A homegrown
music format is
changing the face
of Canadian and
American radio,
writes Greg Quill

i adio across North
] America is in the
throes of amightyup-
B heaval. You can
blame Jack. Or, depending on
the origins of the franchise li-
cence, Bob. Or Larry, Mike or
maybe Dick. The name doesn’t
matter. It’s a new format — or,
more accurately, a novel twist
on an old format — that’s caus-
ing radio heads across the conti-
nent to spin.

The heaping helping of forgot-
ten pop and rock hits targets
male and female listeners in
their late 30s to early 50s who
are too young to remember
first-hand the classic rock of the
1960s and early’70s, and too old
to give a hoot about the grunge,
hip hop and rap of the *90s and
later.

It’s all served up with attitude
— Bob’s is a blasé “Whatever,”
Jack’s the more acerbic “We
play what we want” — and the
music flows in seemingly ran-
dom order, juxtaposing vastly
dissimilar artists and genres in
defiance of the most basic pro-
gramming logic, and in many in-
stances without DJs, news,
weather and, most significantly,
contests and promotions.

Commercials are cut by as
much as 30 per cent over tradi-
tional formats, and playlists are
three to four times the size —
900 to 1,250 tracks.

And listeners are loving every
minute of it.

In the super-competitive com-
mercial radio market, threat-
ened by the iPod, satellite radio,
Internet radio and peer-to-peer
music file sharing, any idea that
nudges up ratings is hailed as a
revolution.

Jack/Bob Radio certainly
seems to qualify. Stations in ma-
jor US. markets are succumbing
to Jack’s/Bob’s charms daily,
with about 25 having converted
since the format was introduced
there this year, and many rock-
eting to the top slots. .

Canada already has about 10
Jacks/Bobs operating or about
to switch. Toronto’s Rogers-
owned CJAQ-FM 92.5 Jack FM
(formerly Top 40 station CISS-
FM, and before that this city’s
first and only new-country sta-
tion) went Jack in the fall of
2003.

Even New York City’s legend-

ary oldies cash cow, WCBS-FM,
went Jack last week, sacrificing
most of its enduringly popular
on-air hosts — Cousin Brucie
(Morrow) and morning man
(and former Monkee) Mickey
Dolenz among them — prompt-
ing an uproar from fans. (In an
ironic twist, Cousin Brucie
signed a few days later with the
Sirius Satellite Radio network.)

“Jack/Bob is breaking down
barriers in the conservative
platform of commercial radio in
North America,” says Toronto
radio insider Bob Mackowycz,
vice-president of programming
of yet-to-be-licensed Canadian
Satellite Radio, a partnership
with Washington, D.C.-based
XM Satellite Radio.

“It’s a positive response to new
technology, to tight formats and
to the over-saturation of com-
mercials that are turning listen-
ers off commercial radio every-
where. It's not as exhilarating as
satellite radio, and the playlists
are only a fraction of the size,
but you have to give them anod.

“No other Canadian radio for-
mat has ever swept the Amer-

. ican market. This is a first.”

‘Whoa, Nellie. Canadian?

It’s true. It was conceived in
2002 at a friend’s beery 40th
birthday. party by 44-year-old
Winnipeg CHUM Broadcasting
executive Howard Kroeger and
refined a year later, then mar-

keted by competitor Rogers
Broadcasting in Vancouver.
Jack/Bob crossed the Canadi-
an/U.S. border late last year af-
ter turning in astronomical rat-
ings in this country in most re-
gionswhere it hasbeen adopted.

“We went straight to No. 1 in
the 25 to 54 demographic in
Winnipeg since we flipped to
Bob FM 99.9 from a soft adult-
contemporary format three and
a half years ago,” says Kroeger,
who has worked for CHUM in
his hometown for 20 years and
is now director of operations
and programming.

Sandy Sanderson, executive
vice-president and national
programming director of To-
ronto-based Rogers Broadcast-
ing, took notice. His organiza-
tion owned a similarly ailing
soft-rock station in Vancouver,
and Bob — or Sanderson’s modi-
fied version, now franchised as
Jack — “had the most potential,
so we flipped. Overnight we
owned the market. Same thing
happened in Calgary.”

While he admits the music
programmed in both formats is
essentially the same — “Top 10
hits at some point in time, how-
ever fleeting, between the late
1970s and early 1990s” — and
that the only noticeable differ-
ence between Bob and Jack is
attitude manifested in “split-
ters” (the one-line tags inserted
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With the Jack format,
the heaping helping of
forgotten pop and rock
hits targets maleand
female listeners in their
late 30s to early 50s

occasionally between songs),
Sanderson takes credit for see-
ing the revenue potential in
Kroeger’s gutsy idea.

“Any station converting to
Jack has to buy the name (from
Rogers),” he says. “And with
that comes our expertise and
programming advice.”

Kroeger, along with Hawaii-
based Audience Research Inter-
national radio consultant and
Bob co-founder Mike Dorn, in-
dependently propagate the Bob
format to interested contenders
in other markets. He is inun-
dated these days with calls from
American media anxious to tap
his wisdom.

“I wish I could say it was ge-
nius,” Kroeger chuckles, “but it
was a stroke of luck.”

Having been handed a slum-
bering new CHUM acquisition
in Winnipeg, Kroeger found
himself the butt of jokes at his
friend’s barbecue, where the de-
fault background music was
classic rock and oldies.

“The jokes began to get to me,
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soI asked my friends, all in their
late 30s and early 40s, what they
really wanted to hear. They
wanted nothing from the '60s —
they’re not old enough, they
weren’t there, They hate con-
temporary pop, hip-hop and rap
— it’s too young for them, the
product of a later teenage cul-
ture. '

“What they really wanted was
songs from the years of their
own young lives, from the *80s
and a couple of years on either
side. That's'when we were in
high school and college. That’s
when our best memories
formed. And no one plays that
music on radio.”

A light bulb blazing above his
cranium, Kroeger went home
and started digging through all
his old Billboard Top 100 charts,
starting as far back as 1974, and
compiling lists of songs that he
hadn’t heard on radio in the in-
tervening years. He and Dorn
put together a 50-second mon-
tage, and tested theirhunchona
target demographic group.

“The response went through
the roof,” Kroeger says. “So we
putitonair.

“We created a format that filled
a huge hole in the radio market
with 1,000 songs no one had
heard on radio for 20 years.”

The 20-year factor is key to the
format’s success, he says. “Every
decade looks back 20 years ...
you try to reclaim in mid-life
what made youhappy when you
were young and free of respon-
sibility.”

There’s more to it than that, of
course, The fledgling format al-
so had to reflect the bemused,
cynical mindset of its numer-
ically huge and educated yet cul-
turally disenfranchised audi-
ence, while paying close atten-
tion to its current musical and
technological preoccupations.

“When people my age listen to
music, it’s in random order on
their iPods or computers or
MP3 players,” says Kroeger.
“Part of the pleasure of this
technology is the surprise ele-
ment — you never know what’s
coming up next. So that’s the
way we program the music ...
The Clash into ABBA, AC/DC
into Madonna, The Eagles into
Tina Turner, Bryan Adams into
Nickelback. Conventional radio
says that's inappropriate, but to
this audience it's no big deal.”

But there’s method to Jack’s/
Bob’s madness, and part of it is
keeping “uncool” contempo-
rary pop off the table, says
Kroeger.

“No Britney Spears, no Christi-
naAguilera. . ’

The “We play what we want”
claim and the “Whatever” atti-
tude are atad misleading as well,
he admits.

“Some programmers think

they can do this on their own,
just throw in songs in any ran-
dom order, but that won’t work.
It has to be carefully designed
and structured to fit each specif-
ic market.”

Dismissing the other myth
about Jack’s/Bob’s runaway
success, Sanderson says Jack/

“ Bob “is no cheaper to run than

any other radio station. Most of
our stations have morning,
lunch, drive time and weekend
deejays. It's important to give
listeners a live link to their com-
munities — that’s what radio’s
about. And we spend a lot more
money on writers and announc-
ers for the ‘splitters’ in this for-
mat. They have to be particular-
lywelldone.”

While US. radio analysts are
delving into prior “unradio” and
“variety radio” experiments in
their own territory for proof
that Jack/Bob is not, in fact, a
Canadian invention, they con-
tend that the peculiarities of the
Canadian Radjo-television and
Telecommunications Commis-
sion (CRTC) Canadian content
regulations provided more fer-
tile ground here for such a novel
concept.

“The success of the format in
Canada, swift as it was, has Ca-
nadian law to thank,” writes
Cleveland, Ohio-based media
consultant Mike McVay in a re-
cent analysis of the Jack/Bob
sweep.

“CanCon rules require 35 per
cent of the music in every hour
tobe Canadian content. And the
CRTC (Canada’s FCC) enforces
this by insisting that all FM sta-
tions must play 50 per cent
‘non-hit’ music. The CRTC de-
termined that 1980 is the cut-off
year for determining ‘hit status,’
effectively blocking FM stations
from playing 1950s/°60s/°70s
material. Anything after 1980 is
considered a non-hit. So, in
Canada, the '50s/°60s/°70s old-
ies format isn’t permitted on
FM, protectionism for AM own-
ers who still play music. Variety
formats appeal to the Canadian
listener who would otherwise
tune in to oldies FM formats.”

Kroeger acknowledges
McVay's assessment but adds
that the Canadian radio envi-
ronment, particularly in the
West, also allows more room for
experimentation.

“Winnipeg is a comfortably
sized city of 720,000, but it'’s
richinradio historyandit’sabig
signal market — lots of competi-
tion. There are some very sharp
radio people here.

“Radio’is the business of pla-
giarism,” he continues. “No idea
is ever completely original, but I
honestly think the germ of in-
novation is more alive in this
country. All it takes is one per-
son thinking outside the box.”

BEST SEAT IN THE HOUSE
To enjoy the sights of summer
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YOU CAN HELP MAKE A DIFFERENCE

The Canadian National Exhibition Association {“CNEA") invites
you to get involved. Volunteer your skills to help govern = ¢
the Annual 18-day Fair. If you are interested in servingon
the membership of the CNEA, we invite you to apply.

Governed and operated undar the Canadian National Exhibition Association Act of 2000, the Agricultural . 3
Societies Act of 1988, and it's own By-Laws, the CNEA plans and manages the largest annual exhibitian in
Canada. It provides entertaining and informative activities, focusing on new and unique experiences in an
exciting and stimulating envirenment,
The CNEA appoints community-at-large citizen members on the basis of equal opportunity that fairly *
reflects the diversity of the Greater Toronto Area,

i of age.

1 Who is Eligible
{ Toapply for appointment, you must be a Canadian Resident and at least 18 years

1 Anyone interested in applying for the above-noted positions is encouraged to
1 attend an Information Seminar and complete an application form that you will
1 receive immediately following the seminar.

3 You are NOT eligible for appointment if:
4 < you are an employee of the City of Toronto or any of its Agencies, Boards or
1.4 Commissions

4 *you currently serve on one of the Ci
external special-purpose bodies

-5 The CNEA is currently seeking applications for five (5) positions in each of the
Manufacturers’ & Industry, Agriculture and General & Liberal Arts Sections of
4 its membership.

ty's Agencies, Boards, Commissionsor - |

Vocal Ensemble
with special appearance by
Iceland's Hamrahlid

2 Information Seminar ' ' .
The Seminar will take place in the Fountain Dining Room —Queen Elizabeth
2 Building, Exhibition Place, Toronto on Thursday, June 23, 2005 at 6:30 p.m. ; §

degrees coéler in the shade. .
Trivia: At 8:30 every night, 500
people from the volleyball league

" B Place: The Boardwalk Pub, 1681
Lake Shore Blvd. E., at Coxwell,
T Seat: The first two-seater table by

Soundesreams ackncwledqes with Ihanks the 1upport af the following: .futa Jiggs
Fourdatlen | Depattment of Canasian Horitage | The Can

the railing. ) come over and ram this place. That & Sponcoiid . For directions, please call Exhibition Place at (416) 263-3600.
' m |E§f:(!!as|s1:cm ony g{ggigﬂmg,re means its f:cttfygt;‘e:&';fsat'ggc‘g?g“ EI50 R cominrnt M For more information on these appointments, call {416) 263-3619 or (416) 263-36200.
’ |

the world to try to meet somebody, -
either.
£ The Best: We figure any seat you

- can geton a patio is.the best, but
from this particular vantage point,
youcan really forget that you're fiv-
ing in aconcrete city. Not to mention
the abundance of buff bodies out - -
there for all to see. Oh, and the food
Is pretty good, too, -~ w

metal'and attached to the table, so
they don't really move. After a long
bout of sitting, they can get a bit un-
camfortable, but...” * - P
What you'll see: Thisiis the real
reason to come down here. Just
steps fron the Beaches boardwalk,
it's a prime location to enjoy a beer
and watch beach volleyball or-the
scads of people enjoying the sun and
sand. Also, the patio has two maple
trees, and-it's definitely a comfy 10
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ks Cauncll for the Arts { Nordic
oundation | Hordic Embyssies,

Cultra) Fued | TD Bank Financial Group | Tns Koefuey
Ouawa |.Onlaric Cultural Altractions fund
o

Fatima Scagnol — Corporate Secretary : g

{While we appreciate all applications, ohly those candidates selected
for aninterview will be contacted in the initial stages. Howaver, all applicants will be notified 4
of the final appointments approved by the Board of Diractors of the CNEA)
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