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In 1971, radio station KGBS, Los Angeles, developed a

format featuring a male host taking telephone calls from

females only who discussed explicit sexual experiences over

the air. Many other radio stations in the United States

programmed this "sex-talk" format until 1973, when the

Federal Communications Commission took steps to eliminate it.

This study examines the origin, development, success, causes

for eventual demise, and impact upon the broadcasting indus-

try of the sex-talk format. The United States Congress

pressured the FCC to act on the sex-talk format, and the

study concludes that broadcasters would not have succumbed

to government pressure if they had not feared governmental

intrusion in programming and Congressional rejection of

license renewal legislation.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background

The advent of television in the 1950's caused radio to

make many changes in order to survive. Radio could no longer

remain the primary broadcast source of news, information, and

entertainment. Radio stations began to drop network affil-

iation and to program for specialized audiences with music

and information formats utilizing disc jockeys. The stations

aimed for a particular audience, and advertisers bought time

to reach that segment of the population. The top-forty for-

mat was invented around this time as well as other

specialized formats.1

In the 1960's, radio began to specialize even more.

Some stations featured all news, some all country music,

others all easy listening music, etc.2 Many AM stations

instituted the telephone-talk format. Talk show hosts came

in all varieties. There was the popular, yet disagreeable

Joe Pyne, whose forte was to insult the caller. There were

other hosts who were extremely patient, mild mannered, and

who listened endlessly to people's stories. Eventually,

many of these talk shows died because of expenses, 
technical

difficulties, and listener boredom.
3
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In the early 1970's, FM radio began to attract large

audiences and to compete with AM radio for popularity. 
Com-

mercial FM radio had begun in 1941. In 1945, the Federal

Communications Commission (FCC) moved FM to a new band of

frequencies, rendering all existing receivers obsolete. FM

struggled to find an audience, but lost money for years.

Often a person or corporation would own an AM and an 
FM sta-

tion in the market and duplicate programming on both 
stations.

In 1965, the FCC adopted the nonduplication rule which

allowed no more than fifty per cent duplication on commonly

owned AM and FM stations in the same market. FM began to

grow and develop its own formats. Gradually, FM became a

viable competitor for AM.4

It was at this point that AM radio discovered sex.

While many FM stations programmed rock music in the 1970's,

telephone-talk shows began to flourish again 
on AM stations.

New bolder program hosts attracted audiences with stimulat-

ing talk.5 One such station was KGBS-AM in Los Angeles,

licensed to the Storer Broadcasting Company. In an effort

to appeal to young women, KGBS air personalities began to

discuss the male-female relationship. An all-night disc

jockey named Bill Ballance moved into the 
midday time period

and began to talk to women only. This was the origin of a

phenomenon known in the history of radio broadcasting 
as

6
"topless, " "X-rated, " or "sex-talk" radio.
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Sex-talk radio programs consist of a male host who takes

calls from females only and discusses sexual behavior in

explicit terms. Ballance's show, entitled "Feminine Forum,"

became the second most popular show in Los Angeles during the

midday time period. The station's overall ratings improved

also as a result of "Feminine Forum." Ballance's show was

syndicated to approximately thirty other markets,8 
and most

large cities had their own version of sex-talk. 
Even FM

stations jumped on the bandwagon. A few examples of Bal-

lance's imitators were the shows of KNEW, San Francisco,

"California Girls"; WGLD, Oak Park, Illinois, "Femme Forum";

and KLIF, Dallas, "The Dave Ambrose Show." These sex-talk

shows were extremely popular. The programs appealed to both

exhibitionist and voyeur instincts: women could call 
in and

discuss sexual matters in candid detail with a flirtatious

male host, or they could listen to other women describe

their own sexual encounters. And they could do these things

in relative safety; callers were instructed to give no iden-

tification except first names, age, and location. Not

surprisingly, sex-talk programs appealed enormously to men

also. Allan Hotlen, program director for WHN, New York,

said it was difficult for a man not to listen.
1 0

At the same time, sex-talk programming was very unpop-

ular with various segments of the population because of 
the

explicitness of some of the discussions. The FCC was inun-

dated with complaints from listeners and members 
of
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Congress about the shows. In January and February, 1973, the

FCC had its staff tape certain programs from the air. The

Commissioners listened to an edited version of the 
staff's

tape on March 21.11 On March 27, the FCC announced a notice

of closed inquiry into obscene, indecent, and profane broad-

casting.12 The same day at the National Association of

Broadcasters (NAB) convention in Washington, D.C., the Asso-

ciation's Board of Directors passed a resolution denouncing

"vulgar and tasteless program content whether explicit 
or by

sexually-oriented innuendo."13 FCC Chairman Dean Burch

spoke at the convention the following day, delivering to the

broadcasters a fiery speech about obscenity on the air-

waves. 14 Consequently, Storer Broadcasting announced they

would change Ballance's show and wanted to cooperate with

the NAB and the FCC.15

The FCC hoped to get a court case out of the sex-talk

phenomenon. On April 11, the Commission fined Sonderling

Broadcasting Corporation, licensee of WGLD, two thousand

dollars for broadcasting materials that were obscene or

indecent on their show, "Femme Forum." In their notice of

apparent liability, the FCC encouraged Sonderling to contest

the fine in order to get a test case on indecency.16 
The

FCC wanted a test case for two reasons. First, the court's

decision in the case would clarify the responsibility 
of the

FCC for such regulatory action.17 Secondly, the FCC wanted

to obtain a court definition of indecency.1
8 The Commission
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had already tried to get a test case in 1970 by levying a

forfeiture against WUHY-FM, Philadelphia. WUHY had refused

the court test and paid the fine.1
9 Now the Commission hoped

Sonderling would challenge its action. But Sonderling, too,

refused to go to court on the grounds that the litigation

would be too expensive, and paid the fine.2 0

A group called the Media Access Project, on behalf of

MORE, a journalism magazine, petitioned the FCC for the 
sex-

talk air check tape, threatening to sue under the Freedom of

Information Act if denied access to it. The FCC, in an

unprecedented move, allowed the two groups to inspect the

tape and to make a copy of it.21 The Sonderling fine brought

cries of censorship, not so much from broadcasters, but from

the Illinois Citizens Committee for Broadcasting, a group

who contended their right to listen to alternative broad-

casting had been violated, and from the American Civil

Liberties Union (ACLU) of Illinois. These two groups peti-

tioned the FCC to remit the fine and to permit them to make

a defense.2:2 The FCC refused, the petitioners appealed, and

finally the District of Columbia Court of Appeals affirmed

.23
the FCC decision and denied an en banc hearing.

From the time the FCC announced the notice of inquiry

into obscene broadcasting on March 27, 1973, stations began

to drop or to revamp their sex-talk programs. Within a mat-

ter of days, topless radio virtually disappeared from the

airwaves.
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Problem

Although the sex-talk radio format was extremely popular

and controversial, there has been no investigation of it from

a programming standpoint. The recorded history of radio

broadcasting does not include a detailed account of 
sex-talk

radio programming which occurred in the early 1970's.

Research Questions

The following questions are answered in order to examine

and understand this particular phase in the history of 
Ameri-

can radio broadcasting.

1. What was the content of the sex-talk format?

2. What types of stations programmed the format?

3. Who listened to the sex-talk formats, and why?

4. Why did the format become popular among broad-

casters?

5. Why did the broadcasters cease programming this

format?

6. What kind of impact did the format have on the

radio broadcasting trade at that time?

Purpose

The chief purpose of this paper is to report on the

history of the sex-talk radio broadcasting format. 
A second

purpose is to trace the format's development within the

broadcasting industry.
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Scope and Limitations

The study is designed primarily to examine a certain

type of programming on some radio stations 
in the United

States during the early 1970's. The study deals with sta-

tions that broadcast programs on which male hosts accept

live, over-the-air telephone calls from females only 
in

order to discuss topics of sexual interest. The study is

primarily interested in live programs as opposed to 
pre-

recorded or syndicated shows. The study refers to obscenity

and indecency in television broadcasting, cable television,

movies, print and other media only as the phenomenon existed

coincidentally and was linked with discussions, rulings, and

the like, relating to radio.

Methodology

The investigation included (1) an examination of the

content of the sex-talk radio format, (2) a determination of

what types of stations programmed the format, (3) an anal-

ysis of the audience of sex-talk shows, (4) a determination

of why the shows were so popular, and (5) an examination of

the impact of the programs upon the radio broadcasting

industry at the time.

Primary sources include

1. Tape of excerpts of sex-talk radio shows made by

the FCC.
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2. Official documents of the FCC, including the Report

on Violent, Indecent, and Obscene Material, Febru-

ary 19, 1975; the 39th Annual Report/Fiscal Year

1973; and various documents published in FCC

Reports: Decisions, Reports, and Orders of the FCC,

1973.

3. Congressional testimony, including Hearings before

the Subcommittee on Communication and Power of the

Committee of Interstate and Foreign Commerce,

March 14, 1973, and the 1973 Overview of the FCC,

Hearings before the Subcommittee on Communication

of the Committee of Commerce, U.S. Senate, Febru-

ary 22, 1973;

4. Court cases dealing with obscenity and broadcasting.

5. Interviews with broadcasters and broadcasting exec-

utives during the time period under investigation.

Other sources include the New York Times, Washington

Post, Broadcasting magazine, and other materials 
published

at the time.

Review of the Literature

Very little research has been done on the subject of

sex-talk radio programming. John C. Carlin wrote a thesis

on "The FCC vs. 'Topless Radio'" in 1974.24 He subsequently

published a condensation of that thesis in an article in the

Journal of Communication entitled "The Rise and Fall of
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Topless Radio. "25 Carlin' s research examines the action of

the FCC against Sonderling and makes a determination of

whether or not the FCC acted in the public interest. He

traces the history of obscenity in broadcasting as inter-

preted by the courts and examines the social environment in

which "topless" radio developed. Despite the title of his

article, he treats the programming aspects and the historical

development of sex-talk radio briefly and only in passing.

In both thesis and article, he deals primarily with the legal

viewpoint of obscenity and indecency and the legal rights of

the FCC.

A selective search of popular and scholarly periodicals

turned up only one other academic work dealing with sex-talk

radio. Charles Feldman and Stanley Tickton wrote an article

entitled "Obscene/Indecent Programming: Regulation of

.26
Ambiguity," published in the Journal of Broadcasting. In

this article, the authors examine the Sonderling and Pacifica

cases from a legal viewpoint; their purpose is to explore

FCC trends and policies concerning obscenity and indecency.

They also attempt to define these terms, and they discuss

the "topless radio" phenomenon very briefly. They do not

develop the history of sex-talk radio programming in any way.

A search of theses and dissertations yielded only one

such work that touches on the topic of sex-talk radio. Karen

Schmidt Hartenberger wrote in 1975 on the "Selected Speeches

on Obscenity by Federal Communications Commission Chairman



10

Dean Burch, 1969-1974."27 The Sonderling case is discussed

incidental to analysis of Burch's speeches on the subject of

obscenity. There is no historical development of sex-talk

radio included in the paper.

Textbooks in the history of radio broadcasting treat

the "topless radio" phenomenon superficially by just mention-

ing it and concentrating on the legal aspects of obscenity

and indecency and the Sonderling decision.28 Although maga-

zine and newspaper articles published at the time wrote about

the wave of "topless radio,?" there is no one work that traces

its historical development and studies its influences upon

the broadcasting industry.

Justification

There have been papers that examined sex-talk radio and

the entire concept of obscene and/or indecent broadcasting,

but from a sociopolitical perspective. A methodical, schol-

arly research paper on the history of sex-talk radio from a

programming point of view had not been written. Considering

the immense popularity of the format and yet, its short-

lived existence, an historical account of the events seemed

germane to understanding a part of the broadcasting industry

at the time.

Format

The study is organized as follows: Chapter One, Intro-

duction; Chapter Two, Origins and Development of Sex-Talk
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Radio; Chapter Three, The Demise of the Format: Effect of

Sonderling; Chapter Four, Sex-Talk Radio as Radio Program-

ming; and Chapter Five, Summary and Conclusions.
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CHAPTER II

THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF

SEX-TALK RADIO

In this chapter, the origin and development of the sex-

talk radio broadcasting format are examined. First, the

events surrounding the conceptualization and implementation

of the format are discussed. Next, the spread of the format

throughout the radio broadcasting industry is studied.

Finally, an examination of the content of the sex-talk shows

is presented.

Talk Radio

During the decade following the end of World War II,

two developments in the broadcasting industry led to perm-

anent, radical change in radio programming. One development

was the rise of television. As the mass audience deserted

radio for television, the aural medium specialized; network

radio programming shrank to a news-sports-features service,

and station programming centered on music aimed toward a

specific target audience. The other development was the

increase in the number of AM stations. As the radio net-

works changed, most of their affiliates, the older stations,

turned to popular music programming. Most of the many new

AM stations also adopted popular music formats.1 By the

15
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early 1960's, the point had been reached at which medium to

large markets often had a number of different. radio stations

that programmed similar music and sounded very much alike.

They fragmented the already small audience, so the main prob-

lem for each station became one of how to sound different and

distinguishable from other stations in the market. Some sta-

tions experimented with the talk format and supplemented or

even replaced music programming with on-the-air telephone

conversations between programs hosts and listeners.2 In the

early 1970's, FM radio began to emerge as a competitive

force. AM radio stations now had to compete not only among

themselves, but also with the stations of a sound broadcast-

ing service that offered static-free, interference-free high

fidelity stereophonic transmission--the perfect medium for

music. As FM captured more and more of the radio music

audience, AM stations again turned to the talk format.
3

Radio programmers refined and sophisticated their various

formats, fine-tuning them for precisely the audiences they

wanted. Despite diversification and specialization of for-

mats, competition for radio audiences increased; after all,

audience size affected advertising rates and a station's

desirability to advertisers. Audiences equalled money;

large audiences equalled lots of money. Out of this compe-

tition among many stations for large shares of an increas-

ingly fragmented audience grew the concept of sex-talk radio.
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The Midday Audience Crisis

Ratings services express measurements of a station's

listeners in ratings and shares. Ratings are the percent-

ages of a station's listeners based upon the entire sample

size, and shares.are the percentages of a station's lis-

teners based upon those people listening to radio at the time

period measured. Ratings services measure a station's lis-

teners overall and within certain time periods or day parts.

Broadcasters refer to these day parts when discussing the

broadcast day.

The early morning hours are usually called "morning

drive time," because most of the listeners are in automobiles

driving to work or taking children to school. Likewise, the

late afternoon hours when most people come home from work

are referred to as "afternoon drive time." In between

"morning drive time" and "afternoon drive time" are the mid-

day hours that are referred to as "daytime" or "housewife."

Housewives are not the only people listening to radio

between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m., but the audience consists chiefly

of females and preschool children.4 Radio stations need

female listeners because advertisers want to reach females.

Women between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four spend a

larger percentage of the consumer dollar than any other

group. Consequently, women are the prime target for many

advertisers.5
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In the early 1970's, many AM stations suffered from low

ratings in the midday time period. Typical was KLIF, Dallas.

Fairchild Industries was the licensee of KLIF, and Fair-

child's national program director, Bill Stewart, explained

the midday audience crisis. KLIF led all other top-forty

stations in the overall ratings. It also had a very large

share of the audience in morning drive time. But once the

children and teenagers went off to school, the audience de-

creased drastically. KLIF tried many different approaches

to increase midday audience shares--special housewife pro-

motions, such as contests, were aired; the music was

changed--all in hopes of appealing more to women. Nothing

seemed to work. Clearly an alternative form of programming

was needed to attract females in the midday time period.
6

KGBS and Feminine Forum

Another station that suffered. from low midday ratings

was KGBS-AM, Los Angeles, licensed to the Storer Broadcasting

Company. In October, 1970, KGBS, which programmed contempo-

rary music, was ranked twenty-second in a thirty-nine-station

market with a 1.5 per cent share of the listening audience.
7

By comparison, the station with the most listeners overall

had a 7.6 per cent share of the listening audience. During

midday, KGBS had a 1.7 per cent share as compared to an 8.7

per cent share for the station that had the most listeners.
8
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Ray Stanfield was the general manager of KGBS during

this time. Before coming to KGBS, Stanfield had been in-

volved in two-way telephone talk radio programming at KLAC-AM,

Los Angeles, and WRNG-AM, North Atlanta, Georgia. He was

interested in starting some form of two-way talk at KGBS.

One of the problems was that talk radio traditionally had

appealed to older audiences, and KGBS wanted to attract the

young audience.9 Storer hired Chuck Blore to study the

station and make recommendations for improvements. Blore, a

veteran broadcaster, was a well-known, successful radio pro-

gramming consultant. Blore studied the KGBS situation, and

submitted his report. In the report, Blore recommended that

the station solicit letters or postcards from women, and

then read them over the air during the midday time period.11

Based upon Blore's report and Stanfield's experience,

Stanfield and his associates decided to try a light and

humorous talk show for women in the midday time period. They

conceived a show featuring women talking about men and the

relationships between men and women.12 They wanted a show

that featured discussion about the male-female relationship

and that would be "light, funny, and racy--not a heavy

psychiatric advice show.'13.

KGBS employees came up with the title "Feminine

Forum. "14 When "Feminine Forum" first went on the air, the

midday disc jockeys, Hudson and Landry, would announce a

topic and invite women to telephone in to comment on it
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after the announcers completed their work shift. The disc

jockeys would tape the women's comments, edit the tapes, and

air the comments on their show the next day. In January,

1971, after a few weeks of this programming, a new program

director, Ron Martin, was hired. Martin thought the taped

telephone calls lacked spontaneity and sounded uninteresting.

He also thought that the use of just one male moderator would

sound better than the two-person setup. Martin asked Bill

Ballance, an all-night disc jockey on sister station KGBS-FM,

if Ballance would move to the midday time period and host

"Feminine Forum. "115

Beginning in April, 1971, Ballance would announce a

topic and invite women only, eighteen years of age and older,

to call in and make comments. He would record their comments

while he played two musical recordings back to back. After

the music ended, he would play on the air the comments he had

recorded.16 In June, the results of the April/May rating

period indicated that KGBS had doubled its midday audience

to a 3.4 per cent share. Martin convinced station manage-

ment to install a seven-second delay system and, within a

week, KGBS began broadcasting "Feminine Forum" live.18

By the October/November, 1972, rating period, KGBS had

almost doubled its midday listenership again, earning a 6.7

per cent share of the listening audience. "Feminine Forum"

had become the second most popular radio program in the mid-

day time period in Los Angeles. The overall share of KGBS
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rose from 2.0 per cent in the April/May, 1971, ratings to a

3.5 per cent share of the listening audience. KGBS had be-

come the tenth most popular radio station in the market.
1 9

The Format Spreads

Nothing spreads more quickly in the broadcasting indus-

try than news of a successful format. Every station in every

market is keenly aware of what format, promotions, and pro-

gramming approaches every other station in the market uses.

After each rating period is completed and the results are

published, every station programmer tries to determine how

the most popular stations got that way. The most popular

stations try to determine how to retain their positions. Not

only do station programmers have knowledge of rival stations

in their own market, but also they know what formats work in

other markets. The news of successful formats in other mar-

kets is disseminated through trade publications such as

Broadcasting magazine, Variety, Billboard, and Radio and

Records, as well as through national and regional program-

ming seminars and conventions. Additionally, many broadcast-

ing stations are licensed to corporations that also have

lincenses to broadcast on stations in other markets.

After realizing the success of "Feminine Forum" at KGBS,

Storer Broadcasting started similar versions of the same for-

mat at their other AM stations. These stations included WJW,

Cleveland; WDEE, Detroit; WGBS, Miami; WHN, New York; and
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WSPD, Toledo.20 Early in 1972, WPOP, Hartford, Connecticut,

licensed to WPOP, Incorporated, began broadcasting a sex-talk

format entitled "Women's Glib.,"21 In August, 1972, Metro-

media Incorporated's KNEW, Oakland, started "California

Girls." The name originated from the title of a popular song

recorded by a male vocal group, The Beach Boys, and the pro-

gram's host was Don Chamberlain.22 On September 18, 1972,

Dave Ambrose started a sex-talk show, "The Dave Ambrose

Show," on KLIF, Dallas.23 In October, 1972, WTMR, Camden,

New Jersey, licensed to Roberts Broadcasting Company, began

a version of sex-talk.24 In November, WWDC, Washington, D.C.,

modified their "Scott Burton Show" to a sex-talk format.2 5

There was "Femme Forum" on WGLD, Oak Park, Illinois, hosted

by Morgan Moore, and "The Jay West Show" on KILT, Houston.2 6

Another station in the Washington, D.C., area had "Conf iden-

tially Feminine," and one in Minneapolis aired "Girl Talk."
27

Although the exact number of stations that aired sex-talk

formats is impossible to determine, there were approximately

one hundred such programs broadcasting during the peak of

28
the format.

In July, 1972, Dick Clark Productions announced it

would nationally syndicate Ballance's show in the fall. The

"Bill Ballance Show" would be a three-hour program available

five days a week to subscribing stations. The program would

come in three different musical formats--contemporary, mid-

dle of the road, and country. Each show would include
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scheduled breaks for news and commercials. Teleprograms,

Incorporated, which was a joint company of Dick Clark Tele-

programs and Bill Ballance Enterprises, Incorporated,

announced that they had produced a televeision pilot of the

"Bill Ballance Show," and that ABC-TV had taped it in Holly-

wood on July 16. The series could be used either as a daily

29
thirty-minute program or as a ninety-minute weekly program.

The television series never materialized, but the Bal-

lance radio show was syndicated. John Barrett, of Dick Clark

Productions, said in March, 1973, that the syndicated radio

show was running in twenty-one United States markets, three

Canadian markets, and that ten Australian stations had plans

to purchase it.30 Since the syndicated version did not allow

local callers, there was even talk of a sex-talk radio net-

work, which would broadcast "Feminine Forum" live to cities

via telephone lines, and listeners could call in on a toll-

free number. The network concept was never carried out, but

"Feminine Forum" was broadcast simultaneously with KGBS in

San Diego on KSDO.31

Content and Approaches

Whether stations aired Ballance's show or created their

own versions of sex-talk, the format was similar. A topic

of the day was announced, and female listeners were asked to

call in and discuss their personal experiences. Stanfield

would later say Ballance's show was not conceived as a sex
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show, but rather as light, provocative entertainment; however,

sex was the staple of these shows.32 Typical topics included

"What's your favorite conquest?" "Have you ever had a phys-

ical attraction for another woman?"33 "Who first turned you

on?" "What place do you like to do it best?"3 4  "How many

times a week do you make love?" "Tell us about your office

affairs." "What prominent star would you let your husband

have an affair with?"35 "Is or was your virginity important

to you?" "How do you shock your man?" And "What kind of

animal does your man remind you of?"
3 6

Although the program topics were similar, the various

talk jockeys had different styles. Ballance was said to be

a "master of sarcasm and short wit," as well as "irreverent,"

and "almost anti-female."37 He liked to refer to his callers

as "fillies" and "dolls"38 or, if they confessed to be over-

weight, "porkers" and "lardos." He was fond of tantalizing

his listeners with a solicitation to "stroke my stallion

ganglia." 3 9  Ballance wore around his neck a special head-

phone resembling a stethoscope so he could hear, as he put

it, "the inflections, undertones, breathing--even the diges-

tive juices churning" in his callers. He said he knew "when

they're holding back and not telling old Bill the truth."

Ballance often blew in the ears of his callers, and many

times he would ask if he could sit on their laps. If a

caller had a cold or sore throat, he would send out "healing

vibes." He sometimes opened his show with the statement,
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"If you're involved in the romantic agony of a hopeless love,

stay with me today, my darling, for my entire five hours,

and I'll have you cooing contentedly like a passionate pouter

pigeon." 41Another opening he used included "If you're

huddled out there, living in sweaty dread of another lonely

day of quiet exasperation, call me and I'll orchestrate your

anguish in my tireless pursuit of your heart."42 Not sur-

prisingly, the National Organization for Women gave Ballance

the "Keep Her in Her Place" award, stating that his show

exploited the fears and insecurities of women at home.4 3

On the other hand, when KLIF general manager Al Lurie,

Fairchild's national program director Bill Stewart, and KLIF

local program director Dave Ambrose were considering a sex-

talk show, they chose to have the host play a totally neutral

role. Ambrose explained that they researched the format by

exchanging tapes and ideas with Ballance and people in San

Francisco. The KLIF management decided that they could try

to duplicate Ballance's manner, but Ambrose confessed that

even if he could be rather "caustic" at times, he did not

feel that approach was really his "style." Consequently, on

KLIF's sex-talk show, Ambrose opened up the show with a

topic and received the comments without voicing his opin-

.44
ions.

Despite a more reserved style, "The Dave Ambrose Show"

was very controversial in Dallas, and sex was the predominant
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theme on most of the programs. The following are excerpts

from a broadcast of the program.

Q: How do you turn on your man?
A: The wine kiss-off.
Q: The wine kiss-off? What's that?
A: I pour wine on the right place, and then I kiss

it all off.

Q: How do you turn on you1 5 man?
A: I just grab a handful.

Topics on the program from September 29, 1972, to October 6,

1972, included "What is it about your man that most irritates

you?" "Is Sex really all that great and why?" "Was your man

a better sweetheart than husband?" "What did you hide from

your husband until after the ceremony?" "What have you done

to shock your man?" And "Have you ever used your boss's

advances to advance your career?"4 6 Ambrose said later that

he regretted the wine kiss-off segment but he maintained

that nothing offensive had ever been broadcast on his show.
47

In the history of modern radio broadcasting, only a few

truly innovative programming approaches were conceived. In

the 1950's,. the invention of the top-forty format caused

great excitement, and the concept of a formula approach to

programming revolutionized radio. Once the formula approach

was used as a base from which to program stations, all the

other music formats evolved. Later, in the sixties, the

Drake format of "much more music," which eliminated disc

jockey chatter, was heralded as a new approach to radio. 4 8
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But no format ever caused as much fascination and, at the

same time, controversy, as the development of the sex-talk

format.
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CHAPTER III

THE DEMISE OF THE FORMAT: EFFECT

OF SONDERLING

In this chapter, the events surrounding the elimination

of the sex-talk format are studied. First, the concern from

Congress, the FCC, and the broadcasting industry over the

sex-talk format is discussed. Next, the actions taken by

all three factions are examined and analyzed. Lastly, the

demise of the format is described.

Congressional Concern

Members of the United States Congress began to receive

complaints from their constituencies about the broadcasting

of obscenity, and they took action. Representative James V.

Stanton of Ohio wrote FCC Chairman Burch on February 1, 1973.

Stanton complained about sex-talk programs in general and,

in particular, one that he alleged was broadcast on the

Cleveland station WERE. He demanded that the FCC take

action and suggested certain avenues to follow. He stated

that the FCC should consider action based on either the fed-

eral statute prohibiting the broadcasting of language deemed

to be obscene, indecent, or profane, or the section of the

Communications Act of 1934, which states that the FCC must

promote the "public interest, convenience, and necessity" in

31
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licensing broadcast stations.2 Stanton also stated that the

FCC should launch an "inquiry and rule-making procedure" con-

cerning sex-talk radio shows.3 Stanton then wrote Senator

John 0. Pastore, the chairman of the Senate Communications

Subcommittee. Stanton enclosed a copy of the letter he had

written to Burch, and asked Pastore to question Burch about

sex-talk radio during the subcommittee's upcoming FCC hear-

.4
ings.4

During Pastore' s subcommittee's FCC overview hearing on

February 22, 1973, a great amount of time was devoted to dis-

cussing sex-talk radio. Pastore contended he was "deluged"

with mail on the subject.5 Pastore, along with Senators

Marlow W. Cook and Howard H. Baker, urged Burch to find a

test case on indecency.6

Representative Stanton also wrote to Cleveland United

States Attorney Frederick M. Coleman and United States Attor-

ney General Richard G. Kleindienst urging them to enforce

the laws on obscenity, indecency, and profanity. He also

communicated with the House of Representatives' legislative

counsel about drafting a law to clarify how to deal with

obscenity on the airwaves.
7

Station WERE, which Stanton had accused of broadcasting

a sex-talk show, denied the charges. Ralph Guild, president

of McGavren-Guild-PGW Radio, Incorporated, the national

sales representative for WERE, wrote to Burch. Guild stated

that WERE programmed a twenty-four hour talk format dealing



33

with public issues, and that WERE was falsely accused of

broadcasting a sex-talk format. Guild said that, in fact,

the sex-oriented programs were being broadcast on another

radio station in Cleveland. He continued that WERE had co-

operated with United States Attorney Coleman and the FBI,

who had obtained tapes of some of WERE's programming. Guild

concluded by stating that Attorney Coleman had determined

that WERE's programming was not in violation of federal law.
8

Ed Busch, a talk-show host at WERE during this period, said

there was not a "sex-talk show per se." He stated that "from

time to time the broadcasters might include conversation

about sex, but not as a general format."
9

License Renewal Relief

In the early 1970's, however, most broadcasters were

much more worried about license renewal procedures than

about the content or the right or wrong of sex-talk radio.

They feared that several license renewal cases in the 1960's

had set new precedents. A dispute over the last remaining

VHF television channel in Boston lasted from 1955, when the

original comparative hearings between applicants were con-

ducted, until 1971, when the Supreme Court refused to hear

the case. At some time during the proceedings, the case had

involved FCC Hearing Examiners, the Commission, four differ-

ent applicants, the appeals court, and the Supreme Court.

In 1969, in a television license renewal case in Jackson,
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Mississippi, the licensee lost the license because of an

intervening citizens group. For the first time, the public

was allowed into the renewal proceedings.

Also, in 1969, Senator Pastore introduced a bill in

Congress that would give some protection to broadcasters

against competing applicants at renewal time. Pastore's bill

would have required the FCC to find the incumbent licensee

disqualified before it could consider other applicants or

challengers for the license. The Pastore bill was attacked

by minorities and citizen groups, and the Congress would not

pass the bill.

In January, 1970, the FCC had issued a policy statement

on renewal procedures. In this statement, the FCC had said

that in comparative hearings, the Commission would favor in-

cumbent licensees if they could show that their services had

met the community's needs and interests. The statement also

said that in order to speed up renewal procedures the Hearing

Examiner would halt the proceedings once the record showed

that the incumbent had substantially met the community's

needs. The 1970 policy statement was appealed by two citizen

groups, and in 1971, the Court of Appeals ruled in their

favor. The Court said that the FCC was not to follow its

policy of favoring the incumbent as long as no severe defi-

ciencies existed. The Court's view was that the incumbent

would have to prove that it could offer a superior service

to those challenging the license.
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In December, 1972, Clay Whitehead, Director of the

Office of Telecommunication Policy, a White House communica-

tions office, gave a speech which became known as his "carrot

and stick" speech. Whitehead announced that his office was

going to present legislation to Congress to change the re-

newal process. He said his office would recommend changing

the license renewal period from three years to five years,

and that renewal would depend on how well the licensee had

met the community needs and whether or not reasonable oppor-

tunity for discussion of conflicting views had been provided.

Broadcasters did not object to the two latter proposals on

the surface because they were already living by them anyway

and, in fact, they welcomed the longer license renewal period.

But these proposals made in the context of Whitehead's speech,

which basically was a criticism of the bias in network news,

took on a different meaning. Would stations have to offer a

liberal newscast, for example, followed by a conservative

one, or would the newscasts have to be so bland that no con-

troversy could be presented? Broadcasters were torn between

the attractiveness of a longer license period and the pursuit

of their journalistic freedom.
1 0

In the early 1970's, then, broadcasters were concerned

about license renewal, and the National Association of Broad-

casters would have to lobby and work for a different renewal

policy. Eventually, other license renewal bills were
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submitted to Congress, including industry-backed proposals

and FCC proposals.11

In March, 1973, the White House sent its license renewal

bill to Congress, and the House of Representatives opened

hearings on the subject.12 Some eighty bills on license re-

newal had been introduced in Congress thus far in the

session, and the hearings were expected to last about three

weeks.13 During these proceedings, Representative Torbert H.

Macdonald, chairman of the Subcommittee of Communications and

Power, advised Burch that he had received complaints about

"Feminine Forum" in Los Angeles. He asked Burch what the

Commission was going to do about the increasing problem of

obscenity on the airwaves. Burch replied that the Commission

was considering a number of alternatives, such as issuing a

policy statement and, perhaps, calling for early license

renewals in order to force a hearing. Burch said he believed

that the questionable broadcasts were not legally obscene or

profane, but that they came close to being indecent. Chair-

man Macdonald warned that if the Commission did not act, the

Congress would. He went on to say that no one liked being a

censor, but that the Commission had a responsibility to

act.1 4

During the same hearings, Harley 0. Staggers, chairman

of the House Commerce Committee, warned NAB President Vincent

Wasilewski that if the broadcasting industry did not adopt

some guidelines on obscenity, then the Congress would.
1 5
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FCC Concern

In December, 1972, sex-talk radio did not seem likely to.

be a target for action by the FCC. Commissioner Charlotte

Reid spoke on the format at the Seventh Annual Radio Program

Conference held in San Francisco. Reid said that she did not

foresee the FCC taking any action on sex-talk radio. Accord-

ing to her, the Commission believed that programming should

be left to the discretion of the licensee. Reid commented

that the Commission was not interested in any individual pro-

grams, even if large numbers of people found them offensive.

She stated that she doubted the programs filled any public

need, but that some programming must be controversial in

order to avoid bland programming. Reid added that even

though she had not heard any of the sex-talk programs, she

probably would not approve of them. She explained that she

was "turned off" by publicly airing such private matters.16

At the same conference, Ballance and Willis Duff, program

director at KSDO, San Diego, appeared on a panel to discuss

the sex-talk format. They warned that some "copy cat" sta-

tions were not exercising enough good taste.
1 7

Complaints to the FCC about the broadcasting of objec-

tionable language increased. In December, 1972, the FCC

received 636 such complaints; in January, 1973, 869. Most

of the complaints were about television though. Of the 636

complaints in December, 1972, 541 were about television, 80

about AM radio, and 15 about FM radio. Of the 869 complaints
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in January, 1973, 84 were about AM radio, 18 about FM radio,

and the rest were about television.18 The number of com-

plaints rose to 1,678 for the month of February.19 The FCC

used a form letter to answer the complaints. The letter

stated that the Commission was concerned about objectionable

language and behavior on the airwaves. The letter further

stated that the complaints were being scrutinized for a sta-

tion that would be "most appropriate" for a court case to

test the authority of the FCC over such broadcasts.20 The

letter also urged the complainants to express their discon-

tent to local stations and networks.
2 1

In Dallas, the local Parent-Teachers Association (PTA)

began a letter-writing campaign to the FCC to protest the

sex-talk radio shows and, in particular, "The Dave Ambrose

Show" on KLIF. The PTA wrote hundreds of letters calling the

sex shows "obscene, indecent, and immoral." FCC officials

confirmed that they had received more complaints over

Ambrose's show than any other, with the exception of Bal-

lance's show. The Dallas PTA members also threatened to

boycott the sponsors of Ambrose's show. Al Lurie, general

manager of KLIF, admitted some of the sponsors had cancelled

their advertisements during Ambrose's show, but that the

same sponsors had returned later to buy commercials on KLIF

during other parts of the day.22 Lurie confessed that for a

couple of weeks he considered dropping the show, but that

finally he decided against it. Lurie said he decided that
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he should give the show a chance. He said, "We were con-

vinced the program, in the long run, could do some good.

And it was doing very well in the ratings." Lurie maintained

that most of the criticisms the show had received were about

the first few topics ever presented.
2 3

The FCC was inundated with mail protesting obscenity on

the airwaves again in March; they received 1,959 letters.2 4

The Commission had ordered local offices of its Field Engi-

neering Bureau to tape some of the sex-talk shows as early

as January, 1973. The FCC staff taped sixty-one hours of

programming, and then edited it down to a thirty-three min-

ute composite tape of the programs. On March 21, the com-

missioners, with the exception of Nicholas Johnson, listened

to the tape.25 Commissioner Johnson refused to listen, say-

ing the Commission had no right to interfere with program

content.26 On March 27, the FCC issued an order which

stated that the Commission would conduct a nonpublic inquiry

into obscenity, indecency, and profanity in broadcasting.

The Commission vote to conduct the inquiry was five to one.

Commissioner Nicholas Johnson objected to the FCC action,

and Commissioner Benjamin Hooks was absent from the vote. 27

Industry Concern

As early as October, 1972, two leading broadcasters in

Dallas debated sex-talk radio before a luncheon meeting of

the Dallas Advertising League. Mike Shapiro, vice-president
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and general manager of Belo Broadcasting Corporation,

licensee of WFAA-TV-AM-FM, and Al Lurie, general manager of

KLIF, spoke at the luncheon. Shapiro played some segments

of "The Dave Ambrose Show" and called it "audio pornography."

Lurie played some less sensational excerpts from the show and

defended KLIF's sex-talk show. The advertising league sup-

posedly was polled after the luncheon, and the majority

sided with Shapiro.28

In November, 1972, the NAB Radio Code Board warned

broadcasters to exercise good taste on their sex-talk shows.

At a meeting in Atlanta, the board members urged broad-

casters to "avoid sensationalism on the sex-talk shows."
2 9

In January, 1973, the California Broadcasters Associa-

tion met in Palm Springs and discussed a resolution

condemning sex-talk radio shows. They also talked about

adopting a radio code just for California that would be 
more

stringent than the NAB Code. Both resolutions eventually

failed because the group believed that tampering with First

Amendment rights was dangerous.
3 0

The NAB annual convention was to begin on March 26 in

Washington, D.C. Burch was to be the luncheon speaker on

March 28, the final day of the conference. Word about the

subject matter of his speech had been leaked, and broad-

casters knew that they were going to get a morality lecture

when Burch addressed the broadcasters.31 Although sex-talk

radio was not on the official agenda of the convention, most
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broadcasters realized the industry must devise some plans to

control it before the FCC or the Congress did it for them.

On March 25, the day before the official opening of the

NAB Convention, the Radio Code Board called a meeting and

decided to monitor all NAB Code subscriber stations that

might be using a sex-talk format.32 The Board wanted to

"determine the extent to which member stations are carrying

such material and to help determine the status of such ma-

terial under radio code standards." 3 3

On the first day of the convention, one member of the

NAB Radio Board of Directors said, "Topless radio is all

anybody wants to talk about." Another broadcaster added,

"You'd think every station in the country was doing it."
3 4

At the NAB Convention luncheon speech on March 27, Sen-

ator Howard Baker, ranking minority member of the Senate

Communications Subcommittee, warned the broadcasters that

"when programming of questionable taste causes a public out-

cry, the effect becomes governmental concern."35 Baker

hinted that if the broadcasting industry did not move toward

reform the license renewal and radio deregulation legisla-

tion the broadcasters wanted would be hurt.
3 6

Early in the conference, Code Board Director Dale Moore

had proposed that all NAB member stations broadcasting "top-

less" radio be eliminated from the NAB. The NAB Board of

Directors met on March 27 and drafted a resolution condemn-

ing sex-talk radio programming. Although Moore's resolution
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was not passed, the board did pass unanimously a resolution

that stated the NAB "unequivocally and vigorously deplored

and condemned tasteless and vulgar program content, whether

38N.
explicit or by sexually-oriented innuendo." NAB President

Vincent Wasilewski wrote a letter to Burch informing him of

the NAB resolution and promising to see that all code member

stations complied immediately. The letter also stated that

the NAB would urge non-member stations to comply, too.3 9

The NAB action revealed that the broadcasters feared

Burch was planning to take further steps to eliminate the

sex-talk format. Burch's speech was scheduled for the next

and final day of the convention. Since the convention had

opened, the FCC had announced its notice of inquiry, and

Senator Baker had warned broadcasters that their renewal

legislation was in danger. The hastily drafted NAB resolu-

tion and the subsequent delivery of Wasilewski's letter to

Burch were not enough to prevent Burch from devoting his

entire speech to sex-talk radio. The speech was clear and

concise: Clean up what Burch called the "trash" on the air-

waves or the government bureaucrats will. Burch made it

clear that he was not talking about a few isolated curse

words, nor the candid treatment of serious controversial

issues such as homosexuality and racial disharmony, nor

serious artistic programs that contained the judicious use

of graphic language. On the contrary, he said, what he was

talking about was
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the prurient trash that is the stock-in-trade of the
sex-oriented radio talk shows complete with the sug-
gestive, coaxing, pear-shaped tones of the smut-
hustling host. I am talking about the three, four,
five solid hours of titillating chit-chat--scheduled
during daytime hours--on such elevating topics of
urgent public concern as the number and frequency of
orgasms, or: the endless varieties of oral sex, Or a
baker's dozen of other turn-ons, turn-offs, and turn-
downs. Now this is garbage pure and simple. And it's
no less garbage because a sizeable number of so-called
"adults" seem to want to listen to it.4 0

Burch then talked about the pervasiveness of the medium and

its availability to children. He stressed these character-

istics are the reasons broadcasters are licensed to serve

the public interest, adding, "if electronic voyeurism is what

the authors of the Communications Act had in mind, I'll eat

my copy page by page." Burch told the broadcasters that it

was ironic that the "topless" radio phase existed at a time

when broadcasters were requesting greater protections of

their First Amendment rights. He reported that "the ultimate

irony is that the boundaries of the First Amendment may next

be tested in the context of the right to broadcast garbage--

and, don't kid yourselves, it will be tested." Burch warned

the broadcasters that if they ignored the problem, there

would be a price to pay.

He then referred to the legislation being considered

by Congress on renewal policy. Burch cautioned the broad-

casters that "a couple of rating points and a few easy bucks

for riding the wave of a passing fad are simply not worth

it." He ended his speech by reading the letter he had
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received from Wasilewski describing the NAB resolution.

Burch commented that this decision by the NAB was precisely

the action that he had desired. 4 1

Industry Reaction

Reactions to the FCC notice of inquiry, the NAB resolu-

tion, and FCC Chairman Burch's speech were almost 
immediate.

On March 29, Peter Storer, executive vice-president of

Storer Broadcasting, issued a statement saying Ballance's

show would be changed effective April 2. Mr. Storer said

the company had "mixed emotions" about the situation because

they felt that the "image of the 'Bill Ballance Feminine

Forum' has been colored and damaged by many less restricted

imitators." Storer stated that his station had been very

careful with the show and had always exercised control in

order not to violate the industry's standards. On the

other hand, Storer said, "Rather than add to the problems of

an industry with already enough difficulties in the areas of

governmental relations, we prefer to be responsive."
4 2

Storer announced that Ballance's show would be changed by

either eliminating the telephone-talk format entirely or by

retaining the telephone format but eliminating intimate sub-

ject matter.43 On March 30, Storer dropped the sex-talk
.44

format from stations WHN, New York, and WDEE, Detroit.

The remaining Storer stations broadcasting "Feminine Forum"

would no longer use that title for their talk shows.
4 5
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Egmont Sonderling, president of Sonderling Broadcasting

Corporation, licensee of WGLD, Oak Park, Illinois, said their

show "Femme Forum" was not a "sex program and was never

intended to be," but that the corporation would "bend over

.46
backward" to cooperate and abide by the NAB resolution.

Lurie in Dallas said KLIF was not worried about the

FCC investigation. Lurie defended Ambrose and his show and

said the FCC was just looking for a test case in order to

set up some guidelines. He remarked that "we have nothing

to hide."4 Ambrose commented,

Far from being irresponsible broadcasting, this kind

of radio can be the most responsible type. We're

into the serious aspects of daily living. I'll be

glad to open my files to anyone. We haven't backed

off on this show because we haven't had to.4 8

Ken Gaines, program director of KNEW, Oakland, said

that although some other radio stations had modified their

sex-talk format, KNEW would not cancel "California Girls."

He said that the show "has been presented responsibly and in

good taste and it will continue to be."
4 9

The FCC staff reported that most of the letters they

had received supported Chairman Burch and his stand on the

elimination of sex-talk radio.50 Congressional leaders

seemed pleased with Burch. On March 28, Representative Mac-

donald released a statement saying he was "delighted" that

Burch and the Commission "had acted with such dispatch."
5 1

On March 29, Burch went before the Senate Communications

Subcommittee and was congratulated and commended by Senators

_ ,
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Pastore and Cook. House Commerce Committee chairman Staggers

telephoned his congratulations to Burch.52

The FCC staff did admit, however, that not all of the

letters they received were complimentary of Burch and the

Commission's actions. Some of the letters accused the Com-

mission of censorship and violation of the First Amendment.
5 3

Commissioner Nicholas Johnson was one of the most vocal

critics of the FCC's action. Johnson said Burch's speech

was "a despicable bit of government censorship delivered in

a masterfully professional style." His statement in reac-

tion to Storer's announcement of the format change was

equally harsh. Johnson said the program's deletion deprives

broadcasters of

a substantial quantity of property without due process.

The speech was intended as censorship. It had the

effect of censorship. The programs are no longer

there. How do you appeal to the Court of Appeals from

an FCC Chairman's speech?
5 4

The Sonderling Case

Despite the NAB resolution, promises from broadcasters,

and generally favorable responses from government officials,

the FCC took decisive action against sex-talk radio on

April 11, 1973. The Commission, in a five-to-one vote,

adopted and issued a notice of apparent liability to Sonder-

ling Broadcasting Corporation, licensee of WGLD, Oak Park,

Illinois, for that station's violation of the federal stat-

ute prohibiting the broadcasting of language deemed to be
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obscene, indecent, or profane.55 In its letter to Sonder-

ling, the Commission imposed a two-thousand-dollar 
forfei-

ture on the station and cited two broadcasts that dealt 
with

oral sex. The topic on the February 21 program was "How do

you keep your sex life alive?" One caller said, "When you

make oral love to the man have a mouth full [sic] of hot

water--that really turns him on." The FCC cited another

exchange on the same program.

Announcer: O.K., Jennifer, how do you keep your

sex life alive?
Listener: Well, actually, I think it's pretty

important to keep yourself mentally stimulated 
most of

the time and then when you are with that person it's

that much better for you.
Announcer: Uh hum, and how do you do that?

Listener: Oh, you think about how much fun

you're going to be having.
Announcer: You think about how much fun you're

going to be having? That's all it takes"

Listener: Well, no. (laughs)
Announcer: Well, what more does it take?

Listener: Well, there--well, if that doesn't

work there are different little things you can do.

Announcer: Like?
Listener: Well--like oral sex when you're driv-

ing is a lot of fun--it takes the monotony out of

things.
Announcer: I can imagine.
Listener: The only thing is you have to watch

out for truck drivers.
Announcer: Uh hum. O.K., that sounds like good

advice.
Listener: Try it sometime; you might like it.

Announcer: Try it--you'll like it! What else,

my dear?
Listener: Oh, well--that's about enough for

right now.5 6

The topic for the February 23 broadcast was oral sex,

and the FCC cited this particular passage.



48

Listener: . . . Of course I had a few hangups
at first about--in regard to this, but you know what

we did--I have a craving for peanut butter all that

[sic] time so I used to spread this on my husband's

privates and after a while, I mean, I didn't even
need the peanut butter anymore.

Announcer: (Laughs) Peanut butter, huh?

Listener: Right. Oh, we can try anything--you
know--any, any of these women that have called and

they have, you know, hangups about this, I mean they

should try their favorite--you know, like--uh . . .
Announcer: Whipped cream, marshmallow .

Listener: You know, I mean, it's a little messy57
but outside of that it's great. . . .

Other exchanges on the same program were cited by the FCC.

These comments from women referred to their "hang-ups" about

oral sex. One caller said she had a "hang-up" about her

husband reaching a climax "when I go down on him." Another

said she couldn't overcome the "hang-up" of "swallowing it."

Still another said, "Initially what I was afraid of was the

climazing [sic]--end of it. I thought I'd choke to death--

you know--and to find out it not only can taste good but it

isn't all that much." 5 8

The Commission stated that broadcasts of this nature

and these broadcasts, in particular, constituted violation

of the federal statute, 18 U.S.C. 1464, which prohibits the

broadcasting of language that is obscene, indecent, or pro-

fane. The FCC said that the broadcasts were obscene because

the material was "patently offensive to contemporary com-

munity standards," that the "dominant theme was clearly an

appeal to prurient interest," and that the material was

"utterly without redeeming social value."59 The Commission
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then said that if the broadcasts were not obscene, they were

at least indecent. The Commission again set forth the def-

inition of indecency that it had formulated in the WUHY case

in 1970, in which it said that the material must be patently

offensive by contemporary community standards and utterly

without redeeming social value, but that the material does

not have to appeal to the prurient interest.60

Additionally, the Commission used a commercial that host

Morgan Moore read live over WGLD to prove that the program,

"Femme Forum," was not intended solely for adults. On the

February 16, 1973, broadcast the topic of the day was "Do

you always achieve orgasm?" After some discussion of

orgasms, the announcer read a live commercial.

Announcer: All right--just hang on for a second
and I'll be with you shortly. Our phone number, ladies,

five nine one ten nine for the Femme Forum--our

question today--do you always achieve orgasm? When

you turn sixteen and slip a driver's license into your

pocketbook things start to get expensive--how's that

for a segue right from orgasms to driver's licenses

--it's hard enough filling up the old gas tank in your

father' s car and saving for a car of your own--but on

top of it all your insurance rates are more than you

ever imagined. If you have trouble finding low insur-

ance rates because you're a teen, call Austin Auto

Insurance right now. They have special low, low rates

for drivers sixteen to twenty and for you twenty-one-

to twenty-five-year olds. Call for details at six

two tw ninety thirty--that is 622-9030. O.K. Still
there?

The Commission urged Sonderling to take the entire matter to

court.62 Commissioner Johnson attached a dissenting opinion

calling the FCC action censorship and the approach danger-

63
ous.
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Ironically, on the same day the FCC sent the notice to

the Sonderling Broadcasting Corporation, Egmont Sonderling,

president of the firm, wrote the FCC stating that he had

banned all intimate matter from "Femme Forum." Sonderling

had read in Broadcasting magazine that the Commission in-

tended to fine WGLD. Nevertheless, his letter arrived too

late; the FCC had already voted.64 In the notice, the FCC

gave Sonderling three choices. The licensee could either

(1) pay the forfeiture, (2) file a statement within thirty

days as to why it was not liable or why the fine should be

reduced, or (3) do nothing and wait for the Commission to

impose and collect the fine.65 Sonderling told reporters

that he would write the FCC in an attempt to get the fine

reduced, but that he would not go to court over the action,6 6

citing the tremendous financial burden of litigation as the

reason. Sonderling did state that he believed the FCC was

using a double standard in its treatment towards WGLD as

opposed to other broadcasting firms. He cited a recent

television movie aired by the Columbia Broadcasting System

entitled The Lie, which Sonderling said glorified adultery.

He said that he did not understand how one was right and the

other wrong.68 On May 3, Sonderling wrote to the FCC deny-

ing WGLD's liability, but enclosing a check for two thousand

dollars. 69
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MAP and MORE

Meanwhile, in a letter to the FCC dated April 17, the

Media Access Project (MAP), on behalf of MORE, a monthly

journalism review, demanded that the Commission turn over to

them the tape of excerpts of the sex-talk shows. Thomas

Asher, executive director of the Media Access Project, said

the public had a right to know the context from which the

FCC complaints were taken. He continued that the show

should be heard in its entirety in order to judge whether

the FCC acted correctly.7 The two groups threatened to go

to court if the FCC refused to release the tape.7 1

The Commission granted MORE and MAP permission to

inspect and copy the tape on June 5, 1973. The FCC stated

that the tape did not have to be released because of an

examption concerning investigative files in the Freedom of

Information Act, but that its release would do no harm.7 2

ICC and ACLU

On May 11, the Illinois Citizens Committee for Broad-

casting (ICCB) and the Illinois Division of the American

Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) filed an application for remis-

sion of forfeiture and petition for reconsideration with the

FCC. These two groups requested that the FCC return the two

thousand dollars to Sonderling; withdraw the notice of

apparent liability; close the inquiry into the broadcasting

of obscene, indecent, or profane material; disavow the
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remarks made by Burch about the broadcasts in his NAB speech;

and, finally, to acknowledge the petitioners' right to par-

ticipate in the proceedings.73 The petitioners argued that

not only had the FCC violated the public's right to hear

alternative broadcasting, but it had made a mistake by not

referring the charges to the Department of Justice. Accord-

ing to the petitioners, an FCC fine can only be imposed

after the Justice Department gets a conviction for violation

of the federal statute.7 The Commission did not grant

relief to the two groups, and on June 6, 1973, denied their

petition.75 The two groups appealed to the United States

Court of Appeals, District of Columbia. The case was argued

before a three-judge panel on March 7, 1974, and decided on

November 20, 1974.

The court upheld the FCC's actions, but did so on the

basis of the broadcasts being obscene. One reason the Com-

mission wanted this case taken to court was to test its

concept of "indecency"; but the court, having determined

that the broadcasts were obscene, did not even consider

whether they were also indecent. In its decision, the court

held that

where a radio call-in show during daytime hours broad-
casts explicit discussion of ultimate sexual acts in
a titillating context, the Commission does not uncon-

stitutionally infringe upon the public's right to
listening alternatives when it determines that the
broadcast is obscene.
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The petitioners requested a hearing by the full eleven mem-

bers of the Appeals Court sitting en banc, but were denied

their request on March 13, 1975. Only Chief Judge Bazelon

voted in favor of the hearing with all judges present, and

he wrote an opinion explaining his position.7 6

The End of Topless Radio

Although the court cases continued into 1975, sex-talk

radio programming had ceased before the summer of 1973. The

format began to disappear after Burch's speech to the NAB

on March 28, 1973. Storer's New York station, WHN, and

Detroit station, WDEE, dropped their sex-talk formats imme-

diately after the speech. Charles Renwick, general manager

of WHN, said the format was dropped because

we didn't feel like it was a big enough part of our
[overall] format to be worth the hassle or worth
looking over our shoulders and wondering what Big
Brother [presumably, he meant the FCC] thought of our
topic yesterday.

Renwick continued that he was "alarmed at the reason for its

going" and thought it was "a dangerous precedent."77 Tom

Dean, host of the sex-talk program on WDEE, said he believed

that Burch's speech and the FCC action was caused by "some

dumpy little five hundred watt radio station out in the

boondocks" that asked outrageous questions.7 8

Some stations dropped the sex-talk telephone call-in

format entirely, and others just dropped the talk about sex.

Ballance's show remained a telephone talk show, but sex was
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eliminated from the topics of discussion. On April 2, 1973,

Ballance's show was opened by general manager Stanfield who

read a statement which said that in the future Ballance's

show would be concerned with "the business of living." The

show's topic for the day was "How are you living with the

meat boycott?"79 Topics later in the week included "What

anxieties and depressions do you experience?" and "How does

your man pout and sulk?"8 0

Stanfield later said that the station received hundreds

of letters urging a fight with the FCC over the format

change. He said that they received only seven letters that

approved of the change. Stanfield also reported that Storer

attorneys had checked with the FCC and found only twenty

complaint letters in the KGBS file concerning Ballance's

show. 81

John Barrett, director of syndication for Dick Clark

Productions, said Ballance's show would continue to be sold.

He said he had received many telephone calls from broad-

casters about the format change, but he had not received any

cancellations. Barrett explained that the show did not need

sex to survive, only Ballance.8 2

KNEW's "California Girls" stayed on the air. The sta-

tion did not announce a format change, but the show's topics

did change. The topics were no longer about sex exclusively.

The discussions that dealt with sex were handled in a more

straightforward manner. For example, instead of asking,
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"What does your man do to turn you on?" the host asked, "Is

sex an open topic at your house?"8 3

The sex-talk format had begun to disappear after Burch's

speech and, by the date of the Sonderling fine on April 11,

1973, the format virtually had vanished from the airwaves.

As early as April 23, 1973, an FCC official said, "We have

no way of knowing, but it appears nearly all of the topless

radio shows have disappeared." 84 In May, 1973, the NAB con-

ducted a survey that found no stations any longer broad-

casting a sex-talk show.8 5

The actions taken by the FCC in March and April, 1973,

were direct causes of the elimination of the sex-talk format.

The Commission, with the exception of Commissioner Nicholas

Johnson, spent a great deal of time explaining that its

actions were not censorship.86 For example, Commissioner

Charlotte Reid, speaking in May, 1973, at an American Women

in Radio and Television banquet, said that the FCC action

was not censorship and that the Commission was not assuming

the role of censor; the FCC took the action it did because

WGLD violated the federal obscenity statute.87 There is no

doubt, however, that the action of the Commission had the

effect of censorship. The broadcasters cancelled their sex-

talk shows primarily because they feared their valuable

broadcast licenses were at stake.8 8

Another strong factor in the broadcasters' decision to

eliminate the popular sex-talk format had to do with the
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license renewal bills discussed earlier. Broadcasters feared

that if they did not clean up their airwaves to meet the

demands of Congress (who, in turn was supposedly being pres-

sured by the public), Congress would not pass the renewal

bills. So they eliminated the sex-talk format.89 Ironically,

the license renewal legislation failed anyway. In March,

1973, the House of Representatives held hearings on license

renewal, and by May, 1974, the House passed a license renewal

bill. The bill extended the renewal term to five years and

provided for renewal when the FCC found stations to have been

"substantially responsive" to their community. House Com-

merce Committee Chairman Harley Staggers had recommended a

four-year renewal term, but the full House had increased the

term to five. By October, 1974, the Senate had passed its

version of the bill, and the bill was very similar to the

House version. A final bill for the President to sign was

expected before the year's end. Only a conference committee,

made up of members from both Houses, needed to be appointed

to settle minor language differences. The Senate appointed

their members immediately, but the House did not. The Con-

gress took a recess and when they returned, Staggers still

did not appoint the conferees. He would not reveal why he

was reluctant to do so, but he allowed the legislation to

die by inaction as that session of Congress came to an end.

It is not clear why Staggers failed to appoint the committee

members but there was speculation that he was angry with
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some NAB lobbyists. Apparently, he felt that they had

ignored him to lobby to the full House for a five-year

license renewal term. In any case, the broadcasters ended

up with no renewal legislation. 9 0

Although a few broadcasters called the actions of the

FCC against Sonderling censorship, most of them were silent.

Thomas Asher, the lawyer representing the Illinois Citizens

Committee for Broadcasting, said at the time he filed their

petition that "the broadcasters have just rolled over and

died on this issue, so we're going to do their work for

them. "91

The fear of reprisal from the FCC, and the fear of

losing control over their own industry prompted the broad-

casters to eliminate sex-talk radio from their programming.

Thus, one of the most controversial and popular formats in

radio broadcasting history disappeared after only twenty-

four months of existence.
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CHAPTER IV

SEX-TALK AS RADIO PROGRAMMING

In this chapter, sex-talk radio is examined as a broad-

cast format. The techniques, approaches, and philosophies

used in sex-talk are studied. Next, the success of the for-

mat is illustrated through examination of some of the more

prominent stations that programmed sex-talk. Then the

audiences for talk radio and sex-talk radio are described

and compared. Finally, some opinions on why people listened

and called in to the sex-talk shows are reviewed.

The Format

One very attractive feature of the sex-talk format was

that a station would not have to change its overall format

to accommodate a sex-talk program. The show could be pro-

grammed during the midday time period, for instance, and the

remainder of the station's format could remain the same.

Even if the station changed its overall format to a differ-

ent type of music, the sex-talk program could remain intact.

For example, in February, 1973, the management of WHN, New

York, announced that they were changing the station's overall

format from popular music to country music, but that they

were keeping "Feminine Forum."1 Also, the syndicated version

of Bill Ballance's "Feminine Forum" came in three different

64
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musical styles so that a station conceivably could choose a

musical format similar to the one it was broadcasting at the

time. 2

Although many stations established their own versions

of sex-talk, Ballance's "Feminine Forum" was the original

form and the program most stations imitated. From 10 a.m. to

3 p.m., Monday through Friday, Ballance accepted live, over-

the-air calls from females only. The women were asked to

state only their first name, age, and location. The calls

consisted of comments made by the women on predetermined

topics of discussion. The topics were decided a day ahead

of time by Ron Martin, program director; Bill Ballance; and

a woman named Marilyn Mitchell. Mitchell supposedly repre-

sented the woman's point of view on topic selections. Every

afternoon at three o'clock these three people would have a

"brainstorming" session to decide the following day's topic.

The topic of the day would be announced at the beginning of

each program. Although the topics varied from day to day,

all of them at least had sexual overtones. Many topics were

blatantly sexual, such as "Tell us about your three-way love

affair."3

Ballance did not have a person who screened the incoming

calls for him. He was said to be an expert at screening his

own calls on the air, which meant that he could detain an

interesting caller or quickly eliminate a boring participant.

A seven-second delay system allowed Ballance to keep off the
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air any comments he felt were inappropriate.4 Stanfield,

general manager of KGBS, said that many meetings were held

to discuss what criteria to use on language. He said,

We discussed certain words such as when do you allow
a person to use the word "breast"? We decided it was
acceptable for use when talking about breast-feeding
a baby or in cancer, but not in the context of having
breasts fondled and touched.5

Ballance played recordings of contemporary music be-

tween telephone calls. The music was used. as a filler to

keep the audience listening for longer periods of time and

to make the show sound more interesting. Besides conversa-

tion and music, there were newscasts and commercials within

each hour of "Feminine Forum." The newscasts were kept to a

bare minimum with two sixty-second reports at ten and forty

minutes after each hour. Although some of the commercials

were taped, many were done live and tied into the conversa-

tion whenever possible.6

After the program had run for a while, Ballance then

brought in Dr. Norton Kristy, a psychologist, and made him a

weekly guest on the show. Kristy was such a success that

Ballance soon scheduled Dr. Toni Grant, a female psycholo-

gist, to appear twice monthly on the show.7

Other stations could imitate "Feminine Forum" except in

one important way. The style, manner, and experience of its

host could not be duplicated. Finding other personalities

like Ballance to host the shows proved impossible. Ballance

had a unique command of the English language, and he used
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humor throughout his program. He was a graduate of the Uni-

versity of Illinois with a degree in journalism. At night

after work, Ballance would write pages of one-liners that

his secretary transferred to index cards the next day. The

cards were filed, and Ballance used the material as often as

he could during his program. Besides being as well prepared

as one can be on a live talk show, Ballance was considerably

older than most of the other sex-talk hosts. In 1973, Bal-

lance was fifty-four, had been divorced twice, and had two

grown sons. On many of the other programs, the younger hosts

lacked the experience and judgment of a more mature person.8

Stations that chose to broadcast the syndicated version

of Ballance's "Feminine Forum," of course, did not have a

personnel problem. They did have another problem though:

local listeners could not call in to the show. The only

station that was able to avoid both problems was KFDO, San

Diego. The station broadcast "Feminine Forum" live via a

telephone line connection, and local listeners could call

Ballance in Los Angeles on a toll-free number.

Sex-talk shows varied in detail on every station.

Most, however, did try to emulate the format of "Feminine

Forum" as closely as possible in order to achieve the same

degree of success.

The Popularity of Sex-Talk

The sex-talk format was very successful because the

shows were able to attract many listeners. An increase in
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listenership is reflected in the station's ratings, and

higher ratings make the station more attractive to adver-

tisers. The stations that have the most listeners are the

stations on which most advertisers want to buy time to sell

products and services. A station's ratings can be broken

down demographically in terms of age and sex of persons who

listen to the station. Advertisers who want to reach a cer-

tain type of consumer buy time on the stations that appeal

to that type of consumer.9 A sex-talk show on a station was

successful in increasing a station's popularity, ratings,

and publicity. Also, when a sex-talk program caused the

midday ratings to increase, the station's overall ratings

would increase as a result. To many programmers, the sex-

talk format must have seemed like an ideal remedy for low

midday ratings. Once the FCC, the Congress, and the public

began to criticize the format, however, the shows repre-

sented a real threat to those who broadcast them. A

station's ratings increased with the institution of sex-talk,

but just as surely, the ratings declined with the format's

removal. The ratings of several stations are presented to

show the popularity of the sex-talk format, and KGBS is

studied in some detail as it was the prototype of the format.

KGBS

An examination of the ratings of KGBS from October,

1970, to November, 1974, shows the effect that sex-talk
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radio had upon the listening audience of the station. Fig-

ure 1 shows the midday listening shares of KGBS from the

October/November, 1970, rating period to the October/November,

1974, rating.10 There was an average of forty radio stations

being surveyed in each rating period. Before the introduc-i.

tion of "Feminine Forum," the October/November, 1970, ratings

show that KGBS had a 1.7 per cent share of the total listen-

ing audience, twelve years of age and older, during the

midday time period. By comparison, the most popular station

during the same time period had an 8.7 per cent share of the

listening audience. In late 1970, KGBS began airing in the

midday time period the previous day's prerecorded and edited

comments from women. During the early months of 1971, Bill

Ballance began hosting the midday time period, and he con-

tinued the format. In April, Ballance started recording the

women's comments during his shift while playing records,

then airing the remarks after every second record. In June,

1971, the station received the results of the April/May

rating period and discovered the station had doubled its

share of the midday audience to 3.4 per cent. Immediately,

KGBS began broadcasting "Feminine Forum" live. According to

the October/November, 1971, ratings, the midday listening

audience increased to a 5.5 per cent share. KGBS received

the largest share of the midday audience in October/November,

1972, when it received a 6.7 pe cent share. The show was

then the second most popular pr gram in Los Angeles during



Rating Period

Before sex-talk
Oct/Nov 1970

Prerecorded sex-
talk
Apr/May 1971

Live sex-talk
Oct/Nov 1971

Apr/May 1972

Oct/Nov 1972

After talk about
sex eliminated
Apr/May 1973
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Apr/May 1974

Oct/Nov 1974

1.7

3.4

5.5

6.4

6.7

3.9

3.2

2.0

1.0

1///

////////////

/////////////r////////////

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Fig. 1--The average quarter-hour listening estimates
expressed in terms of shares of the listening audience age

12 years and older for the midday time period (10 a.m. to
3 p.m.) Monday through Friday. These are shown as a function
of rating period from October, 1970, to November, 1974. The
shares are the percentage of total persons 12 years old and

older listening in the midday time period. Source: Arbitron
Radio. American Research Bureau (ARB), Los Angeles.
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the midday time period. Sex-talk was eliminated on March 29,

1973, and the next rating period reflects that change. The

April/May shares continued to decrease, and by the October/

November, 1974, ratings, the midday time period had fewer

listeners than it had before sex-talk.

Figure 2 shows the station's overall ratings between

October, 1970, and NOvember, 1974. The ratings are reflected

in shares of listeners twelve years of age and older, from

11
6:00 a.m. to 12:00 midnight, Monday through Sunday. Before

the programming of "Feminine Forum," KGBS received a 1.5 per

cent share of the total listening audience in the October/

November, 1970, ratings. By comparison, the most popular

station in the thirty-nine station market received a 7.6 per

cent share of the listening audience. The programming of the

sex-talk program increased the overall shares of listeners.

By the October/November, 1971, rating period, KGBS was

receiving a 3.1 per cent share of the total listening audi-

ence, and by the October/November, 1972, period, the station

reached its highest percentage of listeners, with a 3.5 per

cent share. After the elimination of sex-talk, the shares

began to decrease, and continued decreasing until finally,

in the October/November ratings, the overall share was a

mere 0.6 per cent. Stanfield said that what had hurt Bal-

lance's show more than anything was a newspaper article on

the front page of the Los Angeles Times that said the show

had been totally eliminated.1
2
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Before sex-talk
Oct/Nov 1970

Prerecorded sex-
talk
Apr/May 1971

Live sex-talk
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Fig. 2--The average quarter-hour listening estimates
expressed in terms of shares of the listening audience age

12 years and older for the time period 6:00 a.m. to midnight,
Monday through Sunday. These are shown as a function of
rating period from October, 1970, to November, 1974. The
shares are the percentage of total persons 12 years old and
older listening in the overall time period. Source: Arbi-
tron Radio. American Research Bureau (ARB), Los Angeles.
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In June, 1973, Dick Clark Productions cancelled the

syndication contract for "The Bill Ballance Show," but Darwin

Lamm, Ballance' s personal manager, picked up the syndication

rights. Lamm admitted that he and his sales staff encoun-

tered some difficulties selling the show at first. The show

was syndicated in only thirteen markets when Lamm began to

sell it, but by March, 1974, the show was in forty-eight

markets.1:3

Immediately following the elimination of his sex-talk

program, Ballance was more popular than ever before. He

negotiated a new contract with KGBS in May, 1973, that in-

cluded a raise. His reported new salary was $125,000

annually. Broadcasting magazine reported that Twentieth

Century Fox was planning to make a television pilot utilizing

Ballance and his talk-show format, and that the pilot would

be offered to the networks. Ballance began work on a book

to be published by the Nash Publishing Corporation.14 (If a

television pilot was actually filmed, the idea for a series

did not sell at that time. Nash, however, did publish Bal-

lance's book in 1973 under the title of The Bill Ballance

Hip Handbook of Nifty Moves and How to Cope in Situations of

Utter Copelessness. ) 15

On November 1, 1974, Ballance left KGBS to go to work

for KABC in Los Angeles, where he hosted a program that

featured discussions dealing with love-related problems.

Ballance took Dr. Norton Kristy and Dr. Toni Grant with him
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and featured them regularly on his show as guest profes-

sionals. He also added another psychologist, Dr. Laura

Schlessinger. Eventually, Ballance left KABC to join KFMB

in San Diego, where he presently continues to host a discus-

sion and talk format. Ballance also serves as the local host

for Norman Lear's television experiment, The Baxters. In San

Diego, the program is called The Baxters with Ballance, and

Ballance facilitates local audience discussion. The program

receives an eleven per cent share of the viewing audience,

supposedly a good rating for a local non-network program

that airs oppositive Laverne and Shirley.16

WPOP

Early in 1972, Station WPOP in Hartford, Connecticut,

began broadcasting a sex-talk program in the midday time

period, entitled "Women's Glib." WPOP was one of the very

first stations to institute a sex-talk program, and the show

was patterned after "Feminine Forum." As a result of the

program, the number of listeners in the midday audience in-

creased by thirty per cent. Bob Paiva, program director,

said the ratings increase was directly attributable to the

sex-talk show. He reported that the station' s midday shares

rose from a 7.2 per cent share of the total audience to a

12.0 per cent share in the winter of 1972. The station then

was sold, and the new owners did not feel the program fit

their concept of what the station should program. After the
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show was dropped in November, 1972, the midday shares de-

creased to a 6.9 per cent share.1 7

KNEW

Even though Oakland's KNEW stayed on the air with "Cali-

fornia Girls," the change to less provocative topics resulted

in a decrease in the midday audience. In the rating period

following the modification, the midday time period lost two-

thirds of its audience. George Duncan, president of Metro-

media's radio division, reported that by the October/November,

1973, rating period, KNEW was recovering and had regained

almost eighty per cent of its original sex-talk audience.

Duncan explained that "the people who listened for vicarious

thrills tuned out and the serious ones stayed."
1 8

The Audience

The audience of a radio program determines whether or

not that programming effort will survive. The more lis-

teners and participants a show is able to garner, the better

chance the show has for success. Conversely, a program that

has only a small number of listeners and participants has

only a small chance of survival. Besides the size of the

audience, age and sex of the listeners are important factors

since most advertisers want to reach young listeners, par-

ticularly females. Since sex-talk was a subset of the talk

radio format, the audience of the more traditional forms of

talk shows are examined first. The audience of the sex-talk
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shows are studied next and, lastly, some reasons for partici-

pation in the sex-talk format are presented.

Talk Radio

Based on existing research on talk radio audiences, a

composite profile of the average listener and caller to talk

radio can be outlined. People who listen to talk radio tend

to have similar characteristics. The average listener is an

older person, between the ages of fifty and sixty-four years

who, for reasons of disability or occupation, tends to listen

for friendly companionship. 19 Sex of the person does not

seem to be a determining factor in listenership because

approximately equal numbers of males and females listen to

talk radio.2 0

The average caller to talk shows is less mobile due to

age and economic factors than the general population. The

caller is usually white, but can be either male or female.21

Callers are also less likely to be married, more likely to

live alone and be alone when telephoning, and less likely to

belong to organizations than the average of the general pop-

ulation. Housewives are somewhat of an exception because

they more closely resemble the general population with

respect to age, education, and husband's occupation than

does the average caller.2 3

In one study, an age difference between listeners and

callers became apparent. Although the particular program's
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listening audience consisted mostly of men and women over

fifty years of age, the majority of the callers came from the

eighteen to thirty-four year age group. The study suggests

that talk radio may serve different needs for callers and

listeners.2 4

When people were asked why they called a talk program,

most of them said the reason was just to talk or to find out

information. When the talk itself between a program's host

and caller was analyzed, some interesting patterns of inter-

action emerged. Callers were most interested in receiving

positive reinforcement for their own beliefs and, in fact,

tended to call hosts who would most likely agree with them.
2 5

Talk radio appears to satisfy different needs for dif-

ferent people. Some people use talk radio as a means of

interpersonal communication, and especially those who are

isolated from society. Other people use talk radio as a

means of learning information and keeping up with public

issues. The latter group probably has other means of inter-

personal communication. 26

Sex-Talk Radio

The listeners to sex-talk can be identified by refer-

ring to rating information compiled according to age and sex

of the listeners to KGBS. Table I shows the male and female

listenership by age groups.27 Before sex-talk began, the

station's midday time period consisted primarily of male
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listeners between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four and

female listeners aged eighteen to thirty-four. By airing

the prerecorded comments from women, the April/May, 1971,

ratings revealed that the listenership of young men, eight-

een to twenty-four, dropped considerably; but men, twenty-

five to forty, began listening in large numbers. During the

same period, the listenership of young women, eighteen to

twenty-four, rose; but the listenership of women, thirty-

five to forty-nine, dropped from an already low percentage

to one even lower. After "Feminine Forum" had been broad-

casting live for six months, the October/November, 1971,

ratings showed that the listenership of young men, eighteen

to thirty-four, rose; and the listenership of men, thirty-

five to forty-nine, dropped. By contrast, the listenership

of all age groups of women for the time period rose. A year

after "Feminine Forum" went on the air, several significant

changes occurred during the April/May, 1972, ratings. The

listenership of men, fifty to sixty-four, increased from a

mere 0.1 per cent to a 3.3 per cent share; and all age cate-

gories of women listeners rose, with the exception of a

slight drop in women twenty-five to thirty-four. Particu-

larly significant, the listenership of women, fifty to

sixty-four, rose from a 0.6 per cent to a 2.2 per cent

share. In the October/November, 1972, ratings, the signif-

icant changes were that the listenership of men aged fifty

to sixty-four and women aged thirty-five to forty-nine more
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than doubled. After sex-talk was eliminated, the April/May,

1973, ratings showed the listenership of men, twenty-five to

forty-nine, dropped drastically as did female listenership

up to the age of fifty. Women, fifty to sixty-four, actually

rose as a percentage of the listeners; young men came back;

and men, fifty to sixty-four, remained the same at an 8.4 per

cent share.

The average caller to the sex-talk programs was, of

course, female because males were not allowed to participate

actively in the format. The accounting firm of Peat, Mar-

wick, Mitchell, and Company conducted a survey of the callers

to Ballance's "Feminine Forum." The firm's conclusions

revealed that callers to the show were

a representative cross-section of the Southern Cali-

fornia female population, with the distinction of

being significantly above average in education,
income, quality of residence, and level of occupation.

Their specific characteristics indicate a stable and

mature group, with vested family interests, a fairly

conservative outlook on marriage, as shown by lower

divorce rates than the national average, and social

habits denoting upper middle class. None of the

callers considered her interview to have been in poor

taste, salacious or in an 7 way offensive. Practically
all said it had been fun.

The people who listened to sex-talk radio differed in

several ways from those who listened to the more traditional

talk shows. The primary difference was that sex-talk radio

appealed to a much younger audience than did talk radio.

Originally, sex-talk appealed to men, twenty-five to forty-

nine, and women, eighteen to thirty-four. After the format
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had been on the air a year, older audiences began to in-

crease their listenership, but still the young listeners

were the principal audience. Toward the end of the tenure

of sex-talk, older audiences still increased but the younger

audiences continued listening.29 Traditional talk shows

have never appealed to the young audience, and their primary

listenership is derived from men and women, fifty to sixty-

four.30 A second difference in listenership is the fact

that more men listened to sex-talk radio than women, and the

opposite is true for talk radio. Even though the distribu-

tion of males and females is similar in talk radio, actual

numbers show that more women listened than men. In sex-talk,

more men were attracted to the format than women.31

The callers to the two program types, of course, were

different. The imposed limitation on those who could call

in to the sex-talk programs accounted for the difference.

Although it can only be speculation, the callers of sex-talk

probably would resemble the housewife audience of talk radio

in terms of age and occupation.

Reasons for Participation

Despite the cheerful description of a typical caller to

KGBS as reported by Peat, Marwick, Mitchell and Company, the

reasons women called the sex-talk programs might have been

very similar to the reasons that some people call talk radio

shows. Most psychologists, psychiatrists, and even
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broadcasters at the time of sex-talk radio all point to

loneliness as the reason women listened and called in to the

sex programs. Dr. Norton Kristy, who was a regularly sched-

uled guest on Ballance's show, said that the sex-talk shows

were a form of "interpersonal glue." He explained that

people need to reach out and communicate with someone be-

cause of the fragmentation of the family and other effects

of modern society. Kristy said,

The ;Bill Ballance sex show has tapped a rather powerful

personal and social desire on the part of young women
to express all their frustrations. Ballance is pro-
viding the social acceptance and respectability for
female sensuality and sexualit t hat Playboy magazine
did for men fifteen years ago. 2

Dr. Salvatore Maddi, a psychologist at the University

of Chicago, agreed that loneliness was the main motivator.

He commented that "loneliness is an epidemic problem of our

time, and there are many people who literally have no

friends." Maddi said that a disc jockey becomes a "substi-

tute friend.""3 3

Dr. Walter A. Chameides, assistant professor of psychi-

atry at the University of Southern California's Medical

School, agreed that loneliness was a motivator and said that

housewives suffered from isolation when their husbands were

away at work and their children were at school. He said

that calling in to a sex-talk show was a means of being

close to someone but, at the same time, remaining distant.
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Chameides also asked, "Where else can a housewife have some

attractive male blow into her ear without feeling guilty?"3
4

When Ballance and Ambrose were asked why they thought

women listened and called in to their shows, they too cited

loneliness. Ballance described a situation of disharmony

between these women and their home lives.

Loneliness is the greatest common denominator in the

world, and these women are lonely. They're up to their

hips in toddlers. So many of them got married when

they were eighteen or nineteen to some high school jock

who's still harking back to the good old days. These

dolls can't communicate with their husbands now, if

they ever could. What bleak prospects! So they hear

this guy on the radio with this Vitamin E-enriched

voice and I think they feel it's harmless somehow to

confide in a man of advanced years.
3 5

Ambrose commented on people's lack of information.

There are so many people in the world that are so

frustrated, so ill-informed. Many people cannot talk

to anyone, not even their best friend or doctor. They

read Cosmopolitan magazine which asks, "does the woman

measure up?" and "does the man measure up?" They

don't know. The show offered a way for them, whether

or not they commented on the show, to listen.

Then he gave an example.

One of the things that we talked about was that one

woman said she could not sleep with her second husband

because all she could think about was her first hus-

band. For example, there may be fifteen women or

fifteen hundred, for that matter, that have the same

problem 3rd did not realize that other people had that

problem.

These comments and opinions touch upon why wome may

have listened and called in to the sex-talk shows, but what

about the numerous men who listened to the program? Curi-

osity had to be a primary motivating factor for male
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listenerahip. Ambrose made the analogy between listening to

sex-talk radio and picking up the telephone receiver to dis-

cover that the wires were crossed, and you could hear some-

one else's conversation. He commented, "You would listen

for a moment even if you did hang up. Everyone has that

curiosity."37 Gary Owens, who was a star on television' s

Laugh-In and a personality on KMPC, Los Angeles, in 1973,

spoke of a similar situation. He said listening to sex-talk

was like "peeking through a keyhole. "38 Assuming that the

women did call in to the shows out of loneliness and that

the men listened out of curiosity, the suggestion that talk

radio serves different purposes for listeners and callers

again has meaning.

In any case, the sex-talk format attracted a tremendous

number of listeners and callers. The stations that broad-

cast the format experienced a ratings increase, and adver-

tisers bought time on the highly popular shows. As

programming, the sex-talk format fulfilled most of the re-

quirements of a successful formula. The format brought high

listenership, increased ratings, and higher profits. Per-

haps, though, in their zealous race for listeners and

ratings, broadcasters failed to realize one other important

aspect of programming, and that is that citizens, many

times, can and do protest and demand a change in the pro-

gramming.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this final chapter, a brief summary of the history

and development of the sex-talk radio format is given. The

research questions originally posed are answered, and some

discussion follows.

Summary

In order for radio to survive the emergence of tele-

vision, the programmers of the aural medium were forced to

create new programming formulas. As a result, many new

formulas or formats came into being. Talk radio was one of

the formats that emerged on AM radio stations during the

early 1960's. Stations programmed the format successfully

for a while, but eventually most of the talk formats dis-

appeared due to a lack of audience interest, technical

problems, and expenses for the station.

Many of the broadcasters who owned AM stations also

owned FM stations. The FM stations were largely ignored by

the broadcasters and were programmed with classical or back-

ground music. In the early 1970's, broadcasters began to

program FM stations with new formats, and primarily stereo

rock music. At this point, FM radio began to compete for

AM audiences for the first time. As a result of this

88
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competition among stations, some AM stations revived the

talk format.

In early 1971, a new form of the talk radio format was

developed at KGBS in Los Angeles. The original idea was to

offer a program in the midday time period that would appeal

to women. The format began with the midday disc jockeys

taping calls from women who would telephone about pre-

viously announced questions or topics. The calls would be

taped after the announcers left the air, and the comments

would be edited and aired the next day on their show. The

format evolved into a live talk program hosted by the pre-

vious all-night KGBS-FM disc jockey, Bill Ballance. The

program was aired from 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., Monday

through Friday, and was entitled "Feminine Forum." Besides

taking calls only from females, the topics that Ballance

would announce were sexual in nature. Women would call in

and discuss various sexual experiences in rather explicit

detail. The sex-talk program became a phenomenal success in

the Los Angeles market. Storer Broadcasting Company, the

licensee of KGBS, then began similar programs at their other

AM stations across the country. After realizing the success

of the unique format, other stations owned by different

licensees began programming their own versions of the sex-

talk programs. Soon the format spread from coast to coast

with sex-talk programs in the large cities such as Dallas,

Miami, and San Francisco, and in many smaller markets
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nationwide. Additionally, Dick Clark Productions began to

syndicate "The Bill Ballance Feminine Forum" to subscribing

stations in the United States and, eventually, to stations

abroad.

Not long after the sex-talk format began, the FCC and

the Congress began to receive complaints about the programs.

Congress pressured the FCC to get the format off the air.

Finally, in 1973, the FCC took a series of actions. The

Commission ordered its field bureau to tape various sex-talk

programs off the air in different parts of the country. The

FCC staff then edited the hours of recorded matter into a

short tape containing excerpts of representative sex-talk

programs. The commissioners, with the exception of Nicholas

Johnson, listened to the tape on March 21, 1973. On

March 27, the FCC issued a notice of closed inquiry into

obscenity, indecency, and profanity in broadcasting. FCC

Chairman Burch spoke to the NAB convention in Washington,

D.C., on March 28. In his speech, he warned the broadcasters

that obscenity on the airwaves would not be tolerated. He

made it clear that he was talking about sex-talk radio.

After the announced inquiry, the NAB passed a resolution

condemning sex-talk radio, and after Burch's speech, many

stations that were programming sex-talk announced changes in

their formats. On March 29, Storer Broadcasting Company

announced it was changing "Feminine Forum"; sex was dropped

as a topic, but Ballance continued talking to women only.
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Other stations followed suit by either eliminating sex-talk

or dropping the sexual topics from the telephone call-in

format. On April 11, 1973, the FCC prepared a letter to the

Sonderling Broadcasting Corporation, licensee of WGLD-FM,

Oak Park, Illinois, advising them that the station had vio-

lated Section 1464 of the United States Criminal Code, the

federal statute prohibiting the broadcasting of obscene,

indecent, and profane language. The alleged improper broad-

casts were aired on the sex-talk show, "Femme Forum," hosted

by Morgan Moore. In the letter, the FCC said that the

broadcasts were obscene or, if the broadcasts were not ob-

scene, then they were at least indecent. The Commission

proposed a two-thousand-dollar forfeiture and seemed to urge

Sonderling to challenge the decision in court. The FCC

wanted the court to determine whether or not the Commission

had the right to take the action it did and whether or not

their definition of indecency would be upheld.

A legal group called the Media Access Project, on be-

half of the journalism review MORE, peitioned the FCC to

make public the tape to which it had listened on March 21,

1973. The groups threatened to sue the FCC under the Free-

dom of Information Act if it did not release the tape. The

FCC did make public the tape and allowed the two groups to

make a copy of the tape.

On May 1, 1973, Sonderling paid the forfeiture. Two

groups, the Illinois Citizens Committee for Broadcasting and
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the Illinois Division of the American Civil Liberties Union,

filed a petition with the FCC asking them to remit the

Sonderling fine and reconsider the notice of apparent lia-

bility and the notice of closed inquiry. The FCC refused,

and the matter ended up in court where a three-judge panel

of the Court of Appeals for Washington, D.C., ruled in favor

of the FCC. The court said that the FCC had the right to

determine the broadcasts obscene, thereby bypassing the

indecency issue. The two groups asked for a hearing en banc,

but this request was denied. Chief Judge Bazelon was the

only judge who voted in favor of the hearing en banc, and he

issued an opinion. Bazelon's dissent will be discussed

later in this chapter.

After the Sondeling fine, sex-talk radio completely

disappeared from the airwaves. Sex-talk had appeared early

in April of 1971, and was gone by the end of April, 1973.

Conclusions

In Chapter I, several research questions were formu-

lated. These questions dealt with the content, audience,

and popularity of sex-talk radio as well as the format's

impact upon the broadcasting industry. Discussion of the

findings of this study in the light of the research ques-

tions is presented in this section.

The first question asked what was the content of the

sex-talk radio format. The format consisted of a male host
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receiving over-the-air telephone calls from females only for

the express purpose of discussing and sharing sexual expe-

riences. The women responded to a question or topic

announced by the host at the beginning of each show. A

seven-second delay system was used to keep undesirable com-

ments off the air. The topics were usually chosen by the

station's management and the host of the sex-talk program.

The women who called in could be anonymous since the only

information that they were asked to give was first name, age,

and location. Only women over the age of eighteen years

supposedly were allowed to call in to the shows. The pro-

grams always were aired in the midday hours to attract the

housewife. Music was played between segments of telephone

conversations, and many of the program' s commercials were

done live by the host.

The role of the host was an important one in most

cases. Not only did the host pose the original question or

topic of the day, but he also continued asking questions

about the caller's experiences while she was on the air.

The FCC tape and the transcripts from some of the shows re-

flect this tendency of the host to coax the caller into

revealing more details once she was on the air. Often, this

practice resulted in rather explicit discussions, partic-

ularly for radio during the midday hours. Certain hosts

were more beckoning than others, and certain topics were

more blatantly sexual than others.

I - - -
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When Morgan Moore, host of WGLD's "Femme Forum," asked ques-

tions about oral sex, he crossed the threshold of acceptable

subject matter in the minds of the FCC. The Commision

clearly thought that WGLD was its best choice for a test

case on indecency.

Although the various programs differed in details such

as delivery style of the host and type of music played, most

of the stations' sex-talk formats were basically similar.

The reason for the similarity was that every station at-

tempted to imitate Ballance' s successful format on KGBS.

"Feminine Forum" was the model after which other sex-talk

formats were patterned.

A second research question asked what types of stations

programmed the sex-talk format. Most of the stations that

programmed the format normally offered top-forty, contempo-

rary, or country music. Although both AM and FM stations

programmed sex-talk, the format appeared primarily on AM

stations. For example, all of the sex-talk programs dis-

cussed in Chapter II were on AM stations except for "Femme

Forum," which was on the FM station, WGLD. The format

originated on AM radio as a means of competing with FM

radio, and the format was first copied by other AM stations.

FM station management programmed sex-talk for the same rea-

son AM stations used it: they believed that their station

too could become successful if they aired the most popular
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type of program. KGBS was the classic success story, and its

ratings were proof of the format's success.

The third question asked who listened to the sex-talk

format and why. KGBS originated the program to appeal to

female listeners, and it did increase its share of women in

the ratings. However, men listened in even greater numbers.

Table I in Chapter IV reflects the listenership of man and

women, eighteen years of age and older. Total male listener-

ship was higher in every rating period except in the October/

November, 1972, period, in which male listenership consti-u

tuted a 6.5 per cent share of the total midday audience.

Female listenership constituted a 7.4 per cent share in the

same rating period.

Although there were some variations and fluctuations

within certain age groups, some general listening trends

emerged. When "Feminine Forum" first went on the air, it

attracted large numbers of young women, eighteen to thirty-

four, and men aged twenty-five to forty-nine. After the

show had been on the air a year, the April/May, 1972, rating

report shows that older women, thirty-five to sixty-four

years of age, and older men, fifty to sixty-four years of

age, listened in large numbers. After the format was modi-

fied in April, 1973, young women, eighteen to thirty-four,

and men, thirty-five to forty-nine, stopped listening to the

show. Older women, thirty-five to sixty-four years of age,

continued to listen until October, 1973. Men, twenty-five

t
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to thirty-four, and fifty to sixty-four years of age, re-

mained listeners longer but they too stopped listening by

April, 1974.

Curiosity appears to have been the primary reason

people listened to the sex-talk format. The shows were un-

like any programs that had been on the air before, and they

were unpredictable in the sense that no one knew what story

to expect next from a caller. The main difference between

sex-talk and traditional talk shows was the purpose. On

the regular talk shows, callers are urged to express opin-

ions, and on the sex-talk shows, callers were urged to

relate personal experiences. The sex-talk shows did indeed

allow listeners to feel as if they were eavesdropping on

conversations about the sex lives of other persons.

The fourth question asked why the format became so pop-

ular among broadcasters. Actually the format was popular

only with some broadcasters. Those who programmed the for-

mat obviously wanted to create a larger audience for their

radio stations in order to become more successful. Other

broadcasters did not approve of the format and refused to

program it. These broadcasters made their feelings known

at various broadcasting trade functions. Prime examples are

Mike Shapiro's address before the Dallas Advertising League,

and the Radio Code Board's warning to broadcasters about

sensationalizing the sex-talk shows.1
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The fifth research question asked why the broadcasters

ceased programming the sex-talk format. Broadcasters stopped

programming sex-talk for three reasons,

First of all, they feared that neither the FCC nor the

Congress would support the industry-backed renewal legisla-

tion that was before Congress at the time if the broadcasters

did not conform to the wishes of the two groups. The Com-

mission and the Congress had made it clear to the broad-

casters that they wanted the sex-talk programs eliminated

from the airwaves. Broadcasters resolved that the format

must be eliminated in exchange for longer license periods

and some protective legislation against competing license

challengers and denial petitioners at renewal time.

The second reason that broadcasters ceased programming

sex-talk was that they felt some pressure from other broad-

casters. Some broadcasters had pleaded with other groups to

stop the sex-talk programming or else all broadcasters would

suffer. 'The general feeling at the 1973 NAB convention was

that sex-talk should be eliminated instead of defended.

The third and most important reason was that the broad-

casters who programmed the format feared that they would

lose their valuable licenses to broadcast if they did not

cease programming sex-talk. Broadcasters must have felt

that, with all the controversy and publicity surrounding the

sex-talk shows, there would be questions of whether or not

stations were serving the public interest when license

_ -_ _ z 9 . .
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renewal time occurred. The question that broadcasters had

to ask themselves was whether or not the sex-talk programs

were worth clashing with the FCC and risking their licenses.

The answer they decided upon was no, and they dropped the

programming.

The sixth and final research question asked what impact

or effect the format had upon the broadcasting industry at

the time. The first and most obvious effect was sex-talk's

incredible success as a programming innovation. Whether or

not broadcasters approved of the format, they could not deny

that sex-talk shows garnered tremendous audiences to which

advertisers could present their commercials. Many stations

began including a sex-talk show in their programming. Since

many advertisers bought time on the successful programs, the

format affected the financial aspect of the stations, also.

Another way the format affected the industry was in the

publicity broadcasters received for programming sex-talk

shows. Whether or not the newspapers and magazines were

complimentary of the format, rarely since the advent of

television have radio broadcasters received so much attention

over a programming element. The reason for all the press

coverage was, of course, the highly controversial nature of

the programs and their apparent success.

Another way the format affected the industry was

revealed during the latter stages of sex-talk radio program-

ming. Once the broadcasters realized that the FCC might
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take some action concerning the sex-talk shows, the broad-

casters devoted time and energy in debating what action, if

any, they should take. Although not on the official agenda,

discussion and speeches about sex-talk radio dominated the

1973 NAB convention.

Lastly, the FCC action against sex-talk produced a

"chilling effect" upon the broadcasting industry.2 The

FCC's message was interpreted by the broadcasters to mean

that if the commisioners felt that certain programming was

too controversial, they would take action to stop its broad-

cast. Action would be taken despite Section 326 of the

Communications Act which prohibits the FCC from censoring

program content. The true relationship between the FCC and

the broadcasting industry was revealed rather vividly in the

broadcasters' response to the FCC.3 Out of fear, broad-

casters not only ceased programming the sex-talk format, but

they refused to fight for clarification of the issue. The

decision of the broadcasters implied that, in the future,

the broadcasters would avoid such controversial programming.

Thus, the "chilling effect" was produced.

Discussion

Several aspects of the FCC actions against sex-talk

radio are ironic. First of all, the Commission might not

have taken any action at all against sex-talk if they had

not been pressured by the Congress and the public to do so.
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True, Chairman Burch was on record as being against obscenity

on the airwaves, and the issue of broadcast obscenity was one

which he felt the Commission would have to deal with during

his tenure at the FCC. Also, the Commission did favor hav-

ing some guidelines with which to deal with obscenity. On

the other hand, in December, 1972, Commissioner Charlotte

Reid had told broadcasters that the Commision would probably

not take any action on sex-talk radio. Additionally, the

Commission historically has been wary of infringing on the.

provision in Section 326 of the Communications Act which

specifically prohibits the FCC from practicing censorship on

program content. They were also aware of the First Amend-

ment problems inherent in this case. Most of all, they knew

that they needed a good example of indecency in broadcasting

to serve as a test case, should court action result. During

the various Congressional hearings, when members of Congress

repeatedly asked Burch what he was going to do about broad-

cast obscenity and particularly sex-talk radio, Burch tried

to explain the obvious difficulties of taking action. He

explained that he did not think the sex-talk shows were

legally obscene, but perhaps they were indecent. Burch re-

minded the Congress of the WUHY case. The FCC had fined the

Philadelphia FM station for indecent language. The station

paid the fine, refused to take the matter to court, and

thus left the definition of indecency unresolved.4 The

members of the Congress did not give up so easily though.
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At every opportunity, they reminded the Commission of the

complaint letters they received, and they urged the Commis-

sion to find a test case. Representative Torbert H. Mac-

donald, chairman of the Subcommittee of Communications and

Power, told Burch that if the Commission did not act, the

Congress would. He also pointed out to Burch that the FCC

had a responsibility to act. Whether the Commission would

have acted upon sex-talk radio without the intense pressure

from Congress remains highly questionable.

Another ironic aspect is that Commissioner Nicholas

Johnson was the lone commissioner who refused to listen to

the tape. The reason for the irony is that Commissioner

Johnson was a very controversial member of the FCC, and he

was not considered to be a friend of the broadcasting indus-

try. For example, Johnson campaigned for the Commission to

require that a certain amount of broadcast time be devoted

to news, public affairs, etc. This position, of course,

angered broadcasters. Johnson was extremely outspoken and

always seemed to anger or alienate some faction of the

broadcasting industry, the Congress, or other commissioners.

Johnson's term as commissioner was ending about the

time of the sex-talk dilemma and, in general, broadcasters

were quite happy that his term was expiring. Johnson's

refusal to listen to the tape was based on his contention

that the FCC had no right to interfere with program content.

Johnson also issued a dissent to the Sonderling action which



was attached to the notice of apparent liability let

his dissent, he pointed out that although he had urg

Commission to require broadcasters to devote certain

of time to affirmative program types, it had always

because of its belief that programming should be lef

the discretion of the licensee. Johnson said that h

never asked the Commission to outlaw any types of sp

programming because that would be censorship. He th

cused the FCC of precisely that form of censorship i

to WGLD. Johnson said that he refused to listen to

because he did not believe the Commission should set

up as a program review board and impose its tastes u

everyone. He contended that if, as the Commission m

held, Congress had entrusted the FCC to act in this

under the Communications Act, then Congress too shou

the blame in the action against WGLD. He said this

be particularly true since, if Congress had not appl

severe pressure to do something in this area, there

would not have been any action.5

Another ironic aspect is that in the notice of

liability, the FCC used the Roth and Memoirs court d

to determine that the broadcasts were obscene, but t

used the Miller case to affirm the FCC.6 The irony

the fact that Miller provides for the application of

community standards," but the FCC made no attempt to

evidence on the community standards of decency of th
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Park/Chicago area. Chief Judge Bazelon pointed out this dis-

crepancy in his dissent as well as other errors he felt the

Court made in affirming the FCC. He also discussed the

"raised eyebrow" technique of the FCC and the "chilling ef-

fect" that the technique had upon the broadcasting industry.

Bazelon said that the Commission terminated the sex-talk

shows without due process for the licensees and without any

participation by the courts in defining obscenity or inde-

7
cency.

It is also ironic that the FCC and the Congress decided

not to allow talk about sex on the radio at the same time

that television devoted more and more time to sexual sub-

jects. In the early 1970's, CBS's All in the Family broke

new ground by dealing with controversial issues. During the

time that sex-talk radio was programmed, Maude ran a two-

episode program on abortion, Madigan dealt with male homo-

sexuality, The Doctors series included a show on a lesbian

relationship, Owen Marshall dealt with lesbianism and impo-

tence, and even one Marcus Welby, M.D. episode focused on

venereal disease.8 The soap operas that were programmed

during the same time period as sex-talk radio also became

more sexually permissive. Ambrose pointed this out in 1973

when he said,

Some of the people criticizing my show might be the
same ones who follow the television show about the
doctor, who is fooling around with a married woman,
who is recovering from an abortion that was needed
to protect her from another illegitimate child.9
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Perhaps the ultimate irony was that although the con-

troversial sex-talk format was eliminated by the broadcasters

without any protests, the broadcast renewal legislation

still failed. In other words, the broadcasters succumbed to

government pressure at least partially in order to insure

passage of protective legislation, but the government failed

to pass the legislation.

Sex-talk radio affected the broadcasting industry in

many ways. The development and spread of the format changed

the programming of many stations. Broadcasters became in-

volved in the controversy whether or not they programmed the

format. The demise of the format also affected many stations

and their listening audiences.

It is doubtful that sex-talk radio in the form that it

took in the early 1970's can resurface. With the exception

perhaps of oral sex, much of the subject matter discussed on

sex-talk radio that was considered risqu6 or in questionable

taste then is commonplace on radio today. Most important,

though, it is doubted that the role of the flirtatious and

coaxing male host could survive negative pressure from

women's groups. However, a new form of talk radio that deals

with sex and other issues is now on the air. The latest fad

in radio is to use a psychologist or psychiatrist to mod-

erate a talk show. Ironically enough, Ballance invented

this practice during the sex-talk phase of radio programming.

Ballance introduced Dr. Norton Kristy, Dr. Toni Grant, and
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Dr. Laura Schlesinger on his shows at KGBS and KABC. When

Ballance left KABC, Grant took over his talk show. She

built this start into a big success and has even branched

10
into television.1 Other "radio doctors" have sprung up

around the country. There is Dr. Joy Browne' s daily three-

hour show on WITS, Boston, entitled "Up Close and Personal,"

Dr. Sonia Friedman's show on WXYZ, Detroit, entitled "The

Self-Help Clinic of the Air," Dr. Virginia Clemente' s "Day

by Day," on WFAA, Dallas, and "The Laura Schlesinger Show"

on KMPC, Los Angeles. The main difference between these

shows and the sex-talk shows is the role of the host. Unlike

the sex-talk hosts, the "radio doctors" do not coax the

caller to reveal dexual details. Although many of the

callers telephone about sexual problems, both men and women

call for advice on other matters too. Nevertheless, the

serious ethical question of whether therapy has any place on

the airwaves remains. The caller can only be given a few

minutes to discuss the problem and even fewer if a commercial

or newsbreak is scheduled. It will be interesting to

watch this new radio format and other formats as radio con-

tinues to specialize and look for new ways to attract

audiences.



106

NOTES

See pages 39 and 4.0, above.

2 FCC 74-401. Dissenting statement of Commissioner

Nicholas Johnson, pp. 1-11; Illinois Citizens Committee for
Broadcasting, 515 F 2d 307 (1975). Dissenting statement of
Chief Judge Bazelon, pp. 407-425.

3Bazelon's statement, p. 407.

4In Eastern Education Radio, 24 FCC 2d 408 (1970), WUHY,
a noncommercial educational station in Philadelphia was
charged with broadcasting indecency. The alleged indecent
broadcasts were an interview with Jerry Garcia, member of a

band called the Grateful Dead, in which he used many four-
letter words, and a subsequent interview with someone known

only as "Crazy Max" about computers. The FCC levied a for-
feiture against the licensee, Eastern Education Radio, for
broadcasting indecency and took the opportunity to formulate
a definition of indecency. The station, however, paid the
fine and did not contest the FCC determination. Thus, the
courts had no opportunity to affirm, reverse, or modify the
FCC's determination. The indecency question finally was

settled in FCC v. Pacifica, 98 S. Ct. 3026 (1978). The FCC
received a complaint charging that radio station WBAI, New

York, owned by the Pacifica broadcasting group, had played
an album cut off of a George Carlin album that was unfit for
broadcasting. The FCC again put forth a definition of in-
decency, but this time the licensee took the matter to
court. In 1977, the Court of Appeals overturned the FCC,
and said that they were in violation of their duty to avoid
censorship. But in 1978, the Supreme Court reversed the
lower court and affirmed the FCC's indecency definition.

5
Johnson's dissent, pp. 3-4.

6 Roth v. U.S., 354 U.S. 476 (1957); Memoirs v. Massa-

chusetts, 383 U.S. 413 (1966); Miller v. California, 413
U.S. 15 (1973).

7Bazelon's statement, pp. 407-425.

8 "Television, Too, Has Its Moments of Sex," National

Observer, 13 Jan. 1973, p. 22; "Touchiest Topic on Radio
Now: Talk about Sex," Broadcasting, 19 Mar. 1973, pp. 118-
121.
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9 Tom Stephenson, "Anonymity, Trauma, Fun Add up to 'Girl

Talk'", Dallas Morning News, 8 Apr. 1973, p. 42.

10 "NATPE is Verbose with Talk Shows," Broadcasting, 25
Feb. 1980, p. 40,

11Elaine Harriman Firestone, "Theatrical Therapy: The
New Radio Talk Doctors, " Media People, Mar. 1980, pp. 64-70.
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