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In the last few years, the mandate of the print industry to raise profits has superceded the mandate to 
serve the needs of the public with strong, investigative journalism.  We’ve witnessed the withering of what 

was once a strong institution.  NPR really is one of the few remaining bastions in America of what 
journalism ought to be, with an obligation to provide citizens with information to allow them to evaluate 

and hold accountable, by virtue of a free press, powerful elected officials and candidates for office.  
 

  Bill Marimow 
Vice-President for News, NPR (2005) 

 
 
 
 
 

The subliminal depths of radio are charged with the resonating dimension of tribal horns 
and antique drums.  This is inherent in the very nature of this medium, with its power to turn  

the psyche and society into a single echo chamber.  The resonating dimension of radio is  
unheeded by the script writers, with few exceptions.   

      
 Marshall McLuhan 

Understanding Media (1964) 
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I. Introduction 
 
Beginning in January 2004, SchardtMEDIA undertook an extensive, benchmark study of the public 
radio independent sector.  The study consisted of analyses of nearly 2700 hours of content airing on 
public radio stations between September 2002 and September 2003, and surveys of 345 producers 
and acquirers representing a broad spectrum of the industry.  One major finding of the study found 
that independent producers fill 2% of public radio’s content stream.  We learned, too,  that of the 64 
independent producers and commentators that contributed to programs in our sampling over the 
course of a year, 1 in 5 is based at a radio station. 
 
The focus of the study was primarily individual freelancers who work on commission – that is, sole 
proprietors, commentators, and station-based producers who generate freelance income apart from 
their regular paying radio job.  In December 2004 and January 2005, a report on the research study – 
Key Findings, Critical Questions –  was released and widely distributed.  The full report and the reports 
from the Research Partners are posted online at http://www.SchardtMEDIA.org. 
 
Following the report’s release, SchardtMEDIA began a series of stakeholder debriefings with seventy 
producers, acquirers and executives across the industry (Appendix A) with the intent to gauge 
reactions to the research findings.  Participants included independent producers, station program 
directors, general managers, the Public Radio News Directors Inc. board (PRNDI), the Association of 
Independents in Radio board (AIR), executives from the Station Resource Group (SRG), Public 
Radio Exchange (PRX), executive producers of the leading news magazines, the Independent 
Television System (ITVS), network executives from PRI, MPR and NPR, researchers, and producer 
liaisons.    
 
The agenda for these conversations focused on ten “critical questions” that emerged through the 
analysis of the independent sector (Appendix B).  Discussion centered on topics such as whether or 
not there is a place for alternative formats such as long-form storytelling, evocative soundscapes, or 
extensively researched programming – programs that have no demonstrated ability to generate 
listener-sensitive income; whether the concept of “in-depth” has changed over time; ways to help 
foster stronger alliances between freelance producers, stations, and the networks; and where the 
source of money for new initiatives is to be found.  The comments and ideas from these conversations 
provide the basis for this report.   
 
The opinions you’ll read throughout are attributed only when the individual quoted gave permission 
to use their comments.  Others gave permission to include their comments in this report without 
attribution.  All of these unattributed opinions come from high level decision makers – both 
producers and acquirers – who were hesitant about coming forward publicly with criticism, an 
indication of the sensitive relationship between the two groups.  
 
In the context of this report, the term producer, independent, and freelancer are synonymous.  There 
is another important sector of the independent landscape made up of independent production 
houses.  Our study recognizes the contributions to the content stream of independent shops, which 
are different from those of freelance independents.  A deeper analysis is required to help to provide a 
more complete understanding of the role and mechanics of this important sub-sector in the industry 
(see Section IV. Destinations).   
 
Exploring the world of independent producers brings us, invariably, into the world of public radio 
programming and an industry both at the pinnacle of success and on the cusp of dramatic change.  
Many consider public radio’s news franchise to be an indispensable public service – a “lynchpin” of 
our democracy.  At the same time, as the system  consolidates and becomes more centralized and  
tightly focused, we ask the question, what are we leaving behind?  This report is intended to provide  
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the reader with a new lens through which to consider programming and establish a new context for 
programmers and producers to work together.  There is much work to be done as program 
stakeholders explore new ideas for reinvigorating radio’s unique power as the medium of sound, 
while at the same time strengthening and building the public radio news franchise.    
 
In this report, I present key findings, define critical challenges, propose ten “destinations” – steps 
towards solutions – and address areas of concern.  In each instance, the topics are not necessarily 
exclusive to the independent producer sector, but reflect a broad view of the challenges facing the 
industry as articulated by producers, acquirers, and others invested in programming.  
 
 
 
II. Key Findings  
 
At the start of this project, we set out to determine the value of independently produced 
programming in public radio.  In this section of the report, we provide key findings from our research 
that address that issue and others.  
 
In conversation, producers and acquirers expressed surprise and dismay at the finding that only 2% 
of the public radio content stream comes from freelance independents, primarily in the form of short 
news features and commentaries.  A number of leaders in the producer community attribute the low 
volume, in part, to their failure to effectively communicate the value of independent work to the 
system.  These leaders hear a clarion call for producers frustrated by misperceptions to do a better job 
of communicating the value of independently produced work.  Bill Kling, of MPR agrees that 
visibility is an obstacle for producers, saying, “Many of the issues you try to find solutions for [in the 
Mapping study] could resolve themselves with compelling content, and some way to get visibility for 
that content.”1     
 
On this point related to the importance of producers doing a better job selling themselves to the 
system, Bill Siemering, creator of All Things Considered and one of public radio’s visionaries,  feels that 
the onus of ascribing value to independently produced work should not fall solely on producers.    
 
“Independent work, by now, should have spoken for itself,” says Siemering.  He calls for stronger 
leadership in exploiting radio’s unique strengths, saying, “While it is important that producers be 
able to explicitly state the value of their work, greater carriage will not be the result of persuasion,  
but the belief from the highest level of public radio and throughout the system that using radio 
imaginatively to tell compelling stories that capture the listener’s attention is one of the defining 
elements of public radio.”   
 
The assumption in this statement is that independent work is, by nature, of a caliber in itself 
compelling enough to capture the listeners’ attention.  This is not a widely accepted view.  It also 
leads us to the question, should good storytelling and the creative use of sound, then, be the only 
barometer of what is important?  Should other determinants – power to generate money, ability to 
cultivate an audience – not matter, or not matter as much?  This comes back to the relative nature of 
what is valued and what is not.     
 

                                                 
1 Our research began just as the Public Radio Exchange (PRX) was launched.  Since then, PRX has begun to 
emerge as a vibrant showcase for programming.  Many producers look to PRX as an antidote to the visibility 
problem.  



Mapping Public Radio’s Independent Landscape 
Opportunities for Innovation 
February 13, 2006  

     

3 

Marita Rivera, Vice President and General Manager for Radio and Television at WGBH in Boston 
expressed the point of view most common to acquirers, “Whatever role independents take,” said 
Rivera, “there must be a direct relationship to the audience… strengthening the audience.”    
 
This direct correlation between building audience and programming, which is absolutely 
fundamental to most programmers’ logic, is an illusive concept for some producers who do not 
understand the mechanics of audience building.  The wide range of opinions about this split and 
possible remedies are discussed later in this report.  
 
To this question of value of independent programming, there are five findings from our research that 
give specific, useful insight:    
  
1. Independent producers with journalism chops are most prized: those who are skilled at 

producing short news features or segments most suitable for national news magazines get the 
most work.  Judging by the supply/demand ratio, the greatest value in terms of independently 
produced content is given to short feature pieces and commentaries,  between 2 and 10 minutes 
long, dropped into NPR news magazines; 88% of the content demand fits into this format 
category.  Our interpretation of this finding is that it is a reflection of the success public radio, 
and NPR in particular,  of centralizing program  service and developing the news/information 
franchise.  This is the engine that drives public radio’s audience and economy and, in turn, 
dictates the demand for content and specific format from producers and reporters.    

 
Jeff Hansen, PD of KUOW in Seattle, recently drew a controversial line in the sand with the 
decision that the station would no longer consider programs unless they had a top of the hour 
newscast hole.  While opinions among both producers and acquirers have varied widely, it’s 
likely that other stations will follow his lead.  Hansen’s decision and the constructive dialogue it  
sparked has brought the importance of format to the forefront.  KUOW is now the top ranked 
radio news station in Seattle and, Hansen asserts, with this achievement comes the obligation to 
meet listeners’ demands to be kept up to date on breaking news.  This is an important 
responsibility for many stations that has evolved in recent years, according to Hansen.   

 
“Before 2001, public radio saw its news role being primarily about analysis and less about news 
breaking,“ said Hansen.  “We got a very sobering reality check on September 11.  It became very 
clear that it wasn’t enough to just do analysis.  Since then, it’s become increasingly clear – almost 
every week – that there is news happening almost constantly, and our listeners have come to 
expect us to be on it.  We’ve been pushing in that direction steadily.  It’s about serving a need.”    
 
KUOW’s new policy is also reflective of a ten year trend among stations and the network toward 
widespread adoption of format specific aspects of programming.  These format elements have, 
over time, evolved into barometers of what programming is valued.  They lend a predictability 
and consistency that PD’s desire, making it easier for scheduling automation and inserting 
needed local ID’s and announcements.  The common thinking (supported by research) is that 
these format details fulfill an important expectation of listeners.    

 
With this more centralized programming environment, more and more stations are turning more 
of their airtime over to network programming.  This results in fewer opportunities for 
independent producers to secure assignments.  Both acquirers and producers acknowledge that a 
relatively small minority of producers’ work is most valued – the “cream of the crop.”  They get 
the plum assignments again and again.  Some producers who don’t fit this category feel a degree 
of frustration…undervalued and ignored by acquirers.    
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“There is a massive disconnect between producers’ ability and their expectation,” said one 
Executive Producer of a daily magazine. “There is a certain Darwinistic point where people rise 
to the top… this small group of producers that you can practically count on one hand will never 
go wanting.  The place where there is a real problem is talented producers – especially young 
producers – getting noticed and getting past the bias against independent producers.” 

 
2. Listeners are perceived by the majority of producers and acquirers to value independent 

work.  81% of acquirers and 88% of producers did not agree with the statement “If all 
independent programming disappeared, it would not make much of a difference to the audience.”   
It is notable, too, the majority of acquirers (55%) and producers (81%) believe programming from 
independent producers to be more “innovative” and “ground-breaking” than that produced by 
the stations or networks.   

 
3. There is disparity between acquirers’ expressed value of independent work and the reality 

of how much independently produced content is commissioned.  As noted earlier, only 2% of 
public radio content stream comes from independent freelancers.  An additional 3% comes from 
independent production houses.  Yet, our survey indicates a demand for more independently 
produced programming across a range of formats, with a majority of acquirers expressing a desire 
for more news reports, essays, reviews, art stories, special programs, and modules from 
independent producers.  As we consider this finding, along with point 2 above, there appears to 
be a gap between what acquirers are saying and what they are actually commissioning.   
 
One place to begin looking for new information and trends on the relationship between the 
producer and acquirer sectors is PRX.  Executive Director Jake Shapiro provided some statistics.  
Since launching just over two years ago, there are 828 individual producers registered, and 334 
stations.  Of the site’s 4,464 pieces, 45% come from individual producers, 34% from producing 
groups, and 21% from stations.  It will be important to see how these numbers evolve over time.  

 
4. Long-form programming from independent producers is a premium commodity.  We 

grouped pieces produced by freelance producers into three categories based on what appeared in 
the content analysis: 2-5 minutes, 5-10 minutes, and 10-30 minutes.  Long-form programming was 
defined as anything longer than 30 minutes.  The longest piece from a freelance producer that 
turned up in the study was 18 minutes in length – just one – which leads us to conclude that 
there are few opportunities outside the news-feature format  for independents.  We also learned 
from the content analysis that producers earn a higher fee for longer form pieces; acquirers are 
willing to pay more.  From a strictly monetary standpoint, long form pieces carry a higher value.  
Following this logic, it would be beneficial to producers if there were more opportunities to 
produce long form .  Not only is the pay better, but opening opportunities for long form 
programming would have the effect of diversifying and expanding the narrowly defined channel 
by which independents now contribute to the content stream. 

   
5. Value is relative.  Walrus Research’s segmentation analysis showed that independents are not 

one homogenous group, a commonly held perception going into this study.  Producers break out 
in three segments – Outsiders, Realists, and Idealists – converging around opinions related to the 
evolution of public radio and the value of audience research, how they perceive themselves and 
their role in the industry, and what their respective contributions are in terms of specific content 
and format .  Outsiders tend to have negative views of the impact research has had on the 
industry, and they earn most of their income outside of radio.  Realists tend to hold full or part 
time jobs within the industry, in addition to their freelance work, and are responsible for a 
majority of the freelance material that flows through the system.  This segment has a more 
positive view of research’s effect on public radio.  The Idealists share the Outsider’s skepticism of 
research, and are also most prolific in the variety of formats they work in.    
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Breaking down the independent community in this way is revealing.  It tells us that producers 
have a range of expectations and play different roles within the industry in what they contribute 
and how it fits into the “contemporary reality” and demands of public radio.  What some 
freelancers are doing has specific and definable value to key decision makers; what others are 
doing does not hold much specific and definable value for those same key decision makers.      
 
 
       

III.   Challenges   
 
  I feel like public radio's in a situation where the journalism is great and  
  has never been better…it's great coverage.  Where public radio falls down  
  -- and any program director in the system will tell you this -- is innovation.  
  One of the prices of success is that now it has a sound, and the sound is  
  really predictable. And so what do you do, 30 years into the vision?  

   
      Ira Glass, Host of This American Life 
      Columbia Journalism Daily, 8/12/05  
 
The landscape of independents in public radio is difficult to chart.  One reason is that the 
independent ‘identity” is as much a state of mind as it is a pattern of attitudes or practices.  This 
report is one step in what I hope will become a constructive discussion about the role independents 
play.  The ideas outlined in it are intended to inspire action and new ways to think about public 
radio programming and innovation.    
 
My discussions with producers and acquirers concerning the role of the independent producer in 
public radio often moved quickly to ideas about the future of programming decision-making, 
sustainability of new and existing programs, and developing new ideas.  Four broad areas of concern 
emerged through the course of these conversations: 

 
> Revenue > Programming Culture  > Diversity             > Innovation   

 
These ‘concerns’ are not tied specifically to independent producers nor limited to a particular 
program format, but are widespread, with far-reaching consequences for virtually all aspects of the 
industry, including the independent sector.  These conversations have made it clear that, as an 
industry,  we are challenged to develop a meaningful response to these concerns.  I return to ideas for 
response later,  in section IV of this report. 
 
These areas are not independent of one another, but are closely tied.  Without money, there is no 
programming.  Without innovation and diversity, there are fewer reasons to listen.  With fewer 
listening, it’s harder to raise money.  These interrelated concerns frame the following ”Challenges” as 
they relate to the independent sector:   
 
Challenge 1 – Revenue  
 
 Pressure is on Public Radio at every level to develop a new model for funding  
 program production.  The nature and the economy of  programming have  
 changed dramatically in recent years, and many independent producers are  
 not up to date with the forces that drive the content marketplace.  
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In recent years, major market stations in particular have become content centers in their own right.   
WNYC, WBEZ, WBUR, Wisconsin Public Radio, WAMU, KCRW, and WGBH are among those  
producing nationally syndicated programming on a daily and weekly basis.  We’ve seen an entirely 
new entity emerge in just the last year from Minnesota in the form of American Public Media, which 
has redefined the syndication marketplace.   
                  
As many stations of all sizes strive to strengthen local service, news operations have grown more 
sophisticated and expensive.  In Spring 2005, when we met to discuss the Findings report, Dean 
Cappello, VP of Programming at WNYC, had some telling comments on his station’s use of 
independently produced material.  “A lot of acquisitions money is now funneled into local  
programming rather than channeled out to producers; that’s one big change,” said Cappello.  “The 
economy of public radio now has a new element:  very strong station-producers that need to be 
sustained.  It’s getting harder and harder to raise foundation money.  So the pressure is on local fund- 
drives, and that’s where the money comes from.  After that, [in choosing which projects to support or 
not], it comes to priorities.” 
 
In their report, Having it All, on the financial health of the public radio system commissioned by CPB 
in 2004, Brody-Weiser-Burns tell us that “an increase in [stations’] programming expenses was 
strongly associated with a decrease in net revenue” system-wide.  Further, they report that 60% of 
stations’ increased operating expenses from 1999-2003 came from increases in the cost of local 
production and programming.   In a very tight program funding environment, stations now compete 
with each other, with freelance producers, and with the networks to subsidize this rise in the cost of 
programming.  The fiscal consequence detailed in the Brody-Weiser-Burns report startles many of us: 
that, while total operating revenues have grown steadily over the last 5 years, public radio’s spending 
has outpaced the growth.  This gap can be traced to a minority of stations that have significantly 
increased programming produced at the local level.2    
 
In this light, it’s notable that WNYC, WBUR, and WBEZ are among stations that have in the last 
half year cancelled or suspended syndicated programming produced in their shops.  
 
Acquirers at the station and network level feel that their financial reality is not understood by the 
producing community.  Ron Jones, Program Director at WBEZ had this to say:  “I had one producer 
ask me what the value of his work was.  It’s difficult to answer this question.  In many cases, it’s 
relative – it’s a matter of my overall budget.  It’s true that we’re steadily seeing our cost for creative 
acquisitions rise – it was up 15% last year.  At the same time, American Public Media’s emergence as a 
national program producer and their associated fee structure has added new pressure on our budget.  
As a consequence, this affects our decision for buying independent content.” 
 
As our Findings indicate, a third of the producers who say they’re trying to make a living in radio 
report a net loss or zero earnings from their work.  “Self-funding” is ranked as producers’ number one 
source of revenue.  The great majority earns most of its income from sources other than radio, and 
there is a pervasive feeling among producers that the system should do more to support their work.  
Some producers have a perception that the stations and the networks have the money but are 
unwilling to part with it, which is directly at odds with the reality described by Cappello and Jones, 
and other major market station managers.  “We have to constantly remind people what they’re not 
doing for the indie community,” said one frustrated member of the AIR Board.  
 

                                                 
2 Having it All, How Public Radio Stations Can Provide Great Service and Live Within Their Means Brody-Weiser-Burns, 
November 2004   http://www.cpb.org/stations/reports/havingitall_radioreport_04.pdf  
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Some independent producers strike a balance, devising original ways to form content partnerships or 
contribute m aterial to the networks ’ news franchise on a regular, on-going basis:  Jay Allison, Barrett 
Golding, Dave Isay, the Kitchen Sisters, Richard Paul, Bari Scott, Joe Richman, and a range of 
commentators.  Oftentimes, however, producers who successfully sustain their independent radio 
production work full or part time within the industry at radio stations, doing freelance on the side.    
 
Rates and developing financially sustainable projects are a central topic in the producer community.   
The frustrations voiced by producers regarding the financial reality of program making reflect an 
economic environment that  is increasingly constrained.  Another side of this frustration is expressed 
in more personal terms by producers dealing with station or network staffs; they often feel editors 
and network executives don’t comprehend what goes into their work; they don’t understand the 
“realities” of working as an independent producer.  The feeling is mutual.  Many acquirers have an 
implicit expectation that producers should have a better understanding of their reality – another 
indication of the “cultural divide” discussed in greater depth in the next section.      
 
One major market program decision maker gave this insightful observation:  “Public radio is a 
subsidized market economy.  That means we’re always going to be giving things away.  On one hand,  
we’re asking our funders to think of us as a mission-enterprise, and give money to us instead of, say, 
to a hospital.  And on the other hand, [we have] producers who are out of touch, saying ‘pay me so 
much for this work….pay me according to the cost of living.  It’s difficult to reconcile the two.”    
 
The bottom line, echoed by both producers and acquirers, asks, ‘where is the money for anything new 
going to come from?’  This question reflects not only on the economy that supports the work of 
independent producers, but also on the econom y of stations, and the system as a whole.  There is 
pressure from within the industry and keen awareness by program makers at every level of the 
system that the media landscape is changing, and public radio must adapt in order to remain 
competitive.    
 
Many in the system are keeping a close eye on the numbers for fundraising and audience.  The recent 
Public Radio Profile report issued by the Station Resource Group3 shows mixed results:  AQH 
audience dropped 2.3% – the first ever such decline in history, according to a variety of sources –  
while net revenues increased by 2.1%.  It’s premature to know whether the loss of audience is cause 
for concern. This feeds industry worry that, with each new media gadget, there will be an erosion of 
our traditional base as listeners diversify their habits.  Technology drives producers, stations, and the 
networks towards further diversification.  With this comes the pressing need to develop new ways 
to account for listeners who may be switching from their public radio station to their iPod, to a live 
internet stream, or to Bob Edwards on satellite radio.  There is a demand for new content to fill new 
platforms – podcasting, HD Radio, streaming media.  Many believe this presents an opportunity for 
independent producers.  Again, the vexing money question; from where will the money come to 
support new production for emerging platforms?  Stations and the networks face the difficult 
challenge to sustain their core, while keeping up with the demands of time.     
 
Bill Siemering, for one, believes a return to the mission-approach is something public radio needs 
now.  “With a commitment to returning to sound as one of the defining elements of public radio, 
resources will be made available for producing this material within NPR and other national programs 
as well as local stations.  Without this commitment, nothing will change.”   
 
 

                                                 
3 http://www.srg.org/funding/04RevenueUpdate.pdf 
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This mission-driven attitude has been elemental to the culture of public radio from its beginnings, 
and, while the definition of mission has since expanded to include audience measurement, this  
attitude still often prevails as programmers embark on new program development.   It goes 
something like this – [insert your soapbox issue here] is a good thing to do and is uplifting to 
humanity, therefore if we succeed in making an excellent radio program about [your soapbox issue], 
then the money will follow. 
 
Unfortunately, in most cases today, this “faith-based” approach to program development leads 
invariably to program projects that are not sustainable over the long term .  Faith-based producers 
tend to load all the money up front to develop the concept and the content.  Marketing and fund 
raising are left as something to pick up “somewhere down the road” once the program is formulated.  
This approach worked well at a time when there was little competition,  when there was not a glut of  
programming inventory, and when public radio was a new phenomenon and there was little 
competition for its obscure niche.  But in today’s world, with the industry having reached maturity, 
this approach will usually lead to programs difficult or impossible to sustain financially over the long 
term.      
 
There is, however, another important and implicit point in Siemering’s mission-oriented idealism 
that should not be lost:  radio’s unique and defining power is sound, that is,  the ability to get deep  
inside a listener’s ear and spark his imagination.  The success of the industry has blinded us to this 
defining power – it is viewed with nostalgia, as a luxury….a remnant of the good ol’ days of NPR.   
 
The power of sound is fundamental, however, with a critical place in the unique culture of public 
radio and suggests a direct connection between this defining power of the medium and the industry’s 
long-term sustainability.  To convince someone to give you money, you have to tell them a good story.  
One of radio’s most compelling stories is about the power of sound.  Public radio’s first and defining 
chapter is how a group of creative, passionate people understood how they could reach listeners 
hearts and minds in a new way – through their ears.  We should still be telling this story about 
public radio.   
 
Over time, the importance of a journalistically balanced, well-crafted script has moved to the 
forefront.  Public radio has grown more sophisticated, sprouted new appendages, matured.  Clearly 
these fundamental elements of excellent craftsmanship and the ideals embodied in this unique  
medium of sound are not enough.  The demand on program makers has expanded and grown more 
sophisticated, but our understanding and mastery of the power of sound is still one of public radio’s 
most exciting stories.  We would do well to renew this commitment: to practice the craft of sound 
vigorously and find new ways to tell the public radio story, and new financial supporters to hear it .  
 
Challenge 2 –   Programming culture 
 
 A cultural divide in public radio programming influences which programs are  
 deemed to have value, and determines whose ideas are represented on the airwaves. 
 
Sound is public radio’s first franchise.  The premiere broadcast of All Things Considered in Spring 1971 
opened listeners’ ears to the magic of what was possible when a microphone was used to tell a story. 
Those first listeners stood with the NPR reporter right in the middle of an anti-Vietnam war protest 
on a Washington DC street, listening closely as he spoke, unscripted, into his microphone, 
describing exactly what he was seeing and feeling.  This was the lead news story of the day, and it 
was told in a way that we rarely hear today.  
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In the last dozen years, as the industry has matured and consolidated, a second franchise – the news-
journalism franchise – has emerged, driven in large part by the evolution of public radio’s research  
culture and the failing fortunes of the newspaper and commercial radio news industries.  The  
industry has, at its highest levels, experienced a tremendous influx of print, television, and 
commercial radio reporters and journalists who influence the development of radio – its craft and the 
use of sound.   According to Bill Marimow, newly named Vice President for News, NPR is  
experiencing a “deluge of highly placed print people” who want to work for NPR.  News, as the 
dominant franchise, is rightly credited for public radio’s success – the broad expansion in audience, 
in revenues, and the establishment of public radio as one of America’s preeminent sources for high 
quality, in-depth journalism.   
 
The other important and closely related aspect is the consolidation of the industry.  According to a 
December 2005 report from Audience Research Analysis, the great majority of public radio listeners 
are tuning in to syndicated programs, and it is a growing trend:  over the last 7 years, the percentage 
of listening to nationally produced programming has grown from 49% to 62%.  The same study 
reports that, in Spring 2005, half of all listening to public radio was generated by just 19 nationally 
distributed programs.  Five years ago, it took 53 programs to generate the same amount of listening.4  
What happens to producers in this sort of environment?  According to Jeff Hansen, “You reduce the 
number of producers you need dramatically.  Each station now has to only fill 5 to 10 minutes per 
hour of national programming.  The more you centralize production, the fewer producers you need.” 
 
The franchise of sound and the franchise of news are not mutually exclusive; no clear dividing line 
separates the two, however our research data and conversations reveal a distinct divide in public 
radio.  On the one side there a programming universe that is attached to specifically defined values 
grown from program-research culture.  On the other side is programming that is considered 
experimental, sound-based, or non-narrative in nature whose principal values are often subjective 
and not necessarily definable.  I describe this as a split between public radio’s “culture of sound” and 
public radio’s “culture of news-journalism.”    
 
Most people I spoke with share values of both cultures.  Another way we might view this split is 
between head and heart, or the analytic and the creative.  Talking with acquirers, for example, they  
seem in their hearts to recognize and embrace certain ideals associated with “sound” culture, and  
tend to attach related ideals – innovation, risk, creativity, breaking rules, experimenting with sound 
– to the independent sector.  In the day-to-day crush of business, however, another set of values takes 
precedence, driven by the reality of maintaining and increasing the audience, and by the defined 
values of the dominant news-journalism franchise.  This ability to communicate and define values is 
important to any mature business and public radio is no exception.  Over time, these defined values 
translate into what is considered important in programming, and what is considered not important.   
 
Each franchise’s priorities and values are influenced and reinforced by different forces.  For example, 
the news-journalism franchise is connected very directly to audience service as defined by numbers, 
and by the news cycle.  The sound franchise connects deeply to aesthetic, personal considerations.  
These priorities and values are translated into language and style, and when it comes to defining 
success and public service, producers and acquirers often speak entirely different languages.  For 
example, “core listener,” “unique appeal,” “AQH,” is common nomenclature for most acquirers, and 
represent a complete set of values and determinants about programming. 
 
Program decision-makers now rely on research methods and their ability to define previously 
intangible concepts such as “service” or “loyalty” in absolute terms.  The central tenet of the research-

                                                 
4  http://www.aranet.com/library/pdf/doc-1001.pdf 
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driven culture is that we exist in a world of absolutes.  Right programming and wrong programming 
make fortunes rise or fall.  Research allows stations, producers, and the networks to tell their story 
confidently, to define their failures and successes, and to justify their purpose to funders.    
One influential executive at a leading network had an off-the-record opinion that the reliance on 
research has made his brethren lazy.  “To be candid,” he said, “there is a minority of PD's who really 
want to broaden their envelope.  For years, the general direction research has taken advocates for 
stations to simply play the network programming.  A lot of programmers have simply become 
complacent."    
               
Most acquirers hold the view that the onus is on the independent producers to understand the news-
journalism culture and adopt its standards.  
  
“Sometimes, there is [a] disconnect between what producers want to create and what shows are 
looking for,” says Margaret Low Smith, Vice President for Programming at NPR,  which commissions 
the majority of freelance content.  "Producers tend to think their craft isn't appreciated at the 
networks, and that isn't necessarily the case.  But they would do well to have a better sense of the 
shows' priorities rather than wishing the appetites and needs were different.”    
 
“I’m amazed at the gap in understanding,” said another station-based executive, speaking off the 
record for fear of attracting the ire of producers.  “It seems like two different worlds.  It seems that 
many indies don’t understand how listeners use radio.”    
 
Programmers must feel confident that the producers they’re working with are on their same page, 
and that the content they’re getting is reliable.  Many producers, whether working at a station or as a 
sole proprietor, would like to have more flexibility creatively; to shape ideas rather than simply 
respond to narrow assignments.  Most producers feel they have few opportunities to develop 
trusting relationships with acquirers.  Although there are exceptions, the differences between the 
cultures emerge in attitudes of disrespect and disregard.  In a word, the problem is trust.   
 
We see another “disconnect” between the sound vs. news-journalism divide in the widespread and 
growing expectation that freelance producers bring strong journalistic sensibility to their work.   
“Independent producers pitch incredibly redundant subject matter,” says an executive producer of 
one of the leading network news magazines.  “And then there are producers who claim to approach a 
topic in a journalistic way, but have little training; weak journalistic standards.”    
 
Some producers are supreme craftspeople with no interest in journalism.  There is pervasive belief 
among producers and acquirers that these sorts of producers – some of whom were at one time 
successful in syndicating their programs to hundreds of stations – have no place in public radio 
anymore.  One producer who is a master craftsman working in audio drama once had his programs 
carried on more than 200 stations.  Today, he says, “I’ve given up on public radio”…a nd he’s now 
focused his business on selling his “serial entertainment” catalogue directly to his listeners.   
 
WBEZ General Manager Torey Malatia is one of public radio’s respected program innovators, and 
one of a number of public radio executives who consider themselves “independent.”  He gave Ira 
Glass a home-base to create This American Life , a poster child for public radio program innovation.   
With KCRW’s Ruth Seymour and WNYC’s Dean Cappello, Malatia is among the most 
unconventional thinkers among major market executives, and his opinions are often provocative.   
 
“The commonly held assumption,” Malatia said, “is that the divide is a research-driven creative 
divide; that research is the filter through which creativity is measured.  This is just not the way it   
works.  Programmers often reference yardsticks like research, audience appeal, and standards as 
ways of explaining away what is in reality institutionalized caution.  We shouldn't forget that an 
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entire generation of programmers has been conditioned by public radio professional development 
organizations to replicate the tried and true, not innovate the next wave of successes.  Producers may 
be accused of deluding themselves about the level of competency and value of their work, but 
programmers may be similarly accused of being oblivious to the narrowness of their critical 
processes.”   
           
The discussion with station-based news directors and reporters revealed surprising views.  This 
group, working on a freelance basis,  delivers most of the independently produced 2-10 minute news 
feature programming to the system, and has the journalistic strength requisite to working with the 
networks .  There is a view among station producers that the relationship with NPR has “definitely 
changed” over the last 10 years with the increased unrelenting demand for short features.  Station 
based producers feel there is scant opportunity to work on anything outside of this format.  Yet 
conversations reveal a desire – echoed by non-station producers – for opportunities to “stretch out” 
and work more intimately with sound and to experiment with their own ideas.      
 
 “I have got young people who have full time jobs and are desperate to produce long-form 
programming,” said one station news chief.  “I don’t want them to be shut out, but they don’t want to 
do news…they think of it as uncool.  I don’t have many options to offer.”  She went on to say, “We 
pitch less to NPR because it’s less satisfying.  You finish your news day, and the question is do I want 
to take extra time to file for NPR?  It’s more often, ‘no, I just want to go home.’” 
 
NPR is considered by some station based producers to be a “victim of its own success,” having 
evolved into a CNN-type 24/7 machine that must be constantly fed.  NPR’s latest directive to station 
reporters is “we want three minutes, and we want quicker turn-around,” according to one news 
director.  This did not come across as an indictment or criticism, but rather an awareness by station-
based producers of the trade-off for NPR’s – indeed all of public radio’s – success as a journalistic 
standard-bearer.  
 
If we accept that a cultural divide exists in public radio programming, then the challenge and the 
opportunity is to forge a common vision with a broader set of values.  PRPD’s Core Values Project 
has taken important steps in this direction, recognizing qualities that are unique to public radio – 
qualities of the mind, heart and spirit, and of the craft, and is working to apply these values in a 
variety of ways.  Some producers and acquirers struggle with the whole notion of assigning set 
values.  One producer echoed what others expressed, “How do we measure qualities such as “spirit” 
or “authentic” in any meaningful or useful way in a world that is defined by absolutes?  Do we really 
want to apply a 1 to 10 scale measure on “heart?”  
 
At a time when there is an explosion of technology-driven experimentation in sound going on all 
around us and competitive pressures are mounting, it would serve the industry well to consider this 
critical divide and ask hard questions about public radio’s unique franchise.  Creating venues for 
producers and programmers to “mingle” would be a positive step.  There is an opportunity for the 
two groups – who are often defined by their differences – to come together to begin to forge mutual 
understanding and a broadened, common set of values.  
 
Challenge 3 – Diversity  
 
 The independent community is a resource for youth and diversity that Public  
 Radio should encourage and support. 
 
Public radio is a success story.  Over the last ten years, the industry has established itself as a 
respected, authoritative, and even necessary voice in contemporary society.  With this success comes  
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the danger of complacency.  There is a risk of hanging too tightly to the formulas that led us to the 
present achievements and of reinforcing a kind of predictability and routine that have the unintended 
effect of insulating the industry from fresh blood and new ideas.       
             
All around us – just beyond the wall – is a world of new sound.  With a bit of freeware and some 
practice, anybody can become a producer and send the sound of their craft to willing listeners.  This  
is especially true of kids who are more technically savvy than the average public radio insider ever 
dreamed of being.    
 
This is not to say that anybody out there cranking out a podcast is the next radio genius.  Chances 
are, though, that  if we become too focused on working over the same formulas, the same formats and 
types of programs that have been successful before, we may miss the chance to stake a claim to new 
talent – to the newest franchise of sound.   We need to reach from the inside out, and find the bright 
and invigorating energy, bring it inside, cultivate it, and claim it. 
 
Our research revealed a surprisingly strong contingent (40%) of independent producers to be “up 
and comers” who have been working in public radio for five years or less and are testing the waters of  
the industry, trying to find a place in it.  Producers and acquirers alike expressed curiosity about 
these young producers and, as NPR’s Margaret Low Smith described it, are eager “to discover the 
brilliant young producers of tomorrow.”  As both industry insiders and the public radio audience 
ages, there is a keen awareness of the need to cultivate the next generation of leaders in all sectors.  
 
Considering the diversity of the producer community, it is notable that our study showed nearly 
twenty percent (20%) of independent producers to be racial or Hispanic minority, and an additional 
five percent (5%) who consider themselves to have dual or multiple race or ethnicity.  This compares 
to an estimated 31% of the overall US population identified as non-white, and the 2% of multiple 
ethnicity or race5.    
 
There is optimism about the diversity of the independent community, and the distinct group of 
young producers our study identified.  Peggy Girshman, Assistant Managing Editor at NPR, is one of 
a number of stakeholders who feel there is more work for independents now than ever before.  
Because this is a first time study,  we have no information on trends and can’t support or disprove this 
perception.  A number of new programs for young and minority producers have recently emerged, 
however:  Generation PRX, NPR’s Diversity Initiative and Next Generation projects, and the on-
going grassroots cultivation of the youth radio culture through initiatives such as KOOP’s Youth 
Spin, Blunt Radio, WAMU’s Youth Voices, and WNYC’s Radio Rookies, to name a few.  
  
WNYC’s Dean Cappello shares Girshman’s outlook. “I would argue that there is much more stuff 
being commissioned and bought by radio stations than ever before,” says Cappello.  “The strength of 
local radio stations and the explosion of programming at the local level have led to a real opportunity 
for producers of all types.”  He points to an innovative WNYC radio documentary project from Fall 
2005 – Feet in Two Worlds: Immigrants in a Global City.  The program was a collaboration between 
independent producer John Rudolph and the station, and an experimental attempt to draw on the 
resources of the ethnic journalism communities in New York, the most diverse of all cities.    
 
The optimism is mixed with concern as to whether the system provides enough stimulating 
production opportunity and a strong economic incentive to hold on to new talent.  “Competition 
from outside of public radio is stiffer for bright new talent,” said PRI’s Senior VP of Productions 
Melinda Ward.  She wonders, “In this changing environment, are we losing talent to other media?”  
 

                                                 
5 US Census 2000:  http://www.censusscope.org/us/map_nhwhite.html 
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Public radio holds strong appeal for newcomers: the distribution potential, the quality of the  
product, the audience, the social glamour that comes being associated with the NPR “brand.”  The 
opportunities and collaborations I’ve cited are encouraging, but to attract and hang on to young and 
minority talent, the system must go further.  Radical new voices must be brought to the center of 
program development.  A new breed of hosts and producers must be given a seat behind the 
microphone and at the editorial table if the industry is to attract a younger, more diverse audience.   
     
Challenge 4 – Innovation  
 
 There is desire, but little time or place, to develop new, experimental program ideas.    
 
One impediment to innovation is fear; aversion to risk.  “Damn the torpedoes, full steam ahead” 
requires chutzpah to buck station or listener expectations.  This chutzpah comes with an 
understanding that there is danger in complacency, and that innovation, however small or large, is 
fundamental to the vitality of the industry.     
 
Another impediment to innovation, say public radio insiders, is making the time and space for it.  
 
Stakeholders refer to “innovation” when talking about the need and desire to break the mold, to 
create something new and never heard before, to develop a program that is fresh, different.   
Innovation is often attached to new platforms, and wrestling with how to come up with an original 
way to create programs expressly for these new media.  The topic of innovation came up again and 
again in discussions about independent producers’ role in the industry.  
 
“In terms of independents, I think there is a prime opportunity – with podcasting, with PRX – new 
places that I think are tremendous assets,” says PRNDI Chief and WUNC News Director Connie 
Walker.  “But who has time to look at all of this programming there is to choose from?  We’re going 
to have a lot of niches to fill, but where do you go, how do you find the good material to fill them?”    
 
Virtually every successful industry recognizes the importance of innovation and invests heavily in 
R&D.  Walter Sabo is a commercial radio consultant credited with inventing FM Talk Radio.   Here’s 
what he had to say last year, in an interview with Radio Ink:  “Smart CEOS give managers the 
resources to invest capital on new ideas, in the future of the company: Proctor & Gamble, 3M, Apple, 
NBC, ABC, and CBS Television have laboratories where new ideas are developed… new ideas are 
researched, and new ideas are expected.  The ability to test a new idea gives executives the ability to 
be brave – but radio has no lab, no development budget, no system to test big, new ideas.”  
 
 NPR’s Margaret Low Smith mused about a “lab” approach.  “We love the idea of having a place 
where we could play around with the medium a little bit,” she said.  “There are many of us here [at 
NPR] who have an appetite for finding new, imaginative ways to make what we do come alive.”   
               
Creating innovative programming is one thing, recognizing it is another.  Acquirers making a place 
for it on the air – creating a demand – is another piece of the puzzle.  It’s clear we’ve got a chicken-
and-egg situation when it comes to the innovation dilemma.  Joan Rabinowitz is a member of the 
AIR board and Executive Director of Jack Straw Productions, a Seattle-based incubator that brings 
together radio producers, sound and installation artists, writers, and area students.  She worries and 
asks, “Audio art, radio theatre, and other things are marginalized.  How can we encourage or preserve 
the places for this sort of programming?”    
 
There is a pervasive view among acquirers and producers I spoke with that the current programming  
environment and the few opportunities to produce sound-rich or experimental programming are  
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limiting for non-news producers, both those established, and those who are new to the field.  This 
desire for more experimenting is not relegated to the group of “outsiders” or those working on the 
fringes of the industry – quite the contrary.   
 
Jonathan Ahl, News Director at WCBU in Peoria, says, “A lot of people are going to view the notion 
that the public radio station system is somehow responsible for nurturing this group of outside 
producers who do this fabulously complex storytelling as a selfish plea.  I wish my news staff was big 
enough that I could let people break loose to do this sort of thing.  There is going to be resistance that 
we should be paying some 24-year-old to do the interesting work, while the rest of us do the day-to-
day in the salt mines.”    
  
This question arose throughout various conversations:  In a world where there is so much 
competition in news/talk, how can program makers find a way to flex the creative muscles?  Chris 
Turpin, Executive producer of ATC, reiterated this view, “You also have the pressure from your own 
staff, who would love to have the plum assignments.  They say, ‘If you gave me that much time….’” 
              
While no one category of program makers has the corner on creativity or innovation – my 
conversations reveal an underlying attitude across various camps that independent producers do, in 
fact, represent certain ideals associated with innovative thinking and the creative use of sound.  This 
idea is reinforced in our research underscored earlier in this report – the majority of acquirers and 
producers alike believe that programming from independent producers is “more innovative and 
ground-breaking than programming produced by the stations and networks.”    
 
Dana Davis Rehm, NPR’s Vice President of Member and Program Services, looks ahead,  “I don’t think 
it advances the discussion to say, let’s take a trip back to the past and recapture what we lost.  But 
what we’re saying is that we share with independents an aspect of story-telling and radio that is not 
strictly ax and trax.  We should build on what we share.”    
            
“An ideal to strive for within our lifetimes might be to find a method by which – and now I am 
speaking on behalf of our station – where you could have a sort of studio system,” said WBEZ’s 
Malatia.  “Where there is not everybody on earth, but a group of people you feel confident about; that 
you think can produce programs that call for a certain price at a certain time.”      
 
There are a  couple of realities that make “outside-the-box”  visions of innovation challenging for 
some:   the aforementioned relentless and firmly established 24-7 demand of the news engine that 
drives public radio listenership and revenues; adoption of the 20-40 clock; and the 5-minute top-of-
the-hour newscast.  
 
Freelancers and acquirers of all stripes expressed a certain level of frustration with “clocks written in 
stone.”  Says ATC’s Chris Turpin, “Every time we do a format breaking piece, I get angry e-mails from 
stations complaining about having to reset their automation.”  
 
These industry-format standards are directly tied to station service and PD expectations, and it’s very 
likely that future innovation will have to consider and incorporate standard formats as a framework 
for innovation. 
 
One other reality that impedes innovation is, once again,  money.  ‘Great idea !  Who’s paying?’ is a 
common refrain.  One PD put it this way, “I don’t think there’s any one of my colleagues that 
wouldn’t love a chance to invent the next new hit program from whole cloth.”  He went on, “But at 
the end of the day, it’s difficult to find the budget to spare to experiment with ideas, especially if it 
means bringing in talent from outside.”  
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There is no simple formula, but it is certain that solutions lie in shifting priorities and strengthening 
the appetite for risk, looking for and cultivating new talent, and renewed commitment and bold out-
of-the-box thinking with respect to developing new revenue streams.  We see some high level 
positions at the networks and stations being filled with television and print professionals who are 
being drawn to public radio in large part because of the failing fortunes of their own industries.  This 
will certainly add strength to the public radio, however we must also be deliberate about cultivating 
and giving opportunity to a new leadership that includes radio visionaries whose roots are from 
within the industry. 
                   
Public radio has a proud history and tradition of innovation.  Our history, however, is just that.  If, 
looking to the future, innovation is a priority, then public radio can’t rest on its laurels.  We need to 
ask:  who are the innovators among us?  We need to look aggressively beyond our own walls to 
attract and support a new generation of innovators.  We need to create the space for them to work. 
               
 
            
IV. Destinations 
 
We have learned in the course of the study that public radio program stakeholders – acquirers and 
producers alike – share four concerns that are closely linked: revenue, programming culture, diversity 
and innovation.  These concerns are universal and have an impact on virtually all sectors of the 
industry.     
 
Our study paints a picture of a divided programming culture in an increasingly consolidated 
programming environment, and a resource of producers both underutilized and restricted in the craft 
of radio-making. 
 
We see technology-driven competitive realities banging on the door of public radio, demanding the 
ideas and energies of our best and brightest.  At the same time we hear a clarion call to return to the 
distinctive values that some feel have been lost;  values that set public radio on its path to success in 
the first place – evocative use of sound, programming that transcends the use of word or script.  
 
We look to recent hopeful signs – Jad Abumrad and Ellen Horne’s evocative and original Radio Lab, 
Steve Rowland’s masterful Leonard Bernstein documentary series, PRX’s fresh mingling of producers 
and acquirers, David Isay, Piya Kochhar, and Gary Covino’s drive-time format -breaking My Lobotomy, 
KCRW’s wonderful roster of podcasts, to name just a few.   
 
Public radio is at an unprecedented crossroads shaped by a combination of technology, politics, and 
demands put upon the industry by its success in establishing itself as a pre-eminent and 
indispensable  service to the American public.  It is not a time for complacency nor mourning over 
what may have been left behind.  Program makers – that is, producers, acquirers, and funders – have  
an opportunity and a desire to join together in a bold way to create a new culture of programming. 
Bruce Warren, PD at WXPN, considering the Findings report, observed “Now that we know that 
there is this content out there, and have some idea as to how it’s being used, we [PD’s] should go on 
to begin saying ‘Hey…here is what we need.’  Or saying [to producers], ‘there is a need for this kind of 
content.’  We need to have an open-mindedness to the approach.”  
 
If there is to be change, it must be personal.  The risk of over-reliance on a system of absolutes, 
especially with respect to programming, can lead to complacency and fear of change – two qualities 
that will impede our ability to prepare for a future of increased competition for listeners’ ears and 
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time.  We must reach deeper, and commit ourselves to a culture that blends, in equal parts, the 
collective wisdom of research and the mastery of the craft.  The task, and the challenge, is innovation. 
 
I pointed out earlier that there is no clear or single formula for the way forward.  The ten destinations 
that follow are intended to help provoke discussion and forge new channels of communication, 
marking new byways on our map that will, if followed, more closely connect the energies and ideas of 
all who are invested in public radio programming:  
 
1. Invite independents to the local programming table .  Localism is a central strategy for 

many stations throughout the system; by strengthening local service and developing 
programming that is specific to the community, the thinking goes, a station will remain vital in 
this “listener-choice” era brought on by satellite radio, live streaming, podcasting, and the 
plethora of technology driven competitors.  The independent producer network is nationwide; 
our research indicates heavy concentration in the coastal urban-media centers spread out across 
44 states.  AIR conducted a station survey in 2003 aimed at learning how stations work with 
independent producers and identifying what opportunities might exist.   

 
From major markets down to small community radio outlets, nearly half of the station 
respondents expressed interest in a proposed “producer-in-residence” program.6  AIR has joined 
forces with Interlochen Radio to create a fledging residency program, now entering its third year.       
 
Station managers and PD’s should explore PRX’s and AIR’s on-line producers’ directories7 and 
locate the independent producers living within range of their signal.  Invite them – individually, 
or all together – to an informal brainstorming lunch.  Include a couple of the brightest in-house 
producers, and be sure to invite those who work in-house filing for NPR on the side.  Keep an 
open agenda, and begin simply by sharing new ideas for what is exciting, interesting, and local.  

 
2. Plant a fresh stake in the franchise of sound.  There is a tremendous opportunity for local 

stations to take a visible and leading role in their communities around podcasting.  Stations 
should make a commitment to tap into the reservoir of amateur producers.  It is perfectly 
reasonable to consider that the next major talent is out there – you have to go find her or him.   
Start up a series of free “how-to” station seminars on podcasting – maybe something similar to 
Torey Malatia’s vision of a “studio system.”  Recruit participants over the air.  Consider sending a 
young intern out to the street corner – in front of the student union, in the working class 
neighborhood in town, at the junior high school when classes are letting out – to scope out 
anybody with an iPod and give them an invitation.  Take a first step toward bringing what is 
outside inside.  

 
3. Establish public radio’s “First Franchise” Fellowship.  Academic and art institutions 

reward and support innovation and professional development through fellowship programs.  
Public radio has an opportunity to draw on this model and put renewed emphasis on the 
importance of the craft and the need to elevate the best and brightest.  NPR is undertaking an 
ambitious and important Local News Initiative that is intended to work at the member-station 
level to further build and strengthen public radio journalism.  NPR has an opportunity to also 
work on that same frontier to reenergize public radio’s innovation in sound by leading the 
system in establishing a one year fellowship program.  This is, perhaps,  one way to make 
Margaret Low Smith’s “lab” idea a reality.  Industry leaders have an opportunity to come together 
with a handful of key public radio funders to explore how a fellowship program might be 

                                                 
6 Survey results listed at http://www.airmedia.org/ops/local_stations.php#questions 
7 http://www.airmedia.org and http://www.prx.org click on “members” tab 
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established.  Representatives from the Knight Fellowship, Nieman, or Radcliffe Institute could 
invited in to advise public radio on creating a high visibility program to preserve and expand 
public radio’s “sound franchise.”  The Fellowship would attract a wide range of producers from 
inside and outside the public radio industry.  The emphasis would be on experimentation, 
innovation, and the creative use of sound expressly for public radio.  Recipients would receive 
the support of the larger community to develop their ideas, and they would be given a generous 
stipend.  Their work would be broadcast within existing news magazines and/  or perhaps used 
to create a stand-alone program or special series. 
   

4. Convene a Program-Makers Table.  In this report, we suggest there is a trust issue between 
producers and acquirers.  Acquirers and independent producers are in the business of creating 
programming, yet there are no venues where they can meet, share ideas, or forge a common vision 
of programming – build trust.  Comments throughout my conversations spoke to this need, “We 
need a new language …develop a new grammar… assimilate the two cultures…tease out a better 
understanding…”    

 
CPB has an opportunity to convene various stakeholders from the independent producer, station, 
and network communities for the first time to take steps to address the critical needs and ideas 
put forward in this report, and begin the process of forging a common vision of programming. 
PRPD has a unique opportunity to play an important role filling this void by developing a 
Program-Makers’ track at its next conference.  There is an opportunity to reach out to 
independent and station-based producers to bring them into the fold with PD’s in a proactive 
discussion.  The assignment is innovation.  This type of convergence could help to facilitate the 
needed trust, provide a new venue for relationship building,  and begin to overcome the divisions 
that exist between producers and gatekeepers.   

 
5. Sound = money.  Money = Power.   Producers or fundraisers who are calling on new funding 

prospects should always bring tape.  You are in the business of sound.  Make it standard practice 
to touch your prospect’s imagination through their ears before you ask them for money.  You can 
also tell the story of public radio’s First Franchise.  How many baby boomer prospects have 
heard tape from  the first broadcast of ATC?  How many have heard something more recently 
produced that has the same qualities of sound “taking you there?” 
 
Staying with the idea of how to draw money to innovative sound, Development Exchange, Inc.  
Executive Director Doug Eichten has been considering ways for his organization of fund-raising 
experts to collaborate with the producer community.  The time is right for AIR or PRX to come 
together with DEI.  Station fundraisers need to meet the invisible talent in their communities and 
vice versa.  This is a resource that may have fundraising potential for all.  DEI should work with 
AIR or PRX to create a track at the next PRDMC devoted to how independent producers and 
stations might partner to raise money.  Activities shouldn’t be contingent on attending a 
conference, though.  DEI could partner with producers to convene a series of on-line intensives 
intended to inform and professionalize independents’ fundraising, e.g.: how to craft a compelling 
story for funders, how to build a well-balanced budget from the inception of a project, how to 
decide whether an idea has fundraising potential or not.  [note:  as this report was being edited, 
AIR announced that it was in discussion with DEI about creating conference tracks.] 
 

6. Make the invisible visible:  PRX and AIR are unique junctions where producers and 
acquirers meet.  PRX in particular, as a conduit for supply and demand, has given powerful shape 
and dimension to the work of the independent producer sector.  As the service grows, PRX can 
play an important role in the system by issuing periodic reports on activities and trends.   By 
quantifying the relationship between independents and acquirers – putting concrete numbers to  
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a range of questions about supply and demand – they will help confront the perception that the  
system is underutilizing an important resource.  It will be useful to understand, over time, which 
formats are most in demand, and to learn how stations are using independent features.  PRX is 
beginning to encourage invention with incentives to stations to produce local programs with 
independent programming... an important step in the right direction.   
 

7.    More research.  Our report on Mapping Public Radio’s independent Landscape presents a fresh view of  
        the freelancer – the individual producer – and is only a partial picture of the full “Independent 

Landscape.”  The system is also home to dozens, if not hundreds, of independent production 
houses that make important contributions to the networks and to public radio stations and their 
service to listeners.  These shops often operate as 501(c)(3)’s and, in many instances, are the 
natural evolution of successful freelancers who have hired staff and developed an infrastructure 
around their work.  In our content analysis, we had a glimpse of how much freelance work these 
independent shops are commissioning themselves, and what portion of the content stream is 
devoted to their programming (3%).  There is a compelling need to fill out the rest of the picture 
of public radio’s independent sector.  CPB, and perhaps a consortium of investors, should 
consider commissioning this analysis. 
 

8. Adopt the clock:  Independent producers who are making long form information programming 
should produce one hour programs to fit the 20/40 clock, and be sure to conclude by 58:00 to 
give stations enough time for local ID/credits.  Inserting a newscast hole from :01 - :06 is another 
format consideration that should be carefully weighed by producers, particularly for programs 
featuring topical news or current affairs.  Make a round of phone calls to top station prospects to 
determine how important providing a newscast hole is going to be.    

 
9. Break the clock:  Count on one hand the producers for whom public radio newsmagazines will 

break format.  This is sanctified space, where listeners converge in greatest number, and offering 
a unique and exciting platform for a producer to show their talent and, at the same time, get 
instant feedback on their work.  All Things Considered and Morning Edition, the two flagship 
magazines, and other programs such as The World and Day to Day should consider broadening the  
roster of format-breaking producers by soliciting pieces to run once or twice per quarter and aim 
to rotate the assignment between station-based, independent, and in-house producers.  Public 
Radio in the US can learn some things from the BBC model of working with independent 
producers, whereby they issue each year a catalogue of RFP’s to a selected list of producers  
whose work meets established standards.  Breaking format risks the ire of stations, as ATC’s 
Chris Turpin points out earlier in this report.  It’s important, of course, that there be clear 
communication with stations well in advance of a format -breaking piece.  Perhaps it becomes a 
“first-Monday-of-the month” occasion… something stations can count on and plan for 
accordingly.  NPR would need to assert their leadership, and emphasize the importance of 
allowing more experimental, in-depth exploration of a single topic:  giving producers a chance to 
“stretch out” as they desire, and giving listeners a new way to hear public radio, especially during 
non-breaking news cycles.  

 
10. Scare yourself.  Stations and network staff should encourage and even demand risk-taking in 

editorial meetings by seeking out or assigning stories that go beyond the boundaries of what is 
considered the norm…stories that genuinely give reason for the editor to squirm a bit; stories that 
can only be done if you throw away conventional wisdom.  Suspend your aversion to failure.  
Adopt a try-it-again attitude.  Make it a priority to go with one of the “scare yourself” pitches 
regularly.  (note: Recommendation #9: “Break the Clock” could fall into an NPR’s “scare yourself” 
category.)   
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V. Setting the Table 
 
There are new conversations to be had about the role of independent producers, public radio 
programming, and a vision of the future.  In part III of this report, I outlined the challenges to public 
radio centered on four broad areas of concern: Revenue, Programming Culture, Diversity, and 
Innovation.  I have distilled these concerns into a framework of “needs” for producers, acquirers, 
program stakeholders to consider as they come to the discussion table in a new way.  These points 
below, along with the “Critical Questions” (Appendix B), help form the agenda and “set the table” for 
the new types of programming forums I’m encouraging.  These points also provide a framework for 
session topics at professional gatherings, or as agenda points for board and editorial meetings.    
 
Public radio has a need to:  
 
• ensure its competitive edge.  
 
• consider that a sector of experienced, high quality producers may be under-utilized.  
 
• expand the index of values that define successful programming.  PRPD Core Values project and 

PRX’s peer review system are examples of positive steps toward the next level of defining value.  
 
• make time and resources available for program innovation so program makers can incubate and 

experiment with bold new ideas that can be smartly, reliably executed and supported. 
 
• find a home for sound-rich or experimental formats; reinvigorate and renew the distinguishing 

characteristics of the medium . 
 
• re-examine and redefine what is meant by “in-depth.” 
 
• take a fresh look at the economy of independent production and determine to what extent the 

system bears responsibility for supporting it. 
 
• build trust and foster stronger alliances between producers and stations for mutual benefit. 
                  
• bridge the cultural divide that exists between producers and acquirers in programming by 

instigating dialogue – gathering places – where a common vision is forged and a new culture of 
program-making can take root.  

                  
 
 
VI.  Last Words 
 
In this report, I have put forward some new information and some new ideas.  I’ve proposed that 
public radio, now stronger and more vital than ever before, is at a critical crossroads.  Those who 
have worked over many years to shape this industry must now forge a new direction.  This new 
direction must include the space and place for innovation and risk, and bring the diversity, energy, 
and skill of the independent community more closely into the mainstream fold.    
 
My hope is that my ideas will inspire your ideas; that you’ll be moved to pick up your phone, send an 
e-mail, pipe up in an editorial meeting, bang your gavel, ring your bell, take a risk.  It comes down to 
individual action.  Be bold.  It’s up to you to chart the next set of byways on the map we’ve begun to 
explore. 
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Appendix A   
 
Participants in review of Key Findings, Critical Questions interim report  
   
In addition to the formal briefings convened by SchardtMEDIA, there is an extensive on-line resource 
available that includes the full Key Findings, Critical Questions report (November 2004), all of the 
original research from the project partners, and the means to send feedback and questions at 
http://www.SchardtMEDIA.org.  The Findings report was distributed upon publication by e-mail to 
348 individuals who had, either by participating in the Walrus surveys or some other means, asked to 
receive a copy of the report on its release.  Three announcements went out to the system via various 
industry listserves announcing the report and pointing to its availability on-line.     
 
Project Director Sue Schardt presented preliminary findings in two forums sponsored by the 
Association of independents in Radio (AIR):  their annual “open” membership meeting convened on-
line on October 12, 2004 and at PRPD in September 2005 during an open session that included AIR 
members and others.  Project advisors gathered at the end of October 2004 at the Third Coast 
International Radio Festival in Chicago for the first formal briefing on the report.  The subsequent 
six months – through spring 2005 – Schardt convened more than a dozen key groups of producers 
and acquirers to reflect on the findings and inform the final recommendations and action steps.   
Following is a list of those who participated in organized discussions, the public forums, or via 
response to the report on-line: 
 
1. Ahl, Jonathan; News Director,WCBU/Peoria 
2. Allison, Jay; independent producer and 

Executive Director, Atlantic Public Media  
3. Barrington, Helen; independent producer 
4. Beach, Geo; independent producer, AIR Board 
5. Bernstein, Barbara; independent producer 
6. Berryhill, Peggy; Director of Services and 

Planning, CNAPR (Project Advisor)  
7. Bevilacqua, Joe; independent producer 
8. Bond, Stacy; independent producer 
9. Brandon, Dolores; Executive Director/AIR 

(Project Advisor)  
10. Brown, Karen; independent producer 
11. Cameron Lawrence, Diane; independent 

producer 
12. Cappello, Dean; Vice President of 

Programming, WNYC/New York 
13. Clifford, Terry; Co-CEO, SRG 
14. Coombs,Amy; independent producer 
15. Davis Rehm, Dana; VP Member Services, NPR   
16. Donahue, Kerry; independent producer, AIR 

Board 
17. Doyle, Doug; News Director, WBGO/Newark 
18. Drake Oldenbourg, Nannette; independent 

producer 
19. Ellcessor, Mikel; Operations Manager, 

WNYC/New York 
20. Fifer, Sally Jo; President, ITVS 
21. Freedman, David; General Manager,  

WWOZ/New Orleans 

22. Gehl, Robin; Vice President of Programming, 
WGUC/Cincinnati 

23. Gevins, Adi; Real Reality 
Research/independent producer 

24. Girshman, Peggy; Assistant Managing Editor, 
NPR (Project Advisor)  

25. Gronau, Kathy; Creative PR 
26. Hennessey, Erin; News Director, KPLU/ 

Seattle 
27. Jackson, Maureen; AIR Board  
28. Jones, Ron; Program Director,WBEZ/Chicago  
29. Kling, William; President and CEO of 

American Public Media Group 
30. Low Smith, Margaret; Vice President, 

Programming, NPR    
31. MacDonald, Joyce; Director of Program 

Services, NPR 
32. Malatia, Torey; General Manager, 

WBEZ/Chicago 
33. Manilla, Ben; independent producer  
34. Marimow, Bill; Vice President for News, NPR  
35. Marzahl, Thomas; independent producer 
36. McVicar, Gregg; independent producer 
37. Melby, Todd; independent producer 
38. Melnicove, Margo; Producer Liaison, NPR 

(formerly)                 
39. Miller, Jonathan; independent producer 
40. Mills, Ken; Ken Mills Agency 
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Participants, continued:   
 
41. Myatt, Alice; Public Television consultant,  

Center for Digital Democracy.   
42. Nelson, Davia; independent producer, Kitchen 

Sisters (Project Advisor)  
43. Nixon, Jackie; Director of Strategic Planning, 

NPR 
44. Nuzum, Eric; Program/Acquisitions Manager, 

NPR      
45. Ott, Tanya; independent producer and News 

Director, WBHM/Birmingham 
46. Paul, Richard; independent producer 
47. Payne, Matthew; AIR Board 
48. Rabinowitz, Joan; Executive Director of Jack 

Straw Productions, AIR Board 
49. Rivera, Marita; Vice President/General 

Manager for Radio, WGBH/Boston (investor)                          
50. Roberts, Dmae; independent producer, AIR 

Board  
51. Robinson, Steve; Vice President 

Radio,WFMT/Chicago 
52. Rowland, Steve; independent producer 
53. Rueger, Barry; independent producer, AIR 

Secretary 
54. Russell, Jim; Senior Vice President and 

General Manager, American Public Media 
55. Schultz, Heidi; Program Manager for Specials 

and Limited Specials, PRI 
 
 

 
 
56. Selik, Laurie; Managing Producer, 

Marketplace Productions   
57. Shapiro, Jake; Executive Director, PRX 

(Project Advisor)  
58. Spear, Dale; VP of Programming, PRI 

(formerly) (Project Advisor)  
59. Spencer, Steve; General Manager, 

WYSO/Yellow Springs (formerly) 
60. Stevens, Sue; News Director, WNIJ/Rockford 
61. Thomas, Tom; Co-CEO, SRG 
62. Turpin, Chris; Executive Producer, NPR’s All 

Things Considered 
63. Voci, John; Station Director for WNAN-

WCAI/Woods Hole (Project Advisor)  
64. Walker, Connie; President, PRNDI and News 

Director, WUNC/Chapel Hill  
65. Ward, Melinda; Senior Vice President of PRI 

Productions 
66. Warren, Bruce; Program Director, 

WXPN/Philadelphia & PRPD board chairman 
67. Wasser, Fred; Executive Producer, 

WUNC/Chapel Hill 
68. West, Margaret; independent producer 
69. Wynn, Audrey; Senior Producer, NPR 
70. Zorn, Johanna; Executive Director of 3rd Coast 

International Radio Festival (Project Advisor)  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mapping Public Radio’s Independent Landscape 
Opportunities for Innovation 
February 13, 2006  

     

iii

Appendix B 
 
Critical Questions 
 
At the outset of this project, we formulated research questions and, in the process of finding answers, 
have begun to draw our ‘map’ of the independent landscape.  The “10 Critical Questions” that were 
first presented in the “Key Findings, Critical Questions” report (November 2004) are, in a very real 
sense, the points we’ve marked on the map.  These points represent a convergence of stakeholders as 
they considered the findings of our research:    
 
 
1. There is growing competition for listeners’ attention.  What opportunities does the industry 

have to utilize the resources of the independent producer community to meet this challenge?   
 
2. Is it sufficient to have independent producers filling 2% of the content stream, as reported by 

Craig Oliver in his content analysis?  Should there be a “quota” or a goal for how much of the 
stream comes from the independent sector?   

 
3. Are alternative formats, such as long-form storytelling, evocative soundscapes, or extensively 

researched programming important to public radio’s continuing success?  Given the incredibly 
crowded and competitive programming field, and the lack of demonstrated ability to generate 
listener sensitive income, where would such programs find a home? 

 
4. Has the definition of “in-depth” changed over time?  
 
5. Does the industry have a responsibility to ensure the economic viability of independent 

producers?    
 
6. Is it best to take a survival of the fittest approach to the independent economy, and assume that 

the best negotiators or “cream of the crop” producers who get the most airtime are a natural and 
sufficient use of the resource in serving listeners?     

 
7. Do opportunities exist that foster stronger alliances between freelance producers and local radio 

stations?     
 
8. What is the best way to foster mutual understanding between producers and acquirers of the 

trends and forces driving their respective realities?   
 
9. From where will money for any new initiatives come? 
 
10. Should network or station-based producers have more opportunity than solo independents to 

spread their wings creatively if they are so inclined?   
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Appendix C 
 
The Economy:  Critiquing the methodology 
 
There were useful observations and suggestions worth noting specific to the project methodologies 
developed with my Research Partners Craig Oliver and Walrus Research.  I found the discussions 
with stakeholders regarding the quantitative analysis in particular to be quite insightful.  I include 
here a summary of the points raised with the view that it will be important to evaluate and consider 
them should future studies be undertaken.    
 
Because this was a benchmark study, we were called to develop new methods for gathering data and 
break new ground to gain access to sensitive or proprietary data.  This included contact  information 
for hundreds of freelance producers working with the various programs and networks throughout 
the system, and also details concerning producers commissioned to do work and the commensurate 
pay for that work.  Acquirers were bound ethically and sometimes legally to respecting the privacy of 
their freelance contractors.  We worked hard to find compromises that provided us with what we 
needed to properly conduct our analysis, while respecting the limitations set by those from whom we 
were seeking the data.  Complete details of our methodologies can be found at 
http://www.SchardtMEDIA.org.  I’d invite interested readers to take time to read in particular Craig 
Oliver’s full report.  
 
Following are three key areas of interest and discussion that surfaced during the debriefings:  
 
The Economy.   The most controversial conclusion I presented in the Findings report was, based on 
Craig Oliver’s quantitative analysis, public radio spends just one half of one cent per programming 
dollar on content from independent freelancers.  It is important to summarize here conversations on 
this aspect of our study, and explain how we devised the carefully considered formulas that led us to 
our conclusion on this aspect of the independent economy.  
 
One of the goals of the project in addressing the question of “value” relative to independent producers 
was, logically, to assess the independent producer economy and establish some financial 
benchmarks.  Our analysis showed that, based on our definition of independent producer, the system 
invests approximately $1.3 million per year in commissioned work.  It was important to next 
ascertain how this figure compared to the overall investment public radio makes in programming.  To 
this end, we asked the acquirers who showed up in our sample analysis of 2700 hours of 
programming to provide us with their programming acquisition budgets for the year.  Key 
organizations were unable or unwilling to provide this data, which presented a limitation. 
 
In spite of this, and in order to complete our analysis of the programming economy and 
independents’ place in it, we pursued a second option and ultimately settled on the figure of $259 
million provided by CPB.  This represents the “total programming economy” as reported in 2002 by 
all qualified stations, and this is the figure against which we measured the $1.3 million per year spent 
on independent work, leading ultimately to the one half cent per dollar conclusion.  
 
I had discussions at length with several stakeholders who were concerned about the use of this figure 
to represent the system’s programming economy, and who felt that the conclusions of our study with 
respect to the economy were “overstated and misleading.”    
 
In the end and in spite of the limitation, it was important to begin to scrutinize the economy of 
independent product ion.   With this study, and with the figures we’ve presented, we’ve opened the 
door to considering the value of independent contributions in a new way.  One of the outcomes of 
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this aspect of our study will perhaps be to encourage stakeholders to be more forthcoming with the 
data needed for continuing analysis.  I strongly recommend that future analysts work carefully with 
acquirers and producers to secure the financial data.  Using the lessons learned from this report, I 
believe it will be possible to explore new methods for presenting an even deeper view of the 
independent programming economy.  This is critical to the systems’ overall understanding of 
programming choices as it considers opportunities and challenges ahead.   
 
Sampling:   This was a benchmark study.  Another stated goal of the project was, therefore,  to take 
an even-handed look at all of public radio.  Rather than focus on NPR, PRI, or major market stations,   
we endeavored to ensure that minority consortia, Pacifica programs and freelancers, and small  
community stations were counted in the study.  There are commonly held assumptions about which 
stations are the leading “clients” for independent content.  Because we wanted to approach this 
without conditions, and not based on assumptions, we devised sampling methods that ensured that 
smaller stations that commission independently produced work were included.    
 
In settling on our 21- station sample, therefore, we gave equal weight, for example, to KBAI in 
Columbia MO and WNYC-FM in New York.  This led some to the opinion that, in order to have an 
accurate view, the sample should have been weighted more toward stations that are known to be the 
principal outlets for independent work.  (These would be stations that attract the largest audiences 
for NPR news programs, such as WNYC, KQED, WBUR, etc…) 
   
I am confident that, through the methodology we settled on, we’ve provided a solid ‘benchmark” and 
new insight into a number of areas.  This new insight will certainly help define the parameters for 
future studies and decisions about sampling. 
 
Terminology.  The term “independent” – as in independent producer, or independent landscape – is 
subject to a variety of interpretations.  For example, NPR’s definition of ‘independent producer’ 
includes production houses and organizations that produce programming distributed by NPR, but 
are not produced by NPR.  CPB has another definition, AIR another.   
 
Plenty of people have more casual definitions for the concept of “independent.”  Through the course 
of this study, I learned of several leading station managers who proudly consider themselves to be 
independent producers.  I found in many quarters that a certain badge of honor attaches to 
“independent.”  It would be worthwhile to further explore the value system producers and acquirers 
ascribe to the concept of “independent producer.” 
 
For the purposes of this study, we worked carefully to formulate specific definitions of “the subject” 
and, as put forward throughout the course of our work – in discussions with advisors, in the surveys 
themselves, and in our Findings report – we focused our attention on the individual independent 
producer.  Still, we found a number of readers sensitive to the use of the term, expressing concern 
that some of the findings might be misinterpreted and used in broader ways than intended.     
 
This study – Mapping Public Radio’s Independent Landscape – examines just one sector of the independent 
community.  While we did glean useful information in our content analysis about the niche filled by 
independent production houses such as Living on Earth, Democracy Now, or Lichtenstein Creative Media, we 
did not have adequate resources in this round to do a complete analysis of that sector.      
 
As put forward previously in section IV (Destinations), it would be worthwhile to consider a follow-
up study that examines the economy and contributions of this sector of “independents” as well.  


