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Preface

Hitherto there has not been a broadcasting book devoted exclu-
sively to the all-important subject of programming strategies. There are
plenty of books about programs themselves, individually and collec-
tively; about the production of programs (what we regard as the tactics
rather than the strategies of programming); and about management, in
which programming has its place. But no one has focused on the distinc-
tive role of the programming executive. A scholar who researched the
considerations that enter into programmers’ decision making deplored
this lack:

Unseen, and seldom sung, the television program di-
rector is the power behind the TV set in hundreds of
communities. His are the decisions that change the copy in
those millions of program guides week after week; he gets
the blame, though seldom the praise. And oddly enough,
the articles, studies, and books on the business focus on
his job no more than the cameras do. Television program-
ming gets a chapter in a textbook or one of the few books
on management, while many chapters are devoted to pro-
duction, direction, and performance.!

This gap in the literature of radio and television broadcasting is
understandable when one considers the bewildering variety of situ-
ations in which broadcast programmers find themselves—ranging from
the small radio station in a single-station market to the primetime net-
work programmer responsible for the material seen by tens of millions of
viewers every night. Only on the most generalized level can one make
statements about programmers and their functions that apply equally to
all sorts of programming situations. We do in fact start with such
generalizations because all types of broadcasting ultimately share certain
common attributes, no matter how diverse the surrounding cir-
cumstances. But the heart of our book is the testimony of actual prac-
titioners in varied programming situations.

One caveat should be made at the outset: we do not attempt to
evaluate programming except in the pragmatic sense that programmers
themselves use—its ability to attract targeted audiences. This does not
mean that we discount the importance of program quality or absolve
broadcasters from responsibility for taking quality into consideration.
We feel, however, that there is sufficient critical literature available. OQur
task was to examine objectively how programming decisions are actu-
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ally made, whatever the wider artistic implications of those decisions
might be.

One of the more perplexing problems we faced at the start was
the decision as to what we meant by programming and hence what
types of program decision makers we should include. It was tempting,
for example, to think in terms of program genres and therefore to seek
out experts in such specializations as sports, children’s, and feature film
programming. We were also tempted to call upon specialists in the
making of programs, such as the package producers who are respon-
sible for fashioning most of the network television entertainment
programming.

We needed some defining principle that would impose limits and
logical coherence on the selection of authors and the subjects of the
chapters. In the end, we decided that we should confine the book to
situations in which program executives are responsible not only for
choosing and shaping individual programs or program segments but
also for organizing such separate program items into coherent program
services. It is universally recognized that an important—in some situ-
ations even the most important—part of the broadcast programmer’s job
is scheduling. Significant though producing organizations such as those
of Norman Lear or Mary Tyler Moore are in the creative aspects of the
medium, such organizations have no responsibility for designing entire
program services. Instead, they focus their energies narrowly on turning
out specific program series, leaving it to broadcast programmers to
decide if, when, and how to use these programs in designing the
continuous sequences that constitute broadcast or pay-cable services.
We therefore selected authors who had responsibility for the design of
entire network, station, or cable services.

The book divides into four major sections: Part One introduces a
framework for evaluating the contents of the remaining chapters; Parts
Two, Three, and Four look at programming strategy for television sta-
tions, television networks, and radio from the authors’ perspectives as
industry programming experts. Notes and annotated readings from
periodicals appear at the close of each chapter. The readings are articles
from current trade publications and scholarly journals that support,
complement, or contrast with the contents of the chapters.

A list of abbreviations and acronyms appears near the end of the
book. Words in boldface in the text appear in the glossary. An annotated
bibliography of books, guides, reports, theses, and dissertations on
programming follows. References appearing in the periodical readings
are not repeated in the bibliography; readers should consult both the
bibliography of books and reports and the additional periodical readings
at the end of each chapter for items on specific topics. The general index
at the end of the book is preceded by an index of the television and radio
program titles and films mentioned in the text.
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We want to thank warmly the individuals and organizations that
assisted us. Robert Bernstein of March Five Inc.; Frederick Breitenfeld of
Maryland Public Television; Joel Chaseman of Post-Newsweek Stations;
Seymour Horowitz of ABC-owned stations, New York; Lee Tenebruso of
Showtime; and Daniel T. Pecaro and Harry D. Trigg of WGN-TV,
Chicago, made useful suggestions that aided in the formation of specific
chapters. Christopher Sterling of Temple University assisted substan-
tively with the bibliography. Rebecca Hayden of Wadsworth supported
and counseled us with seemingly effortless expertise. Charles R. Bantz
of the University of Minnesota, David Eshelman of Central Missouri
State University, Donald G. Godfrey of the University of Washington,
Daniel E. Gold of Comcast, Ralph L. Smith of Illinois State University,
Jacob ]. Wakshlag of Indiana University, and Robert D. West of Kent
State University commented beneficially on the manuscript in draft.
Tammy Dennis and Daw Ming Lee, Temple University students, as-
sisted us with research. We are grateful to all these people for their help,
to the National Association of Television Program Executives for sustain-
ing a survey of its members, and to the Department of Radio-
Television-Film at Temple University for its encouragement and support.

Susan Tyler Eastman
Sydney W. Head
Lewis Klein

NOTE

'J. David Lewis, “Programmer’s Choice: Eight Factors in Program
Decision-Making,” Journal of Broadcasting 14 (Winter 1969-70): 72.
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Foreword

Les Brown

As televisionlradio correspondent for the New York Times
since 1973, (after fourteen years covering the broadcasting beat for
the trade magazine Variety), Les Brown gained a unique perspec-
tive on the business and institutional aspects of the media. In
1980 he left the New York Times to found his own television
magazine, Channels of Communication, funded by the Markle
Foundation. In addition to professional writing for the press, he
has taught at Columbia College in Chicago, Hunter College and
the New School for Social Research in New York, and Yale Uni-
versity in New Haven, Connecticut, and lectured at other univer-
sities and numerous broadcasting industry and public interest
forums. He is the author of Television: The BuS$iness Behind
the Box (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), Electric Media
(Harcourt School Division, 1977) and the New York Times
Encyclopedia of Television (Times Books, 1977)—an invalu-
able factual guide to the television industry in terms of programs,
people, and concept. His most recent publications are Keeping
Your Eye on Television (Pilgrim Press, 1979) and a revised
edition of the New York Times Encyclopedia (1980). Among
his awards are a Special Award for Reporting from the National
Association of Television Program Executives in 1977, two fellow-
ships at Yale University in 1977 and 1978, and a presidential
fellowship at the Aspen Institute for Humanistic Studies since
1978. He is presently a member of the editorial board of Televi-
sion Quarterly. With his characteristic flare for cutting through
to the heart of a story, Les Brown singles out, in his foreword to
this book, the form of programming that has by far the widest
circulation and hence, presumably, the most influence—
commercial network television. His analysis of the direct and
indirect roles played by advertisers in programming strategies is a
realistic rather than a cynical assessment that provides a counter-
point to the balance of this book.

The editors of this book have my sympathy. They have taken on
no easy job in attempting to analyze the entire range of broadcast
programming in terms of universal common denominators. There is, of
course, a vast lore of programming wisdom, much of it self-
contradictory because what works well at one time or place may not
work at all at another time or place. The fact is, however, that one
particular branch of the programmer’s art has overwhelming importance
from the point of view of sheer audience impact. There has never been
anything in the field of popular arts as massive and single-minded as
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commercial network television programming, and so I will confine my
remarks to that segment of the total programming spectrum. Once we
understand the basic assumptions of commercial network programmers,
we understand the most important facts about the strategies of Ameri-
can broadcast programming.

The commercial television program is surely the strangest
phylum of the popular arts. Unlike phonograph recordings, books,
comic strips, or movies, it is shaped, one way or another, by the impera-
tives of advertising. It exists to capture viewers, because audience is
what commercial broadcasters sell to their client, the advertisers. A
program survives or fails not on unit sales or box office admissions but
on an index of attention paid it as expressed in audience ratings—digits
representing an estimate of the percentage of television households that
tuned in. Moreover, the television program is born not so much in a
creative spirit as in a combative one, since the primary aim of each is to
destroy two or more programs that compete with it in its time slot.

A television program, in the broadest of definitions, is anything
that can be shown on a television screen if a broadcaster but chooses to
put it there. It can be an opera from the stage of Italy’s La Scala, a local
town meeting, a national tap-dancing contest, a lecture in marine biol-
ogy, a stand-up comedian doing a turn. Practically everything lends
itself to a television presentation or coverage by the cameras—religion,
education, business, science, history, politics, theater, dance, cabaret,
concerts, movies, sporting events, and current events.

The possibilities for form are unlimited. A program may be fixed
in as small a format as one minute, which proved suitable for Bicentennial
Minutes and Newsbreak, or may run on indefinitely, like the coverage of a
baseball game or some syndicated talk shows of the 1950s, David
Susskind’s Open End or Irv Kupcinet's At Random. A single program may
even span an entire broadcast day or several consecutive days if it
involves a national or local emergency or, as has happened, the assassi-
nation of a president.

But in the practical definition—the one applicable to what broad-
casters like to call “'the real world”—a television program is a prepro-
duced show that runs somewhere from a half hour to 2 hours and falls
into one of a limited number of categories: situation comedy, adventure
melodrama, variety show, soap opera, quiz or game show, talk show,
made-for-television movie, miniseries, documentary, or newscast.
Commercial television in the United States has become so circumscribed
because the narrow scope manifestly serves the business purposes of
broadcasters.

The advertiser’s role in television has evolved from pronounced
to subtle. Television came on so rapidly after World War II that it had no
time to develop an economic system of its own. Since most television
licensees were already in the radio business, it became natural for them
to adopt radio’s commercial scheme, as well as many of its programs.
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The important difference, where programs were concerned, was that
those that ran 15 minutes on radio needed a half hour for an equivalent
episode on television, while the half hour radio program translated into
a 1-hour television show. Television gave the lie to the myth that.a
picture is worth a thousand words; the addition of the picture, in fact,
doubled the time required to tell the story.

Advertisers’ early involvement was in radio as the sponsors. This
meant, in effect, that advertisers either owned or controlled time periods
and could dictate what kind of programs would be broadcast. Often
advertisers developed the programs and produced them to their specifi-
cations. They avoided controversy, since advertisers spent huge
amounts of money strictly for the purpose of making friends and not of
making enemies. And they excised from scripts anything, however
petty, that might reflect unfavorably on their products. Thus an early
television play sponsored by Chevrolet had to delete dialogue contain-
ing the phrase “fording a stream’ because it evoked the name of a
competing automobile. The American Gas Association deleted refer-
ences to gas chambers in a program that dealt with the Nazis’ technique
for exterminating Jews. And as recently as 1970 Coca-Cola ordered a few
frames of film clipped from an entertainment special that showed people
in a cabaret drinking something that was not its product.

But these acts of commercial censorship were relatively minor
penalties for television to pay for allowing advertisers to run the show.
The crisis came in the late 1950s when the sponsors of certain popular
primetime quiz shows ordered them rigged—to the extent of giving
answers in advance to the most appealing contestants—in order to keep
the ratings up. Since the networks were held responsible for practicing
such deceptions on the audience and were upbraided by the Federal
Communications Commission and members of Congress, they became
wary of entrusting program decisions to advertisers and looked for ways
to assume full control over programming. They were aided by rising
program costs and the high rate of program failure, which by 1965 made
it impractical for advertisers to bet entire national advertising budgets on
single program series.

What evolved was a television version of the magazine advertis-
ing concept: The networks developed, selected, and scheduled their
own shows, and advertisers bought a scattering of spots in a number of
programs, in much the way that they purchased pages in magazines—
with no direct identification with the surrounding textual material and
no voice in the content. This became even more refined in the computer
age. An advertiser now establishes with the network what will be paid
per thousand viewers, the computer kicks out a schedule of spots based
on that agreement, and, if the ratings should fail to equal the projec-
tions, the network makes up the shortfall of viewers with additional
spots at no additional cost.

The advertisers no longer may decide which shows go into the
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schedule, but the rates an advertiser will pay still govern the program-
ming decisions that are made at the networks and the stations. Beyond
that, there is a consensus in the advertising community that governs the
structure of a television schedule. It was for the convenience of adver-
tisers, for example, that the children’s hour in television was shifted
from early-evening time periods to Saturday mornings. Young children
could be corraled there more cheaply than in primetime and as a rela-
tively “"pure’” audience, demographically speaking.

Programs survive in network television if they are able to carve
out at least a 30 percent share of the audience; usually they are canceled
if they do not. The ground rules appear bizarre to those of us who
consider a book a best-seller if it sells 100,000 copies or a recording a
smash hit if it sells a million. On the network level, a primetime program
is a failure if it reaches only 20 million viewers—an audience that would
keep an average-sized Broadway theater filled to capacity every per-
formance for a quarter century.

The nature of the competition makes television programming a
kill-or-be-killed proposition, and this inevitably affects the creative
process. Always there is a sense of a network or station looking over its
shoulder to see who might be gaining on another channel. The fear that
a program may be paced too slowly or that it may be found boring by
viewers who have other options on the television dial has caused Ameri-
can producers to put plot situations ahead of character development—in
other words, to favor melodrama over drama. Consider how different
television programs would be if there were only one national network
instead of three. A network with no competition could set its own pace
and decide for itself what programs are appropriate for the audience, at
what intellectual level they should be pitched, and how many weeks or
years any series should run.

In fact, the British Broadcasting Corporation had just such a
luxury until 1956, when a competing commercial network was au-
thorized in the United Kingdom. As a result, British television viewers
were conditioned differently from those in the United States and came
to have a greater tolerance for character drama and documentaries.
Moreover, the commercial programs differ from the American brand in
" that they may not be interrupted for commercials; instead, the adver-
tisements are segregated in clusters before and after the programs.

What most sets the American television program apart from those
of most other countries is its accommodation to advertising. Programs in
this country are built around the commercial breaks. And these must
occur approximately at the quarter hour.

The advertising breaks are sacred and come first, their positions
fixed in the schedule before the programs are even conceived. They
govern form in American television. Half-hour situation comedies must
be written in two acts of more or less equal length, followed optionally
by a 1- or 2-minute epilogue. The hour-long adventure dramas have to
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be written in four acts of equal length, even though they are never
identified as acts on the screen. Each act, moreover, must end with a
climax, a surprising development, or some manner of heightened in-
trigue to keep the viewer in suspense through the period of commer-
cials. Thus the American television writer works from a blueprint that
provides a prepartitioned space.

The character of American television has been shaped more by
the dictates of the commercial break than by any other force. It is by now
engraved in the American television watcher’s sensibility that
heightened action comes at the quarter hour. Most made-for-television
movies never rise above being ersatz motion pictures for the reason that
they answer too well the peculiar structural mechanics of commercial
television. These films play more neatly on television than do pictures
made originally for theatrical distribution, but they remain different
from real movies—from cinema—because they have been crafted modu-
larly, with the commercial breaks in mind.

But it is in the nature of art to overcome the restrictions of form.
Poets purposely set themselves a handicap when they choose to write a
sonnet, and painters pose their own challenges with the size and shape
of the canvas selected.

Television canvas has been cut to precise sizes by commerce.
When you think about it, for all the mediocrity that broadcasting has
fostered, it is amazing how often and how splendidly the limitations of
form have been vaulted.



PART ONE
The Framework of Programining Strategies

In the first three chapters, the author lays the groundwork for
conceptualizing the essential nature of the programming function. De-
spite the tremendous variety of programming situations that occurs in
broadcasting, the author suggests in Chapter 1 that the medium itself
has certain intrinsic attributes that underlie all programming strategies.
From these shared attributes can be deduced programming principles
that all levels of broadcasting have in common. All programmers there-
fore face similar fundamental problems, which can best be seen as
constraints on the individual programmer’s freedom of choice. Some of
these constraints tend to be relatively fixed—beyond the programmer’s
immediate control. These the author defines as “nonnegotiable”” con-
straints. Other constraints leave latitude for the exercise of the pro-
grammer’s skills, learned and innate. Characterized as "'negotiable”
constraints, they can be overcome or modified by the use of appropriate
programming strategies.

Chapter 2 focuses on the people who do programming, the re-
search they use, and the kinds of constraints affecting them. Chapter 3
reviews regulatory constraints, showing how industry codes, legal re-
quirements, and pressure groups influence programming decisions. The
author looks at the priorities programmers assign to specific constraints
and provides an overview of the influence of the Federal Communi-
cations Commission.

Together, these three chapters provide a broad framework within
which to consider the more specialized problems dealt with by pro-
gramming experts in the fourteen chapters that follow. Written by expe-
rienced practitioners of the programmer’s art, the remainder of the
chapters represents case studies of how basic strategies are modified to
suit typical programming situations. Chapters 4 through 17 can be
analyzed in terms of (1) the physical attributes characterizing each part
of the system; (2) the programming strategies used in each situation; and
(3) the specific regulatory constraints applying to each chapter’s topic.






1 Programming Principles

Sydney W. Head

Sydney W. Head brings to the first three chapters of this book
a lifetime of experience with broadcasting, both as a practitioner
and as an academic. He was technical director of the university
theater at the University of Colorado and full professor and
chairman of the Department of Radio-Television-Film he founded
at the University of Miami (Florida) and has been a senior faculty
member at Temple University in Philadelphia since 1970. He
headed teams advising the governments of the Sudan and
Ethiopia on radio broadcasting development between 1961 and
1970. He wrote and produced many radio and television programs
and, in addition to numerous journal articles, is author of Broad-
casting in America: A Survey of Television and Radio
(Houghton-Mifflin, 1976), which is going into its fourth edition,
and editor of Broadcasting in Africa: A Continental Survey
(Temple University Press, 1974). His awards include a 1952
Kaltenborn Fellowship, the Academy of Television Arts and Sci-
ences Fellowship in 1960, and a Fulbright senior lectureship at
the University of Ghana in 1976~77. In this chapter he intro-
duces the subject of this book—programming—and defines
broadcasting by delineating its major attributes as they relate fo
programming. From these attributes, he develops five program-
ming principles that apply fo the wide variety of programming
situations existing at commercial and noncommercial stations, at
pay-television services, and at networks.

PROGRAMMING AS STRATEGY

The program we see at any given moment on our television
screens or hear on our radios is there for two reasons: first, someone
planned an entire schedule of which this program is part; second,
someone executed the program plans and put the schedule on the air.
The seemingly obvious distinction between these two functions—
programming and production —is important but often overlooked.

This oversight arises for understandable reasons: in the first
place, production is much easier to define, teach, and practice than is
programming. The production end product is visible, audible, observ-
able, assessable. Programming, however, is far more elusive. It cannot
be practiced unless one has on-air access to an actual station and
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perhaps a year to await results. Production, on the other hand, can be
practiced with modest facilities, and the results can be recorded for
instant analysis and evaluation.

A second reason for confusion about the respective roles of pro-
gramming and production arises from the fact that in small stations
people have to wear several hats. The person whose job at one moment
is programming becomes a producer at the next moment and after that
perhaps a salesperson or copywriter.

Third, the generally recognized divisions of station and network
operations fall into four functional departments: (1) general/
administrative, (2) technical, (3) sales, and (4) program. This last lumps
programming and production under the same heading.

Finally, the programming function varies so much in the scope
and nature of its operations from one programming situation to another
that it is difficult to discern what, if anything, all these situations have
in common.

These are some of the reasons why textbook discussions of pro-
gramming almost invariably get sidetracked into discussions of
production—discussions not about how programming is done but
rather about how programs are made. In this book we focus on
programming—first by defining it in a way that clearly differentiates it
from production, and second by showing that all broadcast program-
ming does, in fact, have common underlying principles, despite its
infinite variety. Our first task, therefore, is to differentiate between
programming and production.

The difference can be expressed in terms of the contrast between
strategy and tactics. Strategy refers to the planning and directing of
large-scale operations with long-term goals in mind. Tactics refers to
methods used to carry out the operations and reach the goals that
strategy has defined. The boxer and his manager plan strategy back in
the training camp, long before the bout. Once the fighter enters the ring,
it is too late for strategy; now it is all tactics, an attempt to put strategy
into practice in the heat of the encounter.

Programming is strategy. It deals with the advance planning of
the program schedule as a whole. It involves searching out and acquir-
ing program materials and planning a coherent sequence, a program
service. Production is tactics. It deals with arranging and maneuvering
the people and things needed to put programming plans into action. It
selects and deploys the means for achieving program plans on the air.

Programming, as seen from this perspective, can therefore be
defined as the strategies involved in first searching out and acquiring program
materials and then fitting them into a coherent service. Once programs have
been selected and the schedule set up, production takes over and makes
the innumerable day-to-day tactical decisions needed to get the in-
tended results.

Suppose a station management decides that it would be good
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strategy to lengthen a locally produced program from a half hour to a full
hour. A program executive gets the go-ahead, along with budget au-
thorization and whatever stipulations management wants to impose.
The programmer would then mandate the conditions under which the
change is to be made—how the approved budget is to be spent, the
nature of the additional content, the types of new personnel that may be
hired. Many other details might be considered of strategic importance
and therefore handed down to production as “’givens” along with the
basic change. These details might include even nit-picking items like a
performer’s hairdo or the color of a set—matters ordinarily left to pro-
duction, but in a particular case (perhaps on advice of a program con-
sultant) treated as having strategic importance.

Having received instructions from programming about the
changes, production deals with the tactical problems of implementation.
A production manager reschedules facilities and talent, orders new
graphics and copy, and supervises the daily coordination of the work of
writers, directors, graphic artists, performers, and others.

This hypothetical (and very simplified) example illustrates the
practical difference between programming as strategy and production as
tactics; it also shows how subjects for decision can shift back and forth

*between the two. Because the example concerns only one program,

" however, it fails to bring out the second element in the definition of

programming: fitting program materials into a coherent service. This

aspect of programming needs special emphasis because it supplies one

of the programmer’s most important strategic tools, and yet its signifi-
cance is easily overlooked.

A program service is much more than the sum of its parts.
Decisions about how to combine programs, or program elements, into
an effective whole are just as important as decisions about which pro-
gram items to accept or reject. Programming, in other words, is not
simply a matter of collecting so many bricks and throwing them into a -
pile. Instead, the bricks must be put in place one by one, according to an
overall plan, so that in the end they form a structure, not just a meaning-
less jumble. Creating this structure is the role of scheduling.

This definition of programming as strategy also fails to bring out
the extent to which programming deals in future prospects rather than
present facts. Programmers look further ahead than the next day’s
operational log. They try to anticipate changes in the social climate and
in the strategies of competing stations. While producers are putting the
programmers’ past insights into effect in the current program schedule,
programmers are already foreseeing strategic changes to be made on
down the line—weeks, months, and even a year or so into the future.

% Indeed, a good programmer might be defined as a good futurist: one
who by a combination of logic, research, and insight anticipates chang-
ing public tastes, the rise and fall of fashions, the emergence of new
trends, the probable point of decline of current fads and preoccupations.
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DIVERSITY OF PROGRAMMING SITUATIONS

Broadcast programming takes place under fantastically varied
circumstances. At one extreme is the situation of the small-town radio
station operator in a one-station market. The manager (who may well
also function as a salesperson, a disc jockey, and a bookkeeper) has only
a very limited range of programming decisions to make. Let us imagine,
for example, a husband-and-wife team as joint owners of a small-market
Class IV radio station (local channel, 250 watts of power) as they face
each other across their front-to-front plywood desks.

One must understand that programmers of radio stations, espe-
cially small stations, are not concerned with individual programs. They
plan the entire day, or at least major segments of the day (dayparts)
according to a formula, usually one built around a specific type of
popular recorded music. The entire schedule is one continuous pro-
gram. The music tastes and personality traits of the music presenters,
the DJs, are important elements in both the design and execution of a
small-station formula. Once the basic formula has been adopted, the act
of hiring a D] to cover a daypart is a major programming decision as well
as a personnel decision.

The husband and wife can hardly see each other between the
stacks of mail, promotional pieces, equipment catalogs, give-away discs,
tapes, cartridges, unanswered mail, old commercial copy, and trade
journals. They sip coffee from battered mugs as they go over the pros
and cons for the umpteenth time. At last the couple reaches a decision.
They agree they will hire the best of the dozen applicants they have
already interviewed to take over the 10:00 A.M. to 3:00 P.M. DJ shift. This
will free the husband to give his wife more help with the sales as well as
bring a fresh personality to the lineup.

At the other extreme might be the situation of a television
primetime network programmer. We can imagine him in a luxuriously
decorated executive office high above Manhattan’s midtown traffic. Ex-
pensively tailored, he lounges at a marble-topped table that takes the
place of a desk. He is conferring with several equally well turned out
colleagues. Several weeks of close study and earnest debate have pre-
ceded this showdown meeting. They are about to arrive at a momentous
decision. One of their sit-coms, now scheduled at 8:30 Thursday nights,
will be shifted to 8:00 Saturday nights!

The common denominator in these two absurdly disparate scenes
is that in each case a broadcast programmer’s function is being per-
formed. In each case a strategic decision is made about programming.
Program executives are placing bets on the outcome of changes in their
respective program services. The network decision may affect the view-
ing habits of 60 million viewers. Millions of dollars in gross revenue may
be affected by the outcome of the change. Some 200 television stations
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will feel the repercussions. Thousands of stockholders of affiliated sta-
tion companies as well as the network’s own stockholders may even-
tually sense the shock waves. On the other hand, the radio station
decision will affect at most about 6,000 local radio listeners, the immedi-
ate fortunes of one disc jockey, and the credit-and-loss statement of a
family business that grosses on the order of $100,000 a year. The net-
work decision concerns only one aspect of one specific television pro-
gram series, namely, its placement in the network’s overall weekly
primetime pattern. The radio decision concerns the midday output of a
radio station, Monday through Friday.

So different are the programmers’ jobs in the scenes just de-
scribed that they might be considered totally different occupations. The
business of broadcast programming is indeed immensely varied. It de-
mands skills and knowledge specific to particular programming
situations—whether the situation of a small-market or a large-market
station; whether radio or television; if radio, whether AM or FM; if
television, whether VHF or UHF; whether an individual station or a
network; whether a network affiliate or an independent station;
whether a commercial or a noncommercial station or a network; and
SO on.

No one person can reasonably be expected to combine the experi-
ence and know-how specific to all these diverse programming situ-
ations. That is why in this book we have asked individuals with personal
experience in a variety of programming situations to speak from the
vantage point of their specialized practical knowledge.

First, however, it should be helpful to analyze broadcasting in
terms of its unifying elements. What are the attributes of the medium
that all stations and networks share? What are the underlying program
principles that these attributes imply?

INHERENT ATTRIBUTES OF BROADCASTING

When people talk about programming, they usually take as their
point of departure the existence of certain well-established formats:
"news,” “serial drama,” “game shows,” and the like, or programs
defined in terms of the special target audiences (children, for example).
Such ways of categorizing broadcasting are universal. But in the present
context, we are interested in probing beyond these specific manifesta-
tions. What do all established formats have in common? What underly-
ing principles apply just as much to sports as to serial drama, just as
much to programs for women as to those for children?

In search of common denominators, we need to look first at the
nature of the medium. Certain attributes peculiar to the medium of

7
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over-the-air broadcasting contribute to the makeup of its unique charac-
ter. If we identify broadcasting’s unique attributes, we should be able to
deduce from them programming principles of universal application.

Wirelessness

The attribute of wirelessness clearly sets broadcasting apart from
other media of communication. Because of its wirelessness, broadcast-
ing can reach larger numbers of people simultaneously than any other
medium. Moreover, unlike other major media, broadcasting benefits
from the fact that its own audience invests directly in the essential
physical equipment of the medium: broadcast receivers. This means
that, within the coverage area of a given station’s transmitter, it costs
the station no more to reach a million people than it costs to reach only
one person.

It also means that, in order to take advantage of this potential,
programmers must motivate people to buy, to maintain, and to use
receiving sets. The implication for programming is obvious: people will
make this investment of time and money only to the extent that they
find the programs they are able to pick up worthwhile in their own
terms—not in terms of other people’s standards or ideal standards.

Accessibility

A second special attribute of broadcasting, closely related to the
first, is its universal accessibility to listeners and viewers. Broadcast audi-
ences need no preparation to participate in the act of broadcast commu-
nication. They do not have to learn to read, buy a ticket, get dressed, or
assemble at a designated place outside their home or other personal
environment.

Thus broadcasting can reach a wider, more varied spectrum of
consumers than any other medium. It can reach the young and the old,
the rich and the poor, the rural and the urban, the educated and the
dropouts, the shut-ins and the travelers, the blue collars and the white,
minorities and majorities. Accessibility depends, of course, on the dis-
tribution of receivers, but in the United States at least, both radio and
television receivers are essentially universally available.

Continuousness

A third attribute of broadcasting is its continuously unfolding na-
ture. A book, a newspaper, a magazine, or a movie in a theater is a
separate entity, complete in itself. Broadcasting, however, exists from
moment to moment, always ‘‘there} yet always imminent. Something
else is always about to happen, and we can never be entirely certain
what that something else is going to be. Even the most routine program
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might be interrupted for an unscheduled, possibly vitally important,
message. The slight, subconscious tension this attribute creates is -
unique to broadcasting.

In an address to the International Institute of Communication,
Les Brown, the New York Times television correspondent, spoke of the
probable impact of the new technologies—cable, pay-television, home
video recording, and the rest—on broadcasting. He concluded that
over-the-air broadcasting will remain viable “’because it has the potential
to go live at any minute and to plug in the viewer to the outside world.”
He went on:

Every time the television set is switched on, the
household becomes implicitly connected to the unseen
news operations of the networks and stations—the tele-
phones, news tickers, microwaves, telegraph, mobile
units, minicams, satellites, and other paraphernalia that
enable people to keep contact with the community and the"
world. . . . Whatever range of programs it may offer, the
video disc cannot interrupt itself for a news bulletin. It may
present the outside world, but it is not plugged into it.!

Realism

A fourth broadcasting attribute is its potential for realism, its
ability to deliver the actual sounds and sights of events directly and
instantaneously to audiences. This attribute should not be confused
with literary realism, which makes fictional or “re-created’”’ characters
and events in dramatic presentations seem “’real.” Realism here refers to
broadcasting’s ability to convey actuality in the very process of occur-
ring. This unique ability, unmatched by any other medium, is responsi-
ble for some of broadcasting’s most striking achievements.

Social Impact

The preceding four attributes, though described separately for
purpose of analysis, work in combination. Together they give broadcast-
ing what must be counted as its most significant attribute—its unique
social impact. Its uniqueness arises from the facts that broadcasting comes
directly into the home, is so readily accessible to children, reaches nearly
the entire population, and takes up so much of people’s time. No other
medium has this combination of physical and psychological advantages.

Government regulation and industry self-regulation, based on
this perception of broadcasting influence, seek to encourage practices
thought to have prosocial effects and to discourage practices thought to
have antisocial effects. Programmers therefore cannot avoid taking into
consideration the possible social impact of programs, whether real or
imagined. On the negative side, they may avoid subject matters and
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treatments that are likely to cause an outcry because of their antisocial
effect, actual or alleged. On the positive side, they may be influenced to °
choose programs and treatments that they believe will have beneficial
social effects.

DEDUCING PROGRAMMING STRATEGIES

If broadcasting has the foregoing attributes, programmers can
hardly afford to ignore the potential they imply. Failure to capitalize
fully on broadcasting’s potential can arise not only from bad program-
ming judggiiefits but also from “circumstances beyond our control.”

For example, the attribute of realism suggests that it would be a
good idea to program live events. Some of the most outstanding pro-
gramming is precisely that. But because picking up live events can be
very costly, not every station can afford the luxury of capitalizing fully
on this attribute of broadcasting. One of the penalties of scheduling
frequent real events is that their timing cannot be controlled. Constant
disruption of planned schedules to insert unplanned live events can be
counterproductive. Moreover, too much realism can in itself be ob-
jectionable. For example, excessive realism in news pickups could vio-
late a provision of the news section of the National Association of
Broadcasters volunteer program code: “Morbid, sensational or alarming
details not essential to the factual report, especially in connection with
stories of crime or sex, should be avoided.’’2

In short, any programming strategy must be evaluated in context
and used with moderation. With this proviso in mind, let us consider
some of the principal strategies of programming that can be deduced
from the inherent attributes of the medium.

Compatibility

Broadcast programming can be structured to coincide with and to
complement what people are doing throughout their daily cycle of
personal activities. This is compatibility strategy, the source of one of the
medium’s most powerful holds over audiences. Compatibility strategy is
possible because of the continuously unfolding nature of the medium.
Capitalizing on this attribute, programmers adapt their program service
to changing audience activities as the day progresses. Programmers
study life-styles of the people in their service areas, finding out how
they divide their days into periods of sleeping, eating, personal toilet,
relaxing, socializing, commuting, working, and so on. Broadcasting
alone among the media has the capacity to adjust its own style to suit
audience needs and interests from hour to hour throughout the day.

Compatibility strategies affect the choice of program types, sub-
ject matters,_and scheduling. The programmer takes into consideration
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both who is available in each daypart and what the available audience
members are most likely to be doing at that time.* Thus we have
programming compatible with getting up in the morning and preparing
for the day’s activities, for driving to work, for doing the morning
household chores, for the luncheon period, for the afternoon lull, for the
ingathering of children in the late afternoon, for the reaccelerated tempo
of home activities as the day draws to a close, for the relaxed family-
oriented atmosphere of early primetime, for the more exclusively adult
interests of later primetime and late fringe hours, and for the small
hours of the morning before the whole cycle begins again. When the
weekday cycle gives way to the weekend, the compatibility principle
calls for adaptation to the changed schedule of activities.

Habit Formation

The power of the compatibility principle acquires even more
leverage from the fact that audience members form personal listening
and watching habits. Thus the programmer uses compatibility strategies
tosfit into people’s living habits while at the same time using habit-
formation strategies to reinforce the hold that programming acquires
over audience attention. Scheduling programs for strict regularity and
predictability (along with promotional efforts to make people aware of a
station and its programs) establishes tuning habits that become auto-
matic. Indeed, people go to extraordinary lengths to avoid missing the
next episode in a favorite series. Programmers discovered this principle
in the earliest days of radio when, for example, the Amos 'n’ Andy habit
became so strong that movie theaters of the 1930s found it necessary to
shut down the picture and hook a radio into the sound system at 7:15
P.M. when Amos 'n’ Andy came on. .

Television program series are scheduled daily (Monday through
Friday—called stripping or across-the-board scheduling), on alternate
days (checkerboarding), or weekly. From the habit-formation point of
view, daily scheduling is no doubt the most effective, but it would be too
expensive to build up a sufficient backlog of high-cost first-run pro-
grams to enable scheduling such programs that often.

Daytime series (being by definition low in cost) are stripped.
Primetime series are scheduled weekly, but when they are released for
sale in the open market, the cost comes down enough to permit daily
scheduling. The networks have another reason for scheduling their

*The usual television station weekday breakdown (EST) is: daytime—9
A.M. t0 4:30 P.M.; early fringe time—4:30 P.M. to 7 P.M.; access hour—7 to 8 P.M.;
primetime—8 to 11 P.M.; late fringe—11 P.M. to 1 A.M.; and "“all other.” The usual
radio daypart breakdown is: morning drivetime—6 to 10 A.M.; midday—10 A.M.
to 3 P.M.; afternoon drivetime—3 to 7 P.M.; evening—?7 P.M. to midnight; and
overnight—midnight to 6 A.M. Dayparting as a verb means altering a radio
format in different periods of the day for compatibility reasons.
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valuable primetime shows on a weekly basis: it gives them more maneu-
vering room for competitive schedule-change strategies. If a network
stripped its three primetime hours with six half-hour shows, that would
mean only six pawns to maneuver in the schedule battle. On the other
hand, if each half-hour slot were occupied by a different show each
weekday night, that would give the option of thirty different schedule
changes.

Like all rules of programming, those concerning habit formation
may be subjected to selective violation. The most brilliant of the early
television strategists, Sylvester “Pat” Weaver, president of NBC, recog-
nized that too much predictability can beget boredom. In the 1950s he
invented the spectacular (nowadays called the special). Although at the
time it seemed like a potentially destructive maneuver, Weaver boldly
broke the established pattern of routine scheduling in primetime with
one-time blockbuster programs, usually much longer than the normal
programs they temporarily displaced. The interruption itself was an
attention getter, a peg on which to hang special promotional campaigns.

By the 1970s, network specials themselves had become almost
routine, with scores of them scheduled each season. Programmers were
encouraged to take the risk of violating the habit-formation principle by
the discovery that demographics had something to do both with public
awareness of innovations and with the willingness to try something
new. Research indicated that audience members with the most purchas-
ing power (those in the middle range of ages) were the very ones most
likely to be attracted by specials. The more habit-bound viewers were
in the younger and older age ranges, of less interest to primetime
advertisers.

As so often happens, a good programming idea got transformed
into a bad idea as a result of overenthusiastic adoption. Network pro-
grammers, carried away by the attention-getting potential -of abrupt
primetime changes, developed a whole repertoire of schedule moves
that came to be called stunting. Among the strategies of stunting are
creating special one-time long-form versions of standard-length series
for the season’s kickoff, a holiday, or the week when national rating
surveys are being made; shifting programs rapidly back and forth in the
schedule; and devising crossover appearances by characters from one
program to another. According to Les Brown, the New York Times
business-of-broadcasting writer, stunting “’succeeds chiefly in confusing
the issue of which network had the most potent schedule.””* By the end
of the 1970s, when network affiliates began complaining about what
they regarded as excessive stunting, the fad began to subside.

Freedom of Choice

Broadcasting’s attributes of wirelessness and accessibility com-
bine to give the listener/viewer unprecedented freedom of choice. This
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freedom is not just a matter of being free to make a go/no-go decision,
such as deciding whether to buy a book, subscribe to a newspaper, or
attend a movie or concert. Broadcast consumers can instantaneously
switch back and forth among optional programs at will—in a sense
doing their own stunting, if that is what they want.

For programmers, the freedom-of-choice principle means that
they cannot count on a captive audience. Even the slight self-constraint
that keeps a book buyer reading a book or a moviegoer watching a movie
so as not to waste the immediate investment, even the social restraint
that keeps a bored lecture audience in its seats, cannot be counted on by
broadcasters. They strive to hold the attention of the media’s most
tenuously committed audience. Audience members take flight to other
stations or other activities at the smallest provocation. Boredom or
unintelligibility acts like a sudden shot into a flock of birds.

In consequence, one of the major scheduling strategies in the
programmer’s repertoire is to avoid abrupt switches in mood so as to
keep the audience from using its freedom to choose. Programmers see
the junctures between programs as extremely critical: those are the
moments when audience members will either flow through to the next
program on the same station, flow away to other stations, or (God
forbid!) turn off the set entirely. Block programming—scheduling a
succession of situation comedies or other single-note programs for an
entire daypart—is supposed to ensure flow-through. Programmers also
count on what they consider to be an inherent audience tendency:
tuning inertia. This is a tendency for some viewers to leave the set tuned
the way it is in the absence of any forceful reason for change.

Based on these concepts, a number of specific rules of strategy
have become embedded in programming lore. Here are three examples:

1. Schedule a strong children’s program just before adult
programs begin in the early evening, counting on adults to
leave the set tuned to the station the children selected.

2. Avoid scheduling a low-rated program between two k
strong programs because the drop-off caused by audience

flow during the “saddle” between the two strong shows

will never be regained.

3. Call the “saddle” a hammock and use it to support a
new show by giving the untried program a good lead-in.

In radio, a program formula seeks, as one of its main objectives,
to avoid striking false notes that will clash with the station’s carefully
tailored “’sound.” A formula ensures adherence to a combination of
content and style that keeps the listener satisfied and away from the
dial. There are exceptions, of course. For example, the all-news radio
formula aims not at keeping listeners continuously tuned in but rather
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constantly coming back. With music formulas the listener can tune in
and out mentally without touching the dial, but for most listeners the
all-news sound is too repetitive to be left on constantly.

The strategic principle derived from the freedom-of-choice factor
is that programming must always please, entertain, and be easily under-
stood. Much criticism of the quality of broadcasting arises from the
programmer’s need to deal realistically with the democratic nature of the
medium. Some critics of American broadcasting find it hard to grant the
masses such influence over programming—more than they have in
most foreign countries by far. Some have suggested forced feeding, for
example, requiring all networks to carry certain worthwhile but not very
popular programs at the same time (as the British do at election time).
But nothing can force audiences to choose what is good for them rather
than what they like, just as in democratic politics voters sometimes
stubbornly insist on electing unworthy candidates, ignoring the oppor-
tunity to vote for worthy ones.

It could be argued that the validity of the democratic-choice
principle is refuted by the fact that broadcasting succeeds in undemo-
cratic countries. However, this argument misses the point that we are
not claiming that programmers must follow the ideal strategies. We are
merely saying that its inherent nature gives broadcasting certain poten-
tials. Broadcasting organizations live up to (or take advantage of) these
potentials in varying degrees. Broadcasting still works even if they are
ignored, but not as well as it might if they were skillfully used. That
undemocratic use of broadcasting amounts to this kind of unskillful use
is evident from the fact that authoritarian countries have difficulty in
motivating people to buy receivers and in preventing those who have
receivers from tuning to stations beyond their borders.

Frugality

Broadcasting is notorious for burning up program materials faster
than any other medium—an inevitable consequence of its attribute of
continuousness. For that reason, frugality in the dispensing of valuable
program resources is an essential principal strategy of programmers. A
popular fallacy holds that innumerable workable new network program
ideas and countless usable new scripts by embryonic writers are waiting
to be discovered; only the perversity or shortsightedness of program
executives keeps this treasure trove of new material off the air. The fact
is, the national talent pool, even in a country the size of the United
States (and even for the superficial, imitative programming that makes
up much of the primetime schedule), is not infinitely large. It takes a
certain unusual talent to create programs capable of holding the atten-
tion, week after week, of 25 million people—the minimum number said
to be needed to justify a primetime entertainment television series.

Sometimes audience demands and frugality happily coincide, as
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when the appetite for a new popular hit song demands endless replays
and innumerable rearrangements. Eventually, however, obsolescence
sets in, and the song becomes old hat. Broadcasting is truly a striking
exemplar of our throw-away society. Even the most massively popular
and brilliantly successful program series eventually lose their freshness.
Sooner or later they begin to seem like old-fashioned automobiles with
tailfins. They end up finally on the cancellation junk heap, often when
there are still many miles of use left in them. Also like cars, some
programs come back to life again in revivals, taking a new lease on life as
“classics”’ —nostalgic reminders of an idealized past. Radio is old
enough to have entered this nostalgic phase as early as the 1950s, but it
was only beginning for television in the 1970s.

Programmers, therefore, must constantly search out stratagems
designed to extend the usefulness of any given body of program mate-
rial. Methods vary from the use of repeatable material (recorded music,
feature films, news stories, syndicated series) to the adoption of stretch-
able formats (soap operas); from the development of spinoffs from
successful programs (as when a character in All in the Family spins off
into a new series, Maude) to the creation of sequels to successful first
ventures (Roots: The Next Generation).*

Toward the end of the season, primetime reruns—repeat show-
ings of episodes in series first seen earlier in the season—begin. Former
primetime weekly programs may turn up on the originating network in
the afternoon, scheduled across-the-board instead of once a week.
These same programs eventually leave the networks to go into off-
network syndication. They crop up not only on unaffiliated stations but
also on stations affiliated with rival networks, on pay-cable, and even on
affiliates that first ran the shows as network originals. Even public
television airs a limited number of programs previously used as com-
mercial vehicles. The more enduring series such as the Lucy shows are
played over and over again in the same markets. In the meantime, of
course, they also have been shipped overseas and seen throughout
the world.

Frugality must be practiced at every level and in every aspect of
programming. Consider how often one sees or hears "the best of so-
and-so,” a compilation of bits and pieces from previous programs; news
actualities broken into many segments to be parceled out one by one
over a period of several hours or even days; the annual return of
successful special-occasion programs of the past; the documentaries

*A Time cover story on Fred Silverman pointed out that this master of the
stratagem achieved the “ultimate spinoff” when he created a new series, Mrs.
Columbo, based on the wife of the detective in the Columbo series, despite the fact
that Mrs. Columbo had never once appeared as an onstage character in the
parent series. “The Man With the Golden Gut: Programmer Fred Silverman Has
Made ABC No. 1,” Time, September 5, 1977, p. 3.
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patched together out of stock footage; the weather report broken down
into separate little packets labeled “marine forecast,” "shuttle-city
weather,” “long-term forecast,” ”weather update,”” ""aviation weather,”
’U.S. Weather Bureau report,” and soonand on . . . and on.

No small part of the programmer’s job, then, is devising inge-
nious ways to get the maximum mileage out of each program item, to
develop formats that require as little new material as possible for the
next episode or program in the series, to invent ingenious justifications
for repeating old programs over and over again. It is significant that the
first programming coup of Fred Silverman, the most acclaimed televi-
sion network program executive of recent times, was nothing more than
the invention of a new framework within which overused old theatrical
films could be shown once again with an appearance of freshness. Soon
after getting his master’s degree from Ohio State University, Silverman
was hired by the program department of WGN-TV in Chicago. His
simple but effective stratagem for reviving the old films was to incorpo-
rate them under a high-sounding series name, Family Classics, and to
hire an attractive presenter to introduce them in an impressive-looking
library setting.*

An old saw of radio’s golden age is illustrated by the story about a
" neophyte writer enthusiastically bringing a brand new program idea to a
jaded program executive. The young writer begins outlining the first
episode in the series when the programmer interrupts. “"Don’t bother to
tell me about the first program. Tell me what happens in the twenty-
sixth.” William Paley, who as president and later chairman of CBS Inc.
since 1928 has had more top-level programming experience than any
other broadcaster, made the same point in his autobiography: ”” "What
are you going to do for the next ten shows?’ we might ask a writer. . . .
What we really want to find out is how well the writer can handle his
material over the long run.”’s Any tyro could design a winning schedule
for a single week; a professional has to plan for the attrition that inevita-
bly sets in as weeks stretch into the indefinite future.

vz

Mass- Appeal Principle

The costs of setting up and operating a broadcasting station can
be justified economically only if the station reaches a relatively large
number of people. The threshold number varies, of course, with the
type of station, market, and program format. A commercial station hasa
well-defined optimum target: the maximum number of listeners or
viewers it can attract within the limits imposed by its coverage, market
characteristics, and program format. The minimum acceptable number
is reached when income begins to fall near or below operating costs. In
the case of noncommercial broadcasting, the target is less precisely
defined, but a cost-effectiveness formula can still be applied. The attri-
bute of wirelessness means that it costs no more to reach the total target
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population than any fraction of it, so the incentive to maximize audience
is inherent in the nature of the medium. Of course, special cir-
cumstances can justify uneconomic broadcasting operations. To take an
extreme example, the Canadians provide a radio service in Eskimo to a
very thinly dispersed population in their far northern territory. This
must be extraordinarily uneconomic, but social and political incentives
outweigh cost considerations.

This is not to say that all broadcasting need be addressed to all
people. Even primetime network television entertainment generally
reaches no more than about 20 percent of the United States households.
Most programmers are content to reach far smaller audiences. All pro-
grams have a push-pull effect, attracting some people but repelling
others. This effect is particularly conspicuous in the case of formula
radio, which, by definition, limits its programming appeals to well-
defined minority audiences. Followers of the ”Jesus rock’” format stick
by a favorite station devotedly, but its music may well nauseate other
segments of the audience that have markedly different tastes.

The programmer’s goal, nevertheless, is to pull in as many poten-
tial audience members as possible, conceding that the potential is lim-
ited in the first place to the minority that could conceivably be interested
by the type of programming offered. A programmer who schedules a
show designed for children six to nine years of age would like to attract
all available children in that age group in the station’s service area.
Moreover, the programmer also hopes that some older and younger
children—and even some adults—might be attracted to the program
and thus yield an extra dividend.*

Broadcasting'’s attributes of wirelessness and accessibility come to
the programmer’s aid in maximizing audience size. Radio and television
tend to cut across class, age, educational, sex, income, and other social
dividing lines more freely than any other medium. Broadcasting attracts
a more heterogeneous range of people than might ever be expected to
assemble in a stadium, theater, concert hall, or lecture room, or to
engage in the less social act of reading a newspaper, magazine, or book.

Many programming strategies arise from this principle of poten-
tial mass appeal. One way of maximizing mass appeal is to reduce
programming to a low common denominator of audience interests—a
necessary stratagem for nationally distributed programming, critics to
the contrary notwithstanding. The wary programmer tries, however, to
avoid the trap of watering down content to the point of being not only

*One of the complaints from children’s programming critics is that
broadcast programmers tend to aim at the entire spectrum of ages, whereas
children ideally need age-specific programming aimed at subgroups within the
age two to age twelve range. Federal Communications Commission, "’Children’s
Television Programs: Report and Policy Statement,” 39 F.R. 39396, November 6,
1974, p. 39405.
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completely inoffensive and universally understood but also utterly bor-
ing: As obvious as this danger may seem, television audiences neverthe-
less see television programmers falling into the trap season after season.

Another stratagem for taking advantage of audience heter-
ogeneity is to appeal simultaneously to more than one level or type
of audience interest. No program can be all things to all people, but it is
possible to be several things to several different kinds of people. The
most successful television entertainment program of all time, Roofs,
exemplified this quality of appealing to more than one audience stratum.
It obviously held a fascination for blacks because they identified pro-
foundly with Alex Haley’s search for family origins. Had the appeal of
the play stopped short at that level it would never have broken any
ratings records. But ethnic consciousness is a worldwide movement,
with minority groups everywhere seeking recognition of their distinctive
heritages. The underlying appeal of the play therefore touched all
minorities (and everyone belongs to a minority in the final analysis).
Nonblacks saw in the black yearning for ancient roots a paradigm of
their own yearnings. The tremendous odds against Haley’s ever being
able to reconstruct his family history heightened the drama of the
search. Many other appeals helped increase the heterogeneity (and
hence the size) of the audience: large dollops of sex and violence
(legitimized by the serious nature of the play); the titillating sense of
historic guilt; the very length of the play, representing a disruption of
normal scheduling unprecedented in times other than national
emergencies; and the extraordinary skill of the production staff and
performers. Roots was, of course, a rare phenomenon, a timely program
that tapped into a social movement at just the right stage and in just the
right way. It is not too much to say, however, that all very successful
national programs that attract truly massive audiences succeed because
they have multifaceted appeal.

A well-known market researcher, Daniel Yankelovich, has made
the point that a good marketer—and a program executive is after all a
marketer of programs—combines the findings of research on social
trends with a ‘reading of tea leaves.”’® Most of the social trends he
enumerated in a 1971 article continue in evidence. He mentioned, as
examples, contemporary emphasis on personal creativity, meaningful
work, mysticism, return to nature, ethnicity, liberalized attitudes toward
sex, use of stimulants and drugs, tolerance for disorder, challenge to
authority, female careerism, reaction against the complexity of modern
life. One can easily detect exploitation of these trends in broadcast
programming at all levels, as the case of Roots demonstrates.

Yankelovich warned, however, that merely jumping on the
bandwagon of perceived trends (as the unimaginative programmer
does) is ill advised. The skillful marketer sorts out deep-seated trends
from short-term fads generated by splinter groups. Similarly, a good
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programmer will anticipate what is likely to happen to a trend when it
graduates from the status of an innovation among a few dedicated
adherents to a genuine mass movement.

The five strategic principles we have listed—making programs
compatible with audience patterns of living, capitalizing on habit forma-
tion, recognizing audience freedom of choice, using the utmost frugality
in dispensing program material, and solving the riddle of mass
appeal—are fundamental to all broadcast programming. These princi-
ples arise from the intrinsic attributes of the medium and so enable
capitalizing on its unique features. They speak to the very nature of
broadcasting and so can be used by decision-makers at every level and
of every kind who are responsible for organized broadcast services.

RELEVANCE OF CABLE TELEVISION

Strictly speaking, cable television, as a nonbroadcast source of
programming, falls outside this discussion. However, with the devel-
opment of national satellite distribution systems for cable programming,
the line dividing cable and broadcast operations grows less sharply
defined.

Programmers of the cable systems—the local companies that hold
franchises to serve individual local communities or parts of large
cities—have so far played a role very different from that of broadcast
programmers. Cable operators line up a smorgasbord of program
sources, leaving it to their subscribers to pick and choose at will from a
number of channels—anywhere from a half-dozen to thirty. On most of
their channels, cable operators act merely as relayers of programming
that arrives at the cable headend already structured. Thus, when cable
operators pass on the output of television or radio stations to their
subscribers, the programming function has already been performed by
the originating stations. Cable’s own originations thus far have con-
sisted mostly of automated readout services such as news tickers. Local
cable public access programming is typically a first-come, first-served
proposition, with cable operators exerting minimal controls.

Major national pay-television distributors, however, use satel-
lites to relay full-time program services to cable companies. If the cable
companies are regarded as retailers of programming to individual sub-
scriber homes, the national distributors can be regarded as wholesalers.
Their immediate clients are their cable company affiliates, not the gen-
eral public. They function, in fact, like broadcast television networks,
supplying their affiliates (including even subscription-television broad-
cast stations) with structured program services, not merely strings of
unconnected program items. For this reason, a chapter on national
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distributors of programming for cable companies seems to belong in a
study of broadcast programming strategies, even though cable operators
are not engaged in broadcasting as such, (See Chapter 12.)

To what extent does cable television share the attributes ascribed
to over-the-air broadcasting? Cable can match broadcasting’s attribute of
continuousness. Moreover, its multichannel nature enables it to serve
specific audience interests with far greater fidelity than can broadcast
stations or networks. Cable can afford to devote entire channels to
services aimed at limited audiences. A children’s channel, for example,
can offer uninterrupted programs designed exclusively for children
throughout the day instead of just on Saturday mornings. Such dedicated
channels offer novel challenges to program strategists. Certainly cable is
also capable of realism. Live sportscasts form a major element in cable’s
repertoire.

However, by its nature, cable lacks broadcasting’s distinctive
attribute of wirelessness at the delivery point (although wireless mi-
crowave and satellite links interconnect some of the components of cable
systems). Absent, too, is broadcasting’s unique ability to reach every
home in a service area at no more cost or trouble than it takes to reach
one home. In contrast, each cable customer must be connected individ-
ually to the cable distribution network. Cable becomes prohibitively
expensive in thinly populated rural areas that can be served easily at no
added cost by broadcasting.

The differing natures of the media impose other cost differentials.
The broadcast consumer makes what, in the short term at least, amounts
to a one-time investment: the purchase of a receiver. The cable sub-
scriber must not only make an initial investment but also pay monthly
fees. If the subscriber chooses to receive pay-television services, still
another fee must be paid. These add-on costs tend to make for high
turnover among subscribers and to limit the ultimate size the national
audience is likely to reach.

All five of the principal programming strategies of broadcasting
can be applied, with little adjustment, to the national cable program
suppliers. They have to think in much the same terms as broadcast
network programmers. Indeed, pay-television programmers compete
with broadcast programmers for both program materials and audiences.

SUMMARY

Broadcast programming can be defined in terms of strategy, in
contrast to production—here defined as tactics. This book is about the
strategies of broadcast programming, which involve not only program
selection but also program scheduling, long-term planning, and antici-
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pation of future’social developments. Programming takes place in highly
varied situations, ranging from the situation of prim<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>