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Great Radio Starts 
with the Perfect Pair 

GSelector is the latest music scheduling system from the company 
that invented music scheduling. Zetta is the latest automation 
playback system from the people who have more automation 
systems on air in the world than any other company. 

With both, you get real-time reconciliation, ability to add a
song once – time-saving integration and of course, one support
department. Harness the power of automatic asset distribution, 
potent rights management, Mscore and Mediabase integration. 
And did we mention they look stunning? What a perfect pair: 
GSelector and Zetta - simply the best. 
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THE INTERVIEW

Clay 
Hunnicutt 

Best Of 
Both Worlds

The 
culture at 
the top 
really is 

inclusive. 
Let’s 

get the 
absolute 

best 
people, 
the best 

ideas and 
do some 
amazing 
things.

“

”

CA: Has the water pressure receded at all?
CH: The pressure has, yes. When you get into a job, you learn the landscape, where to go, what to do and the 
triggers to pull. But the pace has certainly not decreased. We are as active, aggressive and movement-oriented 
as ever. Even more so – 2015 is off to an incredibly fast start. Once you get the feel for the job under your 
belt, you can move a little bit quicker.

What does the job look like on a daily or weekly basis?
We’re in the office a lot, but we’re also on the road at our various marquee events. An average week 
involves supporting the local markets and programmers by giving them access to all the resources that 
the entire company has from a programming, events and marketing and branding perspective. We are 
a conduit of resources they can fully leverage to drive the brands – whether it’s WSIX/Nashville, Z100 
[Top 40 WHTZ/New York] or [Top 40] KIIS/Los Angeles – that are what the company is all about. 

Help them elevate their radio stations and their ratings by en-
gaging listeners with a compelling product. 

We also work on the sales side to integrate clients, innovate 
content and engage their products with our brands, person-
alities and key events. That’s a dynamic process because they 
have goals and we have goals and parameters. We work with key 
clients like Macy’s, Taco Bell, 7Up and Pepsi on some really big 
campaigns. They all have music initiatives as well, so we work 
and meet with them constantly. Programmers are now much 
more in meetings with clients for the creativity. We really explain 
and teach clients what our formats and brands stand for so they 
can develop a message that isn’t disconnected or disjointed.

How is iHeartMedia different from Clear Channel? Where is 
the balance between being a multi-platform media company and 
still driving a huge percentage of revenue from frontline ter-
restrial stations?
Clear Channel was built on radio stations. iHeartMedia still has an 
unbelievable foundation of 859 radio stations in 150 markets. That 
will never change. What you’ve seen over the last two or three years 
is us trying to grow the business. We are innovators in the event space 
with the iHeartRadio Music Festival and offshoots in the iHeartRadio 
Country Festival, the Ultimate Pool Party and so many others. You also 
have to talk about brand and content development with Premiere Net-
works, run by Darrin Davis, with Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck and Sean 
Hannity. Our events are also on TV. The Jingle Ball Tours. The app is on 
your dashboard as we’ve worked to integrate with the automotive industry.

It’s not just about what happens on the radio. It’s about all the ways we 
can be wherever the listeners are. We want to expose music, we want to 
expose our brands and we want people to be engaged. It does take the word 
“media” – that’s not a fluff word to us. If you start looking at the diversity of 
the programs and platforms where our products and brands are available, it is 
truly a media company. That has really transformed under [Chairman/CEO] 
Bob Pittman and [President/CFO] Rich Bressler in the last two to three years.

Now that you’re in New York, there are a lot of people downstream who are 
probably curious to know what the culture is like at the top of iHeartMedia. 
What kinds of things are important, what’s not important? What’s the vibe?
One, creativity wins. Bob Pittman is incredible about making sure the best ideas 
float to the top no matter where they come from. Put them on the table, let’s dis-
cuss them and if it’s a great idea, we’ll go do it 110%. There’s also an openness of 
being able to disagree and be heard. You may not always win that argument, but to 
at least be able to raise some dissent in the room is important. Out of that comes 
real productivity. Those are two really big cultural shifts. 

There’s also a genuine excitement about where the company is, 
where it’s going and for the people who are doing it. I started as an 
unpaid intern in this business and now I’m doing what I’m do-
ing only because of this company allowing people to grow. There 
is a willingness to teach, mentor and lead – we continue bringing 
programmers in for our label summits and that level of engage-
ment. We give them a voice in On The Verge and who will win iHeartRadio Music Awards. 
I don’t know that there are that many companies doing that these days. So, the culture 
at the top really is inclusive. Let’s get the absolute best people in the room, let’s get the 
best ideas on the table and let’s do some amazing things.

Promoted to iHeartMedia EVP/GM National Programming Platforms in March 
of last year, Clay Hunnicutt brought a little bit of Nashville to the Big Apple. 
A career that started at a small market Country station has grown into 
one of the key executive roles at the top of the largest radio group in 

the world. Hunnicutt’s branding, sales integration, events and programming 
oversight extends across iHeart’s formats and platforms, but he continues 

as company-wide Brand Manager for 
Country. When Country Aircheck spoke 
to him in March, he admitted the new 

job included a good bit of “drinking from the informational fire hose.” Having 
worked almost a full year in the new gig, Hunnicutt offers a candid assessment 
of his role, the company he helps steer and Country’s place in it.
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Is radio a receding medium?
Not at all. Radio’s death has been predicted for the 
last 80 years, but 92% of people are listening every 
week. That has not decreased over the last 30 years. So 
much research shows that over 70% of people are still 
discovering new music on the radio.

Radio is a companion and truly the medium of con-
nectivity. It’s live – one of the last in-the-moment medi-
ums. Weather or traffic, it’s there. If you want to know 
what your favorite artists are doing, it’s there. If you 
want to go to these unbelievable events, radio makes 
that possible. If you want to break new acts, it’s possible. 
We saw it this week in Country Aircheck with “Smoke” 
from A Thousand Horses – that’s iHeartMedia’s On The 
Verge. Rather than receding, I think it’s growing.

That 92% has been consistent, but TSL has been 
steadily declining as consumer choice grows. Is a 
shifting view of platforms behind what’s going on with 

translators and HD2? At some point will tower-bound 
signals that cover a market be less important because 
everything’s available digitally on Google’s satellites? 
Translator prices have skyrocketed. Why?
You’d have to ask an engineer first, but there aren’t too 
many 100,000-watt FM signals you can plop down in the 
middle of a market like Atlanta or Chicago. So you have 
to find ways to create mainstream or niche formats. If 
people are launching new stations on HD2 and transla-
tors, there’s clearly a demand. It’s an opportunity to 
continue to grow brands, develop new products, expose 
new music and engage listeners. Expectations are dif-
ferent than for a 100,000-watt station, so it’s a matter of 
continuing to offer products and brands that listeners 
have said they want in whatever way we can reach them.

How much of your time goes to Country?
Depends on the week, but probably a good 30-40%. 
Even when I’m working on national programming 
initiatives, I’m always thinking, “How can we impact 
our 140-plus Country radio stations with this?” We 
may be working on something on the Top 40, Urban 
or Rock side that might be applicable to Country, 
and vice versa. And we’re constantly working with the 
labels, choosing the next On The Verge artist, develop-
ing the iHeartRadio Country Festival or getting country 
artists into other events like the iHeartRadio Music 
Festival and the awards. I’m in Nashville regularly, 
meeting with labels, keeping our finger on the pulse 
of the format.

iHeartMedia’s Chicago Country launch has drawn a 
lot of interest. I know you can’t share the game plan, 
but what can you tell us about the desire to be in that 
market and what you think it takes to compete?
We’re constantly looking for opportunities to grow 
the format, which is our largest by-station count and 
No. 2 to Top 40 in listening. Competition is healthy 
and something I relish at times because it makes us 
get better when somebody launches against us or if 
we launch a new station. Those moments cause you 
to physically stop and think about what you’re doing 
– how you’re programming break to break. That’s the 
exciting part of it that we all became programmers for.

As for Chicago specifically, it’s market No. 3 and 
WUSN has obviously been very successful there for 
a long time. We saw an opportunity with only one 
station in the market to come in and do things a little 
bit differently. I’ve seen this in almost every single 
case – whether we have added a Country station into 
a market or somebody has done that against us – 
Country shares grow. So I look at it as a positive for 
the format. We’re not going to program like WUSN 
and I’m sure they’re not going to program like us, so 
there will be some diversity. Boston and Pittsburgh 
were the same way. We’ve been aggressive in the last 
six months and I think we’re at our best when we’re 
looking proactively at how and where we can grow. We 
don’t just come in blindly and throw radio stations on.

We heard a rumor that iHeart was looking pretty in-
tently at New York before Cumulus launched WNSH. 
Did that spur action in Chicago, as there has been a 
lot of talk about Cumulus considering that market?
What the other competitors are doing doesn’t really 
factor into it. The move needs to be right for us and 
the listeners. Has New York been talked about before? 
Of course it has. Especially when it didn’t have one 
for so long. Our biggest problem is we are so flippin’ 
successful in New York with Z100, WKTU, Light FM, 
Q104 and Power. They’re all in the top four or five in 
various demos, which makes it almost impossible to 
[flip one to Country]. 

We’ve seen PDs from other formats brought into 
Country, like Tommy Chuck in Baltimore. We’ve also 
seen Steve Stewart bumped up within the format to 
Chicago. What’s the balance in growing programmers 
within the format or bringing them in from outside?
It depends on the individual. We’ve had some great 
Country PDs come from Rock or Top 40 and some 
have only ever been Country PDs. We also have great 
Country programmers like Gregg Swedberg, Kerry 
Wolfe and Steve Geofferies oversee other formats as an 
OM or VP/Programming. Tommy, specifically, is a very 
talented programmer and a great talent coach who 

gets the fundamentals. You can teach people about a 
format and help them through the relationships if they 
don’t have them. It’s not an effort to bring Pop or Rock 
people into Country. If they are a really good PD and 
aggressive, I don’t know that format matters.

Where are you right now in terms of national shows 
relative to where you thought you’d be?
Purely from my perspective, we are about two years 
ahead with Bobby Bones. I don’t know that anyone 
expected we’d be on 80 radio stations at this point. A 
syndicated show usually takes multiple years to grow 
like that. His ratings success has been very good. His 
engagement with the markets is absolutely fantastic. 
In those aspects and in their willingness to learn, ad-
just and continue to grow, that show is really miracu-
lous. And it will only get better. 

CMT and After MidNite has been an unbelievable 
partnership. Cody Alan is heavily involved in our 
events. We simulcast their National Championship 
football kickoff party with Toby Keith and Lady 
Antebellum. We both went into it saying this is not a 
one-sided affair, it is a true partnership. John Hamlin, 
Anne Oakley, Brian Philips and the team have been 
really open to ideas. We bring ideas to them, they 
bring them to us and it’s been really successful.

You mentioned market engagement, and with a 
show like Bobby’s being on 80 stations, do you see a 
ceiling for national shows in being able to have that 
engagement from a national platform?
No, I don’t. It’s all about being compelling and a 
companion. If you’re real and listeners can relate, that 

wins. The key is having a conversation that puts the 
listeners in the room. You can’t put a million people 
in a room, but you can. Ryan Seacrest is a phenom-
enal example of that. He’s a huge star in his own right 
and people will approach his table and be awestruck 
at the person he’s having dinner with. They’ll ask for 
a photo or an autograph, but then they turn to Ryan 
and have a conversation with him in a way that they 
won’t with the other person. They’ll bring up some-
thing he talked about on his show because he’s real to 
them. He’s in their daily lives, their routines. Bobby is 
the same way. When I’m out with him, people come 
up and want to talk about what Amy said or what 
Lunchbox did. That lets you know you’re really hitting 
the mark.

What about on the station level? Is there a limit to 
how much national programming you can employ 
considering the need to have people in the market 
who can connect with listeners on the streets?
Every market and station is different from the listener 
and client perspective. All of that needs to be factored 
in. We don’t just willy-nilly throw syndication on or have 
all live people just because. It really has to make the 
most sense for the radio station itself, the needs of the 
market and the needs of the listeners. We look at all of 
that; there’s certainly not a one-size-fits-all. We’ve seen 
it where all syndication works, we’ve seen where no 
syndication has worked, and everything in between.

There is that fear-baiting notion that we’re in a 
headlong rush toward robot dayparts...
What I want to tell people about that is the best wins, 
whether that’s live, syndicated, a weekend countdown or 
anything else. The best show wins and that’s what it should 
be about. The listeners tell you, and I really like that.

How’s Nashville doing – labels, artists, songwriters?
Amazing. What I love is everybody’s open to great ideas 
and doing things differently. There’s really an influx of 
great, new music we’re seeing with On The Verge and our 
discovery programs on-air and online. Nobody’s resting 
on what they’ve already got. People like to bash, bro-
country and say all the songs sound the same. You can 

do that at other formats as well. Country has everything 
from Luke Bryan to new Zac Brown, Maddie & Tae, A 
Thousand Horses and Sam Hunt pushing the enve-
lope. It’s a pretty dynamic format right now.

We’ve taken a deep look at women in country for this 
issue, what’s your take?
There are great female artists, solo and as part of 
groups. Could some of the music be better? Sure, 
but I think that about the guys, too. One thing I saw 
in research about 10 or 12 years ago, and I tell label 
folks this, if you’re going to be a female in this format, 
you have to be a woman of substance, have a story 
and be unapologetic in who you are. Martina, Trisha, 
Miranda, Carrie, Loretta – all women of substance. 

What do you think of Nash Icon and a possible shift in 
how we look at Classic Country?
There’s always going to be an appetite for the music 
that creates memories. Listening to Garth’s “Friends 
in Low Places” takes me to exactly where I was when 
I heard it. There’s always room to play music that was 
so huge. Going back to “My Maria” or “Fancy” – I still 
like to listen to that stuff. And new fans are discover-
ing it because if you’re 20 years old right now, a song 
from 1992 came out before you were born. My son is 
the biggest Journey fan in the world because I loved 
them growing up and now he does, too. Does that 
mean I should go create a Journey format? No. 

Is there something to that hybrid mix of currents  
and classics?
It’s a wait-and-see. We’re not rushing to launch 15 

radio stations tomorrow. We’ll see if it’s successful in 
more than one market – as we do in other formats. 
Rhythmic AC is blowing up right now. Will that last 
18 months or 10 years? All ’80s stations were a big fad 
for about two years. Now ’80s is an element of certain 
stations, but it’s not its own format. We’ll see.

When you think back to that unpaid intern, what was 
your wildest ambition at that point? Could you have 
imagined sitting in a New York City office as part of 
the world’s biggest radio group? 
The answer to the second question is no. I got into 
radio because it was fun and I wanted to be around 
the stations. When I got the internship at [WUSY/
Chattanooga], I emptied garbage, set up remotes 
and did anything because I loved the atmosphere. 
The personalities, the pace, the craziness that went 
on – maybe it’s because I’m easily bored, but I love 
how fast it is. I can call somebody and in five min-
utes, we can have something on the air at 850 radio 
stations. There’s no other medium that can do that. 
So I marvel at what has been built and what we get to 
do every day.

Several people believed in me, including WUSY’s 
GM, Sammy George, who made me PD when I was 
24 and had absolutely no business being the PD of 
US101. But I understood what the brand was about 
and he saw that in me. I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t, 
and then nurtured it along with my first consultant, 
Mike O’Malley. Marc Chase was a huge influence. 
Bob Pittman, now, is like getting a PhD in marketing, 
entertainment and how to engage people. Not just 
listeners, but music industry, clients – everyone. 

This world is about relationships and no other 
format does it like Country. When you add what 
Bob and the rest of the team are about into the 
Country universe, it gets really good really fast. I get 
the best of both worlds because I love Nashville, still 
live here and it will always be my home, but I also 
get the hustle and bustle of New York. Tom Pole-
man, with his background and expertise, and then 
my background and my expertise – we are a tandem 
unlike any I’ve ever seen. It is probably the most 
exciting time of my career.                                 CAC
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