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pdating and expanding Country Aircheck’s June 2015 feature story and airplay
analysis regarding female artists, this issue is largely devoted to the broader idea
of women in country music. From an extension of that prior data to a first-of-its-kind
study of industrywide perceptions of the realities faced by female artists and women
in the industry, it is aimed conveying a more thorough understanding, starting with
a discussion between five women, each of whom was given an early peek at the data distributed
over the next several pages: Sony/Nashville Dir./Marketing Olivia Laster; Pandora/SiriusXM Head/
Country Music Beville Dunkerley; Dick WRNS/Greenville, NC OM/PD/morning personality Crystal
Legends; MCA SVP/Promotion Katie Dean; and Albright & O’Malley & Brenner partner/consultant
Becky Brenner. Topics centered on the female experience in Country radio and records, work-life
balance, harassment and sexism, and female airplay. The conversation was moderated by Country
Aircheck Sr. Radio Editor Monta Vaden.

CA: Each of you bring a different level of
understanding and a unique perspective on varying
sides of the industry. Can you share your earliest
experiences as a female in the music business?
OL: I had so many women who were champions. I
wouldn’t be where I am today without Lesly Simon,
Jen Vessio and Jennifer Way. They taught and
invested in me when they didn’t have to – they were
busy women. Randy Goodman has done the same
and helped me see potential growth into different
departments. Josh Easler was my boss previously
and empowered me to grow in areas where I was
passionate. When people reach out to me now, I give
them my time, because others did that for me.
Fewer females in the workplace and the gender pay
gap run across all industries, not just ours. When I
started at Sony, it was male-dominated leadership, but
there are more females in those positions now, which
is a testament to our executive team. They empower
and promote women ... and people with talent and
passion, in general. It’s not necessarily a “woman
thing,” it’s whoever is best for the job.
BD: I started in terrestrial radio, where I once had
a PD pull me into his office and tell me he wished all
women would stay in the kitchen so he could only
work with men. Of course, terrestrial radio has gotten
a lot better, but look at the DSPs. When I’m on panels
with people from that world, it’s Brittney Schaffer and
Rachel Whitney from Spotify, Kelly Rich and Emily
Cohen from Amazon, Sally Seitz from Apple ... it is all
women here in Nashville, which is amazing. I don’t
want to psychoanalyze it, but women are in tune with
what fans want. Especially country fans, which do skew
more female, so I hope women will try to be in this
industry. We have our finger on the pulse of what fans
want to hear.
CL: I’ve never had someone tell me to stay in the
kitchen but have dealt with people being dismissive of
my talent, intelligence and what I bring to the table.
Men have physically turned their back completely
to me during meetings. And the pay differences are
real! I did mornings before becoming PD, and there
wasn’t a male counterpart who didn’t make double or
triple what I made. You’re both hosting the show; just
because someone is pushing the buttons doesn’t make
them more important.
As far as being an on-air talent is concerned,
there’s a lot of work to be done. I’ve worked with
men who ... let’s say it’s been a tough working
relationship. But I’ve also been lucky enough to have
male bosses who believed in and backed me and
helped me get to the position I’m in. It’s not that I
didn’t deserve it to begin with; I have confidence in
who I am. But I if some of these men hadn’t stood
before other people and said, “No, she’s it. She’s
the one for the job,” I’m not sure I would have been
afforded the same opportunities.
KD: It’s important to have someone who believes in
you and will be an advocate. My mentors happened to
be male. What drew me to Nashville were the female
country artists in the ‘90s. I was spending my $10 on a
cassette of Mary Chapin Carpenter’s State Of The Heart
album after seeing her on Austin City Limits. Patty
Loveless, Reba McEntire, Trisha Yearwood and Suzy
Bogguss drew me here, but when I got to town, record
promotion was a male-dominated industry. If you
were female, you were a publicist. I wound up working
with Luke Lewis, who challenged me and appreciated
what I brought to the table. He elevated me very
quickly within Universal – in some people’s minds, too
quickly. Mike Dungan was an advocate, as well, and
has continued to be a champion for females.
To my knowledge, I have the only all-female team
at a major label. I’m proud of that, but I want to
downplay it, because it should just be about them
being badasses and great at their jobs. I want to dispel
the myth that women don’t root for other women.
I would argue my team is closer than any in the
business; we want to share, win, champion each other
and put our best foot forward.
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BB: Finding a person who believes in your talent
and will support you no matter your gender – and then
having a tough skin – is important. I started out at 18
in 1977 during a generation when women weren’t
on-air between 6am and 7pm. They said nobody
wanted to hear women on the radio. The journey from
there hasn’t been all that hard for me, and I think
it’s because of all the things that the women here are
saying ... and because I was oblivious to it.
All of my mentors in the early years were very
supportive men. I moved from overnights to
afternoon drive in six months on an AM/FM combo
in a state where very few women were even on-air.
There’s no doubt women must be better, stronger,
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faster and work harder because of the preconceived
notions that men have ... or at least may have had
in the past. I really think it’s a lot better now, but I
know there are a lot of women that don’t, and that’s
why it was fascinating to me to read these survey
results. Progress is being made, but this is evolution
we’re dealing with. It takes time. You’re changing
people’s perceptions of how they were raised, and you
need to get their minds thinking differently to react
differently. There’s so much to change, and it’s not
going to happen overnight.
When I joined the CMA board in the early 2000s,
Connie Bradley and a couple other women were already
there, and the CRB board had two or three women, too.
Since then, more women were added to boards, and
it’s because men are starting to realize female opinions
matter. Women pay more attention to the needs, wants
and desires and how to deliver on that.
Do any of you feel a bias – conscious or unconscious
– against women from your male peers? If so, how do
you handle those situations?
OL: For some guys, it isn’t something they’re
thinking about, and it’s how they talk to everyone.
Sometimes it might be taken the wrong way,
and sometimes it might be on purpose, but it is
important to be aware of the way you react to it.
I know where I stand and am respectful but also
confident. There’s a mutual respect that gets built
after that.
Sometimes I’m feisty, because you have to demand
respect in your conversations – in a polite way. There’s
a balance between being mean and firm, and that has
helped me in conversations where I was being talked
down to or not taken seriously.
BB: I was raised in an era of male chauvinists, racists
and all the monikers that go with that generation of
white men. I learned to be tough and stand up for
myself, and it prepared me to be in an industry that
was male-dominated.
KD: Let’s be honest, I’m a five-foot tall lesbian, so
a lot of times conversations happen above my head
– physically above my head – and I had to figure out
when it’s appropriate to be loud and how to make
sure I’m heard, because what I have to say has value.
Your work ethic and record will stand up for you, and
I’ve been fortunate to be appreciated and valued. As
I’ve gotten older, it’s important to me to continue
that for the next generation and provide support and
opportunities for other women.
What about when it comes to balancing family and
career? Do you feel extra pressure to manage your
job and a household? Or, if you don’t currently have
children in the home, is there an expectation that
you pick up an additional workload because you
aren’t a mother?
OL: I’ve only been married a year; he’s in the medical
field, and I’m a workaholic! I’m friends with many
women with families, and I have so much respect for
the balancing act they do. There’s not more work put
on me, but it’s a personal decision about where to draw
boundaries. How are you finding the balance? I struggle
with that even without kids – not responding to emails
after hours. I know there are many other perspectives,
but I don’t have pressure placed on me.
BD: I’ve been in this business more than 20 years
and have only been a parent for eight. I think
moms put pressure on themselves. Pre-pandemic,
I was putting in as much face time at the office as
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too smart. They know it’s all consuming,
and you must work 365 days without
much work-life balance. But I did it, and
captain in terrestrial radio. Do you see this changing
he’s got balls, and he’s doing a great job.” How fair is
it’s doable, I just don’t think you can ever
soon? How can we continue to encourage women to
it that a man has a meltdown or screams and yells at
give 100% to either one.
you about something, and he’s just standing up for
Do I wish I would have done a few things differently? raise their hands for leadership positions?
CL: We don’t have format captains at Dick, but all
what he believes in, but if a woman screams and yells
Of course. I missed my son’s last high school football
three of my cluster’s PDs are women. We have a VP/
at you about something, and she’s being dramatic ...
game because I was at a client conference. That was
Programming, and if he leaves, I’m going after his
OL: Or emotional.
kind of sucky, but it’s what I felt I had to do. Now,
job! There are women that could easily fill those
BB: Exactly. It’s not right to think that way, but
we have Mentoring And Inspiring Women In Radio
format captain shoes, but it goes back to who’s
it still exists. I don’t have anybody to harass me
(MIW), the program in radio that has executives
championing whom. Was the hire done on merit and
anymore, and if I find clients who do, I fire them.
mentoring, growing and helping females. I think that’s
But I think some of the smaller companies are still
why we’ve seen even that huge jump from five years ago experience, or was it based on friendships?
I’ve been in radio for 23 years, and when I started,
struggling. I’ll occasionally overhear a comment
to now, partly because of the work they’ve been doing.
I was the only female on the entire staff. Now my
from an owner or market manager that makes me
BD: At SiriusXM, we have a female CEO who was
building’s on-air team skews female, which is a fun
think, “Wow, I feel for your employees.” Sometimes
promoted right before the pandemic. I feel incredibly
I don’t say anything to them, but when it happens,
supported, not only as a woman in the business, but as shift to see. But I don’t want women in positions of
power just because we need to see more women.
I probably should speak up. I worry about whether
a working mom going through the pandemic.
We’ve got amazingly talented women who have
their employees have a place to go since they don’t
CL: I could talk forever on this. There’s always the
earned their spots, so I’m sure we’ll have a female
have large corporate compliance offices and HR.
question, “Well, is she a mom?” No one asks a man
format captain soon.
For many women, it’s difficult to stand up and, if
if he’s a dad or how many children he has. I finally
BB: As women rise through the ranks, it’s inevitable
you aren’t confident doing that, you can struggle.
had to say, “I understand that you want me to do X, Y
we will see a female format captain sooner rather than
OL: We go through training seminars on a
and Z, and I’m doing the best I can. I’m going to get
later. There are more women who will have equal
regular basis to make sure we know who to talk
everything done, but you’re going to have to bend a
experience and more years behind them. Companies
to and that there’s a hotline number. They do a
little.” The stay-at-home wife in my world is me. I do
like Beasley, Audacy and Cumulus have women at the
great job making sure we have multiple avenues of
everything we do at work and everything a housewife
top of the chain, and those women are looking to
expressing anything we might need to talk about
does. I’m doing twice as much as any man in the room,
support other women when they can. There’s a level
in a confidential manner or anonymously.
so don’t question me. If you can stay home, that’s a
of experience you have to have, and because women
BD: Aside from the number of emails we get
beautiful thing, but that’s not everybody’s life.
came into the middle tier later than men, there were
from our HR department telling us about mental
I have fallen asleep on my kids’ floors after
already a bunch of men in the funnel. Now we’re
health resources, and the training on harassment
tucking them in. It’s crazy to question whether
getting to the point where women will have as much
and sexism, there’s a certain sensitivity that comes
we can juggle it or if motherhood will affect our
or more experience than the men, and that’s when we along with [having a female CEO]. I’m sure that
performance, because women are badasses who can
will start to see women moving to the next level.
would have happened with a male CEO, as well, but
make everything work. On the other hand, I’ve had
it certainly is refreshing and nice to feel continually
women apply for jobs and tell me, “Hey, I don’t have
Have any of you encountered situations where you’ve
supported without having to ask.
kids, so I can do it. I can do it all, don’t worry about
needed to take action against sexism or harassment
KD: I had a radio person call me about a
that.” But I don’t think it’s fair to put more work on
in the workplace? Do you feel confident in your
comment that had been made, and she was really
women without children just because I have kids and
company’s system for handling those situations?
upset. We’re not that close, but she was seeking
they don’t. It doesn’t mean their free time or time
KD: On the promotion side, we’re very good about
counsel. That speaks to this larger issue of needing
with their spouse, friends or pets is any less valuable
taking care of each other. When we bring in a new
to take care of each other. If you don’t know the
than my time. That’s not fair, either.
hire or a baby regional, we have a wealth of life
right way to retort, if you have somebody you
KD: I outkicked my coverage when I married sweet
experience and are very protective. Let’s be honest,
can call, it helps. That’s one of the underground
Paige, and she has been fantastic. I’m a dog mom and

Female
Singles
By Percentage Of Releases,

Top 15S & No. 1S (2007-2020)

The stay-at-home wife in my world is me. I do everything
we do at work and everything a housewife does. I’m doing
twice as much as any man in the room, so don’t question
me. If you can stay home, that’s a beautiful thing, but that’s
not everybody’s life. –Crystal Legends
am very passionate about that, but I’ve taken a lot of
stock of the family vacations I’ve ruined. I remember
my nephew’s first birthday when my dad dog-cussed
me, because I was in a Sugarland No. 1 battle and was
not paying attention to the birthday boy. Ultimately,
that’s the choice I made. I never felt that pull to be a
mom per se, so to me, this was the focus I wanted.
It’s a personal choice, and I have moms on my
team. If things are not good at home, that doesn’t
lead to people being productive employees. No
matter what business you’re in, it’s a people business,
and you must take care of your people. They
must feel valued, appreciated and respected. Life
happens, it’s messy and it can get in the way of work
priorities. But what you want to put your money
down on is the performance guaranteed by people
being happy and fulfilled.
As women continue to rise through the ranks, we have
more females in leadership roles as OMs, PDs and
MDs, but we currently do not have a female format
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there are skeezy people no matter what business
you’re in. In my younger years, my naiveté led me
into a couple places where I realized, “Oh, shit, this is
bad, and I need to get out quickly.” I didn’t know any
better. In addition to the corporations getting wise to
the fact that you must be educated and aware, we all
know who to alert when there are potential situations.
CL: I have a direct line to the owner, CFO and
CEO if I need it. Most of them are men, but I feel very
confident. Recently, I had an issue with someone being
extremely sexist. I went all the way to the top with it and
said, “They’re not going to talk to me like this.” I wasn’t
sure how it was going to go, and I started packing my
office. My boss came and asked what I was doing. When
I told him what happened, he said, “You’re ridiculous.
Put your stuff back on the wall. We’ll handle this.” I feel
secure in my position, but women have to be willing to
say, “You’re not going to talk to me like that.”
BB: How fair is it that when a woman stands up for
herself, she’s a bitch, but when a man does, it’s “Wow,

things we can all do for each other, and we should
be mindful of that.
In 2017, Country radio hit an all-time low of female
airplay at 12%. Where do we start in identifying the root
of the problem, and what are you and your team doing
in your sector of the business to address the issue?
OL: Everyone deserves a fair shot, whether you’re
female or male. I’m fortunate to work with Miranda
Lambert and she is, excuse my language, a total
badass who represents females. I also think about
Ingrid Andress, and she’s just incredible. We have
to be sure we’re putting focus on those women and
giving them the spotlight they deserve. If you have
great music, people are going to react. I want to give
every artist 100%, whether they’re female or male,
and I would never do a lesser marketing plan for a
male versus a female.
KD: I love that you brought up Ingrid Andress. If it was
based purely on song, Ashley McBryde and Ingrid would
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be superstars right now. I’m all about letting the best
song win, but there has to be a level playing field across
the board. I find it fascinating this seems to be a country
problem, because females dominate the pop charts.
It is bullshit to think females don’t want to hear
other females, and I have never believed that. It’s
why I moved to this town. But, where the core
country listener is a female, the gatekeepers are still
overwhelmingly male, which becomes a challenge for
promotion people picking singles.
I am encouraged by the last couple years’ trends
and hope it’s an indicator of the cyclical nature of
the format. My hope is that we’ll continue to see a
resurgence of female artists on Country airwaves.

2008

Women In Country

up on the screen of all
the new artists that they
hadn’t yet announced:
female, female, female,
male, female, male,
female, female, female, male, female. I was so
heartened and was thinking, “Wow, that’s several
million dollars you’re betting on these women.”
They’re placing these bets based on radio success,
and when they’re betting on someone like Kassi
Ashton or Caylee Hammack or The Sisterhood
band, do they have a chance of getting to No. 1? Not
if history is any indication.
KD: I agree about it being cyclical, and I said at the
CRS panel I moderated last year there are ebbs and
flows. We’re hopefully about to come back to where
females are cresting again. And Crystal, I’m sorry, but
the research thing makes me bananas.
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always going to be about the best song.
I had an interesting conversation with some
songwriters who said, “Partially, we feel it’s our fault,
too. I find myself writing for men all the time. When
I sit down to write songs, I don’t tell myself to write
for women.” It starts at the very root of the song,
and then it works its way through the entire process.
All we can do is ensure everyone makes decisions as
unbiasedly as possible. We could play a song here
right now, and the six of us will never agree on it, and
yet the radio model is based on finding songs that all
six of us will agree on so we all keep listening.
Are you seeing any shifts in the attitudes of others in the
industry in putting a focus on breaking female artists?
BB: Of those 37 songs I mentioned earlier, if
everything is equal and there’s a female in the mix,
I have several PDs who will give the add to the woman.

I had an interesting conversation with some
songwriters who said, “Partially, we feel it’s
our fault, too. I find myself writing for men all
the time. When I sit down to write songs,
I don’t tell myself to write for women.
–Becky Brenner
CL: From our side, there’s nothing more frustrating
than when I add a female artist and it doesn’t test. It
drives me insane. I get my own testing, and I don’t
understand, because every female I know likes it, so how
is my testing coming back so low?
We have a lesser percentage of women in the pool,
but from the label and management perspective, are
there as many females gunning to get a contract? Are
an equal number of women coming to get signed,
and are we sending them away and choosing the men
because men sell more? I guess that’s my question.
Are we not represented enough? I don’t honestly
know how many women want to do this versus how
many are being worked to us in radio.
KD: Labels must take ownership of this. We get
told females don’t test, which means we don’t sign
females, which means there are no females in the
pipeline, which means there are no developing artists
that are females. Now I’m off my soapbox, but there
you go.
BD: I see a cyclical problem. A CEO of a major
record label here in town told me signing an artist
is like putting a million dollars on red at a roulette
table. I want to come in defense of the labels, in
particular, not just because Olivia and Katie are on
here, but UMG and Sony are doing a great job of
signing new female acts. Look at Kassi Ashton, Caylee
Hammack and Priscilla Block on the UMG side.
I sat in a conference room with Randy Goodman
two years ago, and he said, “I want to tell you what’s
coming down the pipeline.” A giant slide came
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CL: It drives me crazy, too! I champion females,
and then the single gets pulled by the label. I can
play the ever-loving heck out of it, but I can’t save
it alone. I had a listener tell me Caylee Hammack
wasn’t country, and I said, “Are you kidding me?
That is, hands down, one of the most country girls
I’ve seen.” I play a lot of women, but then I watch
the masses not support it. We do have more women
signed right now ... really, really talented women ...
and they should all take off.
BD: A lot of this is about familiarity. You can point
the finger at terrestrial radio or at DSPs – they’re not
playing enough women, so they’re not familiar, so
these female artists aren’t making it to No. 1. You can’t
blame the labels; you can’t just blame DSPs, though,
and you can’t blame just terrestrial, because our fans
are listening to everything. Our fans are at concerts,
listening to Spotify at home, and SiriusXM in their
car. They’re all over the place, so we’re all to blame,
and there’s no one answer. If they’re being played on
terrestrial, they’ll do well on DSPs. I hate to say that
we’re not independent of that, but we’re not. Because
it is familiarity, familiarity, familiarity, so it is a pleasant
surprise to see an independent female breakthrough.
BB: This is a no-win conversation for radio. We
listen to 36 to 37 records per week, and those are just
ones with major label support. I have approximately
120 new singles available every week. I do listen to
some of the independent ones, particularly the ones
I know have found great music in the past. It’s still

KD: Obviously, you’re trying to hedge your bets on
what’s going to work. The number of females who are
currently in the industry or actively trying to have a
career in country are representative of the population
at large. We are everywhere. Women are 50% of the
world’s population, and that should be represented.
I would give a body part to have a massive No. 1 hit
on a female on our roster, and I am very passionate
about all the females we have signed.
I don’t believe it’s a conscious bias from anybody.
There is an overwhelming amount of music in the
marketplace, and I believe Crystal is making the best
decision she can based on her programmer instincts
and love of music. Part of my job is to make sure my
record is newer and shinier and better than whatever
it’s going up against, but ultimately, it’s going to
have to prove itself as a hit. That’s all we’re after. I
just want enough people to hear it to tell us if it’s a
hit, then we’ve done our job.
Beville, for you specifically, how can radio, records
and artists work with DSPs to break more females?
BD: It’s hard to get ahead on terrestrial radio, and
that goes together with having a hit on DSPs. [Fans
are] listening to WSM[-FM/Nashville] in the car but
listening to Spotify or Amazon or Pandora at home.
For someone who has banged down every terrestrial
radio door and can’t break through, we tell artists,
“Please let your fans know that they can hear these
songs on demand, through your socials, or through
other marketing elements. And help us help you.”

Women In Country
A Roundtable Discussion

In the next 12 months, what can everyone do to help women in the industry, be it
business professionals or artists? What do you hope to see from your peers?
OL: Sometimes we feel we’re going through something alone or that it’s in our
head. It’s important to be honest, and if you’re struggling with something, let
people know. Sharing, being vulnerable and allowing other people to understand
and relate is important to thriving in this business.
BD: I would love to see more women on big tours. I love that Blake Shelton put
Lindsey Ell on his tour as one of the main featured guests, and I want to see more
people follow in his footsteps. And not in tiny font on the marquee! That’s how
women get a new fan base, too – being on giant tours, and I think it’s the men’s
responsibility to help make that happen.
KD: Champion the creators. That means consume the music, buy the tickets,
help get those writers signed. That’s how things change, because then you create
an indefensible argument that they must be played.
CL: I want to see women who are already in elevated roles be more self-confident
and encourage each other. We need to continue to help women be assertive yet
professional. There’s strength in numbers, and the more women stand up for
themselves and are firm and confident instead of being demure, the further we can
get together. Women need to champion themselves, including the artists. I hope
talented and deserving women continue kicking down doors and don’t bow their
heads and walk away.
BB: A woman told me early in my career, “As soon as you catch yourself starting
to say, ‘I feel...’ just change that to ‘I think...’” It changes everything, because men
see women as being too emotional. I started practicing that long ago and could see
a difference. The other thing I want is for any woman reading this who really loves
radio and wants to be on-air but doesn’t feel like they’re getting their opportunity,
please call me. Send me a résumé and all of your information. I want more female
talent on-air.
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Do any of you feel there are biases still present in the way women are treated
regarding their looks? Is there still a pressure and an expectation, either
internally in the industry or externally from fans, for female artists to market
themselves in a certain way?
OL: That’s a societal problem we need to check ourselves on. It’s human nature to
want a superstar to look a certain way, but then you have someone like Luke Combs
who is the most normal looking guy and has exploded. I don’t know if a woman
would be as fortunate, honestly. What should matter is your music and if it’s a hit,
and that’s why I love how Sia handled her brand and said, “I’m not going to let you
judge me. You’re going to base it on my music, and you’re not going to base it on
what I look like.”
BB: Although Sia chose a very dramatic, amazing look, too, and picked
something that would make her stand out.
KD: It’s okay for Luke Combs to look like a P1, but you don’t want your
female superstars to look like that. You want to Shania to look like Shania. It’s
disheartening, and this is where I blame MTV. Heart is my all-time favorite band,
and Ann Wilson says the ruination of her was MTV, because for the first time she
realized she was fat and not pretty. That’s the systemic thing we’ve been dealing
with and the different expectations for women. I wish I had the answer, because
I want to believe people just want to hear great music. But that has nothing to do
with radio or country – it’s a worldwide problem.

PERCENTAGE OF SPINS FOR FEMALEVOICED TITLES IN THE TOP 100 SONGS
OF THE YEAR, BY FORMAT:

AC

There is a misconception you have to know the country programmer at Spotify
and know their email address and take them to a steak dinner, and it’s not true. Any
DSP will tell you, you can’t game DSPs; the fans control our algorithms. If your song
is getting thumbs down or getting skipped, it’s not going to be a hit. You can spend
millions of dollars on booze and steak, and nothing’s going to change the way the fans
react. That’s what’s so beautiful about DSPs – having a hit is truly up to the fans.
People at major labels, as I’m sure Katie can tell you, present DSP data to
terrestrial radio and are met with a closed door because there is a sense of
competition. They don’t want to believe that listeners of Pandora are also
listening to their station, and they believe they have their finger on the pulse of
their listenership better than we do. But DSPs can help them with programming,
because we have such granular data we can tell you down to that city, state and
county who played Jake Owen’s latest single last week. I wish we could all be
allies, especially in the country music world, and work together to try to break
female artists.

DOWN PLAY

PERCENTAGE OF SPINS FOR FEMALEVOICED TITLES IN THE TOP 100 SONGS
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