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PATTERNS OF COMMUNICATION ON TALK RADIC
During recent years there has been a2 demonstrated need for public

access to tie broadcast media, and two-way or "talk radio' has grown as a

i -

successful préér‘am format. Increasing numbers of radio stations are dewvoting
at least a por‘ti-ﬁn of their or-oadcaét week to listener call-in programs, and the
popularity of talk radio shows clear evidence of continued growth. An‘ ear;ly
'stlu(c\')y commissior:\ed by CBS (1966)-ur~ged advertisers to spend more money

—

on advertising for a talk station's audience than for a music station's audience.
More recently, Groberg (1968), Crittenderi (1970), and Turow (1874) began
investiéations into the unique nature and functions of talk radfo. :A'il of these
researchers conclude that the talk radio format serves a.s; an important form
of human contact. |

The interperconal character of ta1i< radio is especially significant.

Talk radio is one of the few public média which allows for spontaneous inter-

' 'actign between two or more people. Any time two peopic interact they must
perceive and r‘espond‘to ‘bo»'.;e another in some cohsisteﬁf and éppropr‘iate manner.
Oné person's communi!téation becomeé data for another person's verbal response.
This process of exchanging messages creates a péttem of talk which def;ines

a symbol system for .the interactants. That is, social reality is. defined and
becomes significant for the communicators. Interactic~ within the context of
talk r‘adié, then; is an important event for those people V\;ho participate. By
.lk1ov~)i~ng more abo;.xt interaction patterns;which result from a talk radio format,

we gain insights into the communicative nature of two-way radio.

The purpose of this study was to characterize the patterns of interaction *

.r’ | 3
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which emerge from the talk pr'odlfced by radio hosts and their-czllers. The
emphasis is on the seguential structure of the talk——not trait measures of
callers or hosts. The interaction is considered a system of verbal behavior
and conclusions are drawn from the structure of this system. More specif-
ically, the study posed the following general research gquesticns.

1. What patterns of interaction emerge when people ccmmunicate
via talk radio?

2. Do the;patterns of interaction differ from one host to another? -
3. If so, What is the nature of these differences?
4, Are the intefaction patterns a function of host personality?
5. Does the commun\icati'on vary as a function of time of day?
6. What are the functions of talk radic?
PROCEDURES —

The s£_u'dy was conducted during a one-week period (Sunday-Saturday)
at radio gtation KSXX in Salt L.ake City, Utah. Each broadcast day \;vas
recorded on audio tape and subsequently tr‘anscvr‘ibec?. Thé authors and their
r‘esear‘ch assistants divided the broadcast day into three equal time periods
and monitored calls coming into the étation. Each caller was lAater* asked to
provide a demographic pr,‘o’r‘ile.1 The recorded interaction bet;veen hosts and ’
céller‘s consti&zted the data for this Astudy. s
The station's on-air staff afforded six distinctive personality types

dur‘ing the wéek—day period. Trénscripts of approximate{ly thirty hours of

host-—calle_?‘ interaction during the Monday~Friday hlock provided the data

)

i

-base. The on-air personalities were classified as follows:

; .

!

:
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Host #1 — Wake-—up Comic:'(B:OO’-a.m. - 10:00 a.m.): A quick-witted "
personality who can make light of most situations. He attempts to turn con-
versation to tha humorous side and avoids spending too much time cn heavy
is;sues that are'very serious. -

Host #2 - Right Wing Conservative (10:00 a.m. - 12;30): An extremely
conservative COm.municaster‘ who is considered a major spokesman for the
fairly extensive right wing element in Salt Lake City. He is considered to
be the station's most effective on—-air salesman and r;equested' by advertisers
more frgquently than any other host. |

Host #8 - Light Conversational (12:30 p.m. - 2:00 p.m.): An avid

//

supporter of theatre and the aﬁs. Host #3 excels in the discussion dF topics
which are of specific interest tb the woman of the house. He fr‘quentlern— :
erates call-in responses by reciting sele.ct.ions of poetry or providing a favorite
r‘ecipev.

Host #4 - Left Wing L.iberal (2:00 p.m. - 3:80 p.m.): A young intel-
IectL\;aI who r‘epr‘esenés a very liberal poirt of view, he is seen as .pr*oviding'.the
neéessar*y balaﬁce for Hqst #2, He frecuently utilizes guests in order to get
mor-e‘deeply into is?ues. R

Host #5 — Mo’der‘aﬁe Businessm‘an 73:30 p.m. --6:00,p.m.): A full-time
stock broker who is we_l_l known in the coﬁmunity and represents a middle‘,-‘of—v
the—road point of view! Generally considered as being opén—minded by station
management, but whose on-air presence has been characterized by callers as ..

Yoeurt."

4

Host #6 - Passive Listener (6:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m.): Basically

5}



conservative, he is willing to let .éallers express themselves at great lengths' -
-with only infrecusnt interruptions. His viewpoints and positions on issues

tend to reflect the religious 0vé rtones which are predominant in the Salt Lake
Corﬁmunity.

-

Coding

il'_fixe interaction between program hglst and call-inlistener was subjected

to interaction analysis using a derivation of Hawes' (1972a; 1972b) category
system. The Hawes system classifies meésages into c;,-ne of tPjir‘teen categon;‘ies.
Though the coding scheme was mcdified for the pur‘poées of th?s study, the system

o>

- petained its focus on conterit and relationship aspects of communication.

Genér‘aliziﬁg (G) pertains o statementfs which pfeseht non—verifiable
information. Disruption ) occurs when someoné attacks another. Mességes
which disagree or seek to discourage continued interactioﬁ are regatively
_Qeinfoir‘cing (NR). Statements which sough't‘new ve{ﬁit;iable infopmaﬁion were

b
[} ‘ ' (}

content o,uesti'ons\'(CQ). Content clarification (CC) occurred w

N someone pro-

vided information which interpreted or clarified previous informatiohs ~(E) was
L4 * . .

" content and defined as verifiable information. Comments which extend or

elaborate on previously discussed information were considered content extension

(CE).' Encouragingcontinied interaction pr agreeing was termed positive rein-

forcement (PR). Sentenc. fragments with no meaning were labeled incomplete (I).

Relationship extension (RE) meant that statements were supportive or provided

information about affective condition. A relationship question (RQ) asked for

information about feelings. Relationsbip clarification (RC) were messages which

requested informationto clarify an affective state. Finallly,' structuring (St)



statements provided suggestions for behavior. 2

Each communicative act served as a unit of data and was coded into
’ ’

oreBf the thirteen categories. A communicative act is an individual's single
uninterrrupted utterance.” One act terminates and another begins when another

person in the conversation begins to speak.

Data Display and Analvsis

The data (coded -interaction) were then projected onte an interact matrix
to reveal pattems of connected statements. fhe rows of an iﬁte ract matrix
represent antecedent statements and the cclumns represeﬁt subsequent state-
ments. (See Fisher, 1970; Ellis & Fisher, 1975; Bales, 1950; Stech, 1970).
Therefore, these data were n-'\apped onto a 13 x 13 matrix containing 169spossib1e
inter;act unit;. An interact matrix was generated fb:f each host. - Another matfix“
which contains the entire popuiation of data (all six hosts) is called the con;xp_osite

. matrix. i

These interact frequancies were then transformed into transition proba-
bilities. A transition pr*obability is the probability of entering a l.speci;fic state
(category) given the last state occupied. For a population categorized into the ]

thirteen states above the communication may be profiled by the following transition

rmatrix.
Plin Pion Plam. . ... ... ... Plsn
P21n
‘p31n

RO :




That is, given ’ghe probeability of teing in state one (gener*ali.v;ing), the
probability of making the transition to arjy othér state is‘given' by row one
of the transition matr*ix.

Mareover, the tr*ahsition probabilities in one métr*ix can be compared to
the probabilities in another matrix using a statistical procedure devised by
Anderson and‘Goodman (1857).. In this study the interaction produced by each
host and his callers was (a) compared to the composite (all data) interaétion;
and {b) compared to every other host. TheAnderson and Goodman statistic
has a chi square distr"ibution.’ For any corhparison there is first an overall

* Anderson and Goodman statistic. A significant overall statistic indicates that
the transition pr‘obab.ilities Within individual matrices differ from thé composite
matr*i*. The Anderson and Goodman for a particular state, then, means that |
the transition probabilities from tha;t sﬁa_'(category of talk) differ from the
composite. We have a single statement about the significance of a composite
matrix, and a teét for specific sources of variance generated by individual
functions (states).

Finally, the importance of a particular interact is obtained by observing
structure inducing cells in a.matrix. An interact induces structure when its““
frequency and transition probabilitﬂy exceed F:andom expectations. Given'thir*éeen
cells in a row which sum to 1'.0, the randomly expected tr*ansi\t:ion probability

- _ for any interact is .07, Expected frequency is the result of dividing tHe‘ total

N of a matrix by 169. Structure inducing cells indicate that a paﬁticular type of

interaction’is occurring frequently.




FﬁESUL.TS
Inte_r‘r‘ater f‘eliability (Guetzkow, 19'50) was compufed and considered
satisfactory (R = .82; p 4.05). This statistic indicates that coders undeAr'stood
the Soding scheme and applied it consister_fcly. |

The freguencies for each host are reported in Table I. Host#1 and his. -

'callers, for example, produced 64 units of communicative acts which were

coded intoc category one. There were 40 units of category two, and so on. The
first host had a total of 2,405 units with an expectec frequency of 14 per call. _
The composite row reports totals. This study generated 10,75C units of data,

i.e., verbal utterances.

INSERT TABLE 1

Table 2 reports the results of the Anderson and Goodman statfstics for

" each host compared to all other hosts. The overall Anderson and Goodman

statistic was significant (A-G = 1268. 18; df = 780; p < .0l) and indicates varying

pattems of interaction between matrices (host—callei" interactibn). The signifi-

1
A
\

- cant Anderson and Goodman staftistics for a state indicate that the transition

pr‘obabi_lities from that stéte for that host differ from the composite n*'\atrix.

| INSERT TABLE 2

As noted above, the ear‘ls/ morring host (8:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m.): is a
quick—witted wake—up comic and rarely engages in cohtroversial issues.3 Con-
sistent with all other hosts, he spencis considerable t.ime extending contént (ce).
However, the éxistence of a-signiﬁcant conte-nt (Q) category is the distinguishing
cha.rfacter‘iistic‘ of tht; inter‘action phoduceq by the early m'orn".ng' host énd his

callers. While all host-caller interaction is characterized by prolonged content

. extension, only the fi rst host exhibits a significant amount of new information (C).

9



People who call Host #1 introduce & subject (C}, comment on the: subject (CE),

and then begin the process again. Furthermore, since callers gain pleasure
ﬁfom their exchanges with the first host there is considerable positive rein-
fsrcemént (I;JR). Below we will see that the second host also p\r‘ovidgs and
r‘eceives significant positive r*einfér‘cenﬁent, but for a véf‘y differ;ent_fr‘eason.

The transitions from either c, Cg, or PR are ofte’3‘n t_o_r,‘elationship
extension. The conyersation promoted by this host leads to relational support.
A previous study (Avery, Ellis, & Glover, 1976) r_‘éborted thé‘c a large proportion .=,

of the callers for Host #1 were female homemakers who listened daily. These

callers are not threatened by this host and assume that their 'irelationship with
the host is one of;quality.‘ "Reinforcing this guality relationship is very important:

to the talk radio listener. | S

%

Host #1 and his callers engage in significant structuring (St) Behahavior.

Structuring involves subtle recommendations for behaving or abrupt redirection

of the interaction. Numerous topic changes account for the structuring inter—"

a

action. The host's superficial treatment of diverse topics lends itself to rj,&ibid'

topic fluctuation. The host or a caller will initiate a new topic with almost "

... no warning. o .

) (Later‘ in the morning (10:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.ml.) the second 'iicsst (r‘ight
wing conservative) begins his biﬂogr‘am." Except for two distinguishing character-
istics, the (i"ﬁteraction patterns‘ produced by Host #2 and h.is callers r‘esei‘nbles
that of the first. To begin, tk-ie'l’ate n;ior'nihg host does not generate a significant
content (C) function (see Tablé 2). .V\'/hére the first host and his callers introduce
an;j‘él‘abqr‘a.te upon & wide variety qf information, the second hdst spends

10
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considerable tirme on a single issue. Except for category six (c;ont-; Ty, hosts
1 and 2 have all significant c'a'tegories n common. Since the late morning
host encourages intense discussion of controversial issues, he and his callers
are more likely to digr*es's and meander around a topic than introduce sub-
étantive information. Moreover, the significant structuring category is con—
sistent with the extr*éme ’views of the host. He is constantly offering adviée on
how peo’ple should behave. Host #2 tells peopie how to vote, what to believey and
who to trust al} of whfch are compatiblé with his rigid political perspective.

One other interaction sequence distinguishes Host #2 from the o*;_hgar‘s -
The transition from positive reinforcement (FR) to genéralizing (G) induces
structure in the interact matrix genér*atec.i b\y Host #2 and his callers. Gener‘al—'
izing involves analyzing.op arguing an idea in broad and abstract terms. The

v

interaétahts reinforce each other and then proceed to generalize. As they mirror

one another verbal behavior, each individua! demands less justification from the

other and projects more of himself into the others statements. This process of’

mutual reinforcement endenders confidence in the communicators and facilitates

v

the expression of abstractions. Generalizing functiors to reinforce the doctrinaire

attitudes’ of the host and his callers. _ : ' . "

The 12:30 p.m. to '2:00 p.m. communicaster, Host #3, takes more calls

than any other host. He is a noncontroversial supporter of the arts and often

< ! .

reads poetry and exc_:hangeé' recipes. This host's interaction also centers

around continuous elaboration and exterision of subject rratter (CB", with

signifi_c;ant positive né_infor*cement (PR‘)“ana structuring (St).

s

Host #3 is distinguished by significant r*elationéhipl extension (RE).

i

' M
.
£ ’ i



Relationship extensicn is an interesting verbal functicrn ir\.vo;ving__eméatnetic

or supportive statements, These statements are not iceaticnzal in nature tut

refer to affect or feeling states. Similar to the first host, the third ncst pro-
vides nonthreatening interaction. Callers discuss topics of artistic interest -
and reinforce one another for their insights. Peoplé cailing Hbst #2 are zlso
reinfor*ci.ng but emphasize ideational rather than relational support. T s
ideationatrrelational distinction is the cﬁl:ci.al differ*ence- which separates hests
1 and 3 from the second hcsst,
From 2:00 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. {Host #4) the'r"e is a dramatic drop in tf';.e
simple frequency of interaction. This !;rost is liberal and fr‘ecuently ccunters
the positior;s taken by Host #2. No significant positive reinforcement and’
structuring separates this host from the cthers. He spends most of his time
exploring the ‘c.jetails of a subject. He takes fewer calls and'utilizes special
guests who ha:/e expér*tise in somé _political matter. Beyond the typical extension
of content with occasi onal transition to statements of new information or positive,
reinforcement, the host and i_”.is céller‘s do not vary their interaction modes. _
The significant relationship extension (RE")_:‘categor“y br*obably reflects the hosts
moral overtones. Sveryday poli;\lcal events(‘ar*e translated into personal implica-
| tions. Host #4 attempts to provide a supportive atmosphere and is not as adar-nant :
as the conservative host, Thougb he maintains definite opinioﬁs, Host #4 rarely
"instructs" h‘is listeners about what to beiieve 'or~ how to behav.e.-
The late afternoon hcsst (3:30 p.m. to 6:00 p.mM.) represents a moderate -~
. point of view and often discusses stiness affairs. .Ho'st #5 aisplays significant.
co'ntent éxte;{sior.\'(CE) and structuring (St). Most of the interaction is ideationc.e_d

-

e
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rather than relational, as evidenced by the lack of significant, positive rein-

~

forcement and relationship extensien. The simple content of the talk accounts
forJ;the interaction in this tir ne host rarely addresses ego-involving
| political issues or topics ~ -est to his listeners. Hos - iunctions

as'a credible information source who dispenses advice on-economic o business

matters. Interpersonal rewards or rélationship development are 'inconsequen-i-'

tial to Host #5.
The final host (6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m.) also produces highly steble inter- -
' action. )Zl'her‘e are significant Er‘ansitions from only one _categor‘y of in_teract"ion'..

The closing 'communicaster‘ is a péssive listener‘ who r‘epr‘esents the pf*edeminant .
_religion in the community. H% takes very few calls at this hour of the day and

! VT
H .

spends most of his time: extending on single{issue's. This host does not dominatef )

nor does he commumcate at the r*elatlonshlp level

DISCUSSION

~

Turow (1974) ar‘gued that the call—xn listener to a talk ‘radio for~mat is

<

motivated by the need for inter‘p’e%s'onal contact. Peogjle consider talk radio

an information source and an outlet for their need to,expr‘ess themselves-. The .

¢

host at the other‘ end of a telephone satisfies a vamety of % terpersonal functlons

" for the caller. He ser‘ves not only as a source of 1nfor~matlon but as a r‘esponswe '

. e
/—q\

human who can confmm\r‘ dlsconﬁ nm a caller“s self—concept Many‘_caller‘s,_..

RN . \

' o\
r_‘ep0r~t anger or reJectlon when\.ghey, are mlstreated by a host.. Although several \

\ . e
- . .
»

demographic studies of talk rad_io sul:gg\est\tl‘wpor‘tance of i'n'“cer‘perspnal com-

. .o B ) . / . .
- munication (Avery, Ellis, Glover, 197é; Turow, 1974; Groberg, 1968), none of
" these studies directly investigated the patterns and functions .of.commu i@ﬁciox



\'\,\ . -2~
- i !
on tallc radio. | ) : . \

The ra=nlts of the present sindy suppbr*t the following conclusions.

-~ (MO There is a cyélical pattern of inte raction among the C, CE, and

PR states. A cyclic paftte o oozt tates which have each other as their
most probable transition. The paf: ~low is a discussion patt?_m where ’
- . N . B - v : / . .

information is introduced and procﬁgssed_ by the interactants.’ Figure 1 graphs

/ ! N
) the transitions with the cyclical pattern. -
A o ' ' ~
v . '
i
/
) :
N

'_’/‘Z
T RN : Figure 1 p

Cyclical battém" of information processing

14




The content (C) category funciions as an initiator state and scts the

process into-motion. After someone introduces new information, the most

i . \

pr‘obable transition is to info‘r‘mation extension (CE, .75). And the most
'pnobal\ble tranei,tion from CE is to further extension (.31). The conﬂmunicatdrfe'
spend coneide rah’ ne in this process. .Ther‘e ar~e long chains of ideational
ektensiOn anc.  “he A which ar~e moet gseﬁ.ﬂ for p.hoeessing d_isc;ussion )

topics. If content is.not extended lt tends to be r‘emforced T’nis is a sur-

~

prising fin"ding. Turow (1974) concluded that people Caﬂed to Pz\press opposﬂnon

/;
./‘

,__r*ather than :;uppor‘t In this study statements which chsagree op neqatlvely rein—

force constltute less than 1% of the 1nter‘actxon. Negatxve r‘elnforcement is \.he

{7 .

PV

Th1s 1nter~act1on reﬂects a concern with :

mo"“t 1nfr~equent verbal functxon

ﬁndlng support and Justlf‘ylng behefs rather' than expr*essmg Oppomtlon. l—mally,

4
Y

\

1f mfor‘ma’clon is not extende’d or rein for‘ced the cycle r‘etur‘ns to the 1n1t1atton \

|

‘ oF new mfor‘matxon. Thxs 1nfor~mat10n cycle is hxghly prevalent in these data !

and constitute 47%'of“ the interaction.

B

(2 The 1nter~actlon varies as a function of tlme of” day. The first thr‘ee

hosts (8 00 a.m. to 2: OO p.m. D) account for 63% of* the phone calls and 68% of “
all ver‘bal units. N\or‘eover‘, 1 of the 16 sxgnlﬁcant categomes (68%) ar‘e gen—
-.‘1 . -3 . -

er‘ated w1th1n thxs time period. T~her~e is more new.1nfor~matxon, posxtwe r~e1n-_—

forcement and structuring dumng the mor‘mng “The- late aftemoon dnd evening
A )

are almost completely characterized by c¢ontent é)(tenston. These ﬁndlngs are

" possibly- explamed by da11y act1v1ty patter‘ns. Howewver, a more plausxble .

’
*

fexplanatlon 1nvolves the 1nter~actlon between caller‘ and host per‘sonahty.

-
/

(°) Most callers claim.they ar‘e attracted to par‘tlcular‘ per‘sonahtles._

15 .~
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;I'hése data indicate that the interaction varies across hosts. Hosts #1’,\#8,
and #4, who listeners perceive as more agreeable and less dogratic, pr:oduce
' 'commur_\ication which is.more conducive to r‘elatifmship devé10pménf. These
people seék/af';d exp};e_ss opinioné about feelings., They are often empathetic

and supportive of divergent opinions. Many listeners r‘e_por‘t calling these

- .

. he 1wy will not be cut off or reated with disrespect.. Hosts #2,,
_#5, and #6 communicate more ﬁﬁec;hani‘cally. They are more concerned with

either structuring behavior, dispensing information, or listening quietly.

' Those hosts rarely depart from idebl.ogical matters -and\'_'e'ngender"a co;nmuni'ca-—. /’
tive style consistent with efficient information ‘exchange." - . ’f

—

>

Though-each host and his callers is characterized by specific modes of

!

) inte\rac’:ti,on, it would be premature to empha:icall’y‘concludé that the talk is &
furct on of Kost personality. The present = “\is noexcept'ion and pro.ides
stronger evidence for this conclusion. He r, there is an urgent hee: for

a ~ore controlled study in an experimental .ung. [In this way, possible con-

1

tarminating var‘iable's‘éuch as time of day or demographic characteristics car |
< ) .

_be controlled. '.\~ ' : B
Tatk radio is more than a mere outlet for qpinions'. It is a medium fo

1
!

interpersonal commurication. The results of ourjearlier demographic study\

i
1

* .l . . ” . \
indi ated that 72% of t-=se people interview=d-listened to talk radio every day. .

i

- i-

' ’ ; ) / : . :
- Morcover, many listeners are retired and living on moderate to low incomes.
— _ . ; : [

. Ve .y simply,'these people use two-way radio as a window on the wor‘l_d. M?ny
) ‘ i . P ! . “.
callers report that they. listen to two-way radio to acquire information _1abOL7t
. . A ' f ' : :

.. . L , 5
important potitical and social events. Others claim that talk radio affords7_them

Q | . . . o ' A . |




p‘r"ov'e‘ useful for constructing pe r‘s'oh.ality_ _pr':oﬁ'les of talk-radio listeners. ‘Given'

~15- B .

the opportunity to make their opinions public.

. Talk radio must continue to receive serious scholarly attention. Any

medium which occupies so much of someone's interaction time cannot be treated

lightly. This.study indicates that hosts and callers support one another. Pos-

sibly this interpersonal support is central to the lives of people who listen daily.

These people need human cqnt_écﬁ. The results of this study and. others support

this contention. : : . ' ’ .

There are numerous research problems which need answering. Demo- .
graphic characteristics must be confirmed. Interviewing procedures should

adequa : ir ‘ormation about listeners, radio stations.can become important centers’

of information /"iiﬁFuéion. The spﬂec':if:'ic effects .of host perscnality réquir'eé care- ,

ful scruti~_. V/hat kind of person calls what kinc of host, and why? As an area

4

of resear~ch ti~ =xamination of .specific interaction patterns iz rich with im-
' . ) af : -
plicaticr .ven the host and listener profiles, if communication patterns can

[
M

‘be prec. ..ed, the progpect for predicting sp'éﬁcif_ic outcomes is."rj_ot remote. =
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- NOTES
The results of this demographic study ar~e reported in detail in Avery,

Flhs, & Glovpr‘ (1976).

. 2A complete coding manual including operatlonaltzatlons and coding rules
is availabie fmm the authors. :

‘f\ \ SMore complete personality de.écif‘iptions ar‘e: reported in the Avery, Ellis,
* Glover (1976) study. .~ - 'y = |
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STATE FREQUENCIES FOR
. ALL TALK HOSTS
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ANDERSON-GL  MAN ST/ 1STIGS FOR ALL
5ALL TALI HOSTS
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