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Review of music in radio Formats 

About this document 
 

This Call for Inputs is an opportunity to provide Ofcom with evidence relating to the 
regulation of the music played by local analogue commercial radio services.  

In particular, Ofcom would like to gather evidence on the extent to which music listening 
tastes and the ways in which music is consumed are evolving. We would like to hear views 
on the impact that any changes to the regulation of music in local analogue commercial radio 
may have on listeners as well as the radio stations themselves.  

Ofcom will use the responses and evidence supplied to this Call for Inputs to inform a 
consultation document to be published later this year. This consultation will consider whether 
the way that we regulate the choice of music played by local analogue commercial radio 
services is still the appropriate way to secure our statutory duties in this area. In particular, 
whether there are changes we could make in this area to bring benefits to listeners. 
Stakeholders will have an opportunity to respond to that consultation.  

Please make any response to this Call for Inputs by 5pm on 23 July, 2014. 
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Review of music in radio Formats 

Section 1 

1 Summary 
1.1 In order to help Ofcom comply with its statutory duty to ensure that consumers have 

access to a range and diversity of local analogue commercial radio services, we are 
required by statute to regulate the “character of service” of each station.  One of the 
elements which defines a station’s character of service is the selection of music 
included in the service.   

1.2 We do this by including as a condition in each licence a description of the music that 
the station must play, which is based on the proposals the licensee made when it 
applied for the licence.  We call the part of a licence which includes this information 
the ‘Format’ – the Format in a local analogue commercial radio licence includes 
obligations relating to speech and local content as well.  The term ‘format’ is also 
used more generally within the radio industry to describe a specific type of music-
based programming that a radio station chooses to adopt, which is usually based 
around a particular music genre. 

1.3 The Format of a local analogue commercial radio licence awarded by Ofcom 
describes the character of the service to be provided.  In most cases, this is a fairly 
generic description of the service, such as ‘a broad music and information service’.  
In other cases, the Format may be targeted at more specialist music or cultural 
interests, such as ‘dance music’ or ‘rock music’.  

1.4 Several years ago Ofcom simplified its approach to setting the Format of local 
analogue commercial radio licences to give licensees the flexibility to adapt to 
changing tastes and interests among their listeners.  Since then, there has been 
further evolution in provision of radio services and audio services more generally. 
There is some evidence that this is having an impact on the way music is consumed, 
and the range of music that listeners want to hear.1  We are therefore reviewing 
whether there may be scope for, and benefits to listeners from, further change in the 
way we regulate the music played by local analogue commercial radio stations.   

1.5 This Call for Inputs seeks preliminary views, and supporting evidence, on this issue.  

1.6 Ofcom will use the responses and evidence supplied to the Call for Inputs to inform a 
consultation document to be published later this year. This consultation will consider 
whether any changes to the regulation within the existing legislation could benefit 
listeners in terms of the range of, and competition between, radio services and if so, 
what the potential options might be. Stakeholders will be invited to respond to this 
consultation.   This document sets out the current statutory requirements that Ofcom 
has a duty to meet in regard to the music element in Formats for local analogue 
commercial radio services. 

1.7 It would be helpful if responses to this Call for Inputs take account of the current 
statutory framework, which is likely to remain in force for the foreseeable future.  

1 See Section 3.35 of Ofcom’s Communications Market Report 2013.  Also, research from BBC 
Marketing & Audiences presented at the Radio Festival 2013. 
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1.8 In addition, this Call for Inputs seeks evidence only in relation to how Ofcom 
regulates the music played on local analogue commercial radio services only.  
Another important element of Formats is localness.  We are not reviewing localness 
as we published new consumer research only last year which supported our current 
approach to protecting localness2. 

1.9 We also do not propose to include the three national analogue commercial radio 
services (Classic FM, Talk Sport and Absolute Radio) in this review, as they are 
subject to additional statutory requirements3 which mean there is less scope to alter 
our current regulatory approach.  However, we would be interested in hearing views 
on whether they should be included in this review. 

1.10 We are not reviewing how we regulate the music played on DAB digital radio, 
because the substantial majority of DAB digital radio services are simulcasts of 
analogue services (and thus any changes we may make to analogue regulation will 
also be reflected in digital radio licences) while the other services carried on DAB 
multiplexes are already subject to a lighter regulatory regime as a result of the 
different statutory framework under which they are licensed. 

1.11 Finally, we are not expressly calling for inputs on how we regulate music played by 
community radio services at this stage, given that they operate within a significantly 
different statutory regime and with different statutory objectives.  However, if the 
outcome of this consultation process is that we make changes to the way we regulate 
music on local analogue commercial stations, it may be relevant to consider whether 
those changes could have relevance for community radio services. 

2 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/radio-research/radio-latest-audience-
figures/ 

3 A requirement that at least one national analogue service is mostly speech, that another plays music 
which is not pop music, and that each of the three offers a service which caters for tastes and 
interests different from those catered for by the others. 
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Review of music in radio Formats 

Section 2 

2 Local radio and music formats 
Why and how is the music broadcast on local analogue commercial 
radio regulated? 

2.1 Ofcom has a general duty to secure that consumers have access to a wide range of 
radio services catering for a variety of tastes and interests.  We also have a specific 
duty to secure that there is a range and diversity of local analogue commercial radio 
services4.   

2.2 When awarding local analogue commercial radio licences, the key considerations 
which Ofcom is required to take into account are set out in Annex 2 to this 
document. In line with the general duty described in paragraph 3.1, these include the 
extent to which the proposed service would cater for the tastes and interests of those 
living in the local area, and the extent to which it would broaden the range of radio 
programmes available in that area and cater for tastes and interests different to those 
already catered for by existing services.      

2.3 Consequently, when applying for a local analogue commercial radio licence, a 
prospective broadcaster is required to describe the character of the radio service it is 
intending to provide, which in the vast majority of cases will include the type of music 
that will be played. This description may be fairly generic ( ‘a broad music and 
information station’), or more specific if the broadcaster proposes to target listeners 
with a specialist music interest or particular cultural or ethnic group (‘dance music’, 
‘rock music’ or ‘Asian music’).  

2.4 In order to ensure that a successful applicant for a licence provides its proposed 
service, Ofcom includes conditions in a licence which describe the nature of the 
output that must be provided (the “character of the service”).  These conditions are 
called a ‘Format’, and the licensee is required to comply with them. One of the 
elements of the character of service is the selection of music included in the service5. 

2.5 There are statutory provisions which allow Ofcom to approve changes to a Format.  
These are also set out in Annex 2 to this document.  As can be seen from the criteria 
to which Ofcom is required to have regard when deciding whether or not to approve a 
Format change, they are in the main designed to ensure that in approving changes to 
Formats, Ofcom continues to secure for listeners a range and diversity of services 
(by not allowing changes which would reduce range for, or not be supported by, 
listeners).   

The increase in the availability of music content services 

2.6 For many decades the primary means of listening to recorded music for free was via 
a limited number of national and local radio stations, or occasionally on music 
programmes on the main TV channels. Additionally, listeners might have personal 
collections of records, cassette tapes and CDs. 

4 Section 85 of the Broadcasting Act 1990 
5 Section 106(1B) of the Broadcasting Act 1990. 
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2.7 However, in recent years, there has been considerable change in how consumers 
are able to access music.  

2.8 Today there are far more radio stations than two decades ago; each locality can 
receive many more radio stations than in the early 1990s. Currently Ofcom licenses 
292 local analogue commercial radio stations on either the FM or AM wavebands.  
Other services, including a number of national music-based radio stations as well as 
digital broadcasts of some of the local analogue radio stations (called simulcasts), 
broadcast on the DAB platform. In each area, DAB offers around twice the number of 
stations as are available on analogue.  In addition, there are over 200 Ofcom 
licensed community radio stations, some of which are specialist music services.   

2.9 We have also witnessed the increased availability of music content services as a 
result of the wider adoption of the internet and faster broadband speeds. The 
proportion of households with access to the internet is now 80%, while 75% of 
households have broadband6. Together with the development in technology of digital 
music formats (such as MP3 and audio-streaming) and connected devices (including 
internet radios, iPods and smartphones), this has enabled consumers to access 
music from a range of different sources, in addition to broadcast radio.  

2.10 Moreover, as well as the thousands of radio stations available on the internet, in 
recent years music streaming services on either a subscription or advert supported 
basis such Youtube or Spotify have become a feature in some people’s lives, while 
downloads of music tracks account for the vast majority of single track sales. 
Listeners have more choice open to them while music is easier to access in a variety 
of locations than it used to be. This wider availability is possibly contributing to the 
evolution of a myriad of musical sub-genres. Further, research from BBC Marketing 
and Audiences tends to suggest that musical tastes nowadays transcends across the 
generations and so it appears that there has there been a shift in the relationship 
between the music product and the consumer.   

2.11 In spite of all this change in music consumption patterns, music remains the key 
driver for radio listening, and music on local commercial radio stations remains highly 
valued by listeners. Across all local radio, music is valued by a higher proportion than 
any other content type - 76%7 of respondents. Separate research shows that for local 
commercial radio, 83%8 of respondents valued the music played over the other 
content types in programming. Radio remains a key source for music, with 79% of 
commercial radio listeners saying it is important that their main station plays the type 
of music they like9. 

What has Ofcom already done in response 

2.12 A dynamic radio market needs to be able to adapt to changes in listeners’ tastes and 
interests, and Ofcom has already made changes to the way it regulates the type of 
music played by local analogue commercial radio services to facilitate this.  Over 
recent years, we have simplified greatly the level of detail written into a station’s 
Format document while still preserving the overall character of each station (in 

6 Ofcom Communications Market Report 2013 
7 Ofcom research: Attitudes towards local radio published 2013. 
8 Ipsos MORI published in Ofcom’s Communications Market Report 2013 
9 RadioCentre research: Public Value of Commercial Radio published 2013. 
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accordance with statutory scheme).10 From a music perspective, where previously 
both the ratio of music types broadcast and the description of music genre would 
have been specified, today broadcasters are required to play music under much 
more general descriptions, as the examples below indicate: 

“A broad music and information station” 

“A locally focused broad music and information station” 

“A rhythmic-based (e.g. dance, club etc) music-led service” 

“A classic and contemporary rock station“ 

“A music-led, locally oriented adult contemporary station” 

“A locally oriented contemporary and chart music and information station” 
 

2.13 As set out in the table below, over 37% of services broadcast ‘broad music’ while the 
broad terms – ‘contemporary/chart’, ‘adult contemporary’ and ‘classic pop/gold’ are 
featured in a further 41.4% of Formats. Note: an individual station may play more 
than one type of music.  

Music % of stations Examples 

Broad music 37.6% Clyde 2, Pirate FM 
Contemporary/Chart 18.3% Clyde 1, Forth One 
Adult Contemporary 8.1% Eagle Radio, Heart  
Classic Pop/Gold 15.9% Swansea Sound, Free Radio 80s 
Rock 6.2% XFM, Absolute Radio 
Rhythmic-based/Dance 7.9% Kiss 
Easy Listening/Soft Pop 6.9% Magic 105.4, The Breeze 

In addition a small minority of stations (5.5%) also have a requirement to broadcast a 
number of hours of specialist music per week. 

2.14 We consider that Formats will continue to form part of local analogue commercial 
radio licences given the statutory regime and their role in enabling Ofcom to secure 
that the services provided under the licences it awards cater to the tastes and 
interests of listeners in the local area and, where possible, broaden the range of 
programmes that is available. While the rate of change in the way music is consumed 
today and the expansion of musical genres may suggest that further changes to the 
way Ofcom regulates the music played by local analogue commercial radio services 
could be appropriate, Ofcom must also continue to ensure that a wide range of high-
quality radio programmes are provided for listeners, appealing to a range of tastes 
and interests.  .  

10 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/radio/formats-content/about-formats#2 
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Call for inputs 

2.15 We welcome views from any interested person on any aspects of Ofcom’s approach 
to music Format regulation within the current statutory framework.  In particular, we 
are keen to hear from listeners and from people in the radio industry and the music 
industry.  Respondents may find it helpful to focus on the following broad areas: 

• Are the music genres set out in the current Formats still appropriate?  In 
particular, has there been a blurring of genres such that two or more of the 
genres included in Formats are no longer distinct? 

• Do music Formats strike the right balance between allowing stations to adapt to 
changing tastes, and preserving each station’s character of service? 

• Is there scope to simplify music Formats further while still preserving each 
station’s character of service? 

• Are there alternatives to genre-based music regulation that could be a more 
effective way of delivering a wide range of services appealing to a variety of 
tastes and interests?  

2.16 It would be helpful if any comments on the impact of the current approach to music 
Format regulation or alternative approaches could be supported by evidence (in 
particular in terms of any financial impact).  

2.17 Please make any response to this Call for Inputs by 5pm on 23 July, 2014. 
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Annex 1 

1 Responding to this call for Inputs  
How to respond 

A1.1 Ofcom invites written views and comments on the issues raised in this document, to 
be made by 5pm on 23 July 2014. 

A1.2 Ofcom strongly prefers to receive responses using the online web form at 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/music-formats-
cfi/howtorespond/form, as this helps us to process the responses quickly and 
efficiently. We would also be grateful if you could assist us by completing a 
response cover sheet (see page 12), to indicate whether or not there are 
confidentiality issues. This response coversheet is incorporated into the online web 
form questionnaire. 

A1.3 For larger responses - particularly those with supporting charts, tables or other data 
- please email musicradioformats@ofcom.org.uk attaching your response in 
Microsoft Word format, together with a response coversheet. 

A1.4 Responses may alternatively be posted to the address below, marked with the title 
Call for Inputs – Review of Music in Radio Formats. 
 
Paul Boon 
Ofcom – Content Policy Team 
5th Floor, Riverside House 
2A Southwark Bridge Road 
London SE1 9HA 
 
Note that we do not need a hard copy in addition to an electronic version. Ofcom 
will acknowledge receipt of responses if they are submitted using the online web 
form but not otherwise. 

Further information 

A1.5 If you want to discuss the issues and questions raised in this Call for Inputs, or need 
advice on the appropriate form of response, please contact Paul Boon on 020 7981 
3616. 

Confidentiality 

A1.6 We believe it is important for everyone interested in an issue to see the views 
expressed by consultation respondents. We will therefore usually publish all 
responses on our website, www.ofcom.org.uk, ideally on receipt. If you think your 
response should be kept confidential, can you please specify what part or whether 
all of your response should be kept confidential, and specify why. Please also place 
such parts in a separate annex.  

A1.7 If someone asks us to keep part or all of a response confidential, we will treat this 
request seriously and will try to respect this. But sometimes we will need to publish 
all responses, including those that are marked as confidential, in order to meet legal 
obligations. 
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A1.8 Please also note that copyright and all other intellectual property in responses will 
be assumed to be licensed to Ofcom to use. Ofcom’s approach on intellectual 
property rights is explained further on its website at 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/about/accoun/disclaimer/ 
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Annex 2 

2 Statutory duties with regard to radio 
regulation 
Section 105 BA 90:  Special requirements relating to grant of local 
licences 

Where OFCOM have published a notice under section 104(1), they shall, in determining whether, 
or to whom, to grant the local licence in question, have regard to the following matters, namely-- 

(a)     the ability of each of the applicants for the licence to maintain, throughout the period for 
which the licence would be in force, the service which he proposes to provide; 

(b)     the extent to which any such proposed service would cater for the tastes and interests of 
persons living in the area or locality for which the service would be provided, and, where it is 
proposed to cater for any particular tastes and interests of such persons, the extent to which the 
service would cater for those tastes and interests; 

(c)     the extent to which any such proposed service would broaden the range of programmes 
available by way of local services to persons living in the area or locality for which it would be 
provided, and, in particular, the extent to which the service would cater for tastes and interests 
different from those already catered for by local services provided for that area or locality; and 

(d)     the extent to which there is evidence that, amongst persons living in that area or locality, 
there is a demand for, or support for, the provision of the proposed service. 

 

Section 106 BA 90:  Requirements as to character and coverage of 
national and local services 

(1)     A national or local licence shall include such conditions as appear to OFCOM to be 
appropriate for securing that the character of the licensed service, as proposed by the licence 
holder when making his application, is maintained during the period for which the licence is in 
force. . .. 

(1A)     Conditions included in a licence for the purposes of subsection (1) may provide that 
OFCOM may consent to a departure from the character of the licensed service if, and only if, they 
are satisfied-- 

(a)     that the departure would not substantially alter the character of the service; 

(b)     that the departure would not narrow the range of programmes available by way of relevant 
independent radio services to persons living in the area or locality for which the service is 
licensed to be provided; 

(c)     that, in the case of a local licence, the departure would be conducive to the maintenance 
or promotion of fair and effective competition in that area or locality; or 
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(d)     that, in the case of a local licence, there is evidence that, amongst persons living in that 
area or locality, there is a significant demand for, or significant support for, the change that 
would result from the departure; or 

(e)     that, in the case of a local licence-- 

(i)     the departure would result from programmes included in the licensed service ceasing to 
be made at premises in the area or locality for which the service is provided, but 

(ii)     those programmes would continue to be made wholly or partly at premises within the 
approved area (as defined in section 314 of the Communications Act 2003 (local content and 
character of services)). 

(1B)     The matters to which OFCOM must have regard in determining for the purposes of this 
section the character of a service provided under a local licence include, in particular, the selection 
of spoken material and music in programmes included in the service. 

(2)     A national or local licence shall include conditions requiring the licence holder to secure that 
the licensed service serves so much of the area or locality for which it is licensed to be provided as 
is for the time being reasonably practicable. 

(3)     A national licence shall include conditions enabling OFCOM, where it appears to them to be 
reasonably practicable for the licensed service to be provided for any additional area falling outside 
the minimum area determined by them in accordance with section 98(2), to require the licence 
holder to provide the licensed service for any such additional area. 

(4)     Subject to subsection (5), OFCOM may, if they think fit, authorise the holder of a local 
licence, by means of a variation of his licence to that effect, to provide the licensed service for any 
additional area or locality adjoining the area or locality for which that service has previously been 
licensed to be provided. 

(5)     OFCOM shall only exercise the power conferred on them by subsection (4) if it appears to 
them-- 

(a)     that to do so would not result in a significant increase of the area or locality for which the 
service in question is licensed to be provided; or 

(b)     that the increase that would result is justifiable in the exceptional circumstances of the 
case. 

(6)     As soon as practicable after OFCOM have exercised that power in relation to any service, 
they shall publish, in such manner as they consider appropriate, a notice-- 

(a)     stating that they have exercised that power in relation to that service; and 

(b)     giving details of the additional area or locality for which that service is licensed to be 
provided. 

(7)     In this section "relevant independent radio services" means the following services so far as 
they are services falling to be regulated under section 245 of the Communications Act 2003-- 

(a)     sound broadcasting services; 

(b)     radio licensable content services; 

(c)     additional services; 
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but, in relation to a departure from the character of a service provided under a local licence, does 
not include a service that is provided otherwise than wholly or mainly for reception by persons living 
and working in the area or locality in question
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