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Radio Consolidates and Goes High Tech
Prior to 1985, broadcast owners were restricted nationally 

to seven AM radio, seven FM radio, and seven television sta-
tions.94 During the 1980s, with the growth of cable and satel-
lite television, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
relaxed some ownership rules, which resulted in greater con-
solidation of ownership through media mergers. The trend 
toward broadcast deregulation was accelerated greatly with 
the Telecommunications Act of 1996. Although most of the 
law dealt with the cable television and telephone industries, 
the law lifted the restrictions on overall broadcast ownership. 
A single company could now own unlimited numbers of 
radio stations, with up to eight stations in a single market.95

The impact on radio was almost immediate. Within a 
year and a half, radio ownership had become far more 
concentrated and far less diverse. By 2003, the number of 
radio stations on the air had grown by 5.9 percent, but the 
number of station owners had fallen by 35 percent.96 Clear 
Channel used the rule change to buy up $30 billion worth 
of radio stations nationwide, going from owning forty-two 
stations in 1995 to more than 1,200 stations by 2003.97 As 
of 2014, Clear Channel was still the largest station owner 
in the United States, with 860 stations reaching more than 
239 million listeners. In addition to owning all those sta-
tions, Clear Channel also provides syndicated program-
ming for more than 5,000 stations through its Premiere 
Networks. It also sells advertising spots for about 4,000 
radio stations (and 600 television stations) through Katz 
Media.98 As an amazing side note, in 2014 Clear Channel 
changed its name to iHeartMedia to highlight the compa-
ny’s streaming audio business along with its legacy radio 
stations.99

Many stations now operate with virtually no staff other 
than a few people to sell and produce advertising. The 
music, news, weather, and talk all come from either a satel-
lite service or a computer hard drive, with automation 
software serving up the local commercials, announce-
ments, and programming. If it sounds like programming 
on the radio is the same from one side of the country to the 
other, it could be because the stations you are listening to 
all get their programs from the same centralized source.100

Public Radio
With approximately 11,000 commercial stations, radio 

is a big business in the United States. But for all the power 
and reach of the commercial radio business, public radio 
provides a significant alternative.

NPR.  Public radio was authorized by the 1967 Public 
Broadcasting Act, which was designed primarily to create 
educational television. The act allocated stations at the 
lower end of the FM dial for noncommercial broadcasting, 

Source: “Radio Today 2013: How America Listens to Radio” (Arbitron, Fall 2012 sur-
vey period).

Note: Among the other formats are Alternative, Oldies, Spanish Contemporary, All News, 
Classical, Religious, Album Adult Alternative, Classic Country, Spanish Adult Hits, 
Gospel, Contemporary Inspirational, Spanish Religious, and Tejano. Audience Portion is 
of 12+ persons. # of Stations includes AM, FM, HD radio, and streamed stations.

Table 7.1 Popular Radio Formats

Although the ratings of various radio formats vary from month 
to month, here is an overall picture of the audience percentage 
of the various top formats. Note that the report of number of 
stations includes FM, AM, HD, and Internet streaming.

 
FORMAT

AUDIENCE  
PORTION

# OF  
STATIONS

Country + New Country 14.2% 2,893

News/Talk/Information 11.4% 3,984

Pop Contemporary Hit Radio  
(Top 40) 

8.2% 1,012

Adult Contemporary + Soft AC 8.1% 1,390

Classic Hits 5.2% 883

Classic Rock 5.2% 944

Hot Adult Contemporary 4.7% 810

Urban Adult Contemporary 4.1% 336

Rhythmic Contemporary Hit 
Radio 

3.4% 370

All Sport 3.1% 1,274

Urban Contemporary 3.0% 274

Contemporary Christian 2.9% 1,691

Mexican Regional 2.9% 550

Adult Hits + 80’s Hits  2.2% 395

Active Rock 2.1% 356

AOR + Mainstream Rock 2.0% 336

Federal Communications Commission (FCC): The federal agency 
charged with regulating telecommunications, including radio and 
television broadcasting.

and most of the station licenses 
went to colleges and universi-
ties. In 1971, National 
Public Radio (NPR) went 
on the air with its first 
program, the evening 
newsmagazine All 
Things Considered.101

One thing All 
Things Considered can 
do that other news 
shows can’t is present 
the news in depth. Eight-
minute-long stories are not 
unusual, and twenty-minute 
stories are broadcast when the topic 

Q
ue

stioning the MediaDo 
you listen to any 

shock jocks? If so, who? 
Should shock jocks such  
as Opie and Anthony be  

allowed on broadcast radio, or 
should they be forced onto 
alternative audio channels  

such as satellite broadcasting 
or the Internet? Why  

or why not?


