




PAGE 43 • DECEMBER 2014

THE INTERVIEW

O
ver more than a decade, Mike Dungan built a power-
house roster and staff at Capitol/Nashville, leaving 
in 2012 to run Universal’s Music City label group as 
Chairman. By the end of that year, the merger with 
EMI brought the band back together and gave 

him four imprints under one roof. Two years later, the only 
constant has been change as one of his trusted executives 
prepares to depart, another rises and the music business 
continually offers greater challenges. In Country Aircheck’s 
signature interview, Dungan addresses whether he’s a con-
trolling record label exec, radio as the enemy, the plan of 
succession and his thoughts on retirement.

Mike 
  Dungan

Leading The Conversation

CA: It’s difficult to even call it the “record business” anymore, so 
what’s your sense of the state of the “music-selling business?”

MD: It’s frightening and does not bode well for the near 
future, at least until we see if we can get some of these free users 

to convert to 
some kind of 
paid ser-
vice. As an 
industry, we 

thought people would see the value in Spotify and others, that 
they’d get tired of the commercials and that they’d see $10 a 
month as a really good deal for access to everything. We’re just 
not seeing that. They’re still converting people, but it’s way too 
slow to make this a workable business model for anyone. 

We’re seeing new artists being embraced by radio, selling tickets 
and fans digging them, and they’re not selling any music. Look at 
our own Jon Pardi, Eric Paslay and to some extent David Nail, who’s 
been around a long time [but] we deal with him like a new artist. 
Then you look at Brett Eldredge who is certainly having really good 
success at Warner Bros., but they’re not selling records. You’re invest-
ing $1.5 million to take on a project if you really want to do it and 
we’re not getting our money back. Three to four years ago, these very 
artists would have sold 300,000 records. Now, they’re 100,000 or less. 

What it really says is if you’re thinking about doing this indepen-
dently as an outsider coming in, how long is it going to be before you 
realize any money at all? We have artists that pay the bills over here 
while we develop the rest of the company. But if you don’t have that, I 
don’t know how you’re going to do it. I don’t even know if you could make 
money on your second record. People for years have said well, that’s the 
business. You invest and invest and eventually it pays off. Like you did with 
Luke Bryan. Well, the truth is with Luke, we made just enough money on the 
first one that we felt okay. It was pocket change. We basically broke even. But we 
broke even. We didn’t come out of it seriously in the hole the way all these other 
artists have. The second one made money and the third one made more money.

Is that reflective of a new career arc for artists? Until you’re a brand name, like 
Luke Bryan, people just aren’t really going to be interested in owning the music?

Absolutely. It’s all the value perception that that artist and their music bring to the 
table. When you offer the consumer free ways to consume music, that value comes 
down. If you absolutely loved the Luke Bryan music, but you didn’t know who he was, 
you had to participate in some way. Now you don’t have to. You have access to Brett El-
dredge and Jon Pardi. It might take another record or two records before you actually 
see real value in that and buy it. 

Ownership usually means holding something physical, but the minute we went to 
downloading, owning became less special because there was nothing to hold. And the 
next step is streaming – or renting, instead of owning.  Will buying to own music ever be 
special again?

I don’t think so. We have a whole generation that sees access as ownership. Most of 
these services offer you the opportunity to build your own playlists. As long as you 
can build a playlist that you can access anytime, you do feel some ownership. I’m 
waiting for the day when I wake up, think of a song and it just pops in my head 
because there’s a chip imbedded that sends the rights holder something from 
my virtual money account. 

What’s your sense of Taylor Swift, Jason Aldean and others opting out 
of streaming?

They’re reacting to the moment because it’s not working. The consumer is not being 
incentivized to pay at all, and artists aren’t being compensated fairly for their work. Everyone 
along the chain needs some kind of agreement that will work, [but] I’m not sure what that is. If 
we went to Spotify and pulled our music from their free service, it would probably put them out 
of business. Is that a good thing or a bad thing? I promise you one thing – other [services] are 
going to pop up and not even offer to pay. We’ve got tons of services out there now that are really 
sophisticated that fans are using to discover music, to store music, to share music and they’re not 
paying a dime. And they’re claiming that they’re poor. Okay, well, maybe they are. Their valuations 
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are really high on Wall Street. I’ll tell you that, because 
everybody can see the potential there. But you just can’t 
squash all this technology. You just can’t do it. 

Could labels ever actually go away? And, if they did, would 
there be anybody to fill that void? Publishers might say 
they’re already doing a lot of the label’s job anyway.

I realize everyone is doing a little bit more than they 
used to, but it angers me when I hear words like labels 

don’t do artist development anymore. Because this label, 
this group and the group that I came from does more 
artist development than we’ve ever done because there’s 
more opportunity. You drown in that opportunity. Look at 
all the outlets in the digital world. Look at all the outlets in 
the online space. There’s a ton of stuff you can and need 
to do, but it costs a lot of money, takes a lot of people and 
a lot of time and attention. For people to say labels don’t 
do artist development anymore, that’s complete bullshit. 
The only thing we’ve cut back on at all is cost of videos. 
We don’t spend $250,000 on them anymore. We spend 
$50,000 to $100,000. Everything else has gone up. The 

cost differences from my first years at Capitol, which was 
14-to-15 years ago, and now is significant.

So will labels ever cease to exist? And what about in-
creased roles of managers?

I don’t think so. They provide too much service and 
are too key an ingredient to your chances for success. 
Are there artists that could do it on their own? Yeah, 
of course. And a few have popped up. I was on a panel 
once with an artist who had been dropped by a couple 
of labels and said, “I’m doing this on my own, it’s better 
and labels didn’t do anything for me.” When it was my 
time to talk I said, “All I know is I have 79 employees and 
every one of them is a flamethrower. Every one of them 
is working their ass off all the time – weekends, nights 
– they’re killing themselves to give these artists and this 
music the best chance to succeed.” The minute you step 
away from that, I promise you one thing – you’re going 
to miss it.

All of these bigger management companies have in-
house services now – a radio specialist, a digital marketing 
specialist and they might even have a loose affiliation 
with a press agent or an in-house press person. Everyone 
is doing more and we work with them, but we still carry 
the ball on 95% of this stuff. Anybody who feels they can 
effectively do it in-house is fooling themselves.

What about the talent, especially the songwriters? Is there 
a danger that if they don’t make any money, they’ll just do 
something else?

That’s my biggest concern. We’re surrounded by 
writers in Nashville and can hear from them first-hand 
how this has dinged them and it’s severe. It’s really bad. 
I express that to my company all the time. I worry that 
some of these young kids that have real talent are going to 
lose their spirit for it. They’re already working another job 
to pay the bills and eventually they might just walk away.

We used to have much more evenly distributed wealth 
in our songwriter community. Now there’s the elite 1% 
and everybody else. There does not seem to be a middle 
class anymore. You have to have a radio single that goes 
all the way up the chart to get those performance fees, 
because you’re not making nearly as much money on the 
mechanicals from music sales.

How is Nashville doing creatively? Is “bro” a four-
letter word?

I’m fine with it. Does it feel like there’s too much of 
it? Absolutely. The more disheartening thing is when you 
listen to songs from some of Nashville’s best songwriters 
and hear this stuff and only this stuff. They’re writing for 
the marketplace and that’s when you can really, really get 
stuck. We have some more traditional artists here that we 
try to find songs for and it can be really disheartening. I 
have a couple of songwriters that I still call on a regular 
basis to say, “Help me, Obi-Wan. You’re the only one I 
know that’s still staying true to your craft.” Everything’s 
got drum loops in it now, which is fine. You can choose to 
carry that on into the master recording or not, but it’s just 
completely changed.

 
How does Garth sell 11 albums for $30? Is that a good 
thing or not?

I don’t ever think selling music that cheap is good, 
but things have different values at different times in 
their life. That catalog’s been out there a long time. 
Certainly his choice to do so. I don’t want to say he’s ru-
ining the market for me, because it’s a free market. We 
might decide to do that with somebody else tomorrow. 
I’m fine with Garth doing that.

How did you find enough to do at Arista and Capitol 
when you only had one record label to run?

I don’t know. It was so much simpler. You made a good 
record. You did whatever marketing you could, which was 
nothing compared to what we have available to us now. 
You got them played on the radio and you sold them 
at Walmart and K-Mart. Now there are so many places 
where you have to jump in. Obviously, the online world is 
amazing and unlimited. It seems like we put an unlim-
ited amount of effort into marketing our music that way. 
Country has also opened up to offer different platforms 
on the road for us to actually market the artist and our 
music. You increase it by four labels and then you increase 
it by, I don’t know – 25, based on opportunities and your 
ability to drown in them. And somehow we’re doing it.

What were your expectations going into the Universal-EMI 
merger? What did you learn? What surprised you?

A quick one to me was Billy Currington. I heard how 
great some of his records were, but I never really under-
stood what his thing was. He was just a guy that sang songs. I 
came to appreciate almost immediately what an incredible 
singer and stylist he is. Just being around him in the studio, 
it’s like, “Whoa.” The other is David Nail, who I always liked 
but found the albums kind of down-tempo and depressing. 
David’s gone through some changes in his life personally 
and now, he’s my favorite artist. This guy can just do it 
all, but we have to make up some lost ground. He wasn’t 
particularly developed as an artist.

What’s the hardest part of having four labels?
Every artist has an emotion point that’s triggered a lot 

sooner than a regular person. That’s my way of saying 
they’re a little bit crazy. And every manager is a little too 
impatient in trying to make things happen. Those are 
constants. Dealing with that almost-neurosis that “My 
career is over if this doesn’t happen right now” – having 
35 of those is really demanding. All I can say about that is 
God sometimes protects us and me by only giving us two 
of those [crises] a day and keeping the other 33, for the 
moment, pretty stable. That’s the toughest thing. 

Honestly, the toughest thing is what it’s always been – 
trying to give the artist room to create their art. Allowing 
them to make their own personal statements, which is 
important to us and at the center of what we do, but 
also trying to give them proper market advice. And the 
difference between that statement and the market can be 
substantial sometimes. That fine art of negotiating and try-
ing to give an artist the benefit of your market experience 
without completely insulting them or making them feel 
like they’re betraying their art can be difficult.

For the artist, though, this might be their only chance. 
They might only get two albums in their entire life if 
things don’t work.

[Former UMGN Chairman] Luke Lewis and I ap-
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proach A&R from a completely different standpoint. He 
had a very altruistic, “I respect the artist” attitude. I don’t 
want to make myself sound like a pig, but I at least want 
the artist to check in from time to time. Let’s have a real 
conversation about what we have. Let’s talk about how 
we’re going to approach the market. I’m uncomfortable 
letting someone just go in and make a record and then 
turn it in. That may sound like the controlling record 
label guy, but I challenge anyone to go back and have 
conversations with the artists that I’ve worked with for 
years– Keith Urban, Luke Bryan, Eric Church, Dierks 
Bentley, Lady Antebellum, Little Big Town – and have 
them say it’s a bad thing. I think every one of them 
appreciated the value of having another opinion that 
comes from the marketplace.

I don’t have the skill, nor would I ever presume to tell 
someone how to do something, but I do my best to make 

sure how they’re represented somehow includes some-
thing to take to the marketplace. That’s really hard to do. 
I inherited artists that had basically been making their 
music and just turning it in – that’s been a little bit of a 
culture clash. I’ve had some that welcome the extra input 
and others that go, “Are you kidding me? You’re going 
to do this to me?” It’s like, “I’m not doing anything. I just 
want to know what you’re doing, that’s all.”

What kind of input are you offering?
When I signed Lady Antebellum we would sit in my 

office, play songs we had found or they had written and 
talk. It was usually after hours, so there would be alcohol 
involved. It was hearty, fun conversations. We try to weed 
out some of that stuff, come back three weeks later and 
have the same meeting. We did that for their first three 
records, but when they made the last record I wasn’t there 
so it didn’t happen. After we merged these companies and 
started talking about making this current record, the band 
comes to me and goes, “Can we go back to the old way we 
used to do this?” That’s a huge statement that they felt it 
was not only positive and rewarding, but they enjoyed it. 
Brian Wright has been the head of A&R here for a while. 
He’d never experienced it before but after the first one, he 
was following me down the hall asking if we can do it with 
everyone. It’s really not trying to exert control at all; we all 
just want to win. Let’s have big conversations about this.

So you listen to songwriter demos? 
I always do. Don’t spread that too much. 

What do you say to new artists about the state of Country 
radio or radio as a whole?

We try to prepare them for what they’re about to jump 
into. And every one of them will tell you after their six 
week promo tour, “Wow, I know you tried to prepare me, 
but it was still a lot more involved and more intense than 
I thought.”

What’s the message?
First of all, there are too many artists, managers and 

label people in the world who think of radio as the enemy. 
I preach, and this company preaches, the exact opposite. 
Radio is not the enemy. They have jobs to do and we need 
to work together to help them accomplish their job and 
help them help you accomplish your goals at the same 
time. And the best way to do that is to give them killer 
music. But artists also have to show them that they’re 
a star. When you go to dinner, you can’t just become a 
wallflower and fall away. I’m not looking for the world’s 
most gregarious people, but you’re on from the minute 
you wake up in that hotel room in Des Moines until you 
lay your head back down on the pillow. 

The people at radio need to get a sense of who you 
are, which is unique, I think, to Country radio. They 
want to know that you’re here, they want to feel you 
have a really good chance to be long term and that 
you’re country. They want to know you’re not using 
this as stepping stone – that you’re one of us. And that’s 
the only time they will invest in you. That’s the single 
message I left with Darius Rucker when we finished 
the first record: “Now, here’s the tough part. It’s all up 
to you. I know who you are, but you need to share you 
with the world, give these guys the confidence that this 
isn’t just a one-off and you’re not a carpetbagger. You 
take this very seriously, you’re a good guy and you will 
put in the work it takes to have a real career.” That’s the 
talk. He listened and did it brilliantly.

What do you say to the superstars about radio?
Stay relevant and stay in touch. You can’t get too far 

away from this. You have to invest in that which got you 
here. This is your business. You can’t become an aloof 
guy or girl that just disappears and puts out records. That 
doesn’t work. Because there are others out there that 
are more than willing to work their asses off to take your 
place. And there are other superstars who still understand 
the value of that. 

Are there any artists who have broken through the last 
couple of years that you wish you would have had a 
chance to work with?

Yeah, Brett Eldredge. I had interest in signing him at one 
point at Capitol. I was supposed to get a second label and 
was going to bring him into that equation. If you remem-
ber, we were suddenly bought by a private equity firm and 
they pulled the funding for that label off the table. I sat with 
Brett and I sat with Byron Gallimore and said, “Look, I re-
ally want you, but honestly, don’t have a place for you.”

Why Brett?
I thought he was a star and, honestly, I think the 

next record will see Warner and Brett cash in. He’s 
only sold 150,000 albums at this point, but there’s 
clearly more going on. On a smaller level, you can see 
the same thing with Jon Pardi. There’s a lot more go-
ing on with his career than the 70,000 records he sold. 
He’s selling tickets. People are talking about him. 
It’s just a different time. Like I said, you give the fans 
more options to interact with the artist and it makes 
the artist look like they’re not really doing anything. 
They are. People are interested in these guys. They’re 
just getting the music for free, because they can.

What’s your take on women artists and getting them on 
the radio?

This isn’t a very popular thing to say in this town, but 
the spot we’re in is a direct result of the fact that 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 
coming from that community of writers. Women just 
were not making competitive records, with a couple of 
exceptions, for a great deal of time. Radio got very used 
to it and listeners got very used to it. They kind of put the 
cart in front of the horse and now they hold women to a 
higher standard. You can have an okay song from a guy 
and get to 35 on the chart, but you better come with Song 
of the Year if you want to be considered as a female. 

I wish I could fix that. The only way to do it is with 
superb music and I feel confident we’re about to do that 
with Mickey Guyton. We have had her here for a long 
time and we have a lot riding on this. We’ve dedicated 
more T&E money and time to an artist promo tour on 
this one than anything since the ‘90s. We’re going to put 
a big number on the board because we’ve got it. I’m anx-
ious for us, I’m anxious for her, I’m anxious for women.

Can you talk about the how and why of elevating 
Cindy Mabe to president and what that means to you 
and to the company? 

When it became pretty common knowledge that 
Sony Chairman/CEO Doug Morris was looking for 
someone, I told my boss that if Doug was smart, he 
would come after Cindy. At that point, my boss didn’t 
even know her. I said, “There’s growth that needs to 
happen in some areas, but she’s more than capable 
of doing this.” I wasn’t surprised when eventually they 
came around to Cindy. We sat down when she had the 
offer and I said, “Would you consider being the presi-
dent here? I’ll remain as chairman. You can get your 
legs under you in some of the areas where you don’t 
have as much experience and you’re clearly set up to 
take this company over at some point. If I could match 
the terms, what do you think? Wouldn’t you want to 
do this here where we have the world’s greatest roster 
and feel really great with the staff we built together? 
Consider that.” And she did. 

On the other side of the Cindy Mabe coin, [Capitol SVP/
Promotion] Steve Hodges sort of leveled down with the 
merger and now he’s taking another job. Do you see his 
departure as a ripple effect from the merger?

Yeah, ultimately, it was. Obviously, there was some 
redundancy when we put these two companies together 
and I put Steve in a position he wasn’t used to. It worked 
pretty well for the first year and then it started to not. 
Ultimately, this was the decision Steve made on his own. 
I asked him not to leave. I tried to talk him out of it and 
it kind of breaks my heart that I’m losing my friend – the 
guy that’s been standing next to me for all these years. 
But I’m happy that based on what he’s told me, he’s 
going forward with something that’s really positive and 
should be rewarding for him. Change is a part of life and 
sometimes change is bigger than you want it to be, but it 
just is what it is.

How did the Show Dog deal come together and what does 
that look like for Universal?

The Show Dog joint venture with Universal was done 
prior to my arrival here. In evaluating business the way 
everybody has to, we made a decision to get out of our 
half of that. We notified them and then the question I 
had, just out of curiosity, was what are you guys going 
to do? Are you going to try to find another partner? 
Are you going to go at it alone the way you used to? I 
wasn’t asking Toby Keith that question, I just had it in 
my mind. I got a call one night from [manager] TK 
Kimbrell and attorney Rusty Jones, asking for advice 
on how they should go forward. I asked what the goals 
were. That resulted in a request to meet with Toby. We 
had an honest conversation about what he wanted to 
accomplish and what he needed. He said, “Well, can we 
work together?” I told him I’d love to. Now we are in 
this super-distribution deal where we will do everything 
for them except for radio promotion. From sales to 
marketing to digital marketing to press – we’re going 
to be fully engaged. The deal itself was like losing your 
mind – it happened gradually, then suddenly. I didn’t 
realize how quickly it was going to come down. We still 
have to iron some things out, but we can bring a lot to 
the table and it makes sense for them. It’s no risk for 
us. I’ve always been a Toby fan, so I’m looking forward 
to working with him.

How far away are you from the tree nursery you contem-
plated as your next career move the last time we did this 
interview with you?

Here’s what happens: Your body gets old and you con-
tinue to try to do the things you used to do in your own 
yard and you realize that you’re, A, getting injured and, B, 
you’re not as enthusiastic because of the pain it causes. So 
I kind of gave up on that idea. But if I found some young 
kid who was willing to put in the hard, tough labor, I 
might be a partner in that stuff. I recently redid the whole 
front of my house. A service did it, but I was intimately 
involved. It was a blast – I just love all that stuff.

That was also a veiled question about retirement. Do 
you see yourself hitting the beach at some point, or are 
you Clive Davis?

I don’t know, honestly. Certainly, there are days when 
I question whether this is worth it, but I think everybody 
in every walk of life questions that. The other side is 
would I be happy if I wasn’t doing it and the answer right 
now is absolutely not. I still look forward to coming into 
work every day and I still stay here way too late at night. I 
still find myself putting in more than an elder statesman 
probably should, but I think that’s because it’s person-
ally rewarding. I love this industry. I’d like to keep going 
until I don’t love it as much.                                      CAC
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Christmas in America
with Bob Kingsley

The biggest stars with the songs that make the season
special along with traditions and memories that will warm your 

heart. Available Friday, 12/19 through Friday, 12/26 | 6 hrs.
Christmas in America with Bob Kingsley has been heard

all over the world on great radio stations since 1995.

CT40 Year End Special
Countdown of the 50 Biggest Hits
The most anticipated program of 2014. Bob Kingsley reveals 
the 50 biggest hits of the entire year. Perfect for New Year’s! 
Available Saturday, 12/27 through Thursday, 1/1.
Celebrate an incoming 2015 by counting down the 
music that made 2014 so memorable! 

www.ct40.com




