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P

erhaps the most momentous power shift Nashville’s seen in years took place
in April 2010, as 15-year EMI Music/Nashville publishing head Gary Overton
jumped to the label business as Sony Music/Nashville’s Chairman. Prior to
publishing, Overton served as an artist manager for Alan Jackson, and even had a
short stint in A&R (see below). His tenure at Sony has already seen a restructuring
from four promotion teams to three, though the wholesale upheaval some predicted
was never in the cards. In his first extended interview on the job, Overton tells
Country Aircheck about his vision, what he’s learned, his thoughts on following a
legend, how an executive from the creative side hits his numbers and much more.
Country Aircheck: You’ve been at Sony for almost two years. Have you figured
out what this job is yet?
Gary Overton: Oh, yeah, as much as I ever will. I worked in A&R at BNA for
a year back in the early ‘90s. I was hired just to be a song guy in A&R; there
were no other real responsibilities. But I went to virtually every meeting –
promotion, marketing, sales – you name it. I went, one, because I felt like
my job was to help bring what is unique and compelling about the music
and artistry to all those people so they
would know how to represent it. And,
two, I could find out what labels do.
And over the years as a manager
and in publishing, I interacted a
lot with more than just the A&R departments. Of course, once
you get inside you hopefully learn more and a lot faster.
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“

To follow
arguably
the best
record
executive
this town
has ever
seen,
that’s
daunting.

”

Jump ahead 18 years, and all that stuff you learned is not
quite the same.
It’s like riding a bicycle or swimming. I’m not as graceful
or as fast as I used to be, but I could get down the pool. I
wasn’t looking to go from publishing to a record company,
but Sony/Nashville was a very well-run company. [Former
Chairman] Joe Galante did an incredible job and created
a dynasty here. And Sony Music Entertainment seemed very
healthy. So if I was going to take the jump and accept the challenge,
it seemed like the right time and the right company. There were other
opportunities, but those labels didn’t make sense for me.
What did you think the job would be, and what has the reality been?
I was thinking music always has to be first and that it’s a new day. We need
to figure out what makes sense now for our business, artists and partners.
Don’t just live on what historically has been the business model. The key
has always been having and finding great department leaders, and there
were a lot of great people already here. So it was really about finding
people who shared my vision or were willing to adapt to the new vision.
And then it was about advancing the ball down the field.
But the volume of emails, phone calls, reports and meetings is
incredible because of how big a place this is. The thing is to not get buried
by all those things because what’s most important is great music, the artists,
working through your friends at radio, media and retail and, ultimately,
selling records. We can get very caught up in 10 hours of meetings a day
and not accomplish any of that, so I’ve had to cut down on the meetings.
Is there an area you weren’t as versed in that you had to immerse yourself
in right away?
As a manager you know the sales stuff, but don’t have to know the mechanics
because you’re a step removed. Here, the sales function is the most important
thing I can do besides finding, helping create and exposing compelling music.
We have to sell records – that’s kind of job 1. When I became a manager, I asked
the artist’s business manager to make me a pie chart of income sources so I knew
where to be an expert first. Here, 99% of our income comes from record sales. So,
I need to understand the sales function and now, of course, digital sales, which
didn’t exist when I was a manager. There’s a lot to learn.
Your previous interaction with Country radio was probably nothing like what
you’re experiencing now.
I’ve been a fan since I grew up in New Jersey listening to WHN/New York
– Conway and Loretta. At the same time, I was listening to and going to
concerts at Madison Square Garden of The Who and Led Zeppelin, but I
loved country. I’d pick up my friends in my mother’s Delta 88 and I’d
have it on WHN. They’d go, “What the hell is that?” As far back as I
can recall, Country radio has been a real friend to me.
Is it challenging to get our artists onto Country radio? For some
artists it is. Others who are doing really well, not as much. But I look at
Country radio and try to understand their perspective and the difficult jobs
they’re tasked to do. And their jobs are very difficult. Radio’s been very welcoming,
honest and fair to us, which is what I’ve asked for. I think we’ve done a good job finding
music with them in mind, because they are, by and large, a pretty accurate barometer
of what the listeners want to hear. It’s a very symbiotic relationship, to be quite honest.
Some people like to paint it as less than that, but I don’t feel that way at all.
You’ve made several road trips to get acquainted with radio. What’d you ask them?
I asked how their business was and, in some cases, was glad to hear [previously
declining] ad revenues were leveling off or coming up. I asked about their websites
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and what their task was with that. I asked their perspective of not only country
music, but also of Sony Music/Nashville, its artists and promotion staffs. I
remember walking to the parking lot with a PD after a nice dinner and saying,
“Well, thanks for a great time. I really appreciate you.” She said, “That’s it?” I said,
“That’s all I had. Was I supposed to ask you something else?” She said, “You’re not
going to tell me what adds you need today or ask why am I not playing it?” I said,
“No, that’s what we do on a daily basis. I wanted to hear what’s important to you,
and how we can work together. I don’t have an agenda.” The response was, “Wow,
that’s never happened before.”
Is there anything about radio that makes you scratch your head and ask, “Why the
hell do they do that?”
I don’t know that I understand the radio business well enough to scratch my head.
I don’t presume to know any more than they might understand what goes on at
a record label. Consolidation and acquisitions seem to make it challenging for us
to promote to radio and seem to create challenges for each station when they’re
gobbled up. But that’s nothing new.
What have you thought as you’ve realized that communication from radio to
promotion and then to a label head, manager or publisher isn’t always a straight line?
People believe and many times are led to believe that a promotions staff can
manipulate songs on a week-by-week basis until they’re No. 1, then move that
record out of range and move our other record in there. The fact of the matter
is, if a record is very strong it’s doing a lot of its own things. We are massaging it
along the way because there are a lot of fine points to promoting a record that I’m
finding out about. We have
eight promotion people
representing any given
record, so I have eight
sources of input. Then I
have radio people I can speak to, and the manager and the artist calling. There’s a
lot of chatter [and] it’s rather comical at times.
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What do you find humorous?
How stories evolve. You tell a kid the monkey’s in the tree and by the time he tells
the other kids, the aircraft carrier’s in the living room. You’re like, “How did that
happen?” With as many cooks in the kitchen as there are, it’s a loud kitchen.
What are you learning about promotion?
It’s one of the few activities I’ve not done for a living in this business. I’ve driven
a tour bus, promoted some dates and done a lot of things. But I’ve never done
promotion. I’ve always felt it was the hardest job there is. The worst thing in the
world for them was the invention of the cellphone because they truly work 24/7.
It’s hamsters on wheels when the chart closes, and then one minute later the new
chart opens. It doesn’t end. There’s not been one person on staff here that, even
when they’re on a family vacation, isn’t sending me emails throughout the day even
though I tell them, “I really would like you to have balance in your life. Please, try to
step away from it so you can get some balance and keep your family and your life.”
Until recently you had a SVP/Promotion as a layer of management between you
and the three VPs. Did you eliminate that layer because you wanted to be closer to
promotion yourself?
I’ve not made a decision to not hire for that position, but am in a kind of test
period to see how this works. I have direct contact with the VPs of Promotion so
they can give me information without a filter. Radio is arguably one of our two
most important partners, so being a step closer to radio and promotion is a good
thing. I’m not looking to hire today, but I’m also not saying that position won’t
exist. A lot of what I’m trying to do is make this a label built for 2012, 2013, 2014
and on to 2020. Maybe that position is not necessary. Maybe it’s there to create a
new position. Several years ago there weren’t digital people in this building. Now
we have a number of them. I’m just trying to evolve what we do.

would not be asked and, of course, those were the first two I was asked. One was
about M-Score and the other was about performance royalties. I remember trying
to give a very honest answer to both in my limited knowledge at the time.
As for CRS, all the labels and managers try to get our artists and music
out there because we have all these important radio people in town. A microcosm
of that last year was having Kenny Chesney invite 30-35 people to his house in St.
John for a weekend to hear what he was up to. It was very interesting to watch all
the radio folks interacting with each other, very happily talking about music they’re
excited about, maybe music they weren’t so excited about, whose chain was being
bought and who had a new boss. I think Kenny saw that and intuitively knew not to
make the weekend about him 24 hours a day. He let them have their time.
At CRS, all the labels are competing to chauffeur these guys around every
minute of every day. We’ve got a lunch, a breakfast, a dinner. Maybe we should let
these guys have their time to interact with each other, whether it’s around the panels
or just time they can actually spend together talking about what’s going on in their
markets or with their group. I enjoy CRS a lot, but there’s a lot jammed in; it’s a blur.
We had a great boat show last year and we’re going to have another great one this
year, but it’s a lot.
We almost need the Secret Service walking all of us around to make sure we’re at
the right place at the right time. I imagine with the CRS app folks can make their own
calendar and get where they need to go.

You have one CRS under your belt at Sony. If I recall, you didn’t come away all that
excited about the panel you were on last year.
Well, I think I got tuned up in that panel. There were two questions I was told

You’re the quarterback who follows Brett Favre – the guy following a legend. Do
you feel that?
Absolutely. You’d have to have an insatiable ego to think that it’s anything but that.

To follow Joe, who created a dynasty here – arguably the best record
executive this town has ever seen – that’s daunting. The key was to
learn a lot from what he created, but then have a vision for how to
take it from here to down the road. So, yes, at times I heard, “Well,
Joe didn’t do it that way.” And I’d say, “Well, Joe’s not here.” I just try
to be judged on the merits of what I’m trying to help create. History
will judge how I did.
If I remember correctly, it was rumored in the press that I was
firing the whole staff. That was interesting because I’ve never done
that anywhere. Jimmy Bowen was most known for doing that, and
he had reasons. Not having been at a record company, I didn’t
have a whole staff I could just walk across the street. And that’s a
good thing because I could get to know the staff on a group and
individual basis and make some choices.
The early press releases talked about Joe being a consultant for six
months. How involved was he?
We had a couple months together in the building and then he was
working from the house for the remainder of his consultancy. He said,
“Listen, I’m here for you, call me if you need something. Otherwise,
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I’m not going to bug you. If you call me, you’ve always got me. If you
need me to attend a meeting with you, I will go. If you need me, I can
travel with you or without you. Whatever you need, that’s what I will
do for you. But I won’t be there saying, ‘Why the hell did you do that?
This is how I always did it. Boy, this was a dumb idea getting you in
here.’” He was nothing other than helpful.
You inherited a lot of Sony/Nashville artists – from superstars to
mid-level artists to new acts. Who has been signed since you’ve
been here?
It is interesting how long it actually takes to sign an artist, make a
record and then find the right time in the calendar to release it.
But I guess the ones who were truly signed after I started include
Casey James, Wade Bowen and Kristen Kelly. I like to sign artists
who’ve been out performing so that when they sign with us, it’s not
the first time.
In this age of the Internet, social media, 500 TV channels, etc.,
when artists of a certain level can take their message to their
million Facebook friends, do superstars need record labels? Right
now, for instance, Tim McGraw is a free agent, and I hear Kenny
only owes you one more record.
I can’t imagine Kenny Chesney being anywhere other than here for
his entire career. (Laughs) But to answer the question: Absolutely! So tell me about
the stars who have gone off and done their label. How well have they done?
Well, Toby Keith has been pretty successful.
I love Toby and what he’s done after saying, “I’m gonna do it my own way.” Now he’s
back letting Universal fund it all. Kenny’s an amazing man and artist, and can talk to
you as an artist because that is what he is; he’s a superstar. But then there are times
when he’s almost standing outside of himself looking at his career and the industry
in a very intelligent and intuitive way. We were talking about how he’s in just about
every business but the label business. And he said, “That’s not by mistake.”
There’s a lot that goes into the label side. There’s a lot of things we do that the
general public and even those in the industry don’t really realize how involved we
are in artists’ careers. We are a part of their touring mechanism,
bringing radio to the shows and promoting shows. There’s the
digital frontier, trying to really get our arms around it and protect
the artists’ music. Radio promotion is, by far, one of the biggest
things we do. And we’re talking to Tim because he’s an incredible
artist and he’s looking for a label home. I don’t see many superstars
saying, “Eh. I don’t need those guys.”
Speaking of artists, you had a long relationship with Alan Jackson,
who left your label group last year. What happened there?
First of all, I have a long relationship with Alan. You said “had.” Alan
and I have been friends since before he had a record deal, and I have
been blessed to be his publisher, his manager and with his record
label. When I got here, his deal was pretty much up and had not
been extended at that point. We had a lot of good conversations, and
it came down to where he and I had the conversation. He had made
a management change and gone back to Nancy Russell. He made
some other changes in his career, and it just seemed like a natural
point. He had been with Arista and, ultimately, Sony for 20 years. So
it was pretty much agreed on by both of us.
I said, “The last thing I would want, running a label that
represents a superstar like you, and certainly as your friend, would
to be the place that cannot continue to support your career. I
want you to be excited about the music and to make great music.
And people want to hear it. So if moving on makes sense for you, I
understand.” It was really bittersweet for both of us because we had
been together since day one.

Sony/Nashville was Country Aircheck’s 2011 Label Group of the Year, with two of
your imprints in the top 5. What other accomplishments from your first two years
make you proud?
Well, we had four of your top 10 songs of the year, and have had 20 top 10 singles.
I think 15 went to No. 1. As for sales, six of the seven albums we put out in 2011
debuted at No. 1 on Billboard’s Top Country Albums chart, and the other debuted
at No. 2. And we’ve had something like 80 award nominations – CMA, ACM and
Grammys. That’s by far the highest of any country label.

“

I’m
blessed
to be
involved
in the
creative
side,
and I
can also
count.

As we talk, you’re sitting in a pretty comfortable-looking rocking
chair. Does that chair have any significance?
Not in itself, but a funny story: I wasn’t on the job at EMI a month
when the CFO came in to do budgets. We sat down and were
chatting when he said, “This is Stickley furniture, isn’t it?” I said,
“Yeah, you’ve got a good eye.” He noted how expensive it was and
kept talking about reducing spending on certain items to be able
to afford furniture like that. So I said, “You want to talk about
it? Let’s discuss this. Guess how much all this furniture cost.” He
guessed $30,000, and I told him it was $47,000. “Now, ask me how
much it cost EMI. Zero. It’s mine. I brought it with me, and I’ll
take it with me. If EMI was going to buy the furniture, I certainly
wouldn’t spend that kind of money.”
They found over time that I’m blessed to be involved in the creative
side and that I can also count. I’ve hit my numbers everywhere I’ve
been. When I got here, we had some artists who couldn’t get traction,
so we didn’t release their albums. So instead of having 12 releases, we
had seven. If there’s a question about not making numbers, I’ll say,
“You’ll find out that I know how to do this.” We made our numbers
and we’re going to blow through them this year. I can count.

On a more personal note, what have you enjoyed most about this job?
My wife, Jan, always said to me, “You’re not going to end your
career in publishing. You like challenges.” And she’s right – I love
challenges. It’s not that publishing wasn’t challenging, but I’d been at
EMI 15 years, and according to someone’s tally, had been Publisher of
the Year 12 times and had made our numbers virtually every year.
It was going really well and there really was no end in sight. And
some have asked why I would join a record company at arguably the
worst point in record industry history. I always think, “Yeah, thanks for
bringing that up.” But I’ve really enjoyed the challenge, getting to learn
new things about our business that I’ve not been involved with before and being updated
on some things I was involved with before that have changed. I like being closer to the
music that gets to the public through radio, whereas before I was one step removed from
that. There are lots of little victories, and I want to make sure that when there’s a No. 1
party for a single my promotion staff gets to go to it. We don’t make money from that,
but they work their asses off to accomplish it. It’s important to me that they go to those so
they can enjoy it. And sometimes the writers and publishers who are there will call them
out and thank them, which means a lot. It’s a hard business and it’s a hard time. But it’s
fun to be successful at a label, having not been at a label before, and being able to share
that victory with everybody.
CAC

”

Do intermittent rumors about Sony acquiring other companies
or leadership changes bother you?
I don’t have as much trouble as other people because I feel like
I know the truth most of the time. But I’ll be honest with you: It really pisses me
off because my staff wonders if their job could be in jeopardy, wondering, “Is Gary
going to be here?” There’s usually an agenda and personal gain at the other end
of those rumors. They’ll say the company’s going to be bought and someone else
will be running the place, but they’re 0-for-2 so far. The great thing is working for
Doug Morris, whom I’d not known before. He started out as a writer/producer and
became arguably the most successful record executive there’s been in our business.
He’s very open. He called me the first time he heard those rumors and said, “I
just want you to know, Gary, it’s all bullshit. One thing you’ll know about me, I’m a
straight shooter. If you ever have a question, you ask me. If something comes up, I
will let you know. But you’re doing a marvelous job. You’re staff is doing incredibly
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well down there in Nashville.” I said, “Thank you. That helps me a lot, mostly for my
staff.” And it means a lot to have his open support and for him to make that call.

