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What makes a great new media talkback show? 
 

When community radio first started there was a lot of discussion about the 

importance of community access and engagement.  In fact, there was one school of 

thought which said that the phone was the most important piece of equipment in the 

studio. Why? Because it was the easiest way for the community to participate in 

broadcasts i.e. the easiest way to give access to the airwaves for the community. 

 

 

These days, communication with audiences is possible through phone calls, emails, 

SMS, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat and more. 

It is interesting to think about how the traditional talkback show works in comparison 

to what we are trying to achieve these days online. You will start to see that the two 

share a lot of similarities. It is possible to learn techniques on one platform which will 

inspire you to try something new on the other platform. 

In this course we will take a look at tools which can put in touch with your audience 

and how to get your audience telling stories. While most of us will agree that a 

talented presenter and producer is essential for a good talkback show, it is actually 

the calls and comments which make the show great. Even if you are not planning to 

do a talkback show this resource will help you to understand how all those tweets 

and Facebook messages build community engagement and at the same time 

provide some great content for your program. 
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Tools to talk with your audience 

Phone 

Okay phones are pretty well known but we thought it was important to not throw the 

baby out with the bathwater (so to speak).  Just because everyone is using 

Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t keep all the 

doors open to your audience. While the phone may seem low tech there have been 

some creative uses of this old technology in some recent projects. 

Case Study: Smart Phone App and Phone Messages 

Note to Self's Bored and Brilliant project started as a week of challenges to guide 

people to less phone time and more creativity. People who signed up were sent 

daily challenges in a podcast/newsletter.  

Participants were offered a specially-designed simple app so communication 

between the program makers and their audience was easy. The app measured 

how much time people spent using their phone. (It is also important to note that the 

app was optional – giving people choices about how they participate. “Don't want to 

use an app? No problem. We would still love to hear from you directly! Tell us how 

you're doing via Facebook, email, letter, carrier pigeon - whichever is your platform 

of choice.”) 

The result in the first week was that 20,000 people signed up in several countries. 

The program’s audience increased five-fold. In later episodes they got participants 

to try different behaviours with their phone. One week, the program sent text 

prompts to participants’ phones. One of these text which was sent which asked if 

they would like to talk with the host of the show. If they answered “yes” their phone 

would ring and they got a recording from the host asking them what they wanted to 

say about their experience of using their phone less. In one day they received 

1,700 calls on voicemail. The recordings became content for the program. 

You can read more about Bored and Brilliant here: 

http://www.wnyc.org/series/bored-and-brilliant/ 
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SMS 

Since texting became a phenomenon, there are now generations of people who 

don’t make phone calls. We all have those friends who never answer their phones. 

SMS is by far the most popular way to get people to comment on topics and to ask 

questions. It’s easy and just about every age group can do it. 

There are many SMS Gateways which allow you to read texts on screen in the 

studio. If you have nothing else – this and Facebook should give you a lively show 

– not forgetting the phone of course! 

 

Case Study: Community Radio Stations in Africa 

Interestingly enough it’s small African radio stations which have used SMS in really 

interesting and engaging ways – particularly in rural areas. Farmradio.org has 

pioneered a form of radio campaigns for education that uses both radio and SMS. 

In some regions farmers are able to ask questions about farming problems via SMS 

to their local radio station. The radio station then does the research and broadcasts 

the advice they have found. 

It is quite incredible to explore the inventive use of the mobile phone and radio 

across the African continent and there are many examples including one in Mali 

where people “buzz” (let the phone ring once and hang up) to vote on issues. 

“The missed call is the most widely used feature of any phone in rural Africa. 

Mobile phone users use missed calls more often than regular phone calls, more 

often than sending or receiving an SMS, even more often than using the popular 

flashlight or torch feature of a basic mobile phone. Leaving a missed call – also 

known as a flash or a beep – is universally understood to mean, “I want to tell you 

something.””  
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Facebook 

Too often community radio stations are using Facebook in a way that simply tells 

their followers what is coming up on air. Even then, the posts do nothing to 

encourage the reader to click on a link or post a reply. Using Facebook just to market 

the station is establishing the platform as a one-way street.  

We need to shift this thinking and start to see Facebook (and other platforms) as 

another arm of the station’s content distribution (along with the transmitter). This will 

establish a relationship with followers who are interested in the same issues as the 

station covers. It will help to brand the station’s overall content and help potential 

listeners and followers understand the mission of your station. 

More importantly we need to see Facebook as a place to build communities. If your 

posts are always about the station then you need to ask- how does this build a 

community? 

Facebook should be as much about the community/audience as it is about the 

station. 

Ask non-threatening questions 

The theory behind writing a good Facebook post is pretty much the same theory that 

talkback hosts use to get people to ring in. If you want engagement it always helps to 

ask a question:  
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Probably even a more effective question in the example above could have been 

“what are your experiences of having your weekends disturbed by a nearby venue or 

a partying neighbour?” 

Notice that there is no mention of the topic coming up on the show tomorrow – the 

focus is on the story not the program. There is an article attached for people to 

understand the issue. 

The producers of the ABC Sydney morning program often put up a post like this to 

see what reactions they get. Sometimes they find great guests through the 

comments and they are able to contact people to ask them if they want to go on air. 

Mostly they get comments which their presenter can use on air to encourage others 

to call and share their stories. It also helps them to understand the range of opinions 

and views before the show goes to air. 

 

“Often on the evening before the show we will pose a question to the audience. We 

often include the advice that people should include their first name and suburb if you 

would like us to use your comment on air. Including these details on air makes the 

comment more meaningful.” ABC Producer 

 

These same producers say they use Facebook after the program for deeper 

conversations. This creates the possibility that your on-air relationship continues with 

your audiences off-air. It also allows people who don’t even listen to your station to 

participate. 
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Try asking questions of your audience rather than letting them know the latest news. 

You will be surprised how much content you will get for your program 

 

 

Case Study: Nu’u Samoa 

This Samoan language program on Radio Skid Row encourages people to get 

involved in the program by using Facebook to gather announcements and notices for 

programs and even running competitions like asking people to post their favourite 

Samoan joke. Everything gets read on air as part of their weekly program. 

The program group also posts anything they think their audience will be interested in 

during the week between programs. In a sense, they keep broadcasting using 

Facebook as a platform 24/7) 

You can check out other great uses of Facebook and social media on the CMTO 

Vimeo page. 
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How to Write the Perfect Facebook Post  

Everyone is on Facebook, so there is no doubt your content needs to be there 

too. However, as Facebook exercises more control over what you see, there 

are some tricks to make sure your work gets the audience it deserves. 

The current state of Facebook 

In 2016, Facebook announced changes to its algorithm that meant posts from your 

friends will always be prioritised (or “bumped” in Facebook terms) above content 

from “publishers” or media outlets. The changes mean Facebook users are more 

likely to see posts from their friends than media outlets.  

Although it’s hard, there are ways to “trick” the algorithm and get your content seen. 

More than ever Facebook is favouring NATIVE CONTENT and USER 

ENGAGMENT. Facebook bumps any content that is native – meaning people do not 

have to leave Facebook to view it. 

They will also bump posts that are being shared or commented on. In order to build 

engagement, you need to be posting content that allows your audience to participate 

in conversations people are having online i.e. news headlines, TV shows, ongoing 

political issues. 

Remember it’s not about the size of your audience, but how much time people are 

willing to invest in your content. You want people to be sharing posts, tagging their 

friends and commenting. Once you crack this, the Facebook algorithm will do the 

work for you, making sure your posts appear on more feeds. 
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Before you post on Facebook ask yourself this… 

Would I share it? 

AND 

Does it have value to my audience? 

Value means will it make their life better? Will they feel smarter or happier after 

reading it? Will they be able to have a conversation with their friends about it? 

Facebook posts can be broken down into two categories: 

Facebook Only – videos, memes, photos, gifs 

Facebook Only posts are what you need to build your audience and have your 

content seen within Facebook. These should be topical, funny and appeal to the 

everyday lives of your audience.  

A never-fail Facebook Only post is simply sharing an adorable puppy or cat video 

from a popular Facebook page like Adorable Animals.  

Add a simple caption like: "It's only Wednesday, who needs a puppy?" You’ll be 

surprised how many people will tag a friend in the comments.  

Test out a few different things, it’s important to know if your audience prefers food 

videos over puppies. It’s best to start with sharing content from outlets, organisations 

and brands that share your values. 

Link posts – linking to your website or sharing a link 

Link posts are important to drive traffic to your website and get people to read or 

watch your content. 

If you are sharing a link from another media outlet, always check if they have posted 

it on their own Facebook page and simply share from there. Remember sharing is 

better than linking to outside Facebook. 
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How to nail Facebook Link Posts  

A link post is broken down into three elements: The headline, the photo and the 

comment. All three work together to hook the reader into your content.  

 

The headline shouldn’t give away the whole story, but it also shouldn’t be clickbait. 

Facebook now punishes click-bait content by not promoting the posts. 

When writing your headline, keep in mind most people only read the first three and 

last three words. Always re-read your headline using this logic to check it’s solid.   

The comment should always be subjective; you want to trigger a feeling. This is 

your chance to give them something to engage with.  

It can be a question or a strong quote from the article itself. A strong quote is a good 

way to trigger discussion in the comments.  

The visual element of the post should counter these two. Remember you can 

change the picture when you share a link, so use the opportunity to engage your 

audience visually. 
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The picture allows you to add another layer on the story between the headline and 

comment. For example in the above post, the headline and comment are quite 

negative, while the photo is almost charming - there is a disconnect between the 

elements that confuse your brain into wanting to know more. 

Here’s another example: 

When we post this link to Facebook, this is the information that automatically 

appears. 
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Editing the headline, photo and comment we can make it more engaging to the 
audience. 

The headline is shorter and snappy, and the picture has more energy. While the 
comment prompts people to click more to see the results of their protest.  
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Twitter 

Twitter is a fantastic platform for sharing content. Sharing a link to your website or 

photo and getting the word out. It is also a great platform to ask for questions- eg 

“what would you like to ask our local MP when he is the studio tomorrow?” or “what 

do you know about coal seam gas mining in the local area?” Anything which will get 

some replies and spread the word about the program.  

Tweets are also useful during the program because it is short and quick. Reading out 

comments from twitter in between taking phone calls really lets you off the hook if the 

phone is not ringing. 

SYN Podcast on X Factor 

SYN did a weekly podcast throughout a season of X-Factor.  

It really started as making a bit of fun about the program with live tweets but then 

they secured an interview every week with the person who was eliminated. The 

interview was distributed via podcast. 

They used the huge following on the Twitter hashtag #XFactorAU to get people to 

tweet questions for the interview and to get them to download the podcast.  

 

Hints on Using Twitter for Radio Stations 

Radio stations usually have a station twitter account. However studies have shown 

that often individual personalities have bigger followings than the stations they 

broadcast on. So how might your station handle this? 

Some stations have set up accounts for their main presenters but really the easiest 

way to get this to work for you is that all presenters should have their own Twitter 

account (if they want it) but they should post using the station’s account when they 

are on air (they can include their personal twitter handle in the tweet).What’s 

important- in order to keep the message consistent- is that on air only the station’s 

twitter account is mentioned. 
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Snapchat 

Yes we thought this was a pretty useless platform too until we discovered how 

some people are using it. Snapchat is like a video version of Twitter. You are able 

to send out a short 10 sec video and before you know it you can get any number of 

replies. Taking the audio of the video gives you the ability to play peoples’ replies 

on air. 

Okay Snapchat is not for everyone but we encourage you to think about opening all 

the platforms so people can reach you from the one they use most regularly.  

 

Case Study: Using Snapchat for user-generated content 

Mark Kaye is on the air a lot, from a traditional morning show to a political talk show 

on several stations. At first he started using snapchat for creating and sharing his 

own content. As he built a following he realized that he could use Snapchat to get 

content for his show from his followers.  

 “I held up the app and said something like: should marijuana be legal in the United 

States; yes or no? I posted it, waited a couple of hours, and had 50; 60; 100 

answers!” 

Mark then dubbed the audio from the micro videos across to editing software to 

compile a montage of listener comments. Before putting the content to air he 

snapped back to all the people he was including in the program.  

After a few weeks he found he no longer needed to use the phone to interact with his 

audience. 
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What content where? 

Each platform requires a different approach for content and timing. There are no 

fixed rules to this but take a look at what one of the producers of a popular ABC 

talkshow had to say about using the various platforms: 

“With Facebook the audience posts tend to be weightier and have more detail. 

Twitter on the other hand provides us with a lot of throw away comments 

which are good to include as short breaks from the on air conversation. Text 

and SMS are somewhere in between the Facebook and Twitter.” ABC 

talkshow producer 

This ABC producer concentrates on posts not only related to the program but also to 

the issues he thinks his audience will like or be interested in. He has a built the 

program’s reputation online as the go-to program for local angles on the important 

stories. 

So it’s not just about posting what is on your show next but establishing the program 

as high profile place where the community’s opinions can be heard and are valued. 

Ultimately, he has established the program’s social media accounts as a place: 

 to find stories,  

 to gauge community opinions and  

 to attract people to the on-air show or the station’s website. 

 

How to monitor it all while on air 

It is pretty obvious that doing a talkback show really does take a team but there is 

software which will make things easier for you. If you only have one computer screen 

you might find software which brings all you social media together on one screen 

Hootsuite is probably the best known of these. For example, it allows you to monitor 

Facebook and Twitter simultaneously. 
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Starting the Conversation with the Audience 
 

Know Your Audience  

One of the great things about community radio is that we often know the kinds of 

people who are tuning in. Perhaps we have met listeners at events or we know 

something about them as subscribers to the station. In regional areas, community 

radio stations have an even more detailed knowledge of community and audiences. 

When it comes to any form of talkback or community engagement, having an 

understanding of your audience and their range of views is important. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ask yourself who is your main audience? What is the age range of the audience, 

their socio/economic status? What are their concerns? What are the range of views 

we could expect our audience to have on this topic? 

 

It is important NOT to think of your audience as some generic group of people.  

Think about the differences within your audience –whether it’s differences in wealth or 

differences in views – any difference is worth considering and will help you create 

interesting talkback content. The last thing you want is for all your listeners to tell the same 

story. 
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Go out to where your audience is online 

Whether you are doing a special interest program or producing a local current affairs 

show it is important you take a look at where the people who might be interested in 

your show are online. Perhaps they follow someone on Twitter who shares your 

station’s values or perhaps they are a local group that has really worked up a social 

media following.  

It is really important that you look at each individual story you are discussing or 

covering and consider where your potential audience is online. You are then able to 

invite this audience to participate in the conversation before, during and after the 

show. 

Be consistent with on air messages about how to get in contact 

 

If you want to establish a successful talkback show or just establish good community 

engagement it is important to be consistent.  

 

First off, be consistent with publicity. Know your brand (why are you doing the show?) and 

establish the program as place where people are welcome to talk and interact. 

 

Also be consistent in the way you get the message across about how they can talk with you.  

Regularly saying “you can contact us through our Facebook page, on twitter or by sending a 

text to 0406 555555 – and of course you can also phone us”.  

 

Make sure this information is on all platforms like the station’s website or Facebook 

page as well as on air. 

 

All programs should have standard messages about contacts to be read on air. You 

need to decide whether individual announcers can promote their personal Twitter, 

Facebook etc accounts on air. Most radio stations have opted for the idea that only 

the station’s accounts can be promoted on air. This helps with consistency. 
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Getting your audience to tell stories 
Choose topics which resonate for talkback or community engagement 

It’s best to choose topics with local or individual impact. Having said this, it is 

possible to present most national stories in a local context. It is important that with 

listeners of your program feel that the issue affects them personally if you want to 

get calls and comments. 

Choose angles which work online 

Research shows that certain types of stories get responses online more than 

others. Local stories that touch the heart are bound to get a response. So, if your 

story is about cuts to health service, asking if anyone has been personally affected 

by the cuts is a good start. You may be able to use Twitter to track someone who is 

directly affected. Your pre-show post might be a story about them with a photo. 

Other stories which resonate online include news explainers, feel-good stories and 

major breaking news. 

 

What do you think of the cuts to health services? …Becomes… Have you or 

someone you know been personally affected by the recent cuts to health 

services? 

 

Frame the central question carefully 

How you ask the question of your audience actually determines whether you will 

get callers or not. If your question is not generating calls and comments you need 

to re-think it. You may need to do this while the program is going to air. 

 

 

 

  

CMTO (c) Page 19 of 24



 

20 
New Media Talkback V1 Feb 2017 

Story Telling Rather than Opinion 

Getting people to talk about their personal experiences of an issue is far more 

effective than hearing opinions. In a sense everyone is an expert of their own 

experiences and it makes for much better radio and more engagement if you frame 

the question around “tell us what you have experienced…” rather than “tell us what 

you think….” 

 

Be Specific About What You Want 

For most topics you will get the best response from your audience if you tell them 

what you are looking for. For example, if you are doing a story on coal seam gas, 

you might want to ask people if they have personal experiences they want to share  

such as – asking have they experienced mining on their property or near their 

home is more effective than asking them what they think of coal gas seam mining. 

Start the conversation well before the show 

Rather than using your online program pages to promote your program, you could 

get better results if you use the online space to present the problem or issue you 

are covering. You could start by presenting some “for and against” or ask a 

question which is sure to provoke an answer. Think carefully about the contribution 

you want the audience to make. Ask questions which will get people to tell personal 

stories. Don’t forget to share a captivating image with your posts or find an article 

and share it with a relevant quote to spark the conversation. 
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Screening and choosing callers and comments 

Most talk shows have a producer who will screen the calls before putting them to 

air. This is also important when it comes to deciding which comments from social 

media you want to include. The aim of any talk show is to present a variety of 

opinions and experiences. For this reason, it is important to treat the audience input 

as you would any other content for your program. 

Talk shows are a constant balancing act between what is on air now and 

anticipating where the conversation is going. For example you may have a 

comment which is better suited to later in the conversation than earlier. In other 

words, you don’t just put comments to air when you receive them – you use them 

where they best fit in to the conversation. 

For this reason it is important to think about the conversation from start to finish as 

part of the planning for your program. While we know anything could happen and 

we should not close off possibilities, having some structure to the conversation 

really helps make an engaging program. 

 

Communication Between the Team 

It is really important that the talkback program team is able to communicate easily 

during the broadcast. You can do this by using some kind of chat system that will 

allow the team to log the name, where they are from and what they are going to talk 

about which everyone can see. If your station does not have the facility for this kind 

of communication there are many free software programs which will allow you to do 

this (gmail chat, messenger etc) 
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After the Show 

The great thing about online is that it is 24/7 unlike your broadcast which is more 

likely to be one hour. If someone misses the show they still have a chance to engage 

with the issue after the program through your program page, Facebook or Twitter.  

You can keep the conversation going by uploading a short clip from the program, 

upload it to Soundcloud and share it around. If you don’t think sharing audio works 

for you then transcribe a memorable quote and get the conversation going. 

Remember, the more people see that you have a show which invites calls and 

comments the more likely your audience will grow. 

 

Dealing with controversial topics 

From to time you will cover controversial topics – especially ones which are likely to 

result in callers taking radically opposite sides. One of the ways of dealing with these 

types of topics is to ask people to talk about their first-hand experience, steer away 

from asking people for the opinions.  

For example if you are dealing with the topic of coal seam gas which can be quite a 

divided debate ask are you a farmer or homeowner who have found themselves 

living next to a CSG mine?  
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Evaluation of social media 

The success of your social media can be measured in terms of: 

 Growth e.g. no. of page likes, followers 

 Engagement e.g. retweets, comments 

 Action – did your followers follow up on the action you wanted them to take? 

It’s often difficult to attribute a particular outcome with a particular action on social 

media. So, it’s worth bearing in mind that building your social media presence 

probably won’t bring instant success to the station – but will almost certainly pay off 

in the medium to long term. 

Measuring success 

Since what you want to get out of social media is individual to your station, you will 

need to come up with your own framework for measuring success. What would 

success look like to you in relation to social media? Is number of followers on 

Facebook the bottom line? Would you prefer to have a high (and growing) number of 

followers, or a more stable set of followers with whom you engage regularly? This 

isn’t necessarily mutually exclusive, but may shape the way you engage, as well as 

how to define and measure success. What does success look like to you, in terms of 

quantity and/or quality of engagement? 

Social media evaluation features and services 

Nearly all social media sites have inbuilt analytics that will help you evaluate your 

social media presence. The most obvious are Twitter’s followers and retweets, and 

Facebook’s likes, comments and shares (both per post and per page). 

In addition to these, the following are a selection of services that can give you more 

insight: 

 Twitter has an advertising platform which you can sign up to without having to 

take out ads. Once signed up, you will have access to an analytics tab, which 
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will show you a graph of your activity over a period of time, including whether 

(and how many) people clicked on links, hashtags, etc. 

 Facebook has inbuilt analytics for pages accessible to page administrators, 

which shows additional data – such as ‘reach’ (i.e. how many people see your 

posts), and how many people are visiting your page. You can access this 

through the ‘Insights’ tab at the top of the page (although note that the tab is 

only visible to pages with more than 30 likes). 

 Klout (https://klout.com) is a service which tracks social media engagement in 

order to produce a ‘score’ of between 0 and 100. As with the services above, 

this is shown to you as a graph over time of how your score has gone up or 

down. You can link multiple profiles to Klout, meaning you can track Twitter, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, etc, from one place. 

 Hootsuite (https://hootsuite.com) is a social media management service, 

enabling scheduling and tracking of social media updates across multiple 

social media sites – but it also has an analytics package built in. Basic stats 

are available, but you’ll need a subscription to access more advanced stats 

(e.g. on engagement). 

Other analytic tools for social media monitoring & evaluation include: 

 Twitter Counter – http://twittercounter.com/ 

 Google Analytics – http://www.google.com/analytics/ – use this if it’s about 

directing people to content/campaigns 
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