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IT WAS, PERHAPS, RADIO LAW’S LONGEST STANDING REGULATION. Put your stopsets no earlier than :21 and :51 so you can get the five continuous minutes of listening required to get Arbitron diary credit for the second and fourth quarter-hour before chasing listeners away with commercials. And while there were a few contrarians, or people who needed to accommodate 10-in-a-row (meaning that they stopped at: 36 and :51 instead), it pretty much ensured that everybody in radio would break at the same time.

Because PPM-era broadcasters only need five total minutes of listening to get credit for a quarter-hour, some broadcasters had already adjusted their stops. But at last week’s Arbitron Fly-In, Arbitron VP of Customer Enhancements John Snyder, during his presentation “The Impact of Commercials on Station Performance,” encouraged broadcasters to minimize spot load, run two stops an hour—not three, and to try to give themselves the best shot at listening in each quarter-hour by straddling, not sweeping, the area around :15 and :45. Optimum placement was now :12-:18 and :43-:48.

On Monday, Snyder’s findings were reported in the trades. (Inside Radio went as far as positioning them as “Study: Stopset Conundrum Solved.”) Suddenly, stations were e-mailing their consultants and researchers almost simultaneously. And you could practically hear every traffic director in major-market radio re-doing the logs.

The sad part is that, as Edison Research president Larry Rosin pointed out, you just know that stations are going to move and/or consolidate their stopsets but aren’t necessarily going to shorten them—as key among Snyder’s findings as placement itself. The concept of three stopsets an hour took root as a response to stations running 14 minutes of commercials or more in an hour – in that environment, three shorter stopsets played like clutter reduced, not merely redistributed. A return to seven minute stops solves no conundrums.

Broadcasters should also remember that listeners, increasingly savvy about radio programming through the years, are often already cognizant of every station running its spots at the same time. The first broadcasters to even consider breaking the sanctity of :15 and :45 by running spots there were doing so to counterprogram. As Radiocrunch’s Kevin McCabe notes, “Absolutely there’s value in not being in a stop-set while everyone else is. It is common to hear the L.A. stations all in spots at the same time—just heard it yesterday.” And even Snyder’s presentation emphasizes that “there are no absolutes.”

And, once again, this is PPM-era programming based on minimizing tuneout—not providing something to tune-in or come back for.

