
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 



 

 

Look What They've Done To My Song, Ma 
Op-Ed for Recording Engineer/Producer  

(accepted for publication just before the magazine suddenly folded) 

 

  

You worked hard to record your latest prospective hit. You toggled through endless synthesizer 

screen pages to design perfect voices, tweaked your gear endlessly to assure the best possible 

sonic quality, stayed up nights to carefully sequence every note for a perfect arrangement, 

chewed your fingernails to stubs while assembling the tracks and even boned up on the 

elements of graphic design to put together an eye-catching package.  

  

If you were lucky enough to end up with a final product that found a tiny slot in the song 

rotation of a radio station brave enough to stray from the trade-playlist safety zone, you may 

have been alarmed at the difference between what poured out of your NFMs during mastering 

and what finally aired on the radio. We're not talking the difference between speakers or even 

radio's inherently narrow bandwidth. We're talking about Humpty Dumpty being reassembled 

to look like a bagel instead of an egg.  

  

Just two words can neatly sum up radio's willingness to apply "creative license" (the butcher's 

knife) to the fruits of your labor.  

  

Bottom Line. 

  

They're nasty words to any artist and perhaps especially frustrating to the musician who, for the 

most part, depends on broadcast radio's dissemination of his or her work to arouse interest and 

sell product.  

  

If you've been a consumer of radio for the past decade or two, you probably have noticed a 

steady decline of titles, an increase in cookie-cutter formats, a barrage of sound-alike and banal 

positioning statements and a growing unwillingness to explore the medium's true entertainment 

potential. There's a reason for that too. 

  

Yep, Bottom Line. 

  

In better days, radio attempted to cater to different tastes via "block programming." One might 

have heard classical music in the mornings, pop music during the afternoons and jazz at night. 

Over the years though, there's been a shift toward narrowcasting - programming for tightly 

defined groups of consumers. The practice is now evident in almost every area of mass 

communications. Magazines are aimed at ever-tightening demographic and psychographic 

groups. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  

 

Likewise, cable television provides growing numbers of channels devoted to increasingly tiny 

interest groups. Perhaps the last bastion of "broadcasting" (in the truest sense of the word) is 

network television, and many pundits argue that the networks' unwillingness to specialize is 

what drove the success of cable and has eroded broadcast television's viewership. People just 

don't have time to sit around and wait for subject matter that appeals to their interests. They 

want "what they want, right now."  

  

Broadcast radio not only has drifted toward narrowcasting, but has run aground on a sandbar of 

debt and decreasing profits. During the go-go eighties, the industry was a hotbed of station sales 

and re-sales, almost a gigantic Ponzi scheme. One could purchase a station, do whatever it took 

to get good numbers for one or two ratings periods, turn the station for a huge profit and retire. 

Greed and over-optimistic speculation drove an endless cycle of deals until the last buyers were 

left holding the bag - overpriced stations whose debt service was so high that just paying the 

monthly interest installment required selling - and airing - 61 minutes of commercials-per-hour. 

Add to that a weakening economy and one or two bad ratings reports (or "books") and you have 

a recipe for bankruptcy.  

  

Owners and General Managers were suddenly faced with potential disaster. Many stations 

canned entire on-air staffs and hooked up with generic satellite services. And almost every 

station that could support an on-air staff, decided to play it safe by eliminating all possible risks.  

Unfortunately, risk is what good programming is all about. Subsequently, music playlists began 

to shrink, on-air announcer banter was minimized and we began hearing slogans like "more 

music, less talk."  

  

That's where we are now. Travel to any city in the country, you'll hear the same basic formats 

and almost identical and banal "handles" like "Magic," "Power," "Mix," "Classic" and "Real." 

You'll hear stations screaming about how they play "the most music per hour" or "the best mix 

of music" or "no repeat workdays." If you're attentive, you'll no doubt hear a growing number of 

satellite stations - easily identified by the lack of specific references to location or time, and 

plenty of generic news culled from the pages of USA Today. 

  

Because of the withering business climate I've just described, stations, now more than ever, are 

willing to dicker with a song to make it fit into a slot of time or a station's image. 

  

More songs-per-hour means more shorter songs and, my friend, if yours is playable but too 

lengthy, it will be shortened. Also, satellite radio networks are faced with windows of specific 

length during which local affiliates can cut away to air commercials. These windows may range 

in length from 2 1/2 to 3/12 minutes and, because there are a finite number of selections which 

are both safe and of applicable length, appropriate measures will be taken to render them 

suitable. 

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Methods I've both witnessed and very grudgingly participated in include preliminary fades, 

removing entire versus or bridges, shrinking or stretching songs with variable speed control and 

even running music through a time compression program to shorten or lengthen as needed, 

without affecting pitch.  

  

I've seen intros that are too long shortened to accommodate a jock's 10-to-15 second weather 

updates. I've seen intros that are too short looped to accommodate announcers' contest details. 

I've seen intros, bridges, versus and choruses that were too "rap" or "metal" completely 

stripped away in pre-production.  

  

On the processing end, I have witnessed the application of unmentionable amounts of EQ to 

sweeten songs. I've seen levels jockeyed to smooth out the dynamics. I've seen board outputs 

compressed beyond belief so the station would sound louder on the dial, then clipped by 

limiters so the station would not exceed federally mandated specs.  

  

I have seen just about enough.  

  

It's a shame that any artist would have to suffer such blatant mishandling of his or her efforts. 

But most of all, it's a shame that listeners everywhere are being conditioned to expect so little 

out of a medium that can do so much in the way of imaginative and entertaining programming.  

  

I'd love to go on, but I've got to get back to that contemporary jazz number we're working on. 

We need to bring up all the softer passages to a minimum of -2 dB, limit all the hot passages to 

+3 dB, cut out that obnoxious EWI solo, loop the first four bars of intro, brighten with some EQ, 

and then squeeze the whole thing into 2:59.  

  

Trust me. You'll love it. 
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