This article first appeared in issue 91 of Airflash in Summer 2006
[image: image1.wmf]The Community Radio Audience 
And how it relates to how we run our stations…

By Phil Korbel, Director, Radio Regen
It is easy for community radio to under sell itself – we’re the small fry, we might be new to radio and selling, we’re not glossy and don’t have RAJAR figures…  BUT what we’re selling is different and unique – 

a meaningful, trusted and dynamic relationship with a targeted audience…
And which other media outlet can, hand on heart, say that they can do that at such a local level, day in, day out? So it is vital to get away from the idea that we’re just  small local radio stations (the perception that most potential partners and some new licensees start with) - we are way different to that and much more effective for it…  

Working with community radio is a new proposition to most other bodies whether commercial or public.  Both commercial sector marketing and public sector outreach people normally have to get over the enormous barrier of distrust and cynicism from the public.  Advertising audiences are too media savvy to just ‘buy on request’ and public services are too much of an ‘authority figure’ to have their approaches accepted at face value.  This means that the community radio stations’ position as trusted non profit community bodies is of huge value to our clients and partners.
‘Don’t be popular be necessary’

Community radio stations don’t always have the biggest audience but the audience they do have should feel ownership of the stations and is therefore more likely to act on what they say than most other media outlets.  We have a lot of anecdotal evidence to back this up, and many partners that keep coming back simply because it works.

“What’s the point of having adverts on a huge radio station that broadcasts to people who hate the adverts?”
We are selling quality not quantity.  Recently, we were talking to some health development staff who were very excited by a big campaign that they’d just run with a big commercial station.  No doubt  the large audience of that station would have raised awareness of the campaign but the question I then raised was about the take-up rate from listeners.  What emerged was a realisation of where community radio can sit in the ‘marketing mix’.  If a client wants mass brand awareness, community radio might not be their first port of call.  If they want action from targeted audiences then we really to have a unique selling point.
The intermediary is a barrier…. 

The mainstream media places such massive emphasis on itself as the authoritative intermediary for the information that it is channelling to the public that it has alienated much of the public from that information.  Whether it’s the ‘I’m a Reporter – let me through!’ -self importance of the news media or the ‘look at me!’ manic ramblings of celebrity presenters – it has the same effect – of distancing the audience from the subject material.

Community radio should be about peer-to-peer communication – the people giving you the information are either like you or are the people actually involved in delivering services to you (e.g. the police).  The former model is effective because the people that you hear sound like you, talk your language and have your concerns, the latter because suddenly the authority figure is a bit more down to earth (if they’re doing their job well) and are on a station that the audience see as ‘theirs’.   This is also a warning to those stations who might wish to over-professionalise their on-air team.
Community radio is next best thing to word of mouth

This is very very valuable to any communications people – it is cheap, credible and very effective.  Community radio possesses many of its characteristics but for our messages to work in this way we really must be trusted and must involve residents in ‘agency’ shows.   This credibility factor connects to the issue of accountability and governance where supine or marginalised steering groups just wont do – they will only erode the ‘buy-in’ of the community.
Delivering effective community engagement should be second nature to any community radio station, the flip side of its own community accountability – if it isn’t then the station needs to look at itself long and hard and build those structures.
The station’s community network is not just what it ought to be doing but, as a vehicle for community outreach, it’s a huge benefit to the station’s sustainability.  All volunteers and steering group members should be empowered on this subject – that the more engaged they are in the whole life of the station the more likely the station is to survive.  They should always be on the alert to recruit ad hoc participants in station projects.  Just think how powerful a network your station will have if each volunteer was able to rally six contacts to work with the station.
Targeted audiences  
Whilst we must never let go of the concept of a core audience [to do so would abandon the idea of a ‘station’ as an entity?] – we can deliver a series of minority audiences to key clients.  These particularly include ethnic communities, young people and specialist music fans.   Where else can our would-be clients reach them?
Some ideas to chew on:
· Suggest to advertisers/sponsors that they buy in to the station ethos  – an ad could say ‘we want your custom but we also want you to support the work of YFM…’  If a client does this they also get mentions as donors to/supporters of the station.

· In order to further underline the difference of your messages to other stations, the adverts should be the antithesis of other ads – if it’s a local business person then get them saying that they are; less gloss, more cred.  Simple messages told simply by real local people.

· Try not to allow spokespeople/agency employees on the air un-accompanied by residents – any such project has to be a partnership one – both out of ethics and effectiveness

· We need to stress the opportunity for a dynamic relationship with residents [low audiences allowing] – our volunteers are residents and the station can facilitate non volunteer residents getting involved…. Many agencies now have a statutory duty to deliver resident engagement – and most find it a difficult thing to actually do.  They have budgets for this too but most are blowing their money on colour glossy leaflets written by marketing professionals.
· State and re-state what you are – ‘we’re not here to sell you rubbish that you don’t need’ or ‘no-one’s making a profit from this station – it really is here for you’.  It’s dead easy to imitate what we know from the mainstream but we have a job to educate the listeners to the nature of community radio.
This article refers to both the main strands of opportunity for non grant revenue at community radio stations – spot advertising/sponsorship and service delivery agreements with mainstream agencies.  It is my personal opinion that over-reliance on the former will inevitably detract from your standing in the community and therefore lessen your effectiveness in delivering the latter.
Some ‘win-wins’


Good station community network and accountability





Community engagement as a service for clients and partners





Good listener understanding of what a community radio station is





Better listener ‘buy in’ to messages your partners put out on the station








