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Chapter 5/Popular Radio and the Origins of Broadcasting



[p.157:] “The Earliest radio technology was developed to improve on a task previously done by lighthouses and flags: ship-to-shore communication.  Thus, the first concept of radio was point-to-point – no one had yet through of broadcasting.”

Radio didn’t become a full-blown mass medium until the 1920s.  Its roots are in the 1840s when Samuel Morse sent electrical impulses from a transmitter through a cable to the reception point.  The series of dots & dashes became known as Morse Code

1861 – telegraph lines are strung from coast to coast

1866 – the first transatlantic cable, Newfoundland to Ireland, transmits 6 words/minute – unable to transmit the human voice
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p. 111 – Figure 4.1 The Electromagnetic Spectrum

mid 1860s – Scottish physicist James Maxwell theorized radio waves could be harnessed so signals could be sent from a transmission point to a reception point

1884 – Serbian-Croatian inventor Nikola Tesla conceived the high capacity alternating-current system that made electrification possible

1894 – Italian engineer Guglielmo Marconi understood that developing a way to send high-speed messages over great distances could transform communication, the military & commercial shipping

1896 – Marconi patents wireless telegraphy, a form of voiceless point-to-point communication; never viewed radio as a one-to-many mass medium

1902 – inventor Lee DeForest sets up Wireless Telephone Company to compete with Marconi with particular interest in wireless voice and music transmissions (wireless telephony)

1906 – On Christmas Eve Canadian engineer Reginald Fessenden originates the first program of live music and voice from Brant Rock, MA; heard by ships at sea

Broadcasting comes to mean transmission of waves over a large area; prior to this time wireless was considered a form of narrowcasting , or person-to-person communication, like the telephone

1910 – Congress passes the Wireless Ship Act requiring all U.S. seagoing vessels to be equipped with radio
1912 – Titanic strikes iceberg and sinks; wireless telegraph operator David Sarnoff comes to prominence in a marathon shift at his key translating messages from rescue ships and compiling list of survivors

Radio Act of 1912 – Congressional action deeming radio waves a natural resource owned by all Americans, not individual operators who had to obtain a federal license for the first time
World War I – U.S. Government shut down all amateur radio operation for national security

Private sector monopoly – describes RCA’s status as the private company with government approval to dominate the radio industry; U.S. was the only country that placed the emerging industry under the care of commercial rather than military or government interests

November 2, 1920 – Westinghouse Electrical Corporation turns amateur station 8XK into the first commercial broadcast station – KDKA Pittsburgh (Cox/Harding election results)

1921 – U.S. Commerce Department licenses five commercial stations; two years later there were more than 600

1920s – only two frequencies: 360 meters (music/concerts/lectures); 485 meters (market/weather reports)

Radio Act of 1927 – Establishes the Federal Radio Commission (FRC); creates concept of “public interest, convenience & necessity”
Communications Act of 1934 – replaces FRC with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) with eventual authority over radio, telephone, telegraph, TV, cable, Internet
1920s-1940s – most radio shows had a single sponsor that maintained strong control over program content; ad agencies or in-house PR departments wrote most scripts

1930-33 – Major Edwin H. Armstrong files for 5 patents on frequency modulation (FM) which features less electrical interference and better fidelity than amplitude modulation (AM) radio

1941 – FCC licenses the first FM stations; further development thwarted by outbreak of WWII

1943 – USSUPCO overturns Marconi’s patents and deems Tesla the inventor of radio (the same year he dies penniless in NYC)

1945 – FCC shifts FM from 42-50mc to 88-108mc, rendering existing sets obsolete

1940s-1950s – the arrival of television was the only time in media history in which a new medium stole virtually all programming & strategy from an older medium

1947 – invention of transistors, small electrical devices that receive and amplify radio signals more durably & less expensively than vacuum tubes; transistors allowed radio to go places TV couldn’t go
1949 – Todd Storz & Bill Stewart develop format or formula-driven radio after witnessing patrons feed coins into the jukebox of an Omaha bar; develop the concepts of record rotation and Top 40

1949 – Fairness Doctrine requires broadcasters to cover controversial community issues and to provide “reasonable opportunity for the discussion of conflicting views”

1950s-1960s – radio relies heavily on recorded music for economic survival

1954 - # of FM stations drops to 560 from a high of 700 in 1949

1960s – radio sold to advertisers on the strength of rated dayparts (6-10 a.m., 10 a.m.-3 p.m., 3-7 p.m., 7 p.m.-midnight, midnight-6 a.m.)

late 1960s – alternate music formats develop, notably progressive rock
early 1970s – 70% of listeners tune to AM exclusively; album-oriented rock format takes off
Telecommunications Act of 1996 – eliminates most radio & TV regulation, especially program content & ownership rules; repeal of Fairness Doctrine; within a year, 2100 of the 11,000 radio stations in the U.S. changed hands; most sold to companies that already owned stations; within ten years the total # of owners drops from 6600 to 4400
1990s – emergence of Internet Radio (simulcasting a station’s over-the-air signal or creating a stream exclusively for the Internet)

2000 – more than 75% of listeners prefer FM

2000 – FCC creates new class of low-power FM (LPFM) stations to super-serve niche communities; they can not sell advertising

2002 – FCC authorizes Satellite Radio service; two vendors (XM & Sirius) offer subscription service; due to economic difficulties the companies were allowed to merge in 2008

2002 – FCC approves HD Radio (hybrid digital, not to be confused with TV’s high definition) to offer clearer sound and a way to add extra compressed digital signals to existing frequencies

2004 – Podcasting began; it refers to making audio files available online for downloading or transferring to portable players.

Today radio is a secondary – or background – medium; reaches 72% of American teens and adults daily

Economics of radio – 8% of all U.S. media advertising goes to radio; since most stations get their content free (music), only 20% of a typical station budget goes to programming

Payola – record promoters illegally pay deejays to play particular records

[p.181:] “Like every other mass medium, radio is moving into the future by converging with the Internet.”
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