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PUBLIC RADIO IN THE NEW NETWORK AGE presents findings and recommendations from GROW THE 

AUDIENCE, a broad-based effort to shape shared strategies, compelling goals, and results-

oriented plans that will deepen the value and widen the use of public radio. This document 

summarized recommendations from the larger report.  

GROW THE AUDIENCE was initiated and funded by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. 

The Station Resource Group provides ongoing leadership for the GROW THE AUDIENCE initiative. 

SRG assembled and supported the Public Radio Audience Growth Task Force, prepared this 

report, and will work to turn the recommendations into action. 

George Bailey, of Walrus Research, served as research director, preparing in-depth quantitative 

and statistical analyses that informed the Task Force and others. 

These recommendations propose challenging goals for public radio’s growth over the coming 

decade – goals framed within a larger vision of service. The strategic direction reflects the 

changing character of our communities and the changing technology of communications. Wider 

use and deeper value for public radio, at the scale recommend here, requires transformational 

change – in the capacities of public radio’s organizations, in conceptions of meaningful public 

service, and in notions of who fits in an expanded public radio audience. Success requires 

welcoming new players into the field as both creators and presenters and making careful 

choices among competing options with exciting prospects but uncertain outcomes. 

The full version of PUBLIC RADIO IN THE NEW NETWORK AGE, plus research reports, essays, and other 

project materials can be found at the GROW THE AUDIENCE website: 

www.srg.org/GTA 

 

For additional information: 

 

 STATION RESOURCE GROUP |301.270.2617 | www.srg.org 
 

Tom Thomas, co-CEO  tthomas@srg.org 

Terry Clifford, co-CEO  tclifford@srg.org 
 

PO Box 5807 | Takoma Park, Maryland 20913-5807 

Station Resource Group is a membership organization of 

leading public media organizations. SRG’s focus is strategy, 

analysis, policy, and innovation. 

Copyright © 2010 Corporation for Public Broadcasting  

http://www.srg.org/GTA
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Summary of Recommendations 
 

 
Public radio has a shared mission of public service to individuals, communities, and the nation. Working 

together, public radio stations, networks, producers, and partner organizations:  
 

Help people lead a better life – more thoughtful, joyful, and useful; more fulfilled in the pursuit 

of understanding and personal growth; empowered to find solutions for themselves and their 

families; and inspired and comforted by moments of beauty, humor, and reflection. 
 

Nurture healthy communities which we seek to understand and care for across many 

dimensions – education, arts and culture, business and economics, the environment, health 

care, the sense of connection to values and social responsibility, and more. 
 

Strengthen the vitality of our democracy – the free flow of ideas and debate, accountability for 

those who govern, and information that helps citizens make good decisions. 

 

Public radio will realize this mission more fully by achieving ambitious, collective goals to increase its 

use, reach, and inclusiveness by significant measures. We propose that over the coming decade public 

radio: 
 

Increase the average audience – the number of people using public radio at any given moment – 

to half again as large as it is today. 
 

Double the number of people who use public radio every week – on-air, online, and on other 

platforms. 
 

Triple the amount of listening by people of color.  

 

We recommend seven broad measures for public radio to achieve deeper value and wider use: 

Commit to a more inclusive public service. 

Become the most-trusted, most-used daily journalism in America. 

Create a 21st century public radio music service. 

Embrace the networked environment as a primary platform. 

Strengthen core competencies throughout public radio. 

Develop market-by-market strategies for audience growth. 

Support follow-up and accountability for addressing these recommendations. 
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Commit to a more inclusive public service 
Deepen the value of public radio for all its audiences by strengthening the diversity of voices and 

views in public radio’s mainstream news and music programming, by encouraging multiple, 

differentiated services that reach a wider range of listeners, and by making continued investments in 

stations and programming developed and controlled by people of color. 

 

Public radio will deepen its value to current listeners and increase its accessibility to millions of listeners 

now at the edge of its audience by increasing the inclusiveness of its work and the authenticity of the 

voices, views, and cultures it presents. 

 

We challenge public radio to commit to a greater inclusiveness of people of color in every dimension – 

the governance of stations and national organizations, the hiring of management and programming 

staff, and the voices, views, stories, and music of day-to-day programming. We propose four 

complementary efforts, each with a special emphasis. 

 

Diversity at the core. We recommend a focused and collaborative initiative to increase the accessibility 

of public radio’s major formats to people of color through institution-changing, appeal-shifting efforts by 

committed and ready stations with the largest audiences in markets with the largest populations of 

African-Americans and Latinos and similar efforts by national producers to increase their service and 

value to people of color. This initiative should include managed, multi-year projects that involve 

learning, change, and mutual accountability. 

 

Program innovation. We recommend investments in program innovation at both the local and national 

level – prototyping, testing, and developing programs and formats that explore different styles and 

sensibilities with the aim of greater appeal to audiences of color. This effort must be mindful that race 

and ethnicity, alone, are limited tools in programming development and give close attention to the 

values, lifestyles, and interests that will define the programming and those who respond to it. 

  

Differentiated services. We recommend wider availability of public radio’s current principal formats of 

news, classical music, jazz, and AAA – each with its distinctive audience appeal – and experimentation 

with other formats and services that might hold a greater appeal for people of color or other new 

audiences. By pursuing multiple public radio services in as many markets as can support them – and 

meaningful differentiation of the services offered by each of them – public radio will increase the 

diversity of the audience it reaches.  

 

Diversity of control. We recommend continued strong support for public radio stations that are 

developed and controlled by people of color, including pursuing opportunities to increase the number of 

such stations. It is important to develop clearer expectations of audience performance for public radio’s 

stations controlled by people of color, based on format, market factors, and sustainable resources.  

1 
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Become the most-trusted, most-used daily journalism in America 

Make public radio America’s most trusted and most widely-used source of daily journalism. 

Strengthen the power and scope of public radio’s most listened-to national news programs, 

invest in program innovation that will lead to more choice and service for listeners, support significant 

growth in the scale, quality, and impact of local journalism, and develop an integrated online news 

presence.  

 

Claiming a significantly larger role in American journalism requires a dramatically more robust news 

gathering capacity – more “feet on the street” with notebooks, recorders, and cameras and more 

editors and producers to shape their work. The distance between current reality and the role we 

imagine – and that others urge upon public radio – is large. Public radio must also think carefully and 

collectively about the character of the journalistic franchise it seeks: it cannot simply take up roles, 

beats, and topics as they are left behind by others, but must think considerably beyond current work. 

We should proceed in an audience-centered fashion, beginning with the interests and needs of those 

who already respond strongly to public radio news and information programming and building to a 

larger audience of news users. 

2.1 Strengthen signature national programs  

Strengthen public radio’s signature national news programs that generate the largest amount of 

listening for the system as a whole, the most listening for the stations that carry them, and a greater 

listener loyalty.  

 

A short list of news and information programs has a dramatic impact on the number of listeners and 

amount of listening to public radio. NPR’s Morning Edition and All Things Considered top this list, which 

also includes Fresh Air, Talk of the Nation, Weekend Edition, Marketplace, The Diane Rehm Show, and 

The World. Key steps to strengthen these and other signature national news programs include: 

 

¶ Assure continuing management focus and budget priority, both nationally and locally, on the 

core programming assets of the public radio news franchise. 

¶ Monitor the changing information environment in which public radio’s signature news 

programming competes for attention and the changing information needs of the listeners they 

seek to serve.  

¶ Commit to much more communication and coordination on an ongoing basis between senior 

national program executives and station leaders in programming and news.  

 

We recommend increasing reporting from across the nation within national programs, beginning with 

careful consideration of contending views on how to achieve this goal.  

 

2 
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We recommend increasing public radio’s now-limited investment in enterprise and investigative 

reporting, building on efforts already in place at NPR News and American Public Media and eventually 

extending to other national producers and leading local news stations.  

 

We recommend investing in new national news and information programming that will give stations 

meaningful choices for differentiating their news services and give more listeners a news choice that 

meets their interests and needs on-air and online.  

 

2.2 Build the impact and significance of local journalism  

 Public radio must develop greater scale and higher quality in local and regional reporting to realize 

the impact and significance to which many stations aspire.  

 

Local journalism centers. We recommend increasing local broadcast and online reporting at a dozen or 

more stations with high audience service potential through significant investments that increase the 

number of news staff, enhance on-air and online news production capacity, develop skills for reporting 

and content management in a digital age, and foster innovative approaches to community connections. 

 

Build capacity across the field. In addition to these highly-targeted investments, we recommend 

initiatives for other stations that have made substantial local reporting commitments in order to 

increase their capacity to create and present regular, high-quality journalism at a level consistent with 

the scale and resources of their organizations and communities.  

 

Collaboration. We recommend support for collaborative projects that advance shared use of local 

station reporting on a regional and topical basis and investments in shared resources such as editors for 

broadcast and online content that support work at more than one station. Such efforts should have a 

clear focus on wider use of content, cost reduction, or both. 

 

Partner beyond the field. We recommend partnerships and collaborations that look outside public radio 

to other content-creating organizations and community resources, and development of 

recommendations for an editorial framework that will preserve the trusted position and integrity of 

public radio in this more inclusive and multi-dimensional environment. 

 

2.3 Integrate online news 
Create an integrated online news presence for diverse public media sources – international, national 

and local – that extends current capacities and brands, leverages current editorial assets and adds or 

creates new ones, and that might include the distinctive strengths and separate assets of public 

television and online public service media organizations. 
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We recommend that public radio and other public media partners move as quickly and as far as possible 

through a sequence of non-mutually-exclusive steps to build public media’s capacity in this territory. 

 

 Behind the curtain. Enhance the productivity and impact of public media’s online journalism through 

collaborative measures such as coordinated backend systems, APIs, standards, tools and shared 

investments in activities such as federated search and search engine optimization. 

Aggregation of public media journalism. Much as NBC and Fox created Hulu as a single online vehicle to 

distribute their respective sitcoms and related material, public media should create an online public 

media journalism destination that presents work from multiple sources, showcasing collective efforts in 

a way that both stands on its own and leads back to the original reporting and producing entities. 

This function could be advanced through a single, high visibility site that would give the online user an 

integrated yet varied experience, much as the many local versions of Morning Edition are perceived by 

radio listeners. Or material could be organized in content verticals that would match broad, well-known 

areas of audience interest. 

Aggregation plus curation. Hulu now includes content from dozens of sources beyond its two founders. 

Similarly, an integrated public media journalism effort could grow to include curated content from other 

sources, ranging from conventional journalism partners to online-only journalism initiatives to various 

citizen journalists and other kinds of user-generated content. 

Content collaboration. Public broadcasters have periodically collaborated on content creation with 

limited success. Improve the impact by working toward larger scale, stronger commitment of reporting 

resources to the collaborative endeavor, and greater investment in the “collaborative tissue” that 

organizes and focuses the work. 

A web-first entity. Public media should consider a new or expanded journalistic entity whose mission 

would be web-first but would feed to broadcast platforms. This entity would be organized and focused 

principally on online content: creating text, images, audio, and video in a fashion that draws on the 

values, strengths, and brands of public broadcasting but works to a tone and sensibility that is “native” 

to the networked space. In a turn-about of current practice in which broadcast material is often 

“exported” to the web, this entity would feed its online work back into the on-air realm. 

The output of the entity could take several forms, from a single destination or portal-type site to 

multiple, content-focused sites. Similarly, the focus could be principally on a national identity or on 

integration with local efforts that would give users a geographically-customized experience. 
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Creat a 21st century public radio music service 
Create a renewed vision for public radio music – on multiple platforms, in multiple genres. 
Capture the broadcast franchise for public radio’s strongest music formats in as many markets as 

possible, move to new platforms with both core genres and new services, work to higher standards 
and greater value for listeners, and explore new approaches in content and presentation. 
 

Music is a critical part of public radio’s audience service equation – about one out of every three hours 

of listening – and warrants a higher profile in public radio’s vision and goals. 

 

Capture the broadcast franchise. We recommend a concerted effort to increase the number of markets 

in which public radio stations offer public radio’s strongest music franchises – classical music, jazz, and 

AAA – on a consistent basis. This can be achieved through a combination of self-directed change and 

focusing at current public radio stations and adding stations through acquisitions, mergers, and 

management agreements. 

 

Move to new platforms. We recommend continued development of public radio music services – both 

core genres and special niches – in the networked environment of online and mobile devices and the 

development of an organized approach to music rights issues in this space. 

 

Higher standards. Public radio’s music stations must aspire to higher standards of presentation and 

greater value for the listener – compelling, trusted personalities, a sense of connection with audience 

and community, and excellence in production values. 

 

New content, new approach. We recommend that stations and producers experiment with how public 

radio organizes and presents music within its current genres and think outside the familiar genres to 

other music possibilities that might fit within the broader public radio domain.  

  

 

Embrace the networked environment as a primary platform 
Follow current public radio listeners in their changing patterns of media use, which increasingly 

include online and mobile platforms, cultivate new users by providing more channels and 

platforms on which to find and use public radio content, and make public radio more flexible, 

participatory, and engaging.  

 

We challenge public radio to move with and ahead of its audience to the unfolding platforms of the 

networked environment, offering current listeners new choices in how to listen to public radio, and 

finding new listeners and creating new services by exploiting the multiple channels and participatory 

capacities the lie beyond broadcasting.  

 

3 
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In the near term these changes will mostly be about new pathways of distribution for both national 

producers and local stations. But we encourage public radio at all levels to commit now to a longer-term 

paradigm shift in how public radio creates and organizes its content, moving toward new models of 

engagement and participation that leverage and extend public radio’s mission and brands. 

 

Online strategies for stations. We recommend organized and ongoing support for stations in developing 

strategic clarity about their roles and expectations in the online and mobile networked environment – at 

the different levels of resources and operations and different phases of development found across the 

station community. 

 

Baseline capacity. We recommend development of a baseline capacity and fluency in the networked 

environment throughout public radio, with particular emphasis on organizations committed to content 

that will extend the inclusiveness of public radio. This baseline should include mastering website basics, 

adoption of appropriate “new media” capabilities, promotion strategies, techniques to increase the 

“findability” of content in the network space, and attention to the opportunities to extend the range of 

views and voices public radio presents online. 
 

“Web native” content and delivery. We recommend aggressive experimentation and development of 

public service content and delivery methods explicitly designed for a digital, networked environment. 

This includes: 

 

¶ Investments in content that is “native” to the network space 

¶ Reorganizing content for networked use.  

¶ “Distribute everywhere” techniques that make public radio content available in new ways.  

¶ Exploration of new mobile platforms 

¶ Development of a rights framework that supports these new approaches to public service. 

  

The natural networks of our audiences. We recommend investments in pilots and demonstrations that 

exploit the community-building potential of the network to strengthen public radio’s content, engage 

listeners and users around issues and interests in communities, and leverage the resources of 

knowledge, experience, and perspectives that surround public radio stations, producers, and audiences.  
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Strengthen core competencies throughout public radio 
Advance public radio’s ability to achieve the goals of this plan by sharpening the skills and focus 

of public radio professionals, strengthening the capacities of public media organizations across 

the country, and continually updating the field’s strategic intelligence and tactical knowledge with 

audience research and marketing. 

 

Thinking audience. Public radio must continually renew and reinforce its commitment to the 

effectiveness of its audience service – the details of execution in production, scheduling, and promotion; 

the audience experience of content and service; and the application of research and experience to daily 

operations. This work should include: 

 

¶ Initiatives by public radio’s principal professional organizations, networks, and other national 

organizations to advance skills of the public radio workforce directly connected with audience 

growth. 

¶ Continuing investments in program research and audience use metrics that build our current 

knowledge base, explore areas we have targeted for innovation, and foster integrated, cross-

platform measurements that track behavior in a changing media environment. 

 

Organizational development. We recommend multiple initiatives to strengthen public radio’s 

organizations as effective and responsive institutions that collectively contribute to a public media 

service of the highest quality and impact. These initiatives should include: 

 

¶ Stronger governance and leadership in all licensee types 

¶ A strategic sensibility in key decisions 

¶ Inclusiveness throughout the organization 

¶ Community engagement 

¶ Advanced fundraising that includes major giving and philanthropy 

¶ Stronger, more effective Inter-organizational relationships 

 

Public radio must also confront long-term structural issues – too little aggregation and scale, many 

licensees with agendas other than public radio, and no plan for how to incorporate emerging public 

media enterprises with shared values but no base in broadcasting. These issues are beyond the scope of 

this project but are critical to public radio’s long-term audience success. 

 

Marketing – the missing piece. We recommend creating a better alignment of public radio’s services 

with listeners’ needs and interests and a greater awareness of public radio’s services and benefits 

through a multi-organizational, multi-year effort to build public radio’s marketing expertise and 

activities.  

 

5 
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Public radio must build its marketing skills almost from scratch. The work should begin with 

development of a shared sensibility regarding marketing principles, definitions, and purposes.  

The development of public radio’s marketing capacity should extend across all professional disciplines 

and encompass work by all national organizations serving public radio. Key tasks include: 

 

¶ Connecting with top-level marketing expertise and experience beyond the public radio field. 

¶ Developing tactical ideas and best practices that can be implemented at the station level. 

¶ Helping stations engage with outside marketing expertise in their local efforts. 

 

 

Develop market-by-market strategies for audience growth 
 Launch a market-by-market audience growth initiative for a new generation of service – a 

broad-based, collective effort by stations, networks, and funders – making targeted investments 

and crafting station-specific solutions in communities where the current level of public radio 

performance indicates significant opportunities for audience growth.  

 

In any given market public radio is most successful at aggregating audiences of both significant size and 

significant diversity when it presents multiple, focused, and differentiated services delivered at a high 

level of performance. There are three key elements in this equation: 

 

¶ Enough channels committed to public radio on which to offer different services. 

¶ Strategic alignment of the services – focused, differentiated, complementary. 

¶ Superior performance of each of the services within the context of the specific market. 

 

Market analysis. We recommend additional market-by-market analysis that extends GROW THE 

AUDIENCE’s market- and format-specific work, incorporating additional variables, particularly values and 

lifestyle indicators such as SRI’s VALS system, to sharpen the understanding of which markets present 

the most important opportunities for audience growth.  

Options in the top markets. We recommend a concentrated effort to improve existing stations and 

develop new services in the top 50 markets designed to increase the availability of multiple, focused, 

and differentiated high-performing public radio services: 

 

¶ Strengthen service at underperforming stations. Simply bringing news and classical stations 

that are below the predicted level of service, given the character of their market, up to the 

norm would have a measurable impact on public radio’s national reach.  

¶ “Align” service at existing stations. Target markets in which public radio’s formats are not 

available in a consistent and focused manner.  

6 
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¶ Develop new services on existing stations. These new services, by definition, are unproven, 

but format innovation is a critical step toward new listeners for public radio. 

¶ Create opportunities for new services by gaining control of additional stations through 

acquisitions or operating agreements and by upgrading limited coverage signals.  

¶ Add stations with full market coverage through upgrades or acquisitions in communities that 

currently benefit from only 1 or 2 full coverage public stations.  

 

These measures require substantial investments in acquisitions, careful negotiation of operating 

agreements, or other arrangements that reorganize station control – all with close attention to costs 

and risk factors. We observe that these kinds of station transactions are responsible for as much as 20 

percent or more of all growth in public radio listening since 2001. 

 

 

Support follow-up and accountability for this plan 
Establish responsibility and accountability, nationally and locally, for this audience growth plan 
through an annual review of system progress in addressing the recommendations in this report. 

The assessment should include perspectives of multiple constituencies, organizations, and individuals 
and result in a progress report to the public radio system. 
 
We recommend a multi-year follow-up effort that includes: 
 

¶ Broad endorsement of the goals and recommendations presented here. 

¶ Public radio’s national producers, networks, and professional organizations should consider and 
report to their respective members and affiliates how they intend to integrate elements of 
GROW THE AUDIENCE recommendations into their priorities, programming, conferences, research 
activities, and other initiatives. 

¶ Every public radio station should be encouraged to establish an audience service goal and a 
method for monitoring its own progress on an annual basis. This information should be reported 
in brief fashion to CPB, either through a special survey or as part of the Annual Activities Report. 

¶ Ask CPB, foundations, and agencies that provide significant support to public radio to address 
how recommendations in this plan will be reflected in their funding priorities and policies. 

¶ Conduct an annual review of progress on the initiatives outlined above using goals and metrics 
appropriate to the particular activity. 

¶ Report results and updated goals and recommendations to the system on an annual basis.  
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