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Overview

Recently, radio stations have begun developing websites.  Radio stations that specialize in the Rock/Pop genre of music typically cater to the younger generation (teens to late-twenties), since that is the majority of their listening audience.  Since this young audience is the web generation, a website suits their needs beautifully.  This is how the radio station website genre has been born.  And this is one website genre that definitely caters well to its intended audience.

Do all radio stations approach their website design and writing in the same fashion?  Does the design depend upon their intended audience?  An analysis of a radio station’s website that plays typically Rock/Pop type music will investigate these questions.  Radio station 104.5 WSNX (www.wsnx.com) is an example of a typical Rock/Pop radio station with a website.  This site will be the target for this analysis.  However, later in the analysis, the websites of radio stations 96.1 WTVI (www.wvti96.com) and 101.3 The Fox (www.101thefoxrocks.com) will be analyzed as well in order to compare features among similar stations.

Writers & Developers of the Rock/Pop Radio Station Web Sites

It’s hard to tell who really writes most of the content of this website, but I would assume that the radio station has its own IT staff.  The website itself I believe was developed by an outside website design company, since in the footer of the website this company advertises, “Need an Ecommerce Website Design Company?”  This link brings you to a website design company’s web page.  The members of the site’s production team are for the most part hidden and invisible to the visitors of the site.  However, navigating their site to their contact information page allows the user to see the names of two “Web Masters” and email these people.

The content of the website is most likely kept updated by some IT staff members of the radio station.  Advertisers and the radio station’s employees provide the content, and most of this content seems driven by audience demands, such as a section on the upcoming employment expo.  Some of the website content and writing is actually done by the radio station’s DJs.  This is mostly on each DJ’s personal page.

Audiences & Users
The intended audience of this site is the younger generation, probably teenagers to late-twenty year olds or early thirty-year olds.  The users of this site would be just those people.  I can see users being both male and female, and there is content catered to both sexes.  On the site, there are links to sections with pictures of “hot” or “foxy” women and men.  There is even an elaborate rating system, where users can post their own picture and other users will rate it based on their perceived “attractiveness”.  This is definitely geared towards the dating age, non-married population, although I’m sure it attracts others as well.

High school students, college students, and young adults with all sorts of jobs will use this site.  The website is specifically geared towards this audience with links, images, and content that is meant to appeal to this age group.  For example, there are sections where poor college students can get coupons to local area businesses, or where users can participate in online contests to win money or gift certificates. 

This site will probably be used most to find out concert information, to see pictures of the radio station DJ’s (that curiosity factor), and to participate in the many contests that the radio station has running.  All the other content is meant to hook the visitor and hopefully keep him/her coming back.

Format & Organization

Many websites in this genre are similar.  All seem to employ some of the same ideas to get information to their audience and to provide what the audience wants.  In this rock/pop radio station genre, some of these conventions include:

•
Columnar Layout with Menu

The sites are arranged in a columnar fashion.  The sites vary slightly on the number of columns, but all have either three or four.  One of the columns, typically the one of the far right side, features ads from advertisers.  The remaining columns hold the site’s content, which is a plethora of miscellaneous contests, events, news items, things to do, and pictures to look at.  In additional, there is a menu to browse the site.  This menu is either done horizontally at the top, or in the left most column.

•
Header/Footer

In this genre, the header is crammed full of links.  These links are not necessarily related to the music industry, but may be of interest to the target audience and allow users to perform other tasks right from the radio station’s site.  Examples of these links are “weather”, “free tax returns”, “find a hotel”, and “ring tones”.  The footer is also conventional.  It typically contains Terms of Use, a Privacy Statement, and a Copyright/Trademark Notice, along with advertisements from the web designer in most cases.

•
Contests

A popular convention of this website genre is featuring several contests on the website.  This appeals to the target audience because users like competition.  Contest range from simple “Caption contests” to larger ones like “Can you live in a car for a week?”  Motivation is spurred for the audience because of prizes being offered for most of the contests.  Prizes range from money to just the satisfaction of winning, but nonetheless these contests give users something fun to do when they visit the site.

•
Search Function

All of the radio station genre web sites have a search function available to users.  This is a fairly new convention on these types of sites, as most of them have a disclaimer above their search box with something like “Still in Beta Testing” written to let users know that it may not be perfect.  Since a search function is essential to almost any site nowadays, no matter the genre, it is a surprise that radio stations are just catching up.

•
Concerts/Current Events

A definite convention for the radio station website genre is the communication of area concerts and other music and entertainment related events in the area.  All radio stations sponsor events, and these are always listed on the site as well.  This helps keep the audience informed, and may be a major reason why many users visit the site.

•
Contact Us

Some type of “Contact Us” section of the site can always be located.  In some websites, it is more hidden than in others, which may frustrate users, but it is always there.

While there are many conventions in this genre, some aspects of WSNX’s site break with convention.  One of these things is having web cam pictures.  WSNX’s site features web cam pictures of the radio station and studio, which is a good idea to satisfy the curiosity of the audience.  The audience can also see pictures of the DJs they’re always hearing on the radio this way.  Also, one of the radio station’s sites has a bulletin board where users can talk about anything they please.  This is a nice, non-conventional aspect that can allow users to make friends with others and get a feeling that they’re part of a community.  

Level of Formality in this Web Genre
The radio station website genre is informal.  The sentence structure is thrown together, with no regard it appears to subject-verb agreement or grammatical correctness.  Sentences like, “No prob we have done all the work for you” abound.  Users of this site will not be impressed by a repertory of amazing vocabulary, or by thought provoking discussion on topics.  This genre is straight to the point, cut to the chase, and rough around the edges.  Some of the language used may be deemed offensive by some users, such as, “Just click here assclown.”  Curse words are used freely, wherever the writers of the website see fit.  

The page layout seems to use a standard template, such as a table with a three to four column layout mentioned previously, but it is not a formal layout.  Information within the columns seems to be just “thrown” in, rather then placed in a logical order.  If a user were to go to the web site looking for something in particular, he/she would have to scan the entire page in order to find it.  If information was organized more into formal categories or headings, it might look more formal in appearance.  However, I think that this haphazard, non-uniform look and feel is what the writers of this web genre are going for.  I think they are trying not to scare away their target audience by making their web site look like a conventional, professional site that their audience may have to visit for work or school.

Use of Visuals 
Visuals are important on radio station websites.  Each station has its own logo, which is prominently featured at the top of the web page.  There are many different kinds of images on the rest of the page, ranging from actual pictures to clipart to company logos.  Some of the common visuals include:  

•
Radio Station Insignia

104.5 WSNX has its own insignia, or “logo” for its radio station.  This logo is placed at the top of the website where users can immediately see it and know they are at the right place.  The website’s background features the logo as well.  The logo is faded to the back, but is repeated several times horizontally across the page, and in many rows vertically.  

•
Pictures

The site’s most prominent picture is of the current DJ that is on the radio at the moment.  This picture is dynamic and changes in real time as the radio DJs switch shifts.  Most of the other pictures on the site feature “hot” and/or “sexy” guys and girls.  This most likely correctly targets the majority of the intended audience, and features areas to rate these pictures or see “Xgalleries” of photos that are for the more mature audiences.  

•
Clip Art and Company Logos

Clip art and other graphically edited images frequent the page.  Personally, I believe this makes the website look cheesy, and totally unprofessional.  However, as mentioned earlier, the target audience may appreciate this look.  Currently, there is a weird kangaroo image representing their “WTF?” section, and some pink and red hearts to represent their Valentine’s Day promotion.

•
Font and Type Styles and Color Choice

Amidst the chaos of the site’s content, there is some consistency in the font choices and styles chosen.  All sections, although haphazardly placed, each have a heading in ALL CAPS, and all in the same color.  All text for the section descriptions is the same size and font, and all links are the same color.  The menu choices across the top are formatted in the same color, font, and size as well.  This helps the user navigate the site a little easier.  If headings were not the same, information on this site might cause frustration for the user.

Range of Variation in Rock/Pop Radio Station Web Sites 
For the most part, the majority of rock/pop radio station sites contain similar conventions in all of the above categories.  The level of Formality does not differ greatly among sites.  However, there are some slight variations the other categories.

•
Writers & Developers

As mentioned in Format and Organization above, some sites have the ability to contact their staff hidden within a series of menus.  This is a poor decision.  Users like to be able to easily find and contact the person they are looking for.  It is a good idea when the “Contact Us” information is right on the homepage or at least a menu option on the homepage.

•
Audience & Users

On some sites, there is more community involvement and national news than on WSNX’s site.  Star 101.3 (http://www.star1013fm.com/main.html ) has a menu item specially dedicated to community events.  I think this is a good decision for the makers of this particular website to make because people like to be informed.

Some of the stations have “Listener Clubs” as well.  I think this is an excellent way to build site loyalty and to cater to the needs of the audience.  Users can then get special opportunities by being a member of the listener club.

•
Format and Organization

While all the sites I have found have a distinctly columnar layout, the number of columns and the use of these columns vary.  The sites range from two to four columns.  Those with two columns still have one for advertisements, but the other is the only source of page content, while those with more columns have several columns of content.

The menu styles on the sites vary greatly, with some being horizontal at the top of the page, and others being vertical at the side of the page.  Some of the menus are “roll-over” in form where when the user points the mouse at it, it shows a drop down of what is contained within that menu option.  This type of menu is the most user-friendly, and it allows the user to have more choices then simply what is on the homepage.

•
Use of Visuals

In some websites, such as the ones I analyzed most closely, there are many pictures and a lot of clipart images as well.  This is fairly standard, but some sites do not embellish the clip art as much.  When sites do not sport so much clipart, they definitely look more professional.  Several sites also contain pictures of some of the artists whose music they play.  

Forecasting Experience with this Genre 

Since I am going into the Information Technology field, I can see myself possibly getting a job on the website development team at a radio station.  From my analysis of this genre I have learned that a more professional-looking site, filled with less clipart and more real images, will be more attractive to visitors.  I have also learned which layouts are easier for users to navigate.  Layouts with menus along the left hand side are most intuitive for people to use.  I’ve learned that advertisements, while necessary to the radio station, are annoying to users.  These should be kept to a minimum and contained to an area where they are not the first thing the visitor to the site will see.

I think that I would survey my potential audience to see what they are looking for in a radio station website as well.  It is hard for a writer to think of everything that a visitor will want to see when he or she comes to the site.  By interviewing or surveying the audience, I would be able to tailor the content to them.  I know I sure get frustrated when I’m just looking for the upcoming “U2” concert, and can’t find it on the webpage!
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