
Fred Hart MD5402 Building Audiences S1100533 

 

Fred Hart 
Radio Production (2nd Year) Student – University of Gloucestershire 

E-mail fred@fred-hart.co.uk  |  Web www.fred-hart.co.uk  |  Tel +44 1285 251588 |  Mob +30 26611 18018 

Building Audiences: How BBC Radio 3 Attracts & Retains Audiences 

Essay (2000 Words) 

With reference to academic texts and industry best practice, write a 2,000 word close critical analysis of how a 

radio brand of your choice uses a range of techniques to attract and retain its audience. You may choose a 

station, online service, particular programme &/or presenter. 

Attracting and retaining audiences is important for all radio stations. Commercial radio stations need to attract listeners 

in order to attract advertisers, whilst the BBC needs good audience figures in order to justify the license fee. A station’s 

choice of presenters, the music it plays, its use of social networking and audience interaction all help stations to attract 

an audience, but they are used very differently to reflect how different audiences respond differently to different 

techniques. 

One of the problems facing some radio stations is how they attract younger listeners: stations are finding that they must 

adapt in order to appeal to the next generation of radio listeners. Tim Davie, former Director of BBC Audio and Music 

(2012) has said that while listening figures have been strong in recent years, ‘listening to radio among younger people 

has suffered some declines and, if not addressed, presents longer term risks’. 

Although writing about BBC Radio 1, this also applies to Radio 3. The BBC Trust’s review of Radio 3 in 2011 found that 

the station has the problem that it is getting older with its audience, and so it must make changes regularly to attract a 

younger audience. The BBC Trust (2011, p3) concluded in its report that Radio 3’s ‘continuing challenge is to develop a 

welcoming and accessible tone while maintaining its core commitment to high-quality and distinctive music and arts 

programming’. Breakfast and Drivetime were cited as particular areas to extend the core audience – they are what the 

Trust described as ‘core entry points’ (2011, p6). 

Radio 3’s way of reaching out to a new (younger) audience is to make use of new technology: Facebook, Twitter and the 

BBC iPlayer for Radio. This has now been written in to their service licence: ‘New platforms should be exploited to allow 

the audience to explore broadcast content in greater depth with complementary collections of on-demand content to 

encourage deeper and broader exploration around selected themes’ (BBC, 2012, p2). 

With just ten thousand ‘likes’, Radio 3’s Facebook page may be the least ‘liked’ Facebook page of all the BBC’s national 

radio stations, but it does mean that Radio 3 has a presence on a platform used by a large number of the audiences it 

wants to reach out to. 

Marketing firm Jumpwire Media (2012) has recently done some research in the US to show that Facebook does increase 

listening figures, and the effects are the strongest in the 25-34 age group. They concluded that ‘the content needs to be 

engaging enough for users to perform some sort of action (share, “like”, comment etc)’.  

The content on Radio 3’s Facebook page does this very well – there are photos from live performances, links to 

programmes and other recordings, and information which will be useful to Radio 3 listeners – all are examples of 

content which will get the audience talking about Radio 3 on Facebook. 

As well as being a platform to attract the younger listener, the use of Facebook and Twitter, alongside more traditional 

forms of communication such as text and e-mail, allows for audience interactivity. Interactivity has become much more 
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a part of radio than it has done with television. It is very easy for the presenter to log in to the computer to read 

Facebook comments and tweets during a programme and make it seem like a two-way conversation between listener 

and presenter. 

Interactivity in radio works for one simple reason – according to the Broadcasting Standards Council’s annual review by 

Hargrave (1994, p27 cited in Shingler and Wieringa, 1998, p111), ‘the audience enjoys a more personal and individual 

relationship with radio than with television’.  

Interactivity is one way of making the listener feel like they have that more personal connection with the presenter – as 

Singler and Wieringa (p112) point out ‘radio broadcasters go out of their way to provide their listeners with a sense that 

they are part of the radio discussion’. 

In Radio 3’s Breakfast Show, this interaction comes in the form of Your Call, a feature in which listeners can ‘phone in to 

choose a piece of music which means something to them. Tweets, e-mails and texts are also used for listeners to contact 

the presenter and (for example) suggest pieces of music linked to a particular theme. This is a good way of allowing a 

Radio 3 listener to show off their knowledge about music, but crucially, when they hear their contribution read on air, 

they get something out of it – they feel that they have been part of the radio conversation. This all helps to make the 

listener trust the brand more and will mean that they might tune in again, or stay tuned for longer. 

None of the above work though unless the presenter is right. The presenter might make the difference between 

retaining an audience, or the audience going elsewhere. The choice of the presenter is important; particularly in a 

Breakfast show, which for most stations is the one with the highest number of people listening.  

Presenters are, as Barnard (2000, p212) says, ‘the voice and the public face of the station’. He suggests that everything 

they do on air ‘is all-important in establishing the personality and approachability of a station’. Shingler and Wieringa 

(1998, p125) make the same point, adding that ‘whilst forging links between the separate programme items…presenters 

speak to the audience on behalf of the station itself, not so much expressing as embodying the character of the station’. 

Radio 3’s challenge is trying to find presenters who appeal to the core Radio 3 audience whilst also appealing to a 

younger audience. 

In order to appeal to a younger audience, Radio 3 changed some of its programmes in Autumn 2011. The Breakfast show 

was extended by half an hour and new presenters brought in: Petroc Trelawny and Sara Mohr-Pietsch in place of Rob 

Cowan.  

Both presenters use their own personal Twitter accounts regularly to communicate directly with the listener, allowing 

the listener to feel the more personal connection to their favourite presenter – Sara Mohr-Pietsch in particular retweets 

listeners’ comments during the programme. 

They are using social media not just to broadcast to their audience, telling them I am on air now, but rather they are 

uploading content that will get themselves and BBC Radio 3 talked about on the Internet. Claire Wardle (2012) also talks 

about this – the idea that social media is not a one way conversation, and that social media users are more likely to trust 

a friend who directs them towards an interesting programme than they are a tweet from a presenter telling their 

followers to tune in. 
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They are both among Radio 3’s younger presenters – Petroc Trelawny is 41, whilst Sara Mohr-Pietsch is 32. They are old 

enough that they can still appeal older end of Radio 3’s audience – the core Radio 3 audience, whilst at the same time 

young enough to appeal to the younger end of Radio 3’s audience – the replenishers: future listeners of Radio 3. 

But their new look Breakfast Show was not an immediate success – the Telegraph (2011) reported how after the 

changes, online forums had been ‘buzzing with disquiet from listeners unimpressed with the steady influx of celebrity 

presenters, the regular phone-ins and audience participation’. 

One year after the change, and it appears that the audience figures are picking back up again; in August 2012, Roger 

Wright, Controller of Radio 3, attributed the increase in the audience figures to ‘significant increases in our morning 

programmes, Breakfast in particular’. 

But whilst Radio 3’s Breakfast Show has managed to pick up listeners since the decline last year, the fact that BBC Radio 

3 as a station does not target one particular age group is problematic. In fact, the BBC Radio 3 Service Licence (2012, p1) 

simply says that the ‘service should appeal to listeners of any age seeking to expand their cultural horizons through 

engagement with the world of music and the arts’- there is no mention of a specific age group. 

It is therefore interesting that Mahoney (2011), writing in the Media Guardian, observed that the new Radio 3 Breakfast 

Show is actually just an interactive form of the old one. The problem with the Breakfast Show is not that it is becoming 

too populist, but that its interactive feature (in particular Your Call) is ‘everything traditionalists don’t want Radio 3 to be 

about: non-expert chat about well-known pieces’ (Mahoney, 2011). So Radio 3 Breakfast in its current form is simply a 

show which appealed to Radio 3’s core audience, with added interactive features to allow the show to appeal to a 

broader audience. 

Lust and Goslino (2002) suggest it is best for a radio station to avoid targeting multiple audiences – they argue that ‘for 

multiple targeting to work, it must be absolutely consistent. If listeners have to look up a program guide to find out what 

type of program is on when, this is a sure formula for a small audience’. However, they also say that ‘after a few years of 

programming (say) music for young people at night and talk for older people in the daytime, the audience will come to 

know your programming’. 

Radio 3 has the problem that it is a station trying to appeal to a very broad audience. This does not necessarily work, 

because a younger audience has different needs to an older audience. The interactivity on Radio 3’s breakfast show risks 

alienating the older audience. Late Junction on the other hand does not use interactivity to allow listeners to choose 

music, rather they suggest that listeners tweet the show if they want to know what a piece of music is. This sort of 

interaction is enough that a younger audience feels able to engage with the programme, but it is not too intrusive to an 

older audience. 

Radio 3, whilst as a station not specifying a single age group to target, does make sure that each programme is targeting 

a particular audience. The choice of presenters on Radio 3 Breakfast show that the station here is targeting a much 

younger audience than Late Junction, listeners with busy lives on their way to work in the morning. Late Junction and 

the Jazz programme are targeting a slightly older audience, and interestingly, the programme has a higher proportion of 

male listeners than Radio 3 as a whole (Bijelic, 2012, slide 3). 
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To summarize, BBC Radio 3, in its attempt to appeal to a broader (slightly younger) audience is doing what every other 

radio station does, but making it work for their audience. It is using social media effectively, getting itself talked about by 

users of Facebook and Twitter. It may not be a social media brand in the same way that Radio 1 and Capital are, but it is 

working. It has introduced interactive features, involving its audience in programmes and letting them show off their 

musical knowledge, and it has recently brought in new presenters who are more accessible and able to communicate 

with both younger and older audiences. 

Radio 3 is unusual in that the BBC is not targeting the whole station at a single age group (unlike Radios 1 and 2), rather, 

different programmes have their own target audiences – but as mentioned earlier, Lust and Goslino (2002) say that 

‘after a few years of programming (say) music for young people at night and talk for older people in the daytime, the 

audience will come to know your programming’. So for Radio 3, with the resources of the BBC behind it able to not only 

market effectively but also research the audiences well, targeting different audiences at different times of the day is not 

a massive problem: its audiences do know what they want and where in the schedule to find them. 

So whilst Radio 3 is not a station that is about impressive audience figures and beating the competition wherever 

possible, they are using the same techniques used by the likes of Heart, Capital, Absolute and Classic FM help it to build 

an audience big enough to justify the license fee, and they also help the audience to come to trust the Radio 3 name so 

that the audience is retained. 
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