CINDY MABE

Reaching
Another
Level

T

wo years ago in this space, UMG/Nashville Chairman Mike Dungan recounted his belief that the group’s
then-SVP/Marketing Cindy Mabe was a likely candidate to run the leaderless Sony/Nashville.
“She’s more than capable of doing this,” he told his boss on the way to convincing her to stay with
UMGN as President. The appointment was the culmination of a remarkable career arc for Mabe, who spent two
years as Coord./Promotion for RCA before shifting to marketing with that label,
moving to Arista, leaving the Sony group for Capitol/Nashville and eventually
landing at UMG following its acquisition of EMI. As the No. 2 at the biggest
shop in town, Mabe relishes her close working relationship with Dungan,
the UMGN staff and the most enviable roster in country music.

CA: How do you remember the sequence of events that
led to your promotion?
CM: Sony was looking for someone to run that company
for quite some time. They did reach out and I had a
conversation about potentially going over there. I really
debated it, but Mike and I had really honest dialogue,
frankly. Then [UMG Chairman/CEO] Lucian Grange
got in the middle of it and we had even more direct
talks. I just needed – look, Mike’s my lifelong partner.
I don’t want to be doing this with anybody else. This
is the company, the roster and it goes all the way from
Mike to Lucian Grange. He has such a vision for what
this company is and what it means to take the lead on
conversations that have to happen to make the music
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business relevant 50 years from now. [The Sony offer is]
not something I took lightly. I was more than flattered
to even be in the conversation. But what I needed was to
stay here with Mike and lead this company.
You weren’t tempted to run your own thing and have
final say?
I debated it, but I knew what it meant to go over there.
I’ve been through a number of mergers in my lifetime
and it’s not easy. There’s no instant gratification and
it’s a lot of pressure. While that may be something that
happens for me sometime in my life, it was not a time
for me to do it, especially with the ages of my kids – two,
seven and nine.
Any desire to stay in promotion beyond your first job?
My first internship was at Arista in publicity and I
hated it. That was in 1993. The next year I looked
for anything on the intern board at Belmont to find
something in marketing and there were so few jobs.
But I found one with Greg McCarn at RCA and I
loved it. I was writing marketing plans and didn’t
even know what I was doing. Joe Galante came back
[from New York] about six months after that and they
completely reorganized that company. I was still a
student but doing tickets, I was the sales coordinator
without the title ... I worked for Mabe Ticketing
Enterprises (laughs). My first job where I was hired
technically was promotion coordinator and I enjoyed
learning the stations, putting events together and
figuring out how it worked. But being a regional was
not a life I wanted. I love marketing and it’s where I
always wanted to be, there just weren’t any jobs.
Three years into that job I got enough guts to put an
appointment on Joe Galante’s calendar to say, “Look, what
would it take for me to actually be in marketing? I see how
this company is run, very lean and mean, but this is what my
passion and education are in. Maybe you’re not using me
to my fullest potential. Tell me what classes I need to take or
how I can learn what I need to be ready for a job like that.”
The next week he made a job for me in marketing.
You worked for Joe when he was at the helm of the
flagship label group in town and now you work for
Mike at the flagship label group in town. How have
those two experiences differed and what have you
learned from each?
Really different companies with the same goal.
Everybody wants to win and it’s a business. Joe’s was
a very intense company, but being a twenty-nothing and
knowing nothing about this business beyond being a
fan, he put me through graduate school. The guy taught
me so much and maybe not always in a way I was eased
into. Hard lessons and there were times I thought I was
going to be fired along the way. Ultimately, I give so
much credit to him for the education I have.
When I met up with Mike, he asked if I was interested
in the [Capitol] job when I was five months pregnant
with our first kid. I was like, “Mike, the timing could not
be worse.” He was like, “So?”

Did you know Mike from his Arista days?
Not well at all. I had taken over the Arista roster as product manager. He kept in touch with
all his artists and they all talked about me.
That’s how I got on his radar. When he came
into my life, I needed him in my life at that
point. I really did. As simple as that conversation seems, it’s not simple for him to say, “Yeah, I
know you’re five months pregnant.” By the time
he hired me I was nine months pregnant. It was
never an issue for him. Never a big deal. That’s
not true everywhere.
Your career has grown and evolved through
arguably the most arduous transition in the
history of recorded music business. How
has that shaped how you think about the
business and its future?
You’re in these rooms with people
telling you stories about the heyday
of the music industry. How they
were smoking pot all day and
coke was involved. I probably wouldn’t have survived
that, to be honest. I’m not
built that way. Secondly,
because there has been
nothing but change,
that’s how my mind
works. I’m always
looking for the way
in. That’s how I work
with artists from a
development standpoint. Okay, if I hit a
hard wall here, there’s
still a way in. How do
I get to the fans? As
roadblocks get thrown up,
it gets more interesting and
challenging. My mind works
like that every day.
The phrase “marketing genius” has
been applied to you. So what is
marketing as you see it, and why has
your approach allowed you to have so
much success?
I take no credit for the marketing genius.
That certainly didn’t come out of my mouth.
I love marketing. It’s an art form. Specifically
to our business, it’s getting the artists, what
they want to say and their music to connect
with people. It’s the process of getting from A
to Z ... the storyline I want them to know about
this artist or about why this record matters. I live
for that moment of hearing stories that you know
you helped put out into the universe come directly
back to you in building an artist. That’s who I am.
It starts from me being a fan. I remember so many
of those stories as a kid and how I connected to artists and what mattered to them. I could explain how
their mind worked, why a song was important to them
or why they cut it that way. The story behind it. That’s
propelled me to this point because music and artists
affected me that much.
So it’s a lot about narrative.
Narrative is everything.
What is the line of demarcation between what you do
and what Mike does? Do you like being in the role
you’re in, working with him?
We have a lot of bleed-over. He’s on the front lines in
a charismatic, leading role. I’m more strategy, in the
trenches, get your fingers dirty and he’s in front having
bigger conversations with LA and leading the team. We
lead two different ways and we also bleed over – with the
artists, specifically.

PAGE 37 • DECEMBER 2016

Mike recently re-upped for five years. Was that expected? Did it change your vision
or timeline of someday running UMGN?
He asked me how I felt about it. I told him if he didn’t do it I’d be really upset.
Mike has so much more to do in this company and in this town. If you were to take
Mike out of it tomorrow it wouldn’t just hurt Universal, it would [hurt] the town.
He is such an ambassador and leader in our format. For me, I learn from him every
day. I don’t want him going anywhere. He’s my partner.
He’s an open book in a lot of ways. What do we not know about Mike that you’ve
seen over the past 10 years?
He is so giving toward artists in allowing them to be who they are and want to be
that sometimes you forget the competitor he is. You see that he wins, but he hates
to lose. I don’t know that you see that on his face all the time. And he cares more
about people than he cares about anything. He knows that’s his No. 1 resource.
With more streaming services coming online, not to mention the proliferation of
social media and other digital channels, is it getting easier to market music or more
difficult? Is there more noise, less noise and how do you determine what’s effective
and what isn’t?
It’s trial and error, for sure. For so long there’s been one way to do things and as a
marketer you can’t get enough through one funnel. As we have more opportunities
to showcase who these artists are, that’s a good thing. Will fans go for five different
streaming services? No. They’re going to stick to one, which is why Universal
overall doesn’t like to do
exclusives because they
should be every place you
can possibly put them.
Some artists do better on
certain platforms so I need more than one space. Demographics will show you that.
I don’t see a problem with having this many things coming at you. How do you
navigate it? Well, just jump in and see who wants to be a champion.
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When we started in the business you could look at airplay and sales and figure out
pretty easily what was working. What do you look at now?
It’s not that simple anymore. Sales-plus-streaming matters, but you’re looking
at everything. We have our own platform that looks at all of the socials, each of
the streaming services, SoundScan and airplay. You map it out: Every television
performance, every print piece and every show. It helps you navigate what’s
mattering and what’s not. You have to be a lot smarter today than you did 15
years ago for sure. You have to be looking at every piece of content to find a
story and, once you find one, it’s how do you put the heat behind it? How do you
explain to people why this matters? Because there are 72 pieces of information.
How do they know this is really the one?
Well, you build the story with one so it allows
you to find another.
A competing label group has structured
promotion with streaming. What is
Universal’s approach and where do you see
it going?
We have a streaming team here led by Annie
Ortmeier and it’s probably the biggest
area of growth in our company. We are
in the trenches of building, updating and
promoting playlists – and promoting our
music on others’ playlists. There’s a lot of
strategy with that and a lot we need our artists
to be more involved with. It’s not the same
job as promotion ... today. It could eventually
be there, but it’s not right now. I think
Warner is trying to find their way through
that and they’ll [probably] tell you that, too.
It’s not about finding the five playlists to go
after and you can call them like you would a
radio station.
What is radio’s place in this fast-changing
landscape?
Radio is still critical but not always first. In
the past it’s been, there’s your model and if it
doesn’t work, there’s a dead end. I can’t look
at it that way. We sign unique artists and they
all have a different way they got to where they
are. I’m really proud of that. That’s what real
artist development is. Sometimes radio might
be the third thing. Maybe it’s not relevant
at all on the first album. Doesn’t mean you
never go to radio. We don’t sign anyone
who doesn’t want to be on the radio. It’s just
about the order of things – who wants to lead
and who wants to be a champion? Then you
figure out the puzzle.

“

That’s a fascinating shift and must be complicated to unravel.
Most people think they can just take your rights. For instance, a TV show where they’re
shooting an extra piece of content to put up online and drive viewers – that’s actually
my content. Getting a handle on that took a minute, made a lot of people angry and
was painful from a marketing standpoint. This is the opposite of how it was built, but
fundamentally it’s the right thing to do to keep reinvesting in our talent.
What are the things the industry isn’t seeing but should be looking at? Are there
successes or challenges that we still haven’t figured out how to communicate about?
It goes back to the information we’re now getting. You see Clare Dunn put out
“Tuxedo” and watch every sign that it’s a hit, but I cannot convince anyone at
radio that this is happening. There’s a challenge in that. How can I better share or
understand the information we actually have? I’ll even go back to Chris Stapleton.
He’s been difficult to navigate because he blew up on TV but you still hear “does
he really work for [radio]?”
Who did you vote for as Entertainer of the Year?
I’m not going there. (laughs)
No, of course. That’s not fair. In all seriousness, what are the challenges that go
with having the roster and market share you have?
The frustrating part is when you don’t get to the same level you’ve been in the
past. Or you feel records haven’t been heard loud enough. This Keith record kills
me because I know how hard he’s slaved to get to this point. This is a guy who
was in rehab one of the last times he won an award. He said to me once, “Cindy, I
think they took the keys to the format away
from me when I went into rehab. And I’m
not sure I’m ever going to get them back.”
When I look at him winning those awards in
the past and how dead he was in the eyes,
to be able to come back – you just don’t
see people making records like this. In my
opinion, it’s the best record he’s ever made.
And people still aren’t getting his full value.
It makes me sad and I wonder if we haven’t
done something the right way. Where are
we not connecting? Well, we’re clearly connecting. I shouldn’t even look at it this way.
Again, best album of his career, this may be
the biggest song of his career. The guy is
on fire and I’m still looking at it with a false
comparison that shouldn’t even be there.
I’ll say that with Luke, Lady A, all of them.
None of these are disappointments, they’re
just part of the ride.

Radio is still critical but not
always first. We sign unique artists
and they all have a different way
they got to where they are.

Each platform’s audience likely plays a role, too. Streaming subscribers could be
more forward-leaning in seeking new music. Early adopters, so to speak.
And often younger. The interesting thing with the streaming services is you get
so much information back. For years you did your own little focus groups in the
corner and 25 people in the marketplace were supposed to represent what? That
was as much information as I had. Now we get all this information and I can see,
we shouldn’t even be chasing this. This isn’t a hit. We’ve never at any point in the
music business had this much information at our fingertips. This is where we need
to get smarter about what we’re doing.
Of course you can get sucked into paralysis by analysis, so how do you manage it
from an information overload perspective?
Case in point: “Blue Ain’t Your Color.” We put it out and it wasn’t a story from the
streaming standpoint. Now it’s the biggest song of Keith Urban’s career, massive on
streaming and registering with 13 year-olds. Once you get exposure it changes the
storyline. Put Chris Stapleton on TV and something happens which leads to several
different things. Which gets to my point. Radio is still important, it just doesn’t
have to be the leader.
For decades the major label model was for a small number of superstars to carry the
freight for the rest of the roster. Are we redefining what success is for major label
artists? Is there more room for niche artists in the context of this new digital economy?
For Universal, we need superstars and we’re still signing people we think can hit
the ball over the fence. We’re not looking for singles and doubles. However, the
whole thing looks like a pyramid. We’ve got to have people at every level who pull
their weight and are working to grow to the next level. That’s not changed since
I’ve been in the business.
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UMGN recently made a content deal with Wrangler and we’ve seen similar things
from other labels. Will we see labels with their own media generation departments
that become sources of revenue?
Potentially. For years we’ve been putting everything in the categories of marketing
or promotion. Then you look at how much money you have wrapped up in each of
these pieces. Look at MTV Networks, which was built on content we gave them. Looking beyond that, a lot of these pieces are online and people are monetizing against
them – selling advertising. And we created that. It doesn’t make sense anymore.
This started with Lucian about three years ago. The line in the sand is that not
everything can go into the marketing bucket. It’s going to make your life harder in
the short term, but in the long term we have to take this back because people are
monetizing on the backs of your artists. That’s not okay. We need to be investing
back in our artists and all these pieces of content have value. I can’t just let a video
premiere, I now have to make sure everyone gets paid – the writer, the artist and us.
It can’t just be an expensive marketing tool anymore. We need to connect with the
right audience, but we also need it to be working for us, not just draining our funds.

”

What are your formative memories of
music and what made you want to get into
the business?
I’m from a really small town in North Carolina. We went to Myrtle Beach every year
and I know where The Bowery is because of
Alabama. I dressed up as Randy Owen as a
kid. I have every football jersey they had. My
sister would be Teddy. There were only three
of us so unfortunately my brother had to
either be Jeff or Mark at the time. We have so
many pictures of us dressed up pretending to
be Alabama. It was an escapism thing for me.
I would do the dishes as my chore because I
could have the radio on and go into my la-la
land with Reba or George.

What’s the hardest part of your job?
What bums you out the most is when you
hit your head against the wall on something
you’ve been betting on and it fails. Then you have to tell the artist it failed. This is
their life, their vision, their career and it failed. These are highly creative people
and we put all this energy, time, money and effort behind it and it’s just part of
the process. Sometimes you have to hit your head so damn hard against the wall to
take it to another place. I’ve seen it time and time again. It’s never fun to be in that
part of the moment, but that can be where it changes. I don’t love sitting through
those conversations, but I do and I have a lot of them. It’s never easy, but it’s almost
always when the whole thing shifts.
Sometimes it doesn’t though. How do you balance “did I do enough?” with “the
universe didn’t smile on this”?
I generally believe we’ve done everything we can possibly do when we get to that
point. We have discussed it and looked at it every possible way. Stared across the
table at each other. You just know. And it sucks. But we don’t give up easily, I’ll tell
you that. It takes a long time for us to get to that point.
What’s the best part about your job?
Twofold. This staff is second to none. We have some of the brightest, smartest,
creative, motivating people to work with. And then you look at that roster and
wonder if there’s ever been so much talent together in one place. To get to
be part of any of those conversations ... to get to take talent down the field
and say, look how damn good he is – that’s a dream job. I wake up every day
thinking I have to have my A-game on because we have to take it to another
level. My heart starts beating hard when I walk into this building because that’s
how Universal is built. There’s nothing better than having been with that kid
when there’s five people in the club and then the moment when it’s 60,000 in
a stadium. Talk about emotional.
CAC

