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John Esposito
Challenge Accepted

W

hen he took the post as Warner Music Nashville
Chairman/CEO in 2009, John Esposito inherited
a group that was struggling to break artists and
create hits. Nearly a decade later, he leads a team with
a proven track record of success and has woven
himself into the fabric of the industry.
Many in the business were just getting to
know him when he sat for this interview the
first time ahead of his first Country Radio
Seminar experience. This time around, he also
conducted a walking tour of the amazing
memorabilia collected in his office.

CA: What were your perceptions of the business in those early days, and
how have they changed?
JE: My perception has changed because the business has evolved and
continues its transformation. And I don’t say this lightly, but I’m just
happy I’m here 10 years later, because I came into the gig with evidence of having leadership skills, but zero evidence I could run a
country record label. I didn’t have a deep knowledge of the current
state of country music. I know – and still do – a bit more about the
Johnny Cash, Hank Williams, The Outlaws and those eras of country
music because I was the drummer in a country band when I was in high
school. I did it purely for the money, then found myself attracted to
all those wonderful old songs. Beyond that, I hadn’t paid attention deeply. I
knew enough about “Live Like You Were Dying” and other ubiquitous songs, but I
couldn’t have named 15 artists on the Top 50 Mediabase chart when I got here.
In terms of changes that have been, I daresay, pleasantly surprising, there was a little bit
more of a cloistered attitude about what was acceptable on Country radio when I got here.
Those walls started coming down with Florida Georgia Line, Sam Hunt and some other artists. We’ve gotten more adventurous. It also helped that there was a changing of the guard.
Warner’s nickname when I got here was “The Artist Protection Program.” We may have
been the last stop for any new artist, but boy we were the first stop
for a bunch of legacy artists coming out of contracts. I won’t name
any names, but all these managers were coming to me, the new kid in town, to see if I would
do it. I said, “No disrespect because they’re all quite amazing, but my reputation can’t be
built on signing legacy acts. It has to be built on proving we can sign new artists, nurture
them and break them.”
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How did you get there?
We had Blake Shelton who was, frankly, on the wane. How are we going to get him back
in a good place and at least have some momentum in the building? The crazy six-pack idea
came to us because Wal-Mart wanted to see if everybody would release six-song CDs. Blake
had gone from a half million units on two albums prior to 170,000 units on the next one. I
thought with Wal-Mart and other retailers sticking a six-song CD on end caps, we were likely
to get a No. 1 record. That was a headline he could use.
It wasn’t that I was brilliant about it, but it certainly worked perfectly that we released two
six-packs and then his greatest hits record within a 12-month period. Each one was another
bite at the press. Even the negative press. Chelsea Handler asking Blake, “What, you can’t
figure out how to come up with more than six songs?” It became this whole story that got
him into the limelight with TV airtime to show his personality.
You mentioned the industry’s transformation.
Obviously, streaming has changed this business for everybody and given us a license to
operate again. That’s fun. It was not very fun in my nearly three-decade music major career
watching how many people got fired. Every year, the industry was down another 20%. We had
no choice but to downsize. Now, three years of growth – the last two of real growth – gives us
an opportunity to build our staffs, albeit we’re trying to be very smart and selective about it.
I don’t think any of us are prepared to rest on our laurels because transformation is
constant. We can’t say our problems are solved, but it buys us running room for a period of
time that we’re all trying to take advantage of, and that’s a lot of fun. Streaming’s adoption
is happening slightly faster than digital download’s adoption. Country still has a long way
to go, but our catalogs are getting new life. It’s a pretty wonderful day. This gives us R&D
money. Because we’re still in a business where most bets don’t work, when you’re hitting on
more cylinders [there is more] money to fund A&R. It all starts there.
And the streaming world has knocked walls down internationally in a fashion that’s just
been fantastic. Dan + Shay are on Pop radio in Australia with a record that, in five weeks, is
already in the Top 20. They wouldn’t have even allowed that [prior to streaming], but the
fans are demanding it.
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In a physical world, [international labels] only had so much they could pay attention to. Now, they get stories in the UK on Devin Dawson, on Ashley McBryde, on
Dan + Shay and others. We’re getting resourced overseas, as well, and on top of the
wonderful financial benefit streaming provides to the bottom lines.
Interesting you talk about international that way, because over a period of decades we’ve been through a few cycles of thinking country was about to break out
big overseas. And it never really did. Is streaming going to be what pushes us over
the top?
I don’t have your perspective of that cycle, but in my 10 years on the CMA board,
every time international was discussed, the response was, “Let’s not waste our time
on that.” What I’ve heard anecdotally is icons like Dolly Parton, Kenny Rogers or
Alan Jackson would get some traction overseas. Occasionally you’d have a song as
big as Lady Antebellum’s “Need You Now,” which became a pop hit. But I don’t
know that the big managers and labels thought it
was time to send everybody overseas, because
the money for artists was
in touring Stateside. If I have 10 days, I can go on the road and we can all make this
much money, or I can go overseas and lose money trying to build an audience.
One of the things that has frustrated international growth with our labels overseas is fear of not having access to the artists. Now they’re seeing the potential and
streaming is helping provide that light. Digital downloads did a bit of it, but it’s so
much wider now. A song like Hunter Hayes’ “Wanted” was a Top 10 worldwide on
iTunes against Bruno Mars and Ed Sheeran. That alone wouldn’t lead to taking
Hunter off the road from profitable shows that are part of building a story here.
But now it’s bodies of work. [Fans
can] grab all of the songs and it’s
not as dependent on one song. So
I’m highly encouraged. Canada was
always around 85% of international
revenue, but it’s now dropping very
quickly as percentage even though
it’s growing in hard numbers. That’s
because the UK, Germany, the Nordics, Australia are all generating real
damn revenue.
And we happen to have a roster
that connects there, though some
would say it’s because they’re pop
crossover friendly – Dan + Shay and
Devin Dawson. But Ashley McBryde
is getting great traction overseas, and you would never call her crossover. She’s
getting on the Jools Holland show and was invited for a segment of a documentary
about famous BBC Country DJ Bob Harris. It’s fun.
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time to it, and five regionals are devoting some portion of their time. It’s paying
dividends for us. “Tequila” did more because of those efforts. It was going to be a
hit either way, but it’s consumed in 2018 better than about six of the biggest pop
artists’ songs because we had a bunch of people on it, trying to turn over every
rock. And my competitors can all line up to start doing the same thing, God bless
them. We did it two-and-a-half years ago.
Funny you talk about competitors. You sit on some boards. You’ve been CMA Chairman and worked with a lot of competitors ...
When I got here, could you have imagined me ever becoming CMA Chairman? I
was just hoping they wouldn’t throw me out of town in two or three years. Anyhow,
I interrupted your question.
No problem. There is a unique way that this town works together and competes at
the same time. What’s your view of how we’re doing with the organizations, with our
collaboration, with our leadership as a business?
It is magical how we do it. I have a great new boss who I’ve known for many,
many years, [Warner Music Group CEO] Max Lousada. He came to town two weeks
after he got the gig, and I was trying to explain how we operate. I said, “Hey, one of
my ideas on a night you’re here is to have a dinner with six managers.” And he said,
“Six managers? Coming to a dinner? I couldn’t get six managers to have a cup of
coffee with me.” The next morning he goes, “That’s the most un-fucking-believable
thing I ever saw. They like each other, even though they’re all competitors! What a
crazy place you have!”
You can’t describe this to an outsider. They actually have to come and live it, and
that includes me! I had been coming to this town since the mid-’90s, but I had no
idea how great the collaboration would be. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to kick
my label-head competitors, but when
we’re sitting in the CMA we take our
damn hats off. We know we have to
keep propping up this golden goose.
We have something so special, and I
have reference points about what the
opposite is.
Hell, here I’m the guy who moved
to town – and I’m not going to ask
for a border wall – but do you know
how many people have moved here
from the other genres? They come
here for a visit and go, “It can be this
nice to work with artists and writers
and shit?” We are fucking lucky.

We can’t say our problems
are solved, but it buys us
running room for a period
of time that we’re all trying
to take advantage of,
and that’s a lot of fun.

You shifted the Promotion department to Radio & Streaming in 2016. How has that
worked out?
We didn’t get grief we anticipated from radio wondering if our commitment to
them was less, which it wasn’t. And we made that crystal clear. At the time, I would
guess of 150 reporters, maybe 10 were even talking about streaming or using the
word “consumption.” I thought, “If we have people who are good at asking people
to playlist something – albeit on a Country radio station – why wouldn’t we take a
handful of them, have them learn to analyze streaming and do their jobs better by
informing their peers?” We picked five people from our regional staff who raised
their hands and said, “I can do both. I can do my promo job, and I can get deeper
into this.”
As an example, [regional] Anna Cage is the Pandora expert. She’s not the sole
pitcher, but she has relationships there, gets the analysis every week and sends it
out to staff so they can do their radio job better. And now it’s become the exact opposite as there’s only a handful of radio programmers who are not paying attention
to consumption. All I wanted was for us to be smarter. And if there’s a day when
streaming becomes big enough, I’ve got people trained to just shift over there.
The day we did it we had one person in streaming. Now we have three full-time
people, [SVP/Radio & Streaming] Kristen Williams is probably devoting half her
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There have been whispers from broadcasters that current music isn’t testing well –
that there may be a music problem in the format. Do you hear those whispers? Any
concerns about where we are musically?
Again, I don’t have more than a 10-year perspective on a changing of the guard,
stylistically and literally with artists. But I do sense a frustration among a fair
amount of people at radio that their playlists are too tight, and they’re not entertaining the youthful audience they’d better keep entertained.
For a long time there were so few people paying attention to streaming consumption and most of the others were thinking it was the Antichrist, right? Now they’re
embracing it because they don’t want to become dinosaurs, but it’s still at arm’s
length. Hopefully that works itself out.
Unfortunately for radio, consolidation put them into these heavy debt situations and
it puts a strain on people, just like the music business. When I joined Warner Music, it
was 11,000 people and now it’s about 4,200 people. Same at radio. I go on a station visit
and somebody will tell me, “I am the only employee on the Country format.” We’re
talking massive markets. That means a lot of programming is getting pushed to them
and isn’t local, and I think we need a break from that for them to be successful.
And the music?
We’re trying get a record played and somebody graphically said, “Look, I’ve got
85 in the queue.” So part of it is there’s too much good music for them to digest,
especially if they’re only playing a dozen currents. The danger we’re all in is if there
are a dozen artists who are so big they automatically get green cards and the top 20

Black & Bold:
“I didn’t want
anyone to
wonder where
my allegiance
was. I got to
watch a Steelers
game from the
sideline with Bill
Cowher a couple
years ago.”

Mug Shot: “The cup is there because I got
Kenny Chesney. Met a man in a t-shirt
said, Virginia is for Lovers.” (below)

Happiness Street: “That’s a lithograph
(above) painted by Tony Bennett,
number 900 of 1,000. I’m a fanatic for
Sinatra, and I adore Tony Bennett, too.
Here’s me running retailer The Whiz
in New York, and my dream came true
meeting Tony. And look at me with
hair!” (above, center)
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STUDIES

Born Not To Run:
“That’s a photo
of Springsteen
taken by his
sister that’s
never been
published
anywhere, ever.
It was given to
me by a lawyer
who knew her
and had a
bunch of them.”

First Cert: The space reserved for the Espo regime’s first certification
(below, right) wasn’t exactly as envisioned. “Blake walked in with that
platinum plaque and I said, ‘Well, shit I have to put a gold one there first.’
He said, ‘Okay, I’ll take it back.’ I went, ‘No, no, no. It’s okay!’” (below)

Shine The Light On All Of Your Friends: “I heard the label was going to get out of Jason Mraz’s
single ‘The Remedy,’ but I suggested paying for the promotion myself. They stayed in it and the
record went on to sell two million copies and changed his life. Greg Thompson, President of Maverick, was the hero of that, I was just his partner, but that was a game changer in my career.”

is really where the action is, that leaves 85 songs fighting for eight slots. Thank God
we have other avenues of exposure to, hopefully, build a story compelling enough
that our terrestrial radio friends play it. “Tequila” fit into that category. It took a
long time to chart, then
a really long time going
from 50 to 40, but it was
top five in streaming.
“Guys, you gotta pay attention! We’re not hyping you.” After that, it flew through
the charts and became the most-streamed song of 2018.
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You famously said you wanted A&R to lead the company and pick singles. Is that
still your approach?
Yeah, 100%. It’s not like [SVP/Publicity] Wes Vause won’t walk in and say, “You
guys better pay attention to ‘Drunk Girl.’” But once we’ve decided what the single
is, nobody second-guesses. We’ve gone from 2009 and one No. 1 single to averaging 10-plus weeks at the top of the chart. Last check, since 2010 we’ve had something like 70 weeks at the top of the chart. I so love my A&R team; Cris Lacy, Scott
Hendricks, Rohan Kohli and Stephanie Davenport are doing their job. They all
have this uncanny ability to sift through the 25,000 records that come into their
office every year, figure out which 50 might get recorded and which 20 might get
to be singles. I don’t have that patience.
When you guys interviewed me, I was getting my legs about me and made the
statement about A&R that I prayed to God I had the right people here. I saw Scott’s
résumé and thought, “Okay,” but what I also saw that had to change was everybody
second-guessing single choices. Even knowing the boss had [signed off], you’d have
promotion people going, “Well, I don’t know if they picked the right one.” You don’t
go into battle like that. You have to go, and they’ve bought into it, and it worked.
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Country radio specifically and country music in general are getting a lot of heat
about gender diversity. Everybody wants a simple answer. What’s your take?
I’m a little tired of hearing the answer from programmers, “I don’t know
what the problem is,” because they’re the ones who can fix it, but we’re undaunted. If everybody had a roster based on what’s getting played on radio,
gender-wise, we’d all have one female. And that’s not our story. Between the
number of females we have signed and the number of dollars we spend, we
believe. Ashley McBryde may be having a harder time at Country radio than
we want, although “Girl Going Nowhere” seems to have resonated, but we
know she’s a career artist. We’re signing geniuses, we’ll find a way to get them
exposed, and we’d love to be partners with radio in that.
That dynamic aside, if you could wave a magic wand and change one thing about
the business, what would it be and why?
This is not meant to be Pollyanna, but I don’t see a significant thing to change.
I just sat in a screening for the Bluebird Cafe documentary coming out at South by
Southwest. I watched a group of the best songwriters and publishers in town cry for
an hour-and-a-half because of the power of a song. I saw [Warner Chappell President/CEO] Ben Vaughn afterwards. I asked, “How many times did you cry?” And
he goes, “I cried the whole time.” Me too, the whole damn time. And I don’t mind,
I wasn’t hiding it.
So if I’m Pollyanna, I don’t give a shit. All I’m in this business for is the
power of moving people’s hearts; the gems I get to take to the world. What
would I change? Nothing! We keep packing our lunch pails, carr ying them
to work and doing the best job we can with these treasures. I sincerely mean
that. Start talking about nits ever ywhere we could fix? Fuck. They all
fix themselves.
CAC

