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Come One, Come All
“This is something those of us on 

the inside have been saying for years,” 
says UMG/Nashville Chairman/CEO 
Mike Dungan. “We are really America’s 
music. We somewhat knew and certainly 
suspected it for a long time, but now we 
see it in the attendance at our shows and 
in PPM. People are bouncing around, 
listening to all kinds of stuff and Coun-
try is a large part of peoples’ listening habits.”

Warner Music Nashville President/CEO John Es-
posito says conglomerates can’t help but notice. “And 
not just the radio companies, but the music compa-
nies,” he says. “The success of the past few years has 
people in corporations having more discussions about 
country, which is great. They finally woke up to this 
stuff, you know?

“Things like Blake being a coach on The Voice makes 
country more accessible,” he continues. “I’m sure 
Keith Urban is having a similar effect with American 
Idol. You start having things like that happen and 
I’m sure it’s helping the sales departments at radio 
stations. There’s a snowball effect and if I were an 
owner of a cluster of radio stations, I’d be making the 
investment, too.”

And country may be the best bet out there, “especial-
ly if you compare it against some of the other genres 
at radio,” says Sony/Nashville Chairman/CEO Gary 
Overton. “Ours is focused, very broad and pulling in 
millions of people. Programming on the other formats 

seems a little fragmented. I think groups 
see the opportunity to invest and focus even 
further in country.”

From radio’s perspective, there are many 
reasons to like the genre. “You’ve got a 
litany of stars putting out great music,” says 
Clear Channel EVP/Programming Clay 
Hunnicutt. “We’re back to being a good, 
mass appeal format where young and old 
are enjoying the music. Country music is 

still ages eight to 80. It’s a highly accepted format for 
advertisers – something a lot of companies want to 
have large footprints in because it’s very sellable. It’s 
not vulgar. There are a lot of aspects that really work in 
country’s favor.”

Flavor In Favor
Good music has been aided by market 

forces, as well. “The climate has really iden-
tified that, predominantly, there are only 
two ubiquitous music formats – Country 
and Top 40,” says BMLG President/CEO 
Scott Borchetta. “So [groups] see that they 
have to be in this business. They see the 
continued longevity, the continued artist 
development, the continued cultural effects it’s hav-
ing on all media. They’re smart for not only paying 
attention, but also having a vision on how they can 
take their assets and add to the mix.”

 For Cumulus’ part, Co-COO John Dickey agrees. 
“I can’t speak for why others feel it’s important, I can 

only speak for why we do. It’s a very viable long-term 
business [because] 70 to 100 million people is a very 
large, addressable market. And Cumulus has a very 
unique and advantageous position that we want to con-
tinue to leverage and get better at. If the rest of the ra-
dio community sees it that way 
and wants to take advantage of 
it or participate with us in that, 
I think that’s a good thing.”

Rather than a sudden pivot, 
Hunnicutt calls Clear Channel’s 
efforts in Country “a mindset 
adjustment. When you have the 
platforms and opportunities 
we have, you think about how 
to really make an impact. That can come in different 
forms. The world premiere programs we do can really 
get a record out of the gates with higher familiarity 
more quickly. That’s important for the artist, the lis-
tener and our radio stations. We’re here to play the hits 
and the more hits we can create, the better it fuels the 
machine for all of us.”

Like Clear Channel, CBS Radio’s efforts are more 
evolution than revolution. “We have always been 
focused on Country,” says VP/Country Jeff Kapugi. 
“While our Amplify program was new last year, it’s 
more about organizing some things that we had been 
doing across our Country enterprise for a while.”

With a long view of the format, Borchetta sees 
several shifts. “Not too terribly long ago, people didn’t 
bet on Boston, for instance,” he says. “People who 
don’t follow what we do on a daily basis are consis-
tently surprised how well our stations do in Chicago, 
Philadelphia and so many other top markets. National 
formats are more a function of radio’s business and 
continued adjustments to make their business make 

sense, post-mega mergers.”
Country’s youth movement is also a fac-

tor. “The investment [in Country] is also 
a result of identifying that they need to be 
there to see continued growth in all dem-
os,” Borchetta says. “As much as some of 
the older PDs don’t want to chase the 18-
34 demo, they can’t run from it. There’s 
a fear that we’re a little bit more flavor-of-
the-month with that demo – when they see 
something else shiny, they’ll run toward it. 

We haven’t seen anything that says that they will, but it 
just goes to show you how deep the format is.”

Metrics System
Whatever the causes, there’s no doubt that national 

platforms are changing way the way Nashville does 
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What Radio Groups’ Country 
Focus Means For Nashville

Clear Channel has Bobby Bones, its Artist Integration programs, a new deal 
with CMT and the upcoming iHeartRadio Country Festival. CBS Radio 
brought its top execs to Nashville last year to tout its commitment and the 
Amplified initiative. Townsquare has Taste Of Country. Journal has Nash-

ville Edge. And Cumulus, of course, has Nash [see story page 31]. The latter’s multi-
faceted vision is even touted by CEO Lew Dickey in calls with Wall Street analysts.

How and why country music and Country radio became a “content vertical” may 
have as much to do with consolidation as it does with timing and the genre’s resur-
gence. Radio groups, after all, aren’t the only large entertainment entities investing 
in country and its stars. But the impact on Nashville is undeniable. Competition, 
sensitivity over superstar access, opportunities for new artists and many other is-
sues continue to shape these rapidly evolving relationships.
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business. “It’s certainly one-stop shopping for the artists 
and, to a broader extent, the labels and the people that 
service those artists,” Dungan says. “It’s nice to be able to 
go to one place, do one great interview and know that 
you’re reaching people across the country. But it’s still 
too early to tell the full impact.”

A boom-or-bust aspect accompanies centralization. 
“If you’ve got the goods and the guy calling the shots 
– Bobby Bones, Blair Garner or whoever  – is totally 
into it and wants to become a proponent, then it’s 
great,” Dungan continues. “But if they don’t, it can 
be very difficult because this used to be a much more 

laborious task of going market 
to market, station to station, 
personality to personality and 
with varying results. If you 
limit the number of players, 
you’re going to increase the 
odds that it could go one way 
or another.”

Big Machine is adapting 
through a general philosophy 
of adaptation. “Our approach 

is to take the new playbook, the new rules and let’s 
play to win,” Borchetta says. “Regardless of what year 
it is, I don’t think anything changes from our strategy 
of making sure we understand the rules and exploit 
them to the fullest. Figure out how to continue to be 
[radio’s] best partner and make sure that we’re maxi-
mizing all of our efforts. There’s always going to be 
change. This is just this year’s model.”

Hunnicutt says the changes are clearly beneficial to 
the music business. “The difference is scale – that we 
actually have the platforms to showcase their artists and 
deliver a great return on their time investment,” he says. 
“Having the metrics to really show how many times spots 
ran and how much impact they’ve had has been a big 
difference maker.”

Exclusively Inclusive
Keeping an eye on the guy across the street is 

longstanding radio SOP, and it’s no different on a 
national scale. “We’re all very aware,” Hunnicutt says. 
“I know they’re aware of what we’re doing and we’re 
aware of what they’re doing or working on. We all 
hear bits and pieces; we all sit on boards 
and things like that together, so it’s not 
that tight-lipped of a community.” 
     Nevertheless, the competitive balance is a 
consideration for all involved. “I don’t think 
there’s a hyper-sensitivity, but we always try 
to think, ‘If we do this, what are the other 
guys going to think?’” Overton says. “Because 
you’ve got the big chains, Townsquare and 
SiriusXM carving their niche, among oth-
ers. So it’s just about being sure about how 
you’re doing business. It’s just like dealing with Walmart 
and Target on the retail side.”

“It’s starting to develop into something that certainly 
has the potential to create tension if one party does not get 
an exclusive or one party does not get the first of some-
thing,” Dungan adds. “But all parties right now seem to be 
playing pretty fairly. Let’s hope it continues that way.”

Over time, radio 
groups’ 

Country 
platforms are 
bound to 
become 
more 
deeply 
rooted 
in their 
companies. 
Competition with 
each other and with 
other entertainment 
platforms can only enhance 
their ability to get music to the 
fans.

“Amplify will continue to grow, 
with our goal being to continue 
to help sell music for the artists 
and labels while building the 
brands of our Country stations,” 
says CBS Radio’s Jeff Kapugi. 
“We are constantly coming up 
with new ideas that we discuss 
internally and with the labels. 
The evolution never stops.”

Same with Clear Channel, 
which is gearing up for its first 
iHeartRadio Country Festival. 

“We’re constantly 
working on new, 

creative and 
bigger ideas,” 

says Clay 
Hun-
nicutt. 

“And 
you’re going 

to continue to 
see refinements of 

the things we’re do-
ing. New technology will 

come along that will help 
that as well.”
And innovation isn’t limited 

to the biggest companies. “All of 
these groups are getting better 
at developing mobile platforms,” 
says UMG/Nashville’s Mike 
Dungan. “We recently saw a 
piece about the Cox station in 
Houston, which has come up with 
this very inventive, really fan-inter-
active way to keep those listeners 
and make them feel like they’re a 
part of the equation and part of 
the decisions. It’s just a matter of 
time before all these big groups 
develop things that are similar. 

It’s going to be one more step to 
one-stop shopping and the ability 
to spread your message very 
quickly and very efficiently.”

Not to be forgotten are 
the back-room structures that 
make all the whiz-bang go. 
“We continue to make ground 
with performance rights,” says 
BMLG’s Scott Borchetta. “With 
all the attention that the digital 
dashboard is getting, I have had 
a couple more of these serious 
conversations with radio groups. 
You’re wanting to flip the switch, 
but you haven’t dealt with what 
has held you back from doing 
it – the digital rates.

“We’re going to get to that 
moment where you’re just 
broadcasting and it doesn’t 
matter where or when or what 
they’re listening to. If they’re 
listening digitally, we’re going to 
have to get to a moment where 
we have a performance rights 
agreement. More and more, 
people are understanding the 
partnership that we all have to 
have as content creators.”

Should competitiveness lead groups to ask labels 
and artists to play favorites? “I don’t view it that way,” 
Dickey says. “This is part of being close, spending time 
and counting a lot of Nashville decision-makers as 
associates and friends. I get their job and 
responsibility, so I would never ask them to 
do something that would be unfair to them, 
or something that I wouldn’t want to do if I 
was in their shoes. 

“A lot of people play those games,” 
he continues. “That’s still part of staking 
out turf on the playground like we’re in 
high school. But that’s missing the bigger 
picture. Quite frankly, looking at relation-
ships in these content partnerships and 
respecting what the artists have to do and need to do 

with their time and their allotted band-
width – I don’t think that’s a fair request. 
For the artists and the label community, 
the Switzerland approach is fair and lets 
everybody else be smart around that, or 
not smart around that.” 

Situational play-calling can make sense, 
however. “We find unique and important 
qualities in each relationship,” Esposito 
says. “It’s the collective job of me and my 
competitors to be smart about how you 

balance that. You can’t give it all to one – just because 
you’re the biggest doesn’t mean that you get every-
thing. In the heyday of record stores it was the same 
thing, but there’s a way to balance it. And I’m not say-
ing there aren’t occasional challenges because people 
sometimes don’t see the big picture. But you get into 
the discussion, explain why something went another 

direction and usually they understand. It’s an interest-
ing juggling act, but it’s frankly a fun juggling act.”

Dungan points to ways groups can win without put-
ting labels in uncomfortable spots. “Clear Channel has 

proven that they create their own exclu-
sives,” he says. “They’ll take an event and 
turn it into something that makes it look 
and feel like they are right in the center of 
it. And that’s a wonderful thing.”

Hunnicutt adds, “We really don’t ask for 
exclusives on world premieres. We aren’t 
getting the record before anybody else. We 
just go to the label and say, ‘Here’s what 
we would like to do, would you guys like to 
do it with us? We’re going to make it really 

big, put all of our full efforts behind it and our radio 
stations are all in.’ We want to make sure that we’re 
good partners in that aspect. Our ‘Ultimate Contests’ 
– if the label wants to do one with CBS Radio, they can. 
That’s up to them. We do our own thing and try not to 
worry about anybody else.”

Loco Locals
The national level conversation doesn’t necessar-

ily mean those crosstown battles have gotten any less 
heated. “It definitely has changed that part of the 
landscape,” Borchetta says. “If you’re having a challenge 
in one market, that can reverberate across the entire 
broadcast company. For some of those on-the-spot deci-
sions, it makes you kind of step back and consider the 
repercussions. There are more ripples in the pond now. 
Not that long ago when you had a big market battle, 
you might say, ‘Well, I’m going to go with that guy, 
because that’s more aligned with the support I need for 

I don’t think there’s a hyper-sensitivity, 
but we always try to think, ‘If we do this, what 

are the other guys going to think?’ 
–Gary Overton ”
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our artists.’ You got to decide. It’s a lot more difficult 
to choose sides now, because we’ve got so many great 
partners with different companies. When you have a 
Clear Channel up against a CBS or what have you, it’s 
not nearly as simple as it used to be.”

“The station versus station battles still exist – they’re 
fighting every day for every listener, piece of ground, 
concert and ticket,” Hunnicutt explains. “At the higher 
level, it’s not quite that cutthroat with the album 
specials and world premieres. No artist wants to cut off 
their nose to spite their face. If they do something for 
us, they’re going to do something with Cumulus and 
they’re going to do something with CBS. It’s naive to 
think otherwise because those are the second and third 
most powerful Country operators. The ripple effect is 
much smaller as well, because even if one local radio 
station gets mad, that doesn’t impact the entire chain.”

Put another way, Hunnicutt says, “We have na-
tional activation, but local radio stations do their 
own business, as well. Local PDs are making their 
decisions to defend their radio stations and to get 
their ratings as high as they can. So I don’t call radio 
stations and tell them to play nicey-nice because I’m 
trying to get a world premiere done.”

Dickey leans toward judicious application of nation-
al influence. “Scale is helpful,” he says. “Everybody’s 
got to make decisions based on resource allocation 
and return on those resources. If you’ve got more 
scale and size, those decisions oftentimes fall your 
way. Those are tie-breakers. There’s a responsibility to 
understand what your scale is and use it smartly, but 
it’s unfair to use that to conscript the artist and label 
community into a competitive battle.”

But in a contentious situation, working up the 
chain can be helpful. “It definitely benefits to have a 
creative conversation,” Borchetta says. “If you really 
run into a trouble spot, you might have to say alright, 
let’s get on a conference call with Clay Hunnicutt to 
make sure we have a proper understanding. So, it’s a 
longer tail to get to the right answer and make sure 
we’re not doing any long-term damage.”

Draw Back To The Future
Big asks from big companies seem to have the 

greatest impact on big artists. “There’s no question 
about it,” Dungan says. “It makes it very difficult for 
these guys that are in high demand to strategically 
place themselves where they can do the most good for 
themselves, but also not burn a relationship.”

“Access to our artists, especially superstars, is 
becoming a bit of an issue just because everybody 
wants them,” Esposito agrees. “Everybody’s putting 
on festivals and we love that, but there’s only so many 
hours in a day. There is a balancing act that we have to 
all be aware of. But that’s a high-class problem, as far 

as I’m concerned. We all just figure out how to make 
the ecosystem work. I don’t see a single downside.”

On the coin’s other side, the upside may best benefit 
new acts, particularly when a chain finds something to 
champion. “It’s encouraging in the same way as when 
Walmart or Target says they’re really into an artist, will 
buy a certain quantity and give it a lot of visibility,” Dun-
gan says. “You go, ‘Wow. We’ve got the whole country 
covered.’ It’s really encouraging to feel that from a 
broadcast standpoint. It’s dangerous for all the reasons 
we just discussed, but we’re not going to change the 
way we do business. We’ve always been focused on the 
highest possible quality and the only time we ever feel 
like we get in trouble is when we push the envelope. We 
maintain a high level of quality, but sometimes it’s hard 
to convince the person on the other side of the desk that 
you haven’t moved too far out of the box.”

Where new artists can feel the pinch is the tradition-
al  label aversion to national playlists. “Clear Channel 

has not done that in the current era with the current 
executives, so the biggest has not gone to a national 
playlist,” Borchetta says. “Cumulus has opened up a lot 
more, especially in the last 12 months, to understand-
ing some of the ebbs and flows. They’re finding ways 
to get more new music on the air and having more of a 
positive effect. You don’t have [a national list] at CBS. 
Townsquare has a list that goes out, but there’s room 
for the programmers to program. We’re always going to 
fight for individuality and, right now, it feels a lot better 
than it did a year ago.”

He echoes Dungan’s comments: “We’re the risk-
taker for the most part in this mathematic equation, 
so we’re always going to hope that you have those 
people with a vision to be the first one to play Florida 
Georgia Line. You hope you get the same thing for 
The Cadillac Three – that person who will embrace 
a new artist. You just always want the opportunity for 
leaders to be able to lead.”

Not surprisingly, Esposito adds his voice to the chorus. 
“We still love local programming, because our job is to 
break new artists and keep this ecosystem going,” he says. 
“So we don’t focus solely on massive campaigns. When 
you’re doing a Blake or Hunter Hayes album launch, 
we have to be looking at that. But when we’re trying to 
get people to pay attention to Brett Eldredge, it’s a good 
thing that they’re given some freedom locally to make 
sure we can impact the artist development process.”

All Bets Are In
Across the board, this titanic investment in 

country is seen in a positive light. “There are a lot 
of Country radio stations that are doing amazingly 
well,” Hunnicutt says. “Ours, Cumulus, CBS and 
other guys are having great success in the format 
right now. A lot of people ask me, ‘Hey, what’s going 
on at Country? Why are they all of a sudden popping 
up into the top three 25-54?’ I get those questions a 
lot. And it’s just the format is really great right now. 
All the pieces are working well together. We’ve got 
great radio stations and the product is really there, so 
it’s a match made in heaven.”

Borchetta takes a long view. “When you see these 
huge broadcast companies doubling down, it’s not just 
because they love the music,” he says. “They’re seeing a 
lot of other things that they really like in their research. 
They’re seeing a lot of demographic and psychographic 
information that says this is a good bet. And a good 
future bet. It’s not things they can put a dollar in now 
and take out two dollars tomorrow. They’re betting on 
the future of country music, which I just love.”

“They’re investing in the format and we’re building 
together,” Overton adds. “We are working hand-in-hand 
and in the near-term there will be a refining of these 
relationships. Over the longer term, other formats will 
have resurgences at some point and some attention 
may be shifted. But the important thing is that country 
will have grown to a new level.”

Esposito points to one of country’s big advantages 
for anyone investing in it. “Part of what’s attracting 
these major players is realizing that when you truly 
develop an artist in this format, that artist can be a 
multi-decade artist,” he says. “George Strait is the 
greatest example, and I know they see the economic 
opportunity around all that those artists do. 

“I want to implore them to never forget that. This 
format’s hotter than it ever was. If you stay deeply 
invested – especially in artist development so that we 
can continue to feed that ecosystem – we all can ben-
efit for decades. Long past the time you and I will be 
working in this business. I just want them to stay their 
course and understand it really is different. We are not 
a disposable artist format. The fans’ loyalty has CMA 
Music Festival damn near sold out and they haven’t 
announced a single artist. You don’t really get that in 
any other format.”                                                   CAC
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Everybody’s 
putting on festivals  

and we love that, but 
there’s only so many 
hours in a day. There  
is a balancing act ...  

but that’s a high-  
class problem. 

–John Esposito
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