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Whose Airplay Is It?
Chart Game Tension Reaches Breaking Point

STOP THE MADNESS
 The aforementioned major market 
PD says, "I haven't gotten one negative 
response. The credible record people 
retain that credibility, and even some of 
those who gave me problems are saying, 
'Thank you. We need this because the pres-
sure is on us to deliver and if we don't, the 
next company does and we lose.' This is 
only part of it though. The system itself 
is crazy. I'm not blaming the labels, 
because radio plays its part, too.
 "Reps are always welcome to call and 
promote their singles," he continues. 
"Where I have a problem is when I'm 
getting calls saying, 'We need fi ve more 
spins. Can you help us get to here? We 
need the bullet. Or, this is our push 
week.' On radio's side, I use the chart as 
a barometer for stuff I'm not on, or as an indicator for 
songs where my research is inconsistent. But drop-
ping a record because it loses its bullet is a crime. And 
when we as programmers get caught up in the game, 
how can the record industry or the trades trust what 
we're doing? It's the responsibility of Country radio to 
not let outside pressure dictate what we do."
 Like the programmer who requested off the panel, 
this PD considered dropping reporting status. "All 
these frustrations seemed to build at the same mo-
ment and I don't need this BS. I'll still get the music 
and still play it, I just won't have this hassle. Then I 
decided it's more important to communicate and try 
to make things better from within."

 

A large market reporting PD whose name has been 
withheld asks his fellow programmers to acknowledge 
"how absurd this is becoming." He adds, "At this point, 
communication between the two industries is for all the 
wrong reasons. We need each other desperately, so it 
would be a real shame to limit the interaction.
 "It is absolutely ridiculous for anyone to suggest 
this is 'their week at No. 1.' And once it gets there, it's 
right back off. This makes no sense in terms of what 
a radio station is supposed to be. The two industries 
need to work together to fi x this."
 A top 5 market MD raises another concern. "I can't 
believe the heat I get when I drop a record. When you 

add a single, the label expects you to spin all the way 
through its chart life regardless of what your research 
shows. Along that line, I can't say enough about the sup-
port MDs need from their PDs. As navigating the label 
relationship becomes more challenging, it would be 
tough to do my job without that."
 This MD expresses grave concerns about the 
dynamic's long-term effects. "If we continue to 
cave and let music decisions be made for business 
reasons, we're going to kill the record business and 
the radio business. If songs reach power because 
of promotion rather than on their merits, we will 
distort the perception of what's working. We're talk-
ing about the ultimate quality of what we put on the 
air, but also the creative and production aspects of 

music. Hype results in people thinking they 
have what it takes when, in fact, they 

may have fallen short. I love country 
music and Country radio, but if we 
keep playing games they're not going 
to be around much longer."

BAD COMPANY?
 A long-tenured promotion execu-

tive points to the mission creep that has 
pushed regionals into a micromanagement 
role. "I don't know who in the ranks of 
promotion started policing spins, but it 
didn't take long to see we had to play that 
game, too, to keep records alive as they 
work their way up the chart. It's a matter 
of survival. We have to ask programmers 
to help us or we risk losing records."

 Where a programmer quoted 
earlier didn't blame labels, this record exec doesn't 

blame radio. "While broadcasters didn't start this, I 
think it has to be on them to stop it. If they refuse 
to participate in some of these manipulations, labels 
will have to accept it. I've been waiting a long time 
for someone in radio to really speak up, and that 
note (see sidebar) is long overdue. That's the type of 
stance from radio it's going to take to make a posi-
tive change.
 "This doesn't exist at every station," our label VP 
continues. "At the same time, many PDs will tell you 
they program based on what's working in their local 
market, but you can look at their playlist and see this 
isn't true. For instance, it's not uncommon to see 

O
ver the past six months, the promotional pressure applied to radio stations seems to 
have increased dramatically. The pressure to get a song to No. 1 has never been more 
intense and is manifesting itself within radio stations in a number of ways. Recently, a 
major market station requested removal from the reporting panel citing undue and un-

necessary pressure for the sake of chart position alone. One PD reached a point of utter frustration 
and cut off communication with label reps (see sidebar).
 By no means is this a one-sided issue. People in the record industry are just as frustrated. 
Promotion remains a top expense and how much sense it makes to pour effort and resources into 
a record for a few more chart positions is highly debatable. And if competitors are playing a game 
your company won’t, will artists and managers complain? We spoke to a number of leaders on 
both sides of the issue in a wide-ranging and at times familiar debate that reaches an eye-open-
ing conclusion. Read on.
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To all label reps:
 This past week has been awful. The pressure put on this 
radio station by the record industry has gotten out of hand. Eff ec-
tive immediately, discussion of our playlist will be discontinued 
with record promoters. I’m sorry to have to say that to the mostly 
credible promotion reps, but there is simply no way the radio 
industry can maintain any credibility with its listeners if it allows 
the record industry to infl uence our airplay. The songs we put on 
the air should be an accurate refl ection of our listeners’ tastes, 
rather than a refl ection of the persuasiveness of promotion eff orts.
 Thank you for your cooperation.
    Sincerely, Major market PD 
          (name withheld)
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dozens of stations move a song out of power the week 
after it goes to No. 1. What the hell is that? One day 
it's the strongest song in the market and the next it's 
not? Or was its move up in the fi rst place not a true re-
fl ection of its appeal, but of promotion pressure? Push 
week. But if we don't play that game, too, our records 
get hurt."
 Another highly respected major label VP/Pro-
motion suggests, with tongue fi rmly planted in 
cheek, "It's a fair system, because it's going to screw 
everybody sooner or later." Later he adds, "The 
three most maddening numbers in the music busi-
ness are two, six and 11. It's nice for the ego to be 
able to say Top 10, Top 5 and No. 1. Nobody wants 
to stop at No. 2 when you're that close, especially 
when it seems like everyone gets their shot at the 
top. We're going to back off as a company. We want 
our records to go No. 1, but if they don't and don't 
deserve to, that's fi ne.
 "If we think we have the best record, we'll make the 
push. If we're up against a company that's giving away 
trips, we'll tell radio we believe we have the better 
record and they should do what they think is right. 
That's it. In most cases, you're dealing with a legit 
station and they're very honest with you. Where we get 
nuts is when we get the sense something else is going 
on and we're not getting a fair shake."
 Radio playing the push week game is mostly about 
placating labels, this promo VP says. "It's easy. They 
want the freebies, the trips, the attention they get as 
reporters, but maybe they shouldn't be. That mental-
ity isn't doing any of us any good."
 "As long as a label or indie can manipulate radio 
and as long as radio allows it to happen, this will con-
tinue," one of the label execs adds.

COOKS FILL THE KITCHEN
 Speaking of independent promoters, a few were 
tapped for their thoughts, too. "Part of what we're 
trying to do is beat the system," one says. "But beating 
the system can create misleading information. You see 
artists with chart success who may have trouble fi lling 
a club with 300 people. If chart success doesn't trans-
late into successful appearances and consumption 
numbers, then what we have really seen is a masterful 
mirror game go down."
 Early airplay efforts don't strike this promoter 
as problematic. "Nothing is a game as it starts out, 
but just a good honest promotional effort by all 
concerned to get the record exposed. At a certain 
point, if exposure has happened and the feedback is 
negative, and the label continues to push the record, 
we enter stage two. Now you have a song with no legs 
getting pushed and the mirror game is underway."
 This indie sees nothing new under this sun. "These 
games have been played in the past. I don't mean to 
sound like Moses coming down with the tablets, but 
it behooves the industry to take a careful look at this. 
We have enough history between these two industries 
to do a real assessment of the hollow victories. I don't 
see us sliding toward more foolishness. I expect this to 
happen to a much lesser degree soon."
 Another independent notes just how many people 
are involved. "It's promotional overkill," this indie says. 
"You can't blame radio for being upset when they're 
getting fi ve, six or more calls on a record. You'll be 
in panic mode on a record and the regional is call-
ing. The VP is calling. There's an independent. The 
publisher has somebody. Management has a promotion 
staff. We need better coordination. Without it, there's 
too much overlap and PDs get fed up pretty quickly."
 Fed up also extends to the sheer volume of labels, 
artists and singles. "On a yearly basis, there's more 
product out than ever before," an indie says. "The 
competitive pressure for the few open slots on any 
given playlist is magnifi ed tremendously. The level 
of diffi culty in all areas of the business is higher than 
ever before. The product is better. Promotion is bet-
ter. Marketing is better. It's a lot."

SURVEY SAYS
 For a more complete view of attitudes regarding 
the ongoing chart tension, here's a quick roundup of 
thoughts from many of the folks at the intersection of 
these two industries:
 Major Market MD: "My biggest concern is I can't 
handle the volume of promotion communication 
coming in. I don't want to ignore anyone, but if we 
could cut back on the number of people calling about 
the same record, that would help."
 Large Market MD: "I hate to make a blanket state-
ment, but more often than not it seems the promo-
tion people are only concerned whether or not you're 
going to make the add. Promoters who understand 
each radio station's policies save us all time and effort. 
Our station isn't even going to listen to a song until it's 
at a certain point on the chart. Right or wrong, that's 
how we work. There's no point wasting time calling us 
before then."
 Small Market PD: "I would really like to see the 
relationship between the two industries get back to a 
reasonable exchange of information. It has gotten to 

the point where the airplay game gets adversarial. Lis-
tening to people torpedo other records is ridiculous." 
 Major Market PD: "This goes back to station 
ownership. If a company's fi nancial situation prevents 
investing in the product, PDs are forced to do it with 
smoke and mirrors. Record companies provide the 
materials stations build their promotions around, and 
then you're in a situation where they have a hold on 
you. This is how you get radio people bending over 
backward to accommodate labels."
 Small Market MD: "My responsibility is to my radio 
station, which happens to be No. 1. And we keep it 

No. 1 by playing what this area wants. This should not 
be an 'us vs. them' situation. All records are not going 
to be hits everywhere. And that's okay."
 Major Label Head: "Part of the pressure radio is 
feeling stems from the economic pressure on Nash-
ville. If the pie isn't growing, you can't increase your 
share unless you take some away from someone else. 
Right now, everyone is scrambling over whatever pie 
they can get. But I really believe it will work out. Coun-
try has always been a strong format and the industry 
itself has always been a strong family. I have no doubt 
it will pull itself together."

FINAL BREAKTHROUGH
 Finding a way through the current confl ict be-
tween record companies and radio is recognizing 
that while problems between the two may seem to 
be greater than ever, that may not be the case. In 

fact, while the names, faces and details may change, 
a certain amount of tension may simply be a natural 
state. Perhaps the two industries can take heart in ac-
cepting what is and what will be is pretty much what 
always was.
 To that end, it may help to understand that this 
entire article is adapted from four columns written 
by Country Editor Lon Helton for Radio & Records in, 
wait for it, November 1983. That's right. Language was 
updated and quotes were condensed, but the debate 
on these two pages that sounds so similar to one un-
derway today, is actually well more than 30 years old. 
 Take this quote, for instance: "These games have 
been played in the past ... I don't see us sliding toward 
more foolishness. I expect this to happen to a much 
lesser degree soon." That was said by then-indepen-
dent record promoter Bruce Hinton, who many know 
as the now-retired Chairman Emeritus of MCA/Nash-
ville. He actually closed the quote saying, "I expect 
this to happen to a much lesser degree in 1984." Here 
are some of the other folks quoted above:
 KLZ-AM/Denver PD Bill Bradley
 KVET & KASE/Austin PD Bill Mayne
 WMAQ/Chicago MD Jay Phillips
 CBS Records VP/Promotion Joe Casey
 MCA/Nashville VP/Promotion Erv Woolsey
 Warner Bros./Nashville VP/Promotion Nick Hunter 
 Independent Promoter Gene Hughes
 Independent Promoter John Curb
 WPKX/Washington, DC MD Doug McGuire
 KYGO/Denver MD Rick Jackson
 WCAW/Charleston PD Alan Furst
 WMAQ/Chicago PD Ted Cramer
 RCA/Nashville Division VP Joe Galante
 WLWI/Montgomery MD Rhubarb Jones
 The struggle and pressure to perform in com-
petitive circumstances is very real today, as it was 33 
years ago, at points in between and as it will be in the 
future. Constant reevaluation of systems and business 
dynamics are good and necessary business practices. 
If done with an understanding of the intrinsic tension 
between the two businesses, however, maybe dialogue 
can be constructively and cooperatively focused. 
 Things are worse than they've ever been?
Not helpful. Not true.                                              CAC
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–Major Label Head

Chart Game Tension


