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The Radio Advertising Bureau fields this 
question often. As a result, CUMULUS MEDIA 
| Westwood One and RAB set out to 
determine exactly how many ads are 
needed to meet various campaign goals.

First, Nielsen reach and frequency reports in 
diary markets were analyzed to determine 
the number of ads needed for four different 
campaign types – very light, light, medium, 

and heavy.

Then, using Media Monitors, 183,425 
commercials run on 1,685 monitored radio 
stations in 99 markets were examined to 
understand how the schedules reached 
each station’s audience.



Agencies/media buyers 

and AM/FM radio sellers 

perceptual study:

How many ads should 

be run on a station?

From September 28 – November 2, 

2020, CUMULUS MEDIA | Westwood 

One surveyed 136 agencies/media 

buyers. They were probed on the 

number of AM/FM radio ads needed 

to attain four levels of station reach: 

very light (34%), light (50%), medium 

(66%) and heavy (78%). 

From October 20 – November 10, 2020, 

the Radio Advertising Bureau ran the 

same survey among 198 AM/FM radio 

sellers.

The combined 334 respondents 

provided the campaign weight 

estimates from both the buying and 

selling side of AM/FM radio advertising.



There are four approaches to reaching a radio 

station’s weekly audience

Light Medium Heavy*

Reaches half

of the 

station’s 

audience an 

average of 2 

times

Reaches

two-thirds of the 

station’s 

audience an 

average of 3 

times

Reaches 78% of

the station’s 

audience an 

average of

4.3 times

Very light

Reaches

one-third of the 

station’s 

audience an 

average of 1.4 

times

* The heavy campaign is also known as the “OES” or Optimum Effective Schedule 



Weekly ads needed on a typical radio station according 
to Nielsen reach and frequency reports in diary markets

Source: Nielsen

Schedule
% of station 

cume reached 

Average number 

of times listeners 

reached 

# of AM/FM radio 

ads needed 

weekly on a 

typical station

Very light 34% 1.5 12

Light 50% 2.0 25

Medium 66% 3.0 49

Heavy 78% 4.3 83



How to determine station turnover

Station cume

÷

Average quarter-hour persons

=

Station turnover

Turnover is the number of different groups that 

make up a station’s audience



AM/FM radio schedule creation: How to calculate four campaigns 

for ads/promos or songs with varying levels of station reach

Determine station 

turnover:

Station cume ÷ Average quarter-hour persons = Station turnover
(Turnover is the number of different groups that make up a station’s audience)

Very light 
Reach 1/3 of 

audience

Light
Reach 1/2 of 

audience

Medium
Reach 2/3 of 

audience

Heavy
Reach 78% of 

audience

1/2 station turnover

=
Number of ads per 

week, Monday-
Sunday 6AM-midnight

Station turnover

=
Number of ads per 

week, Monday-
Sunday 6AM-midnight

Double station 
turnover

=
Number of ads per 

week, Monday-
Sunday 6AM-midnight

Multiply station 

turnover by 3.4

=
Number of ads per 

week, Monday-
Sunday 6AM-midnight



Turnovers for AM/FM radio 

programming formats in 

diary markets

(The Portable People Meter generates very 
high turnovers which result in schedules that 
are far heavier than would be advised. It is 

recommended that diary turnovers be used 
for all markets.)

If you don’t know a station’s audience turnover, 

you can use these format averages:

Format Turnover

Top 40 30

Sports 29

Rock 27

AC 26

Other 25

Classic Rock 24

Country 23

Classic Hits 22

Urban 22

News/Talk 21

Source: Spring 2020 Nielsen Audio Nationwide, Persons 18+, 
Mon-Sun 6a-Mid, Diary markets only

The higher the turnover, the more ads, promos, or 

song spins you need to reach a station’s audience.



# of ads, promos or song spins per week

Very Light

1/3 of audience

Light

1/2 of audience

Medium

2/3 of audience

Heavy

78% of audience

Format

Top 40 15 30 60 103

Sports 14 29 57 97

Rock 14 27 55 93

AC 13 26 52 88

Other 13 25 50 85

Classic Rock 12 24 48 81

Country 12 23 46 78

Classic Hits 11 22 45 77

Urban 11 22 43 73

News/Talk 11 21 42 71

Spanish 11 21 42 71

AM/FM radio formats:
# of weekly ads, promos, or song spins vary

Source: Spring 2020 Nielsen Audio Nationwide, Adults 18+, Mon-Sun 6a-Midnight, 
Diary Markets



PPM markets turnover, reach, and  frequency

PPM schedule

How to 

calculate 

schedule

# of ads 

needed

% of station 

cume reached 

Average 

number of times 

listeners 

reached 

Very light .2 X turnover 12 19% 1.3

Light .5 X turnover 25 31% 1.5

Medium .9 X turnover 49 46% 2.0

Heavy 1.6 X turnover 83 58% 2.7

Source: Nielsen Audio, all Portable People Meter markets October 2020, persons 18+, 
M-Su 6AM-mid



Perception study: Agencies and AM/FM radio sellers align on the 

number of ads needed for light AM/FM radio schedules

Agencies and AM/FM radio sellers underestimate the number of ads 
needed for medium and heavy campaigns

Campaign reach objective of 

radio station audience

Perception study: 

Agencies

Perception study: 

AM/FM radio 

sellers

# of ads needed 

weekly

Very light: One-third of the cume 16 17 12

Light: Half of the cume 23 24 25

Medium: Two-thirds of the cume 33 37 49

Heavy: 78% of the cume 46 56 83

Source: CUMULUS MEDIA | Westwood One and the Radio Advertising Bureau, Spot Load 
Study of 334 agencies/AM/FM radio sellers, September-November 2020 



Media Monitors: Few AM/FM radio schedules reach the medium/heavy 

level; Most schedules only reach a third of station audiences

Source: Media Monitors Week of August 2-8, 2020, 1685 radio stations analyzed, 
183,425 commercials

Schedule

% of total 

American AM/FM 

radio schedules

% of station cume

reached 

Average number 

of times listeners 

reached 

Very light 73% 34% 1.5

Light 19% 50% 2.0

Medium 4% 66% 3.0

Heavy 2% 78% 4.3



20%
of typical AM/FM 

radio advertisers 

rated their results as 

“excellent”

43%
of heavy schedule 

advertisers rated their 

AM/FM radio campaign 

results as “excellent”

NAB and Coleman Insights: Advertisers running heavy AM/FM radio 

schedules are twice as likely to report excellent results

Source: National Association of Broadcasters and Coleman Insights Study, 1990, 300 
local advertisers in the study



LeadsRx: As the number of daily AM/FM radio ads 
increases, auto dealer website traffic lift surges

Source: LeadsRx and iHeartMedia Automotive Radio Attribution Study, 2019. N = 310 
automotive advertisers in 100 markets, 19 brands, Jan 2018 -May 2019

% auto dealer website traffic lift based on average # of AM/FM radio ads run daily in a market

40+

AM/FM radio 

ads in one day 

in a market 

generate 11X 

the site traffic 

lift of 1-9 ads



Key takeaways

• Using Nielsen reach and frequency data, calculating turnover, and understanding differences 
in AM/FM radio programming formats, campaign weight can optimized for maximum impact

• Perception: Agencies and AM/FM radio sellers align on the number of ads needed for light 
schedules but underestimate the numbers of ads needed for medium and heavy campaigns

• Media Monitors: Only a small fraction of American AM/FM radio schedules achieves heavy or 
medium reach levels while the vast majority of weekly radio station campaigns are very light

• National Association of Broadcasters and Coleman Insights: Advertisers running heavy AM/FM 
radio schedules are twice as likely to report excellent results

• LeadsRx: As the number of daily AM/FM radio ads increases, auto dealer website traffic lift 
surges

• Advertising is not “one size fits all”: Understanding the campaign goal is crucial to determining 
the right strategy for the AM/FM radio media plan and is as important as the message itself



Next steps:
How to put these findings into action

• Set the right expectations. Don’t expect grand opening results from a light weekly campaign. The 

number of people reached and the number of times they are reached impacts results. The LeadsRx

auto dealer website study reveals the direct relationship between the number of ads and impact. 

• Advertisers: Examine your annual plan. Does schedule intensity match desired results? Advertisers 

can evaluate their annual marketing calendar to insure sales events have sufficient station reach and 

frequency to drive impact. The number of weekly ads needed for the medium and heavy station 

schedules is higher than you think. Between sales events, is there a continuous level of advertising to 

insure your business is “known before it’s needed”?

• Sellers: Create weekly investment levels for the four campaigns. A grid can be created with the four 

campaigns across the top from left to right (very light to heavy). (Don’t forget that the number of 

weekly ads needed for the medium and heavy schedules is higher than you think.) Down the left can 

be combinations of various ad lengths and time periods/days. This one pager allows you to build 

proposals based on desired client outcomes, ie. if a client wants a maintenance campaign with 

modest level of persons reached or if the client objective is for a major sales event with a significant 

number of consumers reached many times. 



Next steps:
How to put these findings into action

• Quadruple the number of ads for only a +50% greater investment. “How can I afford the large 

number of ads required for the medium and heavy schedule?” is a natural and common reaction. 

Here are two strategies to dramatically increase the number of weekly ads without breaking the 

bank:

o Run shorter ads. Fifteen-second ads generally cost about half of sixty-second ads. Let’s say you 

currently run 15 sixty-second ads a week. For about the same investment, you can run 30 fifteen-

second ads.

o Run ads during all days and time periods. Ad costs for nights/weekends generally run about half 

of drive time/prime time. The LeadsRx study revealed exceptionally strong results from running 

during all days and time periods.

An advertiser running 15 sixty-second drive/prime time ads can achieve 60 fifteen-second ads 

running in all days and time periods for only a 50% greater investment. Quadruple the ads for only 

50% more. 



The intellectual property included in the this presentation is property of CUMULUS MEDIA, including Westwood One, and may not be used 

without permission.  Any details are subject to change. 2020 CUMULUS MEDIA, Inc. 

Thank You


