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Introduction

Introduction

At the beginning of the 21st century, a
great deal of attention has been focused
on challenging new information
technologies, such as the Internet and
World Wide Web. However, what is often
forgotten amidst the excitement is that
only a tiny percentage of the world 
actually uses such communication tools.
In contrast, the vast majority of people
around the globe have access to radio –
making it the most effective means of
supplying news and information to a
diverse audience.

Radio is well suited to consumer organisations,
particularly those in Eastern and Central
Europe. It helps consumer groups reach a wide
variety of people – even those in the most
remote areas – and is relatively inexpensive.

Yet, unless the information is provided in 
an interesting, accurate and entertaining 
way, audiences will tune out. This is why
Consumers International decided to develop
these “Guidelines for Radio Programme 
Production” and the accompanying audio

cassette. Producing a good radio programme
may seem like a relatively simple task, but in
reality it requires a great deal of thought and
effort to provide consumers with something
they will both spend the time to listen to 
and remember.

The Guidelines and audio cassette use the
British Broadcasting Service (BBC) as a model.
Although obviously cultures vary – dictating
what consumers will expect and accept – the
BBC is the pre-eminent producer of radio
programmes in the world. Much can be
learned from its methods – and mistakes! 
And hopefully, consumer organisations can
use these Guidelines to break down
traditional barriers and provide ever-more
innovative and dynamic programmes 
for consumers.

In the rush toward new technology, consumer
organisations should remember that radio is 
a crucial tool in introducing and updating
consumers on important issues of the day.
Consumers International hopes these
Guidelines will help in this effort.



Guidelines for radio programme production

4

Introduction

Purpose 7

What is your programme for? 7
Who is your programme for? 8

Deciding on your format and approach 9

Magazine programmes 9
Single issue programmes 9
Magazine series with single issue specials 9
Duration 9

Building a programme 11

Presentation 11
Style 11
Pace 11
Running order 11
Tone 12
Breadth and style of programme content 12
Content 12
Getting the story 12
Programme elements 13
Script: writing for fact-based programmes 13
Interviews 15
Features 17
Production skills 18
Continuity and flow 18
Timing 18
Giving your programme ‘lift’ 18
Interaction with your audience 19

Contents



5

Contents 

Notes to radio production guidelines tape 21

1 Menu 21

2 Menu with clip 21

3 Cue 22

4 Cue with clips 22

5 Closing of show and trial for next day’s programme 22

6 Interview excerpt 23

7 Cue and interview clip 23

8 Interview excerpt 23

9 Excerpts from interview with government minister 24

10 Excerpt from interview with politician 24

11 Vox pops 25

12 Feature on soho bar 25

13 Excerpt from wine guide 26

14 Excerpt from report on ‘Birling Gap’ 26



6

Guidelines for radio programme production



7

Purpose

Purpose

Making a radio programme is a voyage of
discovery. There is always something new
to learn, some different technique to try,
some unexpected turn of events to explore
– and there is always the fascinating
relationship between the programme, and
its listeners. This is so, whether the
programme is primarily for entertainment
(a pop music show, for example) or
whether it is there to inform and explain
(news and current affairs). 

Making a consumer affairs programme is a
particularly good example of radio which is
actively engaged with its audience. Their
concerns become your concerns – and
consumer issues which you have discovered,
and illuminated – will enhance their
awareness. The chance to discover what
concerns people in their everyday lives, the
disagreements which turn into impassioned
debates, the campaigns which catches the
imagination of your audience – all this and
more will be part of creating a consumer
affairs programme. And probably the most
dynamic, and effective, element in your
programmes will be the experiences and
feelings of those ‘real people’ – your listeners.
Cultural norms and expectations will differ
from country to country. What constitutes a
consumer issue in one part of the world
might be deemed unimportant in another. 
But the basic elements in making a good
programme are the same, no matter what part
of the world you live in. Good craftsmanship,
focus, enthusiasm, attention to detail, using
your imagination – these exist beyond
cultural boundaries, or issues of regional
differences. Wherever you are, and whatever
issues you are dealing with, good
craftsmanship works. 

This guide is designed to promote good 
radio craftsmanship.

What is your programme for?

It may seem an odd, even a ridiculous question
to ask yourself: What is my programme for? 
Of course you know – otherwise you wouldn’t
be making the programme in the first place!
But this seemingly obvious question is useful –
because it forces you to focus – and stay
focussed – on exactly what you’re trying to do.
Making a radio programme often involves
several people. There might be an editor,
producer(s), writer(s) or reporter(s), production
assistant, secretary, and technical staff all
working on it, plus those who become
involved with the programme through being
interviewed or consulted. With so much input,
and possibly several different stories, or issues
to deal with, and constant decisions to be made
about what is included, what is left out, what 
is most (and least) important, it is easy to feel
overwhelmed. It is equally possible to feel
overwhelmed if you are working alone, or with
one or two others! What is this programme 
for? is a simple question that can help you to 
re-focus, and make decisions about what is
right for the programme you want to make.

A radio programme can do many things. 
For example, it can

• inform
• educate
• entertain
• campaign

It can even do all these things within the same
programme. But it should have a primary
focus. For example – a programme featuring a
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DJ playing the latest pop music is clearly there
to entertain its listeners. But, it will also, to
some extent, inform them – if only by telling
them which bands are touring their country
this summer. And it might educate them, by
interviewing a musician talking about how he
uses the latest computer technology in his
music. It might even campaign to get concert
ticket prices lowered. But its primary focus is
still to entertain, and the tone, style and
content of the programme will reflect that. 
In contrast, a consumer affairs programme is
primarily there to inform its audience. It
might well campaign, and there is no reason
why a consumer affairs programme can’t also
be entertaining, even at times, amusing, but
the primary focus is on giving your listeners
the information they need to make an
informed choice, as consumers. If an item in
your programme is not, at heart, doing that,
ask yourself – what is it doing? Why is it
there? You may be able to justify it on other
grounds – but do ask the question.

Who is the programme for?

Again, this may seem like a question with an
obvious answer – the programme is for the
listeners, of course!

But – who are these listeners? Factors to keep
in mind are:

• the listeners you can, and will, attract 
will depend on what time of day your
programme is broadcast, and on what day
of the week it is broadcast. If you have
access to any audience research information,
this will help tell you who your potential
audience is, in terms of age, sex, employ-
ment level and education. A programme
can double – or half – its audience simply
by being moved to a different time slot.

• if you broadcast a particular type of item,
you will attract a particular type of listener.
If, for example, you concentrate on concerns
which will be of interest to people with
children, you are unlikely to attract younger,
single listeners. If you want to attract a
broad general audience you must deal 
with concerns which will attract a 
broad audience.

• you may – or may not – want to cover
issues which are of interest to listeners 
with special interests or requirements – 
for example, disabled listeners.

Regardless of who is listening, you must aim
to do the following:

• convince your listeners that you are on their
side, and interested in what concerns them 

• encourage them to feel part of the
programme

• encourage them to contribute their views
and concerns to you

• not patronise them.



Deciding on your format and approach

There are a number of options available to
you, and your choice will depend on the
resources available to you (budget, studio
facilities, number of staff), how often your
programme is to be broadcast, the duration
of your programme, and what format best
serves your goals for the programme. 

If you are presenting a proposal for a
programme or series to radio commissioning
editors, it is best to have a clear idea in your
own mind, which format you want to pursue,
and why you have chosen it.

The basic options are:

• Magazine programmes
• Single issue programme or programmes
• Series of magazine programmes with single

issue specials

Magazine programmes

These are programmes containing a variety 
of different items. Rather like a published
magazine, the programme will have longer 
and shorter pieces, and might include a regular
round-up of consumer news, an interview, a
discussion, an in-depth feature, a short ‘filler’
item. A regular series covering consumer
affairs would most likely be composed of
magazine programmes, because they allow 
for coverage of a wide variety of issues and
concerns. Because there is ‘something for
everyone’, magazine programmes tend to have
a broad general appeal.

Magazine programmes may be broadcast ‘live’
or ‘pre-recorded’ , though live programmes

will almost certainly contain a number of 
pre-recorded elements.

Single Issue programmes

These are programmes which are devoted to
one issue, covered in greater depth than could
be achieved within a magazine programme.
The issue must be of great enough concern to
warrant a full programme; nevertheless it is
more difficult to achieve broad audience
appeal using this format. Single issue
programmes are usually always pre-recorded,
although they may allow time for a ‘live’
studio discussion following the recorded
section of the show. 

Magazine series with Single 
issue specials

This format provides the best of both worlds: 
a regular magazine series, with the occasional
special allowing for more in-depth coverage of
issues deemed to be particularly significant.

Duration

What duration is available to you will
ultimately be decided by the radio station 
or network which is broadcasting your
programme, but as a general guideline:
Conventionally, radio magazine programmes
broadcast by the BBC have tended to be of
thirty minutes duration. A notable change in
this general policy has been the recent
expansion of BBC Radio 4’s daily live
consumer affairs programme, “You and
Yours”, from thirty minutes to one hour’s
duration. This expansion reflected, at least in

9
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part, the network’s decision to jettison two
separate (half-hour) consumer affairs
programmes for specialist audiences (one for
disabled people, and one for blind and
partially sighted people). It was decided that
issues of specific concern to those two groups
should be included in “You and Yours”, rather
than in separate programmes. “You and
Yours” has a large production team and an
established history, and is therefore able to
sustain an hour long daily programme; it
would still be advisable for programme-
makers setting up a new consumer affairs
programme, to aim, at least initially, for a
thirty minute time slot. Better to do this well,
and expand later, than overstretch your
resources from the beginning!

Single issue programmes can usually be
covered in thirty minutes, but may warrant a
longer time slot – say, from 45 minutes to an
hour, depending on what is needed to fully
address the issue. 

The vexed question of attention span is
beyond the scope of this guide, except to say
that attention spans differ in different
countries, according to different cultural
norms, and what the audience has been used
to hearing. It is up to you, as a programme-
maker, to judge what best suits your audience,
both in terms of overall programme length,
and in terms of items within a magazine
programme.
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Presentation

Whether your programme is a one-off, or 
a whole series, whether it is a magazine
programme or an in-depth look at a single
issue, it will need a presenter – someone to
explain what’s happening and guide the
listener through the subject (s) being dealt
with. This person is crucial to the success of
your programme. A presenter must:

• establish his or her authority and
confidence. (nothing bothers an audience
more than hearing a presenter who sounds
unsure, tense, confused, or diffident)

• sound genuinely interested 

• convey goodwill toward the audience 
and the participants in the programme
(even where a confrontation is necessary).
A presenter may need to challenge
someone’s view, but should not do it 
with vindictiveness or spite.

• be able to represent ‘the ordinary person’
when confronted with experts; the
presenter should be able to clarify or
interpret the expert’s answers, if necessary

• never patronise

• speak clearly and have a generally
appealing voice and manner. 

Whether your presenter is male or female is
entirely up to you, but using two presenters,
one male, one female, can add variety of voice
and tone to your programme.

Style

Pace

If you were listening to a piece of music which
had the same pace and rhythm all the way
through, no crescendos, no allegros, no change
of pace or mood, you would soon be bored!
It’s exactly the same with a programme.
Particularly within a magazine programme, 
be aware of the importance of changing the
mood and pace as you move from one item 
to another.

Running order

The order in which items are broadcast within
a magazine programme is called a ‘running
order’. the running order is important; 
well-chosen, it will give a pleasing, satisfying
shape to the programme. It is not neccessarily
the case that the most important or
“heavyweight” item in your programme
should be first in the running order. It can 
be better to start with a lighter, shorter piece,
and then move to something heavier or more
in-depth a little further into the show. This
gives listeners time to get into the programme
and get settled.

The exception to this is when there is an
important consumer related story breaking,
which should immediately be addressed 
by your programme. In that case, the
programme should start by dealing with 
this item. Putting it first both recognises its
significance, and tells your listeners that 
you are on top of news and developments
which will affect them.

Building a programme
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Conventionally, lighthearted or humourous
items (usually short) tend to find a home
toward the end of the programme – after
more important issues have been dealt 
with. Getting a feel for what is a good
running order will come with experience;
this is also one of those areas which, to 
some degree, will depend on cultural 
norms and conventions. Though in Britain,
and North America, it is very common, 
for example, to end news programmes 
with a light or humourous story, that 
may not necessarily work well in 
other countries.

Tone

The tone of your programme will be set by
the presenter ’s general manner, and the
content. How serious do you want your
programme to sound? Are you happy with
some joking, or banter from the presenter(s),
or would you prefer them to refrain from
anything which might be regarded as
flippant? Will you include some humourous
items in the programme? Would you prefer
to include more in-depth discussions or
debates, or would you prefer more colourful
items like features, which might use music or
special effects? Your decisions will be based
on the first two questions in this guide: what
is my programme for, and who is it for? Your
local knowledge will help you decide what
your listeners would most appreciate, and
experience will help you find a tone which
suits your purposes, and your audience.

Breadth and style of 
programme content

Try to avoid simply having one studio
interview after another. Even on a very
limited budget, you can take a portable 
tape recorder out into the world and record
interviews on location, with interesting
background sounds.

Take your programme out into the world, 
and bring the world into your studio.

You can also use music, and actuality to
enliven your programme. (See below, under
Production Skills.)

Content

Getting the Story

How do you find stories for your
programme? You can try following up:

• consumer affairs publications and 
press releases

• newspaper items
• special interest groups and societies
• individual consumers who contact you
• events guides
• press releases from government and 

other organisations
• campaigns by established or ad hoc groups
• novelty or humourous items or events
• new products – effectiveness, safety
• unusual new products
• public services/utilities
• unusual new businesses
• community groups
• alternative lifestyle groups
• medical news or journals, health, diet
• pollution issues/pollution 

monitoring groups

and you will undoubtedly already have 
ideas, concerns and contacts which you 
want to pursue.

Remember that if you engage well with your
audience, they will supply you with stories.

Above all, do your research. Check facts, and
then double check them. Don’t allow yourself
to be misled. Speak to as many people as you
can until you feel you have a well-rounded
picture. Until you are sure of the story, don’t
put it on the air, no matter how exciting it
appears to be. Don’t be seduced into
sensationalism. You must earn the trust of
your listeners. You must earn a reputation for
being thorough, and fair, so that you build
reliable contacts, and so that your programme
has real authority. 

Follow-up programme items
If you cover a story which is developing over
time, always try to go back to it and do a
follow-up piece. Don’t leave listeners in the
dark as to how things have developed. Show
that you care what happens. Where you have
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covered a story, and your coverage has had a
significant effect, then always do a follow-up.
Let listeners know that your programme has
the power to make a change!

Programme elements

Whether you are producing a magazine
programme, or a single-issue programme, the
basic content will probably be made up of
similar elements:

• script
• interviews
• with ‘ordinary people’
• with experts
• with official spokespersons from

government or organisations
• vox pops
• features
• discussions
• archive material
• actuality
• news round-ups
• humourous or ‘light’ items
• special effects
• music

Script: writing for fact-based 
programmes

The main thing to remember when writing a
script for a factual radio programme is: 

• keep it clear, direct, and uncluttered

The most common fault when starting to
write a radio script is cramming in far too
much factual detail, including it too soon, 
and using too many subordinate clauses and
parenthetical remarks. One of the most useful
things to remember when writing for radio is:

You do not have to tell the listener
everything you know.
Research has shown that listeners simply do
not remember strings of facts, figures, and
names. (Nor do they find them interesting.)
Tell them the most important facts – and 
find ways to tell them that do not involve
overloading them with too much at once. Let
other information come out during the item
you are introducing.

Your listeners only have one chance to
take in what you’re telling them.
Always keep in mind that a listener, unlike a
newspaper or magazine reader, cannot go
back and re-read a section if he becomes
confused or misses something.

A good way of learning to write for radio is to
imagine you are talking to someone, telling
them a story involving factual information. In
fact it is always helpful, working in radio, to
imagine yourself talking to ONE listener, rather
than a large, amorphous group of people. 

The first item in your script will be the
opening of the show. Either your presenter
will be introducing the audience to the subject
of a single issue programme, or he or she will
be introducing a magazine programme. 

If the presenter is opening a single issue
programme, try to make that issue sound 
as interesting as possible, but apply the
guidelines mentioned above. Don’t tell them
too much. Get them interested, and let the
details come out during the show. 

If the presenter is opening a magazine
programme, the opening piece of script is
commonly referred to as a “menu”.

The menu
At the beginning of the programme, the
presenter(s) should give the listeners some
idea of what will be in the show. As the
listener hears this, he’s going to be thinking
“What’s in this for me? Why should I give 
this programme half an hour (or more) of my
time?” You need to convince him! So, the
‘menu’ deserves some creative writing. On
one hand, you want your listeners to have a
pretty good idea of what’s in the programme;
on the other hand, you don’t want to tell them
too much. What you want to do is make them
intrigued. Let them know what the item is
about – but leave them curious about the
details. And leave them wondering about how
the item will turn out. Even a listener who,
hearing what’s in the show, may feel there 
is nothing of direct interest for her, can be
enticed into listening – if you present your
menu in a way which intrigues her and 
makes her curious to know more.



Make your menu:

• clear
• interesting
• intriguing

For example, here is the same subject, dealt
with in two very different ways:

Example 1 

“Today we’re going to investigate why there are so
many chemicals in some of the bread we buy. New
research from America suggests that some of these
chemicals could be causing skin ailments.”

Example 2 

“Every day in this country, we buy thirty million
loaves of bread. It’s cheap, it’s tasty, and it’s good
for us! Or is it? We talk to the scientist who claims
that your lunchtime sandwich could end up giving
you a nasty little rash.”

In Example 1, you have told the listener pretty
well everything. She’s been told that ‘some’
bread has chemicals in it, and that ‘some’ of
those chemicals ‘may’ cause skin problems. It
sounds vague, and not very serious. She eats
bread, but she doesn’t have any skin problems
and neither do any members of her family, so
she assumes that none of the bread she buys is
dangerous. She is unlikely to stay tuned to
hear the full item. 

In Example 2, you have already given her
quite an interesting fact, which she probably
hadn’t heard before – that every day 30 million
loaves of bread are consumed in her country.
And you confirm what is very likely to be her
own view – that it’s pretty good stuff! And
then abruptly shake up that view by saying it
could be bad stuff! She’s never heard of
anyone getting a rash from eating a sandwich!
What could this be about? Is she, or her family,
likely to be affected? How does one avoid this
danger? She is far more likely to stay tuned to
hear more detail. 

Another way of informing, but also intriguing
your listeners with the Menu, is to pose a
question, and then leave them wondering
what the answer will turn out to be:

Example 3 

“Today the government announced that an
additional tax will be levied from next year, on cars
exceeding 4 metres in length. Drivers are up in
arms, but the government is adamant that the 
tax is necessary. So – will this new law really
encourage drivers to use smaller cars? Or is it 
just another excuse to take our money?”

You might also want to include a very short
taped excerpt, or ‘clip’ from one of the items 
in your show, in your menu.

For examples of menus, see items 1 and 
2 on the Tape.

Linking the programme items
Once you have intrigued your listeners with
the fascinating subjects your programme will
be dealing with, your script must guide them
through the show. Part of the art of writing for
radio is to guide them elegantly; if you do it
well, they will take in information painlessly!
The introduction, or “cue” to a very
complicated issue can be made manageable, 
if you remember to focus on the basics: 
Ask yourself:

• what is the key issue in this item?

• what does the listener need to know to
understand what follows?

• how can I entice my audience into listening
to this item?

Be wary of including too much background
information in the cue. Much of this
information (if it’s necessary, and it often isn’t)
can be brought in gradually, within the item.
Here are two examples of cues leading into the
same item, but written very differently.

Example 1 

“In 1998, Jon Brown, aged 36, broke the third and
fifth vertebrae in his back when he fell from a 15
foot high scaffolding erected by Cheapo Building
Company in North London, where he had worked
for six weeks. The scaffolding did not conform to
Building Specification Number 876A of the 1985
Construction Act, but because Section 2 of Jon’s
contract said he was to ‘work at his own risk”, and
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because he was only a temporary employee, the
company says they are not liable to pay him any
compensation. The company also said that as they
had subcontracted the work to the Nasty
Scaffolding Company, they were not at fault. And,
they say, Jon was probably putting too much strain
on the scaffolding by carrying two buckets of
cement, rather than just one. We spoke to Fred
Jones, lawyer for Jon Brown: “

Example 1 

“Jon Brown is only 36 years old – but he will never
work again. Last summer, Jon was employed on a
building site in North London, when scaffolding
collapsed under him, sending him plunging fifteen
feet onto a concrete floor:”

Tape: (from interview with Jon Brown)

“All I knew was that suddenly I was falling. I don’t
remember anything else until I woke up in the
hospital, and the doctor told me I’d broken my neck.”

“That broken neck has ended Jon’s working life –
all because the scaffolding wasn’t properly erected.
It didn’t conform to current building regulations.
So you might think the company would be
prosecuted, and required to pay Jon substantial
compensation. But – you’d be wrong. A loophole 
in the law means they owe him nothing at all. 
Jon’s lawyer, Fred White:”

In Example 1, the listener is given far too
much information about this complicated case,
all in one lengthy, rather boring chunk of
writing. He’s already bored and confused by
the cue – why on earth is he going to go on
and listen to the entire item?

In Example 2, the listener immediately hears
something personalised, and dramatic. He is
likely to wonder why this young man will
never work again. Then he is presented with
the equally dramatic image of a man tumbling
off the collapsing scaffolding. This gives the
listener the chance to create a picture in his
own mind. To increase his interest, we then
allow him to hear Jon Brown speaking. This
clip is extremely short, but it will have the
effect of drawing the listener in. Now that the
listener is really interested, he will want to
know more. This is the time to introduce more
information. Having heard about Jon Brown’s

tragic accident, and heard from the man
himself, the listener is now very likely to want
to know all about this legal loophole. As for all
the factors in this case – those which are really
pertinent can be brought in gradually, within
interviews, or in the script. Listeners are able
to take in complicated information, provided
it’s presented in the right way.

Be wary of the common fault of repeating
information and even phrases, in the cue and
in the incoming speech. Pay close attention to
the incoming words of any prerecorded insert,
and write a cue which doesn’t duplicate those
words. For example, here is a poor cue leading
into a feature about a new product:

Cue: We’ve recently been told about a new product
that sounds like a miracle – a cream which stops, and
even reverses, hair loss. We sent our reporter, Clark
Kent, and his receding hairline, off to investigate:

Tape: Clark Kent: It sounds like a miracle – 
a cream which stops, and even reverses, hair loss.
For years, men with receding hairlines have
searched for....etc, etc.

For examples of Cues, see items 3, 4 and 
7 on the tape.

Closing the show
At the close of the show, make it clear to the
audience that the programme is ending. You
might want to re-identify yourself, and the
programme by name “This is Jan White, and
you’ve been listening to Consumer Corner”, you
might want to let them know about items in
tomorrow’s, or next week’s show, you might
want to thank them for listening, and hope
they’ll tune in again. Try to close the prog-
ramme gracefully. Try not to run out of time
and have to suddenly say a hurried goodbye! 

For an example of a Closing and Trail, see   
Item 5 on the tape.

Interviews

Interviews will be the component which
makes your programme come alive. The 
more human interest you can bring into your
programme, the better – there is nothing 
better than hearing from real people, telling
their stories.

15
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Keep in mind, if you are interviewing on
location, rather than in the studio, that
background sound can be very intrusive (as
well as making editing more difficult). And, a
noise which you hardly notice when you are
absorbed in doing your interview, can seem
very loud and distracting on the radio. A BBC
reporter once interviewed a woman who had
a very chirpy canary nearby – at the time the
canary’s chirps didn’t seem particularly loud
or frequent – but when the tape was played, it
was hard to tell who was being interviewed –
the woman, or the bird! Traffic noise is
something to especially watch out for. If you
are a city dweller, you may be so used to
traffic noise you barely register it. But on a
taped interview it can be very intrusive – 
and makes editing a nightmare.

General Tips on Interviewing:
Try to avoid using questions which can be
answered with a simple ‘yes’, or ‘no’. 

Don’t Ask: “Do you think the new parking
laws are unfair?”

Do Ask: “What do you think of the new
parking laws?”

Use the key questions:  “What…?
“How…?
“Why…?
“When…?
“Where…?

Keep your questions clear, and 
reasonably short.

Get your recording equipment set up
properly, make sure it’s operating correctly,
and then, unless there’s a problem, leave it
alone. It’s very unsettling for an interviewee
if, rather than looking at them, you are
continually checking your recording
equipment. Try to keep as much eye contact
with the interviewee as you can. Let them
know you are genuinely interested in what
they’re saying. 

For an example of how NOT to ask a   
question, see Item 6 on the Tape.

Interviews with ‘ordinary’ people
Remember that the average person is unlikely

to be used to being interviewed. He or she
may be a very good storyteller when it comes
to telling a friend, but might become stilted 
or ‘try too hard’ when faced with a radio
interviewer. Try to become that friend to
whom your interviewee can speak so easily.
Show your interest in them. Encourage, don’t
bully. The more relaxed they are, the better 
the interview will be. 

In some cases, telling their story may involve
them in reliving painful events, and cause
them some distress. You must appreciate this
and be patient. It can be very helpful to an
interviewee who is distressed, if you can
convey to them that there is a purpose in 
them having to go through this. For example,
hearing their story may make listeners aware
of the problem, may protect others from
suffering the same fate, may even lead to
change. Never make them feel that their
distress is being used to sensationalise or
dramatise your programme. 

It is always best to interview them face to face,
if you can, rather than on the phone, or on a
line to another studio. If the person can’t come
in to your studio, try to go to them with a
portable recorder. (They are likely to be more
relaxed in their own home anyway.) 

For an example of an ‘ordinary person’
telling a story well, see Item 7 on theTape.
For an example of an interview with an
‘ordinary person’ which didn’t work very
well, see Item 8.

Interviews with experts and official
spokespersons
Experts are often used to being interviewed
and can be extremely good at it, but because
they are experts, they know a great deal, and
are aware of how complex an issue may be.
They may want to tell you far more than you
can use within your programme. Try to keep
them focussed on the main points you want
them to address.

Official spokespersons are also often good
interviewees, but if you are pursuing
questions hostile to their cause, they will of
course try to avoid them, and promote their
own interest. You will want to persist, and
challenge them, but be sure you have other



Building a programme

17

interviews to give the opposing point of view.
Try to create as well-rounded a picture of the
issue as possible.

Attitudes toward interviewing politicians, 
and even the availability of politicians for
interview, differs so widely across the world
that a discussion of techniques is beyond the
scope of this guide. However, the same basic
rule applies – if you can get an answer, do so
– even if the answer is unsatisfactory (an
unsatisfactory answer can be more revealing
than the interviewee might realise). Don’t 
just put a problem on the air – do everything
you can to illuminate it, and explore 
possible solutions.

For an example of a ‘challenging’ interview
with a government minister, see Item 9 on
the Tape. For an example of an interview in
which the interviewee is completely hostile,
see Item 10 on the Tape.

Vox pops
Vox pops, or ‘people in the street’ interviews
are useful for collecting a snapshot of current
opinion on almost anything. Usually a vox
pop will consist of a number of very short
clips, strung together, each clip representing
the view of a different person. Of course vox
pops aren’t scientifically valid, but they can be
interesting, entertaining, and often amusing.
They will liven up your programme. They are,
however, quite labour intensive. To collect
enough suitable clips for, say, two minutes of
broadcastable vox pops, you might need to
spend an hour out in the street, interviewing.
Add to this the editing time back in the studio,
and you will be devoting quite a lot of time to
a very short item. For this reason, and because
vox pops, heard too often, can become
annoying, it is best to use them wisely. Wait
until an ideal subject comes along.

Again, background sound can be a problem
when editing, but changes in background
noise are more acceptable in a vox pop,
because the listener knows the interviews have
been conducted out in the street, or some other
location where noise cannot be eliminated. 

For examples of Vox Pops, see Item 11 on   
the Tape.

Features

A feature is a pre-recorded package about a
particular subject. It combines a number of
production elements, linked by a reporter. It
might, for example, include any or all of the
following:

• interviews
• vox pops
• music
• actuality
• archive material
• sound effects
• wildtrack

Features require a skillful use of various
elements – but well produced, they will add 
a great deal to your programme. They are
interesting to listen to, add colour, and have
the great advantage of taking the listener out
into the world. Making a really good feature 
is an art. The best way to learn is to gradually
build up the number of elements you use.
Here are some tips:

• if your feature is built around a noisy
location, record some of that background
sound separately. In the UK this is known
as ‘wildtrack’. (Record more than you think
you will need.) You will then be able to use
that to run under your narration, or under
other interviews, as and where needed. 

• if you are not an experienced reporter, or 
if your interviewees will require a lot of
editing, you would be well advised to record
your interviews in a quiet area, without
background sound. These interviews 
will then be easy to edit. When you are
assembling your feature, you can use the
background sound under your interviewees,
(and your narration), so that the sense of
‘actually being there’ is maintained.

• stay focussed! A feature which wanders 
off the subject and into other areas begins 
to lose shape and can become confusing to
a listener. If those other areas are really
interesting, save them for your next feature!

For examples of features, see Items12 and  
13 on the Tape.
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Discussions
Discussions may be pre-recorded, or broadcast
live. It can be very difficult to maintain control
and momentum, particularly when the subject
is controversial or elicits strong feelings from
the participants. Previously mentioned
guidelines apply. Your presenter must keep
the discussion under control, clear, and
focussed, without sacrificing spontaneity. 

Archive Material
If you have access to any sound archive

material – old news broadcasts, speeches,
interview material, etc, it can be very useful
for adding colour and interest. 

Actuality
See below (under Production Skills)

News round-ups
A short spot featuring relevant items of
consumer news can be very useful to your
listeners. It’s often more appealing to use two
voices to read these items, rather than just
one. Keep it clear, give listeners the
information they need (to find the new
product, attend the event, get more
information, etc) and keep it brief.

Humourous or ‘light’ items
Humourous or lighthearted items will have
some consumer angle, but they are mainly
there to entertain and enliven the programme.
They should be used at your discretion. You
will know what best suits your own audience.
(Also see under Style.) As a general rule, keep
this type of item fairly short. 

Special effects (‘FX’)
See below ( under Production Skills)

Music
See below (under Production Skills)

Production Skills

Continuity and Flow

Ideally, your programme will have good
continuity and ‘flow’. In other words, the
programme will move smoothly from one
element to another. Good flow means there
are no awkward hesitations, no gaps where
tapes are played in late, or cues missed. It

means there are no periods of silence or
“dead air”. Even one or two seconds of dead
air seems very long on the radio. (Some
silences are of course, ‘full’ silence – as when
an interviewee is considering her answer.
These are fine, because the listener
understands what’s happening.) If you are
broadcasting live and there is a delay, for any
reason, tell your listeners. Reassure them.
Listeners do not enjoy uncertainty and 
confusion any more than you do. Let them
know you’re in control of the situation,
whatever it is.

Timing

Timing is crucial. Be aware of it from the
beginning of your work on a programme.
Don’t neglect it; don’t continually leave it til
later. You will need to be aware of overall
timing of the programme, and the timing of
every item within it, including all the
presentation (menu, links, closing). You must
be able to keep specific items (features,
discussions, interviews) within a certain time,
even if that means cutting sections that you
would really like to keep. If you keep close
track of the timing of individual items you
will keep control of the overall programme
length; if you don’t you will end up in a
terrible mess. It is much easier to keep control
from the start than it is to try to sort things
out later. If your programme is broadcast live,
you have more of a challenge. Try not to ‘fall
off the air’ – that is, try not to run out of time,
so that you barely have time to close the show. 

Giving your programme ‘lift’

There are various means of adding colour,
interest, and light to your programme. Don’t
just put a number of speakers on the air and
produce half an hour of talk. No matter how
interesting the basic content is, it will be a
more attractive listen if you introduce other
elements to give it ‘lift’. You can use the
following, for example:

• wildtrack 

(Wildtrack is background sound recorded 
on location. For example, the sounds of a
restaurant kitchen might be recorded, to be
used in a feature on food hygiene in
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restaurants.) Interviewing a chef is fine, 
but it will sound much more interesting if 
you can hear the sounds of his kitchen in 
the background.

For an example of wildtrack, see item 12 
on the tape.

• music

Music can serve a number of purposes. It can
set the mood of an item, it can be used to
change the mood or feel of an item, it can
reflect the type of people in the item (pop
music, for teenagers, for example), it can 
be used to bring the item to a close, etc.
Providing it is used carefully, and gracefully, 
it is of enormous value to your programme. 

For an example of use of music, see items  
12 and 13 on the tape.

• FX

If you have access to sound effects (fx) on tape
or vinyl, you may be able to make use of those
– or, you can record your own. You may not
often need to use sound effects, but if there’s a
good use for them, do it. (For example, you
might want to make use of the sound of a
plane taking off, in an item on travel.)

For an example of use of FX, see items 12 
and 13 on the tape.

• actuality

Actuality is the sound of an actual event. The
sound of racing cars going around the track,
the sound of the crowd and speakers at a
campaign rally, the sound of children playing
at a swimming pool. It is wonderful for
bringing your programme to life.

For an example of actuality, see item 14 
on the tape.

You can spend a lifetime working in radio and
still be improving your production skills. But
remember that there is no substitute for:

• good research
• care and attention to detail
• good timing

Interaction with your 
audience

In a consumer affairs programme, your
audience should end up in a partnership with
you. Depending on what radio audiences are
used to in your area, extensive interaction
between the programme and the audience
may be considered quite normal, or it may be
very unusual. The fact is that if your listeners
find your programme interesting, helpful, and
relevant to their own lives, if they trust you
and believe you are genuinely interested in
them, they will naturally be inclined to contact
you. You must encourage them to do so.

• encouraging feedback

Your programme presenter(s) can tell the
listeners you want to hear from them. If you
want their views on a particular item, or issue,
tell them that, too. Then you must make it as
easy as possible for them to contact you. Some
ways you might do this are:

• Set up a phone message line, using a ‘free’
or low-rate call charge (if applicable) and
broadcast the number frequently.
Encourage your listeners to call the number
and leave a recorded message giving their
views. (These recorded messages can be
used in vox pops, too.)

• email – get an email address for your
programme and encourage listeners to
email you with views, or issues they are
concerned about.

• fact sheet – offer to supply listeners with a
fact sheet relating to each show. The fact
sheet would contain useful information,
such as names, addresses and phone
numbers of special interest groups. 

• write-in – broadcast a regular mail address
for the programme and encourage listeners
to write in with views, stories, issues of
concern to them.

• helplines give listeners a phone number 
to call in order to get more information
about specific subjects mentioned in 
the programme.

How much you are able to do will of course
depend on your programme budget and
resources; fact sheets and helplines are more
expensive, for example, than simply operating
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an Email address – but keep in mind that if
your programme is popular, somebody has 
to devote the time to dealing with all 
those Emails!

Listeners will eventually supply you 
with stories which are worth pursuing; 
these listeners will quite likely want to be
interviewed, so you already have a head start
on your programme item. Don’t let your
listener down! If you broadcast something
based on a listener’s story, keep them
informed and treat them with respect. If you
speak to the listener but choose not to pursue
the story, explain this to them. Get back to
people; don’t leave them feeling that they’ve
been used.

Advice on recording, balancing, editing and
other technical skills is beyond the scope of
these guidelines. Training is important, but
even someone with very basic skills (just
being able to operate a portable recorder, 
for instance) can achieve a great deal.
Enthusiasm is more important than 
extensive training. Imagination is more
important than technical perfection.

The best way to learn to make radio
programmes is by listening, and then doing.
When you listen to the radio, think about what
works well, and what doesn’t. What entices 
you to listen, and what makes you bored, or
confused? These are the same things which are
likely to bore or confuse your listeners. In
contrast, what do you find fascinating? What
makes you carry on listening even when the
subject might not be specifically relevant to you?

Accompanying this guide is a tape on which
you will find excerpts from BBC radio. These
excerpts illustrate certain points made in this
guide; they are examples of various elements in
radio production, discussed here. They are not
necessarily the ‘right’ way to do something, nor
even the ‘best’ way, but they are good examples
of how a particular element works, and fits into
a programme.

The tape also includes a few examples of
things going wrong... which, we hope, will
never happen to you!
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The examples on this tape illustrate some of the points made in the accompanying Radio
Production Guidelines. The following notes will explain the various examples. To help locate
items on the tape, the opening words of each taped item appear in the notes.

Each item is separated by a silence of 8 seconds.

The total duration of the tape is just over 28 minutes.

1 Menu

An example of a typical programme opening and menu.
“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 29 June 1999

“Hello, and welcome to the programme, with Mark Whittaker and...”

Duration: 27”

2 Menu with clip

An example of a typical programme opening and menu including a short interview clip.
“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 14 August 1998

“Hello, and welcome to the programme, with John Waite and...”

Duration: 52”
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3 Cue

A straightforward cue into a report on allergy treatments.
“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 29 June 1999

“40 percent of people suffer from an allergy at some point...”

Duration: 38”

4 Cue with clips

A cue, including clips, into a report on the activities of the Midland Coating Company.
“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 14 August 1998

“We’ve received a number of complaints at You and Yours about the activities of...”

Duration: 2’19”

This excerpt is a good example of how the details of a complicated story are gradually introduced –
first, through the presenter’s opening cue, then through the use of short interview clips followed by
further explanation from the presenter. This example is faded out after a couple of minutes, but the full
broadcast report included an interview with a Trading Standards Officer advising consumers on their
rights, and how to avoid being bullied into buying goods or services. (The Midland Coating Company
refused to be interviewed.)

5 Closing of show and trial for next day’s programme

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 19 July 1999

“And that’s it from Trixie and from me for today...”

Duration: 29”

Guidelines for radio programme production
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6 Interview excerpt

Here is an example of how NOT to do it! Keep your questions clear, and reasonably short – unlike this one!
BBC Radio, undated excerpt.

“Now obviously, Reverend, you don’t like the idea of...”

Duration: 36”

7 Cue and interview clip

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 16 July 1999

“You may remember last week we reported on how difficult...”

Duration: 1’07”

This is a good example of how useful it is to let a consumer tell their own story, in their own words. 
The presenter explains the basic situation, and then the interviewee gives a ‘real life’ example of the
problem. Hearing from this person makes the item far more interesting – especially when the
interviewee is as articulate as this consumer.

8 Interview excerpt

BBC Radio, early 1950’s

“Well, Mr Crandall, you tell me about Tunbridge Wells...”

Duration: 1’25”

It’s a very good idea, when interviewing, to chat to the person beforehand – not so they can ‘rehearse’
their answers (which tends to make people nervous and stilted), but to put them at their ease, and give
you some idea of how they will respond to you. In this excerpt we hear an interviewer struggling
gamely to elicit some answers from an elderly gentleman who clearly has no idea what to say to her!
This is the type of situation you definitely want to avoid!
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9 Excerpts from interview with government minister

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 14 July 1999

Excerpt (a) “Patricia Hollis, everyone, the government included, agrees that the CSA hasn’t worked...”

Duration: 1’48”

Excerpt (b) “Can I just come back to the point, though...”

Duration: 1’00”

This interview was preceded, in the programme, by a report on the Child Support Agency, which
assesses the amount of money an absent father must pay to support his children. The CSA has been
highly criticised for its assessment methods, and so it has recently been reformed. Patricia Hollis,
interviewed here, is the government minister responsible for these reforms. However she doesn’t agree
with the conclusions and tone of the programme’s report. This is a good example of how a presenter 
can be challenging and persistent, without being rude or bullying. These are two short excerpts from
what was a lengthy interview.

10 Excerpt from interview with politician

BBC Radio, 1960s

“Have you come here to ask the Secretary of State a firm date for...”

Duration: 1’05”

This is an excerpt from an interview with Dr Hastings Banda, the former President of Nyasaland (now
Malawi). Again, this is an example of what you DON’T want to have happen. No matter how persistent
you may be, if your interviewee is as reluctant as Dr Banda, there’s little you can do! 

Guidelines for radio programme production
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11 Vox pops

Both examples are from “You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 19 July 1999.

Example (a) “They just stand there in massive great big crowds...”

Duration: 36”

Example (b) “Every time I drive past one of those adverts...”

Duration: 1’00”

Here are two examples of Vox Pops. Example (a) is quite lighthearted. The interviewees were asked
their opinions regarding the influx of summer tourists in their area of southern England. Example (b) is
more serious. Here, disabled people are giving their reactions to a poster campaign which was meant to
raise awareness, but which these interviewees clearly found offensive. 

12 Feature on soho bar

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4 19 July 1999

“(music) It’s happened to most of us at some time, you’re standing by the bar...”

Duration: 4’43”

This lighthearted feature uses several of the elements mentioned in the Guidelines. The feature is
about a bar in the Soho district of London. The bar is using some innovative and unusual techniques
to attract customers; instead of customers having to stand at the bar to order their drinks, there are
beer taps on the tables. And – each customer is offered a free massage! The feature makes clever use
of music (a song in which the singer is yelling to get served at the bar and getting louder and more
frustrated when he can’t catch the barman’s eye). Underneath the music is ‘wildtrack’ – in this case,
the noise from the people in the bar. The reporter has added his own opening narration later. Through
the piece are interviews with staff, and, toward the end, a vox pop from some of the bar’s customers.
This feature is full of colour – the sounds of the bar customers, the music, the sound of beer being
poured. The transitions between different sounds and different levels of noise, are smooth and all 
the interviewees can be heard clearly.
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13 Excerpt from wine guide

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 16 July 1999

“(music) Well, Suzie, here we are at Berry Brothers and Rudd on a very prestigious site...”

Duration: 5’14”

This excerpt from a much longer feature on choosing and buying wine, is an excellent example of how
a good reporter can paint a picture for listeners, and how music can be used to change the scene, and
tone. The first part of the feature takes place in an old established wine shop. Piano music sets the scene
and tone of the place. We hear some FX (the sound of an old-fashioned door opening) and then the
reporter does a fine job of describing the scene. Note how, when, later in the feature, the scene changes
from the old established wine shop to a popular high street chain noted for its informality and low
prices, the music changes too. Instead of piano music, we now hear some rock music. 

14 Excerpt from report on ‘Birling Gap’

“You and Yours”, BBC Radio 4, 27 November 1998

“”What’s left of the garden of cottage number two...”

Duration: 1.24”

This is an excerpt from a feature about clifftop cottages in an area of Southern England called Birling
Gap. Because of erosion from wind and water, these cottages are gradually crumbling into the sea.
Residents are hoping that the owners of the land will help them protect their homes. The report started
with this interview and actuality: one of the cottage dwellers describes the situation on the cliff top
while she’s actually there. In the background we can hear the sea pounding against the cliffs, the
seagulls crying, and the roaring effect of the strong wind against the microphone. Note the change
when, near the end of this excerpt, the speaker goes into one of the cottages. The door slams and the
noise of the wind and water dies away. At the end we hear the seagulls again in the background. 
This is an excellent example of taking a programme out into the world and making listeners feel what
it’s like to actually be there. 
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The Consumer Institutions and Consumer
Policy Programme (CICPP) is intended to
provide the various participants in the
consumer policy-making process in central 
and East European countries and the New
Independent States – Albania, Bulgaria, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Czech Republic, Estonia,
Georgia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia,
Poland, Romania, the Russian Federation,
Slovakia, Slovenia, Ukraine – with technical
assistance in adjusting to a market economy.  
It is funded by the Phare/Tacis programmes,
and is under the supervision of DG I/A and 
DG XXIV of the European Commission.

CICPP falls into three segments:

• Technical assistance for legislative and 
institutional reform with regard to 
consumer law and policy;

• Training and education, study visits in EU 
countries and institutions, regional seminars 
and publications;

• Direct support to consumer institutions. 

The programme is implemented jointly by AgV,
CDC and CI.

AgV is responsible for:

• Direct support for consumer organisations
• Training in all aspects for consumer 

organisations.

CDC is responsible for:

• Technical assistance for legislative 
/institutional reforms

• Training in all legislative and institutional 
aspects

• Overall co-ordination and supervision of 
programme components.

CI is responsible for:

• Direct support to consumer organisations
• Training in all aspects for consumer 

organisations.

Professor Thierry Bourgoignie, Director of CDC, is responsible for overall management of CICPP.

The programme officers are:

Mr Drago Trbojevic Mr Jean-Paul Pritchard Mr  Alain Granson
Arbeitgemeinschaft der Verbraucherverband Centre de droit de la consommation Consumers International
Heilsbachstasse 20 2 Place Montesquieu 24 Highbury Crescent
53123 Bonn B-1348 Louvain-la-Neuve London N5 1RX
GERMANY BELGIUM UNITED KINGDOM
T: +49 228 6489156 T: +32 (0)10 478537 T: +44 171 226 6663
F: +49 228 646593 F: +32 (0)10 478305 F: +44 171 354 0607
Email: d.trbojevic.agv_bonn@t-online.de Email: pritchard@dpri.ucl.ac.be Email: agranson@consint.org



About Consumers International

Founded in 1960, Consumers International (a non-profit
organisation registered in The Netherlands as the
International Organisation of Consumer Unions,
registration number S1 49999) is a federation of
consumers’ organisations dedicated to the protection and
promotion of consumers’ interests worldwide through
institution building, education, research and lobbying of 
international decision-making bodies. An independent,
non-profit foundation, Consumers International has 225
members in over 260 countries.

Consumers International 
Office for Developed and Transition Economies (ODTE)
24 Highbury Crescent 
London N5 1RX, UK
Tel: +44 020 7226 6663
Fax: +44 020 7354 0607
e-mail: odte@consint.org
Web site: http://www.consumersinternational.org

Head Office, 24 Highbury Crescent, London, N5 1RX, UK

Tel: +44 171 226 6663  Fax: +44 171 354 0607

Asia and the Pacific, Lot 5-1 Wisma WIM, 7 Jalan Abang Haji Openg 

Taman Tun Dr. Ismal, 60000 Kuala Lumpa

Tel: +60 3 7726 1599  Fax: +60 3 7726 8599  e-mail: ciroap@pc.jaring.my

Latin America and the Caribbean, Casilla 9635, Santiago, Chile  

Tel: +56 2 335 1695  Fax: +56 2 231 0703  e-mail: consint@entelchile.net

Africa, Private Bag A6215, Avondale, Harare, Zimbabwe  

Tel: +263 4 302 283  Fax: +263 4 303 092  e-mail: roaf@harare.iafrica.com


