Steve
Moore

A Man On
A Mission

T

wo years into his tenure atop the Country Music Association, CEO Steve
Moore has directed significant changes across the organization, not the least
of which is the 2012 “Year Of Country Radio” initiative. Moore has served
as a CMA board member since 1989, took the helm on an interim basis
in Jan. 2010 and accepted the leadership post that August. He brought
extensive concert promotion, special event and touring expertise to
the post from his days running his own entertainment firm and later
as SVP of AEG Live!,
earning three SRO
Awards as Promoter
of the Year. A onetime
construction worker at Texas refineries, he also is widely respected
as Founder/President of the Shalom Foundation, which provides
education, nutritional and medical assistance to underprivileged
children and families in Guatemala. Country Aircheck spoke
with Moore on the eve of one of the organization’s signature
events, CMA Music Festival.

THE INTERVIEW

“

It’s easy for
radio stations
in South
Dakota,
Texas or
California to
feel isolated,
to think that
Nashville’s
not engaged
with them.
But we
acknowledge
they are
significant
partners
and care
about them
as we try to
promote our
music.

”

CA: Why did you want to lead CMA?
SM: Originally, this was not my goal. I’d been on the
board for many years and then became President (2008)
and Chairman (2009). I was enjoying that role when the
leadership and board began looking to do things differently.
I stepped in as interim CEO until we could get things going.
But as with anything, you never really know what things are
like on the inside until you become one of the insiders. I
have to admit that, after awhile, when it looked like they
were having some struggles trying to find the right person,
I’d become quite fond of the work and the hardworking
people in the building. It was a paradigm shift for me, to be
honest, when they circled back and asked me if I’d consider
the position. I can’t say I hadn’t thought of it, because I
had. One thing led to another, and I ended up doing it.
This is one of the most rewarding things I’ve done in
my career – to work with all these wonderful people inside
the industry that I love and have been involved with. But I
look at “The Chair” from a different perspective. I always
refer to The Chair not as Steve Moore, but as the CMA;
I have to give it that respect. I know there are people who
come here wanting to talk to The Chair. I just happen to be
sitting in it, so I’m not going to get too wrapped up in all that,
but rather enjoy the opportunity, to the extent that I have the
ability, to represent the industry that way.
When you agreed to accept the CEO role, what organizational
opportunities did you feel had not been addressed? Where are
you in terms of your overall plan?
There were a couple of things I saw that had to be retooled. Some
internal things needed to be completely overhauled, and some
just needed to be supercharged. It’s interesting because I have a
parallel metaphor with the restoration of our lobby. I’d asked the
board, “Let’s make this look like the Country Music Association”
and make it adaptable to some of our artists and other members
who could use the facility as a space. They agreed to let me do that,
and it was several months of construction.
Meanwhile, we were doing all these other things, so there was
a parallel completion. It was like the physical manifestation of
the “reformation of CMA,” as I called it. About the same time
the lobby was finished, we put our last employee and changes in
place. So my re-organizational plan is virtually complete.
Do you think your vision for the CMA is consistent with that of your
predecessors, or do you feel CMA needs to be significantly different?
I don’t think the mission or vision has changed; that is kind
of the common denominator of this organization. Being
on the board, I’ve seen both sides of this equation,
which I think has been helpful. Our No. 1 goal is to
promote country music, its sustainability, vibrancy and
healthiness. There are a variety of ways to do it; the
difference is how you get there.
While I have a different perspective versus
my predecessors on how we execute the mission, I’m
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thankful that they’ve all contributed to the organization in their own way. What I
brought to the table that they hadn’t had was more from an entrepreneurial side.
As the first CEO to come from the business side, rather than having risen from
within, how has your background shaped your approach to the job?
I would hope that it would be of benefit. You never know where God’s going to put you,
but it seems like everything that I’ve been groomed to do in my career – dealing with
live events, artists and production – has led me here. Managing crowds, people and
security and all that stuff is just natural to me; that’s not a mystery. Granted, I haven’t
been involved much in
television, but all the
work around the specials
involves production,
staging, venues, ticketing,
artist relations and promotions. We have great professionals involved in producing
television, so they don’t need me for that, of course, thank God! But everything I’ve
done seems to come into play on some of the most important aspects of our operation.
It’s a different mission, which is kind of refreshing in my seasoned age.

THE INTERVIEW

Describe your vision for the “Year Of Country Radio” initiative and the factors that
led to the decision to invest so substantially in it this year.
I think about Country radio all the time because I hear the debate among all our
constituent groups, whether it’s the record company sector, the artists or the radio

“

One of the goals I came here with was to supercharge our membership, to find
those who aren’t members of CMA. This is a professional trade organization, and
people in this business should be involved with us. Let me say that we’re not here
to make money. We’re here to help the growth of the business, and that means that
their business should be healthy. And I think we have something to offer them.
So we decided to declare 2012 as the “Year of Country Radio” during CRS
because, well, nobody said we couldn’t! The board agreed, which is great, and we
offered the opportunity to our partners and some who weren’t members to become
members. We kind of conscripted them into the organization, and the response has
been overwhelming, really fantastic.
We’re excited about the “Year Of Country Radio” and our new partners and
members, and want to keep them healthy because there’s a direct correlation
between our young artists and our superstars: There’s not many cases of our
superstars becoming superstars without radio. Now I know there are all kinds of
elements involved – TV, great management, booking. But at the core of that success
is radio, and I don’t believe I’m saying anything controversial. I think everyone
would accept the fact that they desire it, and we want it for them. So obviously I’m
excited about how we can become a better partner with radio and help them be
successful, and, since it’s all cyclical, to help artists.
What role does research play in this effort?
Several years back, the board decided that research was an important part of our
knowledge, information base and how we do things. Different factions used to do

There’s a reason it was called Fan Fair and not
Artist & Manager Fair or CMA Executive Chair’s Fan Fair.

broadcasters themselves. Everybody’s on different sides, but we all have a symbiotic
relationship; we have to co-exist and support each other. I always like to reference
the number of radio stations in the U.S. playing Country music and how a lot
of people out there are making a living playing country music, including radio
stations supported by advertising. But I don’t know that CMA, including myself
when I was a board member, had done the best we could in trying to embrace radio
and to always understand their side. I’d always heard the other side.
As the Chinese New Year approached with the Year of The Dragon, it occurred
to me, “Why can’t we have a Year of Country Radio?” The objective would be that
we would endear ourselves to radio and create something exciting for them. That’s
where that crazy idea came from.

”

a lot of research, and consolidation impacted some of those budgets. As research
became kind of hit-and-miss, CMA invested in outside firms, but it was then
determined that we’d probably be better off with our own research department.
We just hired Sr. Director/Market Research Karen Stump. We’ll be able to update
and trend the analytics as we go forward. From the initial stages, we’ll be trying to
make it somewhat narrow for our constituent group – radio, record companies – fan
information managers can use. We may take some side trails to provide different
kinds of studies, while a cycle of new and fresh data makes the research more
actionable and meaningful for all constituent groups.
This information is going to be critically valuable to our radio partners this year
because some smaller stations don’t have research teams. But when they’re pitching
or presenting to potential sponsors or advertising clients, they can always come
here and get qualitative and quantitative intel about their consumers, not only on
a local level, but also on a regional and national basis.
Country radio hasn’t had a presence in New York City for years and has lost its
main San Francisco station. Do you feel CMA can help change that situation?
New York, San Francisco and other cities that have lost a presence for country music
are still a priority for us. CMA can certainly play a role, and it depends on what
situation presents itself. I think we can be an instigator, an advocate for business, a
radio partner and networker – in short, a catalyst for something really significant to
happen. I’m not giving up on New York and other markets that need some help.
After CMA inked a 10-year deal with ABC-TV, there appeared to be irreconcilable
differences between CMA and CBS such that successful CBS Country stations
in Chicago, Houston, Detroit, Seattle and many other markets are no longer
participating in the CMA Awards. Would you be willing to discuss what happened?
Irreconcilable is a harsh word. It was a really tough [television contract]
negotiation period when we were looking towards the next chapter of our
broadcast partner. CBS is an extremely successful, fine organization. [President]
Les Moonves is one of the most competent and highly competitive individuals in
the world, and I have so much respect for him as a professional. I know people try
to make more of it than it was, but I try not to take some of that stuff personally.
Listen, CBS still plays country music, and that’s the main thing. They don’t
have to support CMA; they have to support the artists, which they’re doing. So to
that end, we still win, and I want to make sure that continues if there’s any way we
can do it. I think it’s very unfortunate that we had those kinds of frictions – if you
call them that. But I don’t hold anything against anybody. I would hope eventually
we can come back to terms and be great partners together. But at the end of the
day, if they’re playing country music, there’s not a loss for CMA.
Many in the industry lament that radio has an outsize influence on the success or
failure of country artists. Is Country radio “too powerful?”
Well, again, that’s an absolute, very strong term. Radio is powerful, influential
and important. I hear a lot of those comments, but you also see other artists
and managers who are doing a lot of different things. Every artist has their own
specific recipe of how they get to a certain spot in their career. You would be wise
to utilize every possible medium to build your brand, artist or fan base.
In my view, those who have the most absolute power are the fans. Yes, the
gatekeepers have power, but there are a lot of different kinds of gatekeepers and
there are different sizes. So it’s more complicated, but sometimes as simple as that
there are many ways to get there. It’s not incumbent upon just radio to break new
artists. They contribute, and some do more than others. But there are places that
will do everything for you. So it’s a give-and-take on those kinds of things. Absolutes
are not necessarily fair to any side.
What are the implications for the CMA Awards voting process with this influx of
radio members?
In a democracy, the more voters you have, the flatter the line. I’ll say this: As
sweet or as ugly as [the results are] depending on who you are and what happens,
there’s absolutely no gaming it. It’s always great to have people who understand
what’s going on in the industry and have knowledge of voting. And the radio
membership brings a tremendous amount of knowledge to it, along with all our
other industry insiders here in Nashville. The good thing about this is that it gives
us a broader geographic perspective than just from Nashville. And it’s not that
[the local vote] isn’t good, but we’ve had that. Now we have both. So I think it’s
significantly positive all the way around.
As you roll out the “Year Of Country Radio,” what message still needs to be conveyed?
It’s easy for radio stations in South Dakota, Texas or California to feel isolated,
to think that Nashville’s not engaged with them. The message from us is that
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Due West

“Things You Can’t Do In A Car”

Craig Morgan
“Corn Star”

Glen Templeton

“Sing That Song Again”

Sarah Darling
Single in July
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we acknowledge they are significant partners and care about them as we try to
promote our music.
Nashville is producing some of the most significant music in the history of our
country – whatever you want to call it. Somebody will say, “Well, she’s not country” or
“He’s not country” or “He’s too country.” That just wears me out! That’s the blessing
of it. If you put it on a linear perspective, we’ve got all these different flavors that
come out of Nashville, and it’s important music. So the message is
simple: We revere their participation.
It’s CMA Music Festival this week, bigger than ever. What’s your
long-term vision for this event?
It started in 1972 as Fan Fair, and there’s a reason it was called
Fan Fair and not “Artist & Manager Fair” or “CMA Executive
Chair’s Fan Fair.” It’s about the fans – that’s its heritage. I’m
predicting the stadium will sell out for the third year in a row,
and that’s unprecedented. We have more than 400 artists
playing on stages throughout the city. If people just start
thinking about the numbers, it’s absolutely mind-boggling.
While this event has grown, the vision is that the largest is not
always the best. We took a look at our sponsorship department
several years ago and figured out we really didn’t want sponsors.
What we want are brand partners who understand who the
country music fans are and what they’re about. We want them
to come here and figure out a way to plug into such a vibrant
entertainment entity to help them build their brand and build
this brand. We have now a concerted effort to continue to
build important brand partnerships such as with Chevrolet and
Pepsi. Solid, big brands of the world are finally recognizing
that Nashville and our fans have something to offer beyond just
the hit-and-miss “sponsorship” deal. We’re interested in cobranding, tune-ins, promotions, artist promotions – that’s the
kind of stuff we’re going to continue to drive.
A model I admire is SXSW, which has gone from being
a bunch of band showcases in its early days to an absolute
marketing mecca and multimedia culture-fest. CMA Music Fest
can have some similarities in that we become a “have to” place
where brands can be put forward to almost 100 million listeners
who proclaim themselves as country music fans of one artist or
another. Those are some significant numbers.

“

We figured
out we really
didn’t want
sponsors.
What we want
are brand
partners who
understand
who the
country music
fans are and
what they’re
about.

How would you describe CMA’s digital strategy?
I am not a digital expert, but when I came here we were
behind the 8-ball. It seemed as if the digital strategies of the
world were so far ahead of CMA. We had to get in line, and
thanks to VP/Marketing Tammy Donham and Sr. Manager/
Digital Strategy Ben Bennett, we’ve beefed up staff, intel
and programs in that space to accommodate all of our fans.
We’re getting a handle on it and it’s probably the highestgrowth department in the building right now, as it probably
is everywhere else. As an artist, you cannot have a career
without social media these days, and you can’t really run
an organization without it. So we’re trying to be pro-active.
Where we were behind I think we’re now even, and it’s going
to provide a lot of dividends for our membership.

”

This year the CMA Music Fest radio remotes were scaled back.
What’s going on?
Our radio remote system had been kind of an archaic program of some entities
having control as gatekeeper to the Festival. First of all, we want to welcome
everybody who wants to do a remote. But we don’t want one entity controlling
that gate; that’s all I’m saying. And we’re looking at it for the CMA Awards. We
want everyone to have the same access – equal opportunity – to come here and do
whatever they want to do within the confines of physical space, etc. It’s not that we’ve
cut back – we’ve leveled the playing field so that everyone can play and play fairly.
Now sometimes people don’t want fair. They want exclusivity or advantage over
the other, but we can’t enter that fray. You can’t use CMA to hammer your partner
down the road; I can’t allow that. We’re not in that game and never will be. What
we’re here to do is to help the industry as a whole. If treating everybody fair and
equal is a bad rap, then I’ll take that. But that’s where we’re going.

You mentioned the big relationships with Pepsi and Chevrolet and how you want
to work with those who “get” the country audience. How well understood do you
think country music consumers are by corporate marketers and ad agencies?
Some understand them a lot better than others. Pepsi is a good example: They’ve
been in and out a little bit, but they signed a deal with Lady Antebellum for
[Lipton] tea, and they’re doing a deal with Jason Aldean. They now really get it,
and I find their desire to know more about our format real refreshing.
And there are a lot of things we can help them with. We can provide analytics – not just
a gut instinct, but hardcore data – that you can up-sell or share with your supervisors or
colleagues that this is a legitimate market segment you’ve got to be here for. That’s exciting.
CMA seems to be building a massive database of country consumers. Is the
organization’s strategy to promote your events or to play a role in driving business
for your corporate partners?
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Social media and the digital space have driven these fans to the CMA. There
probably are some people who have thoughts that CMA shouldn’t be a brand. But
the fact of the matter is that the fans have decided that the CMA is a brand. It is a
“Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval” for a lot of things; it’s a sign of integrity.
Brad Paisley said, “The CMA Awards are the Oscars of the industry,” and the fans
have recognized that. It’s not up to me to say they can’t say it. We have our social
nets and we aggregate millions of fans. We’d be crazy not to
nurture that aggregation and provide them with information,
data and links. But it’s not to hoard them for our own benefit.
All we want to do is get them in a room and then send
‘em out somewhere as evangelists. We want to say, “Here’s
this artist’s site, that tour site, this show site, that new record,
this new single.” But it’s not for our own organizational
purposes. The only aggregation effort we want is so that we
can brainwash ‘em (laughs) and get ‘em back out there to buy
something from the artist. Of course, our branding partners
benefit from that, but primarily it is for our artists and how
doing that helps build brands.

What keeps you up at night?
I don’t have a hard time going to sleep. It’s usually waking
up at 3:30am when it gets to me and I can’t go back to sleep!
Honestly, being from a little East Texas town, I feel extremely
blessed to be in this role and have the position, friends and
supporters that I have in this business.
But I do sometimes worry about our task. Country music is really doing well;
we’ve got some of the most dynamic artists in the world. But I’m thinking, “Is there
a cycle to this? And if so, what do you do when that business cycle changes?” There
are a lot of brilliant people in a bull market, but where are the smart ones when it’s
not so bullish? When things aren’t so good, when artists aren’t selling tickets and
we don’t have stadium shows, what happens then? What’s the strategy? So I think
about defense sometimes and what I should I be planning for down the road.
We’ve got some of the most incredible staff members right now. They work hard,
they’re smart and I’m just humbled to be here. Some are 10 times smarter than me,
and I did learn to not hire anybody dumber than me, or I’m really in trouble! So I know
they can execute at a high level, and it’s my job to continue to look beyond the horizon.
But there’s nothing here that worries me in terms of anything being broken. This is a
wonderful organization and was delivered in pretty good stead when I came in.
How would you characterize your management style?
I love people and I love to empower them. I always want to mentor them to be
better than me because one of those persons, hopefully, will end up in that chair.
And I always want them to grow and glow as a professional and to be successful.
I’d like to have a part in that, when people look back and say, “He helped me,
he mentored me, he taught me, he showed me.” That’s what I’d like for them to
eventually say about Steve Moore.
What do people not know about you?
I love to cook, smoke ribs, plant my garden and look at my cows. I have a 180-acre
farm southwest of here out behind Hohenwald, TN, and love to go out there to
spend time, clear the brain and think about things. But most people know the
important things – my job and the work I’m doing in Guatemala for the kids. That’s
the most important thing I can do and continue to do.
CAC

