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KURT JOHNSON
Elevating The Experience

W

hile still in high school, Kurt Johnson began working at an
AM Country daytimer in his Wisconsin farming community.
The station was located on the town square. Today, he’s SVP/
Programming for Townsquare, a company with more than 300
radio stations at the center of a multiplatform strategy focused
on small and mid-sized markets. The poetic irony isn’t lost on
Johnson, whose career took him to major markets (New York,
Chicago, Dallas), top companies (Clear Channel, CBS Radio, RKO)
and several formats. His six years at Townsquare have in
some ways brought him home as he’s become embedded
in the Country format as never before. Recently named
Board President for Country Radio Broadcasters, Johnson
also serves as Secretary/Treasurer for the CMA.
CA: Looking back over your career, it’s really an interesting thumbnail of the evolution of radio – RKO,
Viacom, AM/FM, CBS and now Townsquare. When
you look back and even forward, what’s your view of
this journey radio has been on over these decades?
KJ: Yes, I’ve traveled that road, starting at a small
AM and now I’m at Townsquare, where we’re on
multiple platforms. Radio originally started as serials
and comedy, then evolved into music; technology
grew from AM to FM and now you have digital

THE INTERVIEW
devices and streaming delivering audio. We’re constantly finding better ways to do things – consuming music just keeps getting better. And I gravitate
toward the new. I buy every new tech device and
have a closet filled with old radios, cassette players,
CD players, Zunes, iPads. And what’s fascinating
with all the evolution is radio still reaches 93% of
consumers every week, and has for decades. At its
core, radio delivers what it always has – free entertainment that’s easy to find and easy to use. Those
basics don’t change. I don’t want to jump ahead
on your questions, but radio is set apart in its local,
original content offerings.
That’s the secret sauce?
Yeah. No other medium does that as well as radio.
That’s what Townsquare still does in its small and
mid-size markets. Radio really matters in those
towns. Our DJs are centers of the community. As
long as that continues, radio will be strong.
You mentioned having a gravitational pull toward the
new. Is that the trait that has allowed you to grow with
and through decades of upheaval in the business?
Everybody’s got their thing, and for me it’s seeing
people moved by an experience. That’s what this
job is about. If a great music set plays on one of our
Country stations and really hits the listener on their
drive home. Or if it’s an amphitheater where the
artist gets the crowd to their feet, losing their minds
... that’s the motivation for me. I’m watching the
audience as much or more than the artist. All of us
in the business play a part in that, and the new and
better ways of reaching people just give us more
ways to create that experience.
I love technology. I love identifying new
strains of music or channels to deliver it, but
really it’s about the emotional experience. We’re
reaching millions every week at Townsquare,
making their lives better every day. Sometimes,
we do that in big ways, but usually we’re elevating their lives a little bit with a song, a joke, a
great story or some information they need. That
is what’s kept me moving for ward in terms of
platforms because if you stop evolving and you
say, “This is the only place I will tell my story,”
the audience will move on.
If they’re online or using an app and you’re not
there, then there won’t be as many people to listen
to your story. So much has changed, but at the same
time I’m doing the exact same thing I did when I

started in the business – telling stories on the
radio with songs and with our personalities.
How has Townsquare evolved during
your tenure?
We started with a multi-platform strategy and that hasn’t changed. Wherever
the audience is consuming content on
a device, we want to be there. The core
of our business is broadcasting on 312
stations in 66 markets, with 63 of them
Country. Our core strategies have our
programmers creating fantastic music
experiences, our DJs creating fantastic
content and then we move that across
devices listeners use. We’re rolling
out individual apps to more and more
stations every week, offering a deeper
experience and interaction.
How has your job evolved?
Well, we’ve gotten bigger since I
started. I think we had 143 stations
then, so my to-do list is longer, but
I’ve always said, “More radio, more
better.” We have fantastic programmers who do the daily work of making
great content. We have some of the
best DJs in the business. I couldn’t do
what I do without them. My job is to help
get them what they need to get their job
done, to help sort through any issues that
come up and to help create new opportunities.
A good part of my week is the brainstorming and
either helping a market create a great new promotion or contest, or helping a group of stations use
the power of their group to reach an audience in a
much bigger way. I love that part.
The company started in 2010, I started in 2011,
and even in that time, technology has raced ahead.
The advancement of social media has been tremendous, and we have pivoted to meet that audience
where they are. If anything has changed in the six
years, it’s keeping abreast of where the audience is
moving, and what they’re thinking of doing. We are
always working to keep our finger on the pulse of
the tastes and needs of the audience.
I have a sense of a very nomadic existence you
might lead. How does your day, week or month play
out, and how much is proactive versus reactive?
It changes week to week, and I like that about it. For
24 years, I was a PD, OM or DJ. You go to an office,
work there every day and people come to you with
issues, challenges and opportunities. This job has
a lot of variety, change of scenery and unexpected
challenges. I once said this job is 50% executive,
50% help desk and 50% first responder. It’s 150%.
But whenever you endeavor to create entertainment, you signed up for unpredictability. If you can
take that unpredictability and turn it into a profitable venture, then you’ve done it.
Yes, there’s a lot of travel. I get out to see the
stations as much as much as I can, but during the
ratings books I try to stay out of their way and let
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them do their job. Early on, as we were building the
company, it was a lot. You can’t do the job without
getting out, spending time with everybody and seeing
what their situation is. I don’t know if nomadic is the
word, but I definitely know my way around DFW.
Broadcasting is the core, but how involved are you in
integration with Taste of Country as an online platform and the events division?
Very involved. We work together constantly because,
as I said, it’s a cross-platform experience. We don’t
view it as different ventures. All of it together is what’s
creating an experience for the listeners.
Taste of Country is the world’s largest country
website with more than 1.5 million visitors per month.
Taste of Country Nights is a national syndicated radio
show produced daily out of Nashville and airing on
more than 100 radio stations. Taste of Country is the
brand of several of our music festivals around the
country, including Hunter Mountain, Buffalo, Albany,
and others. And then it’s a huge social platform – a
YouTube channel. When you have a brand like that,
everybody needs to work together on a consistent
presentation across the board. So I interact on a daily
basis with our digital team and our events teams to get
our content created and distributed as intended.
For instance, there’s a lot of incredible new talent,
but the challenge is getting it exposed. So we developed the Risers program to give a huge push to de-
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serving new acts. We launched last year and have had
fantastic success with Aubrie Sellers, Runaway June,
Brett Young, Jacob Davis and several others. We feature the artist online as well as on the radio with Taste
of Country Nights – all intended to help create critical mass. We’ve had a great first year, we’re looking
forward to the second and that’s a perfect example of
how we work cross-platform.
What’s the overall management and programming
style? Is Townsquare more of a top down or bottom
up company?
Since I got here, we have operated the way I grew up
in radio – and I do mean grew up. I walked into a
radio station where my dad got hired when I was 10
years old. From that moment, I never wanted to do
anything else. I finally cajoled them into putting me
on the air when I was 14, and the evolution of the
business keeps propelling me forward.
The very best radio is originated and produced
locally, so we have as much live and local programming
as we possibly can because that’s how you connect with
people. We provide resources for our brand managers,
insights on new music and what we see as potential hits.
In every case we want the local programmer creating a
sound that he or she hears is right for their market.
They’re the ones who are expected to build a
product and get the ratings. My job is to provide guidance and resources that help them get to the goal,
which is to be the biggest radio station in town.
Across the company, your Country stations do well
and many are top-rated in their markets. Is there a
common thread you see there?
Every one is different, but they all excel at being deeply
connected locally. At WGNA/Albany, we brought Brian
and Chrissy in for mornings from a Top 40 across the
street in April. The show and station shot back to No.
1 in the spring. The community just embraced them as
country. There were a lot of questions about how they
would adapt. Apparently, pretty well.
And then you have the Good Morning Guys
at KUAD/Fort Collins, CO – Brian Gary, Todd
Harding and Susan Moore. People are still talking
about their Country Radio Hall of Fame acceptance speech. And you can see why. These are
local people. Northern Colorado loves them, and
they love their community. I can’t think of a better example of Townsquare in action. They reach
people on the air, online and they’re the center of
attention at events.
Likewise, Clay, Dale and Liz who do mornings at
WYRK/Buffalo. Clay is like the mayor up there and
I don’t know anyone who loves country music more.
He came down for the CMA Awards a couple years ago
and he was beside himself. There was literally no place
else he would rather be. Those are just three examples
and we have dozens and dozens.
Even in the name Townsquare, you see that reflected
so, I’ll ask you to widen the angle out from just the
company for this: In a culture and business climate
that often seems to be rushing toward national
brands, how is the local media business doing?
The connection, the value, we are able provide at
the local level is an incredible service to clients in
building their businesses and serving the community.
We’re in small and mid-sized markets where our radio
stations have great relationships all around the community. That can’t be done solely out of Dallas or New
York or anywhere. It all comes down to people and the
relationships that build community. Local businesses
are evolving and changing, as well, and we’re there
to provide multi-platform solutions as they need them.
Streaming is the latest thing we’re seeking to get
our arms around. We’re really starting to see some
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traction in online radio. It’s exciting to see TSL growing. I’m not surprised.
Staying at 30,000 feet, how is Country doing as a format and a genre?
Never been stronger. The most recent expansion – 20092014 – is the fourth one in my radio life and in many
ways, each was bigger than the last. Each cycle is the
same as it grows, becomes white-hot, spills over formatic
boundaries and everybody says this will never end. Then
it ends. Ratings were off a bit in ‘15 and ‘16, but we’re
really seeing those graphs starting to turn back up. This
is why identifying new stars is so important.
Country is the strongest format because it’s the
most authentic. The best songwriters in the world, a
music business community like nowhere else, radio
partners being part of the process – it all speaks to the

“

I grew up in a little
town in Wisconsin instilled
with that idea of serving
and helping. To the extent
that I can, I want to
help in as many
ways as possible.

”

strength and future of the format. And then around
that you have some amazing organizations.

What’s drawn you to become so deeply involved on
that level?
I would argue CMA is the best trade organization in any
industry. There’s nothing else like it that supports the
artists, distribution partners, managers and radio, plus
has a yearly celebration unlike any other. And now it is
developing global outlets for country music. The people
involved have a great sense of stewardship toward the
music, and yet think very progressively. Rarely do you
have an organization that balances that sense of history
with that very keen sense of where things are going. The
boldness to try new things, evolve and grow as the audience evolves and changes is done better nowhere else.
And Townsquare’s commitment to St. Jude is pretty
significant, right?
We raised $1.7 million this year and I couldn’t be
more proud of that. Country Cares has such tradition
and history, and our stations own it and look forward

to it every year. Their communities step up and we’ve
grown that number every year. We’re very proud of
that accomplishment.
You were also recently elected President of the CRB
Board and have been on the executive committee for
a few years. How do you walk under all those hats?
Where does that desire to serve come from?
I grew up in a little town in Wisconsin instilled with
that idea of serving and helping. To the extent that I
can, I want to help in as many ways as possible. As the
programming leader for Townsquare, I have a tremendous opportunity to help our programmers every day.
You couldn’t ask for a better job than that. At CMA, I
get to work with some of the most brilliant minds in
the music industry, solve problems and develop new
opportunities. CRB is kind of in the middle of all that.
There’s nothing like Country Radio Seminar. We just
got done with agenda committee meetings for next year,
and they blew me away with their ideas. The educational
aspect of the event is phenomenal. Gathering a huge
number of radio and music business professionals to
celebrate this great musical form is fantastic. Who
wouldn’t want to be involved in that?
If I can make a difference, if there’s a need I can
come to bear on, I want to do it. I have a lot of energy
for this business, because I love this business. And
I’m not slowing down. I’m speeding up, if anything.
Everybody’s too busy, it’s just a question of whether
you really love what you’re doing or not.
This business can really draw a person in.
Nashville is so welcoming. I ran into a CHR programmer I’ve known forever shortly after he took over a
big Country station. We were at a label party during
CRS and I called out to him. He just looked at me and
I could see it on his face. I said, “So. Nashville.” I knew
what he was thinking. He said, “I never knew this
existed!” That said it all. He’s about as wired a radio
guy as there is, but if you’re outside working in other
formats, you don’t even realize what’s going on here.
Did you have a moment like that where CRS really
hooked you?
The obvious joke is, I don’t remember my first CRS. But
that’s not true. I was working with Viacom as national PD.
We had 12 stations so I was working with WMZQ, Charlie
Ochs, Gary McCarty and Mac Daniels. I came to CRS and
was absolutely blown away. The combination of thoughtful industry discussion, education and flat-out fun was
electric. There are other great radio gatherings, certainly
there were many more at the time, but nothing like CRS.
I’ve recommended it to a thousand people over the years.
To be able to be involved in putting it together is a great
honor and something I take really seriously. Again, it goes
back to experience – seeing people moved and elevated.
CRS is all about that.
CAC

DUSTIN LYNCH

BRAND NEW ALBUM
AVA I L A B L E E V E R Y W H E R E S E P T E M B E R 8
Featuring the back-to-back RIAA Certified Gold singles,
“Seein’ Red” and “Small Town Boy”
“Small Town Boy” The Follow-Up to 4 Consecutive Number One Singles
#1 Shazam Current Country Song for 4 Straight Weeks
#1 Most Played Pandora Country Song for 4 Straight Weeks

HEADLINING “THE RIDE OR DIE TOUR” KICKING OFF NOV. 3

4 CONSECUTIVE YEARS AS THE
MOST-STREAMED COUNTRY ARTIST
8 BILLION LTD STREAMS
18 #1 CAREER RADIO SINGLES
10 MILLION ALBUMS SOLD
40 MILLION TRACKS SOLD
PERFORMED FOR 5.6 MILLION FANS
ON TOUR (IN THE LAST 3 YEARS)
FROM THE NEW ALBUM
COMING SOON

