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THE INTERVIEW

L
eading the industry’s preeminent trade organization 
is the best job in the business, to hear Country Music 
Association CEO Sarah Trahern tell it. After a career 
in television culminating at the helm of GAC, 

Trahern took the reins at CMA in January 2014. From 
telling icons they’re going into the Country Music Hall 
of Fame to hanging out in the cheap seats, Trahern 
loves directing a growing staff in sharing the country 
music gospel. And from her vantage point, the news 
is defi nitely good.

Country Aircheck: You’re two-and-a-half years in and going into your third CMA Music 
Festival. Anything about the job surprise you?
Sarah Trahern: Two things surprised me. Most people think of CMA for our tent 
poles – the awards show, Music Fest and the Christmas TV show. I’ve had people say to 
me, “It’s got to be really slow in July or August or January.” But there is a constant sea 
of things fi lling in those times. Our research efforts, marketing internationally and 
representing the country music business happens 365 days a year. The other thing that 
surprised me was just how amazing our staff is. For such a small group – 47, 48 people 
– we execute so many things internally. We staff up for the big events, but we do a lot 
and have high caliber people.

What have you learned? 
The challenge and the excitement is in representing 7,300 CMA members while taking 
ideas and inspiration from a board of 88. So we’re almost two-to-one board members 
to staff in executing their ideas. My job is to be the facilitator between the vision of the 
board and activating the staff on behalf of our business. 
    People I know who work with other boards will ask how it’s possible to work with a 
board of 88, suggesting it’s impractical. Well, a lot gets done in our committees, but I’m 
most proud of how much work is done in our full board meetings. A lot of what will roll out 

over the next six months 
for our 50th anniver-
sary came out of a board 
meeting we had last year in 
Charleston, SC. Short form 

content, some video ideas, partnerships, changes to the red carpet all came out of a brainstorm-
ing session with the full board. We did the same thing in the summer meeting and in the fall. The 
people on our board take their industry hats off, put their CMA hats on and we get a lot done.

Wow, so you could just park a board member on each staff member’s shoulder and have some fun.
I’m going to have to share that in a staff meeting. Our business has gotten bigger. We now have Spo-
tify on the board, YouTube, certainly all the radio groups, six record labels. Jim Free, an ex-offi ciate 
member, called the board Noah’s Ark. We have at least two of every kind and, in certain categories, a 
bit more. But I’ve been so impressed.

We had a meeting a couple weeks ago with most of the heads of the major labels. Here are com-
panies that go head-to-head on a daily basis, but they left that at the door and gave our team an hour 
of their best thinking and trusted us to execute that vision. It may not be the perfect job for other 
people, but for my interests and skill-set it’s a really good fi t.

Having been through the annual cycle at least twice now, where do you think you are on the 
learning curve?
We tell all our new staffers that until they’ve made it through a full cycle of shows, you’re still a new-
bie. Even if you’ve lived here, volunteered for us ... This is the 45th anniversary of Fan Fair and I went 
probably eight years when it was still at the Fairgrounds. So I can say I was a part of it, but it’s just not 
the same as being in this chair and holding the phone that can ring at any hour during Music Fest. 

One thing I’ve learned is how deep our relationship is with Nashville. As much as I trust our team 
to do what they need to do, we work a lot with the mayor, the Nashville Convention & Visitor’s Center, 
Metro police, fi re and the medical team. My relationship with folks in the city has greatly deepened 
since I’ve been in this role. Where the fi rst year I was just getting to know all of them, now I’m texting 
or on speed dial.

Every year we pick up last year’s postmortem notes and look at what we did well and what we didn’t 
so we don’t make the same mistakes again. Year-over-year, I’m proud we’ve made things better for the 
fans and artists. Same thing with the awards, so I’m hoping we’re always growing. It’s a fl uid thing as 
we’re adding constantly, like getting Ascend Amphitheater into the mix this year. We changed some 
production and have new hosts in Thomas Rhett and Brett Eldredge. 

Last year I was surprised that 49% of Music Fest attendees were fi rst-timers, so we need to be sure 
we’re treating everyone as if it’s their fi rst time.

Interesting to consider how local an event like CMA Music Festival is when its national profi le is so visible. 
We are very grounded in this community, but we have a halo effect that really reaches worldwide. One 
of the goals of our strategic plan put in place about two years ago was to continue to grow country 
music on an international basis. We’ve been working on distributing the three television shows on a 
broader scale. This year the summer show will be on in Norway and throughout the U.K. for the fi rst 
time via Sky TV. We did a multi-year deal with both NRK in Norway and Sky last year for the awards 
show, and then we’re continuing to work on adding a couple of extra countries every year. That’s one 
way of exporting this experience overseas for those folks who can’t come.

When we talked shortly after you’d taken the job, you mentioned maximizing staff effi ciency as an 
early goal. How has that been going?
What’s the saying: make new friends but keep the old? I think of our staff that way. Laura Henley is 
one of a couple staffers who have been here almost 25 years. They bring a great historical perspective 
and insight into the institution. We also brought some new people into the fold including Meryl John-
son, who came from Warner Theatrical in L.A. to head our digital team. We split off a guy from our 
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fi nance team and created a business affairs depart-
ment, which was something we needed to clear 
content for our 50th anniversary. So now we have a 
three-person business affairs team. We also added to 
our Foundation staff because the amount of work we’re 
doing there and with CMA EDU is more than one 
person could handle. We’re on our way, but still have 
other tweaks to make as we look at our agenda items.

You mentioned the strategic plan. I’m guessing you’re 
on the back side of your fi rst three-year plan and look-
ing at fi ve years. What was that initial vision and where 
is the CMA in executing that?
We’re pretty far along in the fi ve-year plan. One item 
is continuing to develop new talent to make sure 
there’s a strong CMA for the next generation. Some 
of that is how we program the stages, how we utilize 
new artist content and creating additional digital 
series around the awards like we did last year. That’s 
a priority we’re going to be taking into ’17. Another 
is international growth, as I mentioned earlier, which 

is really twofold. One was being more aggressive in 
how we handle our international distribution, which 
we took back in-house. Kevin Wilson from business 
affairs and I both have extensive television back-
grounds and we’ve had more success doing it directly 
for all three shows.

We also just fi nished a big international qualita-
tive and quantitative research study in six countries, 
results from which rolled out during Music Fest. One 
interesting point was that a lot of people still assume 
the British country fan is older. Certainly the largest 
group is 55+, but the second-largest was 18-24. And 
we saw that anecdotally during the Country 2 Coun-
try event in the U.K. Those young fans are getting 
country from a variety of sources including stream-
ing services, which are pervasive, as well as streaming 
radio stations from the U.S. 

The English speaking countries have the biggest 
affi nity and I’m really bullish on the strength of the 
touring market there. We also did a big U.S. research 
study last year and we’re going to do some deeper 
dives into millennials and the Hispanic marketplace, 
two of the pullout groups where we saw growth in last 
year’s study.

What do the changes you’ve made mean for the 
CMA Foundation?
We’re working on really owning the Foundation as 
part of the fabric of CMA. It has a separate board of 
11 people and until recently only had one person 
on staff, Tiffany Kerns. But we’re really owning it 
as a whole staff so PR, live events and all the other 
departments have accountability to work with her. 
If you were to poll our staff and board, I think the 
majority of them would say they’re most proud of 
our Foundation work. We’ve given $10 million just 
in Metro since 2006, $13.6 million overall. We’ve 
funded a program called Notes for Notes that’s now in 
Boys and Girls Clubs and community centers. We did 
a music education program in New York and we’re in 
the middle of funding a big research study with the 
National Association of Music Educators. Whenever 
I look back on this time at CMA, I’ll be proud of 
individual events like the 50th, and I’ll be particularly 
proud of the impact we’ve made through the schools 
and individual kids’ experiences with music, thanks 
to the CMA Foundation.

In adding Ascend and growing Music Fest’s footprint 
in support of artists, how big can that get? Are there 
enough artists with enough drawing power to fi ll 
those seats?
You want to mix it up every couple of years. Take 
Nissan Stadium. You don’t want the television show to 
be the same year after year, so every now and then an 
artist will rest a year. Miranda wasn’t with us last year, 
she’s back this year. Brad Paisley’s not with us. We 
had Kenny Chesney with a pre-tape last year, he’s not 
with us this year. That created space and opportunity 
for Kelsea Ballerini and our hosts Thomas Rhett and 
Brett Eldredge to perform on the big stage. Our goal 
is to be able to mix it up so the fans here and watch-
ing at home get a different experience. 

We added additional staging in Walk of Fame 
Park, so those artists are going to be seen on a larger 
footprint. I don’t see us going from the 11 stages we 
have now to 15. There’s a certain amount of maximi-
zation. And we’re just dipping our toe in the water 
with Ascend – just a few hours a day. A lot of fans say 
tickets have been sold out since January, but I say 
come on down because we have seven free stages. Or 
for a $10 ticket at the Music City Center you can go to 
the Durango Stage and see Opry members, the Close 
Up Stage to see a superstar or Radio Disney with an 
up-and-comer. 

How long does the ABC deal run and how is 
that relationship?
We go through 2020 so we’re about halfway through. 
They would tell you the kind of relationship they 
have with us is very different from what they have with 
other entities, primarily because we have three shows. 
When you deal with the Oscars, in their world, they 
have one show. We have Music Fest, Christmas and the 

awards show. We work closely with them on country 
inclusion and other projects year-round, so we have 
a deep relationship with the Good Morning America 
team. We announce our nominees there and we’ll 
do that again this year. Robin Roberts will be doing 
a special before the awards show again this year. Our 
whole team of senior managers goes out to L.A. at 
least three or four times a year for planning meet-
ings. From what I gather, they don’t do a lot of these 
cross-department meetings with other franchises, but 
because we have so many pieces with them, it makes a 
lot of sense. 

How will the 50th milestone be celebrated?
Our hope is to invite back all the Entertainer, Male 
and Female winners, which will probably mean an ex-
panded carpet, whether that’s digital or on television. 
You’ll see some unique collaborations. We’re going to 
have to strike that mix between celebrating the great 
50 years we’ve had, as well as making sure the show is 
representative of the nominees of this past year. We 

don’t want to give them short thrift because 
this is their chance to shine. I will say, this is 
the earliest we’ve made bookings. 
     We’re very excited about Robert’s set 
design, which is new this year. It’s incredibly 

classy and I’m very excited. We don’t have the 1969 
show, but in my fi rst Christmas holiday on the job, 2014, 
my husband and I just moved to a new house and he 
was working, so I unpacked boxes and watched all the 
old shows. Likewise, each member of the staff has been 
assigned a year to become an expert about. It’s really 
fun as someone in her 50s who grew up watching these 
shows to go back and see it evolve from a one-hour show 
to what it is now. 

[Exec. Producer] Robert Deaton does such a 
great job of integrating a sense of history. Over the 
years having George Strait and Alan Jackson pay 
tribute to the late George Jones. The Band Perry 
and Keith Urban did a tribute to Glen Campbell 
a couple years ago. History’s always had a place in 
our show and this year you’ll just see it supersized. 
Between now and then, particularly after we get the 
nominations, we’re going to be bombarding the 
marketplace with the history of the CMA. Our goal 
is to make sure in this cluttered election market-
place people know there’s something special hap-
pening on ABC in November.

Any changes for the remotes or additional ways radio 
can be involved?
The remotes will probably continue as they are just 
because they’ve worked so well. Working with our 
radio partners, we’ll look for additional opportunities 
– countdowns, historical content that works as audio. 
I can’t imagine them not being engaged in a deep way 
as we get the board back together and brainstorm.

A Song of the Year countdown sounds interesting...
We have the Song, Video and Single of the Year titles 
on the walls in our lobby. When I walk in there I al-
ways look at a couple of them. It grounds us in the his-
tory. One of the best parts of my job is telling people 
they’re going into the Hall of Fame. Sometimes it has 
to be a phone call if they live somewhere else and we 
can’t work something out. But I spend a lot of time 

fi guring out how to break the news. This year, Charlie 
Daniels thought he was coming here to do an inter-
view for the 50/50 series. He had his whole entourage 
including his wife and only one person in the group 
of 10 knew. He saw his song title on the wall in the 
lobby and we have a picture of him pointing to it, 
and we got to tell him he’s going to be remembered 
forever in the Country Music Hall of Fame. Getting to 
walk alongside history is pretty special.

So it’s the 45th for Music Fest, 50th for the awards and 
I guess you didn’t have enough to do, so you’re mov-
ing the CMA offi ce as well?
Yeah, everything has to happen at the same time. We 
have a pretty active 2017 planned, but I’m hoping it’s 
a little bit less on steroids than ‘16 has been.

You outgrew this building?
It’s unfortunate, because I really love the space and 
would have loved to have found a way. We looked at 
a lot of scenarios to stay here – taking this building 
down, building up, building out. Zoning was diffi cult 
and it didn’t make a lot of sense. We only have park-
ing for about half of our people, so sometimes when 
we’re working late nights we have staff walking long 
distances to their cars. Two or three of our commit-
tees can’t meet here because they’re too big to actu-
ally meet in our facility. Right now we’re so staffed up 
with freelancers and interns we have desks in the hall-
ways, so it’s probably past time that we move. It’s with 
a little bit of sadness, certainly, but I think there are 
a lot of effi ciencies to the new space. Robert Deaton 
and the TV team, who are now in a separate facility, 
will actually have offi ces there. We were in a meeting 
today about the awards show and talking about how 
great it will be when we can just walk down the hall. 
The staff looks at me at times like, “We’re moving 
when? Right after Music Fest?” But it will be good.

What is your sense of how country’s doing in 
the marketplace?
I really wish I could put my fi nger in the air and detect 
all the trends ahead of time. One of the things that’s 
great about this position is we have 88 of the best 
minds in our business around the table from the cur-
rent record label heads to someone like Joe Galante, 
who is now in a position to challenge and ask questions 
outside the establishment. If you look at the indicators, 
Country is still the strongest radio format. The new 
study shows radio is how a lot of new fans are fi nding 
us; just because they’re streaming doesn’t mean they’re 
not using radio as well. They may not be buying as 
many albums – and I hate to see that because I love 
a full project – but they’re discovering country at a 
higher rate. Streaming is starting to become a music 
discovery tool in the way video channels used to be. 
We’re realizing there’s no such thing as business as 
usual, so we’re working together to keep the business 
vibrant in that ever-changing environment.

Beyond the Hall of Fame moments, what’s the best 
part of this job?
I pretty much love driving into work every day, and 
that’s about the people. I get to work with a very pas-
sionate staff, and you can’t always hire for that. They 
work incredibly hard and wouldn’t do that if they 
didn’t really care. Add in the board, the artists who 
give their time for free at Music Fest so we can do all 
this great Foundation stuff downstream. I get to help 
connect the dots. Sure it keeps me up at nights, but 
out of excitement. When I started, some of the staff 
joked with me about the CMA time warp, and I can’t 
believe how fast the last two-and-a-half years have 
gone. I’m really blessed to make a living doing this.

What’s hard?
The same thing that’s so exciting is the thing that’s 
negative – the constancy of it. You can’t step off the 
treadmill. I’m used to that because I came from 
television. One of the things that makes my life less 
stressful now is I used to get television ratings for 
15-minute increments 24 hours a day. Radio people 
can relate to that. “Why was the audience down at 
two in the morning?” I don’t know, more people 
were sleeping? Now I don’t worry about every 
15-minute increment, but I do have to worry about 
our three shows, keeping them strong, making sure 
the awards show has the utmost integrity and mak-
ing sure we’re serving our members. You don’t just 
high-fi ve and skate until the awards because Music 
Fest is done.

How do you step back from the grind?
A bunch of us were having lunch with a new employee 
who said she hadn’t taken a vacation in eight years. 
Our staff looked around the table and said, “Well, 
Sarah’s not going to allow you to be that way.” You 
have to get away to be able to think big picture. I was 
on a hiking trip in New Zealand a couple years ago 
when I realized something was missing for a campaign 
at GAC. If I had been at my desk for that two-week pe-
riod, I never would have taken the time to think about 
it. It’s hard, but you have to get away. 

And you have to take a moment to step outside 
what you’re doing and take it all in. I mentioned it to 
our staff going into Music Fest – how many fans would 
kill for our jobs. Whenever I get jaded about work, I 
love to go see a show and walk far up into the bleachers 
where fans saved up money all week to sit. I used to be 
that fan and I remember what that’s like.                CAC
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