Diversity, Diversity, Diversity Should be Country Music's Mantra©

Abridged version ran in The Tennessean, April 4, 2003 as 

"Stranglehold on the airways is choking country music"
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Radio consolidation is the root of several ills that plague Music Row, artists’ dreams and Nashville's economy. But, Clear Channel Radio Chief Executive John Hogan appeared at the Nashville Country Radio Seminar (CRS) the third week of February to convince the Country Music business that it should be happy about radio station ownership consolidation. He predicted increased consolidation in the next few years. (Jeanne Naujeck, “Radio executives predict more mergers,” The Tennessean, February 21, 2003.) 

Radio Consolidation is the Root of Music Row's Woes

The numbers prove him wrong. Country Music record sales plunked again in 2001, both in share and dollar value, for the sixth straight year. Sales are off 29 percent from the 1995 peak of $2.1 billion. By the time six years of sales losses totaling $2.24 billion to Music Row ripple through a small city like Nashville, that's a heap of economic hurt. Nashville has lost 14,500 jobs through 2001 matched with lost personal income of $1.4 billion by my estimates. Neither Mayor Bill Purcell nor Governor Phil Bredesen will be happy to learn the strength of the negative effect of the clustered music industry on Middle Tennessee.  

John Hogan seems not to have noticed the steady decline in Country Music CD sales since the Telecommunications Act of 1996 allowed Clear Channel, Viacom, Citadel and Cox to gobble-up 53% of country music listener-share nationwide. (FOMC,Table 3-8). Could it be that short play lists on Country Music Radio has anything to do with the declining sales and vacant space on Music Row? Could it be that the widening gap between the quality of country songs heard in the clubs of Nashville and the pop country on every Clear Channel Country station has anything to do with the decline of record sales? Corporate Radio market power to control music standards for radio play translates to recording decisions on Music Row! These, in turn, have sucked the life out of the supply of product. Less supply equals reduced industry sales.  

What's good for Clear Channel shareholders is bad for most country artists, Music Row and Nashville.  Mr. Hogan denigrates research findings from qualified experts about the negative effects on artists and the music industry of corporate radio consolidation as “misinformation . . . from a relatively small but very vocal group of people." (Naujeck) If you are the Chicks, Faith or Shania and a very few others and their entourage, Corporate Radio is your friend. You can reach the entire national market and crossover to any number of formats with the nod of a very few Corporate Radio bosses. For the lion's share of Nashville artists, the few program directors (PD) controlling play lists that govern airplay across the nation are the castle wall. Economics 101 confirms that competitive access to airplay would be vastly more beneficial to artists than the current system, which begins with Corporate Radio control of play lists. Consolidation is the moat drowning the creativity of the songwriters, which is the heart of Music City.

No major station has space today for a Dewey Phillips (WHBQ, Red, Hot & Blue, Memphis) to break an unknown artist -- Elvis Presley July 8, 1954, with 18 spins of Sun Records' first Elvis recording, “That’s All Right.”  Unless a “suit” tells them to play a record, they don’t. Who knows, maybe some “suit” in Riverside CA (Clear Channel’s corporate office) wouldn’t have liked Elvis in 1954 – or the equivalent unheard talent today. (Chances are, some corporate PD would have preferred Snooky Lanson.) While Nashville remains full of original talents looking for a break, those few who get the nod also get homogenized into what might get played on Clear Channel. Suppose Sam Phillips had tried to make-over Elvis? The music the Russian bluegrass group, Bering Strait, played on its documentary compared to the songs selected for their recent CD reveals obvious shaping for a pop audience -- missing the point that these accomplished Russian bluegrass players have a unique quality. 

The "Garth Brooks Strategy" Doesn't Work for an Industry
Radio consolidation has affected greatly more than a "small vocal group" of people. Take a look at the "For Sale" signs on Music Row. Lack of musical diversity is creating a ghost town and driving a stake through the heart of tourism. The Country Music business is sniffling in its hankies instead of yowling in protest. Nashville and Music Row best interests are served by supporting Sen. Russ Feingold's (D-Wis.) legislation to oppose radio industry consolidation. Maybe David Bennett, the Governor's new Director of Film, Entertainment and Music, should jump into this fray.

Financial weakness of the labels on Music Row confirms that what I will call the "Garth Brooks marketing strategy" hasn't worked. Concentrating industry bets in a handful of giant talents arguably began back when Garth Brooks was at his peak. Since then Billboard has cut its Country Top 40 to 30 due to lack of diversity on the Country Stations. This strategy has led to huge wealth for a few entities but a weaker country music industry and a weaker Nashville economy. Vacant office space translates to closed restaurants, fewer clean tourist dollars -- even lower billings for lawyers and accountants.

Radio's Target Market is not Country Music's Growth Market

You get no respect from Corporate Radio if you are among the largest group of Country Music listeners and buyers, the 45-65 age cut. With 28 percent listeners, 49 million baby-boomer White Americans generate 14 million Country Music fans and buyers -- the largest single demographic block. Country Music Broadcasters, referring to the Country Music’s traditional market as "aging," -- the ultimate insult to baby boomers who haven't yet pulled the plug on living large -- commissioned survey research by Edison Media Research, seeking a way to reverse the trend of declining record sales. The recommended strategy: sell more Country Music to 15 – 29  year olds, “only 12 percent of whom cite Country as their favorite musical genre.” (Jeanne Naujeck, “Country radio now gunnin’ for young’uns,” The Tennessean, February 22, 2003.)  

Nearly 37 million White Americans fall into this age cut and generate only 4.4 million Country listeners, many who are not buyers. They are the MP3 generation! More importantly, the White 15 - 29 age cut is smaller than the rapidly growing “strong country purchasers,” the older age cut, and nearly static through 2010. By 2010, the 45 - 65 age cut will grow to nearly 59 million, adding 10 million potential Country Music listeners and buyers.  Winning or losing a share of this increment to Country Music is almost as important as the entire Country listenership of the static 15 - 29 age group. Hello . . . the numbers matter -- not the razz-matazz.  If you want to sell to the urban youth market, go find the next Latin artist.

Howard Handler, described to CRS as a youth marketing expert who helped capture young audiences for the NFL and MTV, (Pitching football and "T&A" to the youth market doesn’t sound like a challenge to me.) urged Country Music promoters to aggressively infiltrate main stream pop culture to convert the Eminem generation to country music listeners. Pandering to a small youth audience at the expense of the large baby boomer market would be a mistake. 

Promoting Country Music to its large and growing receptive market makes more sense than banging your head against a small, static baggy-pants hip-hop market.  While Country Music sales declined 30 percent since 1995, the combined Hip Hop/Other (Latin) formats sales increased 57 percent to $2.65 billion last year. Their combined share increase 41 percent to 19.3 percent while Country Music share dropped from 16.7 percent to 10.5 percent.  

The MP3 Generation is a Poor Target Market for Record Sales

All research shows that the younger audience is downloading more music, and buying less. Edison research showed that 51 percent of the 18 - 34 age cut used MP3 to download. Only 12 percent of the 50 - 64 age cut downloaded music.  Fifty-two percent of the over 50 crowd report frequent or occasional purchase of CDs. RIAA data show that the 45 plus age cut increased record purchases 64 percent over 1995 to $3.3 billion last year. They now comprised 24 percent of the record buying public, up from 17 percent in 1995. This older group includes the largest share of "strongly committed country" fans. Pitching to a faster growing larger audience, with strong fan base, technologically-constrained to radio and CDs makes marketing sense. Which market would you rather sell CDs into: the punk rock generation or the baby-boomers? This is a growing market, not an "aging" market. And they are not happy about music trends on the radio.

The Edison survey conducted for the broadcast industry reported that 33 percent of the largest country music age cut 50 – 64 had “drifted” in recent years.  Edison didn’t report why. To understand that, refer to the survey research prepared by the Behavior Research Center in May 2002, “Attitudes on the Radio Industry.” That survey found that older age cuts are listening to the radio less than they used to.  Besides having less time, the biggest reason cited by the 30 and older age cuts is “don’t like the music they offer.” Virtually everyone surveyed reported a preference for long play lists, 78% of total sample, and three out of four respondents want local DJs to have more discretionary control over play lists.  

One decision rule dominates real estate investment: location, location, location.  The flip side of this for the Music Industry is: diversity, diversity, diversity. Just like Kenny Rogers might have said: better songs, more artists, and longer play lists. The "Garth Brooks Strategy" worked for Garth, but not Music Row -- or Nashville. Increasing product supply and diversity aimed at the growth market is one obvious solution. Allowing radio executives to push for country artists that appeal to a youth market would be pitching songs against the demographic trends. The economic health of Nashville and Music Row can be had for a song.
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� The author is a consulting economist with 30 years experience analyzing market data for various commodities. He moved in 1999 from San Francisco to Columbia, where he consults with businesses, lawyers, and agency directors in regulatory and litigation settings. 931-490-0060 � HYPERLINK mailto:wade@foster-tn.com ��wade@foster-tn.com�. 
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