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Running The Option
    The first educational session of day two of CRS 2021: The 
Virtual Experience was this morning’s (2/17) “PPP: Post-Pandemic 
Playbook.” Moderated by Futuri CEO Daniel Anstandig, the 
session featured Entercom COO Susan Larkin, Townsquare SVP 
Todd Lawley, BMLG VP/Digital Consumption Dave Kelly, Cox 
Country Format Leader & Country KKBQ/Houston PD Johnny 
Chiang and Elevate Marketing Research Founder Nicole 
Bergen. Tentpole topics included content, audience and revenue, 
with each panelist sharing their thoughts on present and future 
changes to the business model created by the pandemic. “We are 
facing more audio competition than ever,” Anstandig summed.
    The panelists each brought a prop to define their outlook 
for 2021 while also sharing what they learned in 2020. Lawley 
showcased a hand weight, representing transformation. Kelly held 

up a giant needle 
and syringe and 
said, “I couldn’t put 
hope in a jar and 
show that, but what 
this represents is 
the ability to plan 
now for what is 
going to happen 
when people are 
out, active and 
back in normal 
society.” Chiang 
piggy-backed off 

of Kelly by holding up an acoustic guitar and noting an emphasis 
on radio being prepared to partner with labels and artists to create 
the best possible listener experiences. Bergen brought a puzzle, 
representing a constantly changing landscape and willingness to 
work until you find a solution, and Larkin showed her version of a 
Ouija board – A Weezie Board, in a nod to her predecessor, Weezie 

Duo Of The Year: Accepting induction into the Country 
Radio Hall of Fame are Victor Sansone (l) and Tim Wilson. 
See story page 3.
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Kramer. Larkin added, “For anyone has used a Ouija board ... it’s 
supposed to give you the answer ... but you know where you want 
it to go. You’re actually giving it the direction to take you to the 
answer you already have.”
    In a game of “Agree or Disagree” on hot-button topics, 
including work from home options, new revenue streams, changes 
in audience behavior and the return of live events. Looking to the 
remainder of 2021, the panelists’ views centered on:
• More audio competition.
• The biggest and most successful content creators will be 

discoverable on every platform. No exclusivity. 
• Audience tastes are changing faster than ever.
• The ability to speak to current trends will become a strong 

differentiator. 
• Programmatic and transactional business is not enough to 

meet budgets.
• Establishing direct relationships with clients is more critical 

than ever for growth. 
–Monta Vaden

All For The Hall: Sansone & Wilson
    The first two of this year’s six Country Radio Hall of Fame 
inductees were honored during today’s presentation. Kix Brooks 
inducted Victor Sansone, referring to him as “one of the good 
ones.” Sansone thanked the staffs of ABC 
Radio in Atlanta and Dallas, the two 
markets where he spent the vast majority 
of his career as a market manager.  
“We had fun, we made money, the 
company allowed us to do both,” he said. 
Speaking about CRS itself, Sansone said, 

“If you are here, you get it. You have to 
be involved. You need a have a working 
relationship to win. To radio: Nashville is 
your friend, your partner.”
    Former WAXX/Eau Claire co-worker 
and 2017 inductee Tim Closson inducted 
his friend and former WAXX PD/MD/
personality Tim Wilson, calling him an 
“amazing air talent” with an “ability to hold an audience like you’ve 
never seen before.” Wilson found it hard to believe he made it into 
the hall. “I couldn’t have gotten here on my own,” he said. “That’s 
the great thing about Country radio – there’s this ‘we’re all in this 
together, so let’s all win together’ spirit.” Wilson spent 26 years 
at WAXX and routinely pulled 35 to 40 shares on his airshift. “I’m 
grateful my life’s path took me to Country radio,” he said. “It’s given 
me a blessed life filled with unforgettable moments.”

Home Is Where The Art Is
    Transitioning seamlessly from home to home, Warner 
Music Nashville staffers introduced performances by Dan + 
Shay, Brett Eldredge, Cole 
Swindell, Drew Parker, Ian 
Munsick, Michael Ray, Robyn 
Ottolini and Shy Carter during 
the label’s group third 
annual Luncheon today (2/17).
    “Better times are coming 
to all of us soon,” promised 
VP Tom Martens before 
Eldredge offered new single 
“Good Day.” As part of his Kix BrooksKix Brooks
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#GoodDayMovement, Eldredge donated full registrations to the 
virtual event to a group of recently unemployed radio partners. 
New artist – “but not that new” elaborated WMN Dir/West Coast 
Radio Streaming & Promotion Justin Newell – Parker was signed 
to the label last month (CAT 2/3) and made his Luncheon debut 
with “While You’re Gone.”
    Swindell’s almost-gold “Single Saturday Night” and Ottolini’s 
TikTok viral sensation “F-150” followed. “The problem with 
going viral is that you’re often referred to as just as moment,” 
acknowledged WMN Dir./National Radio & Streaming 
Promotion Anna Cage. “And Robyn Ottolini is way more than that.” 
    Ray presented current single “Whiskey And Rain,” Munsick 
served a bolo tie look and the self-penned “Long Haul” and the 
headliner of my heart, Carter, offered “Good Love” prior to a 
duo of songs from ACM and CMA Duo of the Year Dan + Shay. 
“When I moved from radio to the record industry 25 years ago, 
I did it because I wanted to turn artists that no one had heard of 
into household names,” shared Martens. “When I first heard these 
guys’ music eight years ago, I knew, and I think subsequently all of 
you knew, what the future entailed.” “I Should Probably Go To Bed” 
was followed by closing number and this week’s most-added song 
at Country radio, “Glad You Exist.”
    The most Nan to ever Tucket, Chairman/CEO John Esposito, 
concluded the inaugural viral Luncheon. “Our mission in 2021 
is to focus and prioritize even more, and to make sure we’re not 
overwhelming you with releases but giving you the absolute best of 
the best.”           –Caitlin DeForest

Audience Blind Date
    Stoney Creek’s Jimmie Allen hosted as five country music 
fans from around the nation gave their opinions on the state of 
the format. The Q&A session got a sobering start as the panel was 
asked about their primary source of music. None listed FM radio, 
pointing instead to streaming and satellite options. One panelist 
stated she did not even own a radio. A similar pattern emerged 
when discussing music discovery. TikTok was mentioned three times 
and Instagram twice. SiriusXM, Apple Music and FM radio each 
merited one mention.
    When pressed about FM listening, four of the five referenced 
local FM stations (WCTO/Allentown, WGAR/Cleveland, Classic 
Hits WRBQ/Tampa and WSIX/Nashville), and all mentioned 
local personalities from those stations. They were unanimous in 
saying commercials were the most irritating factor when listening to 
FM radio. When asked if the pandemic had affected their listening, 

four of five said they were listening to radio less because they were 
working or studying from home, though one said he was actually 
listening more when driving just to get out of the house.
    In the second half of the session, KUZZ/Bakersfield PD Brent 
Michaels, WGAR PD Carletta Blake and KNCI/
Sacramento PD Joey Tack expressed concern but not shock 
about what they’d heard. “It hurts my heart that FM radio isn’t their 
first choice,” said Blake. “But we have to be aware of how many 
different ways people have access to music.” Tack added, “It’s a 
gut check, but if we don’t hear that, how are we going to adapt?” 
Their biggest takeaways? “Everything is changing, we have to be 
flexible and change with it,” said Blake. Tack concluded, “People 
are changing the way they consume. We have to recognize that. 
The younger generation are even further beyond that. Talk to them 
and get their perspective, they’re going to be our demo.” 

–Chris Huff

Talent On TCB & TLC 
 “How do you like to be coached?” That’s how talent coach 
Randy Lane opened the “TLC: Talent Loving Coaches” session. 
The question was posed to three sets 
of on-air talent and their programming 
counterparts: Premiere nationally 
syndicated host Bobby Bones and 
iHeartMedia EVP/Country Programming 
Strategy Rod Phillips; Hubbard nationally 
syndicated host Fitz and Hubbard KNUC/
Seattle OM/PD Scott Mahalick; and Randy LaneRandy Lane

Save The Date:Save The Date: WGAR/ WGAR/
Cleveland’s Carletta Cleveland’s Carletta 

Blake, KNCI/Sacramento’s Blake, KNCI/Sacramento’s 
Joey Tack (r) and KUZZ/Joey Tack (r) and KUZZ/

Bakersfield’s Brent Michaels.Bakersfield’s Brent Michaels.
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Cumulus KPLX/Dallas morning co-hosts 
Brian Moote and Tara Ward with KSCS 
& KPLX PD Mike Preston.
 The consensus among participants 
was the best coaching relationship is a 
partnership built on open communication 
and trust. “It’s not what you say, it’s 
how you say it,” noted Fitz. Both Moote 
and Ward concurred, with Moote noting 
his appreciation for Preston’s ability to 
deliver direct news, both good and bad, 
within a constructive narrative. Bones also 
notes the importance of trust in a coach’s 
ability to share his weaknesses honestly in 

addition to strengths. “You’re not going to trust what you’re doing 
right if they can’t tell you what you’re doing wrong,” expressed 
Bones. The teams also addressed the talent and coach relationship 
as it applies to conflict resolution. “[Fitz and I] just duke it out in the 
back room,” joked Mahalick. 
 Additional lines of questioning included being authentic amid 
national division and creating great content on-air and online 
with little to no resources. Preston, Moote and Ward specifically 
spoke to the trials of coming together as a team at the onset of 
the pandemic. “It’s still really new,” said Preston. “As much as I 
would love to spend a lot of time with them, we just can’t because 
of our current situation.” But, despite the challenges, Ward credits 
Preston with keeping the lines of communication open for talent 
and expressed, “He makes himself available and makes me feel 
comfortable [calling him with questions].”                –Monta Vaden

Combs & Morris Tackle Race In Country
 Acknowledgement and accountability were threads woven 
through today’s (2/17) Country Music Trailblazers featuring Luke 
Combs and Maren Morris. Moderator Ann Powers joined two 
of the most visible artists in the genre who, following the events two 
weeks ago (CAT 2/3), requested to change their conversation to 
one about personal, artistic and genre-wide accountability and the 
future of country music. 
 Following acknowledgement that the session involved three 
white people talking about race — something they pledge to 
change in years to come — both Combs and Morris started with 
self-assessment: blind spots, failures of courage and the desire to 
stay comfortable. “I didn’t set out to be this activist,” Morris said of 
her personal journey. Added Combs, “I’m here to learn. I’m at this 
highly-successful moment of my career, and I couldn’t sit back and 
not do anything.”
 Morris, and later Combs, recognized the “initial white fragility 
moment” when their automatic response was “I’m not racist.” 
“Once I took that layer away,” Morris continued, “it’s kind of 
liberating to not bow up anytime someone questions a motive or 
action of yours.” Added Combs, “When people come for someone, 
even with great intentions, that can make you want to clam up and 
go, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore,’ but you just have to know 
where your heart is and you’re doing it for the right reasons.”
 Combs addressed past photos with the Confederate flag saying, 
“I’ve grown a lot as a man, as a human being and a citizen of 
the world since those images.” He admitted, “As a younger man, 
that was an image I associated to mean something else.” Knowing 
what he does now, he “would never want to be associated with 
something that brings so much hurt to someone else.” Morris 
noted she also did not know the flag’s history until she was around 
15-16. “I think a large majority of people who listen to country 
music don’t understand the deeper meaning of what that flag 
signifies, either.” Combs suggested the flag and related images 
aren’t needed to show pride in being from the south and/or a fan 
of the genre. “That’s something we are unfortunately figuring out. 
It’s been a slow process.”
 Preserving and challenging something you love is a 
balancing act for both artists. “If we want to pride ourselves on 

being three chords and the truth, we need to be truthful with 
ourselves,” said Morris. That includes learning the history of the 
genre and just how much white artists and musicians owe to Black 
culture. “People that we idolized, they were our pioneers, but they 
were not the pioneers,” contested Morris. “Knowing the history of 
that is respectful to them.”
 The Morgan Wallen video that spurred the conversation was 
discussed, along with his pleading with fans to stop defending him 
and the larger question of if and how artists can use the connection 
with their audience as an agent of change and anti-racism. 
Combs admitted that while he had not given much thought to it, 
he believes it’s possible. “People can be changed,” began Combs. 
“I’m a living, mouth-breathing example of it.”
 Despite being difficult, both artists agree controversy and 
polarizing subjects need to be addressed. “Your fans are a 
reflection of you,” said Morris. “You can’t control a human 
being, but you absolutely can let them know where you stand.” 
She continued, “If you love something, you should call out the 
parts that are complicit and wrong, so we can move forward in a 
healthier way.”          –Caitlin DeForest

Kingsley Carries On
 No audience was physically present at Bob Kingsley’s Acoustic 
Alley, but Thomas Rhett said he hasn’t been this excited to play 
a show in about six months. Rhett kicked things off with current 
single “What’s Your Country Song,” dedicating the performance to 
the late radio icon Bob Kingsley. Preliminary tracks for his next 
project “Growing Up” and “Things Dads Do” followed. He and 
father Rhett Akins, who helped pen both, shared a hug moment 
following the performance of the latter.
 Akins, who has 31 No. 1 hits and counting, played his own 
“That Ain’t My 
Truck,” Blake 
Shelton’s “I 
Lived It” and 
Jon Pardi’s “Dirt 
On My Boots,” 
among others. 
He shared 
personal 
anecdotes on 
the stories behind the songs and showed off the dusty boots that 
inspired the Pardi cut.
 Parker Welling had a large hand in writing Russell Dickerson’s 
2017 album Yours, with credits on nine of 11 tracks. She said “Blue 
Tacoma” might have been different if her family had input into the 
lyrics. “My grandmother claims we’re a Nissan family,” Welling 
joked. “I mean, what rhymes with Nissan Titan? Fast as lightning?”
 The trio of writers and performers were backed by Thomas’ 
traveling band member Josh Reedy. The quartet ended the day 
collaborating on Akins’ co-written song “Boys ‘Round Here.”

 –Addie Morton

Tara WardTara Ward

FitzFitz

Head On: Head On: Ann Powers (l), Ann Powers (l), 
Maren Morris and Luke Maren Morris and Luke 
CombsCombs

Parker Welling, Thomas Rhett, Josh Reedy, Parker Welling, Thomas Rhett, Josh Reedy, 
and Rhett Akinsand Rhett Akins
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The Day Ahead
Thursday, 2/18
crsvirtual2021.com

9-9:50am
Believers’ Breakfast
Sponsored by Curb Records
Russell Dickerson, Chris Tomlin, Gator Harrison

10-10:50am
Label Mentoring Breakfast
Dave Kelly, JoJamie Hahr, Laurel Kittleson, Lou Ramirez, Mandy 
McCormack, Randy Goodman, Tony Grotticelli 

10-10:50am
Inventing Yourself
Elaina Smith, Josh Brubaker, Laura Hostelley, Morgan Huelsman

10:50-10:55am
CRS/Country Aircheck Awards
Major Market OM/PD, Large Market OM/PD, Medium Market OM/
PD and Small Market OM/PD

10:55-11:55am
CRS Research Presentation
Sponsored by Big Machine Label Group
Carolyn Gilbert, Leigh Jacobs

11am-12pm
St. Jude Networking Lounge
Connect with friends, colleagues, panelists and mentors in an 
intimate, virtual networking lounge. 

11:55am-12pm
ASCAP Pre-Lunch Performance

12-12:50pm
Team UMG Lunch
Eric Church, Lauren Alaina, Priscilla Block, Jon Pardi, Parker 
McCollum

12:50-1pm
CRHoF Induction: Jim Duncan
Sponsored by Curb Records
Induction by Shawn Parr

1-1:50pm
24-7 Brand
Sponsored by Westwood One
B-Dub, Perry Bashkoff, Phil Becker, Scott Lindy, Tino Cochino

1-1:50pm
Awards Submission Workshop
John Shomby, Justin Cole, Kelly Ford, Scott Ward

1-3pm
St. Jude Networking Lounge
Connect with friends, colleagues, panelists and mentors in an 
intimate, virtual networking lounge. 

1:50-2pm
CRS/Country Aircheck Awards
Major Market MD, Large Market MD and Medium Market MD

2-2:50pm
A Conversation With Sir Barry Gibb
Sponsored by Big Machine Label Group
Barry Gibb, Chris Willman

2:50-3pm 
CRHoF Induction: Chuck Edwards
Induction by Phil Hunt

3-3:50pm
So Much Cooler Online: A Conversation With Brad Paisley
Sponsored by Skyview Country
Brad Paisley, David Wild

3:50-4pm
CRS/Country Aircheck Awards
Small Market MD, Major Market Personality/Show and Large 
Market Personality/Show

4-5pm
CRS Throwback Thursday
Sponsored by BBR Music Group

Bar No Lines:Bar No Lines: Warner/WEA’s Ray Mariner. Warner/WEA’s Ray Mariner.

Lon Helton, lon@countryaircheck.com
Chuck Aly, chuck@countryaircheck.com 

Caitlin DeForest, caitlin@countryaircheck.com
Monta Vaden, monta@countryaircheck.com

Chris Huff, chris@countryaircheck.com 
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