Sonic Boom
Radio Pros Are Gushing Over Nashville’s New Music

M

onthly after monthly, book after book, the
message was clear – Country ratings were
growing. And as Country Aircheck spoke with
programmers in all regions, the same refrain
came back: It’s the music, stupid. Well, maybe not that
bluntly, but the general idea was the same. Throw in a
few network television star turns and some big album
debuts and, suddenly, whispers of a new Country boom
are becoming open conversation. Undeniably, something
is happening in country music. Something good.
Consultant Gerry McCracken, who until recently spent
more than 14 years as Format Coordinator for Cox,
sees the phenomenon on two levels. “Personally, I
feel the music is much stronger, but my feelings really
don’t play into it,” he says. “The research shows the
music is stronger.”
One of the best empirical arguments for this surge
comes through analysis of current music percentages
at Cox stations since 2009. In early September two
years ago, WKHK/Richmond was
8% current. By late August 2011,
it had doubled to 16%. Across the
same time frame, KWEN/Tulsa
expanded from 9% to 17%, WHKO/
Dayton jumped from 12% to 29%,
and WZZK/Birmingham grew from
19% to 30% current.

Testing Positive
What makes those shifts so remarkable in the context of a music
discussion is that they were prompted by nothing beyond the
research. “Our goal is to play the best-testing music,” McCracken
says. “We haven’t really changed anything within Cox as far as
what we do musically. The only difference is we’re seeing new
music testing better, and it’s testing better more quickly.
“What you’re seeing in those 2009 numbers is that our
currents weren’t necessarily currents at that time; they were
classified as recurrents. When we add a song now, it’s not
unusual for it to take [just] two or three weeks to be testing
through the roof. We’re running the rats through the snake
faster. What’s changing is that the listeners are accepting new
music faster. The snake is hungrier.”
“All I can do is second what he said,” consultant Rusty
Walker adds. “It’s all based on consumer feedback. And
looking back over a couple of these waves from the past several
decades, I’ve found that every time the format makes a decided

lean toward the contemporary, we see
growth. Not that there’s anything wrong
with good, traditional country, but the
ability to reach younger listeners makes
cume go up. Conversion to partisanship
increases. And if you keep the older folks,
which we’re doing, an aggregation takes
place and we have something great. We’re
Rusty Walker
seeing a convergence of consumer demand
and producer innovation. And in this sense, producer means
everyone in the chain who is creating the music.”
Rethinking Everything
So what would a programmer do with music in a zero-base
rethinking of his or her station? We asked WTQR/Greensboro
PD Bruce Logan that very question, since he’s recently done
just that. “The station was in desperate need of a re-branding,”
Logan says of the August re-launch as Q104.1 New Country.

“We went jockless in late June, and began to rebuild from
that moment on. We kept some music from the ‘90s, but
predominantly focused on 2000 forward.
“We also launched a new name, logo, jingles, voice guy,
imaging, attitude and lineup,” he says. “Other than Jeff Roper,
Angie Ward, Jeff Wicker and country music, everything is new.”
And nothing is fresher than the music. “This is probably
the newest Country station I’ve programmed since 1992,”
Logan asserts. “We’ve got a larger percentage of currents and
recurrents than I have played in a long time.
The music is much better than it’s been, top
to bottom.”
Logan says he’s been feeling heat in the
18-34 demo for awhile, going back to his days
programming WKKT/Charlotte. “Kat had
the No. 3 spot in that demo behind an Urban
and a CHR, and stayed there,” Logan says.
Bruce Logan
“Quite honestly, that was a bit of problem in
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the cluster because we had two stations that were actually targeting
that demo, and Kat was beating them both. There’s something going
on with the 18-34s, and it’s connected to all these artists who have
clearly moved to the next level in their careers – Jason Aldean, Eric
Church, Miranda Lambert, Blake Shelton and Luke Bryan.”
The traditional notions of the format’s core artists seem to
be changing, as well, as Albright & O’Malley partner Jaye
Albright explains: “A&O’s Roadmap study certainly showed
this happening. We had a similar forward thrust with a few
artists in 2006 that kind of petered out after a year,” Albright
says. “Every public bit of research, including the Coleman study
at CRS, has been seeing this wave forming. And it’s interesting
to see the number of artists from previous generations trying
to get on playlists now, too. It’s probably too early to tell if the
wave has turned so much that they’ll all be left behind.”

new artists giving us uptempo, fun, yet meaningful songs. And
we’re celebrating that. We have the most success when we get
uptempo, even danceable music you can crank up and have fun
with. This was the case in the early ’90s, and it’s the case now.”
Here’s the kicker, says Swedberg: “We tend to lag when we slow
it down and try to super-serve one piece of our audience, which
traditionally has been women 40+. The music slows down, the lyrics
get wimpier and, while it works great in that one demo, you end up
blowing off men and young women. Our music has been so good
that we’re doing well in all demos now – No. 1 W25-54, No. 2 W1834, No. 2 M25-54, No. 1 M18-34. I’ve made my speech to all the
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Not So Fast
Bullseye Marketing Research’s John Hart offers a
dissenting opinion on the notion of a new boom. “It’s surprising
to hear that everyone feels this is the best music in years,”
he says. “I can tell you that mainstream
Country listeners who make up more
than 85% of Country radio’s cume don’t
feel that way. In fact, among mainstream
listeners reached by random-dial callout,
positive scoring is down about 18% and
Like-A-Lot scores are off about 45% over
the last five years, especially with our
biggest demo, 35-54. Listeners 35+ also
John Hart
contribute the largest chunk of TSL and TE.
Country TSL is off more than 30% on a wide scale.
“As a result, we have seen quarter-hour shares decrease over that
time frame, even with dominant stations. Male passion scores are
down 60% in some cases, especially 35+. Female passion scores 35+
are down more than 40%. Listeners tolerate the product but are not in
love with the product.”
(Editor’s note: As it is with nearly every format, Country
radio’s TSL nationally is lower than five years ago, owing
significantly to the implementation of PPM
measurement methodology. Nationally,
Country (excluding “New Country”
stations) had a 12.8 share 12+ in fall
2010, compared to a 12.5 in spring 2005,
according to Arbitron.)
Albright responds, “Indeed, the best
of the best is testing incredibly well,
but, there’s the usual plethora of average
Gregg Swedberg
material out there, too, and I always worry
about steering people in a dangerous direction of adding too
much new. The trends are up because we’re doing the right
things now.” In other words, if what we’re doing is working,
why mess with a good thing?
That’s the point KEEY/Minneapolis PD Gregg Swedberg
wants to drive home. “Our format’s music is real good right now,”
he says. “We have a great blend of new superstars, A-listers and

power rotation. There are 10 more that 35%-45% of listeners
call “a favorite.” That seems like a solid secondary category.
Then there are 7-10 songs with less than 25% of listeners
nationally giving the song their highest rating. These songs rank
even lower within individual narrow gender and demo cells,
and it’s doubtful that they’ll improve with more airplay because
all of them are already at least 75% familiar. In short, the more
things change, the more they stay the same. Yes, new country is
hot – the best of it. The rest of it, as always, is not.”
Albright also urges her compatriots not to get ahead of
themselves. “The spring quarter is normally the best of the year

”

I wish I could say throw away the library,
but it’s not that easy. –Jaye Albright

Nashville record companies: Do not slow the music down!
“There’s a belief that ballads sell records. Maybe. What sells
records are good songs. ‘Dirt Road Anthem’ isn’t a ballad, yet it’s
sold a ton. Please resist the temptation to release that ballad because
you’re convinced it’s a career record. I’ve had four ballads touted
as ‘career records’ to me this year. None of them has been. Unless
it’s really a career record, just give us good uptempo songs we can
dance to or sing along with. Turns out that 40-year-old women
don’t want to shrivel up and never hear a drum or bass line again,
nor do they never want to go out and have fun.”
Triple Treat
Cautionary notes aside, radio pros are overwhelmingly
positive. “It’s a wonderful time,” Walker says, offering his
theory for booming test scores and ratings. “I call it the
country music trifecta. We have developing singers coming
of age, superstars getting even bigger and, right now, nobody
is really dying off. So the performers are the first part of the
trifecta. The second part, obviously, is that we have fantastic
songs. The third part, where everything is coming together, is
that there are producers out there knocking it out of the park.
We’ve gone through this evolution where the music sounds
more contemporary, but is still accessible and rootsy. It may be
country, but it sounds as good as the pop songs.
“Jon Randall Stewart, Frank Rogers, Paul Worley, Buddy
Cannon, what Keith Stegall is doing with Zac Brown and
the guy who started it all, Dann Huff, have spearheaded this
contemporary sound,” he continues. “You can have great songs
and performers, but the vibe comes from the producers. If a song
is honest and plain, a 54-year-old will have no problem with it.
If it’s honest and plain and resonates with a cool feel and a great
beat, 18-34s like it a lot better.”
Generational issues are a top concern of Albright’s. “What
we’re seeing is something we’ve felt for a couple of years,”
she says. “The Millennial generation fans are a tremendous
opportunity for Country. I just hope the music they like will
resonate with the upper demos and core, as well.
“While there are some very exciting new artists and songs
out now that sure do drive preference, there’s also more junk
that will never go anywhere. This week’s Rate The Music
national average has six songs with 45% or greater “like a lot,”
and that seems to me to be what has always been a fairly good

for the format,” she says. “I always remember what Jim Seiler,
the inventor of Arbitron, always said: ‘Don’t believe anything
in Arbitron until you see it three times.’ One good book, even
nationally, isn’t a trend.”

Easy On The Knee, Jerk
Walker and Albright caution those who would reflexively
tilt their stations newer in response to the trend. “It’s not that
simple,” Albright says. “The trouble with moving new is there
are markets like Spokane, Wichita and Topeka where there are
four or five Country stations. If you’re alone in your market
and have no competition, yes, it’s a good time to move newer.
Especially if you’ve been playing stuff from the ’90s, you might
be skewing older than you need to. But for most situations
outside of the largest markets, it’s better to understand the
matrix of the market before you decide to make a change.
“For instance, music of the early ’90s is still popular and,
in fact, the definition of Classic Country may be moving
forward. The mid-’90s and back might be that in some
markets. Some stations are playing classics and real country
variety and holding their own doing it. Musical discovery
drives the bus in a lot of cases, and if you’re the station doing
that, that’s great. But if you’re in an older-skewing market in
the heartland where folks graduate from school and leave, it’s
more complicated. I wish I could say throw away the library,
but it’s not that easy.”
Even stations doing well on the cutting edge need to take other
factors into account. “What goes along with a new group of artists
and music is that old production values, imaging, promotions and
other ways of doing things need to be looked
at,” Albright says. “Everything should be in
sync with reaching the target, and the smartest
stations are doing that.”
Walker agrees that a blind assertion to
play more new music is dangerous. “It
depends on the individual station and its
competitive situation, but on the whole,
stations are leaning positively toward newer
Jaye Albright
current material,” he says. “If we get waves
of research in the other direction, we’ll change as quickly as the
consumer, hopefully. But for now, that’s what the consumer wants
and that’s what we’re going to give them.”
CAC
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