however, by public perception. One of the industry's most famous buzzwords, "positioning," has perception as its origin. Positioning is the battle for a place in the mind of the listener. No longer is the radio the center of the relationship between the medium and its con​sumer. Today the consumer is the center. If your station fits your consumer's sense of self, you win. If not, somebody else wins. Product advertising sells "gusto" instead of beer, or "sex appeal" instead of jeans. Radio fights the same positioning wars that toilet tissue and headache remedies must fight.

Research

Back again to the Golden Era. Research applied to radio was simple: Find out what they want and give it to them. It worked even better in terms of music radio of the '50s and '60s. Television had preempted radio's dramatic and comedic positions. Radio thrived by developing the new positions of jukebox and companion. It was the medium you could take with you; hence, another position: mobility. Research added psychology to the mix, and the stage was set for the beginning of "the positioning era." The new rule: Find out what they think they want, and give it to them. Instead of expressing the problem in terms of wants, the new focus was on needs. Imbedded as they were in the psyche of the listener, these needs were difficult to probe. George Burns called it "the pharmaceutical nature of radio," comparing radio to pills that affect or reinforce listener mood. Further probes into the pharmaceutical aspect of the medium bring us to the rule for the '80s: Find out what they think they're getting, and give it to them. The positioning era has arrived for radio, because what's important now is in the mind of the consumer. What is it they think they're getting? Peace of mind. Information. The sound​track of their lives. Social standing. Membership in an exclusive "club." All of the above. One-on-one research is showing amazing response to the use of radio. A city listener to a farm-and-garden show said, "I listen to the bug count every day, because it's a different world." Another called the same program "another cul​ture," and a chance to get back to the land-mentally. The information was use​less in their daily lives, except for the escape factor. In a questionnaire about his radio station, a 17-year-old male of the rock 'n' roll persuasion answered, "Either I'm jammin' or you guys make me laugh. Crazy dudes, man. You all know how to run a system." An emotional response to his radio listening. A perception of his relationship to the station. Also, a puzzling commentary on the way we in radio describe what we do in terms of "format."

What's Your Format?

The letters are piling up like stock-exchange symbols. CHR, AOR, AC. Format is simply the organiza​tion or plan for achieving a goal. These plans help the staff do the job of reaching the listener. By themselves, formats cannot attract radio consumers. In a conversation with the program director of a client station, I remember saying, "That jock sounds great!" The program director's response was, "But, Ed, he's breaking the format!" My answer: "Let's make that the format!" Of course, allowing every disc jockey that kind of latitude would breed chaos and would be disastrous. The point I'm trying to make is that radio insiders often miss the listener's perspective. There's a theory in visual art that our perceptual response to the world is the means by which we develop our ideas, that our perceptions are actually part of the reasoning process. Our listeners "reason" their response to radio formats based on perception. You might say they listen in spite of format.

Here's an example of a perception problem. If I were to hold a loaf of bread, I might ask whether it was light or heavy. To a watchmaker, the loaf would be "heavy"; to a construction worker, it would be "light." (Remember the old ques​tion, "Where are you coming from?") In the same way, when we take for granted a response from a listener, we may get into a similar language trap. "Mellow" was the word applied to KNX-FM's soft-rock format while it was on the air in Los Angeles. But an album-rock listener responded with the word "mellow" in describing the heavy-metal station he was listening to. "Mellow" did not apply to the music. Rather, it applied to his mood when he listened to the station. We wondered if his "mellow" mood were chemically induced. If so, what did the alteration do to the perception of the station's format?

Our industry has changed from the radio-centered environment of the Golden Era to the consumer-based perceptions of today, so it's important to keep close tabs on not only what you're giving your audience, but also on what they think they're getting. Since broadcasters are determined to hang the euphemism "adult contem​porary" on any music from Frank Sinatra to Styx, it's time for us to get out of our own perceptions and into the listeners'. If they think they're getting "Top 40," we'd better be giving it to them. Whatever it means.

