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Last year’s share of female-voiced singles in 
the Top 100 songs was the lowest in almost 
20 years – 18%. Predictably, much was made 
of this in the media, with Country radio and 

Nashville’s good ol’ boy music business frequent 
targets of blame. Simple sound-bite explanations 
are grossly inadequate, however, when studying 
a phenomenon that has existed for decades, tran-
scends media, is shaped by the broader culture 
and touches every aspect of society.

In this extended editorial coverage, Country 
Aircheck dives deep into the numbers, speak-
ing with scores of radio and music profession-
als in pursuit of clarity. Capping the effort is 
this roundtable discussion with a record execu-
tive, program director, artist and songwriter 
held late last month at the Country Music Hall 
of Fame and Museum. Little Big Town’s Karen 
Fairchild, songwriter Natalie Hemby (“White 
Liar,” “Pontoon,” “Drinks After Work”), WSIX/
Nashville OM/PD Michael Bryan and BBR Mu-
sic Group EVP Jon Loba offered thoughtful 
perspective, shared a few laughs and came to 
agreement on more than a few points.

Examining The Gender Disparity
Country Aircheck: We just stood in the 
rotunda and looked at the Hall of Fame 
plaque for The Carter Family and Mother 
Maybelle. Now we’re sitting in the Taylor 
Swift Education Center. Those are some 
pretty stout pillars at either end of this 
business of country music. 
Women have often been at 
the forefront of the genre, 
but the imbalance is equally 
undeniable. Michael, was 
gender balance even on your 
radar at Top 40?
Michael Bryan: No. Still isn’t. And 
it’s not something I think about when 
I’m selecting songs for Country radio, 
either. I’m looking for the best song, 
whatever that happens to be. I can’t 
speak for other programmers, but I’m 
not going to try to put a guy on for 
the sake of putting a guy on or put a 
girl on for the sake of putting a girl 
on. I’m going to try to put the best 
song on the air, period. 

Going to the other end of the 
food chain, Natalie, how aware 
are you of marketplace issues 
when you’re in the writer’s room? Is there 
discussion of what the audience will accept, 
what the market is for artists who have deals 
– most of them male – and could record your 
songs?
Natalie Hemby: I really don’t look at who’s in 
the market. Maybe occasionally. Through the years, 
I’ve developed relationships with certain artists 
and so if their record is coming up, I absolutely 
write for the record. One thing I sometimes have 

a hard time with is, a lot of people want to write 
with me because they want to get a female cut. But 
at the end of the day, I just want to write a great 
song and wherever it’s supposed to land is where 
it’s supposed to land. A great example of that is 
“Pontoon.” We wrote it a long time ago and it just 

fell at the right time into the 
right hands.
Karen Fairchild: But you do it 
from such a real place. You want to 
collaborate. I’ve never been in the 
room with you – and I’ve written 
with you a lot – where you said, 
“Let’s write a hit.”
NH: I don’t think anybody really 
knows what a hit song is.

That’s an interesting study.
KF: “Pontoon” was a hit, not 
because I sang it, but because a 
female sang it. We talked about 
it as a band. Any of the four of us 
could have sang it, but when we 
heard Nat sing it on the work tape, 
we thought it was sexy and kind of 
funny from a chick to be talking 
about ... motor boating, but on a 
pontoon. Now, would a single artist 

female have cut that? I don’t know. 
Jon Loba: I don’t think the same dynamic would 
have worked. I don’t know if it’s the texture or 
what, but if you look at the format, that’s the 
biggest challenge: solo females. A song-plugger 
friend was recently telling me how frustrated she 
is that her company only has one female staff 
writer and she was trying to get the president to 
sign more. She thought we need more female 
perspective rather than men writing for women or 

female artists trying to adapt a male song. And she 
said he told her flat out, there’s not as much solo 
female stuff being cut and none of it is connecting 
anyway. So, the shot of making money is diminished 
and I’m not willing to take that risk. Then it 
becomes self-fulfilling prophecy. 

She was also talking about so many of the solo 
females right now not having a lot of life experi-
ence. And the fact that as a 28-year-old female, 
she isn’t hearing much music from solo females 
that moves her or says anything. There’s always the 
discussion that radio is biased, but to Michael’s 
point, radio wants to play music that keeps their 
listeners tuned in. We have more forms of mea-
surement now than ever before to see if that’s the 
case. There are taste-making programmers saying 
we need more balance in the format and they 
are actively trying to do that. But they play them, 
they’re not registering and that’s why we’re not 
breaking through. 
KF: Are they not registering because they’re not famil-
iar? There are only four or five women on the radio 
that are familiar, so it’s going to take a lot more invest-
ment on labels’ part. I know that’s a double-edged 
sword if listeners aren’t responding. 
JL: We’re giving the audience what they want.
KF: If we’re really going to talk about it, then we have 
to talk about Kacey Musgraves, Brandy Clark and Ash-
ley Monroe. Why are we not hearing them on 
the radio? 

Michael, what are your thoughts?
MB: I played every Kacey Musgraves single that came 
out ... a lot. For whatever reason, we could not get 
the metrics. Even though she had all the touch points 
you need – critical acclaim and major media – there 
were some challenges and it just did not connect all 
the way. She is set up, though, to come out with a new 
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album that will. The bigger challenge for our format 
is we’re so superstar-heavy and they go to the front of 
the line every time. It’s very hard for anyone, male or 
female, to break. And we can only play what we get. 
I was never asked a single time to play Brandy Clark. 
She had no deal so there was no promotion push. The 
really interesting thing on Ashley Monroe is she was 
worked through Warner, but it was not through the 
Warner team. They had an indie working her. I got 
really close on “Weed Instead Of Roses.” But it was 
right at the same time as “Follow Your Arrow” and 
there were little things ...
KF: The stars weren’t lining up.
MB: Yeah. I just heard what will be the first single off 
her new project and she’s going to have the platform 

because she’s got the duet with Blake Shelton that’s 
going to be a No. 1 record.

With an audience makeup that leans  
female, would you expect that favors male 
or female artists?
JL: SiriusXM’s John Marks says that according to 
every bit of research they have seen and done, female 
listeners are harder on female artists than the males. 
But there’s much more acceptance for those new 
females that have something to say. He played newer 
artists for a week in heavy rotation and several male 
titles connected, but the female connection wasn’t 
there. (See sidebar, page 18.)
MB: Feel free to smack me if you need to, I’ve never 
heard a guy say I don’t get along with other guys, but 
I’ve certainly heard women say I can’t get along with 
other women. I don’t know if that plays into it at all. 
JL: It doesn’t at Top 40.

Even Top 40 is only 31% female. More balanced 
than Country, but nowhere near 50-50.
NH: Maybe it’s because girls are writing ballsier stuff 
than guys write these days. The girl artists are coming 
out with guns blazing, trying to make their point, 
make their mark as to who they are as an artist and an 
individual. Guys, on the other hand, seem to have an 
easier route.

KF: It’s a party mix and it’s a familiar sound right 
now. It feels good. Every day, all day long, it’s like 
turning on a playlist for a party. 
MB: People are trying to escape from life when 
they turn on music. We try to do hills and valleys 
to give them the whole range of human emotion. 
You can’t live in one lane for too long. That’s 
what’s gotten us in trouble over the last year. 

NH: Yeah, one day, I’d like to drive home at 5pm 
and hear a slow song on the radio. I don’t have to 

party. I’m tired. 
MB: I don’t know if the rest of the format will end up 
playing this, but I just put in Lee Ann Womack’s “Send 
It On Down.” It’s the best sounding song; she is so 
distinct. I told Bobby Bones the other day, why don’t 
we just spike it one time in the morning and see what 
happens? It wasn’t in the top 200 on iTunes before we 
played it and it was like No. 38 within an hour after. 
That is reaction. 

Going back to something Natalie said about 
whether it’s easier for men, I heard a quote 
from a record executive that was along the 
lines of, “If I sign a male artist, they’re going to 
make a record, put it on my desk and then go 
tour. If I sign a female artist, they’re going to 
make a record, put it on my desk and sit there 
and look at me.”
KF: That’s not true. Some of the girls that are out right 
now are the hardest working ...
NH: I’ll tell you what a label guy said to me one time 
when I was 19 and watching a show. This is terrible, but 
I’m going to say it. He said, “You know how we figure 
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out who we sign? We either want to be him or we want 
to f--- her.” That’s really nice, but that was in LA. 

Can a new male artist have success with less 
substantial material? 
NH: That’s my only thing. I don’t care if it’s a guy or 
girl, I feel like the best song needs to win. We’ve got a 
few new males who sound like somebody that’s estab-
lished already.
MB: Imitators never work for a long time. One of the 
interesting things is that Country was about the story. 
Even an uptempo song could hit you in the heart. 
We’ve gotten away from that. Now it’s about the hook, 
which is a Pop mentality. 
KF: You are playing Kelleigh Bannen’s “Smoke When 
I Drink,” which is hooky. I’m just going to throw this 
out there ... if Cole Swindell was singing that, would it 
already be racing up the top 10?
MB: I think we’re the only station playing that song.
KF: I know, but why?
MB: I saw they released it on iTunes. I love Kelleigh 
and think she deserves a shot.
KF: And talk about a hard worker. She’ll do anything 
that radio asks her to do.
JL: We still have to connect with the listener. There 
are two gatekeepers in this process after the record 
is made: the gatekeeper of the radio station and the 
gatekeeper of the listeners. We can let them through 
all we want, but in the end, it still has to connect. 
MB: We’re in the exposure business. We expose 
things and the audience tells us if it works or if it 
doesn’t work. We can want something to work all  
day long ...
NH: You have to have the right artist, the right sound, 
the right producer, the right manager and then you 
send it to radio, hope they like it, then you hope the 
listener likes it. Then you hope it goes up the chart. 
Then you hope people buy it.

MB: It is really hard to sell a ticket. It’s hard to have a 
radio hit. It’s hard to get a cut. 
KF: The whole thing’s hard.

Looking at entertainment in general, the “heroes” 
girls are exposed to probably lean heavy toward men. 
Is part of this more about the entire culture than the 
specifics facing our little corner of it?
KF: I don’t know. The biggest record in the last 10 
years was Adele, and we’re all dying to hear what 
she’s going to do on the next one. There’s a girl 
that I don’t think conformed to the “photo shoot, 
cut your hair, slim down a little” deal. She just 
delivers compelling music and we have to hear her. 
Beyoncé is like the goddess of music. Some of it gets 
a little too sexual for some folks, but we all have to 
watch her. We have to see what Taylor’s going to do 
next. There are women heroes out there young girls 
are watching. In country we have Miranda ... 
NH: There are millions of girls who want to be her, 
too. Be confident like she is.
KF: But let’s really name them: Miranda, Carrie, there 
was Taylor and is Taylor. In the bands, there’s Hillary 
Scott, there’s Kimberly and I, hopefully. There’s Kim-
berly Perry, Shawna Thompson, Jana Kramer. We’re 
having a hard time even coming up with 10. 
NH: What’s frustrating is seeing what some of the girls 
go through. I don’t know her entire story, but Sarah 
Buxton says when she got her deal she knew what she 
wanted to do and sound like, and the label wanted to 
change all that. 
JL: The best artists I’ve worked with, the true stars, 
have a strong sense of who they are. While they’re 
willing to play around the margins a little bit to be 

If the charts are a bro’s – er, a man’s world, 
what does that say to or about Nashville’s cre-
ative community? Country Aircheck spoke to 
several on the frontlines of A&R and publishing 
to find out.

The sharp end of the spear may be deciding 
which artists to sign. “To me it’s like running 
a football team,” says UMG/Nashville Chair-

man/CEO Mike Dungan. 
“When the draft comes up, 
you take the best possible 
athlete and then figure out 
how to make it work. But 
the truth is, women are 
definitely slighted. And it’s 
been that way for a while. 
It’s obviously tough to break 
females.”

BMLG SVP/A&R Allison Jones says the tide 
may be turning, and cites Dot flagship artists 
Maddie & Tae and their 2014 breakthrough 
debut “Girl In A Country Song” as proof. “Who 
would have ever thought you would open a label 
with two teenage girls that 
no one’s heard of and have 
a debut single go No. 1 and 
approach platinum?”

Compelling material is 
certainly key. But with top 
women Taylor Swift, Mi-
randa Lambert and Carrie 
Underwood writing much 
of their own material, the 
outlets for writers are currently limited. Cre-
ative Nation Co-Owner/General Manager 
Beth Laird asserts that fresh, unique songs 
for women are out there and largely uncut. “I 
see that two ways,” she says. “On one side, 

it’s a bummer country fans 
won’t hear these songs. 
On the other, I’m sitting on 
some amazing gems and 
when the right artist comes 
along, it could be huge.”

And the time may be 
ripe. “I am super excited 
about the quality female 
talent in Nashville right 

now,” Laird adds. “It’s better than it’s ever 
been. It’s definitely an exciting time for females, 
even though they might not be represented 

on Country radio as much as we would like. 
Whenever there’s something missing on radio, 
it’s a great time for someone new to come and 
blow it wide open.”

Dungan is hoping Mickey Guyton is the 
woman to do that, and her single “Better Than 
You Left Me” had a record-breaking add week 
debut. “Mickey came in and knocked us down,” 
he says. “This town is full of great singers, but 
Mickey’s voice is stupendous. The entire pack-
age – her personality, the way she connects with 
people. If you’re around her, you feel it almost 
immediately.”

Immediate, however, does not describe her 
journey to this release. She’s been in development 

for years. “You’re not out yet, 
so no songwriter is going 
to write a song that’s your 
style,” Guyton explains. 
“When I was looking for 
songs, it was hard because 
either they were too young or 
they were too outdated. And 
being a female, everybody 
tends to – I don’t want to say 

‘overthink’, but – overthink whenever it comes to 
putting a song out. You have to be so cautious be-
cause the standard is so different for women. It was 
definitely a frustrating process for the last couple of 
years. Because with this new movement of country, 
the record label is trying to figure out, ‘Where can 
a girl fit in all of this?’ It was very difficult but at the 
same time, it caused me to write better songs. All 
that waiting helped me to be a better songwriter 
and write more from the heart.”

That caution is palpable. “The party thing is 
working so well that collectively as an industry – 
certainly on the radio – we give that a pass,” says 
Dungan. “For females, they’re expected to have 
Song of the Year material the 
minute they walk in or else 
it’s not likely they’re going to 
get a shot. We’ve seen sev-
eral dozen of them over the 
last couple of years come out 
with one or two singles that 
fail in the 30s and then we 
never hear from them again. 
And we see some songs from 
men that are pretty mediocre get much farther up 
the chart.”

Historically, that hasn’t always been the case 
(see Ladies Room, page 10). “In the ‘90s and 
early 2000s, a significant amount of the playlist 
and the platinum-selling artists were female,” 
says Sony/ATV Pres./CEO Troy Tomlinson. 
“There were lots of gifted, compelling female 
artists who knew who they were and had 
something to say – and it resonated with the 
consumer. We’ve had them through every era 
and we have them now. But the last thing we 
want to do as a genre is minimize that which 
has made us strong and healthy.”

Mike Dungan

Mickey Guyton

Allison Jones

Beth Laird

Troy Tomlinson

Dial It 
   Down

Source: 
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commercial and hit that middle lane, at the end of 
the day they stand up for who they are and say ‘No, 
I’m not willing to compromise.’ I would love to have 
more of those female artists coming through my door, 
but more often than not, they’re very attractive, sing 
relatively well, want to be onstage and want to be a 
star. I don’t hear a voice – not in the vocal sense, but 
emotionally and mentally. 

Our Hollywood sidebar (page 16) puts a pretty 
big hole in the idea that things are slowly get-
ting better, which is something we hear a lot. 
JL: I don’t know about movies, but I do think in  
music there are so many program directors wanting 
that balance.
MB: Some things are breaking. Kelsea Ballerini’s got 
a top 30 record right now from a small label that has 
to churn and push so much harder than the big boys. 
She’s a great writer, she’s super young, but she’s got 
potential. You see the Mickey Guyton thing pop on 80 
stations its first week. 
KF: I might get in trouble on this from Dungan, but 
that’s the same song they cut four years ago. So, what 
is going on in the A&R process? 
MB: Radio’s asking the same question because we 
saw her at the Ryman two years ago and she destroyed 
everyone. We had programmers walking up to the 
promotion team going, ‘I will add this song to power 
if you give it to me.’ You never hear stuff like that. But 
it’s taken all this time.
JL: Because sometimes when you have something 

that’s so special, you really want to give it every 
chance. Rightly or wrongly, you want it to be set up 
absolutely perfect. 

Speaking of Dungan, let me read you what he 
said in our December issue: “The people who 
are responsible for writing songs that were 
female-themed or better suited for women 
really didn’t do a good job for about 10 years. 
We didn’t have great songs ... women just 
were not making competitive records, with a 
couple of exceptions.” Discuss.
KF: He said that to me one night when Kacey was 
about to come out. There’s part of that where he’s 
right. But why? Why are they not making compelling 
music? Is it because there are so many damn voices in 
their head? We’ve been through the ups and downs as 
a band and I’ve sat in the room after a failed couple 
of singles and about to go make a new record. I’ve 
listened to, ‘Well, radio really didn’t want to hear that 
kind of song from y’all. That one sounds like an old 
Little Feat song. Radio didn’t play that poppier sound-
ing thing you put out a couple years back.’ I’m like, 
do you guys hear yourselves? How would we ever write 
a song if we listened to all of this? We have to hear it 
and take whatever nugget is there, but then we gotta 
turn that off.

And we’re seasoned. We’ve been in the business 15 
years and those are difficult moments for us. What is 
it like to be a woman by yourself in a board room play-
ing songs you wrote and starting to hear those voices? 
If you don’t have a great manager and a confidant or 
collaborator who can talk you through that ... ‘Hey, 
own whatever truth is there, let the rest of it go and 
just make your music.’ Having Jay Joyce as our pro-
ducer, we don’t talk about boundaries. We don’t talk 
about other people’s music. We’re talking about what 
we can do that is going to be bad-ass.
NH: What’s really sad is Nashville has a pretty big 
community of women who are phenomenal singers, 
but don’t want to be artists. Maybe they did at one 
point, but they see how hard it is and say, ‘Let me 
write songs.’
KF: The superstars are in the writing room. Jessi Alex-

The blogger cliché that women are held back 
by country’s good old boys’ club may best be 
examined by asking for the perspective of those 
unlikely to be members – female PDs and those 
who’ve moved in from other formats. Country 
Aircheck asked both groups for their take.

WDRQ/Detroit PD Robby Bridges, who 
previously worked at Hot AC WEBE/Bridgeport, 

CT and Top 40 WPLJ/New 
York, says greater female 
presence at other formats 
(see graph page 12) is 
simply a reflection of audi-
ence preference. “That’s 
all about great songs,” he 
says. “It just happens that 
Pop has Katy [Perry] and 
Charlie XCX putting out 
the biggest hits. In Country 

there’s an appetite for artists including Blake 
and Luke, which limits the number of spaces 
for radio to play as many females as maybe 
we’d like.” Interestingly, more than 20% of 
‘DRQ’s 2014 top 100 current and recurrent 
airplay came from female artists – close to 7% 
higher than average.

KJUG/Visalia, CA PD Rik McNeil, whose 
prior stops include Rhythmic Top 40 KPLV/
Las Vegas and KSEQ/Visalia, notes a format’s 
biases can shape a new gatekeeper’s per-
ceptions. “There’s a tendency to look toward 
the success of people 
who’ve been doing it a 
long time and [avoid] 
what might upset that 
balance,” he says. But 
bias isn’t exclusive to 
Country. “There are Pop 
programmers who will 
tell you they play fewer 
females or that they have 
to maintain some kind 
of balance, and the balance is usually male 
dominated.” 

KSOP/Salt Lake City PD Deb Turpin says she 
has no bias when it comes to the gender of an 
artist, but sometimes the listeners do. “The au-
dience can be a little more critical of a female 
artist,” she says. “When we throw a new one 
up from a woman, sometimes we’ll hear it’s 
‘screechy’ or ‘whiny.’ I would never hear that 
about something new from a male artist.”

“It’s very hard to break a female artist,” 
says KCYE/Las Vegas PD Kris Daniels. “Is it 

our listeners? The old-school radio mentality 
was that women don’t like hearing women on 
the radio. As a female on-air personality, it is 
very hard to get female listeners to like you. 
But once you get them, they’re on your side 
forever. So, is it certain PDs or MDs who have 
an issue with it, or is it that we’re not introduc-
ing the artists to the listeners in a way they can 
fall in love with them?”

Good question. “Kelsea Ballerini came in 
and I really liked her personality, but I don’t 
know if that translates through the radio,” 
says Turpin. “It will take a while for that to 
get out there because the listeners only have 
the song to judge by. You kind of have to go, 
‘Look, we’re your favorite radio station – trust 
us when we say this artist is good and she has 
more where that came from.’”

That tack may not be as easy as it sounds. 
“Let’s talk about Kacey Musgraves,” says Dan-
iels. “I love her. She was different and sounded 
country, but a lot of people didn’t want to play 

her because she was dif-
ferent. Here’s a girl who 
dresses retro country, has 
written hits for Miranda 
and sounds like traditional 
country, just updated a 
little bit. So why didn’t it 
work? Who was holding 
her back? It wasn’t me!” 

“It really comes down 
to the audience,” Bridges 

says. “Programmers have a vision for their 
stations and what they want the format to be. 
Labels have their vision. But neither of us re-
ally matters unless there’s an audience there 
that wants to hear and buy those songs.”

So, is there an issue keeping female artists 
off the air? “I hope not,” Turpin says. “Just 
because the artist is a female, would a pro-
grammer say, ‘Nope, too many women, I’m 
not playing this song’? I would hope PDs listen 
and make their decision based on the song. 
If there’s a secret club where people go, ‘We 
have to have the right mix of male and female 
on this radio station,’ I 
haven’t been invited.”

McNeil, however, says 
there may be. “There are 
label people who tell me 
they regularly hear from 
programmers who still be-
lieve there’s only room for 
so many females on their 
playlist,” he says. “I’ve even 
heard from some label 
folks who talk to people who will give them an 
exact number.”

Bridges seems optimistic. “It’s not an issue 
in the sense that as long as we’re play-
ing songs there’s an appetite for – in other 
words songs that are testing, songs that are 
selling – as long as we’re playing the right 
songs, I think we’re ok.”
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ander, Natalie Hemby ...
NH: Even like Kate York, Kree Harrison, who maybe 
isn’t doing a lot of writing, Lucie Silvas, Hillary Lindsey. 

If the most talented creators say I don’t want 
to be pushed through the extruder of the  
music business ...
KF: You’re right. It is harder to be pushed through 
as a woman. As a community, if we want to see this 
change, we must nurture these women to write honest 
songs, to write their heart and not to pander. They can 
write party songs, but they have to feel authentic. You 
know, compelling songs like “Pontoon” and  
“Day Drinking.” 
(laughs)
NH: It’s funny, but Miranda didn’t break at radio until 
her third record. And she was selling records and got 
Album of the Year. 
KF: Remember when she sang “Dead Flowers” on the 
ACMs, then it died at radio? They knew they had a 
special record and they were like, oh, crap. 
NH: Well, they probably shouldn’t have put it out 
as the first single anyway. But my point is it took the 
second single from her third album going No. 1.
JL: Talk about someone who didn’t let those around 
her change who she was. She stuck to her guns.
MB: If you want to screw up the creative process, ask a 
lot of people their opinion.
NH: If you want to lose who you are, ask everyone 
their opinion.

If you’re in a creative business or you’re a 
creator, where’s the balance between needing 
to succeed and pay the bills, and artistically 
wanting to push the envelope? When do we 
challenge ourselves, as artists and gatekeep-
ers, to push the audience? When do we stay 
within the system, accept things the way they 
are and make some money?
NH: As a writer, there is always a way to make some-
thing commercial with an honest creative side. You 
just have to work harder at it. Music Row has become 
the song mill and we’re all writing five days a week. 
The songs end up sounding like another one you 
wrote the week before. I don’t think enough thought 
is put into the process because everyone’s so busy. We 
need to think about the artist and take that time to 
help them bridge their music to the next thing.
KF: We just need to nurture. I can’t tell you the 
amount of time I spend on the road with young fe-
male artists. I feel like a therapist and I’m happy to do 
it, but backstage at a festival I’ll just be saying, “Keep 
going, keep going, keep going. Keep your head down, 

focus, be who you are. Don’t let them talk you into 
what you don’t want to do.” 

One of the criticisms is that the gatekeep-
ers are mostly male, but at BBR Music Group, 
most of the department heads are female, 
and to your credit, Jon. When I look at the 
roster, though, that’s not reflected. Is it be-
cause the talent’s not there or is it because 
it’s that much harder?
JL: This has been an internal discussion between our 
owner Benny Brown and myself. He feels he has more 
of a vision for male acts and is less sure of females – 
especially considering how hard it is to have to success 
there. The last thing you want to do is sign a female 
and not be able to give her the best chance possible. 
We’ve talked about how many women are in positions 
of authority in the company and how we can draw on 
that. But it also goes back to how many females come 
through my door who sing beautifully and look great, 

Country music isn’t the only pop culture 
industry regularly mentioned for its 
underrepresentation of women. Oppor-

tunity for lead roles and compensation imbal-
ance for actresses make headlines from time 
to time in Hollywood, and with good reason. 

“From the 1940s through today, females 
have accounted for about 25% to 30% of all 
speaking characters,” says Dr. Martha M. 
Lauzen, Executive Director of the Center for 
the Study of Women in Television and Film at 
San Diego State University. “In 2013, females 
accounted for 30% of all speaking characters, 
though only 15% of protagonists in the top 
100 grossing films domestically.”

Those numbers aren’t much different 
from the numbers shown in radio airplay 

across several formats (see graph page 12). 
Like country music, Hollywood is playing to 
a middle America audience with a similar 
demographic breakout. “More than 50% 
of movie-going ticket buyers are women,” 
Lauzen says.

The issue may be even bigger than main-
stream audience tastes. “I would broaden 
the frame even more,” she says. “If you look 
at the number of women in tech industries, 
on Wall Street in the financial sector and 
across the board, we are underrepresented. 
What we have been sold as a culture for at 
least the last 10 to 15 years is that things 
have gotten so much better. This idea of 

creeping incrementalism – things get better 
every year. And we believe it. But if you look 
at the data, it’s just not true.

“You hear on a lot of industry panels, ‘Oh, 
that might have been the case 20 years ago.’ 
They’ll point to Kathryn Bigelow winning the 
Oscar for Best Director and assume everything 
has been fixed. That’s why it’s so important to 
actually count.”

Lauzen notes onscreen underrepresenta-
tion can at least partly be attributed to the 
low numbers of women behind the scenes. 
“Last year I conducted a study of the top 
500 (domestic) grossing films and found fe-
males comprised 42% of characters on films 
with at least one female director but only 
32% of characters on films with exclusively 

male directors.” In country, there appears to 
be little corollary between female decision 
makers and airplay for women (Girl Crush, 
page 14), though there may be bias reasons 
behind that, as well.

“Women in decision making roles are often 
underrepresented themselves,” Lauzen says. 
“In film, the notion of why Amy Pascal at Sony 
or Donna Langley at Universal haven’t hired 
more women may be because they are tokens 
and more closely watched. It would be difficult 
to push a more traditionally female agenda 
and, considering the system they rose in, 
they’re much more likely to hold the values of 
men in similar positions.”
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What we have been sold for at least the last 
10 to 15 years is that things have gotten so 
much better. And we believe it. But if you 

look at the data, it’s just not true.    ”
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Special thanks to Sony/Nashville and 
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The Highway’s Aug. 11-17 “Fresh 
Female Voices” initiative, part of 
SiriusXM’s annual Music Dis-

covery Week is just one of the ways 
Sr. Dir./Country Programming John 
Marks is addressing the issue. “I just 
decided to put a twist on it,” he says. 
“Rather than playing all kinds of new 
music, we just focused on the female 
element because that appears to be 
the primary question in country music today.”

Roughly 20 songs from different female artists 
received five to six spins during the week. Marks also 
made a point to include as many sonic differences and 
styles as possible, vigorously solicited social media 
feedback and monitored digital sales before, dur-
ing and after the program. “For the effort in general, 
people applauded it,” he says. “But in terms of general 
reaction to the music, it was really kind of a non-plus. 
And that’s in terms of sales and social media reaction. 
Most were received with at best a yawn, outright hostil-
ity, or even worse, zero noise or sales.”

There have been anomalies, however. Marks says that 
newcomers Clare Dunn and Brandy Clark have moved 
the needle, though each was on the Highway’s playlist 
before the “Fresh Female Voices” program. “Both stand 

on their own identities and aren’t 
trying to be anyone else. Think 
about Carrie, Miranda and Taylor 
– those who distinguish themselves 
in their own way are going to be 
the ones who have the biggest op-
portunity.”

As for the general lack of female 
success in the format and relatively 
muted response to “Fresh Female 

Voices,” Marks sees the problem simply. “The music isn’t 
compelling overall and market conditions just aren’t ac-
cepting it,” he says. “I don’t think that there’s any gender 
bias as much as it is that there just isn’t compelling 
female music that makes people engage.” 

Marks doesn’t believe the problem lies with program-
mers or record labels. “We’re agnostic as to gender, 
type, style, whatever,” he says. “Everybody just wants a 
hit. As many female artists and types, styles and varieties 
as we’ve tried on The Highway, the reception has been 
almost unanimous that people either had no opinion or 
didn’t like it. It’s been fascinating. And maybe there are 
[talented women] out there who simply don’t wish to be 
subjected to the rigors of the business – I don’t know. 
But when something compelling from a woman gets 
released, it’ll happen. And I’m looking for it every day.”

but don’t necessarily have anything to say.
NH: Sometimes they’re too young. They don’t know.

Is Country unfairly tagged as backwards on 
this issue?
JL: From my perspective, yes. Radio is giving the 

platform. Again, I sound like a broken record, but we 
are not giving the audience something they want to 
consume. Whether it’s we don’t nurture long enough 
or we aren’t putting forth music that says something to 
them, I don’t know. I go back to that plugger who isn’t 
hearing a lot of songs that relate to her life. Listening 
to female songs myself, we don’t have a lot of those 
coming across the desk.
NH: My only criticism for Country is a lack of diversity 
– room to push the boundaries a little more. I think of 
an artist like Jason Isbell ...
MB: There’s one song of his I’m actually thinking 
about right now. Sturgill Simpson, A Thousand 

Horses, the new Chris Stapleton – there’s a chance 
there will be a lane for that. The challenge we have 
sometimes with a commercial radio station is that we 
can’t be anybody’s favorite, because we have to play 
to such a wide audience. It’s a mass appeal medium, 
so we can’t be too niche. But we also have to make 
people look up at the radio and go, “What is that?”
KF: Like “The House That Built Me.” First time I 
heard it I had to pull my car over because I was cry-
ing so hard. But God knows the festivals are more 
fun when we’re all out there singing “Day Drinking,” 
“Pontoon” and “Crash My Party.”
JL: It’s hard to argue with success. That’s my biggest 
issue with when we all started wringing our hands about 

bro-country. I agree there needs to be diversity, but at 
the height of our popularity we started worrying. Con-
sumers are going to tell us when they’re done with it.
Is gender disparity something we need to fix? 
If so, how?
MB: I don’t think we do it for the sake of diversity. We 
do it for the sake of great music. 
NH: I totally agree with you.
KF: I totally agree with you, too.
MB: Would it be great if it was a 50/50 balance 
between male and female? Awesome, but the market-
place has said that’s not the case yet. And if the songs 
are great, it will be.

KF: The first order of business is finding these artists; 
they’re out there somewhere. The next is getting radio 
to push through on people like Kacey. It might take a 
little bit longer to get a female all the way up the charts 
and it might not research, but maybe we could just go 
with our gut a little longer sometimes. Encourage young 
women songwriters to write their heart and stop putting 
boundaries on themselves. Encourage the labels to do 
the same thing. Give these girls some room to do what 
they do. Stop editing them, changing their hair color 
and worrying about the photo shoot before we worry 
about the music. Let’s not put the cart before the horse. 
I know the numbers aren’t encouraging, but I think it’s 
about to turn. There’s music coming.

JL: I completely agree with almost everything you say. 
With respect to labels, we obviously haven’t been get-
ting it right, so let’s give them that room and freedom. 
Now’s the time to take the chance. We’ve been at this 
for how long, so let’s find strong brands and identities 
and strong women with something to say. Having more 
women involved in that will help – taking a shot on a 
female producer, getting more female writers in town. 
From that, will be born what we’re all looking for.
NH: It’s fixing itself. Just having this discussion is 
important. People are talking about it online all the 
time. To reiterate what Karen said, lets nurture female 
artists and instead of changing them, make them stars 

Would it be great if it was a 50/50 balance 
between male and female? Awesome, but the 
marketplace has said that’s not the case yet. “ ”
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