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TALKING POINTS 

  

They Said It... 

 “If you don't have payoffs, 
you don't have a job. At 
least not for long.  So, 
yeah... 

they're pretty damn 
important.”  

– Nate Lundy, PD 104.3 The Fan 
Denver, CO 

  

  

Talking About Payoffs 

 
“Payoff” is quickly usurping “Play the Hits” as king 
of buzz words among news-talk and sports 
programmers and consultants. Both are important 
concepts for driving ratings, but the terms are used 
so frequently the meaning is becoming muddled. 
 
I asked a handful of people -- programmers, 
producers, and consultants -- to help me define 
“payoff.” 
 

Don Martin at Fox Sports Radio was 
quick to point out the first bit of 
confusion with the term. 
 
“First blush when I hear the term 
'payoff' in the radio vernacular, two 
definitions jump to the forefront and 

Larry says...  
  

The Spring Arbitron 
survey begins in a week. 
What’s your plan for 
better ratings? 
 
One sure fire way to get 
listeners' attention is by 
making the time they 
spend with your station 
worth their while. There 
has to be a payoff, at least one, every time 
they listen, show up to a remote, enter a 
contest, or interact with the station 
(phone, text, email, twitter, facebook, 
youtube, etc.).  
  

This edition of “Let’s Talk About It” dives 
head-first into payoffs; What is a payoff? 
Are they important? And what do they 
look like, sound like and smell like? 
  

If you have a thought, question, opinion, 
complaint, suggestion, idea or want to 
advertise with LGM, please e-mail me at 
Larry@LarryGifford.com. 
 

If your NCAA brackets are busted, just 
know you are in good company. 
 
Now “Let’s Talk About It...” 

  

 They Said It... 

“They (payoffs) are HUGE! 
...people need that positive, 

genuine, memorable 
experience to want to 

instinctively return to your 
show, as opposed to being 

directed there by a 
promotional message.”  

– Pete Gianesini, PD 
ESPN Radio Network 
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one is an FCC infraction.” 
 
So let’s be clear. We are not talking payola. No 
money exchanges hands in the type of payoff we are 
talking about unless a listener wins a contest or 
your payoffs are so good your ratings go up and 
revenue flies through the door. 
 
Martin continues,“My definition of a payoff from a 
programming stand point, is the call to action tease 
that your talent uses to keep your audience through 
commercial breaks.” 
  
When I coach talent about payoffs, I describe it as 
something that prompts a response from a listener. 
 The goal is to take the listener somewhere they’ve 
never been so when they get to the destination they 
react unconsciously -- audibly or internally. That 
very well could be the lack of action too or not 
changing the radio station for a commercial break, 
because you want to hear the story that was just 
teased. That’s the infamous “driveway moment.” 
 
Pete Gianesini, a programmer at the 
ESPN Radio Network, defines payoff 
this way. 
  
“A strong, genuine reaction from the 
listener... could be a belly laugh, could 
be anger, could be bewilderment, could be a piece 
of information that I now can't wait to share with 
someone else (a real-life re-tweet)." 
 
I love the idea of a real-life re-tweet. I also call it 
social currency. It’s what the listener earns in 
return for investing time into your show or station. 

 
Rick Scott at Rick Scott & 
Associates adds, 
“A payoff is simply content that 
has value for the listener. It can 
be entertaining, informative, or 

insightful.” 
  
The trick to this is that the value Rick talks 
about is perceived by the listener not the host or 
station. So it’s important to reinforce the value of 
your content to your listener through branding and 
positioning. Don’t be afraid to tell listeners that 
what they are hearing is special. 
  
At 104.3FM The Fan in Denver, 
Programmer Nate Lundy adds 
another layer. 
  
“Payoffs happen when the team 
has managed to achieve one of two goals.  Either 
building up the image and the brand of the station, 
or bringing a positive effect on the ratings.  The 
biggest and best payoffs accomplish both, but you 
don't need to have both for it to be considered a 

  

  

Worth Talking About: 

Dear Larry... 

  
Following the last “Let’s Talk About It” newsletter, I 
received an e-mail from a friend and supporter who 
offered this insight, “You asked in part of your 
newsletter if we had any suggestions. I always hated 
the word NEWSLETTER. Sounds like something 
they'd hand you as you pick up your kid a Day 
Care.” 
 
He made many suggestions for alternates. And he’s 
right! – sort of. So, Let’s Talk About It. Here are the 
two sides of it (and, yes, this could apply to your 
radio station too). 
 
Anti-newsletter: Larry, you are falling into the 
same trap as radio stations and companies of all 
shapes and sizes across the country. You are using 
outdated terminology (News-Letter was first used 
in the United States in 1704) to describe something 
that isn’t really news and isn’t a letter. It’s an “e-
thought,” or “info-blast,” or something else. Stop 
letting the people that came before you dictate the 
rules and boundaries of your playground. 
Experiment and create something new.  
 
Pro-newsletter: Larry, who cares what you call 
it? There are people all over the globe labeled 
“artist” – but none of them do the same things. It’s 
about the content and payoffs. If it is good 
information and relevant to me, you can call it 
spam for all I care. Remember, one man’s trash is 
another man’s treasure. And besides, it is a 
newsletter. It is more researched and sourced than 
most blogs, it’s more than just an e-mail, and it’s 
not a letter, a note, a correspondence, or 
communiqué.    
 
So, call it a newsletter or not? You can weigh in on 
the blog – here.  (Should I call it a blog? – kidding.) 
 
Now, how does this impact your station?   
 
I believe, at times, radio stations, ownership 
groups, and managers are working too hard to meet 
the expectations of the format obligations instead of 
blazing a trail for others to follow.  I am willing to 
bet that “Sports Radio,” News-Talk,” or “Talk 
Radio” doesn’t really describe what it is you do. 
With technology, personalities and access to 
information, the definitions of these formats are 
constantly changing, but are the expectations? 
 
How would you redefine your format?  What else 
would you call it? What’s holding you back? 
  
Now that is worth talking about.  
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success.” 
  
Nate is right. The goal of payoffs is to increase 
listening to the station. Listening increases when 
people feel there is a value to spending more time 
with the station. So, as ratings increase it’s fair to 
assume revenue will increase and the brand of the 
station grows accordingly. 
  

At 710 ESPN in Seattle, Brian Long 
expands the payoff to beyond the 
scope of the host. 
  
“I would define a payoff when a 
promotion, tease, or on-air bit has 
the right amount of build-up creating 

interest and then is effectively paid off.” 
  
This is an important point. Listeners don’t always 
discern the difference between payoffs. They don’t 
even know they are waiting for a payoff. We use 
that word; they don’t. So, a promotion can 
definitely provide a payoff. A station event or 
remote can also provide a payoff, as well as traffic 
reports, weather reports, and news or sports 
updates, but again only if the listener perceives it as 
a value. 
  
So put all of that into a blender and here is the 
definition of a payoff as it relates to radio.  
  

Pay-off (p ôf ) n. 
  
a.       A tease, story, topic, caller, e-
mail, text, or parody, even information, 
insight, perspective, opinion, 
entertainment, promotion, or an on-air 
event that provides value and/or elicits 
a strong, genuine reaction from 
listeners ultimately leading to 
increased revenue, ratings and/or 
brand awareness for the show or 
station. 
  

Informal 
a.      A real-life re-tweet 
b.      Social currency 

c.      Driveway moments 
  
  
One example of a payoff that stands out to 
Gianesini is how Colin Cowherd handled Aaron 
Rodgers following the Super Bowl. 
  
“After not buying into Aaron Rodgers as an NFL 

  

They Said It... 

“Payoffs are how you grow 
audience, build loyalty and 

become a successful 
personality. If you don’t 

give the audience 
meaningful content they 

have no  
reason to listen.”  

– Rick Scott, consultant  
Rick Scott & Associates 

  

  

  

LGM Blog Links 

  
Have You Flavor-Sealed Your Radio Station?  
Lessons learned from Starbucks and 10 things to 
avoid killing your station brand. 
  
Radio is an Art 
Featuring a cool video from the TED conference. 
  
The Local Radio Remote - A Hot (Sauce) Mess 
One station's event is a lesson for all. Remember, 
every moment matters - even off the air. 
  
Six Keys to Success for Talk Hosts 
Stop trying to be the next Rush, Cowherd or Rome, 
and instead try being yourself. 
  
The Secret Ingredient to Tasty Talk Radio 
Are you too busy selling your show instead of the 
personality, benefits and attributes of the show?  
  
VIDEO BLOG: Interview 101 - Finding the 
Starting Point of Your Interview 
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superstar, Colin had him on the day after he won 
the Super Bowl. Aaron was very much aware of 
Colin's position and put Colin on the spot during 
their piece. It was just the right mix of lighthearted, 
yet uncomfortable, to be very compelling. And 
completely unscripted. That's the hard part. While I 
believe you have to plan your show and promote 
specific elements more than ever and further in 
advance than ever, you can't be SO committed to 
the minute-by-minute that you don't 
let spontaneity happen. That's where the magic is.”   
  

They Said It... 

“The payoff is incredibly 
important to your ratings 

success. I have known many 
hosts that tease and get a 

reputation of not delivering 
on the tease, thus a lack of 

payoff hurt them.”  
– Don Martin VP/GM Fox Sports Radio 

  
 

 

    
  

Bookmark the YouTube channel and check back 
several times a week for new videos. 
  

  

 

   

If this newsletter was forwarded to you from a friend, you can sign up to have it e-
mailed directly to you at www.larrygifford.com  
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