CLOSE UP ON THE INDUSTRY

Payola Today: Pay For Play, Pay for Say


Payola didn't end in the 1950s—it just moved from bribing disk jockies to bribing program directors.  Record promoters were still being indicted for payola as late as 1999.  Independent record promoters took up the practice at that time, and would sometimes offer program directors sex and drugs to go along with the rock and roll.  Since then, the record industry has come up with a legal form of the same practice: pay for play.  Pay for play is done in the open, with the money going to the station, not the deejay.


For example, in 1998 KUFO of Portland, Oregon collected $5,000 for 50 airplays of Limp Bizkit’s album Counterfeit.  Under FCC rules, such payments are allowed, provided the station makes the appropriate announcement (“This record was brought to you by…”).  Essentially, this makes radio programming something like a television infomercial.  Some promoters refuse to use pay-for-play, fearing that stations might start refusing songs unless they are paid to play them.


Another variation of today’s payola is known as pay-for-say.  In this variation, a label pays for 10-second commercials to run with their songs, reminding the listener of the singer’s name, the record label and where the album can be bought.  The record company doesn’t pay for the airplay, but the commercials, which run only when the songs are played, are a big incentive for the station to play that label’s records.


Pay for play and pay for say demonstrate the way history is destined to repeat itself as long as airplay remains an integral part of record sales.

