
Summary

This new Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab (Radio Ad Lab) study, 
conducted by Gallup & Robinson, was designed to assess how 
well radio ads can generate emotional responses and engage 
with consumers, compared to television ads. And it did so us-
ing advanced physiological methods that measure emotional 
responses in ways that don’t require verbal responses.

After evaluating 16 different real ad campaigns within ac-
tual programming, one conclusion is clear:  Radio ads have 
emotional impact on consumers that is equal to that of 
television ads.

The 16 radio campaigns in this study generated emotional lev-
els just as high as their TV counterparts on average. And at 
the individual campaign level, there were four radio campaigns 
showing significantly higher emotional impact than their TV 
counterparts, compared to only one higher-level TV spot.

Introduction

A great deal of modern advertising research now points to a 
fairly simple conclusion: 

“An emotional reaction needs to be established before 
further cognitive processing of an advertising stimulus 
takes place. Emotions can be considered as the gate-
keeper for further advertisement processing.” 1

But not everything that consumers are feeling about an ad-
vertisement can be expressed in words, or even with pic-
tures. The Radio Ad Lab believes that a full understanding
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of emotional responses to advertising needs to go beyond 
what a consumer knows how to explain or illustrate.

For this study, then, the Radio Ad Lab chose to investigate 
emotional reactions to radio (and television) ads, and we 
chose a measurement method that works at a deeper, pre-
cognitive level.

 The Method

Specifically, we used a new physiological testing system to bet-
ter assess the emotional connection that advertising messaging 
makes with its audience. Called CERA (Continuous Emotion-
al Response Analysis), this Gallup & Robinson 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 tradition-
al cognitive responses about advertising effectiveness were 
collected though conventional face-to-face interviews. 

For our project, two EMG measures were taken: 

The negative corrugator measure of the brow frown 
muscle, and
The positive zygomatic measure of the smile muscle. 

Positive and negative emotional activations are measured sepa-
rately because they’re indicative of separate evaluative process-
es, which are independent motivators of consumer behavior.  In 
addition, for this study we also included (for an additional 
baseline) a more traditional excitement (or “arousal”) mea-
sure based on skin conductance. 

Combined, EMG and skin conductance provide two separate 
indicators of emotion. EMG provides a measure of the positive 
or negative direction of the emotion, while the skin conductance 
data provides an indicator of the strength of the emotion.

•

•

1Poels, Karolien and Siegfried Dewitte, “How to capture the heart? Review-
ing 20 years of emotion measurement in advertising,” Journal of Advertising 
Research, vol. 46, no. 1 (March 2006), pp. 18-37.



© Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab June 2007                                                           Engagement, Emotions, and the Power of Radio

For newcomers to this measurement technique, it may sound 
a bit exotic. But this combined measurement technique is 
well supported in academia 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. 

There were several key principles specified by the Radio Ad 
Lab Research Committee as it worked with Gallup & Robin-
son on this project. More details on each of these are pro-
vided in the full Radio Ad Lab White Paper:

The matching radio and television ads used for testing 
were 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. We 
wanted some assurance that when we compared radio 
and television ads to each other, they were reasonably 
comparable by conventional methods of copytesting.
Both the radio and television ads should be tested “in 
context”—i.e., respondents were exposed to both pro-
gramming 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.
That meant providing respondents with a reasonable 
choice of programming, so that there would be a reason-
able “fit” between respondent and program content. 

The sample consisted of adults 18-54 who used television 
or radio at least two hours per week. The sample size was 
80 each for the radio and television groups, and the tests 
occurred in Baltimore and Chicago.  The lab setting was de-
signed to simulate a living room with comfortable furniture.

For each medium (TV and radio), two pods of four commer-
cials each were embedded in the programming. A total of 16 
pairs of radio and TV commercials were tested, with each 
participant being exposed to eight of those commercials for 
one medium.

Results: Radio Ad Emotions Equal to TV

One of our goals for the study was a simple one—to see 
whether radio ads delivered emotional impact that was similar 
to, less than, or greater than, their television counterparts.
To answer that question, we have three key measures:

Average Positive Emotion (Positive EMG Scores); 
Average Negative Emotion (Negative EMG Scores);
Average Excitement Score (Skin Conductance).

For radio and television overall, the Radio Ad Lab’s past re-
search suggested that radio has a strong potential to connect 
with consumers at an emotional level. But we weren’t quite 

•

•

•

•
•
•

sure what to expect from these 16 campaigns with this new 
measurement technique. The results were encouraging.

These radio ads demonstrated positive emotional im-
pact equal to their television counterparts, with an 
equivalent overall potency (excitement level). See Fig-
ures 1 through 3 below.
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As you can see, the 16 radio ads in this study delivered 
an emotional impact that was equivalent, overall, to their 
television counterparts. 

The positive EMG scores were just as high; 
Radio was actually somewhat lower on the negative 
emotional score on average; 
And the total excitement (arousal) levels were essen-
tially the same.2  

Campaign Variations

Though we observed equality of emotional impact overall, 
it’s no surprise  that there were some variations across cam-
paigns. Among the 16 different pairs of radio and TV ads, we 
did see several in which radio delivered stronger emotional 
impact than television. And we saw at least one in which the 
reverse was true.

This variation is clear when we examine the data for Posi-
tive Emotions—the positive EMG scores for each of the in-
dividual ads. As you’ll see in Figure 4 at the bottom of the 
page, there were several campaigns in which there was a 
meaningful difference between the radio score and the tele-
vision score. 

In fact, four of the radio campaigns showed EMG scores 
that were significantly higher than the TV campaigns, 
while only one television ad was significantly higher than 
its radio counterpart.

•
•

•

Conclusions

This study was designed to assess how well radio ads can 
generate emotional responses and engage with consumers, 
compared to television ads. And it did so using advanced 
methods that measure emotional responses in ways that 
don’t require verbal responses. 

After evaluating 16 different real ad campaigns within actual 
programming, one conclusion now seems clear:  Radio ads 
have emotional impact on consumers that is equal to that 
of television ads.

The 16 radio campaigns in this study generated emotional 
levels just as high as their TV counterparts on average. And 
at the individual campaign level, there were four radio cam-
paigns showing significantly higher emotional impact than 
their TV counterparts, compared to only one higher-level TV 
spot.

We think there’s more to be learned. We want to further ex-
plore how the program environment interacts with the emo-
tional impact of the ads within, and this study’s database will 
allow us to do that in future analyses. And we’d like to better 
understand the nuances of how radio’s emotional impact is 
different from TV’s, even when the overall levels are similar. 
We outlined some specific ideas for additional analysis in the 
current White Paper.

But in the meantime, we believe these new findings are con-
sistent with the Radio Ad Lab’s past research about radio. 
This medium connects with its listeners in unique ways, and 
it provides an unusually receptive advertising environment. 
In particular, radio listeners do have an emotional bond with 
their programming, and it’s now clearer than ever that radio 
advertisers can benefit from that connection.

2In fact, the overall excitement levels measured by skin conductance appear 
to be higher for radio, but the numbers tell us this still isn’t quite a statistically 
significant difference.
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