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‘The Whole Nation is Listening to You’: The Presentation of the Self on a Tabloid Talk Radio Show.  

Abstract 

This paper focuses on callers’ experiences of participating on a tabloid talk radio show. The performative dimension of calling was found to be central. This is an aspect of participation on talk radio shows that has been largely neglected by previous studies. Callers have concerns about how they manage their self-presentation on-air. They are aware of both the host and the overhearing audience, and try to control the impression they 'give off’. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show are central players who, together with the host and the production team, contribute to the staging of debate in this on-air forum. Concerns about performance were found to be secondary for those who rang the show with a problem. These callers tended to prioritise instrumental goals such as problem solving or support seeking.  
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Introduction 

Participatory media fora have been the subjects of sustained sociological investigation in recent decades. These fora allow the audience a presence and so create at least an illusion of access to the mass media. Studies have looked at letters to the editor (Ericson et al, 1989; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2002), talk television (Priest and Dominick, 1994; Livingstone and Lunt, 1994), talk radio (Wright, 1983; Crittenden, 1971; Hofstetter et al, 1994; Annenberg Public Policy Center, 1996) and, more recently, the Internet (Schultz, 2000; Stromer-Galley, 2002). There has been a concern to analyse the meaning and significance of this audience participation in mass mediated debate and discussion. This discussion looks at one such forum, talk radio, drawing on a qualitative case study of an Irish talk radio show, The Gerry Ryan Show. I draw on qualitative interviews with forty-two callers to the show who got on-air during a two week period in May 1996. I also draw on an analysis of the text of the show over the same time period, and a study of the production of the show.

     The approach taken focuses on callers’ experiences of participating on the show. The discussion highlights the issue of the presentation of the self in relation to calling. This is an aspect of participation on talk radio shows that has been largely neglected by previous studies on callers to talk radio shows. Talk radio is often thought of in relation to its democratic functions; researchers have focused on the role talk radio plays in keeping listeners up-to-date with political issues, and how talk radio shows provide a forum where these issues can be discussed by ordinary citizens (see for example Crittenden 1971; Hofstetter et al, 1994). In a different approach Turrow (1974) introduces the idea that talk radio can be analyzed as a form of interpersonal communication. His hypothesis was that calling a talk radio show is a substitute for the interpersonal contact that is missing in people's lives, due primarily to the problems associated with urban living.

     The argument being made here moves away from the uses and gratifications talk radio offers its audiences and offers an alternative conceptualisation of the genre — as a public setting for the presentation of the self (Goffman, 1971). The performative dimension of calling The Gerry Ryan Show was found to be central, particularly for callers who were calling to tell a humorous story or to make a serious point. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show have concerns about how they manage their self-presentation on-air. They are aware of both the host and the overhearing audience, and try to control the impression they 'give off’. Callers are aware of the prestige that may be conferred by virtue of a good on-air performance. They are also aware that a poor performance may have consequences for the self. A successful performance involves an orientation to The Gerry Ryan Show style and way of doing things. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show are au fait with relevant norms and etiquette and orient their contributions accordingly. Callers' agency is highlighted; they know the limits of the forum on offer and orient their performances accordingly. Concerns about performance were found to be secondary for those who rang the show with a problem. These callers tended to prioritise other instrumental goals such as problem solving or support seeking.  

The Gerry Ryan Show: Format and Style 

The Gerry Ryan Show first went on-air on RTé Radio 2 (now 2FM) on 14th March 1988 (go to www.2fm.ie to hear today’s show). The show was, and is still, broadcast from 9.00--12.00 each weekday morning. The show is described by the production team as tabloid; this is not meant as an derogative term by them, but is a style that they have created to differentiate themselves from their competitors. This term refers to both content and style. The staple of the tabloid press is the human-interest story. This typically will feature a topic such as relationships, sex, crime, sport or gossip about celebrities (including politicians). There is also limited coverage of the major news stories of the day. As Pierre Bourdieu (1998:51) has put it ‘the focus is on those things which are apt to arouse curiosity but require no analysis’; human-interest stories are most amenable to this framing. The final component of the show is caller’s stories about themselves and their everyday lives.

     The Executive Producer of the show describes The Gerry Ryan Show way of doing a topic as follows; 

…[It involves] seeing the fun in the subject, the irony in the subject (…) finding people who while telling the story can laugh at themselves as they tell it (…) there could be some sexual innuendo eh in it (…) and em, a general what we would call over the top, you know. Eh, (…) and a sense of fun prevailing. 

     To keep its listenership high the show must be entertaining. The production team are proud of the 'zany' reputation that the show enjoys, and are wary of 'boring' material (see Russell, 1991). Entertainment can be seen as the key production value, and the team take the position that while politics does not always make good radio, 'craic' does. The trivial and the serious are treated as equally important by the show, and this is a key element of ‘The Gerry Ryan Show way of doing things’.  

Different Types of Calls to the Show 

One hundred and seventy three callers got on-air during the two-week period studied. Callers are not a homogenous group and call in for a variety of reasons. A number of different call types can be identified (see O'Sullivan, 1997), although some callers belong to more than one of these groups. In the discussion that follows it is the callers' primary orientation that is used to group them. The majority of calls to The Gerry Ryan Show in the period studied, fifty seven in total, resemble what conversation analysts term the service encounter, an instrumental encounter, where talking is a means to a non-verbal end; 'the Service Encounter's business may be characterized as Solving a Problem... the focal object is the 'problem and its properties'' (Jefferson and Lee, 1981:411). Here callers are more likely to be focused on the problem rather than on their on-air performance. These calls also tend to be shorter than other calls to the show. The service encounter can deal with advice; here the problem is a personal one, involving self-disclosure. In the two weeks under study seven calls were looking for advice, which was provided by twenty-five ‘advice givers’. Another form of service encounter is the question/ answer format. Twenty-five callers got on-air to ask questions either to in-studio 'experts' who are there to answer listeners' questions, or to the host or audience.

     The second largest group, fifty-four in total, consisted of expressive calls. These callers may at first appear concerned only to express their views on a subject, or to get their point across. However only a tiny minority of these callers intended to influence the audience with their call and could be classified as ‘connotive’ (Crisell, 1986:183). This is in direct contrast to Priest and Dominick’s (1994:85) study of participants on talk television shows who ‘like religious evangelicals, often are ardent believers in the critical importance of their message as a way to foster understanding and thereby effect personal and political transformation’. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show had no such lofty ideals motivating them. Rather the majority of expressive callers were 'concerned to reveal one's own personality and interests' in relation to the subject under discussion (Crisell, 1986:183). Crisell (1986) terms these callers ‘emotive’ and these callers are more likely than the previous group to have concerns in relation to their performances. Expressive calls often include stories to illustrate the point being made.

     For many callers the show is an arena for a particular form of self-presentation, that is, 'doing entertainment'. Thirty-one callers rang in during the period in question simply to tell an amusing story. Routine activities like going to the supermarket or the dentist, driving and getting up in the morning are all packaged into entertaining stories by these callers. This involves the entrepreneurship of the self, that is monitoring one’s own everyday experience for stories suitable for The Gerry Ryan Show, getting through to the show and successfully selling the story to the production team, and finally performing the story live on-air when called upon to do so. The context of these calls is the key; callers are ringing a popular radio show and for some callers getting on-air is the purpose for their call. Crisell (1994:193) has termed these exhibitionist calls, where 'the caller's aim is not so much to vent his opinions on a particular topic as to project his personality, to become a performer'. Several of this group were regular callers to the show. For exhibitionist callers a good performance is crucial. If you ring the show to tell what you think is a funny and appropriate story, and no one else sees the funny side, it may be an embarrassing experience. 

     The final orientation is troubles telling where the talk is an end in itself, and 'the focal object is the 'teller and his experiences'' (Jefferson and Lee, 1981:411). Six callers got on-air to tell the audience their troubles during the period studied. These troubles included being ‘dumped’ by a long-term girlfriend, suffering from a headache for seventeen years and being ridiculed for wearing inappropriate clothes. While troubles telling and service encounter can be seen as quite similar, insofar as both deal with troubles, an important difference between the two is that advice will usually be rejected in a troubles telling, particularly if it comes early on in the discussion. It is inappropriate to respond to a troubles telling with advice; the speaker is aligned as a troubles-teller, not an advice-recipient, and must be allowed to tell the full trouble (Jefferson and Lee, 1981:410). The caller is looking for emotional reciprocity rather than advice. Subsequent callers, who call to recount similar experiences, provide this reciprocity. Gerry Ryan also provides these callers with sympathy and support. These callers were found to have the least concern with issues of performance. So whilst for exhibitionist and emotive callers performance is very much a primary concern, for troubles tellers, advice seekers and advice givers performance is a more secondary concern.  
Setting the Stage: The Production Process 

As Scannell (1996) has argued the management of liveness is a central issue for all broadcasters. The principal job of any broadcaster is ‘the production of seemingly faultless fresh talk’ (Goffman, 1981:242). This is what makes broadcast talk different to ordinary conversation. In the early days of radio ordinary people were not invited on air. Later their on-air performances were scripted. Over time audience learnt how to perform without scripting (Scannell, 1996). Broadcasters prefer these unscripted performances, which are considered to have greater communicative power. However these performances are risky for broadcasters who use a variety of techniques to control or manage callers’ on-air performances. Calling is not principally for callers, although as we will see it may be experienced by them in this way. The content of the show, which in this case includes calls to the show, must be entertaining for the audience. It is the production team who always keep the audience in mind whilst the show is being planned and broadcast. Their priority is to keep the audience listening. The host and the production team monitor the ongoing conversation and, like the hostess at a party described by Goffman (1982:119-20), they are concerned to ensure that the conversation is going well.  

Soliciting and Managing Callers 

The audience are continuously addressed by the host as potential callers. Before nearly every advertising or music break he repeats his ‘catch-phrase’ ‘1850 85 22 22 the RyanLine is Open’. On occasion he reminds the audience in the middle of a discussion that that they too can join in: ‘… 1850 85 22 22 by the way if you want to add to that…’ (23/5/96); ‘What did you think? Give us a shout on that or indeed any other matter on 1850 85 22 22.‘ (28/05/96). Gerry Ryan’s refrain ‘You tell us and we’ll tell them’ implies an entirely un-mediated relationship between callers and The Gerry Ryan Show. In practice however control of the broadcast output rests with the production team and audience participation on the show is controlled and managed in order to ensure a good show each day. Over the course of a successful call the caller will usually display a familiarity with the production values of the show. A working consensus exists about the meaning of the show and is shared by the production team and callers to the show.

     The production team exercise control over the content of The Gerry Ryan Show in a number of ways. Topics are usually pre-defined rather than open-ended. Studio guests and correspondents take up a significant proportion of the three hours the show is on-air each day. Calls are pre-selected and there is limited access to the airways available. As a rule callers to The Gerry Ryan Show are treated differently according to whether they are initiating a topic of discussion or responding to an earlier item or caller. Those responding to another call have a better chance of making it on-air than those initiating a topic ( if they manage to get through and if they qualify as good talkers.

     The 1-850-85 22 22 number connects callers directly to one of the two Broadcast Assistants (BAs). Calls then go through a filtering process. This involves an assessment of both the caller and the content of the call. Callers are required to present themselves in a way that is congruent with the style of the show in order to make it past. This is something that one of the regular callers to the show spoke about; 
(...) you get onto the receptionist and depending on whether the receptionist seems to think that you've a good story [(yes)], em some valuable contribution [(uhum)] then you're going to get on. If that's not the way she feels then you're not going to get on. It's as simple as that [(uhum)] (Male caller, emotive). 
     The decision criteria used by the team when assessing a caller is something that is learnt when working on the show. However it is experienced and described by the team as intuitive; one of the BAs explains that 'you kind of get a sixth sense' about which callers fit into The Gerry Ryan Show style. The BAs have a very short amount of time to decide whether a caller is a 'good talker' or not. The key here is that the contribution must be entertaining and not boring. Given the number of callers to each show, listeners do not have a high probability of making it on-air. This is something several of the callers that I interviewed were aware of. 
I suppose from an ego point of view you try to make some comment that would get them, you know, interested in you ( enough to ring you back and put you on [(uhum)] (Male caller, exhibitionist) 

     Callers also learn what makes a good call by listening to the show. Callers who are familiar with The Gerry Ryan Show way of doing things stand a better chance of making their point relevant and so getting on-air. Successful callers tend to be regular listeners to the show, are familiar with the show’s style and orient their contributions accordingly. A 'good talker' is also '...someone who will be familiar with Gerry's way of talking' (Producer). This is also something that many of the callers I interviewed were aware of; 
Gerry always has silly things on, you know [(uhhum)] and you don't feel that, you know, you're stupid ringing up about your dog [(uhum)] (Female caller, exhibitionist).  

I think my basic reason for ringing was em, Gerry has a sort of off the wall humour (...) I said I had a story that I though Gerry might find funny [(uhum)] (Female caller, exhibitionist). 
Callers understand the style, the tone and what is appropriate content for this show.

     Callers must also be judged to be genuine. Sincerity is required for a successful radio performance (Scannell, 1996). In a survey of listeners to the show it was found that no-one thought callers were fakes or plants (see O'Sullivan, 2000). Obviously the show’s callers fulfill the requirement of sincerity and this is achieved through careful screening. One member of the production team explained that people who ring with a story and subsequently embellish it in order to get on air are seen as not genuine. 

You get people (...) and then they alter the line slightly, you know that sort of way [(yeah)], ok that didn’t work, cancer didn’t work, I’m going to try (     ) [(yeah)] (...) (people like that) I absolutely cannot stand (Broadcasting Assistant). 

     People calling in with personal problems are assessed in exactly the same way as other callers. One of the team explained that if you got a particularly sensational call you might run into the studio screaming ‘I think she’ll cry [on-air]’ (Researcher). For a problem call crying on-air would enhance the performance and increase the perceived sincerity of the call. This apparent callousness can be seen as a correct orientation on the part of the researcher; she is oriented to the listening audience not the caller. The aim of any call is to entertain the audience and not to solve people’s problems, although this is not to deny that many people are helped as a result of going on-air. 

You’re not trained to be a Samaritan [(yeah)], you’re dealing with a show, so you’re only taking callers that are relevant to the show [(yeah)] and unfortunately there’s not a lot else you can do for the others (BA)   

Presentation of the Self On-Air 

Avery and McCain (1986: 121) argue that while talk radio shows may seem like interpersonal encounters they are in fact 'a unique media phenomenon'. All ‘callers must be ‘processed’ – that is, have their topic, once introduced, dealt with, assimilated (or rejected) in so far as it makes (or fails to make) ‘some sense’ of an issue-in-question, and their call must be terminated in order to make way for another caller’ (Hutchby, 1991:129). As well as the institutional aspects of talk on talk radio it is also important to consider the performative character of this talk. All public sphere fora always involve an audience. This holds whether you are talking about the bourgeois public sphere of the eighteenth century (Habermas, 1989), or contemporary talk radio shows. Interaction involves the presentation of the self. We all have concerns with how we manage this presentation, and try and control the impressions we give off. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show have similar concerns.

     In The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life Goffman (1971) outlines his dramaturgical model. He uses the term stage to convey the performative dimension of interaction. By performance he means 'all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the other participants' (Goffman 1971:26). Individuals, when in public, project a definition of the situation that includes their understanding of themselves (Goffman 1971:235). Individuals do this by what they say, what they do and the impressions they give off (Goffman 1971:14).
     Goffman (1971) argues that when an individual presents her or himself s/he will usually have an objective and will be concerned to control others' responses to this self-presentation. Individuals use both defensive and protective techniques to safeguard the impressions they give off. He also argues that in different circumstances individuals will be more or less concerned to give off a good impression (Goffman 1971:43). In relation to a public forum like The Gerry Ryan Show it would appear to be likely that an individual would be concerned about their on-air performance given the presence of a large audience. However callers to The Gerry Ryan Show, as we have already seen, have different objectives, and so some are likely to be more concerned with performance than others. Exhibitionist and emotive callers demonstrated an awareness of calling as a performative activity. In contrast troubles tellers and advice seekers were focused on instrumental ends and were less concerned about the impression they gave off on-air.

     For the majority of callers, going on-air is a new part that has to be performed. The performer will make use of the limited clues available to him or her about the setting. In relation to The Gerry Ryan Show clues will come from the BA, or from the caller's prior knowledge of the show. On several occasions the BAs coached callers before they went on-air. For example one caller was told to tell her story quickly, 'you have two minutes', and to make sure that she got the main points across 'Amsterdam was a nightmare because...' (BA 1). Callers will supplement these clues with information picked up from performances in other settings.

     A concern about errors and mistakes is central to participation in a public forum like The Gerry Ryan Show. For some callers these concerns are more acute than for others. Callers reported monitoring their own performances, and either being pleased or disappointed by them. Calling the show is associated with potential costs and potential benefits, as we shall see. 

     Performances can be spoiled in a number of ways. 
He [the performer] may stutter, forget his lines, appear nervous ...He may give way to inappropriate outbursts of laughter, anger, or other kinds of affect ...the participant may allow his presentation to suffer from inadequate dramaturgical direction ... unforeseen contingencies may cause improper timing of the performer's arrival or departure or may cause embarrassing lulls to occur during the interaction (Goffman 1971:60-1). 
Sounding nervous on-air was something that all types of callers were keen to avoid. One caller judged her call as successful because she was not nervous; 'I was satisfied that like I, I didn't sort of go all nervous or [(uhum)] whatever' (Female caller, question asker). Other callers were less pleased with their performances, reporting that calling the show created anxiety. 

I didn’t realise I’d actually get onto Gerry himself… I was shaking [(yeah)], I was shaking. It was very nerve racking [(uhum)]. I felt, I, didn’t seem to come across (Female caller, emotive). 

This level of nervousness can affect the performance. 

     A number of callers were very aware of the public nature of their call to the show. 

You're aware that other people are em listening to you [(yeah)] (...) so from that point of view it is intimidating. You're not, you're not always going to come across with the perfect English or express yourself as you would in a totally relaxed setting, you know [(uhum, uhum)] (...) you are afraid because you're on national radio you are afraid that there are people listening to it that you do know [(uhum)] that you're going to say something thick (Male caller, emotive). 
This caller is concerned about how others might evaluate his contribution. It is clear that he considers slips on national radio more serious than slips in other settings. While the host has been trained for his role and is a professional broadcaster, callers are aware that they are participating as amateurs and that this puts them at a disadvantage. Several respondents reported being pleased that they had held their own against the host despite this disadvantage. 

I've heard him get to a point where he… can be quite condescending about something he doesn't believe or relate to you know, while maintaining a verbal level of neutrality. His kind of inflection and everything and his kind of an 'ah, go on!' attitude… but I can hold my own in conversation… instead of getting snide or anything because we definitely had a difference of opinions [(yeah, sure)], he respected the fact that I didn't back down [(uhum)] you know. And that comes across well (Female caller, connotive). 
So many callers demonstrated an awareness of the power the power differential that exists between host and caller. Several were also aware of the host's power to terminate the call at any time (see also Moss and Higgins, 1984; Hutchby, 1991; Liddicoat et al, 1994).

     Another caller explained how being aware of the overhearing audience made her feel very conscious of the impression she was projecting. This limited her contribution to the discussion for fear of negative responses. This is an example of a defensive impression management technique. This caller is aware of the danger to her self-image of an unsuccessfully managed performance. 
\
When you feel somebody else is listening, you're talking for an audience.
I:
Yeah, and you felt conscious of that audience?
\
I was conscious of that [(uhum)], I was very conscious of it. Then you're thinking people say 'Oh Jesus, who does she think she is, blah, blah, blah or whatever'... I felt restricted and I felt you couldn't say what you really felt because then they'd think 'God, who does she think she is' (Female caller, emotive). 
This respondent censored her contribution in order to give off a good impression.  

Interaction Norms and Etiquette 
A performance highlights and confirms the official values of the setting in which it occurs (Goffman, 1971:45; see also Brand and Scannell, 1991 who make a similar point about callers to The Tony Blackburn Show). The relevant values in relation to The Gerry Ryan Show include a requirement to entertain the audience and to avoid being boring. Only troubles tellers and advice seekers were exempt from this requirement. Performances always involve emphasising some things while concealing others. On The Gerry Ryan Show a successful performance involves an orientation to the show's preferred style and way of doing things. Calling the show was seen as a fun thing to do by callers, many of whom reported that they enjoyed the experience of speaking to the host on-air. Of course there were also those who felt the call did not go well and these callers were often critical of the how the host handled their call. Getting on-air can enhance (or reduce) a caller’s symbolic capital, depending on the quality of the performance.

     Goffman (1971) talks about interaction footing, the process by which we assess what the etiquette is in each context we become involved in (see also Eliasoph, 1998). A breach or misreading of interaction footing would involve a violation of this style. It can be argued that the norms that exist in a setting can work to limit how a person can participate in debate and discussion. To illustrate this point I will use the example of the norms surrounding joking. In a setting where the "etiquette" values joking over other forms of debate it is can be difficult for callers to this show to establish interaction footing. The programme is not only concerned with fun but also attends to serious matters. The shift in mood between serious and fun is dictated by the production team, in their scheduling of calls and topics, or by the host, often during a call. This can lead to an emotive or connotive caller being ‘out of face’ if such a shift occurs whilst they are making a point. In this situation if they are not quick to adapt there is the danger that they will find themselves incorrectly aligned to the conversation.

     Much of the on-air 'fun' is created collaboratively between the host and other speakers, (callers, reporter, interviewees). Many callers collaborate willingly in 'doing humour'. In the following extract, for example, we see a caller being teased by the host for stating the obvious (lines 4-6), while the caller participates in the joke (line 7). 
01 Caller: He's a good guard dog [

02  



[mhmmm
03  the only thing is he hates cats.
04 Host: Hates cats! Well I have to tell you now, this may come as a shock
05 to you, that's not unusual. For centuries dogs and cats have had a non

06 steady relationship. 
07 Caller: Yeah, well his is very unsteady I must say! (The Gerry Ryan Show 22/5/96) 
Here the caller is demonstrating a familiarity with and an understanding of the style of the show. She makes the switch from serious (lines 1 and 3) to playful (line 7) effortlessly.

     In the next example we see the host interacting playfully with a female caller, flirting (line 9) with his ‘kind of girl’. He tries to persuade her to eat just one oyster (line 14). Then he starts a mock auction (line 16) which the caller plays along with (line 17). 
08 Caller: I'd eat anything

09 Host: My kind of girl.
010 Caller: Except oysters, I think they're disgusting (...)
011 Host: But oysters are very good for you though [(uughh)], they're full
012 of protein [
013  

[YUCK

014 go on, just one.

015 Caller: No way! 
016 Host: I'll give you ten quid, I'll give you twenty quid [
017  





[that's nothing sure.
018 I'll give you fifty quid. I'll give you a hundred pounds if you just have
019 one (...) I'll give you TWO hundred pounds
020 Caller: Okay 
021 Host: (laughs) Siobhan Hough [member of production team] said they
022 all have their price and she's right! (The Gerry Ryan Show 23/5/96) 
The caller eventually ‘agrees’ to eat the oyster for two hundred pounds (line 20), and gets a laugh from the host (line 21) for her capitulation. Of course regular listeners to the show and the caller know that these is on-air play and there will be no two hundred pounds forthcoming in ‘real life’.

     Contributors are required to have a tacit understanding of the 'rules' of debate and discussion on The Gerry Ryan Show. They understand that they are in a joking relationship (Radcliffe-Brown, 1968). Although the conversation might appear to be serious, a shift to 'doing humour' can occur at any time. The only exception to this rule is in calls involving troubles tellers, who are handled by the host in a empathetic manner. For other callers this instability can make a successful performance difficult. There is often no warning for an impending switch of tone. In these situations there are a number of responses available to callers (see also Davis, 1988 who makes a similar argument in relation to the medical consultation). Callers may join-in regardless, thereby proving that they are good sports. This however means accepting the host's definition of the topic as a laughing matter. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show are very unlikely to risk appearing as ' humourless' on-air, particularly given that the show is so clearly positioned as a 'fun' show. This would make a successful self-presentation almost impossible to accomplish.

     Those who don't see their topic as humorous, and are unwilling to go along with the shift in tone have a difficult job on their hands. One option available is to ignore the joke, and attempt to carry on with your story or point. This can be difficult to achieve as the host may continue to treat the topic as a laughing matter. The other option is to treat the joke as a rude interruption. This is a more difficult strategy and may ruin a successful on-air performance. Unless the host is willing to accept your definition of the topic as a serious one, which is unlikely, this would make you look as if you don't 'get' the joke and leave you open to the host's ridicule. In the extract below we see a caller choosing this strategy. This was the only direct resistance to 'doing humour' by a caller in the period studied. 
023 Caller: We put it [gerbils eating their new born babies] down actually

024 to the gerbils being weak..
025 Host: You mean morally?
026 Caller: Yes, the, the, physically. Gerry this is not funny now really as 
027 far as children are concerned, do you know what I mean? 
028 Host: I'm sorry, sorry, sorry 
029 Caller: Alright? But we were, she was left then with two gerbils and
030 they were perfect(...) 
031 Host: Did the social services intervene at that stage and take them away? (The Gerry Ryan Show, 17/5/96) 
The host makes a joke about the gerbils in question being morally weak (line 25), although it is clear from the preceding discussion that this is not the meaning intended. The caller does not cooperate with the shift in tone and instead chides the host on-air for making a joke out of what she sees as a serious matter (lines 26-7). This is quite a strong rebuke. She draws on her wider knowledge of the show and the host, a family man, by arguing that children would find the topic a serious one and so it should be treated as such. Although the host initially apologises to the caller in his next turn (line 28), he shifts the tone of the conversation again in line 31, despite her earlier protest. This caller has a very difficult job trying to make her point (that it was selection of the fittest), but finally manages to do so. Of course the 'price' for this victory is that she comes across as totally humourless, particularly in comparison to other callers on this same topic, who collaborate in 'doing humour' with gusto.

     This was something raised by respondents interviewed. One caller interviewed points to the danger of making a joke out of all subjects. 
Like its not really a joke, its not really that funny [(yeah, yeah)] (...) its been going on for years, if, if a girl gets raped one of the first questions that's asked of her 'what were you wearing?' [(yeah, sure)]. You know? [(yeah)] Like there it is! Its the way men react to how a woman is dressed (Female caller, emotive). 
This caller is resisting the way the host framed a discussion about women and clothes that she had participated in. It is interesting to note that she did not try to make this point whilst she was speaking to the host. Her preferred strategy was the first one outlined above, that is to go along with the host's framing of the topic as a humorous one. As a result she did not endanger her presentation of the self, unlike the caller in the previous example. Instead she is praised by the host for her contribution at the end of her call; 'Very good, that was excellent ----- [(Thanks)]. Well done!'  

Who is the Performance For? Callers to the show reported performing for different segments of the overhearing audience. The degree of pleasure associated with a good performance depended on whom the call was for. Callers oriented their contributions to one or more of the following audiences: the host, the audience in general, a particular segment of the audience (for example people with a particular type of headache), listeners who were also significant others, and non-listeners (significant others). Callers who took the greatest pleasure from their performance were those oriented to the host and to their friends and families (both listeners and non-listeners). These callers also tended to be exhibitionist or emotive callers.

     Several respondents spoke of the host's response to their call; 
Like I remember, I'd listened to two [calls] after that and he said 'That other one was good, wasn't it' referring to my one [call] [(uhum)]. It's good, it kind of makes you feel like, ah, they were listening you know [(yeah, yeah). He didn't like forget about it straight away (Female caller, exhibitionist). 
This caller is clearly proud of having met the host's standards for a good call. The performative aspect of calling the show is something that is reinforced by the host's contributions, as the above quote indicates.

     Supportive and encouraging comments are made to many callers by the host at the closing stage of their call. The most common phrase used by the host to do this is 'well done'. Other callers are told theirs is a 'good story', or a 'great story'. In this way the host gives cues to other potential callers about the type of material and interaction that he prefers from callers to the show.
     For others it was the combination of performing for the host, and the wider audience that was appealing. 
It's em, well ok (you do) play to your own ego a bit as well, do you know what I mean? The fact that, as I said to ya, you know that I'm not aware of the fact that the, the whole nation is listening to you, or a good portion [(uhum)] is listening to ya, that's not strictly true. I mean you do know that this is going on... and you get a little bit of a boost about it if you've had a good conversation with the presenter [uhum)] and if the presenter thinks, if the presenter things that... what you're saying is making sense (Male caller, emotive). 
For this respondent calling The Gerry Ryan Show afforded an opportunity to present the self on a bigger stage than was available in everyday life, although this is something he denies at the outset. It is important to get a good reception from the host. In addition the fact that the nation is listening added to the pleasure of a successful performance; it was an ego boost.  

‘I wouldn’t call just for the sake of calling’ Even if you perform well on-air there is a danger that you might give the impression of being someone who needs to be a performer, which has negative connotations in certain instances. A minority of callers were aware of this and had an ambivalent attitude to the act of calling. These callers were keen to distance themselves from other callers whose motives were seen as questionable. One caller spoke of her view of callers to the show prior to calling; 

I can remember saying, I, honestly, this is the truth! When I went off working first I mind saying to my husband, "if you ever hear me on The Gerry Ryan Show, could you please come home and get me committed!" [(laughs)] (Female caller, troubles teller). 

This comment is revealing as it positions calling as something irrational and potentially dangerous. Of course these comments never applied to the respondents own call, only to others’ calls. 

I suppose from an ego point of view you try to make some comment that would get (…) you on [(uhum)], not that I felt the need to be on the radio I have to say (Male caller, emotive). 

This caller reveals an awareness of the possible stigma attached to presenting yourself as the sort of person who 'needs' to participate on the show (see Horton and Wohl, 1956). Another caller made a similar point; 'I do know that there are people who live for ringing up these shows' (Male caller, emotive). This is something that this caller is disdainful of.

     In contrast for many exhibitionist callers calling ‘for the sake of it’ was not something to be apologetic of. For them the act of calling was consistent with their own and others' view of themselves as 'game for a laugh', or good fun. 

I
 [I'd] do anything really.

/
What do you mean by that?

I
Like I wouldn’t be nervous or shy [(uhum)], you know, I'm game for a laugh [(uhum)] and I mean they [friends], everybody thought it was a laugh (Female caller, question asker/ exhibitionist).  

Within my circle I'd be regarded as a bit of a head-banger [(laughs)], you know? [(yeah)] Em if anybody heard me they wouldn’t be surprised (Male caller, emotive). 

     Several exhibitionist callers also identified strongly with the host, who they saw as open, modern and fun, like themselves. This gave them a rationale for calling. 

I’m fairly open-minded anyway. He just reminds me a bit of myself, you know [(uhum)], the things the things I like [(yeah, yeah)] (Female caller, emotive)  

His mind-set and my mind-set are very alike. I think the way he thinks kind of [(uhum)], you know what I mean? His sense of humour suits me (Male caller, Matt J) 

Calling the show makes sense to these callers and reinforces their self-images.  Performing to a Known Audience. Calling the show may have consequences for the caller in his or her everyday world. The majority of the callers interviewed (thirty-six out of forty-two) spoke about others' reaction to their call. The majority of calls were heard by friends and family and many described positive reactions to their call. 

Everybody I know heard me [(laughs)]. In fact my eh, my friend Natalie phoned up another friend Linda… saying 'X is on the radio, did you hear her? [(laughs)] And the only one who didn’t hear it was my mum, and she was disgusted (Female caller, exhbitionist). 
     For many it was it was the performance itself that was commented on. 
My family listened to it, and they thought it was amusing (Female caller, exhibtionist).  

My friend heard me on the bus, she was going into work on the bus and she nearly wet herself [laughing] on the bus you know [(laughs)]... 'Oh my god! That's Pauline' (Female caller, exhibitionist). 

This caller's friend confirmed that her performance was a good one with this reaction. Such responses help callers define their call as a successful performance.

     For some this was an unintended consequence as they were not sure in advance of their call whether anyone they knew would be listening to the show at the time. Other respondents reported that they knew people who were regular listeners and their performance was, at least in part, directly for them. 

He [boyfriend] phoned me an hour later and said 'You sound great on the radio' [(laughs)]. It was good you know. I knew he wouldn't miss it [(uhum, uhum)]. (Female caller, exhibitionist) 
     Calling the show was understood as a display for family and friends by these callers. The known audience was of more significance than the anonymous listeners to the show. Some reported taping the call themselves, or asking someone else to tape it for them. In this way a successful performance can be relived, and also communicated to friends and relatives who may not have been listening at the time. Being on-air conferred status on these callers and this was part of the pleasure of participating in the discussion. As Couldry (2003: 119) has argued in a discussion of television talk shows, 'The talk show is assumed to be a valued place because it is a media place'. This extra-discursive aspect of talk radio is crucial. Participation on the show has a social dimension. Callers are often oriented to this. As Goffman argues face work is not just attended to in face-to-face interaction but extends to the wider social world (1982:7).  

Performance as a Secondary Concern: Troubles Telling and Advice Seeking 

Troubles tellers and advice seekers understand The Gerry Ryan Show as a space in the public sphere where matters of public concern may be discussed with others in similar situations, rather than a setting for doing entertainment. Experience is privileged and it is people's own direct experience of the topic that motivates their call to the show. This is a different understanding of the show to that shared by exhibitionist, emotive and connotive callers outlined previously. For advice seekers and troubles tellers their admission on-air legitimates their trouble, positioning it as an important matter, worthy of the attention of The Gerry Ryan Show and listeners. This can enhance callers’ self-esteem and improve their view of themselves.

     Troubles tellers and advice seekers were much less inclined to describe the performative aspect of their call, although several mentioned nervousness. Instead it was instrumental goals that were highlighted — the problem solving, educational and support functions of calling the show. 

It wasn't until I heard other callers and heard the way he [Gerry Ryan] talked to them about it [bullying], I said 'hold on a wee minute, this isn't my fault' [(yeah, yeah)] and I, you know to be very honest I have really got over that (Female caller, troubles teller). 

Another caller also describes the therapeutic function of getting on-air: 

I felt a hell of a lot better [after calling] (…) I felt good talking to him, you know, and I'd say his show is brilliant because he gets, he listens to you (Male caller, troubles teller). 

Self-disclosure is experienced as empowering for these callers. 

     Troubles tellers tended to be oriented to the host and the host's response to their call. 

I think Gerry Ryan is one of the nicest people [(uhum)] to exist (…) he's like a bloody counsellor (laughs) [(yeah, yeah)], you know. It's like he listens to you [(uhum)] and you don’t feel stupid (Female caller, troubles teller). 

For advice seekers the pleasure of calling the show was associated with being given the opportunity to initiate an on-air discussion with people who shared their problem. 

Well I'll tell you what, when you know there is someone out there that has something similar to you, you realise then that you're not the only one, you know, that maybe there is an answer (Female caller, advice seeker). 

Here the sense of community created helps dissipate the caller's feelings of isolation associated with her chronic illness. One of the callers who responded described a similar response, despite not initiating the discussion herself. 

I did feel a bit comforted because other people had the same problem (Female caller, advice giver). 
     Calling had both intended and unintended consequences for these respondents. Another male caller who had rung the show looking for advice about how to get back together with his long-term girlfriend reported how the call had positive consequences. 

I
Well one of her friends had heard me, recognised the voice and had phoned [(uhum)].. the other half and told her to listen to it… she was a bit surprised that I went to all that trouble… she was glad in a way that I went onto it, you know.

/
So why, why was that?

I
I think that eh, I just think it showed her that I was prepared to go out of my way to do something a little bit different, you know (Male caller, advice seeker). 

     It is interesting to note that he was quite scathing about the advice he received from other callers, seeing it as 'over the top'. The motivation for the call appears to have been to make an impression on his girlfriend rather than to get advice from other listeners. The call had the desired effect and they were back together the following week.

     Another caller reported an unintended consequence of a call about a brutal attack on his daughter.

I seem to have got more of a response from the guards as well because one of them actually heard it on the show and we got an awful lot of call backs from the guards… there was other girls attacked and the was no call back to them, you know (Male caller, troubles teller).

     Many callers in this group showed a relative lack of awareness of the production values of The Gerry Ryan Show. One key issue was that these callers did not understand that calls were primarily for the overhearing audience and not for callers. This was particularly true in relation to those callers who did not make it on air. They could not understand why they had not been allowed seek help on-air for their problem, or tell their trouble like they had heard so many others doing.  

Conclusion 

Talk radio shows offer access to callers to participate in on-air debate and discussion. However any discussion of this participation must pay attention to callers' orientation to the genre as an arena for the presentation of the self. Although a concern with self-presentation and impression management is there in any public forum, the more public the setting the greater the concern. Successful callers display an understanding of the style, tone and what constitutes appropriate content for the show. A concern with how the contribution might sound to the audience influences the content and tone of calls to The Gerry Ryan Show. Callers had different reasons for calling the show, but performance was a concern for all but a minority. Callers were found to use a range of techniques to manage the impression given off on-air. Interactional norms and etiquette determine the nature of the ensuing discussion. Callers to The Gerry Ryan Show are central players who, together with the host and the production team, contribute to the staging of debate in this on-air forum. The issue of performativity should be given sustained attention in future studies of this complex and beguiling genre.
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