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After 1918, radio broadcasting was an important example of the wide range
of technological developments which greatly influenced British society.
Previously, very little detailed attention has been devoted to the social
consequences of the enormous increase in listening to broadcast programmes
which occured before 193%9.

This analysis commences with an investigation of the growth, distribution
and structure of the radio audience. It also establishes the main economic
and technical influences on the pattern of transmission and reception. The
response of the audience to the medium is displayed by reference to the
comments and activities of listeners' pressure groups, whilst the views of
a rival medium - the national press - are collected by means of a content
analysis. The work of inter-war social surveyors is used to place broad-
casting in the context of other important social changes which were occuring.
The reaction of the BBC is analysed to discover the evolution in the
relationship between the two sides of the microphone, whilst an examination
of BBC listener research material provides detailed evidence on audience
tastes and habits. Finally, three localities are examined to expose the
important facets of grassroots behaviour and verify other findings.

Throughout the period, the dominance of economic and technological
influences on broadcasters and listeners alike is very clear, particularly
in the context of an emerging consumer society. Some of the changes in
social behaviour attributable to broadcasting were predictable, some
unexpected: others depended on the circumstances of listeners and there
were many variations in the rate and extent of these changes. Some themes
stand out: broadcasting brought immediacy to the reporting of national
issues, creating a greater sense of national identity and involvement.
Listening also changed the pattern of leisure activity, modified the
structure of the family and helped to create a more knowledgeable population.
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After 1918, British Society was enormously influenced by the application
of several technological innovations: the internal combustion engine was utilised
extensively in the motor vehicle, electricity was supplied throughout the country
by a national grid system and radio was developed to form the public broadcasting
system. All of these innovations were applied extremely rapidly and within twenty
years radio broadcasting was elevated from experimental obscurity to the common-
place of everyday existence.

Each of these powerful and influential innovations pervaded most aspects
of British life. The purpose of this thesis has been to examine the social and
cultural consequences of radio broadcasting in the context of a rapidly developing
technological influence on society. The technological development has been viewed
in relation to the economic fortunes of inter-war Britain and the social consequences
have been seen in terms of the changing pattern of leisure and recreation before the
outbreak of war in September 1939.

The main problem faced in this undertaking has been to confine attention to
the salient themes in social changes attributable to broadcasting. Broadcasting
had a part to play in so many social, cultural and political activities that it is
difficult to concentrate on certain important questions and avoid straying generally
over the whole range of social activity. Certainly few of the possible objects of
attention have received any previous treatment byhistorians. Apart from a few,
largely institutional works on the BBC and some biographical or auto-biographical
books by broadcasters, there are comparatively few examples of research into the
social, cultural or economic consequences of broadcasting. Indeed this is quite
typical of the regretable dearth of any social historical research on the period
since 1918. The absence of any other research is one justification for this thesis
and it has left a very wide scope for this analysis.

To concentrate attention, many aspects of social change have had to be
neglected or passed over altogether and the intention has been to concentrate on
major changes, leaving signposts for the multitude of other activities which would

merit substantial research in their own right



(ii)

A further difficulty which has probably discouraged research is the problem
of gathering widely scattered source material and of attributing social changes to
the influence of broadcasting. The role of other media and a wide range of
economic and technological influences must always be considered in association
with broadcasting.

The broad distribution and scarcity of sources demands a series of different
approaches. The inquiry begins by establishing the available information about the
growth, distribution and structure of the audience. Unfortunately the licence
returns are the major source and the detailed returns have been destroyed by the GPO.
However, the BBC has retained some summaries of the information and, in combination
with the census returns,it is possible to build up a fairly reliable impression
of the emerging audience.

This pattern of development has received further examination to assess the
extent of economic and technological influences on the transmission and reception
of broadcast programmes.

With a clearer impression of the subject it is then possible to move on to an
analysis of audience responses to the medium. In this respect audience opinions
are judged by examining the views of leading wireless organisation, operating on
the premise that such pressure groups led audience opinion on many questions of
programme criticism and broadcasting policy. The press is also examined for its
views - partly as a reflection of audience opinion but also as an example of opinion
leadership. The pressure group is atypical of audience opinion because it is more
committed and certainly better informed than the average listener but the represent-
ative nature of the opinions must be accepted - leading opinion if not necessarily
reflecting their conviction. The variety of press opinion must be studied system-
atically and the papers were chosen for analysis according to circulation ang
political persuasion. A content analysis was used to build a solid impression of
the direction and flow of comment. This part of the research is completed by the
use of inter-war social surveys. Their commentary on the audience is limited but
it is possible to use some of the observations on changes in social behaviour and

to go some way towards placing the audience in the context of leisure ang recreation
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Although the emphasis of this investigation has been placed on the audience,
the development of listening was also a function of the relationship between the
audience, the broadcasters and the broadcasting institutions. Furthermore, the BBC
Listener Research Section is a major source of evidence on audience behaviour. Thus
the reaction of the BBC to the emerging audience is examined, stressing the
assumptions which were made about the control of the medium and the structure of its
output.

The final part of the research switches the emphasis to the grassroots. Three
localities, selected for their contrasting conditions, are studied to judge the place
of broadcasting in the community. The scatter of evidence makes this a particularly
challeﬁging prospect.

Many hitherto unrevealed aspects of the influence of broadcasting on society
have been successfully exposed in the course of-this inquiry. It is immediately
apparent that the growth of listening was not evenly distributed by region or by
social class. Economic, technological and, to a certain extent, physical constraints
on listening were dominant before 1939. Technical barriers restricted the spread of
listening to the peripheries of the country: the North and the West were particularly
badly affected. Many other factors of technical interest have also arisen. The
contribution of the BBC's Regional Scheme and the expansion of relay exchanges
changed the pattern of reception and increased the range of contact with the audience.
The rapid improvements in the efficiency, flexibility and design of receivers have
also emerged as important encouragements to the expénding audience. The gradually
falling price of sets and changes in the standard of living heavily influenced the
pattern of growth in licence holding and diminished the working class membership of
the audience. Economic influences also contributed to the controls in the regional
pattern of listening.

The audience response to the new medium was varied and much of the materiagl
has cast new light on the development of attitudes. The role of pressure groups
in the foundation of the BBC and its early advance is shown to have been much more

important than had been considered previously. They provided the personnel to man
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the expanding service and the listening justificétion for further progress when they
formed the entire audience from 1918 - 1922. Furthermore, they contributed to the
final decisions on the structure of the licencing system and, to a lesser extent, on
the form of the public broadcasting system which was adopted in 1927. They were less
successful in influencing the internal decision- making process of the BBC and faded
}badly from sight during the thirties. Their role was largely formative - stimulating
the audience but then being cast aside by the sheer numbers of non-specialist
listeners and the policies of the broadcasting controllers.

The analysis of the press is largely successful in exposing the issues which
arose in broadcasting throughout the period. The press raised questions which it
expected would either influence or represent and reflect the views of its readers.
The press emerged as a strong influence on audience attitudes, often building
impressions and criticisms rather than reflecting them. Newspaper advertising of
radio sets was the most considerable means of attracting potential listeners but
the press was also very interested in the control of broadcasting, the political
output, the style of music and the provision of entertainment. The content analysis
has effectively demonstrated the priorities in criticism and the seasonal pattern
of comment and advertising also has emerged very well.

The use of social survey material has been less successful. The poor quality
and quantity of the available work reflects the limitations of this contemporary
audience research. Some conclusions from other sources have been confirmed but the
main contribution has concerned the context of broadcasting in infér—war leisure.

The BBC reaction to its audience was increasingly sympathetic. Gradually
interest in the tastes and habits of the audience developed and the concession of
organised listener research suggésted, implicitly, that the views of the audience
would eventually have some bearing on the programme structure aﬁd content. However,
the original approach towards the audience - a self-determined policy of broadcasting
standards and editorial control - was extremely resilient and the mood for obtaining

a clearer impression of the audience changed almost imperceptibly. Nonetheless once

the principle of listener research was conceded, the work proceeded extremely
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quickly. The material produced was officially experimental but it was of good
quality and, despite being confined tothe late nineteen-thirties, has much
retrospective value. Most of the information has never been published before. The
habits of listeners were exposed most strongly and their tastes for programmes were
increasingly the subject of research before 1939. The main surprise which emerged
was that the contrasts by sex, age and region were much less pronounced than
expected.

In the study of the localities, many of the earlier conclusions are supported
andmany more previously unperceived facets of audience behaviour are exposed. The
activities of the press and wireless organisations were mirrored at local level with
some minor but interesting variations. The economic and physical conditions of the
selected areas alsoschow varied influences on the listening pattern. Some entirely
new areas are opened up. In local politics, the retail trade and local authority
activities - such as the control of broadcast education, legal constraints on relay
exchanges or aerials and the library service - broadcasting produced some novel
changes in behaviour. In many cases, the influence of broadeasting on the audience
in each locality is seen much more clearly. For instance, some events, such as
political occasions, were severely diminished by broadcasting; others, such as
reading, were selectively affected and some, such as the celebration of royal
occasions, were decidedly heightened. In fact the change in the relationship of the
population with national activities can only be seen to good effect in the localities.

The final assessment reviews the main themes which run through the whole
inquiry. The social consequences of economic and technological influences are
re-emphasised in the context of the changing pattern of leisure and the emerging
consumer society. The quality of immediacy which radio brought to the supply of
news and entertainment is placed in its context of a more cohesive national
community. Radio also contributed to a more informed population - expanding the
range of interests and experiences which each listener could normally expect.
Inevitably many aspects of the relationship between broadcasting and society have

escaped really detailed analysis and brief directions have been given for the possible

course of future research. Finally, despite all the social influence of
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broadcasting, some aspects remained unchanged and comment has been passed on the
lack of social recognition between broadcasters and many listeners which still

existed in 1939.
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PART 1

THE AUDIENCE
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Chapter 1

Introduction.
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Technological development and its concomitant social change is a
fundamental theme in human development; a theme which has spread wider
and continually intensified since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. In
the case of radio, the development and use of the invention was extremely
rapid. As the basis for a regular broadcasting system, established in 1922,
radio quickly consolidated its position in British society to the point where
its influence was unquestioned. By 1935, 98% of the British population
could hear broadcast programmes if they possessed a receiver. 1 The audience
consisted of some thirty million people. 2 The power of radio as a medium
of instant communication and entertainment brought almost everyone within its
reach. Such a persuasive and persistent influence was capable of
generating considerable social changes but unfortunately the manner and
extent of these changes has so far remained a matter for speculation because
the crucial and formative stages in the development of broadcasting have
rarely been the subject of detailed and critical investigation. Contemporary
commentators and social surveyors paid little attention to the advance of the
phenomenon and, subsequently, few social scientists or historians have
undertaken research into the social influences of broadcasting.

A fascinating challenge is thrown open by this neglect and the purpose
of this thesis will be to examine some of the social consequences arising from
the formative years of broadcasting between 1918 and 1939. If it is surmised
that broadcasting has some influence on the ideas and activities of the
population, then the range of subjects which can be researched is enormous.
It would be interesting to discover if broadcasting energised people;
encouraged them to develop new interests, or if it reduced them to passivity.
It would be fascinating to discover the influence of broadcasting on ideas
about the shape of the family, or about social and moral attitudes. There is
a great deal to discover about the role of broadcasting in shaping public

attitudes towards politicians, other countries, the surrounding locality and

even towards the broadcasters themselves.
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The period between 1918 and 1939 was a distinct phase in the
development of broadcasting. It is essential to examine the period from
1918 to 1922 because it was then that many crucial decisions were taken
about the future pattern of a regular broadcasting service. After 1922 the
utilisation of radio technology continued and the broadcasting system was
developed further until the outbreak of war which marked an abrupt end to
this era - not just because of the inevitable social and political upheaval,
but also because wartime introduced a completely different phase in the use
and influence of broadcasting.

Television has been largely excluded. Its development continued from
the early twenties and in November 1936 regular transmissions were begun by
the BBC. However, the audience never rose above 10,000 3, was confined
entirely to the London reception area for the Alexandra Palace transmitter
and the service was closed down on the outbreak of war in 1939.LP Consequently
television was not a serious social force until after 1945,

Before proceeding further a few definitions are required. The words
'radio', 'wireless', and 'broadcasting' were all used in a rather casual,
random and interchangeable way during the period before 1939. 'Radio' tended
to be the more formal term for the process of sending signals without physical
connections between transmitter and receiver. Derived from the Latin for rays,
this word had been used in scientific research, particularly during the
nineteenth century. Radio was eventually adopted because it was considered
to be the most accurate, scientific term and because it was hoped to use it as
the basis for greater international uniformity in terminology. 2 For instance,
it was widely used in the United States. Otherwise the most common parlance
in Britain for the sending of signals was 'wireless'. The earliest practical
examples of sending messages were described as 'wireless telegraphy' as, for
instance, when Marconi first demonstrated the phenomenon in 1896. 6 The first
legislation prepared to help the Post Office handle the new medium was styled
the 'Wireless Telegraphy Act' in 190k, / When speech was transmitted, the

term was naturally 'wireless telephony!' and the common abridged form 'wirelegs!'
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was confusingly applied to both methods of communication. The choice of
wireless was only superficially obvious since even the most primitive crystal
set needed an extensive aerial wire and a tuning coil using considerable
quantities of wire. This contributed to the rejection of the term by formal
circles. 'Broadcasting' was used equally casually to describe almost any

form of signal transmission and reception. Only gradually was it limited to
mean the more specific transmission of programmes by telephony for large
audiences - as opposed to private messages from, for example, ship to shore.
The arrival of television complicated the definition still further and the

BBC attempted, without success, to amend broadcasting to 'sound broadcasting'
to distinguish it more clearly.8 In lay usage, the terms 'wireless' and
'radio' were interchangeable and only gradually did radio gain the upperhand.
Unfortunately popular description was not aided by the lack of consensus

on terminology elsewhere. The confusion was compounded by the continuing issue
by the government of 'Wireless' rather than 'Radio' Acts before 1939. This
interchangeability has to be accepted in the text of any study of broadcasting.

The absence of existing research into this question is at first sight
quite perplexing. Certainly the lack of research did not imply a lack of
interest in the medium. There was a great willingness to attribute social
changes to radio and pass unsubstantiated comment on many aspects of the
relationship between the broadcasters and their audience. Indeed, it would
be surprising if radio had been completely ignored. The phenomenon was so
enormous - both in terms of the number of people brought into contact with it
and the potential which it possessed for influence. Few but the most hardened
stoic could resist at least one aspect of the output emitted by radio.

Before 1929, the lack o interest could be explained by the lack of
sufficient perspective needed to judge the social changes which occurred and
attribute them through detailed research to radio or some other influence.
Moreover, as in the post-war period, the materials for research into the
activities of the radio audience were never conveniently collected together.

They were discouragingly diffused into all the activities on which broadcasting
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touched. Furthermore, the influence of radio broadcasting was not readily
separable from tie influences of other mass media or lelsure activities.
As #Asa Briggs has argued:

'despite all the talk of wireless being ''permeating' and

"ubiquitous", it is almost impossible to separate its social

and cultural consequences from the tangle of social forces

which were changing Britain during the 1920's and 1930's.

The influence of broadcasting was neither exclusive nor
necessarily paramount.' 9

For the post-war researcher, these problems are not entirely convincing
reasons for the absence of any significant attempts to study broadcasting and its
social consequences. The evidence exists but it requires some resourcefulness
and determination to extract it. Unfortunately radio shares the fate of many
other important social and scientific questions which emerged in British society
after 1918. The absence of substantial interest in radio and broadcasting is
equally applicable to the internal combustion engine and transport or the mains
electricity supply and the growth of the consumer durable industry. There has
been a general neglect of these supremely important influences on British history.

Where radio broadcasting is concerned the foundations for further
research have at least been laid down. Asa Briggs has led the way with research
into the related course of the institutional development of broadcasting. The

comprehensive History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom10 has filled a

considerable gap in institutional and cultural history. Inevitably it paid some
attention to the social aspects of broadcasting but it could not hope to cover
more than a small fragment of the potential. Of course, the institution, when
formed, acted as a mould for many audience attitudes and opinions. In that sense
the institutional history is a valuable support for social history. Such work
has acted as a tremendous catalyst, amply demonstrating that there is a real need
for a social historian to study the broadcasting audience more closely. The work
of Briggs, Coase,11 Paulu,12 and others has generated a demand for a counter-
weight. Their emphasis has centred on the institution looking at its audience.

Crudely speaking, the corollary is the audience looking at the institution.
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Briggs explained his concentration on the institutional side of

broadcasting in this way:

'It was during the Second World War rather than before it that

it [the BBC] fully achieved what had always been its aim, that

of informing, inspiring - and diverting - a whole community.

Yet because it always set out to do this, it is necessary at

every point in the history of British broadcasting to turn back

from social history to institutional history, to the strategic

decisions taken inside the BBC to the relations between the BBC

and the controllers of the other media, and to the philosophy of

communication which Reith and his staff upheld.! 13
This, of course, he managed admirably, but he also appealed for a complementary
but 'extraordinarily difficult' second approach:

'to concentrate on the impact of broadcasting on society, the

divided society of the inter-war years, divided by age, by

class, by education, and by region, yet more and more coming to

accept radio as a part of life's routine.' 1k

The challenge which Briggs offers can be readily accepted - without
any illusions that the difficulties which will be faced can be easily
surmounted. Indeed, some critics have been less than confident that such
a challenge can be taken up at all. In his review of the first volume of
Briggs' History, Goldthorpe argued that,

'one's chief doubt about this volume, as about the proposed work

as a whole, concerns the treatment of wider questions of the social

consequences of broadcasting. In this respect the evidence required

to make other than vague or fairly obvious statements is lacking, and

there is little the historian can do about it.' 15
The initial attempts to extract information about the audience do tend to
confirm this opinion. The lack of research by social scientists and historians,
and the absence of a substantial body of audience research by the broadcasters
themselves, seriously complicates the collection of direct evidence on the
structure of the audience and its relationship with the broadcasters. Scarcity
dictates that measures must be taken to draw on a very wide range of sources in
order to gather a significant impression of the influence of broadcasting.

Much of the evidence is of an impressionistic character - recorded
observations of the comments and behaviour of many social groups - the opinions
of commentators, of critics from inside and outside the BBC, of related

organisations and of the press must be used. Unfortunately, even this course

runs into serious problems. The literature of the period before the Second
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World War was indifferent to all but the most general aspects of broadcasting
influence. Certainly there are plenty of books which mention the subject and
several which devoted considerable attention to the changes which broadcasting
induced. 16 Too frequently, however, the quality of the broadcasting

studies was very low - a casual journalistic approach was normally preferred
and opinions were usually of a speculative kind - sensationalised to help sales
but rarely substantiated by detailed observation of the audience. 17 Authors
such as Beatrice Webb and George Orwell have left the occasional insight into
audience behaviour but they do not provide a more substantial analysis, nor do

18

they sustain their observation of the audience for more than a few months.

It is interesting that socially conscious writers, academics and novglists rarely
supplied more than the most fleeting and elusive reference to broadcasting.

It is evident that this dearth of good source materials is a serious
barrier to the observation of the audience and presents many problems for
detailed interpretation. However, since the Second World War, academics have
taken an increasing interest in the media and the rapidly growing body of mass
communications research can provide some assistance in the observation of

19

broadcasting before 1939. Modern researchers have by no means covered all
the areas of the relationship between broadcasters and their audience nor

have they produced satisfactory answers to questions which have been examined in
depth. Perhaps the first consensus to emerge was a piece of cautionary advice:
that the influence of the media is normally a matter of reinforcement - very
rarely is it a means of complete conversion or the sole cause of a change in
opinion or behaviour.20 Hence rapid and thoroughgoing changes should not be
attributed solely to the influence of broadcasting nor should they be expected
unless other social influences have predisposed the audience towards such changes.
Recent research also demonstrates the collective influence of the media. Where
it is possible to isolate the influence of broadcasting it should not be
expected that a simple connection between social change and broadcasting has
been discovered. It is probable that the influence of other media is also sz
contributory factor. For instance, an increase of interest in music revealed

by the rising sales of gramophone records or musical instruments could be
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attributed as much to an improving standard of elementary education or a more
successful advertising campaign by the gramophone industry as to the
influence of broadcasting.

Several approaches have been propounded as a means of attributing a
causal connection to the effects of broadcasting alone. In the 1950s the
most common approach was neatly coined by Lasswell's aphorism, 'who says what,
in which channel, to whom, with what effect?! 2l This approach placed
excessive emphasis on the broadcasting institution looking out towards its
audience. To redress the balance in favour of the audience, the emphasis
changed towards 'uses and gratifications'22 research, which looked more
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directly at, 'what people do with the media’'. This accords neatly with
one of the main aims of this thesis - to relate broadcasting and its effects to
the behaviour of the economic and social system between the wars.

The main flaw in the application of these post-war approaches is that
they are all based on the assumption that radio and broadcasting already exist
and, in many cases, are already complicated by the co-existence of television.
This is less reliably applied to an era when radio was quite new and developed
virtually continuously without the presence of a large scale television
service. Rival visual media such as the film and the newsreel did exist and
must be considered, but they did not have the same home-based influence which
television can apply and which has fundamentally changed the role of radio.
Radio is now the day-time complement of television - omnipresent but subordinate.
Before the Second World War radio was dominant but never universal. The use
of modern research may, therefore, impute current behaviour into the past where
the circumstances of listening were quite different.

The most serious objection, however, arises from the lack of suitable
data before 1939. Many of the more recent approaches assume that detailed
social survey statistics are available or that such research can be undertaken.
Before 1939 this kind of assumption is clearly inapplicable. For instance, it
is on the grounds of inadequate data that innovation diffusion analysis has

to be rejected. For this approach to have any validity, quite detailed
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information is required.
With these considerations in mind, the structure of this inquiry
must now be established. The scarcity of source material does mean that any
demographic information about the audience is at a very high premium and
must be used as a basis from which to develop further research. Many
fundamental questions must be answered: who are the listeners, where are
they, how many of them are there, how old are they? All of these must be
investigated if it is to be at all possible to proceed and learn more about
the social changes wrought by broadcasting. The first part, therefore is
devoted to the collection and analysis of the available statistics. The
licence returns are the main raw material and they must be used carefully to
build an impression of the changing composition of the audience. Despite
the enormous rate of growth, the composition of the audience was never
identical to that of the whole population in the United Kingdom before 1939.
Although the central purpose in this investigation is to examine
a social relationship, technical and economic questions constantly impinged
upon the transmission and the reception of broadcasting. Therefore, some
attention must also be devoted to these influences on the rapidly growing
audience. It is very easy to imagine, for instance, that radio was a homog-
eneous medium, consistent in the quality of its transmissions. The truth
was considerably more complex. Radio was not invented in a magnificent and
spontaneous combination of scientific knowledge and technical skill: it
evolved and improved as new inventions and improvements were applied. There
was never a uniform provision of the radio service before 1939 - radio
broadcasting varied in the quality of transmission throughout the country.
Reception conditions varied according to the different wavelengths used, the
changing provision of BBC transmitters and the decidedly fixed problems of
physical geography which blocked radio signals.26 The social consequences
of these technical changes and the economic circumstances in which they were
made must be considered. Otherwise, many reasons for the pattern of listening

would remain obscure.
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Moreover, there was little consistency on the listening side of the
microphone. The growth of the audience was influenced by the technical
development of radio sets and by the financial circumstances of the population.
Early radio sets were often cheap but rather crude crystal detectors. With
the advances in radio technology, simplethermionic valve sets took over the
market and these were in turn replaced by increasingly sophisticated multi-
valve sets, which improved the qualities of reception and amplification.

By 1939 the performance and reliability of the typical set had been improved
out of all recognition from the sets available at the beginning of the public
broadcasting service in November 1922. Furthermore, the changing costs of
radio sets and the ten shilling annual broadcast licence were important
factors for potential listeners to consider. The economic circumstances of
these listeners and the pricing policy of radio manufacturers deserve a
detailed inquiry. In the long term, radio could be a very economical means
of supplying entertainment and information, within reach of all but the poorest.
There is, however, little doubt that lack of income was a constraint on the
growth of broadcast listening. As if to emphasise this point, some listeners
attempted to avoid some of the costs by discarding sets altogether and using
loudspeakers connected by cable to a relay exchange.

In search for evidence about the relationship between the broadcasters
and their audience it seems sensible to turn to the listeners and try to
collect evidence of their attitudes and responses. The diversity of the
audience can be overwhelming - the infinite number of voices, shades of
opinion and preference is particularly evident in this area of social study.
To gain some focus, it is advisable to select an organised group, where a
common voice can be heard; a group which is reasonably representative of the
audience. Representativeness is extremely difficult to judge but a selection
has to be made on the basis that some groups were more articulate, better
informed and more determined than others in their opinions on broadcasting.

Many of these groups attempted to influence and lead the views of those less

committed around them and the subjects they chose for criticism cast some light
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on the priorities in broadcasting which were most commonly of interest to the
audience as a whole. The second part of the inquiry will be devoted to some
of these representatives of audience opinion. For the sake of convenience,
the first of these groups to be dealt with may be called 'wireless
organisations'. These consisted largely of committed radio experimenters but
also of some equally committed but non-technically minded listeners. Their
value as commentators on the social influence of broadcasting is invaluable,
not just because they are good sources of evidence about the practices of
listeners but also because they acted as opinion leaders for the community.
On technical questions the gap between the knowledgeable and the largely
ignorant made this role all the more essential. The wireless experimenter
was the only member of the community equipped to make an articulate response
on such questions. This was especially noticeable during the campaign for
public service broadcasting, and in the early days of the British Broadcasting
Company, when licence holders formed a relatively small proportion of the
population and radio sets were at their most primitive. The commitment of
these organisations stimulated interest in broadcasting throughout the country
and increased the pressure for a full public service. For a brief period
following the formation of the BBC, interested listeners continued to
organise themselves - not just for social or technical reasons, but also
because they wanted to express their opinions and preferences as loudly as
possible about programme content and, frequently, about the form of control
and representation under which the BBC operated.

To supplement this form of audience response there is no better opinion
leader and commentator on audience behaviour than the press. The press was
well placed to view the relationship between the audience and the broadcasters;
certainly it was the self-appointed guardian of the public on this and many
other questions. As a rival medium the press was also likely to pay close
attention to its reports on radio. The emphasis must be carefully concentrated

on the press role as a commentator or opinion leader and not digress too often

on to the territory of the political relationship between the two rivals.
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To concentrate attention on this role, the investigation will take the form
of a content analysis. This analysis will attempt to demonstrate the major
themes in press criticism throughout the period. The main campaigns to
influence audience opinion and the attempts made to investigate the
broadcasters and their programmes will be seen in their entirety. The
choice of papers for the analysis must be made to represent fairly broad
cross-sectiors of newspaper readers and this can be achieved by careful
preparatory studies: by examining the potential newspapers for their
political persuasion, the size and social composition of their circulatiouns,
and by using random observations of their content.

To conclude this analysis of audience responses there is some value
in a reference to the work of inter-war social surveyors - despite the
poverty of their research. Authorities such as Rowntree, Llewellyn Smith,
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Caradog Jones ' and others provide a limited amount of information about the
audience, indeed, the collection of their views will present an opportunity
to highlight the context of broadcasting in the leisure and recreation
activities of inter-war Britain. The amount of leisure available for most
social groups increased substantially in this period, particularly for the
working class, either voluntarily through the advent of a shorter working week
or, more tragically and involuntarily, through the high level of unemployment
which persisted throughout these years and the context is therefore extremely
important. ©Such observations will guard against the danger of seeing radio
broadcasting as a solitary influence. Since radio was so rarely an exclusive
means of influence of change, it is essential to understand something of the
interaction with other media or social influences before 1939.

A further part of this survey turns attention towards the BBC as a
major source of information about the audience. Through its position as the
recipient of listeners' correspondence and, eventually, the results of
audience research, the BBC was in a unique position to gather information

about the tastes and habits of listeners. Unfortunately, for various reasons

which deserve comment, the BBC was very slow to employ audience research.

Before the creation of tne BBC Listener Research Comhittee in 1936 the
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the relationship between the BBC and the audience has to be studied largely
by reference to the personal impressions of BBC employees. A few observations
of some value have emerged from a wide range of memoranda, books and articles,
although the general standard of comments on the gudience is disappointingly
poor.29 It was really only after 1937 that the systematic collection of
information about the audience was allowed to proceed on any scale. However,
despite the brief period of research before 1939, the Listener Research
Committee worked quickly and produced a considerable body of evidence. These
findings merit very detailed attention. It is possible to learn still more
about the location, age, sex and social class of listeners as well as something
about their tastes and habits. Of course, there is a danger of obtaining

the BBC view of the programmes which people listened to, rather than a view

of actual preferences. Questionnaires for social research are drawn to
regiment replies in a certain way and an organisation generating programmes

is likely to ask questions most relevant to its own production needs. Sadly
there is little in the way of comparable work, apart from the odd commercial
survey of lesser quality, to decide whether the BBC did build an accurate
impression of its audieunce. Reliance must therefore be placed on the
efficiency of the BBC research method except where critical analysis suggests
otherwise.

Perhaps the most obvious place to see the work of broadcasting is in the
localities - where any social changes actually occur. At the very least,
this search for material should act as a counterbalance to the material derived
from BBC sources. The emphasis will be placed on a grass roots view of
broadcasting - of the audience observing and reacting to broadcasting and
expressing opinions in its own words. This search for evidence will form the
fourth and final part of this thesis. Again there are problems of selection -
the extensive choice of areas for study means that some limits will have to be
set. The term British broadcasting will be a misnomer in this respect as the
choice will be confined to English localities. The inclusion of Scottish and
Welsh examples would present an impossibly large task. Within these limits

a selection must be made. Rather thanchoose the localities on a crude, random
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basis, the aim must be to show as many contrasts as possible in the
geographical position, economic structure, social composition and prevailing
political allegiances of localities. With this consideration in mind, the
overriding contrast most relevant to broadcasting was the geographical position.
The choice of three widely separated areas viz., a metropolitan borough, a
rural shire with some proximity to the metropolis and a decidedly provincial
county with some industrial development should satisfy the other salient
criteria.

The strength of a study of the localities is that it acts as a useful
test for the value of all the other evidence and, at the same time, draws
all the separate themes together. For instance, it is possible to look at
the activities of the local wireless societies and the local press. It is
also easier to see how the opinion leaders were integrated within the
community. Some themes can only be studied in this way - the views of local
interest groups and local authorities must be collected and many kinds of
parochial opinions can be seen in either a rural or an urban context. The
influence on the local community by the coverage of national events such as
speeches by the royal family, the coverage of general election;and the
commentaries on national sporting events is a subject of great interest. It
will be fascinating to trace any influences on the sense of national identity
in each locality. Radio's unique power of immediacy, of transmitting the
voices of the famous and of capturing some of the atmosphere of special
national occasions would seem to have given the medium a strong attraction
for the audience. In the localities it is easier to make a more reliable
assessment of the extent of this power.

The assessment must stand back from the main body of the investigation
to shape a perspective of broadcasting in the community and review the themes
which have emerged from the different source materials used. The contribution
of radio broadcasting to social change will be stressed by drawing a contrast

between the state of British society in 1918 and that existent in 19%9. It
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will be important to re-emphasise the context of broadcasting in the rapidly
changing social circumstances of the inter-war period. Although this was

an age of variable economic fortunes it was also an era of numerous
technological developments which impwoved communications and introduced the
so-called consumer society. A thematic approach will help to answer some of
the rather pressing questions concerning the most significant social
consequences attributable to the influence of broadcasting. Hopefully it
will also encourage more research, by establishing the possibilities for many

other studies of broadcasting and its role in British society since 1918.
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Chapter 2

Listening Patterns
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2.1 Introduction

Initially, the fascination of radio was its magical quality:
its marvellous ability to generate sound from an apparently lifeless
box; its capacity to allow even the most isolated soul to listen to the
very best music or the finest orator, without moving from the comfort of
the fireside. Almost everyone seemed to have some kind of enthusiasm for
such a simple way of being informed or entertained. Inevitably, some
professed to dislike the broadcast cacophony but the possession of a
wireless set came as near as any other technological product to being
a universal necessity.

Fortunately the broad pattern of wireless set ownership can be
gained from the licence returns which are available for the period before
1939. The growth and distribution of the audience can be judged from
these returns and it is particularly important to begin with an analysis
of this raw material. From this basis it will be much easier to move on
to investigate the apparent anomalies which emerge. In particular it will
be necessary to examine the economic and technological constraints on
transmission and reception which influenced the development of the radio

audience.

2.2 Demography

Broadcast Licences were issued at Post Offices and it was the
responsibility of the GPO to collate the returns and supply revenue to the
BBC. The annual returns provided a broad idea of the growth of licence
holding between 1922 and 1939 (see Table I). The tremendous rate of growth
was immediately apparent and the figures were seized upon by the BBC as
proof of its success. BEach year the BBC Handbook featured the latest increase

as prominently as possible.
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However, for the purposes of more detailed analysis it is important
to break new ground and use the basic licence statistics to try to estimate
the maximum potential audience for broadcast programmes. This was not the
same as the actual audience for each programme or even the average available
audience that could listen at all the various times of the day. It was simply
the crude maximum, assuming no other constraints on listening: the purpose
is to show the saturation point. This point can be expressed in terms of
whole population, but it is more sensible to discover the number of households
that existed and express it in these terms, since only one licence per house-
hold was required - regardless of the number of people in that household
or the number of wireless sets which they possessed. The number of house-
holds is estimated by dividing the whole population by the persons per private
family, as calculated by the censuses of 1921 and 1931. This is not necessarily
a straightforward task. For instance, in 1926 and 1936 any figures
calculating the percentage of households with sets will have been derived from
calculations of household size which are five years out of date.l The
problem can be partially resolved by using the Registrar General's estimates
of the total population in each year between the censuses and dividing the
figure by either the census calculation of the persons per private family or
a revised interim estimate of the number of persons. This gives the closest
guide to the advance of licence holding in terms of the likely advances

in the numbers of people able to listen.
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2
Total Licences Issued 1922-193%9.

Year U.K. Total of all % increase Estimated Estimated Approximate
Ending Population Licences over total of number of number of
. issued previous people able households licences per
BZC?ISt (Estimated) (@ncluding year to listen in the U.K. 100 households
Licences
for the
Blind)
1922 Lk, 325,000 36,000 - 149,000 10,706,500 1
1923 L, 550,000 595,496 - 2,465,000 10,761,000 5.5
1924 44,866,000 1,129,578 89.7 k,676,500 10,837,000 10
1925 k5,014,000 1,645,207 Ls.6 6,811,000 10,872,000 15
1926 45,185,000 2,178,259 324 8,713,000 11,296,000 19
1927 45,394,000 2,395,183 10 9,581,000 11,348,500 21
1928 k5,580,000 2,628,392 9.7 10,513,500 11,395,000 23
1929 45,685,000 2,956,736 12.5 11,827,000 11,421,000 26
1930 45,878,000 3,411,910 15.4 13,648,000 11,469,500 30
1931 46,238,000 4,320,735 26.9 16,327,000 12,250,000 35
1932 46,335,000 5,263,017 21.5 19,841,500 12,290,500 Lz
1933 46,520,000 5,973,758 13.5 22,521,000 12,339,500 L8
1934 k6,666,000 6,780,569 13.5 25,563,000 12,378,000 55
1935 46,869,000 7,403,109 9.2 27,910,000 12,432,000 60
1936 47,081,000 7,960,573 7.5 30,409,500 12,325,000 65
1937 47,289,000 8,479,600 6.5 32,392,000 12,350,000 68.5
1938 k7,494,000 8,856,494 L L 33,832,000 12,470,000 71
1939 Lo ,762,000 8,893,582 0.4 33,973,500 12,503,000 71
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The result is a considerably more illuminating impression of the
growing audience. In 1939, for instance, the rate of growth in licence
holding had considerably diminished and the saturation point appeared to be
within sight. In fact 13.5 million people appear to have had no direct
means of listening to a radio set in the home - in other words 3.6 million
households did not have a set (see Table I). Of course, this figure can
be reduced by licence evasion but it does suggest that a considerable part
of the population did not have regular access to a radio set. ©Some may have
abstained from listening voluntarily but evidently other causes prevented
maximum set ownership. On the other hand, it is clear that, from 1934
onwards, more than half the population, or 25.5 million people, had the
capacity at their fingertips to hear a single speaker - a feat which 25 years

previously would have seemed quite incredible. The scale of listening has to

be seen in this context.
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1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936
Area Population Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences %
Bedfordshire 220,474 2,001 11 29,109 13 33,756 15 37,093 17 Li,284 19 hs 164 20 48,153 22
Berkshire 311,334 38,982 13 41,650 13 L8, L84 16 53,112 17 57,952 19 62,598 20 67,351 22
Buckinghamshire 271,565 21,565 8§ 31,739 12 36,650 14 Lo,754 15 L6,847 17 50,270 19 53,553 20
Cambridgeshire 217,709 25,168 12 30,579 14 34,807 16 38,826 18 42,952 20 Le,ob2 21 48,862 22
Cheshire 1,087,544 52,705 5 66,791 6 8L, 214 8 95,460 9 105,506 10 113,960 10 121,677 11
Cornwall 317,951 18,383 6 22,742 7 27,436 9 32,055 10 39,097 12 45,715 14 51,567 16
Cumberland 262,897 12,488 5 16,089 6 20,684 7 25,143 10 30,094 11 34,510 13 37,839 1k
Derbyshire 757,332 38,069 5 48,913 6 59,705 8 67,974 9 77,979 10 86,622 11 94,913 12
Devonshire 732,869 64,261 9 ﬂm.wmr 11 95,516 13 108,876 15 124,429 17 139,455 19 151,347 21
Dorset 239,347 19,834 8 24,334 10 28,786 12 22,588 9 25,729 11 28,935 12 31,920 13
Durham 1,485,978 41,087 3 56,143 b 74,250 5 88,277 6 105,266 7 115,820 8 124,587 8
Essex 1,755,240 171,623 10 223,897 13 261,754 15 282,696 16 310,606 18 332,988 19 352,665 20
Gloucestershire 785,656 70,889 9 87,877 11 101,445 13 115,095 15 132,685 17 147,161 19 160,809 .20
Hampshire 1,102,515 95,689 9 119,684 11 143,855 13 172,726 16 192,071 17 211,644 19 229,361 21
Herefordshire 111,755 8,809 8 10,090 9 11,993 11 14,136 13 14,030 13 15,526 14 16,927 15
Hertfordshire 401,159 54,323 14 67,974 17 78,276 20 84,862 21 93,190 23 100,772 25 107,141 27
Huntingdonshire 56,204 4,973 9 5,347 10 6,398 11 7,209 13 7,475 13 8,103 1k 8,814 16
Kent 1,218,565 121,396 10 158,376 13 193,014 16 220,497 18 250,135 21 269,166 22 291,395 2k
Lancashire 5,039,097 357,314 7 471,825 9 6le,h21 12 712,999 14 792,512 16 851,365 17 898,206 18
Leicestershire 541,794 Lo, Lk 9 58,731 11 68,364 13 76,668 14 87,177 16 94,950 18 102,693 19
Lincolnshire 624,553 5k, 034 9 62,889 10 73,431 12 85,393 14 96,583 15 106,714 17 11k,475 18
Middlesex 1,638,521 150,612 9 200,390 12 231,091 14k 247,606 15 267,988 16 295,656 18 319,755 20
Monmouthshire L3h 821 22,379 5 27,645 6 3h, k62 8 hi,7k2 10 52,201 12 57,816 13 63,124 14
Norfolk 504,846 39,041 8 47,823 9 56,373 11 64,914, 13 75,325 15 86,331 17 95,971 19

Northamptonshire 361,273 k3,074 12 47,768 13 54,349 15 61,478 17 68,171 19 73,562 20 78,586 22
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1930 1931 1932 1933 193k 1935 1936
Area Population Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences % Licences %
Northumberland 756,723 50,978 7 65,457 9 82,044 11 97,160 13 113,527 15 126,614 17 134,830 18
Nottinghamshire 712,681 58,937 8 76,487 11 95,002 13 110,627 16 128,407 18 138,794 19 151,186 21
Oxfordshire 209,599 26,632 13 29,562 14 33,478 16 35,660 17 38,544 18 k1,572 20 44,662 21
Rutland 17,397 1,191 7 1,266 7 1,409 8 1,544 9 1,711 10 1,840 11 2,284 13
Shropshire 2Lk, 162 19,938 8 23,731 10 27,321 11 31,057 13 34,763 14 39,004 16 42,729 18
Somerset 475,120 34,25% 7  L2,265 9 50,005 11 57,977 12 66,554 14 74,1786 16 82,089 17
Staffordshire 1,431,175 76,662 5 95,527 7 118,528 8 139,493 10 161,760 11 182,109 13 202,120 14
Suffolk ho1,114 28,348 7 35,170 9 41,986 10 k9,226 12 56,798 14 6k, bok 16 71,330 18
Surrey 1,180,810 136,807 12 170,294 14 195,783 17 216,679 18 239,789 20 261,201 22 280,334 24
Sussex 770,078 69,434 9 387,610 11 104,735 14 119,055 15 135,446 17 147,762 19 159,704 21
Warwickshire 1,534,782 145,323 9 182,015 12 216,344 14 242,189 16 277,827 18 308,582 20 3hko,422 22
Westmorland 65,398 3,139 5 3,961 8 4,987 8 5,737 9 6,434 10 7,088 11 74757 12
Wiltshire 303,258 27,843 9 34,211 11 39,808 13 45,053 15 50,489 17 55,448 18 59,862 20
Worcestershire 420,156 35,271 8 43,766 10 51,649 12 58,906 1k 68,619 16 76,740 18 84,202 20
Yorkshire 4,389,465 295,549 7 398,086 9 521,901 12 612,2%7 14 704,629 16 760,539 17 818,805 19
London County Area 4,396,821 414,473 9 531,857 12 596,815 1k 628,779 14 660,190 15 696,482 16 724,990 16
Isle of Man 49,338 3,917 8 L, 6lbp 9 5,289 11 6,292 13 6,644 1% 8,014 16 8,30L 17
Channel Islands 93,061 7,059 8 8,218 9 10,197 11 11,839 13 13,842 15 15,687 17 17,491 19
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Table II continued

Area Population 1930 % 1931 % 1932 % 1933 % 193k % 1935 % 1936 %
Licences Licences Licences Licences Licences Licences Licences
Averdeenshire 340,294 18,945 6 21,148 6 26,171 8 30,505 9 35,282 10 Lo,498 12 45,021 13
Argyll 63,014 2,321 L 2,756 L 3,678 6 L, 500 7 5,564 9 6,534 10 7,408 12
Ayrshire 285,182 10,629 L 13,514 5 19,901 7 25,835 9 31,659 11 35,964 13 39,517 1k
Banffshire 54,835 1,415 3 1,713 3 2,246 L 2,825 5 3,588 7 L, 299 3 5,388 10
Berwickshire 26,601 L4L8 2 560 2 683 3 889 3 1,046 L 1,275 5 4,085 15
Bute 18,822 687 L 861 5 1,116 6 1,385 7 1,611 9 1,809 10 1,872 10
Caithness 25,656 524 2 656 3 913 L 1,182 5 1,460 6 1,833 7 2,375 9
Calckmannan 31,947 989 3 1,231 r 1,925 6 2,470 8 2,848 9 3,256 10 3,536 11
Dumbartonshire 147,751 3,047 2 3,222 2 L,221 3 5,223 L 6,470 L 74,375 5 7,914 5
Dumfriesshire 81,060 3,007 L 3,880 5 5,142 6 6,700 8 8,597 11 10,793 13 12,035 15
Fife and Kinross 283,715 9,816 3 12,836 5 20,282 7 27,987 10 34,931 12 39,624 14 43,213 15
Forfarshire 270,190 14,959 6 17,977 7 22,391 8 27,354 10 33,843 13 39,604 15 44,224 16
Inverness 82,082 1,544 2 2,107 3 3,093 L L,122 5 5,377 7 6,489 8 74557 9
Kirkcudbright 30,341 1,048 3 1,266 L 1,501 5 2,012 7 2,635 9 3,042 10 3,401 11
Lanark & Glasgow 1,585,968 71,462 5 86,810 5 120,775 8  1h4k4,951 9 178,693 11 203,975 13 219,079 14
East Lothian 47,369 1,378 L 2,382 5 3,24k 7 L, 448 9 5,493 12 6,260 13 6,888 15
Midlothian 526,277 33,987 6 43,033 8 55,922 11 67,294 13 78,597 15 88,080 17 95,897 18
West Lothian 81,426 1,446 2 1,808 2 2,822 3 3,971 5 L, 755 6 6,371 8 9,125 11
Morayshire 49,099 1,493 5 1,918 L 2,563 5 5,519 7 L,23h 9 5,062 10 6,039 12
Orkney 22,075 521 2 637 3 333 L 1,052 5 1,279 6 1,497 7 1,806 8
Peebles 15,050 493 3 67l b 872 6 1,119 7 1,337 9 1,602 11 1,750 12
Perthshire 120,722 4,379 L 5,621 5 3,123 7 11,083 9 13,755 11 15,684 13 17,328 14
Renfrewshire 288,575 11,231 L 13,742 5 18,741 6 23,431 8 29,031 10 33,923 12 37,061 13
Ross & Cromarty 62,802 675 1 939 2 1,322 2 1,755 3 2,265 L 2,589 b 3,066 5
Roxburgh 45,787 1,926 L 2,398 5 3,12k 7 h,bok 10 5,289 12 6,216 1k 6,613 14







Table II continued

1930 1931 1936
Region Population Licences % Licences Licences Licences Licences Licences % icences %
Wales 2,59%,014 135,320 5 165,881 205,915 240,817 295,662 264,140 12 347,782 13
Scotland 4,842,554 210,369 4 258,231 354,106 439,039 534,981 613,197 13 670,337 1k
Northern Ireland 1,256,561 30,745 2 37,265 6 96,140 8
Midland Region 6,039,057 489,163 8 601, 342 717,559 817,646 935,305 1,033,666 17 1,133,081 19
London Region 14,666,811 1,419,696 10 1,807,702 2,093,628 2,297,407 2,515,209 2,719,511 19 2,903,888 20
North Region 14,207,476 893,672 6 1,174,742 1,518,547 1,768,803 2,007,203 2,175,731 15 2,322,433 16
West Region 2,583,972 211,077 38 259,323 308,099 342,051 393,359 Lho,269 17 482,283 19
TOTAL 46,189,445 3,391,042 7 4,304,186 5,24k ,273 5,960,314 6,747,340 7,381,428 16 7,955,944 17
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Table III:

Licences by Regions 1937-193%9. 4%

1936 1937 1937 1938 1937 1939
AREA Estd.No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences %
Families (31 Dec) Families (30 Nov) Families (30 Sept)

LONDON REGION

Bedford 68,100 51,200 75 69,900 53,300 76 69,900 54,969 79
Berkshire & S.Oxon 122,100 99,100 81 123,600 103,400 84 123,600 106,310 86
Buckingham 79,700 57,100 72 82,600 60,400 73 82,600 62,381 75
Cambridge & Hunts. 78,900 60,200 76 79,600 60,900 77 79,600 62,838 79
Channel Islands 25,800 19,400 75 25,800 19,700 76 25,800 20,484 79
mwmwwmmwwwmcd 257,500 193,400 75 262,200 201,800 77 262,200 207,167 79
London & Home

Counties (Essex, Herts

Kent, Middlesex &

Surrey) 3,023,800 2,179,300 72 3,071,100 2,271,800 7k 3,071,100 2,310,681 75
Norfolk 137,800 103,400 75 138,700 107,400 77 138,700 110,095 79
Suffolk 109,800 76,700 70 109,700 80,900 74 109,700 82,443 75
Sussex 218,500 168,400 77 222,800 177,100 80 222,800 182,247 82
WEST REGION

Cornwall & Devon 286,800 216,700 76 289,200 228,300 79 289,200 235,42k 82
Dorset & Wiltshire

(without Bournemouth) 182,900 150,100 82 184,200 157,800 86 184,200 165,203 90
Somerset & S.Gloucs. 272,200 200,500 74 274,700 212,300 77 274,700 219,484 80
MIDLAND REGION

Hereford 28,800 18,300 64 28,700 19,700 69 28,700 20,805 73
Leicester & Rutland 156,700 112,600 72 158,600 119,300 75 158,600 122,396 77
Northamptonshire 102,900 84,100 82 104,200 87,600 8L 104,200 89,701 86
N.Gloucs & N.Oxon 99,300 78,100 79 99,800 79,700 80 99,800 82,825 83
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Table III continued

| area

Shropshire
S.Derby & Notts
Staffs & Warwick

Worcester

NORTH REGION
Cheshire, Lancs &
Isle of Man

Cumberland &
Westmorland

Durham & Northumberland 560,200

Lincoln

Yorkshire & N.Derby

WALES

Mid-Wales (Cardigan
Merioneth, Montgomery
and Radnor)

N.Wales (Anglesey,
Caernarvon, Denbigh
and Flint)

S.Wales (Brecon,
Carmarthen, Glamorgan,
Monmouth & Pembroke)
NORTHERN IRELAND
Antrim & Down

Armagh

Fermanagh & Tyrone

Londonderry

1936 1937 1937 1938 1937 1929

Estd. No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences %

Familie (31 Dec) Families (30 _Nov) Families (30 Sept)
55,308 15,000 75 62,200 48,300 78 62,200 50,086 80
277,100 220,100 79 280,500 233,100 83 280,500 234,146 8l
774 300 585,600 76 786,600 619,700 79 786,600 640,158 82
115,700 91,100 79 117,300 95,800 82 117,300 99,183 85
1,621,800 1,087,000 67 1,626,100 1,138,200 70 1,626,100 1,157,156 71
81,700 50,900 62 81,300 57,800 71 81,300 59,316 73
270,200 48 557,400 281,700 50 557 , 400 287,128 52
167,000 123,000 74 167,700 130,200 79 167,700 138,423 83
1,289,400 912,900 71 1,294,900 946,000 73 1,294,900 965,867 75
43,100 19,200 45 42,000 20,800 50 k2,000 22,097 53
114,900 65,300 57 116,100 68,700 59 116,100 70,287 61
482,400 289,400 60 473,700 306,000 64 k73,700 313,570 66
192,400 83,300 L3 192,400 89,700 47 192,400 93,575 49
22,500 7,500 33 22,500 8,400 27 - 22,500 8,915 Lo
46,900 9,300 20 46,900 11,200 24 46,900 12,462 27
22,400 9,300 29 32,400 10,500 32 32,400 10,961 3k
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AREA 1936 1957 1937 1938 1957 1939

Estd. No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences % Estd.No. Licences %
SCOTLAND Families (31 Dec) Families (30 Nov) Families (30 Sept)
Aberdeen & Kincardine 86,100 49,600 58 88,700 52,600 59 88,700 55,410 63
Argyll & Bute 20,600 10,100 49 20,500 11,200 55 20,500 11,859 58
Ayr, Dumbarton, Lanark
& Renfrew 563,700 324,300 58 579,200 336,700 58 579,200 346,035 60
Banff, Inverness,
Moray & Nairn L4, 800 22,900 51 45,900 25,500 56 45,900 28,107 61
East Central Scotland:
Clackmannan, Edinburgh,
Fife, Kinross, E&W
Lothian & Stirling 287,900 196,000 68 298,000 204,400 68 298,800 208,493 70
Forfar & Perth 107,600 67,000 62 108,000 70,600 65 108,000 73,760 68
N. Scotland:Caithness
Orkney, Ross, Shetland
& Sutherland 37,900 12,100 32 38,800 14,400 37 38,800 16,104 42
West Central Scotland:
Berwick, Dumfries,
Kirkudbright, Peebles,
Roxburgh & Wigtown 66,400 28,300 58 66,800 L2,000 63 66,800 L 115 66
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Table IIT continued

Area 1936 1937 1937 1938 1937 1939
Estd.No. Licences % Estd. No Licences % Estd.No. Licences %
Families (31 Dec) Families (30 Nov) Families (30 Sept)
London Region 4,122,000 3,008,200 73 4,186,000 3,136,700 75 4,186,000 3,199,615 76
West Region 741,900 567,300 76 748,100 598, 400 80 748,100 620,111 83
Midland Region 1,617,100 1,235,900 76 1,637,900 1,303,200 80 1,637,900 1,339,300 82
North Region 3,720,100 2,444,000 66 3,727,400 2,553,900 69 3,727,400 2,607,890 70
Wales 640,400 373,900 58 631,800 395,500 63 631,800 Los,954 64
Scotland 1,215,000 720,300 59 1,246,700 757,400 61 1,246,700 783,883 63
Northern Ireland 294,200 109,400 37 294, 200 119,800 41 294,200 125,913 Lz
UNITED KINGDOM &
NORTHERN IRELAND
TOTAL 12,350,700 8,459,000 68 12,472,100 8,864,900 71 12,472,100 9,082,666 73
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To support this broad analysis it is also possible to provide a regional
break down of the licence statistics for the years 1930-19%6 and 193%7-1939.
(Tables II and III). Statistics for the other years must have existed since
they were sent by the GPO to the BBC on a regular basis.5 Sadly they no
longer exist and the BBC Handbooks are the main source. The figures for
1937-19%9 were collected on a different basis and hence are not strictly
compatible with the earlier statistics.

There are other deficiencies in the material. The GPO regions do not
conform precisely to the counties used as the basis in the tables. If the
detailed records existed, this anomaly could be corrected. In many cases, the
coverage for a county such as Yorkshire may disguise wide variations throughout
the area. These variations can only be estimated, partly on the basis of
probable reception quality. The general conclusions should be, therefore, that
the GPO statistics are a useful guide but are not necessarily exact.

Despite these limits there is another support for clarity. Since it is
possible to show the regional distribution of households for 1931 and 1938
(Table IV) it becomes easier to gain a more accurate impression of the regional
variations in tie audience. Thus hypothetically speaking, a county with a
high percentage of licence holders when compared with the population of that
county could, quite possibly, have fewer listeners in total than a similarly
populated county which has fewer licences but a much larger average of persons
per private family. This aspect can also be expressed cartographically for
easy visual comparison. (Figures I and II).

There are still more pitfalls besides the unwieldiness and limitation
of the statistical material. A calculation using households may actually
underestimate the number of listeners, especially in the period 1922-1929,

Mass listening7 would definitely expand the numbers of those who had some
regular contact with the medium. In any case it is worth emphasising that
licence figures are not definite guides to radio listening and certainly not

radio influence - even if these figures are interpreted as household listening.



Table IV: Regional Comparison of Licences and Households.
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19%1 and 1938.

Area 1931 1931 % 1938 1938 %
Households Licences Households Licences

London Region

Bedford 61,243 29,109 L 69,900 53,300 76

Berkshire & S.Oxfordshire 120,227 59,535 50 123,600 103,400 84

Buckinghamshire 74,811 31,739 Lo 82,600 60,400 73

ﬁﬁﬁ:iﬁgﬁﬁﬁﬁiiie& 77,681 35,926 L6 79,600 60,900 77

Channel Islands 26,068 8,318 32 25,800 19,700 76

Hampshire 307,965 95,689 39 287,200 226,800 79

London & Home Counties

Essex, Hertford, Kent,

Middlesex & Surrey 2,953,583 1,352,788 Le 3,071,100 2,271,800 74

Norfolk 140,626 47,823 3L 138,700 107,400 77

Suffolk 110,805 35,170 32 109,700 80,900 74

Sussex 220,653 87,610 4o 222,800 177,100 80

TOTAL 4,093,662 1,783,707 by 4,211,000 3,161,700 75

Northern Region

Cheshire, Lancashire

and Isle of Man 1,636,926 543,258 33 1,626,100 1,138,200 70

Cumberland &

Westmorland 84,211 20,050 24 81,300 57,800 71

Durham & Northumberland 561,351 121,600 22 557,400 281,700 69

Lincolnshire 167,440 62,889 38 167,700 130,200 79

Yorkshire & N.Derbyshire ,278, 504 L26,945 %3 1,294,900 oL6,000 73

TOTAL 3,728,432 1,172,742 31 3,727,400 2,553,900 69

West Region

Cornwall & Devon 300, %18 100,866 3k 289,200 228,300 79

Dorset & Wiltshire 151,195 58,545 39 159,200 132,800 84

Somerset & S.Gloucester-

shire 276,586 99,912 36 274,700 212,300 77

TOTAL 728,099 259,323 36 723,100 573,400 79

Midland Region

Hereford 29,961 10,090 3l 28,00 19,700 69

Leicestershire &

Rutland 151,095 59,997 Lo 158,600 119,300 75

Northamptonshire 100,914 47,768 Ly 104,200 37,600 84

N. Gloucestershire &

N. Oxford 97,25k 41,907 43 99,800 79,700 80

Shropshire 63,750 23,751 37 62,200 48,300 78

SeDerbyshire & -

Nottinghamshire 267,543 96,541 26 280, 500 233,100 83




Table IV continued

-47-

1921 1931 % 1938 1938 %
AREA Households Licences Households Licences
Staffordshire & )
Warwickshire 750,842 277,542 37 786,600 619,700 79
Worcestershire 111,152 Lz,766 39 117,300 95,800 32
TOTAL 1,572,511 601,342 38 1,637,900 1,303,200 80
Wales
Mid-Wales: Cardigan,
Merioneth, Montgomery,
and Radnor 45,685 9,105 20 42,000 20,800 50
North Wales: Anglesey,
Caernarvon, Denbigh
and Flint 117,119 30,490 26 116,100 68,700 59
South Wales: Crecon,
Carmarthen, Glamorgan,
Monmouth & Pembroke 496,856 126,286 25 43,700 306,000 64
TOTAL 659,660 165,881 25 631,800 395,500 63
Northern Ireland
TOTAL 282,358 96,140 34 294, 200 119,800 41
Scotland
Aberdeen & Kincardine 84,650 21,148 25 88,700 52,600 59
Argyll and Bute 21,583 3,617 17 20,500 11,200 55
Ayr, Dumbarton, Lanark
and Renfrew 549,153 117,288 21 579,200 336,700 58
Banff, Inverness, Moray
and Nairn 45,854 5,738 13 45,900 25,500 56
East Central Scotland:
Clackmannan, E. Lothian,
Fife, Kinross, Midlothian,
West Lothian and Stirling 283,971 71,052 25 298,800 204,400 68
Angus and Perth 105,688 23,508 22 108,000 70,600 65
North Scotland:
Caithness, Orkney,
Ross and Cromarty,
Shetland and
Sutherland 38,680 3,096 8 38,800 14,400 37
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1931 1931 % 1938 1931 o
AREA Households Licences Households Licences
Border:
Berwick, Dumfries,
Kirkcudbright,
Peebles, Roxburgh,
Selkirk, and
Wigtown. 65,584 12,694 19 66,800 k2,000 63
TOTAL 1,195,163 258,231 22 1,246,700 757,400 61
UNITED KINGDOM
TOTAL 12,259,885 3,391,042 27 12,472,100 8,864,900 71 |
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Licence holding is not necessary to gather radio news. Indirect distribution
of radio information takes place even if it is difficult to quantify or verify.
When sets were scarce, verbal exchanges of knowledge derived from a radio
source were likely to be more frequent - even if precise information about the
extent of this practice is impossible to gather. Radio probably served to
silence malicious gossip or rumour and, instead, 1t stimulated the transference
of information available only through the radio. Tne obvious example of this
being the printing of broadsheets based upon the B3C news bulletins during the
General Strike. The BBC may have had a bias and was certainly guilty of
supplying incorrect news but it was generally more reliable than the neighbour

9

gossiping over the garden fence. Radio was the aural centre of the community.

Only when set ownership expanded sufficiently was it possible to argue that

this aural centre had, by and large, passed into the household. Hence the

size of the audience was probably larger than it appeared, particularly if

licence evasion is taken into account, but the exact dimension must remain elusive.
With these words of caution, further analysis of the statistics can

proceed. A study of the maps most easily yields some of the trends. As these

maps show proportions, not absolute figures, they do underline the under-

representation of certain areas. In both 1931 and 1938, the greatest

proportions of households with licences were concentrated in the South-East

and the Midland Counties, with reasonable levels in the West of England, North

Wales, the Northern English Counties and East Anglia. Caunties with

conurbations retain the lead in licence holding. Lower levels of licence

holding can be seen in the North East and North West of England, South Wales

and the Far North of Scotland and Northern Ireland, which are particularly

under-represented. Physical barriers and interference may have a part to play

in this but the areas concerned do tend to have large rural elements. The

solace of radio for isolated communities was apparently not incentive enough.lo
Despite the uneven distribution, the statistics and maps make it

transparently clear that the overall picture is one of growth. In many cases the

percentage of households with licences doubled or trebled between 1931 and 1938
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The increased number of households being easily surpassed by the increase in

the number of licences issued. Notable increases were in the North Region,

where households with sets in Cumberland, Westmorland, Durham and Northumberland
trebled. Many other counties saw the same effect to a slightly lesser extent.
Some of the outer reaches of Scotland and Northern Ireland showed similar
increases even though absolute levels were normally lower. Elsewhere the

normal increase was a doubling of the 1931 level, with proportions of 84% in South
Oxfordshire and Northamptonshire. The uneven growth and distribution of licence
holding does require some explanation. Obviously the influences which led to

the inexorable advance of radio in some parts of the country were absent from

others. These variations demand some more detailed examination.

2.3 Technical Policy and Development

One lesson which emerges from an analysis of demographic trends in the
radio audience is that the ideal world of perfect reception, perfect choice of
stations, and free access to the means of receiving programmes did not exist
before 1929 - nor has it existed since then. The basic desire to listen was
easily obstructed by inadequate transmitters or receiver facilities. Listeners
wanted specific things: the immediacy of news reception, the excitement of
sporting commentaries, and entertainment of music or drama. All of these motives
for listening were important and deserve examination but none of them could be
entirely separated from the technological or economic constraints on listening:
they were inexorably shaped by them and deeply interwoven with them. Even an
ideal broadcasting system which could pander to all the tastes of every member
of the population would founder on the rock of dissatisfaction and frustration
caused by the weakness of the radio signal or the poverty of potential
listeners. Consequently these technological and economic limitations, and the
BBC policies which controlled them must be considered as a substantial

influence on the attitudes of the radio audience.
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In 1967, the British Broadcasting Corporation introduced the first of
its local radio stations.ll With its opening,a peculiar circle in broadcasting
history had been completed. In 1967 this form of radio was introduced to
satisfy what was felt to be a need for closer contact between the medium and
local community groups. Yet in carrying out this change in policy, the social
attitude of public broadcasting in Britain was turned upon its head - since the
first form of radio had been local radio. In both cases, technical considerations
had been very influential - even if the policy processes which took them into
account had quite different intentions in mind.12

In 1922, the inability to produce a high-power, low frequency transmitter
had meant that it was technically impossible to broadcast programmes to
audiences more than twenty-five miles away in the case of crystal receivers or
approximately a hundred miles away for efficient two valve sets. In 1967, very
high frequency (V.H.F.),frequency modulated (F.M.) transmitters were used
deliberately to reduce the propagation distance; V.H.F. signals having the
advantage in localising signals and reducing interference, whilst at the same
time extending the available wavebands for domestic broadcasts in the United
Kingdom.14

In the early twenties, the restricted propagation distances meant that
transmitters were built in the centre of urban concentrations. Consequently
reception was very good for those within range of a station such as 2LO broadcast
from Marconi House and later from the roof of Selfridges Store in Oxford Street
but almost impossible for those living in rural Hampshire or Wiltshire. These
technical restrictions meant that localities fortunate enough to receive BBC
programmes heard broadcasts produced by each station with its own production staff.
Simultaneous broadcasting (S.B.) from all transmitters at once was only
occasionally possible on an experimental basis.

Local broadcasting was a technical limitation which actually ran counter

to the avowed BBC policy to provide a full national service, based upon the

terms of the monopoly granted to it by the Post Office. The aim was simpl
iple;

to provide everyone with at least one programme on g relatively ch
eap
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receiver.16 However, this period was brief and the BBC, ever anxious to fulfil
its obligations, continued to develop new and improved transmitter facilities
through the research work of its own engineering department and that of the
component companies. Firms such as Marconi's, Western Electric and Metropolitan
Vickers had in fact built the first BBC transmitters originally for their own
research purposes. By 1924 the aim had already expanded to include plans to
provide listeners with a choice of pr'ogrammes.lll7 Once the technical complications
were overcome, simultaneous broadcasting became far more frequent , largely
prompted by the financial savings which couldbe made. The first tests were made
in 1923 after which time it became common practice - the savings in providing
one programme in stead of nine different ones were obvious.18 (See Figure III)
The next course was to expand the service area to reach listeners using
crystal sets outside the main urban areas. Again, only technical constraints
had prevented such a course at the outset. With the development of the high
power, long-wave transmitter, it pfoved possible to provide crystal strength
reception for 85% of the population compared with the 60 to 70% who could receive

19

the existing local stations. The new station at Daventry in Northamptonshire,
call sign 5XX, opened on the 27th July 1925, using 25 kW compared with the

1.5 kW of the local stations. This made national broadcasting plausible for

the first time.2O

This did not mean that all of these listeners had perfect conditions
for listening. There werestill many variables which limited reception in the
transmitter service areas. One side of the problem was caused by inadequate and
inefficient receivers, which can be examined later, but on the transmitter side
the main problem was interference. The broadcasting of speech and music
required the use of thermionic valves and continuous wave transmission but in
the early days of public broadcasting this co-existed with morse code signalling
using"spark' transmitters. This system was widely used by shipping as it was
fairly economical and relatively reliable. The only disadvantage was that the

'spark' spread interference over a wide band of the broadcasting spectrum, thus

damaging reception severely in coastal areas - especially in Kent an

d the S
21 outh

and East coasts.
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Other areas inland suffered from interference too, either through weak
signals due to physical barriers or from being on the edge of service areas.
Sheffield suffered particularly badly on both counts.

The other problem was that of radio waves themselves. Medium-wave
transmissions vary in their propagation distance according to the wave-length of
the signal, the amount of solar activity as well as the ambient atmospheric
temperature. When the signal is transmitted there are, crudely speaking, two
components: the ground wave and the sky wave22 - the one carrying directly to
the receiver, the other bouncing back off the ionpsphere. When the two meet on
the ground (see Figure IV) the result is interference, the so-called 'mush area'.

For local stations, the best reception was had in the daylight, declining
quickly after nightfall, with the signal travelling along the ground now
foreshortened and losing strength. Paradoxically, the clear reception area for
the sky wave was well beyond the horizon after dusk, so that at night time,
listeners at the limits of the service area could receive the signal better than
those at an intermediate distance from the transmitter. The sky wave travels
further at night because of changes in the ionosphere caused by the loss of
direct solar energy. Thus long-wave listening was better at night-time during
long cold winter nights and so autumn saw the launching of the new season for
listening, not merely because of restricted out-door activities, but also
because of the better quality of the signals.

Unfortunately, this effect made listening irritating for those in the
'mush area' or at the extreme edge of a service area and even for those close
to a transmitter where any other signals might be swamped by the nearby station.
But it did increase listening to continental stations by listeners in Britain
and vice versa. This tendency was particularly marked throughout this era, since
it was the only way of avoiding the BBC monopoly. Radio possessed this inter-
national character from the first Marconi tests at Poldhu.25 Barly commercial
stations such as PCCG in the Hague attracted large audiences for its English

speaking broadcasts before the BBC was even created.24 In the thirties, the
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commercial giants of Luxembourg and Normandie were particularly popular and
at the end of the period, there was the significant, if eccentric, listening
to the broadcasts of Lord Haw-Haw emanating from Radio Hamburg.25

This long distance exchange of signals on the medium wave had other
more unfortunate side effects. Very quickly, the concept of 'the crowding
of the airways', which héd been one of the fears which led to the BBC monopoly,
became a reality. Interference reached serious proportions and some form of
international co-operation and control became essential. The first result was
the Geneva Plan, agreed by the new Union Internationale de Radiophonie (UIR),
formed in April 1925.26 This confined the BBC to eight exclusive wavelengths,
two shared wavelengths and one common wavelength for relay stations, all on the
medium wave, plus one long wavelength at 1600 metres. The implementation of this

27

scheme was begun in the winter of 1926. This new arrangement meant that the
relay stations had to be synchronised properly. Although the relay stations
only had é crystal reception range of five to ten miles, interference with each
other would cause serious signal distortion or fading.28 The work of the UIR
continued throughout the period up to 1939 - international co-operation was
crucial to the development of radio in Europe. The BBC had to observe the
recommendations of a further agreement - the Prague plan of 1929 - which
hastened the need for another phase of transmitter changes.29 In the nineteen-
seventies, the work has continued and as recently as November 1978 the BBC
reshuffled its national programme service to help reduce night time interference
in EurOpe.BO
The Geneva plan changes were implemented fairly easily as they did not
require anything more than a few adjustments to existing receivers. The
introduction of the next stage of wavelength changes had a much greater impact
upon the domestic audience. The entire pattern of transmission and reception

was transformed. Yet, despite the dislocation that this caused, the process

was fully in accord with the BBC's previously announced aims: to provide service
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areas for those previously excluded, to reduce interference and, ultimately,

to provide a choice of programme for as many listeners as possible in 3ritain.
The Chief Engineer, Peter Eckersley, had proposed the provision of a

choice as early as l92’+,31 and it had been accepted as policy by the BBC's

Control Board in 1926.32

As on previous occasions, the uppermost considerations
were those of technical potential and financial efficiency.

The technical problems revolved around the fact that the BBC had still
not been offered, or developed itself, a sufficiently powerful medium wave trans-
mitter. The BBC had also encountered strong resistance from the GPO, which
strenuously objected to the proliferation of the projected high powered stations,
operating on wavelengths which might interfere with its own, military or

35

governmental transmissions. There was also the threat to aircraft from the
taller masts which would be needed. 34 The BBC only managed to remove the

restrictions on the development of the necessary transmitters, after an

independent committee - the Eccles Committee created to arbitrate in the dispute

35

ruled in the BBC's favour and the scheme rapidly went ahead. The only other
resistance came from the wireless trade which thought that it had a vested
interest in preserving the status quo. However, by giving plenty of warning,
the BBC was able to convince the traders that they had time to convert
production lines and actually take advantage of tune increased sales which the
change would bring.36
The BBC Engineering Section had, in the meantime, been attempting to turn

37

the policy of listener choice into a practical proposition. This led
eventually to the development and construction of an experimental 50 kW medium
wave station at Daventry. The new station, call sign 5GB, began transmissions
on 2lst August 1927, and the first practical step on the road to what was soon
called 'the Regional Scheme' had been made.38

There were excellent economic motives, too, for putting the scheme into

practice. Once the licence fee had been fixed at ten shillings per annum for

all types of listeners, on lst July 1924,39 the main struggle for income came
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from increasing the number of licence holders and from a more futile struggle
to increase the share of this revenue vis-a-vis by the GPO.L+O Allegedly
to cover collecting costs, the GPO retained 12%% of the revenue, reduced to
10% after 1932. In addition, the BBC could only collect 90% of the revenue
on the first million licences, 80% on the second million, 70% on the third
million and 60% on the remainder; the rest being retained by the Postmaster-
General.qq Furthermore, in 1931, the BBC also agreed to make a voluntary
contribution of £200,000 to the Exchequer during the national economic crisis,
to be paid in the financial year of 1952-1933.42

Clearly the expansion in listeners did not necessarily produce a
commensurate increase in the BBC's financial standing. Consequently any
extension of the service would have to draw in proportionately more listeners
before it could be cost effective. It was hoped that the Regional Scheme would
draw in many more listeners. The Regional Scheme transmitters would expand the
service area and yet be cheaper to build and maintain than the existing local
transmitter and relay station system.43

Obviously a fairly large audience size would be needed before the BBC
could order the initial capital expenditure necessary to build a series of high
power transmitters, but otherwise the plan would make savings in the long term.
Once the audience in urban areas was sufficiently large to sustain expansion, it
was possible to provide a service for all potential listeners and use the
resources liberated from local stations to provide alternative programmes. The
public got its choice but, in the process of providing this service, the BBC

were forced to place any local requirements on the listeners well down the list

of priorities.



~50-

2.4 The Regional Scheme

The cultural and social effects of the BBC's Regional Scheme were
subordinated to economic, technical and even bureaucratic needs. This was
hardly unexpected: the process conformed almost precisely with the model
of €litism and monopoly control which the BBC propounded. The BBC gazed out
of its metropolitan base at Savoy Hill and later Portland Place on to the
audience which it recognized vaguely or even with indifference. The
justification for this indifference was that listeners throughout the country
could be brought into contact with national figures, national events and
hear a higher quality of programme. Better programmes, it was argued, would
result from the concentration of resources which the Regional Scheme would
permit. As Reith remarked with great clarity:

'Even on the most ordinary occasions we find the amenities of

metropolitan culture made available in large measure to those who

live in circumstances of the greatest physical isolation equally

with those who inhabit the great centres of population. They

are present equally at functions and ceremonials upon which

national sentiment is concentrated; they are in touch equally with

the movements of thought and the processes of action which determine

national destiny, and there are set before theﬂ5equally the problems
which are vexing the statesman of their day.'

This creation of a sense of national identity may have been valuable
but it was pursued to the exclusion of important parochial interests. The
two were not necessarily mutually exclusive, but too often the BBC acted as
if they were. The key-word to describe this policy was 'centralization' -

a natural policy extension from the technical progress made in simultaneous
broadcasting. To break this monolithic concept into manageable administrative
and transmission areas, it was employed hand in hand with regionalisation.

Regionalisation was a reflection of the casual thinking about the
distinction between 'local' and 'regional'. Inside the BBC mind, with its

primitive philosophy of audience behaviour, the two were synonymous. In

reality this vagueness rode roughshod over many important distinctions.
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The BBC thought it knew something about its audience but in reality it
possessed little precise knowledge. The conviction of metropolitan
superiority and the vice of broadcasting elitism led the BBC to set standards
of its own estimation rather than pander to regional variations in taste, which
were, in any case, considered by the BBC to be merely capricious.

Yet what were these variations or distinctions? A locality generally
revolves around a small part of a county, or a single urban area. A region
can spread across several counties. The exact size varies and there are no
hard fast rules - hence the problem of respecting any distinct qualities which
the area may have. The common denominator may be geographical or it may be a matte.
of dialect - but, needless to say, the BBC regions were so large that they
envelopéd many of these separate qualities and could not in any sense be
considered to be localities. Regionalisation was not a BBC invention.L+8
Census and Poor Lavaommissioners had evaluated such areas in the mid-
nineteenth century. In contrast it is interesting to note that at the same
. time the common identity of many localities was being strengthened by the
municipal pride arising from the new industrial concentrations which had

%9

replaced the old local loyalties of pre-industrial Britain. Thus, although
the locality drew much of its strength from social and cultural loyalties,
the political and administrative vbattle for control by locality or by region
had begun well before radio was even considered.

The advance of the wireless and the BBC added another, slightly
different character to the struggle. Whereas previous efforts at the creation
of a regional character had been largely administrative in origin, the BBC's
effort was derived as much from economic and technological, gs from administrative
reasons. Moreover, its regions were far larger than anything that had yet been
conceived - the North and West Regions in particular. There is a certain

logic in arguing that the acceleration in the speed of communication should

lower barriers and permit the creation of larger units - where localities

find it easier to express a common interest because of the erosion of diglects
L]
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derived from exposure to the microphone voice, or because of the provision
of better information and the potential means of sharing common interests
with neighbouring localities.

With this concern for economic and technical rather than purely administra-
tive dictates, the BBC had more in common with industrial groups of the
twentieth century than with nineteenth century administrative processes. The
grouping of the Railway Companies in 1921 was a similarly created convenience
as, too, was the creation in 1926 of the Central Electricity Generating Board,
with its associated regions. These in turn set the basis for post-war
nationalisation schemes in Coal, Gas and Steel. In each case, technological
and business efficiency were the motivating forces.5o

Yet the BBC still remained distinct from all of them. In the eyes of
consumers, the external manifestations of all these creations were bureaucracy,
taxation, or crude production and supply statistics. The BBC possessed a much
more identifiable and vivid connection with its consumers. The output
provided a constant reminder - perhaps because of the jarring accent of the
announcers, the style of the programmes or even the apparent irrelevance of
the news bulletins. The addition of this cultural effect made the influence
of the BBC unique and, in consequence, any clumsiness in handling social and
regional differences of taste or interest were likely to be much harder for tne
consumer to bear. Erosion of local distinctious might eventually occur but,
in the short run, the audience reaction to the implementation of the Regional
Scheme might be expected to be fairly hostile.

But was it? The re-introduction of local radio in 1967 suggested that
broadcasting, or any other mass medium, had not eliminated local interests,
accents or identities. Otherwise there woﬁld have been no 'needs' for the
new BBC policy to satisfy. The attempt to 'regionalise' these needs seemed
to have been borne stoically until the policy makers bowed to the inevitable,
and accepted that local interests should be recognised rather than ignored. But
were local interests asserted so strongly in 1929, when the introduction of the

Regional Scheme commenced? Was regionalisation really borne so stoically?
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BBC opinion on the validity of the scheme may have confused local and
regional interests but it had at least made the step of considering some
non-metropolitan variations in taste and interest, rather than resort to a
full-blown national service. From the early planning stage, Peter Eckersley,
the Chief Engineer, recognised, as others such as his brother, Roger, and the

o1

Drama Director, Val Gielgud, did not, that variations in regional taste did

52

exist and that they merited some consideration. In this sense there was
some contentment at the provision of a limited contrast to the National
programme. In fact, there were few complaints from the listening public in
the cases where old local stations or relay stations were replaced by a good
quality service - offering better reception standards and a choice of
programme.

Complaints were often aimed simply at the change in itself rather than
at the quality of the replacement service or the enforced obsolescence of
equipment. In fact the quality of reception was extremely influential in
deciding the audience reaction. In other words, the loss of local content was
not necessarily a basis for excessive remorse provided that the @uality of the
new National and Regional programmes equalled or exceeded the standard of the
old service in terms of modulation, purity or volume. In this respect some

03

of the BBC predictions were satisfactorily fulfilled. Reaction was most
hostile from those who had previously received a good service, usually through
proximity to an old transﬁitter, and now found themselves on the periphery of
the new service area. Hull, Sheffield and Newcastle fell into this category
when the North Region was introduced, whereas Leeds, Bradford and Manchester
did not. Hostility was certainly not universal. Following the introduction
of the scheme in each area the immediate reaction was generally one of

contentment with the quality and choice from the favoured areas and resentment

at the lack of these characteristics from the others.
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The BBC recognised that change in itself would be a cause for complaint
and therefore gave prominence to the detailed preparation of the audience for
the changeover to the Regional Scheme. The lesson had been learnt the hard way
from the very beginning of the scheme with the introduction of the new
Birmingham station. Here inadequate prior warning and publicity caused a storm
of protest when the 5IT Station,sited in Birmingham, was fully replaced by the
Daventry Experimental Station, 5GB, on 2lst August 1927. Curiously, Peter
Eckersley had expected the storm and had prepared to ride it out - indeed the

riding of the storm was the 'make or break' test for the whole Regional policy.5

As Eckersley remarked:
'We knew, from measurements, that the new station would give perfectly
adequate signals in Birmingham, albeit weaker than those the Birmingham
people were accustomed to receive, and so we knew that while there would
be plenty of complaint it would not be justified. But unjustified or
not the volume might be embarrassing. Indeed, it might be so great as
to prejudice the whole scheme. So "changing over® was a crucial test of
the problem of "dislocation®. Would listeners willingly adapt their

receivers to the new conditions or would they just howl to get back the
super signal they were accustomed to receive?' 55

The prediction was correct but it was a 'damned close run thing', 26
and some palliatives were needed to reduce the strain on the nerves. The lesson
learnt led to a much greater effort in the area of public relations. For the
next stage of the scheme at Brookmans Park, a pamphlet was widely distributed
to explain the change, anticipate its effects and help prepare the listener for
any practical changes to his or her receiver.6o In this pamphlet the BBC

recommended changes to aerials according to proximity and in the sequel

pamphlet, The Reception of Alternative Programmes, suggested the fitting of a

wavetrap to crystal sets, so that the choice of programme could be clearly sep-
arated by such unselective sets. At that time a wave-trap would cost between
61 : . : : : :
1/6 and 2/6. In private Peter Eckersley was disdainful in his attitude
to such adjustments:
'If we had to wait until everybody gave up using old junk and expensive

toys before we could institute any new schemes we might just as well
never make any changes at all.' 62

But the public expression was adopted in each region as the scheme continued

to spread during the course of the next ten years.
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Transmitter Opening Dates.

57

Main and Relay Stations:

1922-4

Station Call-Sign Wavelength Frequency Opening Closing
(m) (kHz) Date Date
Main Stations:
London (Marconi House) 2L0 263,7 825 11.5.22 5.4.25
London (Selfridges) 2LO 263.7 825 6.k, 25 k.10.29
Manchester 27Y 278 793 16.5.22 17.5.31
Birmingham S5IT Lo 629 15.11.22 21.8.27
Newcastle 5NO Lok.s5 742 2h.12.22 19.10.37
Cardiff SWA 353 850 13.2.23 28.5.33
Glasgow 5SC Lop 717 6e3.23. 12.6.32
Aberdeen 2BD Lo6 605 10.10.23 9.9.38
Bournemouth 6BM 38742 775 17.10.23 14.6.39
Belfast 2BE 4Lo 682 24.10.24  20.3.36
Relay Stations:
Sheffield 6FL 306.1 980 16.11.23 16.5.31
Plymouth 5PY 338.2 887 28.3.24  13.6.39
Edinburgh 2EH 328.2 914 1.5.24 12.6.32
Liverpool 6LV 218.2 o943 11.6.24 16.5.31
Leeds 2LS 3h6,2 866 8.7.24 16.5.31
Bradford 2LS 310 968 8.7.24 16.5.31
Hull 6KH 355.5 8Ll 15.8.24 16.5.31
Nottingham 5NG 326.1 920 16.9.24 1.11.28
Dundee 2DE 3321 906 12.11.24 12.6.32
Stoke-on-Trent 6ST 301.1 996 21.10.24 16.5.3%1
Swansea 55X L8o,2 622 12.12.24 28.5.33
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Table VI: Transmitter Opening Dates.58

BBC Wavelengths 1926

In use immediately Allocated in In use
before Geneva Plan Geneva Plan 14.11.26. 12.12.26.

Main Stations: (m) (m) (m)
Aberdeen 495 491.8 500
Birmingham 479 k91.8 491.8
Belfast Lio 326.1 306.1
Glasgow Loo Los. 4 Los. L
Newcastle Lol 312.5 312.5
Bournemouth 386 306.1 326.1
Manchester 378 384.6 384.6
London 265 361.4 3614
Cardiff 353 253 353
Daventry 1600 - 1600
Relay Stations:

Swansea 482.2 288.5 288.5
Plymouth 338.2 288.5 Loo
Hull 535 288.5 288.5
Liverpool 331 288.5 297
Edinburgh 328.2 288.5 294.1
Nottingham 326.1 288.5 275.2
Leeds 321 297 277.8
Dundee 315 288.5 288.5
Bradford 310 294.1 254.2
Sheffield 206.1 288.5 272.7
Stoke on Trent %01.1 288.5 288.5

Note: A number of changes were made in the frequencies used in order to avoid
interference.

Main and Relay Stations up to 1 September 1939

Station: Frequency Wavelength Power Opening Date
(kHz ) (m)— (kW )}—

Droitwich (National) 200 1500 150 Oct 1934

Brookmans Park 1149 261.1 Lo Mar 1930

(National)

Moorside Edge(National)1149 261.1 Lo July 1931

Westerglen (National) 1149 261.1 50 June 1932

Moorside Edge

(North Regional 668 4ho,1 70 May 1931

Stagshaw 1122 267. 4 60 Oct 1937

Westerglen

(Scottish Regional) 767 391.1 70 June 1932

Burghead 767 391.1 60 Oct. 1936

Redmoss 1285 233, 5 5 Sept 1938

Washford

(Welsh Regional) 8ok 373.1 70 May 1933*

Penmon 804 373.1 5 Feb. 1937

Brookmans Park

(London Regional) 877 342, 1 70 Oct. 1929

Lisnagarvey

(N. Ireland Regional) 977 307.1 100 Mar. 1936

Droitwich

(Midland Regional) 1013 296.2 70 Feb. 1935

Start Point 1050 285.7 100 June 1939

(West of England Regional)

Clevedon 1474 203.5 20 June 1939

* As West Regional Station
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One of the greatest problems during the course of this implementation
was not the level of resistance to the scheme but the envy of those in areas
outside it. Some areas on the periphery had a genuine grievance because of
the weakness of the new signal. Such areas included Hull, Sheffield, North
Wales, the Highlands, Newcastle and some rural parts of the southern English
Counties. All were eventually provided with a better service before 1939. 63
In the interim, protests forced the perpetuation of some of the old local
stations - either independently or in relay for Regional programme broadcasts.
These included the Newcastle, Bournemouth, Plymouth and Aberdeen stations.
Another amelioration of grievances was the introduction of a more powerful
National Programme, with the introduction of the Droitwich transmitter to
replace the station at Daventry on 6th October 1934. ok The shadow areas
could now receive at least one programme properly. (see Tables V and VI,
Figures V and VI.)

Thus it appeared that audience reaction was largely inevitable and
certainly predictable. Ignorance of the change was a serious irrational
element which had to be handled. Weak signal strength was a more genuine
basis for complaint and exceptionally strong signals 'swamped' foreign
stations. Set adaptations proved too much for some of the less technically
minded. Only in a few cases were the losses of local information or entertain-
ment mourned as loudly as these other grievances. Nevertheless, eaéh region
had different claims, different priorities and different levels of contentment.
It is essential to look at a sample of them.

The London Region was the first to see a full service from the scheme,
Here, BBC publicity clearly paid off.65 The main response came with the
introduction of the full alternative pfogramme service in March 1930. 06
This was deliberately delayed to allow the public to make preparations following
the introduction of the first programme, the National Programme, broadcast from
the Brookmans Park transmitter on 2lst October 1929. The press was favourably
disposed towards the innovation and definitely appreciated the introduction of

. 6 ,
a choice.b? Complaints were expected and even predicted in the newspapers,
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although most newspapers hoped that the BBC would weather the storm without
concession.68 Advice was given by national newspapers on how to take

advantage of the service by aerial alterations and by the fitting of wave-

69

traps. The delay certainly helped to diminish the extremes of public

response. In some cases, crystal sets may have been jammed by the two signals
but great stress was laid on the fact that even these crude receivers could be

saved by simple alteration. With the wide distribution of this advice the

70

crisis soon passed.
Potentially, the North Regional scheme presented a more difficult task -

largely because the area to be covered was so vast. The local press met the

71

plans with some trepidation. Special fears were devoted to the uneven quality

of reception which was expected - either through 'swamping', as in Huddersfield,

72 73

y or through the weakness of the signal, as at Hull. Generally, however,

the new station at Moorside Edge, near Slaithwaite, was met with sympathetic
anticipation. All the main Yorkshire papers backed the scheme, with some

7k

reservations about the signal strength. The building of the mast and station

was closely monitored and the first tests met with adulation. Any fears

75

seemed to evaporate. The 'Giant' transmitter was capable of a much
superior quality of broadcasting when compared with the old fashioned local
stations. Their loss was mourned barely at all. The swamping effect was

considerably less than was expected.76 The alternative programme was welcomed

too. The Daily Herald even offered readers the chance to buy a wave-trap for

77

the station. In the Yorkshire and Lancashire area the main dispute centred

on the more trivial issue of the name of the new station. 'Slowit' was
generally agreed to be the most correct pronunciation of Slaithwaite - an
endearing gesture of individuality in the face of the change.78
There were more serious problems elsewhere, mainly for listeners in
Northumberland and Durham. The Newcastle Station, 5NO, was to be synchronised
with Moorside Edge to relay the Regional programme. This was because it was too
far from either Moorisde Edge or Daventry 5XX to get reception of any station

other than 5NO. At first the plan was actually welcomed - as the
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Newcastle Evening Chronicle remarked:

'A large amount of this programme will come from the Newcastle,
Manchester and Leeds studios and from other sources in the North of
England, and Mr. Liveing (North Regional Director) indicated the other
night, some of the extremely interesting plans the BBC has for
entertaining features in this North Country Programme.
It is distinctly promising to find Mr. Liveing and his staff so keen
to make this programme a source of real satisfaction to Northern
listeners, and I do believe that Northern officials have a better idea
of the tastes and sympathies of the ordinary working class and middle
class wireless listeners than have some of the staff at London
Headquarters who live in an atmosphere remote from that of the man
in the street.!' 79
This favourable attitude, demonstrating no sign of regret at the ending
of local programmes, soon evaporated. The reason was technical. The relay
synchronisation system failed during a trial held during August 193%1l. For a
large part of the local population, all programmes from the BBC were jammed.
The Durham area, already an area of low licence holding levels, was cut off in
a 'mush zone' of high interference levels. 5NO became 'Five No Good'.80
Eventually the outcry led to the dropping of the scheme.81 5NO continued on
its own wavelength and the Newcastle area remained at a disadvantage until the
opening of the Stagshaw transmitter in 1937. Then therelay of the North Regional
programme was carried out successfully and the audience growth rate stimulated.
The West was the last of the English Regions to be provided with a service.
This was not greeted as a mark of favour, rather it was a source of some feeling
of neglect.82 When the station was finally built, the Region was subject to
the most serious of the disputes over local interests. The main conflict
rounded on the Welsh language programme service, which was shared with the
rest of the West programmes. The Cornish listeners were especially annoyed by
this, as they had an inferior reception quality to that of South Wales listenersé.g5
Listeners in North Wales were also aggrieved. A few could receive. the North
Regional programme but not the West Regional Welsh language programmes. This
rather obvious clash of local interests was only resolved by the separation of
the two regions and the provision of extra transmitters at Penmon and Start Point.

Before they could be built, the relay stations at Plymouth and Bournemouth

provided some support for the service - a rather unsatisfactory compromise.



~71-

Listener reaction does not, so far, seem to conform to the expected
pattern. The local needs of the nineteen-sixties seem to have been absent
or at least repressed in the nineteen-thirties. The quality of reception and
the opportunity of a choice were the two leading requirements. Whether this
was a primary need, or a secondary need paying due deference to the technical
limitations which prevented the provision of a fully localised service, it is
hard to say. Some regions were probably too large, especially the North and
West Regions. This grievance was recognised and acted upon - not by breaking
up the programme service as in the case of Wales - rather by providing a relay
transmitter for the same regional programme. Any local services which had
provided an interim service were eventually terminated and the available wavelength
reallocated to complete the Regional Scheme. Other areas, such as the Highlands
of Scotland, were glad just to get a service. The Scottish character of their
programmes seemed adequate and was certainly better than no programme at all.84

After the initial gratitude for the new service, some problems did begin
to emerge. Often they were to be found in areas which had a very good regional
and national service on the medium wave, plus the Droitwich National programme
and even, in some cases, the Regional programme of a neighbouring region. The
BBC aware of this dissatisfaction sent the Director of Regional Relations on a
tour of the Regions. He produced his report in January 1936.85 The Director,
C.A. Siepmann, was not noted for any predisposed sympathy towards the regions
but he severely criticised the overall policy of centralisation as one of the
main reasons for the grievances:

'The danger inherent in the power and range of broadcasting of achieving

a uniform pattern of thought, of standardising taste and values according
to the authoritarian few and 'expert' are too obvious to need elaboration.'

36

This was the first dent in the confidence of metropolitan supremacy. Related
to this were his fears about the consequences of this type of development at
regional level. 'Regional centralisation' was caused by a shortage of regional
resources - both in financial and personnel terms:

'This leads to a tendency to draw material and artists for the purpose
of convenience from the area in which the officers happen to be. This

is much resented by towns and districts further afield within the

87

Region'.
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Manchester was one example of this practice, but savings of time,
effort and money also starved some of the non-metropolitan Home Counties.

Another grievance was the lack of a full regional programme choice
on the alternative programme. Standards were set which contained an implicit
metropolitan bias. As Siepmann stated:

'Tt is appropriate that national services should achieve as high a
standard of excellence as possible, but the purist's concern for
artistic integrity can be carried too far, and the case for Regional
broadcasting cannot be measured by this single yardstick of artistic
achievement. There are subordinate considerations which are bound to
qualify the mere concern for high standards of achievement. The
patronage of all the arts, the representation of local life and of
local interests are limiting factors from a Head Office point of view,
but need to be carefully weighed in the balance of advantage in
considering the purpose on which our Regional programme policy depends.
Concessions are necessary, though I should be the last to defend a
lapse of standards beyond a certain point.' 89

One enemy was particularly detested - that was 'Diagonalisation' -
where a programme was broadcast at the same time on all frequencies at once;
normally because it was considered too important for any other programme to

90

challenge for an audience. In retrospect, Peter Eckersley expounded his
views about the validity of this practice:
'The extra wavelength is an administrative convenience, not an extra
facility to expand the scope of the service. It might have been
thought that the two programmes would always be different, both in
items and inspiration. Not only have they, in today's practice, the
same inspiration but often the two wavelengths both carry the same
item.' 91
Admittedly Eckersley had an axe to grind and wanted the alternative
programme to be handed over to private enterprise to provide the necessary
contrast, but his view was shared by others who advocated different solutiomns.
Siepmann feared the effect this policy might have on regional talent.

Whilst observing that:

'Despite broadcasting and other influences, the vigour and
conservation of local life and local interests persist,'

he also saw the dangers should this extraordinary resilience be broken down?
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'The provinces are the seed-ground of talent and the ultimate source
of our supply for London programmes. The existence and development of
our Regional work provides an effective insurance policy against the
drying up of sources of supply for our programmes.' 93

In only one region did Siepmann see any signs that local activity could
not fill a greater part of the regional output - and that was in the West Region.94
He felt that only here was the quality low enough to justify a reduction in
regional programme hours. Needless to say, this advice was much resented in the
region and the idea was stillborn.95

The broadcasting €lite thus suffered a challenge to its confidence.

The BBC Control Board accepted some of the comments but they did so grudgingly;
with reservations about the extent of any concession. Regional programme
material only gradually increased. Centralisation was only a little less
attractive. As the Control Board minutes show:

'As a matter of policy the general tendency outside broadcasting

towards centralisation on the metropolis is regarded as bad, and

broadcasting can counter this by representing the local point of

view and encouraging local talent, but not at the expense of

replacing metropolitan by regional centralisation.' 96

That was vaguely worded but clearly more sympathetic than hitherto.

The Board also took up another of Siepmann's suggestions. He had advocated a
'Charter of Rights' to try and strengthen the position of the Regional Station
Directors in their disputes with Head Office over programming.97
The Control Board agreed, but left only a small gap for more regional
programmes to enter. The 'Charter' stated:

'A regional broadcast must either (1) have a local justification, or

(2) if it is general programme material, be better, or at least as well

performed in the Regions as elsewhere.'

These changes in emphasis were communicated to the BBC Departments as a
semblance of action. In fact the public were more likely to benefit from the

continued expansion of the Regional transmitter system in the late thirties than

from any move towards more regionally generated programmes.
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Fortunately some other changes in attitude by the policy makers
following the report did have effect, albeit belated in their impact. The
main benefit of Siepmann's action was a contribution to the internal BBC debate
about the collection of information concerning the audience. Siepmann frequently
alluded to the ignorance about the needs and character of the audience in the
regions. He pressed heavily for the greater use of the Public Relations Officers,
recently attached to each station, and for a campaign of audience research:

'Regional correspondence is small and, great as is the collective

knowledge of the staff of Regional characteristics and sentiment,

I could not fail to be perplexed in my survey by the total lack of

evidence as to the attitude of listeners to our Regional services.

Our work here remains an act of faith and I found a general concern

on the part of Regional Programme Assistants for more guidance as to

listener's needs and for the setting up of the machinery to secure

reliable data for the determination of future policy. Regional offices
are to my mind the proper centres for the establishment of some such

information service as is universally demanded.' 98

Thus, even if Siepmann claimed that local culture was suffering from
a lack of stimulation or that local talent for broadcasting was drying up, it
would be difficult to prove. Reluctantly, the Control Board did approve of
listener research to end the information starvation. It also put the Public

27 The policy makers

Relations Officers to work gathering listener responses.
finally had to admit that the imposition of the Regional Scheme had created
problems and that it was only out of good fortune that the dictates of the
elite had been accepted so readily by the audience. Such closer contact with
the public would verify whether the scheme needed improvement in order to
satisfy some of the audience demands, and would reduce the dependence upon
personal estimations of the public taste.

Nonetheless, the absence of a really adverse reaction was the most
noticeable response to the Regional Scheme. Only where language, or some other
distinctive cultural variation existed was there likely to be major frustration

at the imposition of one alien culture to replace the old locally created

programme. With the creation of a separate Welsh Region and the reallocation

of some areas of North Staffordshire and North Nottinghamshire even this problem



~75=~

was erased.lOO Only with the waning of the initial enthusiasm generated in each
region at its moment of creation was t<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>