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CA: What’s the landscape of the business as you see it?
MD: It isn’t as bad as everybody makes it out to be, but it’s 
not fun. We don’t have the margin of error that this business 
has always afforded itself. You can’t miss on too many. If you 
do, you’re going to be in trouble because we no longer make 
$10-12-15 million on the big records. Those numbers just aren’t 
there anymore. But I’m actually happy that we’re back in the 
singles business because I agree with Russ Solomon, the owner 
of Tower Records, who said many years ago, “We killed the 
record business the minute we discontinued selling singles.” We 
had a whole generation who were trying to engage for the first 
time and we didn’t have anything in the marketplace they could 
afford. So they sat out and, later, jumped in to get all the music 
they wanted for free. We seem to have brought some of them 
back into the fold with single download sales. 

Is there always going to be a place for the big body of work 
– the album?
I think so. Darius Rucker’s first record for us is a classic example 
of that because, cut for cut, it was a rewarding experience. Same 
thing with Lady Antebellum. As these artists were able to reveal 
themselves over time, the fans came to understand that their 
albums were of real value, and worthy of their  trust – worthy of 
this investment of their money and their time.
 A lot has been made about, “People are only buying singles, 
so why do we even care about how good the album is?” Well, 
I care because it’s a statement about who our artists are and 
who we are. I know our artists definitely care about it. But there 
are also huge financial rewards if you have the patience, trust 
the marketplace, and trust that the fans and the consumers will 
come to understand that the album is a great value.

What about the midpoint? Are the EP, “six-pak” and 
digital-only releases viable configurations?
On paper, the physical six-pak is a model that doesn’t work. I 
have jumped in a couple of places that I don’t really care to talk 
about here, but it’s not a rewarding experience, financially. If 
you can afford to take a hit in the interest of artist development, 
it could be a smart thing to do. But if one of your qualifiers for 
being in business is actually making money, I don’t recommend 
it. Digital-only EPs are a cost-effective way to help introduce a 
new artist, but given that the majority of our fans do not engage 
digitally, your “touch” is limited.

How is Citigroup’s February takeover of EMI Group and 
its April announcement of plans to sell EMI as one unit 
affected your operation here in Nashville?
It hasn’t impacted us as much as it has our corporate brothers 
on the pop side because we have a much higher success ratio. 
I’ve always contended that no matter what a person’s pay is, no 
matter what their title is, there are two things that motivate them 
to come to work every day: It’s the environment they’re in, but 
more than anything, it’s that culture of winning. This has been 
a culture of winners for 10 of the last 11 years. Everybody’s 
been so busy at the business of winning that we’re not really 
thinking about it. But, yeah, the ownership issue is always there. 
Stability would be a really great thing. 

You announced the launch of EMI Nashville at CRS 2010. How 
are things progressing vs. the timeline you had envisioned?
Not nearly fast enough. We have failed to get the kind of traction 
we need on the first artist, Troy Olsen, and, for better or worse, 
I had taken the stance that we needed traction on the first one 
before proceeding to the second [artist]. We can’t expect all of 
them to succeed out of the box, but in this case, I really thought 
that he was going to. Obviously, you can’t have everything hinge 
on one artist, so we’ve continued with Eric Paslay, who’s been 
out there for a couple of weeks on his promo tour.

How does the culture of winning carry over when you start 
a new label? How much do you try to get them to mesh, how 
much do you try to get them to compete? What’s the strategy?
There’s been no encouragement to compete. We’ve definitely 
tried to get everyone to still think of themselves as part of the 
main, central Capitol team. But it’s surprising because we’ll 

have a showcase for one of the EMI artists and a couple 
of the Capitol people won’t be there, and I’ll bring 
it up to them the next day. They’ll say, “Well, that’s 
not my artist.” And I’ll say, “Yeah, it is. You’re not 
working it, but your future hinges on the success 
of that artist just as much as my future does.” 
We all have different responsibilities here, so it’s 
inevitable that sometimes people tend to isolate 
and dichotomize the differences between the two 
imprints, but it’s certainly not what I want and, for 
the most part, how we operate. Although EMI is still 
tiny, we’re one big family, and I’m happy about that.

Through the years, who has been influential in guiding 
the way you think about the business?
I’ve never really sought out anyone for advice as much as 
I have just admired people from a distance and kind of 
asked myself, “What would they do? How would they 
handle this?” From a company culture standpoint, I can 
think of no one whose culture I’ve admired more than 
that of Warner Bros. L.A. while Mo Ostin was at the 
helm. For 30 years, Mo fostered an environment where 
artists could thrive. Their music was respected and the 
staff enjoyed their jobs and always felt they were part of 
a winning team.
 Mo was very much into the fact that it was about the 
artist’s dream. My impression of Mo – and certainly 
the way I operate all the time – is that once you buy into 
the artist, you give them the space to create their art. And 
oddly, I never met Mo until a couple of years ago, but I 
knew enough from friends who worked for him to know 
that that was the way I wanted to run a company if I ever 
got the chance. You try to build a plan that will have 
sufficient success with the art and that artist. Now, there 
are times when the artist will go left and you didn’t expect 
it, and you have to make a decision. Sometimes that means 
separating yourself from that relationship. 
 But I always say to the staff that, at the end of the day, 
it’s got the artist’s name on it; it doesn’t have mine or 
yours. It doesn’t really matter that it’s Capitol Records; the 
fans don’t care what brand it comes under. The brand is the 
artist, so we will always acquiesce to the artist’s desires on 
touchy issues. I’ll wear their ass out trying to convince them 
otherwise, but in the end, we always do what the artist wants.
 With respect to business ethics, when I came to Nashville 
after years of being on the Pop side, I got a really quick 
confirmation that it is possible to be a good guy and win without 
being devious, dark and unkind. All of that came from one of 
the greatest men I know, [former Arista/Nashville President, 
now ASCAP/Nashville VP/Managing Executive] Tim DuBois. 
Tim leads with the highest moral standard and inspires everyone 
to take that practice into the marketplace. He certainly was the 
one who confirmed for me that you don’t have to be a ruthless 
motherf*cker to win this game.
 And he may be surprised to hear this, but much of my 
appreciation for the art of focus has been a result of watching 
[former Sony/Nashville Chairman/CEO] Joe Galante and the 
way that he has kept his focus on his business for many, many 
years. I was on the Pop side at RCA, so I watched internally 
how the Nashville operations were always right on point and on 
focus. Whether they succeeded or failed, the business practices 
never veered. 
 To me, the magic solution is to try to do all of it. Everybody 
here, I think, knows and accepts the fact that there aren’t any 
excuses. You can screw up, but the best way to handle that is to 
raise your hand and say, “I screwed up here,” and we all kind of 
rally around each other, fix it and move on. If you screw up on 
any kind of regular pattern, you’re not going to last here. 
This is a nice, wonderful place to work, but it’s not a 
country club.

You’re a guy who likes to have fun; it’s part of the 
culture around you. What are the hard decisions you 
struggle with?
Artists can sometimes be their own worst enemy. They make 
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great art, but they don’t always know what it is. They don’t 
always know how they look best, which singles are best, how 
to best present themselves in the marketplace. I know that’s 
going to sound surprising, and a lot of artists will take offense 
to this, but it is a common malady. I can’t explain it, but having 
to convince the creative community that, yes, this is your most 
likely avenue to success, is a constant battle. We have a product 
that has a pulse ... it’s got emotions and opinions. And that’s a 
lot of work, and can be a fulltime job just to deal with all that. 
And then you have a staff on top of that which, by and large, is 
also very creative, so they tend to react in the same ways. We’ve 
had out-and-out shouting matches about singles choices, and 
that’s okay. As long as you’re respectful you can yell. 

What are your thoughts about radio from a listener standpoint?
This is going to sound strange coming from a guy you’d think 
would be in favor of anything that put more music on the radio: 
I am really worried that PPM is killing the local element. It 
seems clear that if you talk a little bit about something down-
homey, a sizeable piece of the audience will tune out. And it’s 
just a matter of time before great local talents see their ratings 
plummet, and then that’s going to be the end of it. And it 
absolutely breaks my heart, because to me, that’s what makes 
the radio station.
 It’s that perfect marriage of music and great air talent that 
makes a radio station happen. These “talk boxes” that we have 
out there that just basically read the weather and the call letters, 
and then go to commercials and then play a song ... Nah, that’s 
never appealed to me, I don’t get it; it’s heartbreaking.
 On the other hand, I was driving through Tennessee a couple 
of weeks ago, just going from signal to signal as they fade in 
and out, and the satellite services that were coming in from 
everywhere – whether it was Premium Choice or Dial Global – 
were just great. It was top-notch, and I enjoyed the travel radio 
a lot; it did not feel like it was generic to me at all. Whoever’s 
putting it all together was making it happen, even in these little 
towns in Tennessee.

When you talk internally, how do you see your relationship 
with Country radio?
It’s not bad. The upside to all this consolidation that we went 
through and are still going through, to some degree, is that the 
powers that be have kept the smart guys. So even though there 
are fewer to deal with, at least they’re intelligent people that are 
not entrapped by callout research.

You did promotion, and you loved it. Would you do 
promotion today?
No, not a chance. I can’t take the rejection. (laughs)

But I’m sure you were rejected when you did it ...
Yeah, I was especially rejected because I worked for RCA! 
(laughs) I don’t think I’d do it again, but let’s just say, and you 
know that I’m one of the guys that gets out there. And that is a 
reminder to me why I got into this business in the first place: 
interacting with people one-on-one, and just drilling ’em full of 
questions about everything, and not just about my records. It’s 
about CRS, Nashville in general, spot loads, corporate control. 
You cannot satisfy my curiosity about all things radio. Do I 
want to be the guy on the phone every week calling, grinding it 
out, trying to get the add? No. But I love interacting with radio 
and, honestly, am on a lot of boards and can tell you without 
hesitation that the CRB board is my most fulfilling experience. I 
just love the people who are on there and love what we do.
 There have been many times when I’ve thought, “I need to 
back away from some of this stuff,” but CRB was never one 
that I considered. Ask anyone. I’ll spend a third of a dinnertime 
or visit talking about CRS because I believe in that so much and 
don’t want it to go away. I want it to be a fulfilling experience, 
and I want the guys in the major markets who think that they’re 
past that to come back. 

Obviously, you have this great affinity for radio, but is there 
anything else out there that’s starting to really have an impact?
Oh, absolutely. The Internet has, of course, been an amazing thing 
and continues to grow and give us new ways to interact with the 
fans. If we take the personalization out of broadcast radio, it may 
be the only way we can communicate information that seems like 
insider information about the artists and the music that the fans 
want to listen to. It’s growing in that way every day. 
 And iTunes has been an amazing thing for music in general. 
The ability to read in a magazine the title of a song by an artist 
you’ve never heard, and then go to iTunes and hear 30 seconds 
of it? That’s amazing. It’s inspired me to buy a lot of things that 
I never would’ve known about. Drive to the record store and 
plunk down $15 on something that some guy in a magazine says 
is pretty good? Nah, I don’t think so. But to be able to flip it on 
with my phone, right there? Yes.

What are your thoughts about country music and its direction? 
I feel great. We have injected Zac Brown into country music; that’s 
not really an easy putt. It really comes from the outside and is 
genre-bending, and we have created a star there. Taylor Swift, and 
all the new artists that have come in and gotten real traction – Chris 
Young, Miranda and our own Luke Bryan and Eric Church. It’s 
exciting that we have gotten new blood in the game. 
 At the same time, I think pop music is at an all-time low; it just 
sucks horribly. It’s all about beats and production, it seems to me. It’s 
refreshing to see Adele come along with just a very honest record 

and it continues to fly out the door. The fans are crying for that – 
something they can identify with, something that’s real and authentic. 
And this is where we’ve always made our way in the world.
 I spent a morning at a hospital getting tests run as a precursor to 
having shoulder surgery. Everywhere I went, they had a little boombox 
and every one of them had a Country radio station on. And they were 
not old hillbillies; they were young people. It’s confirmation that we’re 
making real music that all people can relate to.

What’s the changing nature of the label-artist relationship 
these days as labels participate in revenue streams beyond 
record sales?
That’s only fair and right. We all know that everyone works very hard, 
the artists especially. To develop a career that enables an artist to go 
out on the road and make a small or large fortune selling merchandise 
and through associations with brands, it just makes sense that everyone 

should share in that income in some way. So, yes, I don’t have any 
problem with that. 
 I really resent beyond words the way that the label industry has 
been trashed for a decade as being some kind of evil wrongdoers who 
unfairly land-grab all these things. How artists don’t need labels, which 
are nothing but a bunch of pigs who live in mansions. It’s absolute crap. 
Yes, I have no doubt there were excesses and still are, here and there. But 
I can tell you that every label I’ve been associated with, in Nashville, at 
least, has been full of people who work really hard to develop the best 
possible results, not just for the company but especially for the artists.
 The smart artists realize that. Keith Urban was out of a deal with us 
after the last record. He and his manager Gary Borman are both very smart 
people, and they said, “We don’t think we can do this by ourselves. We’re 
not fooled into any of that hogwash that has been bandied about in the 
press. We really like working with this team, so let’s work out some kind of 
relationship and arrangement where we can continue to work together.”

About Keith and that record-to-record deal: Could that be a 
wave of the future, for stars in particular?
It can be, but we need long-term deals so we can build business 
plans together. If you can afford to not have that type of a long-
term plan, then you can afford to not have long-term deals. It’s 
simply a decision that each artist and each label has to make. 
 Right now, we’re about to release the third record from Lady 
Antebellum. This team, along with management and the band 
itself, has worked very hard to get there. If that had been a one-
off at each point, allowing the artist to just go out and get the 
best deal possible for each record, no one would have invested 
in it. It’s just like baseball, where players develop over time.

A lot of people wanted Alan Jackson. How come you wanted 
him so much?
I never really thought that he would leave Sony. But when 
it became a reality, I talked to his manager and all the good 
memories came back. I met with him and we had a couple of 
laughs about some of the bad memories and what caused them. 
It’s great in our mature years that we’re able to look back on 
those things and say, “Wow, that was really silly. Why did we 
fight over that?”

So there were some bad memories between the two of you? 
Not necessarily in dealing with the business around you, but 
some direct conflict?
I asked Alan point-blank when we sat down to dinner, “Do you 
honestly think we can get along any better now than we used 
to?” And he laughed and said, “Probably not. But you never lied 
to me. And that means a lot.”

What did you fight about?
Oh, just silly, stupid things. Album titles ... same thing we fight 
with Luke Bryan about! (laughs). Like all the great ones, he 
has strong feelings about how he should be positioned. He’ll 
box you, and sometimes it just got really crazy (laughs). But I 
think it’s great because now we’re both in our 50s. I’m 57 and 
he’s like 54, and we can look back on all of it and laugh about 
not only how silly it was, but how silly we were just to even be 
like that. I chalk it all up to testosterone, I guess! (laughs) Age 
brings experience. He’s cut a couple of the songs we pitched 
him, so I’m happy about that. We’re contributing already. This 
is going to be great for both of us.

What kind of songs? New directions?
No. That’s another thing we talked about in that first meeting. He 
asked, “What kind of record do you think I should make? It seems 
like everywhere I go that people have opinions about what I need 
to do.” I guess I wasn’t really prepared for that question because, 
for me, it was never a topic. I just said, “An Alan Jackson record 
... a great one, but an Alan Jackson record. I appreciate artists that 
can change with the times, but you’re a Hall of Famer. You got here 
doing one thing, and usually the only reason people fall off in their 
careers is because the quality goes downhill. If you keep the quality 
up, there’s no reason why you can’t keep being Alan Jackson and 
having the same level of success.” I believe that.

Whether it be Alan or Darius or anybody else you’ve signed, 
what’s your pitch to them as to why they should come here?
Because they’ll be treated honestly and fairly. We take the fact 
that it’s their life very, very seriously. We’ve got a great team that 
knows how to do it and they work very hard at it. There’s not a lot 
of bullshit. I can look back over the last 11 years and say we’ve 
delivered on all those points. And we don’t brag. It’s never been 
about us; it’s always been about the artists and their music.

If the new owner decides that the future of Capitol and EMI 
Nashville doesn’t include Mike Dungan, what would you do?
I don’t know; I haven’t any idea. I’ve always had been 
infatuated with the tree nursery business. When [then-PD] Mike 
Peterson left WUSN/Chicago, and you can ask him, I was the 
first person to call him and say, “Can I come with you?” I don’t 
know that my body could handle what my head wants to do in 
that area, but I would love to have a little tree and shrub nursery 
out there and come do Lon Helton’s landscaping. I’ve always 
absolutely loved that stuff.                                               CAC
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their music.


