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Bob
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A Returning Champion For Radio
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rguably the most influential executive in the radio industry, Clear Channel Media CEO
Bob Pittman has quickly established himself as vocal advocate for the medium. His
October ascension to the top post after a year as Chairman/Media & Entertainment
Platforms is actually a return to his roots, as the Mississippi native started in
radio at the age of 15. He went on to program stations in Pittsburgh, Chicago and New
York, including Country WMAQ/Chicago from 1975-1977. Since then, his chief executive
roles have included MTV, AOL, Six Flags, Century 21 and Time Warner Enterprises.
Pittman currently oversees a vast company that includes the nation’s largest
radio group with 850 stations. More than 120 of them are Country, generating
about $300 million in revenue in 2010, according to BIA. He is also the driving
force behind iHeartRadio and the iHeartRadio Music Festival, which in
September prominently featured several country performers. Country Aircheck
spoke with Pittman in late November.
CA: Let’s begin with your thoughts on Country and its role
within Clear Channel.
BP: Country is a major format, and therefore is major to Clear
Channel. In markets where we don’t have a Country station, we have
one on our digital product, iHeartRadio, so we make sure that it’s
one of the formats we feature everywhere we have a place to put it.
I’m a great believer (in Country). I spent my time in Country
in the ‘70s and have a great affection for it. Given the exposure to
the broad world of country acts, it was interesting to see Kenny
Chesney at the iHeartRadio Music Festival and hear the people
around me say, “Wow! I really like him.” And that’s the goal.
What made the festival so great was the diversity of music and
artists on the bill. And that is CC’s hallmark, as well: Through
all of our stations we have a great musical diversity and are wellrepresented in the major formats. And Country is one of them.
You’ve come to Nashville and met with all the labels. What
was your message to them, and what did you hear back?
Radio has a 70-year history, maybe longer, of working very
symbiotically with the music industry. We do something they
don’t do, and they do something we don’t do. Our lifeblood is
great artists and great music, but we’re not set up to do that; the
record companies are. So we want to stay attuned to them. I want
to hear what they think is big, what’s going on, what we ought to
be watching out for. I also want to let them know we’re interested
in their input and information. And at the end of the day, our
programmers, based on all the tools they have, will make the final
decision about what they play.
But one of those tools our programmers need is the information
the labels have. There are three things you look at: First, how do
we find new hit songs that no one’s ever heard of? The lifeblood of
this business is always bringing new stuff in. Second, how do we
take someone who’s had a hit song and turn them into a celebrity?
Bigger celebrities are better for us. Third, how do we treat the
biggest acts in a different way in terms of their exposure to the
public that matches what the public thinks of them? When Kenny
Chesney comes out with a new song or [other endeavor], it’s not
like everybody else. He’s in a category of very few people.
How will that manifest itself as you go forward? What are some of
the things CC can do?
What we wind up doing, we hope, is exposing our audience to
great new songs. What we don’t want to do is expose them to
new songs that aren’t great. The more information we have and
the more we’re in tune with what’s going on in the music world
directly, the better the odds are of finding those big songs. The
people in the music business didn’t get where they are without a
lot of talent. We should tap that talent every chance we can.
It’s early in Clear Channel’s restructuring, but from what
we’ve seen so far, there seem to be two different operational
systems: one for major markets and one for the others. Is
that an accurate reading of where you guys are heading?
No. We obviously didn’t do a great job of communication
because I don’t think what we’re really doing got out there.
We are constantly asking, “Okay, we’re Clear Channel.
We’ve got all these great assets. How do we make them go
farther? How do we let them benefit the company?” Now, there
probably isn’t much that [smaller] markets can do to help Los
Angeles or New York. But with the kind of talent we’ve got all
around the country and the kind of expenditures we’ve made
– on music research, talent and relationships with community
organizations, charities, advertisers and celebrities – we must

figure out how to best use that to make a small
market station a lot better.
Television is a great example. Before the
era of a show being able to be anywhere
except over-the-network or live, the quality
of the local programming on TV stations
was not great. Oprah Winfrey’s a lot better
than a local talent having a bunch of kids
in a studio for a dance show in Hattiesburg,
MS. I’m not saying that we had that level
of difference in our radio stations, but I think
many of our radio stations were asking, “How do
I upgrade the quality of what I do?” Nobody wants to
go national; nobody wants to take away local programming.
We want to serve the local community better. And we serve
them better if we can give the people who are programming and
running smaller market stations assets they cannot afford to buy.
I started in Brookhaven, MS. You’re not going to get Ryan
Seacrest to come work in Brookhaven. So the question is,
“How do we use some of those talents we have?” And by the
way, if I were in Brookhaven, I wish I could have grabbed
some of the contests, celebrity interviews and other things
people there would have been awed by. How do I bring those
to a smaller market? That’s the thinking that John Hogan did
with his team.
It’s not about cost savings, but about improving the quality
of the programming. Whatever we saved in costs was more than
offset by us building resources to deliver this to the smaller
markets or to deliver our digital products, etc. So it was 100%
about improving the quality of the programming and running
these stations better with more and more assets. And I think
they’ve done a very good job of that.
That was not the message that came through in the press. I’m
sorry about that. We obviously didn’t do a good job of conveying
our message. The story became about the people who were out
of work as a result of it, [and] that is painful, awful and nasty and
certainly deserves to be part of the story. It was, unfortunately, the
consequence of making the changes we made.
And by the way, look at all the other jobs we’ve added in
other areas – nobody’s compared the two. But it happens in
industry. It happened in the automotive industry because they
did not respond to a changing world in the way in which cars
were built, distributed and sold. And it was painful when they
finally had to do what was needed to survive and prosper.
As painful as it is to deal with human lives and the people
who lose jobs as a result of this, it’s something that had to be
done. It’s the unpleasant part of being a CEO, like John Hogan
is, to have to occasionally make those calls and do what’s right
for the company and to move the company forward.
Were there any other parts of that message didn’t get out
there correctly?
Anytime you lay people off, you look hard, calloused and
cold. I don’t think there’s anybody involved in the process that
didn’t feel horrible about eliminating a job a person held, cared
about and did well. But technology offers new opportunities,
and you’ve got to respond to them. But there’s no way in the
world that you ever can convey the compassion you feel for
the people. We did go way beyond company policy in terms
of financial help with severance and termination, and in trying
to help these people make this transition with as little pain as
possible. But we sure recognize it’s painful, awful and no one
likes to be involved in that process.

33

12
11

The Interview

What’s the community thinking about?” Look at what happened
in our markets where disaster struck. Our music radio stations
turned into Talk stations because that’s what the community
needs at that moment. If you look at the mandate of our national
people, it is not to program local radio stations. People on the
national front are to provide services, products, features and
support for the people running the local markets. That has not
changed, and it’s not going to change.
And by the way, we’re not selling national advertising
instead of local advertising. We are still interested in being

“

best friend. He taped the show in New York and then later in
Burbank, and I don’t think for one minute anyone thought he
was not relevant or interesting or comforting or a companion.
So the idea that I have to be there at 8pm when the show starts
is one way to do it, but people have been voice-tracking and
moving stuff around for a long time, partly because technology
allows us to do that. The reason we didn’t do it 30 years ago is
that the technology didn’t exist.
Curiously, my tie with Clear Channel was, if you remember,
when WMAQ did the Willie Nelson Picnic from San Antonio.
When I went down to interview Willie, I had to do it in a radio
station in order to get it back to Chicago. Today, we could do it on
a cell phone. So technology’s changed, and it’s our responsibility
to understand how technology changes our business and to use it
where it helps and avoid it where it doesn’t help.
You and I may be wistful for the good old days, but we
also have to be realistic about the fact we either keep up with
technology or technology eats our lunch. And I don’t want to be
in the bag of technology eating my lunch.
You also said in your NAB/RAB keynote that radio is
undervalued. Why isn’t radio getting its fair share of ad revenue?
Here’s the problem with radio: Unless we’re dealing with the
local merchant, we’re dealing with a media buyer. We all talk
about fighting each other for the dollar somebody wants to spend
in radio, but almost none of us brings any dollars to the sector.
I’ve had experience doing it twice. When we started MTV,
there was no such thing as cable TV network advertising. As
a matter of fact, to get network TV advertising you had to
have 65% reach and a three rating. MTV doesn’t even have
that today. We had to go out and convince the advertiser, not
the agency, that they needed to put their money in cable TV
networks. Over time, it developed into a sector, and it’s very
profitable today. When I joined AOL, I think there was $10
million in ad revenue. When I left, there was $2 billion, and the
sector was probably about $4-5 billion.
Today, the Internet, which has less usage than radio and a
lower reach, has more than twice the revenue as does radio.
Why? Because they go out and ask for it! Internet sellers aren’t
dealing with media buyers all the time. They spend a lot of time
telling advertisers they need to spend money on the Internet. Or
digital. Or mobile. And they work with them on it. And they’re
the ones that have taken the money from declining media like
newspapers and magazines, not us.
I’m on a crusade to get advertisers to understand that radio is
a real value and that they ought to spend some money. There are
a number of levels. First, advertisers should be spending more
locally on radio than they are. It would help them. If we could
convince them to come to radio, they would probably thank us
in a year because it’s very effective and efficient advertising.
Second, the advertisers that do buy nationally don’t even think
of radio as an opportunity. For the amount of money it costs with
network television to reach X number of people in a big city, it
costs about a third on radio. So if they buy TV instead of radio,

And the consumer consumes them the way they consumed a
record collection 30 years ago. And although there are a lot
more radio choices today, people still use it like radio.
When I go to something like Pandora, and we have a service
like that as part of iHeartRadio, it’s not a radio station. They
call it “radio” – and gave us permission by calling it radio to
start a feature like that on iHeartRadio – but it’s really a playlist
creator. There’s no human being on it. It’s not curated. There’s
no news, weather or traffic. It’s a music collection.
Pandora also keeps trying to monkey around with numbers.
They add up all their radio stations using numbers that, by the
way, they don’t share with anyone, to claim they’ve got the
biggest radio station in a market. First of all, even if those were
good ratings, which I can’t believe they are if they won’t share
them, that’s a group of stations. It’s like selling Clear Channel
vs. Pandora by adding all of our stations together. And by
the way, theirs are all sort-of radio stations with two or three
listeners, and ours are radio stations with millions of listeners.
It’s a different business. We do intend to push into that as Clear
Channel. CBS pushes into it a little bit with Last.fm. But we are
all cognizant of the fact that it’s not a radio station. It is, at the end
of the day, part of the music collection side of the business.
What is your vision for Clear Channel’s digital platform?
Digital is not something different than our business; it’s
one more extension. We think of a radio station as a living,
breathing entity that the consumer loves. Our job is to be where
our consumer is with the products and services they expect.
They’re looking for us on digital platforms, and the only reason
they would go anywhere else is if we’re not there.
One of the music business’ big problems is that consumers
started looking for music online and legal music wasn’t there. I
don’t think people were thieves, they just wanted music online,
so they took whatever was there. Had the industry been there,
I don’t think they’d be in exactly the same situation they’re in
today. So it’s important that radio is where our consumers are. I
don’t think radio is a transmitter and a tower. It is a product we
create and a relationship we have with the consumer.
So digital is a matter of serving our listeners. And it also
gives us an opportunity to do a few more tricks than we
can with just a transmitter and a stick. We can offer video,
information, a list of songs just played and contest entries, or let
them see Justin Bieber’s new haircut. These are opportunities
to expand what the radio station is for the benefit of having a
better relationship with our customer.
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As you create national management and programming
teams with an increasing emphasis on Premium Choice and
iHeartRadio, what role do you see local playing in Clear
Channel’s future beyond local sales teams?
We don’t do national programming. We do [have] people who
will provide product for the local markets to use for their local
product, but this is not “one size fits all.” We clearly understand
that the heart of radio is localization.
The heart of it is, “What are my news, weather and events
going on in the community? Who’s important, who’s not?

Radio is a decidedly different business than when you left
some 30 years ago. What excites you about the medium?
Radio is the most nimble business. It’s the most creative and the
most competitive business I’ve ever been in, and that turns me on.
During the time I’ve spent in TV, theme parks, real estate, Internet,
etc., I’ve always said that radio is the best training I’ve ever had.
What really excites me is that you can do creative things and
do them quickly. And at my age, I don’t have a lot of time, so

In radio, I think we can afford to talk more
glowingly and be proud of what we’ve got.

the local marketing partner for the advertisers – the local
businesses. We’re a forum for local organizations and charities
to be able to reach the consumers in the market.
In time of need, we are absolutely the first in line to help
the community. We also have a reasonably high expense in
maintaining backup generators, towers and transmitters. We
have a number of them positioned around the country so that
they’re not too far a drive in case a disaster hits anywhere in the
country. So we’re prepared for those eventualities, as well.
We used the term “national programming” because you’re
calling them the national programming platform team.
Right. Some things will be done nationally. We do national
promotions like the iHeartRadio Music Festival. We deal with
the music industry so that they can talk to us as a company,
and we can gather the information and then push it back to our
stations. So there are definitely some platforms that we do.
But if you look at [President/National Programming
Platforms] Tom Poleman’s group, they do not program anyone’s
radio stations. And although Tom has been a wildly successful
programmer within Clear Channel, at this moment he doesn’t
program any radio stations. There is a person who programs the
radio station, and is held responsible for that station. But Tom is
providing a lot of services for those people to use to make their
stations, it’s hoped, better than their competitors can be.
At September’s NAB/RAB Radio Show, you talked about
radio still being “America’s companion” and distinguished
from the likes of Pandora by having a human being on-air
to create a bond with the audience. Perhaps only dinosaurs
and hopeless romantics believe radio needs to be “live and
local,” but how does installing Premium Choice in two,
three or four dayparts serve as a local companion?
I don’t agree that the person has to be sitting in a studio in the
town to be relevant, interesting and wonderful to the town. I
grew up in the 1960s, and Johnny Carson was everybody’s
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it means they think TV is three times as effective. It’s not; most
studies show it’s about the same. So why aren’t they buying
radio? Because we’re not out there pushing it. No one’s telling
the story. No one’s reaching out to them.
On every level, there are opportunities for us to bring money
to the sector. By the way, Clear Channel’s [reach of] 240 million
people a month is just our broadcast radio stations and affiliated
stations through Premiere Radio Networks. We reach more
people than the broadcast networks, Facebook or Google in
the U.S., and yet there’s not an advertiser that thinks of us as a
place to put national ad dollars ... you know, buying a network.
So we’ve got a lot of work to do. But if we do the work,
we can get a lot of reward. The reason I say it’s undervalued,
looking at ad dollars vs. usage, TV gets slightly more revenue
than they deserve, Internet gets slightly less than they deserve,
newspapers get a boatload more revenue than they deserve, and
radio gets a little less than half of what it deserves.
As an industry we should keep beating each other up trying
to take as big a share as we can. But in addition to that, and
more important, we as an industry need to go to marketers and
advertisers and explain and demonstrate to them the value of
radio and bring them to radio.
What’s the selling point for radio vs. Pandora and other
services that will soon invade the car? How do you convince
people that radio is still important in their lives?
As a kid, I had an AM radio and a record collection with my 45rpm record changer. And you know what? I went back and forth
between the two. Sometimes I wanted to listen to my music.
Other times, I wanted to listen to the radio and wanted it to
serve as my companion, catch up on what’s going on, see what’s
happening, hear about other people, the artists, etc.
As I went to LPs, FM, CDs and today AM/FM/satellite/
Internet/digital and my electronic music collection, it’s still a
music collection and it’s still radio. Things haven’t changed.
Spotify, iTunes – those are music collections, not radio stations.

I’m even more impatient than ever! I love the fact that you can
dream up something and do it almost immediately. If you want
to do that where it requires technology, it might take you six
months or a year of writing code to be able to do it. In the TV
business, it might take you six or nine months to go through the
entire cycle of production to get something made. Radio can try
a lot of things. If we get it wrong, we change it quickly. We’re
not locked into anything. There’s more experimentation and
more innovation in radio than anywhere else.

At the NAB/RAB, you said you’ve never heard anyone in
any business talk as bad about their business as radio does,
and that we’ve got to stop. That was a great message.
Thank you. Hopefully, we’ll turn that around and get everybody
to be proud of their industry and not badmouth it. Every other
business I’ve been in, people talk glowingly about their industry
… perhaps too glowingly. In radio, I think we can afford to talk
more glowingly and be proud of what we’ve got.
The last time you were at CRS was in the mid-’70s when
you were programming WMAQ/Chicago. Coming back
in 2012 as the keynote speaker, what are you looking
forward to and what’s your message going to be to
Country broadcasters?
I’m looking to see how many of my old friends in the audience.
I have some wonderful friends in Nashville in the country music
business. It’s exciting to come back, and I think Country, again,
is really the heart of being America’s companion.
Country music radio stations have done a fantastic job, yearin and year-out, of really maintaining that place in the hearts
and minds of their listeners. Other formats could learn from
the way in which Country does that, and Country fans are at
the heart of it. Our Country programmers understand that and
really program stations in unique ways that, in the process,
build some of the strongest bonds there are between any
medium and its consumers. 			
CAC

