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In This Report    
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Weekend programming is critical to 
NPR stations.  In fact, the level of 
radio listening on Saturday at 10am 
is equivalent to the prime hour of 
7am Monday-Friday. 
 
This is the first in a projected series 
of reports designed to help program 
directors make informed decisions 
about weekend programming. 
 
In this report we begin with a 
fundamental reality check: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reality Check 
 
 

 As of Spring 2011, Car Talk is still NPR’s top 

weekend program with an AQH of 2.4 million 
persons listening. 

 
 Car Talk, Wait Wait and On The Media 

demonstrate strong affinity with Weekend 

Edition, appealing to the same type of listeners 
 

 Among the top six NPR weekend programs, Car 
Talk and Wait Wait still generate the most loyal 

audiences, just ahead of Weekend Edition. 
  

 Wait Wait, Car Talk and Weekend Edition 

Saturday grew significant audience from Fall 
2010 to Spring 2011. 

 

 Over the last five years – through the transition 
to PPM – the top NPR weekend programs have 

continued to rank #1 Car Talk, # 2 Wait Wait, 
#3 Weekend Edition Saturday.



NPR’s Top Weekend Programs 
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There are six NPR weekend 
programs that serve at least 500,000 
average listening persons. 
 
As of Spring 2011, Car Talk is still 
NPR’s top weekend program with 
an AQH of 2.4 million persons. 
 
Wait Wait Don’t Tell Me ranks a 
close second with 2.3 million AQH. 
 
Car Talk and Wait Wait are typically 
scheduled after Saturday Weekend 
Edition.  That’s the ideal scheduling 
to benefit all three programs.   
 
Car Talk and Wait Wait build an 
AQH that is one million persons 
greater than the average audience of 
Weekend Edition Saturday. 
 
These are the most recent national 
audience estimates, released by NPR 
twice a year, based on the Arbitron 
Nationwide database. 

 
 

As of Spring 2011, there are 2,424,800 persons listening during an 

average quarter hour of Car Talk 
 

The NPR programs selected for this chart are designed for weekend 

broadcast and attract at least 500,000 AQH persons listening.
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Appeal and Affinity 
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A proven strategy for NPR stations 
is to schedule Car Talk and Wait 
Wait directly after Weekend Edition. 
 
That is not only because intelligent 
entertainment provides relief from 
the week’s news.  More importantly, 
Car Talk and Wait Wait demonstrate 
strong affinity with the NPR news 
magazines – meaning that they 
appeal to the same type of listeners. 
 
This chart illustrates the appeal of 
six NPR weekend programs on two 
simple dimensions – median age and 
composition of men vs women. 
 
Car Talk, Wait Wait and On The 
Media gravitate closely together with 
Weekend Edition and ATC. 
 
For perspective, we show the 
contrasting appeal of classical music 
(older than the appeal of Weekend 
Edition) and adult alternative music 
(younger and more male).   
   

 
 
Demographically, Car Talk appeals to an audience with median age 57 

and 54 percent men composition. 
 

Car Talk’s appeal is very similar to Weekend Edition Saturday, with the 

same median age and 51 percent men composition. 
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Loyalty and Power 
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The best public radio programs can 
attract loyal audiences who value the 
service.  As public radio listeners 
become more loyal, they are more 
likely to send money. 
 
As of Spring 2011, there are six 
NPR weekend programs that serve 
at least a half million AQH persons. 
 
Car Talk and Wait Wait still generate 
the most loyal audiences, just a bit 
ahead of Weekend Edition. 
 
Specifically, when Car Talk is on the 
air it captures 45 percent of radio 
listening by that station’s listeners. 
 
Car Talk’s loyalty is significantly 
higher than the station’s overall 
loyalty across the week.   
 
AudiGraphics calculates power to 
quantify relative loyalty.  Car Talk 
and Wait Wait are the most powerful 
of the top weekend NPR programs.    

 
 

Loyalty is 45 percent when Car Talk is on the air; that is, 

45 percent of the radio listening done by the station’s audience 
during the program’s broadcast is to Car Talk. 

 

Car Talk’s power is positive 33.  In AudiGraphics terms, that means the 
program generates higher loyalty than the station overall.
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Still Growing 
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NPR’s leading weekend programs 
have been on the air for years.  Yet it 
has become problematic to trend 
audience since 2007 – when 
Arbitron started phasing in PPM.  
 
Generally, the PPM finds more 
weekly cume listeners than the 
traditional Arbitron diary, while 
average listening estimates have 
declined under PPM. 
 
Tracking AQH estimates is the real 
problem, not only because of PPM 
but also the possibility that overall 
levels of radio use are eroding. 
 
In Fall 2010 Arbitron converted the 
last markets to PPM.  Accordingly, it 
is fair to compare Nationwide AQH 
estimates from Fall 2010 to Spring 
2011, and going forward from here. 
 
The chart shows that NPR’s top 
programs – Car Talk and Wait Wait 
– continue to grow audience, along 
with Saturday Weekend Edition.  

 
 
From Fall 2010 to Spring 2011, Car Talk gained 94,700 AQH persons.  

 
Wait Wait grew by 146,200 AQH persons, while Saturday Weekend 

Edition added 54,100 average persons listening.  

 
The chart ranks the NPR weekend programs with at least 500,000 AQH.  
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Still On Top 
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Arbitron started phasing in PPM ratings in 2007, switching 
large radio markets away from the traditional diary.  The 
last markets converted to PPM in Fall 2010. 
 
That’s why it is problematic to trend the national AQH or 
cume numbers across 2007 to 2010.  However, for an 
apples-to-apples trend, we can look at the relative ranking 
of network programs over the years. 
 
Car Talk was NPR’s top weekend program in Spring 2005 
and has continued to rank first through Spring 2011. 

Starting with Fall 2006 the number two program has been 
Wait Wait, attracting a larger average listening audience 
than Weekend Edition Saturday. 
 
Over these 13 surveys, the fourth ranked program has 
always been Weekend Edition Sunday.  The fifth has been 
Weekend ATC and the sixth On the Media. 
 
Going back to Spring 2005, no other NPR weekend 
program generated over 500,000 AQH persons – whether 
measured by diary or PPM. 

NPR's Top Weekend Programs

Ranked by Average Listening Audience

Spring 2005 - Spring 2011
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Car Talk #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1 #1

Wait Wait #3 #3 #3 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2 #2

Weekend Edition Saturday #2 #2 #2 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3 #3

Data: NPR  Audience Insight & Research            Analysis:  Walrus Research

Source: ACT 1 based on Arbitron Nationwide, Spring 2011, Persons 12+, Mon‐Sun Midnight‐Midnight



Notes On Method  
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For this report we compared two different sources of Arbitron data. 
 
NPR generates its network audience estimates from Arbitron’s Nationwide 
database.  Because the system combines PPM ratings with diary-based ratings, 
the demographic is persons 12 plus.     
 
Technically, the Nationwide data are not respondent level, so NPR uses 
software called ACT 1.  NPR alerts us that “ACT 1 uses modeling algorithms 
and estimation procedures for certain cume estimates.”  Nevertheless, these are 
NPR’s official audience estimates, as quoted to media and funders. 
 
ARA generates its National AudiGraphics – as well as AudiGraphics for 
individual stations – based on respondent level data.  ARA is independent of 
NPR and all other networks, producers or stations. 
 
In this report we analyzed average listening (AQH persons) instead of the 
weekly reach (cume persons) of each program.  Obviously a weekday program 
like Morning Edition, broadcast Monday through Friday, can accumulate more 
unduplicated listeners than a weekend program like Car Talk. 
 
Average listening audience – not cume – is the basis for a station’s share within 
its market.   
 
More importantly, the AQH audience is the number of persons who hear a 
particular news story or fund drive pitch.  It is also establishes the value of an 
underwriting credit.  
 

 
 
Walrus Research is an independent 
audience research firm with an 
established record of quantitative 
and qualitative projects for public 
radio stations, national producers 
and networks. 
 
Non-proprietary publications for 
major research projects including 
Grow The Audience, Audience 2010, 
NPR’s Local News Initiative, The Public 
Radio Tracking Study and all of the 
PRPD Core Values studies are 
available for download at 
www.WalrusResearch.com.    
 
We are grateful to Lori Kaplan and 
Ben Robins of NPR Research who 
gave access to the Arbitron data.  
 
Funding was provided by Dewey, 
Cheetham & Howe.   
 


