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By Leo Levinson

We recently had a conversation with a furniture retailer who wondered why his advertising didn't seem to be working.  He owned a large single store located in one of America's largest cities.  He was spending a lot of money on advertising, over 9% of annual sales - but actually not a lot relative to what most of his multi-store competitors were spending in this large and expensive market.  
To compete, the retailer developed an advertising strategy that concentrated his coverage to the immediate area, about 5 miles around his store.  Each month, he covered the area with hundreds of thousands of color circulars, about enough to reach each household in the area once per month.  We learned that a year or two ago, the retailer had augmented the circular program with additional advertising in other media placed within the target market.  However, with the economic slowdown, the retailer had cut back his budget, eliminating the other media while keeping the circulars, which he felt had worked the best of all the media.
The trouble was, without the other media, customers were seeing information about this store only one time in a month. 
There are a lot of theories about frequency.  It is a subject that has been studied since the early days of modern advertising.  The ultimate frequency question is how many times does a person need to see an advertised message before it makes an impression and is remembered.  As many theories as there are on this subject, there are a seemingly infinite number of answers - three times, "the law of seven", twenty times, even a hundred times have all been espoused.  Frankly, no one knows the precise number.  Note that when we speak about a frequency number it is a statistical number and not an actual number.  In other words, the frequency number does not simply mean running 3 ads or 7 ads or commercials.  The statistical figure is often based on a formula that takes into account a number of factors like a consumer missing hearing or seeing one or more ads in a schedule.  In any case, there is unanimity that the ideal threshold frequency number must be greater than one - the single impression the retailer in our example had been delivering.
Even though the retailer's circulars were attractive and compelling, they were at best, reaching a potential customer only one time.  This is not enough frequency to properly register with a customer.  The low frequency was a major reason why his advertising wasn't working.

To energize his media plan, the retailer would have to reinvent his media strategy so it offered the potential to reach the customer more frequently.  To keep within his budget, he had two choices: 1) send out fewer circulars more frequently and to the same homes, or 2) forgo circulars in favor of other media that could deliver a higher frequency.  Although completely changing ones advertising strategy might seem like a scary endeavor; in our opinion, it is even scarier to use an advertising plan that relies on motivating customers by reaching them, at best, only one time each.
In our travels, we meet a large number of retailers who have media plans that deliver frequency that is too low.  Many, mistakenly believe that it's the promotion that is at fault and they scramble around to find so-called hot promotions when it's the media plan that is at fault.  They waste a lot of good promotions that way.
For best results, make sure your media plan offers the potential to deliver a statistical reach of at least 3 to 5.  A media professional can perform this analysis for you.  Your media sales people might also be able to help, although many of them will only perform the analysis on their own medium.
Fixing the problem may require one or more of the following solutions:
- Change your media selections to include those that permit a higher 
  frequency for your budget.  For example, cancel the circulars in favor of 
  broadcast or print, which have a lower cost per thousand permitting more 
  impressions for the dollar.

- Create a more diverse campaign using a number of media working

  together.  For example, our experience demonstrates that circulars work

  best when paired with a TV or radio campaign to boost frequency.

- Run smaller ads or shorter commercials more frequently.

- Cut back the number of different media you use so you can run ads or
  commercials more frequently in the media you do use.

- In broadcast, concentrate commercials over a fewer number of days.  

  For example, running a weekly TV or radio campaign on just Thursday and 

  Friday versus Monday through Friday often increases the frequency levels.

As good as a medium might be, if you can't obtain a threshold level of frequency, the medium will not work.

Frequency isn't the only problem that can affect the results of an advertising campaign, but it is one that can cripple even a great creative idea or promotion.  Improving frequency isn't as glamorous as finding a "hot" promotional idea, but it is often one of the easiest advertising problems to fix.
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