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Public Radio and University Relations:

Three Perspectives on Conflict and Cooperation

John Perry, Former WKSU General Manager and Associate Vice President, 
University Relations and Marketing

Kent State University


Over 25 years ago, I was “summoned” by the then-editor of a large newspaper to join him for lunch.  He wanted to discuss the possibility of WKSU providing monthly live coverage of a civic forum he had recently created.  I arrived at the private club and was directed to a big, burly man who sat at a table in the rear.  When I walked up, he had a martini in one hand, was puffing on a cigarette and was jotting something down on a piece of paper.  He peered at me through a cloud of smoke and said “You’re Perry, right?”  I said, “Yes.”  Without standing or even extending his hand, he said “Let’s get one thing straight from the start, Perry.  You need me.  I don’t need you.”  It was the beginning of a long and valued relationship which started off with an undeniable truth:  I did need him (or at least his paper), and he didn’t need me … at least not back in 1973, when my station was essentially just a student-run radio laboratory. 

University stations’ dealings with their licensees also are relational.  Had my introduction to my university begun with as direct a pronouncement as given to me by that editor, I probably would have walked away thinking, “What have I gotten myself into?” or, more likely, “Where’s the trade listing of ‘positions available’?”  But with the editor, I agreed.  Why?  What made me willing to acquiesce with one and ready to buck the other?  Jump ahead 28 years and look back with me.

**********

It is now 2001, and in trying to understand my station-licensee relationship over the years, the smoke still lingers.  I have survived, but not without scars and a few very close calls.  The relationship is now stronger, but an “intemperate remarks” memo is still in my file along with God knows what.  Yet somehow I feel pretty lucky.  The smoke has turned to fire for others in the system.  Institutional history has erased the presence of others.  And, still others have yet to sense what lies ahead.


The University: Station Alliance (U:SA) asked me to write a “think piece” around the subject of station-licensee relationships and how they might be, if not improved, at least better understood.  The assumption is that my past couple of years as associate vice president for university relations and marketing at my university, after having served for 28 years as a station manager, may have given me new insights into the problems that others may be encountering.  Let me begin, then, by saying that insight is far from solution and being prescriptive about nearly anything in the culture of higher education is akin to assuming that a successful radio format in one market will succeed in all markets.


It might be helpful to examine station-licensee relationships through two sets of different, yet inextricably interlinked, lenses.  One set focuses on “Mission,” “Finance,” “Outreach,” and “News Coverage” from the multiple and independent perspectives of WKSU’s current station manager, Al Bartholet; Kent State University’s current vice president for university relations and development, Mark Lindemood; and me, as KSU’s current associate vice president for university relations and marketing and through whom the station now reports.   Perhaps reading three perspectives about one station-licensee relationship on these subjects will be helpful.  The second set of lenses examines how context, perception and attitude can impact relationships and what might be done to better ease existing tensions. 

Let me begin by stating that I do not think that a fundamental “riff” exists between the mission of a public radio station and a college or university.  Each essentially tries to accomplish the same thing:  doing good deeds while not going broke.  For public radio, it’s providing high quality programming to one or more segments of the public who, if they like what they hear in sufficient numbers, will support its continuance.  That, in turn, will attract additional resources (underwriting, grants, etc.) to further augment the station’s operation and growth.  For a college or university, it’s providing high quality educational opportunities that will attract qualified students and research and partnership opportunities with government and business.  If done well, the institution’s image and reputation increases, thereby enhancing the possibility of securing additional resources from alumni and friends to augment operation and growth.  While the scale between the two may differ, both essentially operate under the same business model.   With that in mind, let’s examine some of the perceptions of the three of us involved with one station.

Perceptions Tangential to Mission

Station Manager Bartholet –  In higher education as in public radio, it all begins with a mission statement.  After examining mission statements from both entities, it is fairly easy to find some common ground.  Most mission statements address issues that include enriching a community; creating a more informed public; providing lifelong learning; and/or offering deeper understanding of events, ideas, and culture.  In both instances, public service is at the core of the mission statement.  Yet despite what appears to be a perfect match of public radio, higher education, and their common goal of providing their constituencies with greater public service, the agendas often seem to conflict. 

Public radio stations provide their communities with better public service than their commercial counterparts because they serve the public and listeners with programming that is unavailable from other stations or broadcast outlets, creating real value for their communities.    Public stations strive to broadcast important and valuable programming that reaches a significant audience who will, in turn, provide the funding needed to continue the station’s mission.  

Higher education institutions also provide programs that add significant public service to the region, building the institution’s value in and to the community.  That value translates into public support through class enrollment and through public and private support.


VP Lindemood --  The mission of any public radio station that is connected to a college or university environment, is more vibrant than a station not so connected.  The reason is that the vitality of intellectual life, centered in university communities, gives life to public radio’s mission, which really is about intellect and culture.  A major mission-connecting point between stations and their colleges or universities centers on the alignment of outreach and service.  As universities look to outreach and service, the public radio audience aligns beautifully with segments of overall mission.  The benefit to both the station and the university is audience leverage.  

Assoc. VP Perry -- Over the past two decades as a station general manager at one institution, I have worked under no fewer than five full-time or interim presidents, and I have gotten along with them all, more or less.  Each seemed to respect the importance of public radio to the university and the community.  Some enjoyed the classical programming.  All enjoyed the news.  Most were contributing members.  Each had a minor grumble now and then, but there were never issues that couldn’t be resolved.  More importantly, they all had much bigger fish to worry about than a public radio station.  

During that same time period, however, I have had seven or more vice presidents, and each one of them pretty much found themselves having to deal with something they didn’t really understand.   From my perception and based upon their practices, each had the same charge:  elevate the institution’s image, engage its alumni, and raise money.   If the station didn’t appear to engage and support those three mandates, then it was either perceived as problematic or relegated to a “subordinate agenda” status.   

Part of the problem, I think, centers on differing agendas.  The station’s agenda essentially is customer-focused and external.  The university’s agenda essentially is institution-centered.  From the university’s perspective, the station benefits from the “leverage” the university provides:  support services (both direct and indirect), funding, institutional affiliation, and protection.  Also from the university’s perspective, it may appear that the university does not receive a like return on that leverage.  From the station’s perspective, the university may be viewed as a slow bureaucracy that 1) doesn’t understand the nature or functioning of a radio station, 2) mandates inefficiencies through institution-focused protocols, policies, and personnel protections, and 3) tries to “leverage” station resources (particularly station personnel, member/contributor databases, outreach efforts, advertising and programming) to its own, rather than mutual, advantage.  

Perceptions Tangential to Funding

Station Manager Bartholet –  Institutions of higher learning need to view their public radio stations as assets because those stations contribute to the university’s mission of providing public service.  There can be no debate about the value of a radio station, particularly when considering the fact that stations around the country are being sold for outrageous sums of money.  In Chicago, a small classical radio station—WNIB—recently sold for $165 million.  WCLV in Cleveland sold for a reported $35 million.  Two smaller stations were thrown into that particular deal, or the price would have been much higher.  A radio station has value, whether it’s a commercial frequency or a non-commercial frequency.


A university that has a public radio station must determine how they want that frequency to serve the public.  In my market, there are two universities that provide public service to the community; however, they provide that service in significantly different ways.  WZIP’s license holder is The University of Akron, and WKSU’s license holder is Kent State University.  The two universities are state supported and lie within 15 miles of each other.


WZIP reaches 120,000 listeners and is a student-run operation that trains students who are interested in radio broadcasting.  With an investment of less than $150,000 annually, The University of Akron can leverage WZIP’s African American-focused programming as an outreach to prospective minority students, providing real value to that community.


WKSU is a classic public radio heritage station that features NPR news and classical music programs.  Kent State University’s support of WKSU is twice that of The University of Akron.  WKSU reaches 170,000 regular weekly listeners, receives nearly $2.5 million in support from its listeners, and is the most-award-winning station in Ohio.  WKSU’s broadcast journalist staff members have won more Edward R. Murrow Awards in the last three years than most stations have earned in their history.  The station’s classical music announcers have been rated by their peers as the best in the country.  Clearly, both stations provide public service, but in vastly different ways.


Although the potential market value of a university’s public radio license is enormous, the importance of other attributes cannot be quantified – the public recognition component, community service and outreach potential, the ability to leverage additional support to and for the institution, heightened community awareness of community issues and regional news events, and more.  Those qualities – ascribed to both university and university licensee – enhance the abilities of both entities to stand out from the crowd.

VP Lindemood –  Over time, university and public radio station leadership changes.   The driving question inevitably becomes  “is there security enough in the partnership of the leaders that … what Covey calls ‘a theory of abundance’ is at work, or is there a ‘theory of scarcity’ that stresses the partnership?”   One might suggest a theory of abundance enables a radio station to connect to university alumni and the university to connect to station listeners in a “win-win” for everyone.  I personally don’t know of anyone who gave away so much money that they didn’t have any left, but some managers … and, no doubt, some vice presidents adopt the ‘scarcity’ theory and therein lies a difficulty in partnering.  

Aside from what some managers might believe about their licensees, station managers need to focus less on the negative aspects associated with institutional affiliation and more on the positive ones, such as the benefits they enjoy of having so much management overhead outsourced to the university.  By this, I mean indirect cost contributions such as payroll, financial services, legal services, maintenance, etc.  Each of these benefits frees management to focus on programming, the public, and external issues.  In addition, a radio station cannot understate the importance of having a college or university president, a member of the Board of Trustees, or other key institutional leaders help to open doors, advocate a public radio agenda, or simply run interference for the station. While there may be times when the bureaucracy is a pain, when you tally up the positives versus the negatives, it makes the “free lunch” and the opportunity for partnership more palatable.

I recognize there is a disadvantage to college-and-university-owned radio stations in that universities usually  want to coordinate capital campaign or other fund raising activities.  I would certainly hope that universities and their radio stations wouldn’t compete with each other for private support.  Each brings assets to the table, and a partnership approach should prevent cutthroat competition maneuvers.  The complexity and size of the station’s host institution, however, often dictates the complexity and protocol of funding requests.  There always will be a long line of institutional programs and departments that will feel that they have been relegated to the back of the line … not just public radio stations.  If there is a perception of delay or neglect, then it needs to be discussed so that irrelevant barriers can be removed.  

Assoc. VP Perry -- The funding context for a public radio station and a college or university is very similar.  Both need money to operate and both don’t have as much as they need or want.  Stations have seen erosion in their institutional funding as a percentage of their overall budgets.  Colleges and universities, likewise, have seen federal and state funding erode in recent years.  Costs, however, have continued to climb and both have placed increasing demands on their constituent stakeholders: listeners, members, and underwriters for stations  --  students, alumni and friends for colleges and universities.  It is not out of malice that, when faced with limited resources to elevate institutional image, engage alumni and raise money, a college or university might look for extra cash from the public radio station budget.  The reason most give is, “They have the ability to go ‘on-air’ and ask for additional help.  Other departments in the college don’t enjoy that luxury.”  The consequence, however, is usually interpreted by station managers as “robbing poor Peter to pay for Paul’s lifestyle.”   A “resource reallocation” doesn’t meet with great favor with those who spend far too many hours “begging” for dollars over the air.  After all, any reduction in institutional support may have a ripple effect of reduced federal funding from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and station budgets are too tight as it is.   Raising money only to have reductions take place can deal a blow to staff morale.

On the other hand, station personnel forget the reality that “resource reallocations” negatively impact many sectors throughout colleges and universities.  There isn’t a dean or a department chair alive who would say that he or she has adequate resources.  The characteristic of  “perceived limited good” wherein the only way for a person with finite resources can gain is to steal from someone else, applies equally well to station-licensee relationships and to intra-university academic budgeting.   Unfortunately, this characteristic also induces mutual distrust.   


The chance for polarization to occur around funding is great and likely will continue.  To the extent that all the cards are put on the table for both parties to see and understand, some degree of trust and cooperation may be possible.  Unfortunately, this rarely occurs.

Perceptions Tangential to Outreach

Station Manager Bartholet –  Despite similarities in mission statements, radio stations and universities are two completely different cultures; therein lies the primary challenge with the relationship between university station and university licensee.  The university culture operates at a very slow pace, with bureaucratic red tape and decision-by-committee or task force making navigation painfully slow.  Radio stations, on the other hand, must move quickly and take advantage of opportunities with surgical precision.  


Another conflict in the station/university licensee relationship is the amount of freedom the university allows a station to exercise in its programming and news coverage.  From the ground maintenance crew to the president or chancellor…from faculty and staff to the provost…everyone seems to have an opinion about the content their local public radio station should provide.  

When considering that fact, it is important to take an historical look at how public radio has grown over the last twenty years.  In the early stages of public broadcasting under the umbrella of the university license, individuals who programmed the station often had little to no broadcast experience.  This created a climate in which the university station was accused of providing content that was too close to lecture, music that no one listened to, too many programs that attempted to appease everyone, and so on.  Quite often, the result was stations with numerous programs but little format consistency.


As public radio began to rely more and more heavily on listener support, increasing numbers of radio professionals were hired, bringing radio “sensibilities” to the university license.  In addition, program schedules were streamlined and stations became more responsive to the public and less sensitive to university administration and faculty concerns.  Yet some stations still are plagued with unhealthy university compromises—such as university-imposed programs that spotlight faculty, sports and cultural programs, and other programs that feature community involvement.  Unfortunately, universities that keep such tight rein on those stations have either forgotten or do not understand that most of those programs simply drive away listeners.


For example, each year WKSU broadcasts Kent State University’s “State of the University” address, which is given by the university president.  University officials may think that they can take advantage of the station’s large audience by using that opportunity to highlight university messages and address challenges being faced.  They forget that there are likely fewer people listening over the radio than there are sitting in the auditorium where the address is being given.  That said, however, WKSU continues its commitment to extend the university into the community through this venue.


Recently, a Kent State basketball supporter approached me—a well-intentioned man who loves Kent State and, oddly enough, has a broadcasting background—and he asked that I consider carrying Kent State basketball games on WKSU.  His goals were twofold:  reduce the price Kent State pays to a local commercial station to carry the game and take advantage of WKSU’s audience and coverage area.  At some point, I expect Kent State’s athletic director to make a similar appeal; my answer will be (as it was to the earlier-mentioned individual) that the combination of sports, classical music, and NPR news would level a deadly blow to WKSU membership because listeners who have no interest in KSU sports would, quite simply, turn off the radio.  A university licensee cannot be all things to all people; choices must be made and direction must be navigated quickly yet thoughtfully if we are to continue to provide meaningful public service.   

VP Lindemood –  Some public radio station managers have embraced the need to leverage both their stations and their institutions through audience building and outreach activities.  At other stations, however, managers have done a less than adequate job.  WKSU is right on the money in respect to audience and institutional leverage and as a result is perceived as a valued asset to the university.  The station has partnered with the alumni association and ancillary activities in other university departments and units.  It regularly uses the president to speak at its cultivation and cultural events because it knows that, when the president speaks about the station and the university, that voice lends credibility and validation to the station’s efforts.   It also has repeatedly “validated” its journalistic, programming, and outreach value and contributions to the community with nearly 200 awards given for broadcast excellence from regional, state and national organizations.   Given these positive stands taken by WKSU, the station still must continue to monitor and extend its progress.  If its programming audience drops and its outreach efforts lose favor with constituents, then its value and leverage and support in the community will drop.   If that happens, then the station’s value to its licensee will quickly erode.


I think that, over time, station and university relations act a bit like an accordion: expanding and contracting based on whom the leaders are and how things are working.  The key to station success is to:  1) hire good leaders, 2) periodically assess and refine mission and secure its authorization through proper channels, 3) develop volunteer advocacy from the community on behalf of the station to university leaders, 4) look for components in university life and culture that can enhance the station’s mission and provide programming and outreach opportunities that are compatible with institutional image and needs, 5) develop strong working relationships, particularly between the station and university financial personnel, and 6) work with leaders to set good, measurable, and achievable goals.  To put it more succinctly: build audience, grow and prosper, negotiate with the system rather than against it, and solicit public recognition for broadcasting efforts.  The bigger and better the station becomes, the more protection it leverages for itself. 

Assoc. VP Perry -- Outreach is all the stuff that stations and colleges and universities do to be “good citizens.”  In fact, some institutions refer to outreach for its employees as “citizenship.”  That citizenship may include participating in institution and/or community partnerships and activities.  It may involve providing business and industry with workforce training.  It may incorporate community service on boards, providing hosts for civic and cultural programs, or sponsoring or helping to plan social events.  Good citizenship essentially says: “We care … we are involved … we want to help.”  The short of it all is that outreach is cultivation and the benefit is obvious.  It is an affirmative demonstration that an organization is worthy of consideration, be it for awards, favor or support.  The opposite is also obvious.  If you don’t engage in outreach, you will be perceived as aloof; not caring; isolationist; self-serving; and unworthy of consideration, favor, or support.  Stations and colleges and universities invest a great deal of time, money, and staff in “must do” outreach activities.   It is the stuff that makes honey come to the hive.

The problems with outreach are akin to financial challenges.  Outreach is essential for station survival, but universities often don’t understand or appreciate the value of station efforts to the greater institution.  At least that is what some managers claim.  Colleges and universities, on the other hand, claim that stations are often reluctant to extend institutional outreach by include the institutional brand in their advertising and materials.  Nor do stations want to assume any responsibility for helping to leverage institutional outreach success by sponsoring their own institution’s events.  Stations often do not desire, nor do they appreciate, the opportunities for cross-pollinating with the institution’s alumni efforts or development efforts.   Having the president or vice president -- or worse -- development and alumni staff in attendance may be perceived by station staff as invasive, unneeded, and “stealing the station’s thunder.”  Sounds eerily familiar to the “perceived limited good” and “mutual distrust” characteristics mentioned earlier.

In short, outreach is perceived as much a resource as money to both stations and their licensees.  Both know that more outreach is needed to gain more perceived value and stature;   however, resources, staff time and competing needs, motives, and personalities sometimes conflict.   

Perceptions Tangential to News

Station Manager Bartholet --  Another area of potential conflict between a university and radio station is station’s news content, which speaks to the issue of credibility.  If or when a university mandates coverage of what it perceives to be news, lines begin to blur on the mission of the newsroom.  At that point, if a university-licensed station creates the perception that it is acting more like a public relations arm of the university than an objective newsroom, then real damage can be done to the station’s credibility.  The university must have confidence in the news director and confidence that they are being treated fairly.  On the other hand, the news director cannot attempt to be so objective that he or she avoids the university when it has a legitimate news story. 


Credibility of local university radio stations, related to local news coverage, will continue to be critical as universities provide more and better community outreach and service.  However, the Telecom Act of 1996 completely altered the face of commercial radio, making this important aspect of radio more challenging to achieve.  Over half (56%) of the radio stations in rated markets are now part of a consolidated structure.  These mega companies account for nearly two-thirds (65%) of overall listening in those markets.  Clear Channel, the big winner in the consolidation trend, accounts for 21% of total industry revenues.


Consolidation has caused “cluster management” of many stations by a handful of people.  Much of the content is produced nationally, and radio localism is now almost exclusively attributed to public radio.  In a growing number of markets, the university licensee is the only local voice for credible news content, and it is one of the best media sources for learning about what is occurring in local communities, for broadcasting local issues content, and for informing a voting public about the concerns and problems that communities share.  Through this vital service, universities play a critical role in a democratic society.  If the university provides this service to its communities and constituencies, then it supports countless individuals who find a connection to that university.


Given this new role and responsibility, the relationship between station and university is even more critical than it has been in past years.  Despite extensive press coverage related to new media and convergence, radio stations provide real value to the communities they serve, and they will continue to retain that value over the next 10 to 15 years. If a university and university licensee can come to understand and embrace the importance of that value, they certainly can expand the potential of each.  Community outreach and lifelong learning are now in the hands of the university licensee.

VP Lindemood --  The news operation at any public radio station, first and foremost, must retain both its independence and accountability as a news operation.  There are times when universities are going to be covered and covered well; there are times when you wish you weren’t going to be covered but know you will be.  And there are times, based on the quality of coverage you receive, when the university administration will be “expressive” to station management … for better or worse.   Station managers must build consensus with university administrators, ensuring that the station retains its independence and accountability.  With this accomplished, it is less likely that managers will be called to task.  Most colleges and universities do not like bad press any more than other business or government entities.  They want good press and a lot of it … particularly when they are competing so fiercely for students and for state and private funding.  WKSU has one of the best local news operations in the nation, and our news director is always willing to discuss any concerns that I may have.  I respect that and, while we may not always agree, he is the news director and is, therefore, given the independence and accountability to make judgments related to news coverage.

Assoc. VP Perry -- All public radio stations with news operations have faced subtle and not-so-subtle attempts by college and university administrators to proscribe news coverage and/or its lack thereof.  Most presidents may not like what they hear from time to time, but more often they are agitated by the lack of coverage of things they deem to be important to institutional advancement.  Some pick up the phone to air their positions.  Others send their angst downward through various channels.  By the time that angst hits the station, it may have transcended itself to become an avalanche of perceived, if not real, disapproval and disfavor.  Why is this?  Don’t colleges and universities understand the roles of news departments?  Don’t they know that credibility is everything to a news operation; if that credibility is even slightly tainted then public perception will turn against the station and those involved?   Don’t they know that having a news operation will more often than not result in greater and positive coverage than the occasional “black eye”?  Does having a positive story air nationwide on NPR or PRI have value?  

Of course they understand all of that and more.  After all, university administrators must negotiate faculty politics and deal with the demanding and time-consuming nature of shared governance. 

Silly and stupid things happen at colleges and universities, just like they happen in business and in government.  Having such silliness and stupidity appear on the news doesn’t elevate image or engender support from alumni and friends, does it?  That is why simply letting an executive officer “vent” for a minute, without defense or explanation, may be the best approach … particularly once you know that they know and understand the “ground rules” --  that you either have a news department with credibility or you don’t.   If they don’t know and understand, then a time-and-labor-intensive process must be undertaken to gradually but resolutely educate them.  It also helps to have internal (institutional) and external (community board) “champions” who can help to maintain the delicate balance between institutional positioning desires and journalistic integrity. 

Context, Perception and Attitude 


I hope the perspectives outlined provide some benefit.  But now, I would now like to move the discussion into the realm of “context.” Let’s begin by putting down a simple equation:  “Context determines perception and perception determines attitude.”


Most people, when dealing with an issue of potential conflict, tend to begin their analysis by aggregating the information and opinions they have read or heard from others:  the media, friends, family members, or opinion leaders they trust.  They also bring their own experiences into their frame of reference.  Inevitably, as they take and process information, opinions, and personal experiences, they become convinced that one side … their side … is right and the other side is wrong.  Remember my luncheon with the newspaper editor?  I could have become confrontational but didn’t.  Why?  Because the “context” against which the meeting was set was that I did need his paper to help promote the station and my efforts.  His media voice was enormous compared to mine, and he had powerful connections throughout the community and philanthropic sector.  My perception was that he was right – “I needed him and he didn’t need me.”  As a result, my attitude was to acquiesce to his agenda and hope that, over time, he would work with or for me and not against me.  It worked. 


Take that scenario and apply it to my first day on the job at my university.  Had my boss said the same thing, would I have acquiesced?   I doubt it.  The context of higher education is supposed to be one of “collegiality.”  After all, they hired me because they needed me … right?  I may have needed a job, but I didn’t need that, and I wouldn’t have taken it.

The danger in contextual instances is that each sows emotional seeds that take root and become the fodder for future polarization and conflict.  Incidents become weapons for later use.  Perceptions of distrust become charged and entrenched.  Attitudes become barriers to communication and understanding.  The result is war waiting to happen.  But what about the larger context – the context against which smaller contextual instances occur?  Does the “big picture” provide any help in understanding station-licensee relationships?  Perhaps it might be helpful for station managers to emerge from their own and somewhat isolated culture to understand the larger context in which their licensees view them.

Remember that stations and universities have missions that are not that dissimilar.  Remember, too, that both have similar economic models.  But colleges and universities are different beasts than they were 30 years ago, when public broadcasting was relatively new and station programming more closely approximated the concept of a library of intellectual and cultural material.  

Today, colleges and universities have vastly greater economic strain on them as a result of increased unfunded mandates from state and federal governments.  They have suffered erosion of their traditional, tax-based support from state legislatures.  They have had to increase tuition and fees while curbing desired programs and salary increases to faculty and staff.  They have dramatically increased dependence on alumni giving and, in most cases, with mixed results.  They have had to be more accountable to government for the money they receive and for the results they deliver.  They have had to market themselves to prospective students who have adopted “customer” attitudes as a result of increased competition for the “best and brightest” and who have become accustomed to lifestyles that no longer will tolerate bunk beds in dorms and shared restroom and shower facilities.  They have had to re-think how they deliver courses and use (and fund) technology.  They must deal with rising energy costs and dilapidating infrastructures.  Against all of this, they have public radio stations that are not supplying much, if anything, to help.

If the current context of higher education is troubling, so too is the fate for those stations licensed within that context.  If economic strains are gripping colleges and universities, then what is the benefit of continuing to pour resources into a radio station that does not attract students, garner government or state research dollars, or engage the alumni?  If colleges and universities are worried about their competitive profiles, why fund a station that airs institutional laundry on its newscasts or ignores opportunities to provide on-air profile enhancement of its host?  If station leadership is failing to read and respond to institutional needs, is the manager a part of the solution or a part of the problem?  How does a college or university “deal” with a singularly focused (meaning station) manager who sets his or her station’s priorities ahead of or on a different tract than the institution to which it is licensed?

If there were any easy answers to the problems stations face by having to live within and operate under the broader and beguiling context of higher education, I wouldn’t be writing this.  Certainly, educating licensees about such things as being a bridge to the community, being an asset that helps in the recruitment and retention of faculty, or the plethora of other things stations do that go unnoticed or unappreciated can help.  Easing the financial “drain” on precious institutional resources also would help.  Heightening perceptions that the station is a genuine institutional asset that elevates overall institutional positioning also could be important.  Even inextricably linking station staffs into the overall culture and activities of the institution could advance the station in the eyes of their licensees.  But do station personnel and their managers want that?  Do they really “give a damn” about being a part of the culture of higher education, much less having to be involved with and cheerlead activities that clearly lie outside of their expertise and context as “broadcasters”?   I wonder about the dozen or so managers who approached me at the first Public Radio Conference following my transition to associate vice president and said such things as, “So, you sold out, huh?”  Maybe the “jest” tells the larger story.

If, in the first paragraph of this article, you took a differing view about who needed whom, or if you simply cannot tolerate the idea of being a part of the higher education domain, then I suggest that now might be an opportune time to get a good electronic smoke detector and put it up in the office.  Chances are you may hear it beep in the not-too- distant future and it may not be just be a test.  Within the broad context of station-licensee ownership, the more narrow context of manager-executive officer relations become critical … particularly when the station perceives itself to be of a “different culture” and not easily understood and integrated into the agenda of the person to whom the station ultimately reports.

A better approach to station-institution relations would be to do what husbands and wives often don’t do enough of – talk with each other and not at each other.  Worse yet would be to sit in silence, hoping the other party will eventually understand.  If that worked, the United Nations would disband, consultants would no longer be needed and divorce rates would likely plummet.  To extend the marriage metaphor just a bit further, I might also suggest that stations having difficulty with their licensees try the equivalent of a pre-nuptial agreement.

 Working out an annual operating agreement specifying goals and commitments by both parties can codify expectations; protocols; and, perhaps, diffuse potentially polarizing perceptions and practices.  Having representatives from your community or volunteer boards participate also might help in keeping the negotiations civil and focused on “win-win” scenarios.  So much of success begins with trying to understand the context in which each entity – the station and the university -- must operate.  Being “lucky” usually requires a lot of hard work.  Sometimes it can take 28 years … but it definitely is worth the effort!

