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Preface to the third edition

The world of radio — indeed, the world itself — has changed considerably
since the second edition of this book in 1988. The purpose, shape and style
of programmes is affected as much by the politics and economics of
broadcasting as by its technologies. Increasing deregulation and greater
competition, within much tighter financial constraints and accountabilities,
has led to demands for more cost-effective programming created by
multi-skilled producers capable of writing, presenting, interviewing, op-
erating equipment, and managing the budget. Where radio and television
are co-sited these skills have been extended to genuine bi-media working
so that radio reporters are able to do a piece to camera and edit the
pictures for transmission.

Digital technology has made broadcasting equipment smaller, lighter
and faster. It has revolutionised music recording and editing of all kinds.
Compact discs have superseded pressed vinyl in many stations and
computers are programmed to tell us what to play. Broadcasting itself has
become digital; high quality bit-streams coming directly from satellites into
the home or via cable are capable of covering huge areas at a time.

The institutions of broadcasting change. In Britain the Radio Authority
has come into being, exercising jurisdiction over the independent sector of
the industry including national, local, cable and satellite services, as well as
hospital and campus radio. There are new watchdogs in the Broadcasting
Standards Council and the Broadcasting Complaints Commission. The
once self-contained BBC now contracts out some of its programming to
independent producers. The broadcasting business continues to change;
worldwide, new freedoms, and in some cases new limitations, affect the
broadcaster-listener relationship.

Sadly though, uprising and war is never far away. From Tiananmen
Square to Somalia, from Kuwait to Bosnia, radio news is increasingly
called upon to report in conditions of ambiguity and confusion. There are
fewer clear ‘front lines’. There are often huge questions surrounding the
motives, even the identity, of the opposing sides. The situation of the
reporter as well as the means of reporting is undergoing a sustained
change.

These developments in broadcasting’s structure and technology, the
need for a more detailed evaluation of programmes, and the pressures on

xii



Preface  xiii

radio journalism, are reflected in this new edition as an integral part of the
production process. Yet the cssential core of the business remains the
same: how can I best tell this story — fact or fiction — in such a way that
my listener will fully understand? And what is my own motive for wanting
to do that? Is it to persuade, to propagandise? To entertain, to inform?
The motive for communication is crucial and I have sought to encourage
the producer to seek these reasons out for himself or herself. Incidentally 1
have mostly used the ‘he’ form rather than *he or she’ but both genders are
included in the meaning if not always in the construction.

The book still needs a soundtrack — one day perhaps it will get one in
the form of a digital disk. Chapter by chapter we shall want to imagine
things in their radio state — to hear the smile in the voice of the presenter,
or the correct level of crowd noise behind commentary. We shall need to
judge the length of pause after a formal introduction, and get the inflection
just right in a spoken sentence. By listening more carefully we shall not
only pick up points of programme-making technique but we will come to
know the difference between adequacy and excellence — and the reason
for each.

More broadcasters than ever have contributed to these pages. My own
experience comes mostly from the BBC's networked services and local
stations — and 1 remain indebted to the hundreds of managers and
producers included in that wealth of talent. I have also drawn on my visits
to stations from Australia to the United States. Stations like Radio
Lumiére in Haiti, DZXL News and Living Rock in the Philippines, AWR
Russia, FEBA Radio in the Seychelles. In the UK, Three Counties Radio
and Classic FM. 1 am particularly grateful to the ILR stations which
responded to my questionnaire on operational data. Through all of this
there appears to be an exciting widening diversity of practice — where
once there was one way of doing something, there are now four or five.

In personal terms I must express my gratitude to Frank Gillard for his
encouragement and advice with the original draft as well as all those whose
comments have led to this new edition. Dave Wilkinson produced ideas for
many of the illustrations, Jeff Link of BBC Training has been invaluable as
always in the updating process, and Chris Rees has consistently forced me
to answer questions about the moralities as well as the technicalities of
radio. My colleagues on the international Cambridge Radio
Course — Phill Butler, Walt Winters and Ross James — speak words of
remembered wisdom, as so often do the students. Dr Graham Mytton of
the BBC’s World Service ran a helpfully critical eye over the section on
audience evaluation — and I must thank too the copyright owners whose
work is attributed in these pages.

Revising and updating a book is far more difficult than writing one from
scratch. Producers will know that the challenge of a blank sheet is more
exciting, and often easier to deal with, than altering an existing page of
words. I must therefore finally thank my wife for working with me through
this process. Her clear, not to say blunt, advice has been what all producers
need in their times of doubt — the voice of the listener.

Robert McLeish
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Characteristics of the medium

From its first tentative experiments and the early days of wireless, radio
has expanded into an almost universal medium of communication. It leaps
around the word on short waves linking the continents in a fraction of a
second. It jumps to high satellites to put its footprint across a quarter of the
globe. It brings that world to those who cannot read and helps maintain a
contact for those who cannot see.

It is used by armies in war and by amateurs for fun. It controls the air
lanes and directs the taxi. It is the enabler of business and commerce, the
essential for fire brigades and police, the commonplace of the mobile
phone. Broadcasters pour out thousands of words every minute in an effort
to inform, educate and entertain, propagandise and persuade; music fills
the air. Community radio makes broadcasters out of listeners and the
Citizen Band gives transmitter power to the individual.

Whatever else can be said of the medium, it is plentiful. It has lost
the sense of awe which attended its early years, becoming instead a very
ordinary and ‘unspecial’ method of communication. To use it well we may
have to adapt the formal ‘written’ language which we learnt at school and
rediscover our oral traditions. How the world might have been different
had Guglielmo Marconi lived before Johann Gutenberg.

To succeed in a highly competitive marketplace where television,
lifestyle magazines, newspapers, cinema, theatre, videos and CDs jostle
for the attention of a media-conscious public the radio producer must first
understand the strengths and weaknesses of his medium.

Radio makes pictures

It is a blind medium but one which can stimulate the imagination so that as
soon as a voice comes out of the loudspeaker, the listener attempts to
visualise what he hears and to create in the mind’s eye the owner of the
voice. What pictures are created when the voice carries an emotional
content — an interview with wives gathering at a pit head after news of a
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mining accident — the halting joy of relatives on opposite sides of the
world linked by a DJ programme.

Unlike television where the pictures are limited by the size of the screen,
radio’s pictures are any size you care to make them. For the writer of radio
drama it is easy to involve us in a battle between goblins and giants, or to
have our spaceship land on a strange and distant planet. Created by
appropriate sound effects and supported by the right music virtually any
situation can be brought to us. As the schoolboy said when asked about
television drama, ‘I prefer radio, the scenery is so much better’.

But is it more accurate? Naturally, a visual medium has an advantage
when demonstrating a procedure or technique, and a simple graph is worth
many words of explanation. In reporting an event there is much to be said
for seeing film of say a public demonstration rather than leaving it to our
imagination. Both sound and vision are liable to the distortions of
selectivity, and in news reporting it is up to the integrity of the individual
on the spot to produce as fair, honest and factual an account as possible. In
the case of radio, its great strength of appealing directly to the imagination
must not become the weakness of allowing individual interpretation of a
factual event, let alone the deliberate exaggeration of that event by the
broadcaster. The radio writer and commentator chooses his words so that
they create appropriate pictures in the listener’s mind, and by so doing he
makes his subject understood and its occasion memorable.

Radio speaks to millions

Radio is one of the mass media. The very term broadcasting indicates a
wide scattering of the output covering every home, village, town, city, and
country within the range of the transmitter. Its potential for communication
therefore is very great but the actual effect may be quite small. The
difference between potential and actual will depend on matters to which
this book is dedicated — programme relevance, excellence and creativity,
operational competence, technical reliability, and consistency of the
received signal. It will also be affected by the size and strength of the
competition in its many forms. Broadcasters sometimes forget that people
do have other things to do — life is not all about listening to radio and
watching television.

Audience researchers talk about share and reach. Audience share is the
amount of time spent listening to a particular station, expressed as a
percentage of the total radio listening in its area. Audience reach is the
number of people who do listen to something from the station over the
period of a day or week, expressed as a percentage of the total population
who could listen. Both figures are significant. A station in a highly
competitive environment may have quite a small share of the total
listening, but if it manages to build a substantial following to even one of its
programmes, let alone the aggregate of several minorities, it will enjoy a
large reach. The mass media should always be interested in reach.
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Radio speaks to the individual

Unlike television where the viewer is observing something coming out of a
box ‘over there’, the sights and sounds of radio are created within us, and
can have greater impact and involvement. Radio on headphones happens
literally inside your head. Television is in general watched by small groups
of people and the reaction to a programme is often affected by the reaction
between individuals. Radio is much more a personal thing, coming direct
to the listener. There are obvious exceptions: in the rural areas of less
developed countries a whole village will gather round the set. However
even here, the transistor revolution has made a radio an everyday personal
item.

The broadcaster should not abuse this directness of the medium by
regarding the microphone as an input to a public address system, but rather
a means of talking directly to the individual listener. If the programme is
transmitted ‘live’, then the broadcaster has the further advantage of an
immediate link with the individual and with thousands like him. The
recorded programme introduces a shift in time and, like a newspaper, is
capable of being out of date. The medium however is one to one, and
‘now’.

The speed of radio

Technically uncumbersome, the medium is enormously flexible and is
often at its best in the totally immediate ‘live’ situation. No processing of
film, no waiting for the presses. A report from a correspondent overseas, a
listener talking on the phone, the radio car in the suburbs, a sports result
from the local stadium, a concert from the capital, are all examples of the
immediacy of radio. This ability to move about geographically generates its
own excitement. This facility of course is long since regarded as a
commonplace, both for television and radio. Pictures and sounds are
bounced around the world, bringing any event anywhere to our immediate
notice. Radio speeds up the dissemination of information so that
everyone — the leaders and the led — knows of the same news event, the
same political idea, declaration or threat. If knowledge is power, radio
gives power to us all whether we exercise authority or not.

Radio has no boundaries

Books and magazines can be stopped at national frontiers but radio is no
respecter of territorial limits. Its signals clear mountain barriers and cross
ocean deeps. Radio can bring together those separated by geography or
nationality — it can help to close other distances of culture, learning or
status. The programmes of political propagandists or of Christian mission-
aries can be sent in one country and heard in another. Sometimes met with
hostile jamming, sometimes welcomed as a life-sustaining truth, program-
mes have a liberty independent of lines on a map. Obeying the rules of
transmitter power, sunspot activity, channel interference and receiver
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sensitivity, radio can bring freedom to the oppressed and enlightenment to
those in darkness.

The simplicity of radio

The basic unit comprises one person with a tape recorder rather than a
crew with camera, lights and sound recorder. This makes it easier for the
non-professional to take part, thereby creating a greater possibility for
public access to the medium. In any case, sound is better understood than
vision, with cassette players and stereo equipment found in most schools
and homes. It is also probably true that whereas with television or print any
loss of technical standards becomes immediately obvious and unaccept-
able, with radio there is a recognisable margin between the excellent and
the adequate. This is not to say that one should not continually strive for
the highest possible radio standards.

For the broadcaster, radio’s comparative simplicity means a flexibility in
its scheduling. Items within programmes, or even whole programmes, can
be dropped to be replaced at short notice by something more urgent.

Radio is cheap

Relative to the other media, both its capital cost and its running expenses
are small. As broadcasters round the world have discovered, the main
difficulty in setting up a station is often not financial but lies in obtaining a
transmission frequency. Such frequencies are safeguarded by governments
as signatories to international agreements and are not easily assigned.

Radio stations are financed in various ways including public licence,
commercial advertising, government grant, private capital, public subscrip-
tion, or any of these methods in combination.

Because the medium is cheap to use and can attract a substantial
audience the cost per hour — or more significantly the cost per listener
hour — is low. Such figures have to be provided for advertisers, sponsors,
supporters and accountants. But it is also important for the producer as
well as the executive manager to know what a programme costs relative to
its audience. This is not to say that cost-effectiveness is the only measure of
worth — it most certainly is not — but it is one of the factors which inform
scheduling decisions.

The relatively low cost once again means that the medium is ideal for use
by the non-professional. Because time is not so expensive or so rare, radio
stations are encouraged to take a few gambles in programming. Radio is a
commodity which cannot be hoarded, neither is it so special that it cannot
be used by anyone with something interesting to say. Through all sorts of
methods of listener participation, the medium is capable of offering a role
as a two-way communicator, particularly in the area of community
broadcasting.

Radio is also cheap for the listener. The development of printed circuit
boards and solid state technology allows sets to be mass produced at a cost
which enables their virtual total distribution. More affordable than a set of



Radio as background 5

books, good radio brings its own ‘library’ which is of especial value to those
who cannot read — the illiterate, the blind, the person who for whatever
reason is deprived of literature in his own language. The broadcaster
should never forget that while he may regard his own installations (studios,
transmitters, etc.) as expensive, the greater part of the total capital cost of
any broadcasting system is borne directly by the public in buying receivers.

The transient nature of radio

It is a very ephemeral medium and if the listener is not in time for the news
bulletin, it is gone and he has to wait for the next. Unlike the newspaper
which he can put down, come back to or pass round, broadcasting imposes
a strict discipline of having to be there at the right time. The radio producer
must recognise that while he may store his programme in tape archives, his
work is only short-lived for the listener. This is not to say that it may not be
memorable, but the memory is fallible and without a written record it is
easy to be misquoted or taken out of context. For this reason it is often
advisable for the broadcaster to have some form of audio or written log as a
check on what was said, and by whom. In some cases this may be a
statutory requirement of a radio station as part of its public accountability.
Where this is not so, lawyers have been known to argue that it is better to
have no record of what was said — for example in a public phone-in.
Practice would suggest however that the keeping of a tape of the
transmission is a useful safeguard against allegations of malpractice,
particularly from complainants who missed the broadcast and who heard
about it at second-hand.

The transitory nature of the medium also means that the listener must
not only hear the programme at the time of its broadcast, but must also
udnerstand it then. The impact and intelligibility of the spoken word
should occur on hearing it — there is seldom a second chance. The
producer must therefore strive for the utmost logic and order in the
presentation of his ideas, and the use of clearly understood language.

Radio as background

Radio allows a more tenuous link with its user than that insisted upon by
television or print. The medium is less demanding in that it permits us to do
other things at the same time, programmes become an accompaniment to
something else. We read with music on, eat to a news magazine, or hang
wallpaper while listening to a play. Radio suffers from its own generos-
ity — it is easily interruptable. Television is more complete, taking our
whole attention, ‘spoonfeeding’ without demanding effort or response, and
tending to be compulsive at a far lower level of interest than radio requires
of its audience.

Because radio is so often used as background, it frequently results in a
low level of commitment on the part of the listener. If the broadcaster
really wants the listener to do something — to act — then radio should be
used in conjunction with another medium. Educational broadcasting for
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example needs printed fact-sheets, booklet material, and tutor hot-lines
involving schools or universities. Radio evangelism has to be linked with
follow-up correspondence and involve local churches or on-the-ground
missionaries. Advertising requires appropriate recall and point of sale
material. While radio can claim some spectacular individual action results,
in general producers have to work very hard to retain their part-share of
the listener’s attention.

Radio is selective

There is a different kind of responsibility on the broadcaster from that of
the newspaper editor in that the radio producer selects exactly what is to be
received by his consumer. In print, a large number of news stories, articles
and other features are set out across several pages. Each one is headlined
or identified in some way to make for easy selection. The reader scans the
pages choosing to read those items which interest him — he is using his
own judgement. With radio this is not possible. The selection process takes
place in the studio and the listener is presented with a single thread of
material, it is a linear medium. Choice for the listener exists only in the
mental switching-off which occurs during an item which fails to maintain
his interest, or when he tunes to another station. In this respect a channel
of radio or television is rather more autocratic than a newspaper.

Radio lacks space

A newspaper may carry 30 or 40 columns of news copy — a 10 minute
radio bulletin is equivalent to a mere column and a half. Again, the
selection and shaping of the spoken material has to be tighter and more
logical. Papers can devote large amounts of space to advertisements,
particularly to the ‘small ads’, and personal announcements such as births,
deaths and marriages. This is ideal scanning material but it is not possible
to provide such detailed coverage in a radio programme.

A newspaper is able to give an important item additional impact simply
by using more space. The big story is run using large headlines — the
picture is blown up and splashed across the front page. The equivalent in a
radio bulletin is to lead with the story and to illustrate it with a voice report
or interview. There is a tendency for everything in the broadcast media to
come out of the set the same size. An item may be run longer but this is not
necessarily the same as ‘bigger’. Coverage described as ‘in depth’ may only
be ‘at length’. There is limited scope for indicating the differing importance
of an economic crisis, a religious item, a murder, the arrival of a pop
group, the market prices and the weather forecast. It could be argued that
the press is more likely to use this ability to emphasise certain stories to
impose its own value judgements on the consumer. This naturally depends
on the policy of the individual newspaper editor. The radio producer is
denied the same freedom of manoeuvre and this can lead to the feeling that
all subjects are treated in the same way, a criticism of bland superficiality
not infrequently heard. On the other hand this characteristic of radio
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perhaps restores the balance of democracy, imposing less on the listener
and allowing him to make up his own mind as to what is important.

The personality of radio

A great advantage of an aural medium over print lies in the sound of the
human voice — the warmth, the compassion, the anger, the pain and the
laughter. A voice is capable of conveying much more than reported
speech. It has inflection and accent, hesitation and pause, a variety of
emphasis and speed. The information which a speaker imparts is to do with
the style of presentation as much as the content of what is said. The
vitality of radio depends on the diversity of voices which it uses and the
extent to which it allows the colourful turn of phrase and the local idiom.

It is important that all kinds of voices are heard and not just those of
professional broadcasters, power holders and articulate spokesmen. The
technicalities of the medium must not deter people in all walks of life from
expressing themselves with a naturalness and sincerity which reflects their
true personalities. Here radio, uncluttered by the pictures which accom-
pany the talk of television, is capable of great sensitivity, and of engend-
ering great trust.

Radio teaches

Radio works particularly well in the world of ideas. As a medium of
education it excels with concepts as well as facts. From dramatically
illustrating an event in history, to pursuing current political thought it has a
capability with any subject that can be discussed, taking the learner at a
predetermined pace through a given body of knowledge. With musical
appreciation and language teaching it is totally at home. Of course it lacks
television’s ability to demonstrate and show, it does not have charts and
graphs — as a medium it is more literate than numerate — but backed up
by a teacher’s notes even these limitations can be overcome and a booklet
helps to give memory to the understanding. Add the correspondence
element and you have the two-way questioning process which is at the
heart of all personal learning.

From Australia’s ‘School of the Air’ to the UK’s ‘Open University’,
radio effectively reaches out to meet the formal and informal learning
needs of people who want to grow.

Radio has music

Here are the Beethoven symphonies, the top 40, tunes of our childhood,
jazz, opera, rock and favourite shows. From the best on CD to a quite
passable local church organist, radio provides the pleasantness of an
unobtrusive background or the focus of our total absorption. It relaxes and
stimulates inducing pleasure, nostalgia, excitement, or curiosity. The range
of music is wider than the coverage of the most comprehensive record
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library and can therefore give the listener a chance to discover new or
unfamiliar forms of music.

Radio can surprise

Unlike the record we play or the book we pick up at home, selected to
match our taste and feelings of the moment, music and speech on radio is
chosen for us and may, if we let it, change our mood and take us out of
ourselves. We can be presented with something new and enjoy a chance
encounter with the unexpected. Radio should surprise. Broadcasters are
tempted to think in terms of format radio where the content lies precisely
between narrowly defined limits. This gives consistency and enables the
listener to hear what he expects to hear, which is probably why he switched
on in the first place. But radio can also provide the opportunity for
innovation and experiment — a risk which producers must take if the
medium is to surprise us in a way which is both creative and stimulating.

Radio can suffer from interference

While a newspaper or magazine is normally received in exactly the form in
which it was published, radio has no such automatic guarantee. Short-wave
transmission is obviously subject to deep fading and co-channel inter-
ference. Medium wave too, especially at night, may suffer from the intrusion
of other stations. The quality of the sound received is likely to be very
different in its dynamic or frequency range from the carefully produced
balance heard in the studio. Even FM which can be temperamental is liable
to a range of distortions, from the flutter caused by a passing aeroplanc to
ignition interference from cars and other electrical equipment.

Reception in a moving vehicle can also be difficult as the signal strength
varies. Digital transmission and direct broadcasting by satellite overcome
most of these problems — at a cost — but it is as well for the producer to
remember that what leaves the studio is not necessarily what is heard in the
possibly noisy environment of the listener. Difficult reception conditions
require compelling programmes in order to retain a faithful audience.

Given the basic characteristics of the medium, how is radio to be used?
What are its possibilities? Details vary across the world but broadly it can
be said to function in two main ways — it serves the individual, and
operates on behalf of society as a whole.

Radio for the individual

e It diverts people from their problems and anxieties, providing relaxation
and entertainment. It reduces feelings of loneliness creating a sense of
companionship.

® It helps to solve problems by acting as a source of information and
advice. It can do this either through direct personal access to the
programme or in a general way by indicating sources of further help.
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It enlarges personal ‘experience’, stimulating interest in previously

unknown topics, events, or people. It promotes creativity and can point

towards new personal activity. It meets individual needs for formal and

informal education.

¢ It contributes to self-knowledge and awareness, offering security and
support. It enables us to see ourselves in relation to others, and links
individuals with leaders and ‘experts’.

® It guides social behaviour, setting standards and offering role models
with which to identify.

e It aids personal contacts by providing topics of conversation through
shared experience, ‘did you hear the programme last night?’

® It enables individuals to exercise choice, to make decisions and act as

citizens, especially in a democracy through the unbiased dissemination

of news and information.

Radio for society

® It acts as a multiplier of change, speeding up the process of informing a
population.

® It provides information about jobs, goods and services and so helps to
shape markets by providing incentives for earning and spending.

® It acts as a watch-dog on power holders, providing contact between
them and the public.

® It helps to develop agreed objectives and political choice, it enables
social and political debate, exposing issues and options for action.

® It contributes to the artistic and intellectual culture providing opportuni-
ties for new and established performers of all kinds.

® It disseminates ideas. These may be radical, leading to new beliefs and
values, so promoting diversity and change — or they may reinforce
traditional values so helping to maintain social order through the status
quo.

® It enables individuals and groups to speak to each other, developing an
awareness of a common membership of society.

¢ It mobilises public and private resources for personal or community
ends, particularly in an emergency.

Some of these functions are in mutual conflict, some are applicable more
to a local rather than a national community, and some apply fully only in
conditions of crisis. However the programme producer should be clear
about what it is he or she is trying to achieve. Lack of clarity about a
programme’s purpose leads to a fuzzy, ineffective end product — it also
leads to arguments in the studio over what should and should not be
included. We shall return to the point, but it is not enough for the producer
to want to make an excellent programme — he might as well want merely
to modulate the transmitter. The question is why? What is to be its
effect — on the listener that is? Before looking at some possible personal
motivations for making programmes at all, we should examine the meaning
of the much used phrase — broadcasting as a public service.
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The Public Servant

Public Service broadcasting is sometimes regarded as an alternative to
commercial radio. The terms are not mutually exclusive however; it is
possible to run commercial radio as a public service, especially in near-
monopoly conditions or where there is little competition for the available
advertising. It is a matter of where the radio managers see their first
loyalty. To put this in perspective here are the main attributes of service,
using the analogy of the perfect domestic servant. He or she:

® is loyal to the employer and does not try to serve other interests or use
his position of privilege for his own ends;

® understands the nuances and foibles of the family he serves, and in
accepting them is himself fully accepted;

® is available when needed, and for whoever in the family requires help,
the young and the old as well as the head of the house;

® is actually useful, meeting stated requirements and anticipating needs
and problems;

® is well-informed, offers good advice and is able to relate unpalatable
truth;

® is hard-working, technically expert and efficient. Does not waste
resources but is honest and accountable;

® is witty and companionable, courteous and punctual;

® is affordable.

Each of these characteristics of service has its equivalent in broadcasting,
but there is an immediate dilemma — such perfection may be too expens-
ive. As in everything else we get the level of service we pay for and it may
not be possible to afford a 24 hours a day, seven days a week output
catering for all needs. Live concerts, stereo drama and world news are
expensive commodities and radio managers need to make judgements
about what can be provided at an acceptable price. However the hallmarks
of public service broadcasting can be drawn from our ideas of what a
servant is and does. Such a station is certainly not arrogant, setting itself up
as a power in its own right. It is responsive to need, making itself available
for everyone — not simply the rich and powerful; indeed its universality
makes a point of including the disadvantaged. It is wide-ranging in its
appeal, competent and reliable, entertaining and informative. Its program-
mes for minorities are not to be hidden away in the small hours but are part
of the diversity available at prime time. It is popular in that over a period of
time it reaches a significant proportion of the population. It does not
‘import’ its programmes but is culturally in tune with its audience,
producing most of the output itself. It provides useful and necessary
things — things of the quality asked for, but also unexpected pleasures.
Above all, it is editorially free from interference by political, commercial
or other interests, serving only one master to whom it remains essentially
accountable — its public.

The concept works well for a service that is adequately paid for by its
listeners — by public licence or by subscription. But if this is not the case,
can a Public Service station do deals with third parties to raise additional
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revenue? Can a government, commercial or religious station be run as a
genuine public service? Yes it can, but the difficulties are obvious.

First, a publicly funded service which makes arrangements with commer-
cial interests is putting its first loyalty, its editorial integrity, at risk. Any
producer making a programme as a co-production, or acting under special
rules, must say so — not as part of some pay-off, but to meet the
requirements of his public service accountability.

Second, there is a strong tendency for ‘piper payers’ to want to call the
tune. A Government does not like to hear criticism of its policy on a station
which it regards as its own. Authority in general does not wish to be
challenged — as from time to time political interviewers must. Ministries
and Departments are highly sensitive to items which ‘in the public interest’
they would rather not have broadcast. Officials will avoid or delay ‘bad
news’, however true. Similarly, a commercial station often needs to
maximise its audience in order to justify the rates, so pushing sectional
interests to one side to satisfy the advertisers’ desire for mass popularity. A
Christian fund-raising constituency may press for the gospel it wants to
hear, forgetting the need to serve people in a multiplicity of ways. The
need to survive in a harsh political climate, or in a fiercely competitive one,
exacerbates these pressures. The fact is that a station dedicated to public
service but controlled or funded by a third party having its own interests to
consider is almost certain to weaken in its commitment.

‘Outside’ pressures

No radio station — and therefore no producer — exists in a vacuum. [t
has a context of connections, each one useful and necessary but also
representing a source of potential pressure which can inhibit a single-
minded commitment to the ideal of public service. Figure 1.1 illustrates
some of these, each linked by two directional arrows. It is an important
exercise for broadcasters to know in their own situation what these arrows
represent. What are the expectations and transactions in each direction?
To what extent are they fulfilled? For the individual producer the
compromises and strictures of his own management are difficult enough;
additional obligations to interests outside broadcasting can be extremely
tiresome. Nevertheless, as a background to programme-making it is
necessary to be aware of everyone else who has a stake in the process.

Personal motivations

So what is our purpose in being in radio? Is it because it has some
appearance of power — able to sway public opinion and make people do
things? If so, it has to be said that this is very rare and most unlikely to be
achieved by this medium alone. Is it to be the protagonist mouthpiece of
someone else — or are there reasons which meet my own needs?

It is as well for the producer to understand what some of these personal
motivations are:
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Fig. 1.1. The context of a radio station — typical links and pressure points.

to inform people — the role of the media journalist;

to educate — enabling people to acquire knowledge or skill;
to entertain — making people laugh, relax or pass the time agreeably;
to reassure — providing supportive companionship;

to shock — the sensation station;

to make money — a means of earning a living;

to enjoy oneself — a means of artistic expression;

to create change — crusading for a new society;

to preserve the status quo — returning to established values;
to convert to one’s own belief — proselytising a faith;

to present options — allowing the listener to exercise choice.

Each programme-maker must decide for himself why he is in broadcast-
ing. It may be in order to earn a living, or because he or she has something
to say. It may be out of a genuine desire to serve one’s fellow men and
women — to provide options for action by opening up possibilities,
making them better informed.

In the end, radio is about a relationship. Much more than on television,
the presenter, DJ or newsreader establishes a sense of rapport with the
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listener. The successful station is more than the sum of its programmes, it
understands the nature of this friendship and its role as both leader and
servant.



2

Operational techniques

Books on the technical and operational aspects of broadcasting are listed
under Further Reading and the subject is not dealt with in detail here.
However to omit it altogether might appear to indicate a separation of
programme production from its functional base. This can never be so. The
listener is after all dependent on sound alone and he must be able to hear
clearly and accurately. Any sounds which are distorted, confused or poorly
assembled are tiring to the listener and will not retain his interest.

The quality of the end product depends directly on the engineering and
operational standards. It scarcely matters how good the ideas are, how
brilliant the production, how polished the presentation, because all will
founder on poor operational technique. Whether the broadcaster is using
other operational staff, or is in the ‘self-operational’ mode, a basic
familiarity with the studio equipment is essential — it must be ‘second
nature’.

Taking the analogy of driving a car, the good driver is not preoccupied
with how to change gear, or with which foot pedal does what — he is more
concerned with road sense, i.e. the position of his car on the road in
relation to other vehicles. So it is with the broadcaster. His use of the tools
of the trade — microphones, tape recorders, the studio mixer, the radio
car, CD players, computer — these must all be at the command of the
producer. He can then concentrate on what broadcasting is really about,
the communication of ideas in music and speech.

Good technique comes first, and having been mastered, it should not
then be allowed to obtrude into the programme. The technicalities of
broadcasting — editing, fading, control of levels, sound quality and so on,
should be so good that they do not show. By not being obvious they allow
the programme content to come through.

In common with other performing arts such as film, theatre and
television, the hallmark of the good communicator is that his means are not
always apparent. Basic craft skills are seldom discernible except to the
professional who recognises in their unobtrusiveness a mastery of the
medium.

There are programme producers who declare themselves uninterested in
technical things, they will leave the jackfield or mixer operation to others

14
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so that they can concentrate on ‘higher’ things. Unfortunately if you do not
know what is technically possible, then you cannot fully realise the
potential of the medium. Without knowing the limitations either, there can
be no attempt to overcome them, you simply suffer the frustrations of
always having to depend on someone else who does understand.

The studio desk (mixer, control panel, or control board)

This is essentially a device for mixing together the various programme
sources to form the broadcast output. It contains three types of circuit
function:

(1) Programme circuits: a series of channels, their individual volume levels
controlled by separate slider or rotary faders.

(2) Monitoring circuits: a visual (meter) and aural (loudspeaker or head-
phone) means of measuring and hearing the individual sources as well
as the final mixed output.

(3) Control circuits: provision of communication with studios or outside
broadcasts by means of ‘talkback’ or telephone line.

Sources Mixer
Mic -

Gram/CD
Recorder/

l Tape Ir -— transmitter
| Cartridge } =
0B =
[Froe it
@ Programme

circuits

Monitoring l ] l - J
circuits Prefade Desk Off air

w1d b [K]

Meter Headphones Loudspeaker

Fig. 2.1. Studio control panel or board: typical programme and monitoring circuits.
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Fig. 2.2. Simple S-channel mixing unit for self-operation. 1. Channel fader. 2. Prefade key.
3. Prefade volume control. 4. Pan-pot for placing the source in a ‘stereo’ picture. Practice
varies: some desks fade up by moving the fader towards the operator, but many use the
near position as closed. Moving the fader off its backstop will switch on the red ‘on-air’
light, mute the loudspeaker, or operate ‘remote start’ equipment.

In learning to operate the mixer panel there is little substitute for first
understanding the principles of the individual equipment, then practising
until its operation becomes second nature. The following are some
operational points for the beginner.

The operator must be comfortable. The correct chair height and easy
access to all necessary equipment is important for fluent operation.

The first function to be considered is the monitoring of the programme.
Nothing on a panel, which might possibly be on the air, should be touched
until the question has been answered — What am 1 listening to? The
loudspeaker is normally required to carry the direct output of the desk, as
for example in the case of a rehearsal or recording. In transmission
conditions it will normally take its programme ‘off-air’, although it may not
be feasible to listen via a receiver when transmitting on a short-wave
service. As far as is possible, the programme should be monitored as it will
be heard by the listener, not simply as it leaves the studio.
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The volume of the monitoring loudspeaker should be adjusted to a
comfortable level and then left alone. It is impossible to make subjective
assessments of relative loudness within the programme if the volume of the
loudspeaker is constantly being changed. If the loudspeaker is required to
be turned down, for instance, so that a conversation can take place on the
telephone, it should be done with a single key operation so that the original
volume is easily restored afterwards.

In mixing sources together — mics, disc players, tape, cartridge, etc. —
the general rule is to bring the ‘new’ fader in before taking the ‘old’ one
out. This avoids the loss of atmosphere between the various sources which
will occur when all the faders are closed. A slow mix from one sound
source to another is the ‘crossfade’.

In assessing the relative sound levels of one programme source against
another, either in a mix, or in juxtaposition, the most important devices are

Fig 2.3. Studio control console based on BBC Local Radio MK3 desk. 1. Gram/CD
faders. 2. Outside source faders. 3. Microphone faders controlling two microphones in the
adjacent studio plus two associated with the desk for ‘self-op’ work. Also ‘echo return’
fader. 4. Two tape and three cartridge channel faders. 5. Talkback and radio car calling
keys. 6. Intercom loudspeaker. 7. Outside source selection. 8. Output and prefade
monitoring meters. Transmission selector. 9. Loudspeaker and headphone monitoring
controls. Voice-over and limiter keys. Tape recorder input selection and remote start
facilities. 10. Three-stack cartridge machine. (Courtesy BBC Engineering Information
Department.)
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the operator’s own ears. The question of how loud speech should be
against music depends on a variety of factors, including the nature of the
programme and the probable listening conditions of the audience, as well
as the type of music and the voice characteristics of the speech. There will
certainly be a maximum level which can be sent to the line feeding the
transmitter, and this represents the upper limit against which everything
else is judged. Obviously for the orchestral concert, music needs to be
louder than speech. However, the reverse is the case where the speech is of
predominant importance or where the music is already dynamically
compressed, as it is with pop records. This ‘speech louder than music’
characteristic is general for most sequence programmes or when the music
is designed for background listening. It is particularly important when the
listening conditions are likely to be noisy, for example at busy domestic
times or in the car.

However it is also true, and is especially prevalent in a situation of
fiercely competing transmitters, that maximum signal penetration is ob-
tained by sacrificing dynamic subtlety. The sound levels of all sources are
kept as high as possible and the transmitter is given a large dose of
compression. It is as well for the producer to know about this otherwise he
may spend a good deal of time obtaining a certain kind of effect or
perfecting his fades only to have them overruled by an uncomprehending
transmitter!

Probably the most important aspect of panel operation is self-
organisation. It is essential to have a system for handling the physical
items: that is the running order, scripts, cue sheets, CDs, records, tapes,
etc. The material which has been used should be put out of the way, and
new material brought forward as it is needed. The good operator is always
one step ahead. He knows what he is going to do next, and having done it
he sets up the next step.

Microphones

The good microphone converts acoustic energy into electrical energy very
precisely. It reacts quickly to the sudden onset of sound — its transient
response; it reacts equally to all levels of pitch — its frequency response;
and it operates appropriately to sounds of different loudness — its sensitiv-
ity and dynamic response. It should be sensitive to the quietest sounds, yet
not so delicate as to be easily broken or susceptible to vibration through its
mounting. It should not generate noise of its own. Add to these factors
desirable qualities in terms of size, weight, appearance, good handling,
ease of use, reliability and low cost and microphone design becomes a
highly specialised scientific art.

To the producer the most useful characteristic of a microphone is
probably its directional property. It may be sensitive to sounds arriving
from all directions — omni-directional — and such a microphone is useful
for location recording and interviewing, audience reaction, and talkback
purposes. Alternatively a directional mic is essential in most types of music
balance, quiz shows, and where there is any form of public address
system.
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Fig. 2.4. Microphone polar diagrams or directivity patterns. A microphone is sensitive to
sounds within its area of pick-up but in selecting one for a particular purpose consideration
must also be given to how well it will reject unwanted sounds from another direction.

The choice of mic for a particular job requires some thought and
although it may be possible to rely on the expertise of a technician, it will
pay a producer to become familiar with the advantages and limitations of
each type available. For example, some mics include on/off switches, or a
switch to start a portable recorder. Some incorporate an optional bass-cut
facility. Some require a mains unit or battery pack, or have a directivity
pattern that can be changed while in use. Some operate better out of doors
than others, some will make a presenter sound good when working close to
it, others just distort. Producers should have views about whether a radio
mic is necessary, when clip-on personal mics are appropriate, or if a
highly-directional ‘rifle’ mic is required. The more one knows about the
right use of the right equipment, the more the technicalities of programme-
making become properly subservient to the editorial decisions.

Stereo

Simply stated, the stereo microphone gives two electrical outputs instead
of one. These relate to sounds arriving from its left and its right. This
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‘positional information’ is carried through the entire system via two
transmission channels arriving at the stereo receiver to be heard on left and
right loudspeakers. The left channel is generally referred to as the ‘A’ (red)
output and the right channel is the ‘B’ (green) output. The meter
monitoring the electrical levels has two needles — red and green. The
signal sent to a mono transmitter — the ‘M’ signal — is the combination of
both left and right, i.e. A + B, while the stereo information — the ‘S’
signal — consists of the differences between what is happening on the left
and on the right, i.e. ‘A — B’. Sometimes a second monitoring meter is
available to look at the ‘M’ and ‘S’ signals. Again, it has two needles
conventionally coloured respectively white and yellow. Vertical columns of
LEDs are an alternative way of indicating the signal level. What does the
producer need to know about all this?

First, that if a programme is to be carried by both monaural and stereo
transmitters some thought has to be given to the question of compatibility.
Material designed for stereo can sound pointless in mono, or even
technically bad. For example, speech and music together can be disting-
uished in stereo purely because of their positional difference; in mono the
same mix may be unacceptable since a difference in level is needed. The
producer must make the programme for his primary audience — it is
unlikely to be totally right for both. It is all too easy to fall in love with the
stereo sound in the studio and forget the needs of the mono listener.

Second, that stereo microphones are fairly uncommon and it is not
necessary to use one to generate a stereo signal. Two directional mono
mics — or ‘co-incident pair’ — connected to a stereo mixer in such a way
as to simulate left and right signals, for example through ‘pan-pots’, will
give excellent results. This technique is useful in an interview or phone-in
when the voices can be given some additional separation for the stereo
listener.

Interviewer Interviewee

T
(‘]l.‘\?t\\?\\\‘
R AL
z R
-l
( R

S / Mono mics
Mono faders
a g Pan-pots

Left

Right

Fig. 2.5. Mono mics and faders create a stereo effect when their pan-pots are set to give a
left and right placing to each sound source.
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Third, that a pan-pot can give a mono source both size and position. For
example a mono recording of a sound effect can be placed across part, or
all, of the sound picture. Two mono recordings, for example of rain, can
give a convincing stereo picture if one is panned to the left and the other to
the right, with some overlap in the middle. When recording music special
effects can be obtained by the deliberate mislocation of a particular
source — hence the piano 10 metres wide at the front of the orchestra, or
the trumpeter whose fanfare flies around the sound stage simply by the
twirl of his pan-pot!

Fourth, that stereo working requires a higher standard of studio
cleanliness and equipment maintenance. Dusty records for example are
much more obvious on the air; every speck which affects one channel more
than the other shows up as a noticeable stereo click.

And fifth, that working in stereo is a challenge to the producer’s
creativity. To establish distance and effect movement in something as
simple as a station promo gives it impact. To play three records simulta-
neously — one left, one centre, and one right — as a ‘guess the title’
competition is intriguing. A spatial round-table discussion which really
separates the speakers has a much more live feel than its mono counter-
part. The drama — or commercial — in which voices can be made to
appear from anywhere, dart around or ‘float’, literally adds another
dimension. For the listener, a stereo station should do more than keep his
stereo indicator light on.

For the really adventurous, there is binaural stereo. Using a dummy
head, or a head-sized perspex disc in the ‘front to back’ plane, two
omni-directional microphones are used where the ears would be. The
action takes place around this device and the result recorded on two-track
stereo in the normal way. For the listener on headphones, the dramatic
effect is quite uncanny.

Fig. 2.6. A ‘dummy head’ for binaural stereo. Two omni-directional tie-clip mics,
representing the two ears, are fixed some 9 cm from the centre of a Perspex disc 20 cm in
diameter.
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Fig. 2.7. A small broadcasting studio. The studio area consists only of a table and chairs
with two or more microphones for interviewing, narration or simple drama. Monitoring is
by loudspeaker or, when the mic channels are open, by headphones to each person as
required. The monitoring normally carries the output of the mixing desk, but it may be
arranged to take any programme feed. The headphones also carry talkback from the
cubicle. The cubicle contains the mixing desk, with as many channels as programme
complexity demands, in this case 10. They may be laid out as the operator/presenter
requires, e.g. gram 1, tape 1, mic 1, mic 2, self-op mic, outside sources, cartridge m/c,
tape 2, gram 2. For a self-op disc show, the presenter uses the two ‘end’ channels, his own
mic, plus tapes and carts as needed. A three-stack cartridge m/c can be routed through
three separate channels. The outside sources may include: telephone, radio car, OB lines
and other remotes, studios, off-air receiver, networks, etc. Some presenters prefer both
grams on the same side, with the tape machines on the other. There may be more than
one cubicte mic, to allow for self-op interviews. The connection of all sources by a
jackfield patch panel or switching matrix makes for infinite variation. On some equipment,
the meter for measuring electrical level is superseded by a vertical row of light emitting
diodes. The LED indicator is more reliable, cheaper, and responds faster. The colour
changes at peak levels, making it easier to read and so avoid the onset of distortion.
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Compact discs and records
