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Chapter 11
Preparing a Media Plan

Learning Objectives:
• Describe the initial steps one should take to familiarize oneself with a new market.
• Identify key pieces of information used to prepare a budget.
• Identify factors used when determining a target and geography.
• Discuss ways to determine effective timing.
• Explain the significance of Ag Media Research (AMR) reports.
• Describe Quick Reports.
• Describe how to establish a media plan and discuss media negotiation.

By Mel Dolinky, a 20-year veteran media planner and media 
director whose experience includes several leading national 

agricultural agencies.

Learning the Market

When starting on a new plan it is important to 
familiarize yourself with the market.  An easy 
way to start this process is to get to know the 
sales representatives of the respective mediums 
available for your audience.  The function of 
selling commercial time is usually handled either 
by a station or network sales representative 
organization.  A listing of the major radio stations, 
networks and representative firms is included 
in the annual NAFB directory.  Once you have 
established a relationship with these people, it 
will be much easier to discuss everything from 
specific spot costs to more complex programming 
opportunities.  If you are starting a new position 
you may even consider scheduling a week or so 
to meet with your sales reps.  Most reps have a 
general information presentation they are ready to 
give at the drop of a hat.  They will be glad to begin 
building a relationship with you and your client.  
Keep a good rapport with your reps when possible.  
You will be glad you did.

There are many research tools available to start 
analyzing media options.  The ongoing Ag Media 
Research (AMR) radio study measures stations’ 
listenership levels and compares them on factors 
such as farming enterprise and geography.  Other 
available information for the media planner 
includes reports on market share for chemicals 
and seed by Maritz, Association of Equipment 

Manufacturers Report (AEM) on equipment 
market share and purchase information, Doane 
reports on acreage and chemical usage, and the 
USDA Census of Agriculture which is conducted 
every four years and is available online at        
www.usda.gov.  Also, many manufacturers have 
substantial databases on the agricultural market.  
Some of these reports are proprietary, and some 
(like the Census) are available to the public.  Your 
employer will probably have many resources for 
you to begin with.  From there you can begin 
building your files and learning your markets.

Budgeting

There are many schools of thought on budgeting.  
Some media planners prefer to take a client 
objective and come back to them with what it will 
cost to accomplish the goal.  This is called zero-
based budgeting.  This is an efficient way of doing 
a media plan if the client is large and thinks big, 
but most clients have a predetermined budget 
and it is usually smaller than what it will take to 
achieve an objective.

The recommended budgeting method is to get a 
solid budget amount from the client and work to 
best achieve the client’s objective.  In today’s world 
of smaller budgets and higher accountability, there 
is no time to invest in excessive plans that can’t be 
implemented.  The client’s marketing objectives is 
another key piece of information to get.  What is 
the sales goal?  How much awareness is needed? 
From this you need to determine how many 
customers will have to be reached to accomplish 
the goal.  (Each agency has its formula to do this.) 
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In general terms, if building awareness is the goal, 
the focus of the plan will have a longer timeline 
with steady frequency.  If the client objective is to 
build sales, then a shorter time frame with much 
higher frequency will be necessary.  After your 
input and initial analysis, you can determine if the 
budget is sufficient to reach the goal.  Be careful 
in saying immediately that it is too little.  People 
who can find creative ways to stretch budgets are 
rewarded greatly in this industry.

Think of a small budget as a challenge to you as a 
professional  If the budget ends up being $10,000 
(just for reference), bring your client an option 
of bare bones coverage for $8,500, good coverage 
for $9,500 and surpassing their goals for $10,500.  
Be flexible in your budgeting.  The key to being 
a successful media planner is to be ready for any 
changes.  If you have a volatile client, plan and 
negotiate the best you can and keep talking in 
concrete terms of how many potential customers 
you can reach with budgets.  A good media plan 
is complete with justified data and rationale to 
support your recommendation.  Avoid emotional 
arguments of the minimum amount of money the 
client should spend to make it worthwhile in your 
opinion.

Who Is The Target?

In order to begin a plan, two factors should be 
agreed upon by both client and agency.

1. The target audience

2. The prioritized market geography

The target audience is merely a definition of who 
you are trying to reach.  This means agreeing 
with the client on the type of farmer to be 
targeted.  This would include crops raised and/
or livestock inventoried or sold.  In other words, 
are you looking to reach soybean growers or corn 
farmers? Cotton growers or fruit growers? Are you 
interested in hog farmers or cattle raisers? Dairy 
farmers or chicken ranchers? Size of operation is 
also important.  Are you targeting the 100+ acre 
grower, 200+ acre grower, or 500+ acre grower, or 
the Class I or IA farmer?  It is important to define 
these factors because the media research available 
to you is sophisticated enough to allow you to 
break out the results based on some or all of these 
factors.  NAFB also has research studies examining 
factors on media use and media preference of 
farmers.  If you are going to work in ag media, 
become an expert in these studies, and ask your 
local NAFB contact for them.  As mentioned, 
location is critical.  While consumer-oriented 
radio is focused on DMAs, ag radio is not.  You 
have a much more defined and exact opportunity.  
Determining where the growers of the crops or 
owners of the livestock of your target audience live 
is not difficult.  Getting it correct is critical.

Effectively and efficiently invest your client’s 
money to reach the right people with the right 
message with the optimum frequency, and you will 
enjoy a positive relationship with your agency and 
your clients.

Geographic Considerations

If your client is not sure what geography is 
important, you can make recommendations, but 
be sure to get agreement among all parties on 
the selected geography.  The target geography is 
usually determined on a county basis as are many 
ag media buys.  Check the Census of Agriculture 
for county identification and acreage of your target 
crop or livestock.  Determine which counties are 
the key producing ones.  Get an agreement on the 
relative ranking of importance of the various states 
and counties that may be high in production or 
inventory of your target enterprise.  Remember 

Getting to know the local farm broadcasters is a good idea
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it is possible for a state or group of counties with 
a lower total acreage than a neighboring state or 
group of counties to be of greater importance due 
to weather, soil, existing market share, cultural 
practices, sales potential, distribution outlets, or 
other marketing factors.  Some clients may have 
already identified key counties, but it won’t hurt 
to run your own analysis to compare the counties 
you think are important with the list provided 
to you.  The determination of target counties 
is arguably the single most important factor to 
get agreement on to allow for the most effective 
spending of radio dollars.  Because radio is such 
a local vehicle when examined from the farmer’s 
perspective, proper selection of target geography is 
a must.  Keep in mind there is a significant amount 
of research available indicating the reasons farmers 
listen to radio and what type of information they 
are listening for, and much of this information, 
such as weather, market prices, and legislation is of 
a local nature.  Consult the NAFB to get copies of 
this research.

Eleven Questions About Timing

Another crucial factor that needs common 
agreement between the client and the agency is 
timing.

1. When is the smartest time to advertise to your 
target?

2. What are you trying to accomplish with the 
advertising?

3. Is it brand awareness?

4. Brand preference?

5. Product news?

6. Price announcements?

7. Special deals?

8. Insect or weed treatment?

9. Are you trying to change a cultural practice?

10. Why are you advertising?

11. Is it corporate awareness or brand awareness?

Keep in mind, it takes a certain amount of time 
for any campaign to become effective.  What you 
are trying to accomplish can have an effect on 
timing.  To a degree, the shorter the lead-time you 
are working with, the greater the frequency and 
reach level of media it may take to be effective.  
Also keep in mind just how your radio campaign 
is expected to work in conjunction with any other 
media you may be recommending.  It is helpful 
to get an indication of what the client expects the 
media to accomplish.  If you don’t know what it 
is that you are trying to accomplish, how will you 
know if you have been successful?

AMR Reports

The Ag Media Research SM (AMRSM) project 
is conducted each year, measuring listenership 
levels for ag radio. It is to the agricultural market 
what Arbitron is to the consumer market, only it 
provides more specific and targeted data. Arbitron 
deals only with age and gender categories. 
AMR deals with farming enterprise. In the even 
numbered years, the Midwest states are surveyed 
and in odd numbered years, the states outside the 
Midwest are measured. 

AMR Methodology

The methodology used involves an unaided recall 
gathered by telephone interviewing. Calls are 
made in the evenings and farmers are identified 
as being the decision makers in regard to farm 
buying decisions. Participants must operate a farm 
or farms generating more than $40,000 in sales. 

Ag Media Research  can provide useful information about 
potential listeners
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The respondents are then asked to identify which 
stations they listened to between the hours of 5 
a.m. and 7 p.m. on the day of the survey and the 
previous day. The data is collected in 15-minute 
increments by the half hour. The farmers 
identify the stations by call letters and/or other 
identifying information. The counties surveyed 
are determined by the participating station or 
network. They pay for the study so you don’t have 
to. By selecting the counties to be surveyed, each 
station/network is in essence telling you what it 
considers its best or core coverage area. You can 
then manipulate the data as you see fit; however, 
you must have a minimum of 100 in the sampled 
demographic to generate a ratings report. If more 
than one participant selects a given county, the 
number of interviews conducted in that county 
increases, thereby increasing the sample size and 
accuracy. Ratings are weighted based on the total 
population of Class 1+ farmers according to USDA 
Census data, compared to the total number of 
interviews completed in each county. This makes 
for a much more targeted and accurate survey 
than one based on having the respondents fill out 
a diary over a set period of time. To determine 
commodities, the respondents are asked if in the 
previous year they produced the following acreage 
or livestock levels:

• 200+ acres of cotton
• 100+ acres of corn
• 100+ acres of sorghum
• 100+ wheat acres
• 50+ acres of soybeans
• 50+ acres of hay
• any rice
• any sugar beets
• any sunflowers
• any tobacco
• 25+ head of beef cattle
• 200+ head of hogs
• 25+ head of dairy cattle
• Or if they are a horse-owner family (starting in 

2002)

In order for a station call letter to be listed in a 
report, that station’s call letters must be mentioned 
by at least three different respondents.  

Basic Definitions

Ratings results are reported as Average Quarter 
Hour Rating (AQH Rating), Average Quarter 
Hour Share (AQH Share), and CUME Rating.  The 
Average Quarter Hour Persons (AQH Persons) 
and CUME Persons are calculated to get these 
ratings. The definitions of these terms are: 

AQH Persons: The average number of Class 1+ 
farmers ($40,000 plus in farm sales) listening 
to a particular station for at least five minutes 
in a quarter hour within a specific day part. 
Unduplicated AQH Persons for all affiliates 
mentioned are used for networks. 

AQH Rating: The AQH Class 1+ farmers expressed 
as a percentage of all Class 1+ farmers being 
measured. 

AQH Share: The AQH Class 1+ farmers expressed 
as a percentage of the total radio listening by all 
Class 1+ farmers being measured.

CUME Persons: Total number of different Class 
1+ farmers who listen to a station or network’s 
affiliates for at least five minutes in a day part; also 
called the unduplicated audience. Unduplicated 
CUME Persons for all affiliates mentioned are 
used for networks. 

CUME Rating: The CUME Class 1+ farmers 
expressed as a percentage of the population of 
all Class 1+ farmers being surveyed. Ratings 
represent unduplicated listening to stations and 
groups of stations in specific hours or day parts. 
Ratings do not represent listening to specific 
programs or specific farm broadcasters. Network 
ratings represent farmers listening to all affiliates 
and include those not listening to network 
programming. The AMR program will give you 
reports for hourly time periods between 5 a.m. 
and 7 p.m. Monday through Friday. You can also 
generate quick reports that include the following 
time periods:

• 5 a.m. – 7 p.m.
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• 5 a.m. – 8 a.m.
• 8 a.m. –11 a.m.
• 11 a.m. - 1 p.m.
• 1 p.m. – 5 p.m.

Also included in the AMR package is a reach and 
frequency program.

Primary Market Areas (PMA)

AMR provides you with listenership data that can 
be configured and printed in a virtually limitless 
number of ways. The two primary categories are 
the Primary Marketing Area and state/county 
selections. Both can also be saved and named as 
Custom Areas.  

The survey is conducted on a county basis. All 
finished reports must have at least 100 completed 
interviews to ensure the data being examined are 
statistically valid. In order to be listed in a report, 
a station must be mentioned by at least three 
different respondents. A station not receiving three 
mentions is included in all totals and network 
ratings if it is a network affiliate, but is not printed 
in any reports. Respondents not listening to radio 
at all are included in the study and calculations. 
The counties to be studied are determined by 
each participating broadcaster. If more than one 
participant selects a given county, the total calls 
made into that county is included in determining 
the ratings for that county. This allows each 
participant to benefit from an increased sample 
size. 

A Primary Marketing Area, therefore, is an 

indication of where the participant believes its 
strength lies. This is usually a smaller geography 
than the total signal area. Viewing the ratings 
for the PMA will give the buyer an indication of 
where that strength is, and how the competition 
compares in those selected counties. You would 
not expect to see the PMAs of competing stations 
to have identical geographic boundaries. The 
image below shows the AMR screen created when 
the PMA is selected for a given station (KFEQ AM 
in this case.) Note that the station is shown in the 
drop down box, the enterprise selected (soybean 
producers) is shown in its drop down box, the 
number of surveys completed in this PMA (259) is 
shown, and the counties surveyed are shown (see 
next page).

Once the station is selected, the enterprise is 
determined, and the PMA category is selected, the 
report can be created by clicking on the “Create” 
button. You can then choose what specific report 
you want to view or print. These include the 
participants, interviews, programming, and for 
networks, a listing of affiliates. You can request an 
Hourly Report showing ratings, shares and cumes 
by hour, or a Quick Report which details five key 
day parts. The Quick, Hourly and County reports 
can also be viewed, saved and printed.

Knowing which counties have been surveyed is 
important, but it is also important to know how 
the interviews were distributed over the selected 
counties. The responses are weighted based on the 
total population of Class 1+ farmers ($40,000+ 
in farm sales), according to the US Census of 
Agriculture in effect at the time the survey is 
conducted, compared to the total number of 
interviews completed in each county. It is also a 
good idea to compare the distribution of surveys 
to your target geography to see if there is a 
correlation between the two. If the vast majority 
of surveys of a PMA are with farmers located in 
counties that are not in your target, you need to 
know this. 

The Quick Report

As mentioned, the Quick Report shows the data 
for five key dayparts. This allows you to compare 

Primary Market Areas can show where a station is strongest
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Surveyed Counties for Station Primary Marketing Area

PMA Quick Report
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how competing stations and networks deliver 
your audience in the PMA. Keep in mind, the 
PMA is defined as a group of counties selected 
by the individual station or network. It could be 
expected that every participant would have the 
best audience delivery in its own PMA. It is good 
to know how competing entities compare. In the 
example below, the station whose PMA we are 
looking at is KFEQ-AM in northwest Missouri. 
The competing stations and networks have been 
masked. Study the data and see how the ratings, 
shares, and cumes vary. Since a great deal of farm 
programming airs in early morning and at noon, 
some stations may show an increase in ratings in 
the 5 a.m. to 8 a.m. and 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. day parts. 
This would be especially true of stations with 
more generalized programming overall. You’ll be 
able to determine if farmers listen to the station 
throughout the day, or just tune in for specific 
farm programs. It is also interesting to see how a 
station such as our sample one, KFEQ AM, would 
do in the PMA of another station by running 
another report in neighboring geography. When 
you compare this type of data, a picture of what 
the radio market is really like begins to emerge. 
The KFEQ Quick Report is also on the next page.

The Hourly Report

The Hourly Report is similar to the Quick Report, 
except it shows you how the audience varies 
from hour to hour. As with the Quick Report, the 
Hourly Report gives you a good idea of just what 
level of audience is being delivered by each station 
and network. Also,by examining the individual 
station deliveries of network affiliates, you can 
determine which stations are worth paying for.

Selected States or Counties

As was mentioned, the PMA report is based on 
counties selected by the participating station, 
and this group of counties may not match your 
geographic target. Here is where the AMR is really 
helpful. You can select any group of counties you 
desire. They can be contiguous, separated, span 
state borders; the choices are virtually limitless. 

You just have to be sure that the counties and 
enterprise you select have at least 100 interviews 
in total. And since the AMR tells you right away 
what the total is for your selection, it is easy to add 
counties to reach the 100 goal if need be. 

It is good to remember that not ALL counties 
in ALL states are surveyed and some reports for 
limited geographies may not be available. Example: 
Dairy producers in Texas. It may be necessary to 
add adjoining counties in Louisiana or Oklahoma 
to obtain the minimum 100-sample size to 
generate a ratings report which may dilute the 
accuracy of which stations do well in only Texas. 
The same reports as for the PMA are available for 
selected states or counties. Again, you have the 

opportunity to see just how well the incidence 
of interviews matches your ranking of counties. 
If you were to find a county void of interviews, 
or if the distribution was a poor match for your 
ranking, you can change the counties quite 
easily.  By studying the Hourly Report for your 
selected counties you would be able to see any 
significant differences in ratings for some stations 
or networks from one hour to another. This is 
generally a result of specific farm programming 
that is attracting the farm audience. 

Using this type of report will allow you to 
negotiate more specific air times for your 
commercials when you make the media buy, 
especially if you have a positive relationship 
and are perhaps willing to pay a slight premium 

Make sure to communicate with everyone to make the plan as 
effective as possible
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for the premium position.  Examining how 
individual stations that are affiliates of ag networks 
perform will give you the information you need 
to negotiate with the networks on which stations 
you want to pay for. There are no two networks 
that are structured exactly the same; therefore, it 
may be possible to negotiate some geographical or 
priority stations. If a network with 18 affiliates in 
your target geography has a significant percentage 
of its audience on four stations, you may be able to 
negotiate costs for buying just those stations. It’s all 
up to you and your relationship.

Next Steps

Once you have analyzed the AMR data you 
can match your initial station/network choices 
with your target audience and geography 
determination. Contact the sales reps and 

organizations of these stations and networks. As 
mentioned earlier, a listing of these organizations 
is in the online NAFB Directory and is updated 
every year. Since you are in the very early stages 
of developing your media plan, when you call the 
media reps, let them know this. Inquire about any 
special programming opportunities that might be 
available. These could run the gamut from market 
reports, to in-field remotes, to specially created 
farm programming. Use your talents as a buyer to 
work with the reps. Keep in mind that if you do 
your job correctly, the client-agency-rep triangle 
will be a win-win situation. And, if your client 
wins, you win. Since this is an initial stage, you are 
letting the reps know there is a possible income 
opportunity for them on the horizon. They will 

work with you if you do things right. You don’t 
have to divulge any confidential information, or 
be overly specific, but the more information you 
can give them to work with, the better they can 
do their jobs. This is also the opportunity to get 
an idea of initial (non-negotiated) costs. So it 
would help if you knew whether you plan to run 
60 or 30 second spots, or want to discuss a longer 
commercial block of time. It will also be helpful 
if you have an idea of when you plan to run your 
flights since inventory of available time can be a 
factor.

Finalizing the Plan

Using the Reach and Frequency program supplied 
by AMR, you can determine just what can be 
accomplished, the initial list of which stations/
networks you plan to use, the proper number of 
ads to reach your frequency goal, and how much 
it could cost. It would be extremely unlikely 
that you will have the budget to purchase a 
schedule that delivers maximum reach and 
excessive frequency; therefore, you must establish 
a minimum frequency standard to execute 
a successful campaign. While the minimum 
standard frequency for awareness may be three 
times per week, it is far more desirable to execute 
a radio schedule that delivers an average frequency 
of six times or more per week. A six times per 
week average frequency may require a 15 times 
to 25 times per week schedule to make optimum 
use of the reach capacity of the station or network. 
You’ll also have an idea of how radio will work 
with any other media you might be planning to 
use. You can look at the performance of different 
combinations of stations and networks to begin to 
fine tune your selection. At this stage, you can also 
get a picture of how much media weight you want 
to assign to each vehicle you are using. This would 
all be based on just what you want to accomplish 
and what your media and marketing goals and 
objectives are.

Analysis of Results

It is important in today’s tight budgeted world 
to be able to measure the results of your media 
plan. It is equally as important for you as a 
media professional to work with your client 

Media plans can help increase effectiveness
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and predetermine the parameters of how your 
efforts will be evaluated. As discussed earlier, 
most advertising/sales objectives are going to be 
based on raising awareness or an increase in sales. 
It is imperative that you know how this will be 
determined. Will there be follow up awareness 
research? If so, for example, where will this take 
place (geographically) and to whom in the target 
audience will they be talking?  If a sales goal is 
the objective, how much of an increase is desired? 
How long will the client expect the results to last? 
Sales often spike after an aggressive advertising 
campaign, then return to a more normal level. 
Don’t be afraid of having your work evaluated. 
A successful campaign relies on the strategic 
planning of the position, the quality of the 
creative, where and how the message is delivered 
and how often it is heard.

Negotiations

Once you have gotten an agreement on a budget 
and general direction for your media plan, you 

can get into the final stages of the planning/buying 
process— negotiating. There are many styles that 
people have used in media negotiating over the 
years. The style you use will probably be based on 
your own personality and approach to media, but 
no matter what method you use, keep in mind 
that knowledge is power. The more you know how 
various stations/networks perform, the better you 
can negotiate. If you know that only a few stations 
of a network’s list of affiliates deliver a significant 
audience in your target geography, you have a 
basis for negotiation. If you know that station A 
delivers twice the audience of station B, you have 
the basis for negotiation. If you know that station 
C has a similar audience delivery to station D 
and is priced at half the cost, you have the basis 
for negotiation.  Money talks in the value added 
arena. Broadcasters are dependent on advertising 
revenue to provide the programming that delivers 
value for their audience and clients. Ask about 
special reports, commodity convention reports, 
harvest reports, and other features that include 
extra free promotional announcements that 
include sponsor identification mentions. These can 
also range from commercial positioning to on-air 
interviews; do what your creativity can develop. 
Don’t expect to get something for nothing. If 
you spend, you get. As you get more involved 
with agricultural media you’ll realize how much 
more detailed information is available to you 
than to other types of media planners and buyers. 
You’ll also realize how you can create your own 
target geography and audience, then match and 
compare media reach and cost for delivering your 
audience. By just following some basic techniques, 
you can maximize your media dollars efficiency 
and effectiveness, and all clients appreciate that 
approach to investing their media dollars.

Activities/Discussion Questions
• Have students study the characteristics of your area.  What kind of audience would they be 
targeting?

• Provide students with a list of stations in your area and have them discuss which would be 
the best fit for advertising to their audience.

• Have students prepare a report on which station they would choose when preparing a media 
plan for a certain group of farmers.

Be sure that your media plan has measurable results.


