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Talk Radio 

Sara O’Sullivan 

 

Talk is the mainstay of Irish daytime radio.  The majority of Irish people listening to radio in 

the mornings listen to a talk radio show on either RTÉ Radio 1 or 2FM.  Talk accompanies 

the routine activities of these listeners and is the backdrop to work both in the home and in 

other settings.  Talk radio is seen to compliment news and current affairs output and so to 

contribute to RTÉ’s public service brief.  The morning talk radio shows on RTÉ Radio 1 

feature the usual suspects, most typically representatives of political parties, interest groups or 

other organisations being interviewed about the news stories of the day.  In contrast The 

Gerry Ryan Show and Liveline feature a mix of light and serious topics and the majority of 

the speakers are ordinary people rather than experts.  

 

Talk radio shows allow access to listeners; they can provide a forum, albeit a restricted forum, 

for democratic debate and discussion. It is this aspect of the genre that many writers have 

studied.  A key component of talk radio shows is callers’ stories about themselves and their 

everyday lives.  Perennial topics include health, sex, relationships, parenting and so on.  On 

The Gerry Ryan Show, which has a tabloid style, these everyday topics might be punctuated 

by people ringing in to talk about being abducted by aliens, about Daniel O’Donnell or about 

the size of their bottoms.  What all these topic have in common is that they are human interest 

stories and are often dismissed as entertainment. However, an alternative way of looking at 

this talk is to consider the role that story-telling plays in the life of an individual and of a 

society.   

 

According to Giddens, in the modern world the self becomes a reflexive project, that is 

something to be reflected upon and changed by the individual on an ongoing basis. The key to 

this project are the stories that we tell about ourselves and our  biographies; ‘A person’s 

identity is not to be found in behaviour… but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative 

going’, that is to sort events into a coherent story about the self.
1
  

                     
1
 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and self-identity: Self and society in the late modern age, Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 1991, p. 54 
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Telling stories about the self on talk radio shows can be seen to facilitate the development of 

reflexive self-identities by providing a space for listeners to tell their stories.  In addition 

listening to debate and discussion on talk radio shows can provide the audience with 

information which can enable their individual reflexive projects. 

From Silence to Openness 

In an Irish context, talk radio has provided a valuable space for issues around sexuality and 

self-identity to be explored.  It is this that I will focus on here, although talk about 

relationships and bodies are equally central.  Originally it was British and American 

television shows and movies that brought sex into Irish homes.  More recently Irish media 

such as The Late Late Show, The Sunday World and talk radio began covering more risqué 

topics. Irish commentators have emphasised the role that talk radio has played in relation to 

recent changes in Irish society. Critics elsewhere have been dismissive of similar fora.  

However writers here have been largely positive about talk radio, although there have been a 

number of negative newspaper articles about the genre in recent months. Their focus has been 

on the impact of  sexual stories, ‘the big story’ of the late twentieth century. The value of the 

genre was seen to rest in the forum it offered listeners to talk about issues that were once 

taboo.  

 

It has been argued that telling sexual stories on Irish talk shows was progressive, liberating 

and educational.
2
  Topics previously confined to the confessional began to be talked about in 

public.  Callers rang Irish talk radio shows to tell stories about their personal lives, to talk 

about their marriages, sex lives, relationship problems and so on. These stories did not erupt 

spontaneously or out of a vacuum.  As Ken Plummer puts it, they were ‘modernist stories... 

stories whose time has come’.
3
  In Ireland these stories’ time came later than in Britain or the 

USA.  Their emergence can be linked to the decline in the power of the Catholic Church in 

Ireland.  Part of the secularisation process involved a renegotiation of sexual identities.  The 

Catholic Church and the Irish media offered competing versions of what constituted ‘normal’ 

sexuality. An increase in talk about the intimate sphere is unsurprising at a time when new 

modes of behaviour are under negotiation. 

                     
2
See for example Ruth Fletcher, “Silences: Irish women and abortion”, Feminist Review, vol 50 (1995): 44-66; 

Pat O'Connor, “Understanding continuities and changes in Irish marriage: Putting women center stage”, Irish 

Journal of Sociology, vol 5 (1995): 135-63. 
3
 Ken Plummer,  Telling sexual stories: Power, change and social worlds,  London: Routledge, 1995, p 120 



 O’Sullivan, Sara (2000) ‘Talk Radio’, pp. 155-64 in M. Peillon and E. Slater 
(eds) Memories of the Present: Ireland 97–98. Dublin: IPA. 

 

 3 

 

These sexual stories were of political significance given that, over the last twenty years, major 

political issues have centered on the private sphere.  Issues of family and sexuality were the 

battleground for the struggle between Church and State that characterised this period.  Talk 

radio provided a space where issues such as abortion and divorce could be discussed by those 

with direct experience of them.  This was a change from the usual experts, politicians, and 

members of the clergy, who were wheeled out to speak in current affairs debates elsewhere on 

RTÉ.  So, unlike American television talk shows which tend to focus on ‘deviant’ sexualities, 

it is ‘normal’ sexuality and sexual relationships that have been opened up to outside scrutiny 

by Irish talk radio. 

 

Talk radio shows have also provided a space where survivors can bring the powerful to task 

directly.  This process involves the telling of a different type of story, the survivor story.  

Survivors of child abuse, rape and domestic violence have used talk radio to voice their 

experiences in order to demand justice. This has had consequences for the survivor 

themselves, for the audience and for those held accountable; ‘sensitizing the public and 

politicians to the issue of extreme child abuse, the need for accountability, and above all 

justice’.
4
  Talk radio has provided a space for these stories to be told and so has had a role to 

play in forcing Irish women's and children’s private experiences into a very public arena.  

Rather than acting as a substitute for the sacrament of confession, these survivors have used 

talk shows to declare not that they are sinners, but that they have been sinned against. 

 

However it can also be suggested that talk about sex is not necessarily empancipatory.  

Problems do not automatically become easier to solve just because they have been named. A 

persistent focus on the individual and individual stories can be seen as problematic in that it 

works to obscure structural factors.  While the personal is the political, for change to occur 

talk about the personal must lead to political action.  If the emphasis is always on personal 

rather than political change these stories can become very tired.  The demands put on us by 

talk radio hosts to tell our sexual stories and to keep nothing secret may be as problematic as 

the old orthodoxies we have rejected. 

                     
4
 Harry Ferguson, “Protecting children in new times: Child protection and the risk society”, Child and Family 

Social Work, vol 2 (1997), p 231 



 O’Sullivan, Sara (2000) ‘Talk Radio’, pp. 155-64 in M. Peillon and E. Slater 
(eds) Memories of the Present: Ireland 97–98. Dublin: IPA. 

 

 4 

 

The good fight against traditional Ireland was sexy for a number of years, and therefore made 

good radio.  However the Radio 1 talk radio shows have moved away from talk about sex, 

particularly since the 1995 divorce referendum.  The talking points of the last twelve months 

on Liveline have been property prices, traffic, tribunals and other political scandals.  Although 

The Gerry Ryan Show has dealt with these topics on occasion, the show remains focused on 

the everyday world.  Discussions about when it is appropriate to have sex, with whom, how, 

and where are continuously recycled.  What has changed is the significance of this talk about 

sexual practices and mores. These stories may still facilitate the production of individual 

reflexive narratives.  However as the topic becomes increasingly predictable, such story-

telling seems unlikely to play a role in any collective renegotiation of sexual mores.  Instead 

these tales work to support a particular view of what is acceptable sexual behaviour.  This 

view is informed by a libertarian discourse, but is inherently conservative.  

 

An important issue to consider here is the impact of commodification processes.  

Commodification is a central component of modernity.  Giddens talks about the reflexive 

project becoming commodified, that is ‘packaged and distributed according to market 

criteria’.
5
  This process positions the listener in the consumer role.  Although RTÉ is a public 

service broadcaster, the majority of its revenue comes from advertising.  Talk radio shows are 

seen by advertisers to offer access to an audience in control of much of the family’s 

disposable income. The most recent JNLR listenership figures show that two of the five most 

popular Irish radio programmes are talk radio shows that allow access to listeners.  The Gerry 

Ryan Show comes in at number 3, with 387,000 listeners.  Liveline is just behind at number 4 

and attracts an almost identical number of listeners (386,000).
 
 The 1999 rate cards reflect the 

popularity of these two shows.  The cost of an advertisement on Liveline has risen by 10% 

since last year; a thirty second advertisement currently costs £592. 2FM have increased their 

daytime advertising rates by 18%; a thirty second advertisement during The Gerry Ryan Show 

currently costs £315.   I estimate that these two shows have the potential to generate over 

£70,000 in advertising revenue for RTÉ each week.
6
 

 

                     
5
 Anthony Giddens, op cit, p 198 

6
 All figures from http://www.medialive.ie 
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A consumerist discourse permeates a tabloid talk radio show like The Gerry Ryan Show, no 

matter what the topic under discussion.   The show is in the business of selling lifestyles to its 

audience.  The key question is whether this framing works to limit collective self-awareness 

to a series of lifestyle choices. To return to Giddens, he argues that reflexivity and 

commodification are not mutually exclusive.  This is one of the dilemmas of the self that he 

identifies.  His argument is that, although talk about sex can become predictable and 

standardised as a result of commodification, it nonetheless remains part of the reflexive 

project of the self.   However I think that he underestimates the tension between reflexivity 

and commodification.  I also wonder whether such predictable talk might not work simply to 

confirm what the audience already knows, rather than enabling reflexivity.  There would also 

appear to be a point beyond which market criteria may have a negative influence over the 

reflexive project. The recent hoax that was perpetrated on The Gerry Ryan Show illustrates 

one possible  consequence of any requirement to be entertaining. 

The ChainGang/ Page Three Girls Hoax 

A woman from Cavan rang The Gerry Ryan Show in January 1999 to ask advice about her 

authoritarian husband.  He wouldn’t let her go to a strip show in their local pub, although he 

himself planned to attend a similar event. This story was irresistible to the production team 

from the outset. The caller cleverly drew on the culture clash between old and new Ireland, 

the staple of the genre’s key moments in the past.  As she put it herself ‘the men still think 

that the women should be living in the dark ages’. The show returned to this topic several 

times over the following weeks, lapping it up.  The story got more and more convoluted with 

more and more details added during subsequent calls.  All these contributed to a picture of a 

sexually dysfunctional marital relationship, where sexual pleasure was the husband’s 

exclusive right. 

 

Eventually it was revealed that the call had been made by the owner of the pub where these 

strip shows were due to take place as a publicity stunt. Some of his friends had engaged in 

this elaborate role playing in order to gain some free publicity for the pub.  Predictably the 

producers of The Gerry Ryan Show were outraged, while everyone else had a laugh at their 

expense.  There was considerable irony in the producers’ reaction to the hoax. Willie 

O’Reilly, the executive producer of the show, argued on Soundbyte that the team were 

annoyed that they had been tricked into promoting a ‘tawdry’ strip show. Of course this was 
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far from the most salacious topic covered by the show in recent months.  In addition the show 

is routinely permeated by promotions, advertisements, and public relations.  Promotions are 

obviously not a problem so long as it is RTÉ who are cashing in.  The final point is that the 

show has been responsible for some hoaxes itself in the past.  Many of these were done in the 

name of entertainment and so seen as ‘a laugh’. The Gerry Ryan Show regularly broadcasts 

scripted letters, presented as letters from listeners, to generate calls to the show.  The show is 

entering dangerous territory once the lines between fact and fiction are blurred in this way. It 

seems rather disingenuous to be playing the trust card when the tables are turned.   

 

This incident reveals that listeners can learn how to sell  a story to the production team.  The 

instigator of the hoax explained on Soundbyte that he listened to the show every day and that 

he knew it was ‘that sort of a show’.  His familiarity with the show meant that he knew the 

ingredients that would make the production team salivate. He was also familiar with the 

libertarian discourse favoured by the show and recognised the need to frame stories 

accordingly.  While the producers may fancy themselves as transgressors, they are tied to an 

outdated notion of traditional Ireland and this was exploited by the hoaxers.  This hoax points 

to one consequence of the commodification process.  It becomes unimportant whether a story 

is true or false as long as it is provocative and entertaining.  All that matters is that the 

audience keep listening. 

Conclusion 

Talk radio can provide a unique space for reflexive identities to be explored.  However given 

that the reflexive project is always subject to market criteria, the possibilities offered by the 

genre are ambivalent.  Talk radio becomes much less significant sociologically speaking 

when it becomes a forum merely for titillation and role playing.  I think the recent hoax that 

was perpetrated on The Gerry Ryan Show illustrates this point  nicely.  Of course there is 

always the possibility that new stories about sexual practises and self identity will emerge, 

and that talk radio will have another heyday.  However as long as the same old topics 

continue to be rolled out it would seem that genre exists primarily to deliver listeners to 

advertisers, a role it continues to fulfil very successfully.   

 

 


