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s Cox Media Group EVP/Radio, Kim Guthrie oversees
57 stations in 11 markets, including six Country outlets
in five rated markets. Guthrie joined the company in
1998 as VP/GM of the Long Island, NY cluster, rising through
Regional VP and Group VP roles to her current position. Her
background includes sales and management, as well as work as
a television news reporter and anchor. Today, she guides a team
of A-list employees in a company with a long media tradition,
and focuses on fundamentals that have a proven track record of
success. She’s also having some fun.
Country Aircheck: What is your view of radio today – both as a
business and how it fits into people’s lives?
Kim Guthrie: We have a big radio cluster in Atlanta and [the recent ice storm] was an incredible opportunity for radio to really
shine – not just our News/Talk station WSBAM, but all of them, including our music
stations. Radio truly became a companion.
People were freaked out – some were in
their car for 24 hours. Phones were dead and radio became a
lifeline. The responsibility that comes with being a broadcaster
is paramount. It was our duty to be a leader and step up as a
lifeline and companion to people who needed to know what was
happening. They had nowhere else to go except perhaps the fellow travelers stuck in the cars next to them.
You can’t just mail it in with a voice-tracked personality. We had
people sleeping on the floor overnight. [Atlanta radio icon] Clark
Howard came in and did news for a few hours. Even Neal Boortz,
who technically is retired, came in. That’s effort we would have seen
in any of the markets we’re in.This is what we do. Someone has to
provide hope and get the information out. Local radio provides the
ultimate public service. Pandora, Spotify and the rest can’t.
The day-to-day programming is where the arts and crafts come
in – and that’s also where the fun comes in. That’s where the PD
can really flex his or her muscle by breathing life in-between the
records. “The war is won between the records” is an old adage,
but I really believe it.
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The goal
has always
been to
be the
best. And
that starts
with the
focus Cox
puts on its
employees.
If we can
attract and
build the
best team,
the best
talent, we
will win.
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What is the industry doing right, and where is it coming up short?
Radio is doing well when we band together as an industry –
whether it’s the FM chip or broadcasters getting together on
iHeart or other aggregated sites and not seeing it as competition, but as the place where we are stronger if we stand together.
That wouldn’t have happened five years ago.
The bad news is, we don’t do a great job with our own public relations. Being a legacy medium that’s been around forever doesn’t
make radio fun and sexy to write about. But the truth is, 92%
of Americans were listening to the radio each week in 1975 and
today that statistic is 92%. That’s amazing when you think about it,
but we do a pretty poor job of tooting our own horn. Maybe we’ve
been too busy squabbling over this or that piece of business. We
should stand stronger and link arms like we’re doing now with
industry initiatives like the FM chip. As an industry we’d be better for it. I hope there’s more of that to come.
What is radio’s place under the overall Cox Enterprises –
which is a huge umbrella?
It is. Cox Enterprises owns Cox Communications, our
cable company, a very, very big part of Cox Enterprises.
Cox Enterprises also owns Manheim Auto Auctions, autotrader.com and the Cox Media Group, which includes
TV, newspapers, radio and our direct mail business ValPak and Savings.com. Bill Hoffman is the President of
CMG. Each of the three areas has an EVP: I basicallly
run the radio group, Jane Williams is in charge of
TV and Michael Joseph oversees our print products.
Cox began 116 years ago as a newspaper in Dayton,
OH. The second oldest part of Cox Enterprises is
our radio group, which makes it a very important
part of our heritage.
We’re still run by the Cox family. We have third
and fourth generations at the top of our business,
That legacy piece of the portfolio is very important
and very near and dear to their hearts. Radio has
the advantage of being the fun part – I joke that
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we’re the fun and games department. But we are also a
huge part of our communities and provide incredible
community service.
I’m privileged to get to run Cox Radio. We may not
be the biggest radio company around, but that’s never
been Cox’s goal. It sounds cliché, but the goal has always
been to be the best. And that starts with the focus Cox
puts on its employees. If we can attract and build the
best team, the best talent, we will win. When I recruit
people, the fun part is telling them they will be working
for Cox. We have a pension plan, incredible benefits and
the resources to provide the tools they need to win. The
company believes our employees are our most important resource. If you start by hiring the best and treating
them well, you end up with great products. Great products ultimately turn into better revenue.
Having that much media concentration must provide
some great synergies in the markets you’re in.
The cool thing is we’re able to do cross-platform
things in news delivery, marketing and sales. We can
do some really great stuff with our digital offerings
that a lot of stations can’t do because they don’t have
a TV or print partner in that market.
The other opportunity is to share best practices.
We do some things with our radio research that had
automatic applications for TV. And we found the same
thing in TV.
The next real big stage will be sales and digital.
We’ll be learning how to go in as a cross platform
team of sales people who understand how to sell digital and do a better job with reach and search.

times I can be a little more objective about things
from the cheap seats. If someone goes down the
wrong road, I can look at it and ask why are we
doing that? I let the teams bring the ideas to the
forefront and then I have a vote. I probably have the
ultimate veto, but I don’t know that I’ve used that.
I understand you’re married to a programmer.
Yes, indeed. When we met, I was in TV and Todd was the
PD/morning personality for a Top 40 station. We talk
a lot of radio around the house. He’s actually a stay-athome dad who is “retired” now. When our first daughter
was born we were both in radio and I had just been promoted to sales manager. We were trying to find a nanny
when one of us said what if he stayed home for a few
months, then we’d find the right nanny. It’s now 24 years
and three daughters later, and his work at home has allowed me to do what I do. He’s been a terrific supporter.
He’s my main consultant, just with a bad paycheck.
Where’s the intersection of art and commerce – that
point where programming and sales meet?
I don’t want sales driving the bus, necessarily. But it is

Some companies have launched national morning,
evening and overnight shows. What path is Cox Radio
taking?
We debate this a lot. Doing a great job in one market
doesn’t necessarily mean that show or personality will
translate to other markets. Often the very thing that
made the show successful was its ability to be local,
relevant and compelling in that market. You often
lose that “secret sauce” when you try to take that show
to other markets. That’s not to say there aren’t great
morning shows or great talent that can be repurposed
and be very successful in that. There just aren’t a lot
of people who can transcend a single marketplace.
And syndicating a show just to save money really isn’t
the right reason.
Pandora, Spotify and other services will soon find
their place in the car. What does that mean for radio?
There have always been choices in the car. Radio’s only
choice is to make our brands so relevant and so important and compelling that the listener needs and wants
to seek them out. The DJ was the first content curator
and that’s exactly what our personalities do by weavingin their own stories or giving listeners the inside stuff.
The air personality has never been more important
than he or she is today.
How does streaming fit in Cox Radio’s business model?
We provide great content; the delivery method
should be irrelevant. Cox stations can be found on
iHeartRadio and TuneIn. We recently launched a
really awesome app for all of our music stations that
allows people to take our stations with them on their
smartphones. We are now measuring streams independently from our over-the-air ratings. We have a midday
show doing 30% of its audience through streaming.
And across the board, it’s as high as 10%, so we have
to be there with a quality product. The FM chip is
another neat thing the industry has done and we’re
very involved in that. It doesn’t drain your battery like
a WiFi signal and, most importantly, it doesn’t eat up
your data plan.

In April 2013 Cox sold 27 radio stations in eight markets. That surprised a lot of people.
We got out of the smaller radio and television markets. It takes a lot of effort and money to run a small
market and not a whole lot more to run a big market. But the return on investment is higher. We’ve
drawn the line that we only want to be in markets
50 and above. It was a very tough decision. We’re
not traditionally known for selling stations and we
don’t want to be seen as sellers. But what we did was
strengthen our portfolio. We doubled down in some
markets that were really important to us by buying
TV stations where we already had radio.

What is Cox Radio’s stance on performance royalties?
We have very strong concerns about any legislation
that would create a performance right that would
apply to terrestrial broadcasters. We’re already in advanced discussions with some record labels on royalty
deals that would have direct license opportunities
that would cover terrestrial broadcasters as well as
online streaming. The efforts of our industries along

How does Cox Radio corporate interact locally?
Well, I guess “corporate” would be me and VP/Radio Programming Steve Smith. Plus, we have Format Leaders. San Antonio OM Jeff Garrison is our
Country Format Leader, for example. We’ve removed
regional management layers, allowing us to be nimble

“

I don’t know I always feel that same love from other
formats. Country artists are very appreciative and not
afraid to show it. Country is about artists versus one-hit
wonders, and that makes for great radio. Country artists
are people we can, and do, get behind.

The DJ was the first content curator and that’s exactly what
our personalities do by weaving-in their own stories or giving
listeners the inside stuff. The air personality has never been
more important than he or she is today.

and quick in making decisions; a huge benefit.
Overall, it’s a very traditional model. The GMs report
to me. The PDs report to the GM. There’s a little bit of
a dotted line and plenty of interaction between Steve
Smith and me on programming decisions. But the PD
reports to the GM. I think that’s the way it should be.
We’re not constantly with the local teams, they
don’t report to us. We’re part of the team; we all have
a vote. But the local team has a lot of say.
Former CMG EVP/Radio Bob Neil came from programming, and most of your radio background is sales
and management. Has that changed anything with the
operation or the culture inside of Cox Radio?
I was a journalism major and my background includes
TV news, so one might argue that we’re still led by a
programmer. I’ve been in all of these different departments over the years, but I come from a product background first. We are very product focused. If you have
a great product, revenue tends to follow. You have to
have an incredible sales staff, of course. But it’s a lot
easier when you have something terrific to sell.
The discipline that Bob Neil brought to the company remains. We still believe in building great brands
and putting great sales managers and sales people in
the field who know how to turn it into revenue.
What’s your role with programming?
I’m very involved in programming decisions. I’m
involved in every single format change. But the ideas
generally come bottom-up from people in the field who
are more dialed in to what the local market needs.
I don’t micro-manage programming, but I have a
pretty good bead on what’s happening and some-
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important to have a good partnership between programming and sales. We all know this is a for-profit business.
We’re not here to find out how many times we can say
“no” to ideas. We’re here to find solutions that don’t
make the station sound awful. There’s a happy medium
and our programmers and sales managers work nicely
together.
Cox Radio owns Country stations WNGC/Athens, GA,
WHKO/Dayton, KKBQ & KTHT/Houston, WWKA/
Orlando, KKYX-AM & KCYY/San Antonio and
KWEN/Tulsa. What is Country’s place in Cox Radio?
We absolutely love Country, and so do I. I grew up in
the Midwest, so I guess I have Country in my blood.
Today’s delivery of Country is very much a Top 40 delivery. It’s active; it’s passionate. People love it. It’s very
hot right now. We’ve got some incredible Country
brands. And we’ve got some of the very best Country
programmers in the business. I’d put our guys up
against anyone.
What is Cox Radio’s relationship with the country
label community?
We enjoy excellent relationships with the labels and the
artists. We approach it as a true partnership that’s similar to the old days in that it doesn’t have to be adversarial. Those decisions aren’t being made by me, they’re
being made for each market, and that’s important. We
give our folks the autonomy to do the right thing for
their market.
What I see in Country that might be different from
the other formats is that the record labels really look
long term. You always hear Country artists thanking radio for making their songs hits and giving them careers.

”

this line shows we are working to address it and that
the government imposing legislation is not needed.

What else should we know about Cox Radio?
We’re the fifth biggest radio broadcaster by revenue.
We don’t have a lot of stations, but we do really well
with the stations that we have. You’re going to see a
little more innovation from the company than maybe
we’ve been known for in the past. We have the best
people, in my opinion. And we’re going to continue
to attract, hire and develop the best people.
Your focus on hiring top tier people is a recurring
theme in interviews that you have done.
Yeah. I have a lot of people around me who know a lot
more about a lot of stuff than I do. I certainly don’t have
all the answers. But I do think that “A” people want to
work with “As” – they can’t stand having “Cs” on the team.
It’s that “steel sharpens steel” mentality. If you can gather
up the “As” in the same room and allow everybody to have
their moment, you will come out with some great stuff.
That’s our goal.
Are you coming to CRS this year?
Last year was my first CRS and I was absolutely blown away
at how big of a deal it was. And, not just the programming
focus, but the sales focus. I wondered why more formats
didn’t do something like this? Then I realized how many
of our own people had never been to CRS and felt like we
needed to be there. Country is very important to Cox and
we need to show our support and show our strength. So,
this year, Cox will have a very big presence at CRS. It really
is something special, and I wanted all of my PDs and all of
my Country GMs to be there. So we’ll all be there. CAC

