
From the ARAnet  On-Line Library
of Pu blic Radio Resea rch

Availability and Accessibility:
Their Relative Impo rtanc e to Public
Radio ’s National Audience G rowth:

1973 to 1984
(22 pages)

Originally published as:

Availability and Accessibility: Their Relative Importance to Public Radio’s National
Audience Growth: 1973 to 1984. Research and Evaluation, Vol. 1, No. 1, National
Public Radio, June 1985.

aranet.com



Copyright © 1985

National Public Radio

Copyright © 1999

David Giovannoni, Audience Research Analysis;

All rights reserved

ii



1

Research & Evaluation
Vol. 1, No. 1 June 1985

Published by Audience Research & Program Evaluation
National Public Radio, 2025 M Street, N.W.

Washington, DC  20036

AVAILABILITY  AND ACCESSIBILITY:
THEIR RELATIVE IMPORTANCE TO PUBLIC RADIO’S NATIONAL

AUDIENCE GROWTH: 1973 TO 1984

1. Introduction

In 1984, public radio received some shocking
news: after enjoying several years of rapid,
uninterrupted audience growth, the NPR sys-
tem of member stations had not increased its
national audience between 1983 and 1984.  Its
audience growth appeared to have stagnated.

In the keynote address of the Fall 1984 round
of NPR Programming Planning meetings, con-
sultant David Giovannoni suggested that the
system of NPR member stations had allowed
an extended period of financially based turmoil
to pull its attention from the practice of effec-
tive programming techniques.  This was the
cause, he argued, of the stagnation in audience
growth between 1983 and 1984.

Claiming that the future of public radio fund-
ing lies in its audience, Tom Church of the
Radio Research Consortium proposed a goal
of doubling the national audience before 1989.
NPR’s board of directors heartily embraced this
goal.

The stagnation in audience growth and result-
ing responses from the public radio commu-
nity have raised several important questions.
Has public radio’s audience reached its maxi-
mum?  Can public radio realistically expect to
double its audience before 1989?  And, if so,
what is the most efficient and effective way to
do so?

Key to all of these is an understanding of the
causes of public radio’s audience growth.
Through the years, how much of the audience
has been gained through system expansion, and
how much has been gained through the adop-
tion of effective programming techniques?

Clearly, the expansion of the system as mea-
sured by the number of member stations has
an effect on the growth of the national audi-
ence; public radio must be available in a mar-
ket before people can listen to it.  But the mere
number of stations is not the only predictor of
audience use; the programming on stations is
a second crucial factor.  The programming must
be “listenable,” or accessible, before the ser-
vice will be used by a significant portion of
the public.  Serving the public with program-
ming it will listen to is at least as important as
serving the public with programming it can lis-
ten to.

This study will demonstrate that, since the late
1970’s, the purposeful increase in program-
ming accessibility has been the primary cause
of the public’s increasing use of public radio.

It begins by examining the degree of public
radio’s audience growth, and by defining the
apparent phases during which this growth has
occurred.
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Graph 1
Rates Of National Audience Growth

The average yearly audience growth for the system of NPR
member stations is shown for three time periods: years
1973-1980 (Phase I), 1980-1983 (Phase II), and 1983-1984.

After a seven-year period of moderate growth, the national
audience for NPR member stations grew at an unprecedented
rate of over one million cume persons per year from 1980
to 1983. Since 1983, the system has lost both AQH and
cume audience.
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2. System Growth And Audience Growth

In 1973, the first year in which National Pub-
lic Radio obtained a fairly reliable estimate of
its national audience, approximately 2.2 mil-
lion persons per week listened to its 142 mem-
ber stations.  As time passed, public radio sta-
tions throughout the country matured and be-
came CPB-qualified, and more and more be-
came members of NPR.

During the period between 1973 and 1980, the
number of NPR member stations increased
67% — from 142 to 237, as shown in Table 1
on page 16.  In that same time period, the na-
tional audience to NPR member stations in-
creased at twice the rate — up 136% — from
2.2 million to 5.1 million persons per week.

Similarly, between 1980 and 1983 the number
of member stations grew from 237 to 287 —
an increase of 21%.  If the size of the member-
ship was solely responsible for audience
growth, then a 21% increase in public radio’s
audience could have been expected in this pe-
riod.  Yet the cume audience for public radio
increased 65%, and the AQH audience nearly
doubled (up 96%).

2.1. Two Phases Of Audience Growth

These facts suggest not only that public radio’s
audience has grown significantly during the last
decade, but also that it grew much faster be-
tween 1980 and 1983 than previously.  For the
sake of analysis, this paper will refer to the
period between 1973 and 1980 as Phase I, and
the period between 1980 and 1983 as Phase II.

During Phase I (1973 to 1980), the system’s
yearly audience growth was fairly steady, av-
eraging 400 thousand weekly cume persons per
year.  During Phase II (1980 to 1983), this rate
of growth nearly tripled; the number of people
served each week by the system increased at

an unprecedented average of 1.1 million lis-
teners per year.  In this thirty-six month pe-
riod, the national cume audience increased
from 5.1 million to 8.5 million persons per
week, also illustrated in Table 1.

Not only were more people listening to NPR
member stations — they were listening longer.
In 1973, the average time spent listening to the
system was 4 hours and 45 minutes per week.
In 1980, this had increased to almost 6 hours
and 30 minutes per week, and by 1983, listen-
ers were spending an average of over 7 hours
and 30 minutes per week listening to NPR
member stations.

Phase I of the NPR system’s growth was char-
acterized by fairly steady increases in the num-
ber of member stations, a twice as rapid in-
crease in the cume and AQH audiences, and
an overall increase in the average time spent
listening by this audience.  As displayed in
Graph 1 on page 2, during the seven years of
Phase I, the number of member stations in-
creased 67% (10% per year); the cume audi-
ence increased 136% (20% per year); the AQH
audience increased 225% (32% per year); and
the average time spent listening increased 35%
(5% per year).

Phase II of the system’s growth was also char-
acterized by a fairly steady increase in the num-
ber of member stations.  As in Table 1, how-
ever, during this period, the rate of weekly
cume audience growth was three times greater
than the rate of member station growth, and
the AQH audience was growing almost five
times faster than new stations were becoming
members.1

__________________
1 The most significant growth in audience occurred

during the first 24 months of Phase II.  The num-
ber of member stations increased 15% (8% per
year); the cume audience increased 50% (25%
per year); the average audience increased 81%
(42% per year); and the average time spent
listening increased 20% (10% per year).
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Given this understanding of public radio’s
phases of growth, the central questions of this
study are proposed:

☞ Which has been more important to the
NPR system’s increasing service to the
public—the wider availability of its
programming, or a change in the way
the programming sounded, which made
it more listenable, or accessible, to an
audience?

Has the relative importance of avail-
ability and accessibility changed
through the years?

What can be learned from this knowl-
edge? How does it apply to decisions
which must be made in 1985 and be-
yond?

3. Availability And Accessibility Defined

Availability, as used in this examination, is
synonymous with the potential audience of the
NPR system of member stations.  Availability
is measured by the number of people who could
receive the programming of at least one mem-
ber station.  In the broadest terms, as the num-
ber of stations increases, the number of people
to whom public radio programming becomes
available increases.2

Availability, however, is difficult to measure
accurately.  Historically, at least since the Pub-
lic Broadcasting Act of 1967, the availability
of public radio in general (and later NPR mem-
ber stations in particular) has been estimated
using guesswork, politically expedient
hunches, and models based on arguable as-
sumptions.  Indeed, there is no reliable esti-
mate of public radio’s coverage.3  Therefore,
an accurate historical assessment of availabil-
ity is impossible.

However, there are ways to estimate the growth
of potential audience.  The number of NPR

member stations and their concentration within
markets of large, intermediate, and small popu-
lations are measures used in this examination
to estimate public radio’s availability.  In ad-
dition, this study uses the size of the national
FM radio audience as an indicator of the avail-
ability of FM — a factor which also has had a
considerable effect on public radio’s audience
growth.

Given knowledge of availability, the next logi-
cal issue is the relative influence of non-avail-
ability factors on the growth of audience.  Most
non-availability factors are aspects of program-
ing:  the content of a station’s signal, the ele-
ments of the schedule, the way these elements
are presented, their sequence, timing, flow,
promotion, etc.

These and many, many more programming-
related aspects are controllable factors exert-
ing considerable influence on the accessibility
of a station’s signal or a system’s service to
the audience.  How “listenable” is the broad-
cast service?  Is it consistent?  Reliable?  Pro-
fessional?  How effectively are elements of the
service presented and promoted on the air?
How responsive is the service to the people’s
needs and desires?  At any particular time on
any given day, how sensitive is the service to
the way in which people are using the medium,
and the reasons for which they turned on the
radio?  How appropriate, informative, and en-
tertaining is the service to the people in a given
community?  These are some of the questions
asked when addressing accessibility.

__________________
2 Other, better defined factors of availability in-

clude a station’s signal strength and frequency,
terrain, population density, the saturation of re-
ceivers, and other variables impinging on the
ability of the public to receive its signal.

3 This situation will change later this year when
the CPB completes its calculation of potential
audience using a method based in part on the Area
Pop system, developed several years ago to esti-
mate the availability of public television.
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In short, “program availability” is the ability
of a potential audience to receive NPR mem-
ber stations’ signals.  “Program accessibility”
is the extent to which the form of program-
ming encourages listening, thereby turning a
potential audience into an actual audience.

The concepts of availability and accessibility
have substantial ramifications in programming,
policy, resource allocation, political, and other
decision-making activities within and sur-
rounding public radio.  The issues are plenti-
ful.  Has expansion of the system into rural
communities been efficient?  Would continued
expansion into unserved markets or enhance-
ment of service within currently served mar-
kets be most effective?  Are limited funds bet-
ter spent on programming or on facilities?

This study limits itself to examining the rela-
tive importance of availability and accessibil-
ity factors.  However, the results have many
ramifications, some of which will be suggested
in Sections 6 and 8.

4. The Availability Of Public Radio
Programming

Through the years, many factors have been at
work, no doubt synergistically, which have had
a tremendous effect on public radio’s availabil-
ity.  Some have been fortunate environmental
trends, such as the shift of listening from the
AM band to the FM band.  Others are the re-
sult of long-term investments made by public
radio, including expansion into unserved ar-
eas, improvement of broadcast and production
facilities in major markets, and encouragement
of multiple services in mid-size and larger
markets.

The number of member stations, the location
of these stations, and the move of audience to
the FM band are measures used in this section
to assess the effects of increased availability.

4.1. The Effect Of More Member Stations

How much audience growth is attributable to
the addition of new member stations?  Cer-
tainly some, but not as much as might be ex-
pected.  Indeed, even without the addition of
stations, public radio has been expanding its
listening audience.

Between 1979 and 1983, NPR gained a net 65
member stations.  During this four-year period,
these stations accounted for an increase of
91,000 AQH persons, as seen in Table 2 on
page 17.  However, stations which had already
been members in 1979 increased their AQH
audiences by 197,000 listeners.  Indeed, this
was more than a doubling of the combined
AQH audience to stations which had already
been members in 1979, as shown in Graph 2
on page 6.

So while the system expanded by 65 member
stations between 1979 and 1983, less than one-
third of the audience growth can be attributed
to the addition of these new member stations.
At least two-thirds of the audience growth was
due to other factors.4

Similar findings result from the examination
of any single year’s growth rates.  For instance,
between 1981 and 1982 — the year that new
stations added the most to the national audi-
ence — the 34 new stations were responsible
for only 29% of the audience growth.  The
existing members accounted for 71% of the
increase in audience.

The addition of new member stations has cer-
tainly been contributing to the system’s in-
creased service to audience, but at no time have
new members been singly (or even primarily)
responsible for public radio’s audience growth.
Even without the addition of new member sta-
tions, the public radio system has been signifi-
cantly expanding its listening audience.

__________________
4 It is at least two-thirds because these factors could

have been at work on the expansion stations also,
making their effect even greater.
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Graph 2
National Audience By Earliest Year Of NPR
Membership

This graph displays the AQH audience for stations which
were NPR members as of Spring 1979, and for stations which
became members after that time.

Three out of four AQH listeners gained since 1979 are lis-
tening to stations which were members as of Spring 1979.
In other words, increased audience service of existing
stations outpaced audience service due to system expansion
by a ratio of three to one in the period between 1979 and
1984.

At least since 1979, therefore, non-availability factors
have been important to increased audience service
than the expanded availability of NPR member stations.
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4.2. The Effect Of Member Stations In
The Largest Markets

When the system was expanding its service into
unserved markets, most new stations were be-
ing added in the smaller markets, as shown in
Table 3 on page 18.  Because there was no au-
dience in these markets to begin with, the rate
of audience growth during this period was
greatest in the smaller markets.  However, au-
dience growth in the largest markets has been
responsible for the greatest number of new lis-
teners.

The importance of stations in the largest mar-
kets can be demonstrated by the following ex-
ample.

Imagine two stations — each with exactly the
same power, antenna height, and frequency —
in different geographic locations.  The first sta-
tion is in a area where its signal can be tuned
in by ten thousand people.  The second station
is in an area where it can be heard by one mil-
lion people.  Even if the first station is listened
to by every person in its coverage area, it would
never be heard by more than ten thousand
people.  If the second station were to serve only
two percent of the people in its coverage area,
it would be used by twice the first station’s
maximum possible audience.

The inescapable fact is that, all other things
being equal, stations in larger markets are much
more efficient distributors of programming,
and have a greater effect on national audience
service than those in smaller markets.

The greater role played by stations in the larger
markets in contributing to national audience
has little to do with financial resources, politi-
cal clout within the system, or the type of lis-
teners being served.  If anything, these stations
have a more difficult time serving audiences
because of the availability of a multitude of

well-financed, tightly programmed, and
heavily promoted commercial stations in their
markets.

It is evident in Table 5 on page 20 that, quite
simply, these stations serve the most listeners
because there are more potential listeners to
be served within their coverage areas.  As
Graph 2 on page 16 demonstrates, national au-
dience is a function of population concentra-
tion — not a function of station concentration.

For instance, three public stations in the New
York market are NPR members.  In 1984, these
stations served approximately 35,000 average
listeners.  It takes all twenty of NPR’s member
stations in markets ranked 100 to 130 to serve
an equal number of listeners.

Indeed, a relatively small number of stations
account for a huge percentage of the audience.
The three member stations with the largest
AQH audiences — WNYC-FM, WGBH-FM,
and WETA-FM — account for over 10% of
the average persons listening nationally, as
shown in Graph 4 on page 10.  When com-
bined, the 100 member stations with the small-
est audiences do not serve this many listeners,
which is demonstrated in Table 6 on page 21.

The importance of stations’ potential audience
is indisputable.  Member stations in the top 25
markets accounted for 125,000 out of 298,000
average listeners added to the system between
1979 and 1983; this is 42% of the system’s
average audience growth during this four-year
period — more than a doubling (+130%) of
their own audience — during a time when the
number of member stations in this set of mar-
kets increased by only a few stations, shown
in Table 4 on page 19.

Clearly, some factor other than system expan-
sion has been greatly responsible for the in-
crease in public radio’s audience.  Could this
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Graph 3
National Audience Is A Function
Of Population Concentration…

Not A Function Of Station Concentration

SOURCE:  Arbitron Nationwide. Persons 12+ in 48 states. Spring 1984.

The efficiency of stations in the largest markets is demonstrated by this graph.

Twelve percent of NPR’s member stations are in the top ten ADI’s, yet they account for 31% of the
national AQH audience. Similarly, the NPR member stations in the top twenty-five markets account for
one-half of the national AQH audience, and yet only one-quarter of the member stations are in these
markets.

This apparent inequity is merely a function of population density. Stations in the top twenty-five
markets reach one-half of the U.S. population. Clearly, national audience reach is much more a
function of where people are concentrated than where stations are concentrated. Based on a listener-per
station comparison, the efficiency of stations in populated areas is much higher than that of stations in
sparsely populated areas, and makes them relatively more important from a national view of service to
the public.

Table 5 on page 20 displays complete information on this matter.
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factor be the migration of the radio audience
to the FM band?

4.3. The Effect Of Increased FM
Radio Use

Table 7 on page 22 displays the share of all
radio listening to the FM band by persons over
the age of 12.  In 1973, only 28% of all radio
listening was to FM; in 1984, the proportion
was 68%.  Since it is composed primarily of
FM stations, the public radio system has rid-
den a tremendous availability wave during the
1970’s.  By all indications, the wave has a long
way to go before hitting the beach.

The growth of the FM audience and the growth
of the public radio audience are charted on
Graph 5 on page 12.  While the two have in-
creased audience since 1973, the rate of pub-
lic radio growth has exceeded the rate of FM
audience growth, especially since 1980.

Clearly, something other than system expan-
sion and increased use of the FM band has been
responsible for a great deal of public radio’s
audience growth — especially during Phase
II.  Data indicate that this “something” is the
increased accessibility of public radio program-
ming.

5. The Accessibility Of Public Radio
Programming

Accessibility of programming is a trait which
has not been measured directly through the
years; indeed, while one may know it when s/
he hears it, it would be difficult to define in a
measurable way even now.  Since accessibil-
ity is not a measured quantity, its effects over
time must be ascertained via an indirect
method.

This examination assumes that the audience
growth since 1973 is a combined function of

two factors: 1) increased availability (in the
form of system expansion and increased FM
use); and 2) increased accessibility.5  This as-
sumption can be represented by the simple
model AVAILABILITY + ACCESSIBILITY
= AUDIENCE.  By definition, the audience
growth left remaining after taking into account
public radio’s increased availability is attrib-
utable to increased accessibility.  In terms of
the model, ACCESSIBILITY = AUDIENCE -
AVAILABILITY.

5.1. Sizing Up Accessibility: Taking All
Availability Factors Into Account

Graph 5 also plots the two availability mea-
sures against the public radio system’s AQH
audience growth since 1973.  While the avail-
ability measures and public radio’s audience
grew in an almost linear way between 1973
and 1980, audience growth catapulted after
1980.  Simple visual examination suggests that,
while availability alone might be a good pre-
dictor of audience growth during Phase I, it
cannot adequately explain audience growth
during Phase II.

The AUDIENCE = AVAILABILITY + AC-
CESSIBILITY model indicates that this unex-
plained difference between audience and ac-
cessibility is the result of an increase in public
radio programming’s accessibility.

5.2. 1980-1981:  Accessible Programming
Levels Reach Critical Mass

Accessible programming encourages audience
use of a radio service by presenting the audio
program elements in a form which maximizes
their utility to the audience, making the ser-
vice more “listenable” and thereby more “lis-
tened to.”

__________________
5 By using “persons using FM” as the measure of

FM use, population increases are implicitly taken
into account.
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Graph 4
The Relative Importance Of The Stations
With Large Audiences To The NPR System’s
National Audience

As measured by the average number of persons listening throughout the broadcast day, a few
stations are much more important to the system than others.  Indeed, three stations serve 10% of the
national audience, twenty-five stations serve two-fifths of the national audience, and seventy
stations serve two out of three listeners.

This raises a perennial representation issue which centers on the definition of the public radio
constituency.  If public radio’s constituency is the public, then the forty stations which serve one-
half of the national audience will have 50% of the representative weight.  If the constituency is the
set of member stations, then these forty stations will have 15% of the representative weight.

This is a dilemma which was faced by the architects of the United States Constitution and which
was resolved by a bicameral system of representation: the constituency of the Senate is the states,
and the constituency of the House of Representatives is the public.  No similar system has been
developed and accepted by public radio.
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The history of public radio’s move toward ac-
cessible programming has been described else-
where.6  This analysis isolates three factors
which were necessary for public radio to in-
crease the accessibility of its programming: 1)
the widespread acceptance of the concept that
public radio programming could be made more
accessible without compromising public
radio’s mission; 2) the training of a significant
portion of public radio programmers to apply
the techniques of accessible programming; and
3) the financial resources with which program-
ming ideas could be turned into actual pro-
gramming.

Concept acceptance did not happen overnight.
It took several years of sporadic system de-
bate before it became generally accepted by
most practitioners.  Once the concept was ac-
cepted, however, the system had the resources
available to apply it.  Series of programming
workshops, combined with the availability of
local audience estimates for public radio, gave
public radio programmers the tools they needed
to perform program accessibility experiments
and to assess their results.

All of this occurred in the late 1970s — a pe-
riod when public radio’s funding adequately
supported these experiments.  The result: by
1981, a “critical mass” of accessible program-
ming had been in place on public radio sta-
tions long enough to demonstrate its ability to
significantly increase levels of audience ser-
vice.  This critical mass of accessible program-
ming catapulted public radio’s rate of audience
growth out of the environmentally directed,
availability-driven Phase I into the self-directed
programming-driven Phase II.

6. 1984 And Beyond — Phase III?

Unfortunately for public radio, this second
stage of audience growth appears to have ended

in 1983.  Nationwide audience estimates show
that, between Spring 1983 and Spring 1984,
the audience for the NPR system of stations
did not increase at all — in fact, it decreased
slightly.7  Comparisons of individual station
estimates from Fall 1983 and Fall 1984 con-
firm this leveling of growth.  Has the system
of NPR member stations entered a third phase
— a period marked by no audience growth?

Even if this is not a new phase, an important
question emerges: Is this stagnation of audi-
ence growth due to a decrease in availability
and/or accessibility factors?

This question is simply answered by examin-
ing the two availability measures used in this
analysis.  In the year between 1983 and 1984,
both the number of NPR member stations and
the number of persons using FM radio in-
creased.  In other words, availability contin-
ued to increase between 1983 and 1984, but
the audience did not.  The logical conclusion,
then, is that the accessibility of programming
has stagnated, and perhaps even deteriorated,
with predictable audience service results.8

__________________
6 See “How Public Radio Gained Two Million Lis-

teners,” Current, 31 March 1982, and Chapter 1,
The State of Public Radio Programming in 1984,
NPR Office of Audience Research and Program
Evaluation, December 1983.

7 Audience loss is greatest in mid-size and smaller
markets; however, audience to some major mar-
ket flagship stations is also eroding [Table 4,
Graph 6].

8 The model for audience growth presented in this
study disregards any effect changing public tastes,
intra- and inter-media competition, or other fac-
tors may have on the size of the public radio au-
dience nationwide.  While this implicit assump-
tion may be debated, it is highly unlikely that
any of these unaccounted variables could have
changed enough in one year to offset continuing
increases in availability.
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Graph 5
Availability Factors And NPR System Audience
Compared

Availability And Accessibility Model Of NPR
System Audience Growth

The top graph compares the growth curves of the two availability measures used in this study — the
number of member stations in the system, and the number of AQH persons using FM radio — with the
AQH audience for the NPR system of member stations.  All curves are indexed to their 1973 levels.
While these two availability factors appear to have caused most of the audience growth between 1973
and 1980, some other significant factor came into play after 1980.  This factor appears to be the
increase in the accessibility of public radio’s programming.

The bottom graph compares the growth curve of the actual AQH audience for the NPR system of
member stations with the growth curve predicted by a model.  The model is based on the two avail-
ability measures and one accessibility measure:  the average number of “macro seams” among stations
in the PRAP sample.  Since PRAP did not begin until 1979, the average number of macro seams is
estimated for the years 1973 through 1978; the estimate during these years has held constant to reflect
no change in the accessibility of programming.

The very close fit between the audience predicted by the model and the actual audience demonstrates
the elegance of the availability and accessibility concepts, and strongly suggests their validity.

SOURCE:  Arbitron Nationwide; RADAR; NPR Representation

SOURCE:  Arbitron Nationwide; Model S
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6.1. The Decline Of Accessibility

How and why has the accessibility of public
radio’s programming declined?9  Section 5.2
suggested that three factors were necessary for
public radio to increase the accessibility of its
programming: 1) the widespread acceptance
of the concept that public radio programming
could be made more accessible without com-
promising public radio’s mission; 2) the train-
ing of a significant portion of public radio pro-
grammers to apply the techniques of accessible
programming; and 3) the financial resources
with which programing ideas could be turned
into actual programming.  Has any of these
three factors, or the critical mass of accessible
programming they produced, diminished since
1983?

There is no evidence that the concept of ac-
cessible programming has fallen into disfavor.
Yet significant programming training efforts,
critical to the system’s development of acces-
sible programming skills, have not been on-
going; as a result, the natural turnover at sta-
tions and at NPR has decreased the level of
experience and programming expertise within
the public radio system.

Perhaps one of the reasons why programming
training efforts have been ignored can be traced
to the amount of attention paid to non-program-
ming — specifically financial (and subse-
quently political)  — changes within the sys-
tem.  Most agree that financial resources have
been in disarray since NPR’s financial crisis
of 1983.  Not only have the subsequent finan-
cial repercussions diverted attention from pro-
gramming, they have also diverted resources.
For example, one of the many casualties of
NPR’s financial crisis was the network’s cur-
tailed movement toward highly accessible
“vertical services.”  By providing member sta-
tions and the public with interactive (a la
MORNING EDITION) and parallel “streams”
of reliable programming, the vertical services
strategy was designed to further increase —

indeed maximize — the accessibility of exist-
ing and proposed public radio programming.

Another financially related casualty is NPR’s
programming leadership role.  Recognizing
that the future of public radio funding lies in
its audience, NPR’s board has embraced a goal
of doubling the national audience before 1989.
Yet, even if a plan for doing so were formu-
lated and adopted, NPR currently lacks the re-
sources it once had (and which appear neces-
sary) to effectively lead the system’s audience
building activities.

Indeed, no funding, production, or distribution
entity is taking the lead in providing the sys-
tem with accessible programming.  In 1985,
CPB continues to promote non-accessible pro-
gramming through its funding and awards
structures, which encourage production of
short series and discrete, segmented, and oth-
erwise non-accessible programs.  American
Public Radio, despite the technical excellence,
creative nature, and marketplace success of
much of its fare, also continues to deliver ra-
dio programs.

While it may be true that the old programmatic
form of PRAIRIE HOME COMPANION is in
part responsible for the program’s success,
PHC is an exception.  The form is not well
suited to the way in which radio is used by
most listeners today.10 The Satellite Program
__________________
9 At this point, the study moves beyond the pre-

sentation of facts and models to suggest contexts
in which its results can be applied.

10 An observation: the production and distribution
of programs is most probably fostered by mar-
keting considerations and requirements.  The
“hooks” of theme music, hosts, program guide
art and copy, etc., are all necessary attributes of
packaging which entice program directors to pur-
chase/carry the programs.  If true, this indicates
that the “free marketplace” of programming,
which the public radio system seems to be mov-
ing toward, will not (and possibly cannot) create
seamless vertical programming designed to maxi-
mize accessibility.



Graph 6
National Audience By MSA Market Rank

NPR member station audience in the top ten markets continued to gain AQH listeners between 1983
and 1984, despite serious audience loss at a few flagship stations.

NPR member station audience has been eroding at stations outside the largest markets, beginning in
1982 in markets 11-50, and since 1983 in measured markets ranked 50+.

This reiterates the importance of the stations in the largest markets.  If audience in these markets had
not increased between 1983 and 1984, the system of NPR member stations would have experienced an
even greater decline in national audience.

SOURCE:  Arbitron Nationwide and Spring Reports
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Development Fund has recently revised its
guidelines to reflect its understanding of the
need for accessible programming; unfortu-
nately, the SPDF’s funding structure limits its
ability to encourage such production.

6.2. Availability Considerations

Fiscal and structural limitations not only inhibit
public radio from increasing the accessibility
of its programming — they may also affect pub-
lic radio’s availability.

For the most part, the public radio community
is currently not recognizing the efficiency of the
stations in the largest population centers.  Sub-
stantial grants for the improvement of facilities
in major markets are no longer awarded by the
CPB.  NPR remains a membership system
which gives each member an equal vote in pro-
gramming issues.

Even though public radio’s availability has been
increasing from 1973 through 1984, it is not
guaranteed to increase indefinitely.  Recogni-
tion of the efficiency of stations in large popu-
lation centers is crucial to the maintenance and
expansion of public radio’s availability in the
future.

7. Conclusions

The growth in the system’s audience culminat-
ing in 1983 was the result of a number of long-
term plans and investments which made public
radio available to most Americans, and which
resulted in a critical mass of programming which
more and more listeners found accessible.  As
measured by the number of listeners, 1983
marked the year that the system of NPR member
stations emerged from a condition of relative
obscurity into a network of marginal significance.
In that year, 4.4% of all Americans over the age
of twelve listened for at least five minutes in a
typical week, and 1.5% of all radio listening in
America was to NPR member stations.

But the system remains vulnerable — demon-
strably so in 1984 — to decreases in accessibil-
ity and availability.

Due primarily to changes in the funding envi-
ronment and subsequent financial repercussions
throughout all levels of the public radio system,
the development of service-enhancing program-
ming strategies has virtually stopped — victim
of the system’s inability to afford them.

8. Recommendations

If the NPR system of member stations is to
double its audience between 1984 and 1989,
then renewed attention must be paid to main-
taining the availability and increasing the ac-
cessibility of its programming.

At a minimum, recognition must be given to
the preservation (and preferably expansion) of
public radio service in the largest population
centers; attention should be paid to the ongoing
development of programming skills; systems
should be structured which encourage the pro-
duction and distribution of accessible program-
ming; and financial and structural options should
be chosen which consolidate limited resources
into sums large enough to effect major program-
ming accessibility innovations or enhancements.

If public radio is to reach the critical mass of
popular support necessary for it to continue the
highest quality service to the public, all players
in the public radio system — especially stations
and their principal programming suppliers and
funders — must work together to ensure the
continued availability and increased accessibil-
ity of ALL public radio programming.

============================================================================
All tabulations done by NPR’s Office of Audience
Research and Program Evaluation for this study are
based on Arbitron Nationwide data (1973 to 1984),
Arbitron market-based audience estimates for member
stations (1979 to 1984), and NPR Representation
member station data (1973 to 1985).
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Table 2

NPR Member Station National Audience
By First Year Of NPR Membership

1979-1984

——————————————————————————————————————————————
                 AQH PERSONS 12+ - M-S  6a-mid (00)ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ

  BECAMEÊÊ                 TOTAL SURVEY AREAÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ  ADI **
NPR MEMBER:  1979  1980  1981  1982  1983  1984  1984

1979 or 189.0 229.1 287.1 363.5 385.6 391.6 424.1
before (208) (207) (206) (206) (204) (204) (204)

1980  --   6.2  15.2  20.9  22.9  21.8  20.3
 (12) (12)  (11)  (11)  (12)  (12)

1981 -- --  12.5  19.8  23.5  19.7  22.0
 (20)  (20)  (19)  (17)  (17)

1982 -- -- --  36.1  38.1  19.6  30.8
  (43)  (41)  (33)  (33)

1983 -- -- -- --   5.6   4.5   3.3
  (8)   (8)   (8)

1984 -- -- -- -- --  0.7   4.9
 (15)  (15)

(N) Number of member stations for which audience data exists.
*   Based on ADI estimates consistent with Table 5.
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
SOURCE: AUDIENCE ESTIMATES - ARBITRON SPRING REPORTS FOR MEMBER

STATIONS, CPB, RRC
NUMBER OF STATIONS - LIST OF MEMBER STATIONS PROVIDED BY

CPB TO ARBITRON FOR NATIONWIDE AUDI-
ENCE ESTIMATES [SEE NOTE ON TABLE 1]

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
 15-May-85

In 1979, the 208 member stations for which there was audience data served 189,000
average quarter-hour listeners throughout the broadcast week.  By 1984, 204 of those
stations were still members, and they were serving 391,600 AQH listeners.
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Table 3
Number Of NPR Member And Associate Stations

By Market Size
1979-1984

———————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
           NUMBER OF NPR MEMBER STATIONSÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ

MARKET RANK* 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984

Top 10 MSA’s  22  24  26  26  26  25

11-25 MSA’s  23  24  25  27  28  27

26-50 MSA’s  36  37  37  42  43  44

51-100 MSA’s  32  37  44  49  48  47

101-173 MSA’s  35  38  42  53  54  50

Condensed  18  18  19  26  26  26

Home to no
 market**  42  41  45  57  58  70

Total 208 219 238 280 283 289

* MSA rank is based on 1984 rankings.
** Stations for which no market-specific (MSA or

Condensed) audience data were obtained.
———————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————

SOURCE: LIST OF MEMBER STATIONS PROVIDED BY CPB TO
ARBITRON FOR NATIONWIDE AUDIENCE ESTIMATES
[SEE NOTE ON TABLE 1]

———————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
15-May-85
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Table 4

NPR Member Station National Audience
By Market Size

1979-1984

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
     AQH PERSONS 12+ - M-S  6a-mid (00)ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ

                TOTAL SURVEY AREAÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊ  ADI **
MSA RANK*  1979  1980  1981  1982  1983  1984  1984

1-10  66.5  70.6  99.8 129.2 143.2 152.4 146.2
 (22)  (24)  (26)  (26)  (26)  (25)  (25)

11-25  28.0  36.7  51.4  71.7  70.5  63.0  67.8
 (23)  (24)  (25)  (27)  (28)  (27)  (27)

26-50  43.7  59.9  70.5 102.8  98.7  98.5  93.5
 (36)  (37)  (37)  (42)  (43)  (44)  (44)

51-100  27.9  40.0  55.2  73.6  81.3  71.8  78.2
 (32)  (37)  (44)  (49)  (48)  (47)  (47)

101-173  16.5  20.0  25.4  48.2  61.8  54.5  60.6
 (35)  (38)  (42)  (53)  (54)  (50)  (50)

Condensed   5.6  5.9  12.1  12.1  18.3  17.7  31.0
 (18)  (18)  (19)  (26)  (26)  (26)  (26)

Home to no   —   —   —   —   —   —  26.0
  market  (42)  (41)  (45)  (57)  (58)  (70)  (70)

(N) Number of member stations for which audience data exists.
* MSA Rank is based on 1984 rankings.
** Based on ADI estimates consistent with Table 5.
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
SOURCE: AUDIENCE ESTIMATES - ARBITRON SPRING REPORTS FOR MEMBER

STATIONS, CPB, RRC
NUMBER OF STATIONS - LIST OF MEMBER STATIONS PROVIDED BY

CPB TO ARBITRON FOR NATIONWIDE AUDI-
ENCE ESTIMATES [SEE NOTE ON TABLE 1]

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
 15-May-85

In 1979, the 22 member stations in the top 10 markets for which there was audience
data served 66,500 average quarter-hour listeners throughout the broadcast week.  By
1984, the number of member stations in the top 10 markets had increased to 25, and
together they served 152,400 AQH listeners.

19



Table 5

U.S. Population - NPR National Audience - NPR Member Stations
By ADI Rank

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
% U.S.  % NPR

POPULATION % NPR AQH MEMBER
ADI RANK   (12+)ÊÊ  AUDIENCEÊ STATIONS

1-2   12.9    12.4    4.4

3-10   18.4    18.3    7.8

11-25   17.7    19.9   14.4

26-50   17.4    18.1   17.0

51-100   19.4    19.7   29.6

101+   14.2    11.6   26.7

Based on the contiguous 48 states.
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————

SOURCE: ARBITRON NATIONWIDE REPORTS; U.S. BUREAU OF THE
CENSUS, 1980 CENSUS (updated and projected to
Jan. 1, 1984)

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
15-May-85
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Table 6

Share Of National Audience
Accounted For By NPR Member Stations

With The Largest Audience
Spring 1984

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
PERCENT OF ALL  PERCENT OF

NUMBER OF NPR NPR MEMBER NATIONAL
MEMBER STATIONS    STATIONS*ÊÊ AQH AUDIENCE

Top 3 1% 10%
Top 10 4% 22%
Top 25 9% 39%
Top 40 15% 50%
Top 70 27% 66%
Top 100 38% 78%

Bottom 100 38% 7%

*In the contiguous 48 states.

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
SOURCE: ARBITRON NATIONWIDE REPORTS;

ARBITRON FLIP REPORTS
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————

15-May-85
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Table 7

Growth Of FM National Share
1973 - 1984

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
FM NATIONAL

YEAR    SHAREÊÊÊ

Spring 1973    28.3
Spring 1974    33.3
Spring 1975    36.6*
Spring 1976    39.8

Spring 1977    43.6
Spring 1978    46.6
Spring 1979    50.5
Spring 1980    55.0

Spring 1981    59.5
Spring 1982    60.5
Spring 1983    65.1
Spring 1984    68.2

* Estimate based on interpolation

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
SOURCE: RADAR SURVEY    BASE: PERSONS 12+

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
15-May-85
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