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Executive Summary 
 
This report is a follow-up to the Radio Ad Lab’s report, Engagement, Emotions, and 
the Power of Radio. After our original evaluation of 16 different real ad campaigns 
within actual programming, we previously concluded that: 
 
• On average, Radio ads have emotional impact on consumers that is equal 

to that of television ads. 

 
This new analysis allowed us to dig more deeply into the individual ad results, and we 
explored why some Radio ads seemed to have more impact than others. This wasn’t a 
controlled test of all possible creative variables, but we did observe some distinctions 
between the more engaging ads and those that were less effective: 
 
• Strong beginnings make a difference. Every second in an ad is precious—and 

perhaps none more so than those at the beginning. An involving point of entry 
seems to distinguish some of the most successful Radio ads in our study. 

• Word selection matters in Radio ads. In particular, words that are sensory-
laden, emotional, or empowering have a demonstrable impact on the emo-
tional reactions of consumers.  

• Words can be more powerful than pictures. The spoken word is powerful, and 
at least in some circumstances, saying something the right way can be even more 
emotionally potent than simply showing it on a TV screen.  

• Radio ads need effective advertiser branding. Brand mentions alone aren’t 
enough, of course. But the best Radio ads do remember to mention the adver-
tiser’s brand multiple times, and preferably in emotionally engaging ways. 

• Time is valuable. Use it all well. The most impactful ads we examined not only 
started well, they sustained interest throughout. We do understand that not all 
commercial content is under creative control (e.g., legal boilerplate). But make 
the most of every possible second. 

• Ads that do all these things are truly powerful. The strongest ads in our 
study—the most emotionally engaging and the best recalled—did all of these 
things together. 

This is not a “creative cookbook,” but with the advanced techniques available to us in 
this study, we could actually observe moment-by-moment what happens when various 
approaches to Radio creative are played for a good cross-section of consumers. 
 
We hope this exercise will serve as a useful reminder. The quality of Radio ad  
creative matters. It pays to invest time creating good Radio ad content to begin with, 
and whenever possible, it can pay to test the content in advance to make sure that 
consumers really are reacting as intended. 
 
This study also suggests that it can be useful to fine-tune Radio ad creative so that it 
works in tandem with one of Radio’s greatest strengths—touching listeners at an  
emotional level. 
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Introduction 
In the Radio Ad Lab’s 2007 study called Engagement, Emotions, and the Power of  
Radio, we concluded that Radio ads can deliver significant emotional impact. Using 
Gallup & Robinson’s proprietary techniques, 16 Radio ads were found to deliver posi-
tive emotional lift that was at least equivalent to their corresponding television ads. 
Here’s one of the key charts from that paper:1 
 

 
Why is that important? Because emotional engagement is known to be major contribu-
tor to overall advertising effectiveness, as we said in that earlier paper: 
 

“An emotional reaction needs to be established before further cognitive  
processing of an advertising stimulus takes place. Emotions can be considered 
as the gatekeeper for further advertisement processing.”2 

 
That’s why we thought it worthwhile to establish in an objective way that Radio ads 
can reach consumers so effectively at that critical early stage. Before logical or 
thoughtful consumer decisions occur, it’s often necessary to reach consumers at a 
more basic, emotional level—and Radio is clearly a medium that has that power. 
 
That’s consistent with earlier Radio Ad Lab research, especially our two Personal  
Relevance studies.3 In that research, we learned how Radio and its advertising are  
distinguished by the emotional and personal connections made with listeners and  
consumers when compared with most other media. While some media excel at con-
veying information or reinforcing social connections, Radio is the most personal of ad 
supported media, and its advertising is perceived as sharing that one-on-one  
relevance. Therefore, we weren’t surprised when the Gallup & Robinson research in 
2007 confirmed how well Radio ads can connect emotionally. 
 
But we also wanted to see if we could learn more from this exercise. The Radio Ad 
Lab’s “How Radio Works” series is about more than just exploring Radio’s overall  

                                                 
1 This chart shows the average positive emotional scores for 16 Radio ads, compared to the posi-
tive emotional scores for 16 television ads for the same campaigns. Please see the 2007 paper for 
more details. 
2 Poels, Karolien and Siegfried Dewitte, “How to Capture the Heart? Reviewing 20 Years of Emo-
tion Measurement in Advertising,” Journal of Advertising Research, vol. 46, no. 1 (March 2006). 
3 Radio Ad Lab, “Personal Relevance, Personal Connections: How Radio Ads Affect Consumers,” 
2004; and “Personal Relevance Two: Radio’s Receptive Ad Environment,” 2006. Available at 
http://RadioAdLab.org.  
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effectiveness; we also want to examine how it works, in search of ways to make Radio 
advertising even better. That’s the purpose of the present paper. 
 
The “Engagement, Emotions” database is a rich one, having examined consumer reac-
tions to 16 pairs of commercials on a moment-by-moment basis with a set of innova-
tive measurement methods. We decided to dig deeper into those results in search of 
more learnings in two key areas: 
 
• Characteristics of the better-performing Radio commercials. 

• Affirmation that the advertiser truly benefits from this emotional engagement. 

In later analyses, we’ll also examine other aspects of this experiment, including the 
relationship between engagement with the program and engagement with the  
adjacent advertising. 
 
Before reviewing these new results, let’s quickly review the nature of the original 
fieldwork. 
 

Gallup & Robinson’s Continuous Emotional Response 
Analysis 
By their very nature, many advertising measurement techniques, including those that 
look at emotion using survey research methods, focus on the cognitive component of 
message processing. Without minimizing the importance of these “self-report” metrics, 
though, recent work in neurophysiology has suggested that much information process-
ing takes place largely outside of conscious awareness.  
 
For this study, we chose to investigate emotional reactions to Radio (and television) 
ads at this deeper, pre-cognitive level.  
 
To do that, we used a new testing system to better assess the emotional connection 
that advertising messaging makes with its audience. Called CERA (Continuous  
Emotional Response Analysis), this system uses leading edge measures of  
emotional response, supplemented with traditional validated metrics of advertising  
effectiveness.  
 
Emotional activation is gathered in part through the technique of facial  
electromyography (EMG), and then more traditional cognitive responses about  
advertising effectiveness were collected though conventional face-to-face interviews.  
 
What exactly is this facial EMG measurement? Briefly, the technique measures (in a 
highly sensitive way) small muscle stimulations in two areas of the face. Electrical  
signals are detected near the zygomatic muscle along the cheek, which is sometimes 
thought of as the “smile muscle.” In addition, the technique measures contractions of 
the corrugator muscle on the brow, near the bridge of the nose; that muscle is linked 
to frowning.  
 
Positive and negative emotional activations are measured separately because they’re 
indicative of separate evaluative processes, which are independent motivators of con-
sumer behavior. (In this particular paper, we’re focused primarily on the positive 
measures; the prior paper covers the negative EMG data in more detail.) 
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For newcomers to this technique, we acknowledge that it may sound a bit exotic. But 
this combined measurement technique is well supported (as described in our prior  
paper) and is being used as part of the ARF/AAAA joint study of Emotions in  
Advertising where it has demonstrated strong viability and received substantial  
encouragement.  
  
Our purpose is not to advocate for a specific method, but we do think the case is 
strong for physiological measurement of emotional reactions to advertising. Consum-
ers often aren’t aware of, or can’t articulate, the effects we’re trying to assess here. 

Study Principles and Methods Highlights 
There were several key principles specified by the Radio Ad Lab Research Committee 
as it worked with Gallup & Robinson on this project.  
 
• The matching Radio and television ads used for testing needed to be pre-tested in 

advance with standard methods so that all ads (both Radio and television) could 
be said to be average or better by normal copytesting standards. More specifically, 
we wanted some assurance that when we compared Radio and television ads to 
each other, they were reasonably comparable by conventional methods of 
copytesting. 

• In the new study, both the Radio and the television ads should be tested “in    
context”—i.e., the environment should be one in which respondents were exposed 
to both programming and advertising. Radio Ad Lab research has shown that a  
listener’s bond with Radio programming is a significant component of attitudes 
toward Radio ads.4 

• That meant providing respondents with a choice of programming, so that there 
would be a reasonable “fit” between respondent and program content.  

Other details of the methodology are presented in the original paper, Engagement, 
Emotions, and the Power of Radio, available at http://RadioAdLab.org, so we won’t 
duplicate them all here. As a refresher, though, here are some highlights: 
 
• Sixteen pairs of Radio and TV ads were obtained from a monitoring service, and 

the ads were determined to have similar themes for identical products. Those ads 
were for a wide range of product categories (listed in the original paper). 

• Respondents aged 18-54 were pre-recruited by telephone from a national field 
service list, and after being told the nature of the measurement and the purpose 
of the study—the evaluation of either TV or Radio programming, depending on the 
pre-assigned group—they were invited to a central facility in one of two large cit-
ies (Baltimore and Chicago) for a 30-minute interview in a living-room-like setting. 
Eighty respondents were tested with Radio ads, and another eighty for television. 

• Respondents were tested one at a time, and were hooked up to the measurement 
equipment and asked to listen to or watch a fifteen minute sequence of program-
ming material and commercials. Respondents were able to select programming 
material of interest to him or her. As the material was listened to or viewed, con-
tinuous EMG and other activation measures were taken (after a brief period of 
“settling in” to establish a baseline level). 

                                                 
4 Radio Ad Lab Inc., “Personal Relevance Two: Radio’s Receptive Ad Environment,” 2006, avail-
able for free download at http://RadioAdLab.org. 
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• Two pods of four commercials each were embedded in the programming material. 
Thus, a total of 16 pairs of Radio and TV commercials were tested, with each     
respondent having been exposed to eight of those commercials for one medium. 
The order of commercials was rotated such that each commercial had an opportu-
nity to occupy various pod positions. 

• After the programming exposure, all respondents were asked a series of standard 
unaided brand recall questions. 

The Measures in This Paper 
In the sections that follow, we present a few measures that require some definition. 
 
EMG Scores: For the facial electromyography (EMG) measurement, respondents were 
given a few minutes at the start of each session to settle in and settle down before the 
program material began. That allowed for the generation of baseline measures to be 
taken on all physiological data. In all EMG charts which follow, that baseline is set to 
equal a score of 100. 
  In this paper, we’re focusing primarily on the Positive EMG scores—the read-
ings taken from the “smile muscles,” or more properly, the zygomatic muscles. These 
are indications of positive emotional responses. Thus, a “positive EMG score” of 117 
for the advertising represents an EMG reading that was 17% greater than the pre-
exposure reading of 100. 
 
Unaided Recall: In this paper, we’ll also discuss some relationships between the EMG 
scores and the recall scores. After the entire program-exposure experience, all  
respondents were asked traditional questions of unaided ad recall, and our measures 
are simple percentages—what percent of a given group could remember an advertised 
brand without further aiding. We also do some simple tabulations based on those who 
could recall and those who could not recall a particular advertised brand.  

New Results: Triggering Engagement and Emotions 
In the original paper, we presented limited results for the individual pairs of ads,  
including a finding that individual Radio ads could outscore the matching television ad. 
Specifically, four of the Radio campaigns showed positive EMG scores that were 
significantly higher than the TV campaigns (at p ≤ 0.05), while only one television ad 
was significantly higher than its Radio counterpart. 
 
Now we’ll dig deeper into the specific Radio ads to see what they can teach us about 
what works (and what doesn’t). 
 
We know that 16 campaigns can only teach us a certain amount; similarly, measure-
ment of emotions and recall does not include all possible communications objectives. 
“Good creative” will include many more attributes than we can hope to cover here. 
 
But after close examination of consumer emotional reactions to these ads—those that 
did well, and those that weren’t as strong—we did observe some patterns that we 
think are worth sharing. Some of these creative techniques may seem like common 
sense, but the fact is, they’re not always practiced (as we saw in some lower-scoring 
ads). We think it’s useful to see just how impactful some of these approaches can be 
when their effects are measured objectively. 



 
 

 
 Radio Ad Lab ©  Engaging Emotions Through Effective Radio Ads       

August 2008 Page 8 

Pattern #1: Strong Beginnings Make a Difference 
After examining the detailed, moment-by-moment Positive EMG results for the sixteen 
Radio ads in our study, several of the stronger (higher-rated) ads seemed to have one 
thing in common—an involving point of entry. 
  
Those Radio ads which scored stronger with Positive EMG scores overall often began 
strongly, with something that hooked listeners emotionally from the first seconds of 
the ad. 
 
To illustrate this point, we’ll share with you an ad from Allstate that promotes their 
“accident forgiveness” program. This 60-second ad was one of the three highest-
scoring Radio ads based on G&R’s Positive EMG measure (120.2), and it was one of 
the Radio ads that showed a statistically significant difference from its television  
counterpart. 
 
One of the reasons it did well in our testing, we and G&R believe, is that it scored well 
from the very beginning. Let’s take a look at the actual moment-by-moment test  
results. 
 
The chart that follows features Gallup & Robinson’s “panogram” display of the second-
by-second Positive EMG scores for this ad. The blue line represents the average  
Positive EMG score for the Radio respondents overall as the ad progresses. Also note 
the grey vertical bars; those denote actual mentions of the brand name, a point we’ll 
come back to later. 
 
Remember that the average score for all the Radio ads was 117; that’s denoted on the 
chart with the flat orange line just as a point of reference.  
 
One other note on reading these charts: The script text that’s shown in red font is the 
text that corresponds with the arrows on the chart; this is to help you see exactly 
which parts of the script correspond with which parts of the graph. 
 
You’ll see that the Allstate ad starts quickly around a score of 120, and then jumps 
within seconds to approach a score of 130—a relatively high EMG score, as you’ll see 
by the end of this paper. 
 
(To hear the ad, and to view the panogram played real-time along with the ad, click 
on the following link. This will take you to a special website that has a Flash-based 
presentation of this chart along with the ad.5) 
 
http://www.rabinsite.org/ral/panograms/allState/player.html  
Username = ral 
Password = ralengage 

                                                 
5 Note that most of our ads were acquired via a monitoring service, so the audio quality is not  
perfect. 
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Clearly, the ad involved listeners from the outset with a very personal and important 
question, stated simply: “If you have an accident, did you know your insurance rates 
could go up by 40%?”  
 
Partly as a result, emotional activation levels remain relatively high and above aver-
age throughout this discussion of the accident forgiveness program. In fact, the only 
real fall-off occurs during some of the presumably-necessary boilerplate (“subject to 
terms, conditions and availability”). 
 
For some contrast, let’s see what happens when an ad doesn’t engage people fairly 
quickly. The example we’re featuring here was for a telecommunications product, and 
was one of the lower-scoring Radio ads in the study (average Positive EMG = 114.9). 
In this case, the ad—apparently lifted straight from a corresponding TV ad—begins 
with about seven seconds of music alone with no message, no branding, and no  
storytelling:6 

 

                                                 
6 For a variety of reasons, we chose to mask the brand identities of the lower-scoring ads, and the 
ads themselves will not be available through the Radio Ad Lab. Remember that we acquired the 
ads through a monitoring service without consultation with the advertisers, so it didn’t seem rea-
sonable to ask for their support in publishing less-than-positive results. 
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As you can see, the ad begins at a below-average level, and rarely moves above that 
point for the duration of the ad. (Also note that it only managed two brand mentions 
during the ad; see our later discussion of branding.) 
 
These two ads are only illustrations, but they serve as examples of two observations 
from our examination of these ads and their second-by-second performances: 
 
• First, of course, is that every second in an ad is precious—and perhaps none more 

so than at the beginning. An involving point of entry seems to distinguish some 
of the most successful ads in our study. 

• Second: A strong beginning can be one of the things lost when television audio is 
simply “lifted” to make a Radio spot. The original TV ad might have had useful 
video to accompany the music-bed audio, for example. But if the audio bed alone 
isn’t engaging on its own merits, it won’t work as a Radio ad. 

Pattern #2: (Some) Spoken Words Are Powerful  
Those who teach copywriting and creative advertising know this, of course, but we 
had a chance to see it in action: The specific words used in ads can make a real differ-
ence. And in Radio, the power of the spoken word can be impressive, at least when 
those words are sensory-laden, emotional, or empowering.  
 
Two examples may help drive this point home.  
 
First, we’d like to present an ad that shows how a few choice words really do make a 
difference in how consumers react. Although this Radio ad was not one of the top 
three overall—its average score was 117.0—it did score just as well as its TV counter-
part. One of the reasons, we think, is its use of colorful, sensory language. 
 
The ad is for Campbell’s Chunky soup, and it’s part of the well-known Mama McNabb 
campaign. We present it here because we want to flag how people reacted during  
certain portions of the ad—especially during sensory-laden phrases like “Chunky Fajita 
Steak Soup. Loaded with big chunks of steak.” Combined with the announcer’s  
delivery, those simple, powerful words clearly break through: 
 
(To hear the ad, and to view the panogram played real-time along with the ad, click 
on the following link. This will take you to a special website that has a Flash-based 
presentation of this chart along with the ad.) 
 
http://www.rabinsite.org/ral/panograms/Campbells/player.html 
Username = ral 
Password = ralengage 
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A simple message, simply delivered, with powerful, sensory-laden words. 
 
Also remember that the Radio ad scored just as well as the TV ad for this food product, 
without pictures. Radio does have sensory impact—when the words are right. And as it 
happens, these words were also key for the advertiser; they were tightly linked to the 
product being advertised. 
 
Note the consistent levels of emotional engagement throughout this ad. The impor-
tance of that continuing involvement throughout an ad is a point we’ll return to later 
and is a good example of how the “story telling” mode of advertising can keep people 
interested. 
 
Now here’s another example of how the spoken word can be a powerful thing.  
 
In this campaign for Tylenol pain reliever, the advertiser chose to focus on the phrase, 
“Stop. Think.” as a key closing component for both the TV and Radio ads. Tylenol is a 
“different” kind of pain reliever, and consumers are urged to think about how pain  
relievers really do differ from each other.  
 
Notice how the emotional activation peaks when the announcer mentions that Tylenol 
works differently, and then pay particular attention to the emotional elevation toward 
the end of this Radio ad around the time the announcer says the phrase, “Stop. Think. 
Tylenol.com”: 
 
(To hear the ad, and to view the panogram played real-time along with the ad, click 
on the following link. This will take you to a special website that has a Flash-based 
presentation of this chart along with the ad.) 
 
http://www.rabinsite.org/ral/panograms/Tylenol/player.html 
Username = ral 
Password = ralengage 
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We wanted to point out this ending portion of the Tylenol ad because the correspond-
ing TV ad took a very different approach to bringing home this “Stop. Think” message. 
Where the Radio ad spoke the message, the television version simply displayed the 
slogan on the screen: 

 
At the time that key message appeared in the TV ad, the Positive EMG levels actually 
dropped (to the 105-107 level), and were almost indistinguishable from the Negative 
EMG levels. That contrasts with the Radio ad’s scores during that same point of about 
120-125, as you saw on the chart. 
 
We think this is a good illustration of the power of the spoken word. Sometimes  
images alone just aren’t enough. 
 
As it happens, the Radio execution also outscored the TV version overall, with Radio’s 
average Positive EMG = 117.8 and the television average = 107.5, a statistically  
significant difference (p<0.05). 
 
Across these examples, then, we think we’ve seen some good illustrations of what the 
best copy writers know:  
 
• Words matter in Radio ads. In particular, words that are sensory-laden, 

emotional, or empowering have a demonstrable impact on the emotional      
reactions of consumers.  

• Words can be more powerful than pictures. The spoken word is powerful, and 
at least in some circumstances, saying something the right way can be even more 
emotionally potent than simply showing it.  

Pattern #3: Don’t Forget the Branding…  
There was much more variation than we expected in how often the brand name was 
actually featured in this collection of 16 Radio ads. One 30-second ad only mentioned 
the brand twice; at the other extreme, one 60-second ad managed to incorporate the 
brand name 12 times. And one ad was essentially one long brand reference, as you’ll 
hear later. 
 
Lest we forget, ads are supposed to be about the advertiser and their brands. How-
ever much we strive for creativity, likability, emotional impact, and other ways to 
break through the communications clutter, we still have a marketing job to do. Getting 
the brand name registered with the consumer is one of those jobs. 
 
At a simple level, the number of brand name mentions in ads does matter. For exam-
ple, look at this simple relationship between the number of brand mentions in a Radio 
ad and the level of unaided recall among the participants in our study:7 
 

                                                 
7 In this chart, we’ve excluded one ad which was essentially one long brand reference. It also had 
the highest recall score of any Radio or television ad (61%), but we weren’t sure how to “count” the 
number of brand mentions for this chart. We talk more about this ad later in the paper. 
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We’d never advocate “number of brand mentions” as a singular goal for copy writing, 
of course; silly outcomes could result. But it’s worth remembering that brand men-
tions are important for successful ads. 
 
It’s also worth pointing out that brand mentions sometimes get lost when audio tracks 
are simply lifted from television ads for use as Radio commercials.  
 
A television ad may have depended on both visual and audio cues for branding, but 
when the audio track is simply transferred to Radio, all of those visual-only branding 
opportunities disappear. We think that’s how some of these “Radio” ads ended up with 
so few brand mentions; they actually started out as TV ads with visual brand cues that 
never transferred. 
 
The good news is that effective branding and emotional effectiveness can go hand in 
hand in Radio. As an example, we call your attention to a Radio ad for the Audi  
A-Series cars. This ad was one of the top three ads for positive emotion in this study, 
with a Positive EMG score of 120.4; it was also at least as powerful as the TV compan-
ion ad (which scored 116.4, not significantly different at p<0.05).  
 
Just as interesting, we think, is how this ad manages to weave nine separate mentions 
of the Audi brand name into its 60 seconds, and most of those mentions occur during 
relatively high levels of emotional engagement. Remember that brand mentions are 
noted in the panogram with grey vertical bars: 
 
(To hear the ad, and to view the panogram played real-time along with the ad, click 
on the following link. This will take you to a special website that has a Flash-based 
presentation of this chart along with the ad.) 
 
http://www.rabinsite.org/ral/panograms/audi/player.html  
Username = ral 
Password = ralengage 
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Note that the ad began strongly with well-above-average levels in its first seconds. 
This ad also managed to sustain its strong levels of emotional engagement through 
the first 45 seconds or so, until it had to switch from the more involving story of  
luxury, performance, and safety to the more pedestrian leasing details. 
 
Given how well this ad combined elements of emotional engagement and branding, it’s 
probably not surprising that it also achieved one of the highest scores for unaided 
brand recall in this study (47%, just slightly but not significantly higher than recall for 
the TV ad at 43%). 
 
Now let’s take a brief look at what happens when some of these elements are missing. 
In the next masked example, for an Over the Counter Healthcare product, we have an 
ad with relatively few brand mentions (three) and relatively lower levels of emotional 
engagement, scoring only 115.1 on the Positive EMG scale: 
 



 
 

 
 Radio Ad Lab ©  Engaging Emotions Through Effective Radio Ads       

August 2008 Page 20 

 

“P
os

iti
ve

” A
ct

iv
at

io
n

Pa
no

gra
m

Pr
od

uc
t Y

: O
TC

 H
ea

lth
ca

re

CE
RA

Ra
di

o

D
ur

in
g 

re
fe

re
nc

e 
to

 
pr

od
uc

t b
en

ef
it,

 
po

si
tiv

e 
ac

tiv
at

io
n 

in
cr

ea
se

s.

Po
si

tiv
e 

ac
tiv

at
io

n 
fla

tt
en

s 
ou

t d
ur

in
g 

pr
od

uc
t 

di
sc

us
si

on
 a

nd
 fi

rs
t b

ra
nd

 
m

en
tio

n.

Po
si

tiv
e 

ac
tiv

at
io

n 
ris

es
 

sl
ig

ht
ly

 a
s 

an
no

un
ce

r 
be

gi
ns

 
sp

ea
ki

ng
.

A
ct

iv
at

io
n 

pe
ak

s 
du

rin
g 

an
no

un
ce

r’s
 

en
co

ur
ag

em
en

t.

A
ct

iv
at

io
n 

ju
m

ps
 

at
 h

yg
ie

ne
 

re
fe

re
nc

e 
bu

t 
fa

lls
 o

n 
br

an
d 

na
m

e.

A
s 

m
an

 c
el

eb
ra

te
s,

 
ac

tiv
at

io
n 

is
 f

la
t.

A
ct

iv
at

io
n 

dr
op

s,
 th

en
 le

ve
ls

 o
ff

 a
s 

br
an

d 
is

 m
en

tio
ne

d 
ag

ai
n.

A
s 

se
co

nd
 

sl
og

an
 is

 
re

ci
te

d,
 

ac
tiv

at
io

n 
ris

es
.

= 
A

ud
io

 B
ra

nd
in

g

Al
l-R

ad
io

 
Po

si
tiv

e 
EM

G
 

Av
g

R
ad

io
 P

os
iti

ve
 A

vg
= 

11
5.

1 
  T

V
 A

vg
 =

 1
15

.4



 
 

 
 Radio Ad Lab ©  Engaging Emotions Through Effective Radio Ads       

August 2008 Page 21 

Given the low levels of branding and below-average engagement in this ad, it’s pro-
bably not surprising that it achieved only 20% unaided brand recall with our respon-
dents, even though it was for a relatively well-established brand. 
 
Overall, we think our experiment served to reinforce a few more points about creating 
effective Radio commercials: 
 
• Radio ads need effective branding. Brand mentions alone aren’t enough, of 

course. But the best Radio ads do remember to mention the brand multiple times, 
and preferably in emotionally engaging ways. 

• TV audio soundtracks as Radio ads can lose branding. Some of the ads that 
seemed “under-branded” in our study appear to have been simply lifted from    
corresponding TV ads. Advertisers (and their producers) should consider whether 
that creative shortcut is really doing their brand justice. 

Pattern #4: The Need for Maintaining Interest Throughout 
Earlier, we cited the need for a strong beginning with a Radio ad. After that would 
logically come the desirability of sustaining interest throughout the duration of ad. 
 
However logical that seems, it was not something achieved by a majority of the ads in 
our test group, but the ads with the best overall EMG scores tended to be relatively 
consistent. See, for example, the panograms we showed earlier for: 
 
• Allstate. Though this ad scored somewhat higher in its first 30 seconds than it did 

later, it managed to maintain EMG scores at or above the average Radio ad score 
throughout its entire duration. 

• Campbell’s. This is more of a “story-telling” ad that continues to engage people 
throughout its 30-second duration by continuing to add to its storyline right to the 
end. 

However, we also observed some clear examples of ads that simply fizzled. In the 
next masked example, from the Travel and Leisure sector, there was little to engage 
listeners during its 48 seconds (without tag) and though it had a peak or two, there 
was little else to sustain interest. Overall, this ad had only an average Positive EMG 
score of 114.0 (the lowest Radio ad) and a relatively middling recall score of 33% for 
this otherwise very well-known brand: 
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While it may seem like common sense, it’s not all that common in practice: 
 
• Time is valuable. Use it all well. The most impactful ads we examined not only 

started well, they sustained interest throughout. We do understand that some 
content isn’t under a copy writer’s control (e.g., legal mandates). But still, try to 
make the most of every second that you can. 

Pattern #5: Doing It All Well Is Powerful 
We’d like to share one last example—an illustration of what can happen when all these 
“lessons” come together at once. 
 
This next ad was the highest scoring Radio ad overall. Its Positive EMG score was 
121.9, and it also achieved an unaided recall score of 61%. 
 
As we noted at the beginning, there’s more to “good creative” than we can hope to 
cover in this study. Certainly, this particular ad has a number of elements in its favor 
beyond the things we’re covering in this paper, including the use of happy children, a 
long-running campaign theme, and probably other factors that expert creative talents 
could point out. 
 
For now, though, let us simply point out that the following ad for Oscar Mayer—part of 
the well-known “My bologna has a first name…” series—does also follow most of the 
principles we outlined above: 
 
• Strong beginning. The positive emotional reactions are high right from the very 

beginning. 

• Colorful, sensory language. “A happy lunch.” “Quality meat, no fillers.” 

• Effective branding. The song is basically one big reference to the brand. 

• Sustained interest. You’ll see that in the panogram. 

Here’s how the Oscar Mayer ad performed with our Radio test participants. 
 
(To hear the ad, and to view the panogram played real-time along with the ad, click 
on the following link. This will take you to a special website that has a Flash-based 
presentation of this chart along with the ad.) 
 
http://www.rabinsite.org/ral/panograms/OscarMayer/player.html   
Username = ral 
Password = ralengage 
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There may be additional reasons why this was the most emotionally engaging and 
best recalled Radio (and TV) ad in the study. But we do think it succeeds in part by  
effectively implementing the principles that we observed during our experiment:  
Beginning well, sustaining that interest, using sensory-laden language, and remem-
bering to stress the brand. 

Confirming Value to the Advertiser 
In our original report from this experiment, we asked whether the emotional engage-
ment levels we measured—the Positive EMG scores—could be shown to have real 
value to the advertiser. At the time, we had only limited evidence; we concluded that 
since Radio and TV ads had comparable unaided recall scores, then the comparable 
Positive EMG scores were probably meaningful. 
 
In this paper, we’d like to dig a little deeper into that relationship between emotional 
engagement and recall. Specifically, we examined the actual respondent-level correla-
tions between emotional engagement and recall. 
 
We looked at this a number of different ways, but the two that we think are most  
useful are these. First, we computed a correlation score between the respondents’  
Positive EMG score for an ad overall and their ability to recall the brand for the ad. 
That helps determine whether positive emotional reactions to the ad overall tend to be  
related to higher recall scores. 
 
Second, we also looked at the Positive EMG scores during the actual branding  
moments during the ads. As you saw in the panograms earlier, we could measure how 
respondents were reacting emotionally right when the brands were being mentioned; 
we then took the average Positive EMG score during those branding moments for each 
respondent, and correlated those scores with their ability to recall the brand. 
 
Here’s how those correlation scores turned out: 
 

Correlation of Positive EMG and Recall Scores 
 Radio TV 
Overall-Ad Positive EMG & Recall 0.687 0.460 
Brand Moments Positive EMG & Overall Recall 0.562 0.140 

 
With one exception, the correlation scores are substantially larger than zero and posi-
tive, which means there’s a reasonably strong correlation between emotional engage-
ment and recall; the pattern is consistent for Radio, less so for TV. (We’re not sure 
why the link in TV is weaker between brand-moment engagement and recall than it is 
for Radio.) 
 
In plain English, we can now say with more confidence that people who were register-
ing positive emotions to an ad were also more likely to recall the brands within it. We 
find that reassuring, in that it more clearly establishes a link between emotional  
engagement and benefit to the advertiser (with “benefit” being defined here as an 
ability to recall the brand name). 
 
This is not proof that emotional engagement causes recall. For example, we didn’t try 
to control for a respondent’s prior awareness of these brands. But in this simple  
relationship between emotional engagement and recall, we do see a greater likelihood 
that an emotionally effective ad will also be beneficial to the advertiser. 
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Conclusions 
This “Engagement, Emotions” project was originally designed to assess how well Radio 
ads can generate emotional responses and engage with consumers, compared to tele-
vision ads. And it did so using advanced methods that measure emotional activation in 
ways that don’t require verbal responses. 
 
After our original evaluation of 16 different real ad campaigns within actual program-
ming, we concluded that: 
 

On average, Radio ads have emotional impact on  
consumers that is equal to that of television ads. 
 

While digging more deeply into the individual ad results, we explored why some Radio 
ads seemed to have more impact than others. This wasn’t a controlled test of all  
possible creative variables, but we did observe some distinctions between the more 
engaging ads and those that were less effective: 
 
• Strong beginnings make a difference. Every second in an ad is precious—and 

perhaps none more so than those at the beginning. An involving point of entry 
seems to distinguish some of the most successful Radio ads in our study. 

o Meanwhile, simply lifting the audio from a TV ad to use for Radio can result in 
losing that strong beginning—for example, if that TV audio is nothing but   
music at the beginning. 

• Words matter in Radio ads. In particular, words that are sensory-laden, 
emotional, or empowering have a demonstrable impact on the emotional      
reactions of consumers.  

• Words can be more powerful than pictures. The spoken word is powerful, and 
at least in some circumstances, saying something the right way can be even more 
emotionally potent than simply showing it.  

• Radio ads need effective advertiser branding. Brand mentions alone aren’t 
enough, of course. But the best Radio ads do remember to mention the adver-
tiser’s brand multiple times, and preferably in emotionally engaging ways. 

o But TV audio soundtracks as Radio ads can lose branding. Some of the ads 
that seemed “under-branded” in our study appear to have been simply lifted 
from corresponding TV ads. Advertisers and producers should consider 
whether that creative shortcut is really doing their brand justice. 

• Time is valuable. Use it all well. The most impactful ads we examined not only 
started well, they sustained interest throughout. We do understand that not all 
commercial content is under creative control (e.g., legal boilerplate). But make 
the most of every possible second. 

• Ads that do all these things are truly powerful. The strongest ads in our 
study—the most emotionally engaging and the best recalled—did all of these 
things together. 

As we acknowledged at the beginning, this is not a “creative cookbook.” There’s more 
to making a good Radio commercial than just these things.  
 
Nevertheless, we think it’s useful to share with the industry how consumers actually 
react when these basic principles are—and are not—followed. With the advanced  
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techniques available to us in this study, we could actually observe moment-by-
moment what happens when various approaches to Radio creative are played for a 
good cross-section of consumers. 
 
In study after study, both those done by the Radio Ad Lab and elsewhere, we’ve seen 
that Radio advertising is very effective on average, especially when ROI is considered. 
But we have also argued that Radio advertising can do better when attention is paid to 
the nature of the medium and the quality and content of its advertising creative. 
 
We hope this exercise will serve as a useful reminder. The quality of Radio ad  
creative matters.  
 
It pays to invest time creating good Radio ad content to begin with, and whenever 
possible, it can pay to test the content in advance to make sure that consumers really 
are reacting as intended. 
 
This study also suggests that it may be especially useful to fine-tune the nature of  
Radio ad creative so that it works in tandem with one of Radio’s greatest strengths—
touching listeners at an emotional level. 
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