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ON THE ROAD AGAIN
“Consumer habits changed,” says CAA agent 

Meredith Jones. “They are buying tickets closer to 
show date, rather than at the on-sale. Hot artists like 
Adele and Morgan Wallen go up very fast, but the 
tours fans see year after year are going slower. They’re 
waiting until closer to the show to decide if it’s a good 
time to gather.”

Likewise, no-shows became an issue as ticket 
holders left their seats empty. “We call it the drop 
count,” Jones explains, noting a spike in those 
numbers when the Delta variant was peaking. “Kids 
went to college or were no longer at college. Plans 
changed. I talked to a theater buyer who said they 
feel like a club owner with as many walkups as 
they’re seeing.”

AEG VP Adam Weiser sees a host of reasons for 
evolving consumer behavior. “Fans had been sitting 
on some tickets for two years,” he says. “Did they 
change emails? Make other plans? Forget? A lot of it 
was related to postponements. It’s not as much of an 
issue with new shows.”

With local governments often involved, the fair 
market was greatly impacted. “We’re really excited 
for 2022 because we hope the majority of the fair 
business will be back,” Jones says. The weaker fair 
market also affected newer artists. “Opening slots 
and fair and festival dates they traditionally might 
have gotten – the discovery slots – just weren’t there,” 
she says. “Frankly, it’s been almost two years for some 
new artists trying to get a shot at a slot.”

Likewise, international touring was down 
signifi cantly. “A couple tours are being planned for 
2022 so hopefully that will continue to improve,” 
Jones says. On the positive side, pandemic protocols 
are now fully incorporated into the touring 
apparatus.

“Most tours are taking out a COVID compliance 
offi cer – somebody who works with the venue, 
understands the various rules and regulations and 
enforces our policies backstage,” Weiser says. “Once 
we got through the summer, a lot of it was worked 
out. Going into next year feels much better. We’re 
back to being pretty consistent. If fans want to go to 
a show, they’ll go. There are still a lot of reschedules, 
but it should be an incredible year, even with some 
congestion.

“The biggest thing we did this year is work together 
as an industry,” he says, pointing at increased 
communication – even among competitors. “At no 
point did anyone feel like they were in a bubble on 
their own. We always take pride in a win, but this year 
was less about wins and more about being smart and 
safe so we can all go on touring.”

Suggesting the country business was excited about the resumption 
of touring may be the understatement of the year. Miranda 

Lambert says it was “like everyone got out of jail on the same day.” 
As welcome as live concerts were after more than a year of virtual, 
there was still a learning curve – even for fans.

Double Up? Double Down?
Morgan Wallen’s casual use of a racial slur in February brought swift repercussions from every 
facet of the business. Prior to the incident, “7 Summers” was climbing the chart and “More Than My 
Hometown” was a top recurrent. His catalog garnered more than 12,000 plays in a week. Following 
the incident, the one-week total fell to 218 plays, according to Mediabase. He was disqualifi ed from 
awards shows, put on suspension by label Big Loud and dropped by booking agency WME. While 
DSPs removed his music from some playlists, Dangerous: The Double Album – already the hottest in 
the format – saw sales and streaming spikes in the aftermath.
     As a new year approaches, the airplay moratorium has eased, with spins cresting 7,500
the fi rst week of December. Over the course of the year, fellow artists have brought Wallen 
onstage, he’s resumed performing and, most recently, a 54-date 2022 tour generated more 
than 700,000 ticket sales according to his team. Wallen hasn’t said much since his deeply 
dissected Good Morning America interview in July. And the ever-present propensity for 
instant negativity via social and click media that has had Wallen’s camp in a damned-
if-you-anything stance has likewise tempered public expression of what many in the 
industry are asking: Is it time to move forward? Will the incident forever be the lever 
critics pull to confi rm their inarguable belief in the genre’s inherent racism? Does 
this have to defi ne Morgan Wallen – as an artist and a person – in perpetuity? 
Finally, what role will Wallen himself play in answering these questions?
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IN MEMORIAM
Tim Akers
Bryan Allen
Razzy Bailey
Tony Banks 

(Anthony Mario Napoleoni, Jr.)
George Beasley
Wes Bennett
Charlie Black

Connie Bradley
Tom Brenner

Ed Bruce
Patsy Bruce

Spencer Burke
Jennifer Campbell

“Chad Elliot” Carroz
Nick Cash 

(Richard “Rick” Szost)
Tom Chase 

(Tom Stelljes)
Bill “Taylor” Chimka

Dan Culhane
“Rockin’ Ron” Culver
“Mary Mac” Darnell

Rod Davis
David “Louie” DePew

Don Everly
Ben Ewing
Al Fagerli

Jim Femino
Mark Ferguson

Randy “Baja” Fletcher
Melba Foster

George Francis
Tommy Garrett
Matthew Gillian

Ann Gillis
James Gilmore
Earl “JT” Gray
Nanci Griffi th
Tom T. Hall
Bob Hatter

Shayne Hollinger
Jeff Iler

Stonewall Jackson
Randy Jones
Martin Kahan

Jeff Kelly
Kenneth “Gene” Kennedy

Troy Klontz
Bob Knight
Lisa Lee

Hugh X. Lewis
“Super” Dave Logan

Don Maddox
Kenny Malone
Kirke Martin

Wendell Mayes, Jr.
Paul Meacham

Carol (Parker) Miller
“Pistol Pete” Miller

Bob Moore
Dwight “Hollywood Harrison” Moore

Stan Moress
Misty Morgan
Norma Morris
Zach Morton
Dick Munro
Larry Neal

Michael Neff
Harry “Bud” Nelson

Doug Nichols
Jamie O’Hara

Ole Olson (Norman Kidd)
Sonny Osborne

K.T. Oslin
Billy Earl Owens

James “Patches” Paczkowski
Chris Painter

Joe Palmaccio
Joe Patrick (Kobessen)

Marcus “Scony Don” Pierson
Jim “Catfi sh” Prewitt

Charley Pride
Jimmy Rabbitt

Ron “Snake” Reynolds
David Anthony “Tony” Rice

Lou Robin
Randy Ross

Gary Scruggs
Bobby Sherman
Tommy Spurlock

Tom Starr
Bill Tanner
BJ Thomas
Kim Tribble
Tod Tucker
Ronnie Tutt

Pete Van Nort
Tommy Lee Walker 
(Thomas Lohmann)

Tom Wayne 
(Claude Tate)
Jim Weatherly

Dale Weber
Scott Whitehead
Larry Willoughby

Alvin Wren
Walter Yetnikoff

Bill Young
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1 KPLX/Dallas 822,800

2 WNSH/New York 775,800

3 KKBQ/Houston 746,200

4 WUSN/Chicago 721,300

5 KILT/Houston 714,100

6 KKGO/Los Angeles 677,500

7 KSCS/Dallas 676,900

8 KNIX/Phoenix 533,700

9 WYCD/Detroit 502,200

10 WXTU/Philadelphia 490,700

TOP 10 PPM by CUME

1 WCOL/Columbus 8.5

2 WCTK/Providence 8.1

3 WGAR/Cleveland 6.9

4 WWYZ/Hartford 6.7

5 WUBE/Cincinnati 6.6

6 KYGO/Denver 6.4

7 WSOC/Charlotte 6.3

8 KNCI/Sacramento 6.2

9t WFMS/Indianapolis 6.1

9t WPOC/Baltimore 6.1

TOP 10 PPM by SHARE

Behavioral changes that became evident last year – a rise in streaming coupled with 
decreased radio audiences – only seemed to be reinforced in 2021. Country’s Persons 

6+ PPM national share dropped from 6.6 in 2020 to 6.1 this year, for what Nielsen Audio 
VP/Audience Insights Jon Miller says is the format’s “worst year ever.” He adds other 
formats, including Top 40, Rhythmic and Alternative, also experienced record lows. Last 
year, News-Talk jumped to a record 11.2 share and remained at that level in 2021, while 
Urban AC and Spanish Contemporary rose to their largest shares ever. The picture for 
Country was similarly disappointing among Persons 18-34, with a 7.9-7.3 decline to match 
2011’s record low; and among Persons 25-54, where Country also slipped to a record low, 
6.7 to 6.2. Of course, share only tells part of the story. 

Country cume has yet to return to pre-COVID levels, despite an 
initial post-lockdown rebound. The average PPM station’s cume did 
not top the 300,000 mark during 2021, whereas prior to COVID, the 
average PPM cume had never fallen below that mark. Also prior to 
COVID, there had been at least one Country station with a cume of 
more than one million in every month since October 2010, when 
PPM became currency in all 48 markets. Since COVID’s fi rst impact 

in March 2020, no Country station has topped one 
million in cume, and only one managed to top the 
900,000 mark in 2021 when the former WNSH/New 
York reached 907,200 listeners in the June survey. 
There are some bright spots though, as overall radio 
listening for Country has solidly rebounded from 
last year’s low. Nielsen’s annual nationwide sample, 
which includes all PPM and diary markets showed 
a 3.5% increase from Spring 2020 to Spring 2021, 
from 52.6 million to 54.5 million.

Despite radio’s challenges, the format saw solid 
sales growth in 2021. Country’s share of total 
music consumption increased from 7.9% to 8.2%, 
matching the level it was last at in 2017. Album 
sales were up 4.6% from 2020 but accounted for 
just 12% of sales for the format, down from 13.5% 
last year. The big gainer was streaming, which 
increased more than 18% and now accounts for 
84% of country consumption.

Not So Great Rates
The five-year trend for awards show viewership 
is beyond bleak. The Oscars and Golden Globes 
dropped from more than 34 million and 18 million 
total viewers respectively (2016), to under 10 
million and seven million this year. Steep pandemic 
era drops are illustrated by Grammys viewership 
falling by more than half year-over-year: 18.7m 
(2020) to 8.8m (2021).

In country, the declines are less precipitous. 
The 55th Annual CMA Awards were flat 
compared to 2020 at 6.8m viewers, though 
that’s down sharply from 2019’s 11.3m. This 
year’s Academy of Country Music Awards 
dropped 20%, from 6.59m to 6.08m. Two years 
ago, the ACMs pulled 9.9m.

With both shows recently up for grabs with 
expiring deals, the CMA elected to renew with 
ABC, pointing to synergies with parent Disney and 
its Hulu platform. Meanwhile a 2021 rise in Emmy 
Awards numbers and an increase in NFL ratings 
may offer hope that viewers are returning to prior 
patterns. As CMA Awards Exec. Producer Robert 
Deaton told Country Aircheck in 2020, “I don’t 
think I realized how much I took for granted the 
in-house audience ... it’s not the spectacle it is 
when you’ve got 20,000 people in the arena. 
The question is, when the pandemic is under 
control, what percentage of the TV audience will 
come back?”

Meanwhile, the Academy secured a deal 
with Amazon Prime Video, making it the first 
major show to be available exclusively through 
streaming. Wave of the future or just another 
platform for an increasingly fractured viewing 
audience to navigate? Time will tell. As ACM 
CEO Damon Whiteside notes in this issue 
(see page 37), “It’s not just the country industry 
looking at this, it’s every music genre, television, 
film, the Oscars, the Grammys, you name it. This 
could be a new model for awards shows. No 
pressure on us.”

Apple Turnover
Among radio’s most notable changes of 2021, two came from within the same 
organization. On March 30, Entercom changed its name and overall branding to 
Audacy, and on Oct. 22 fl ipped WNSH/New York to Classic-Hip Hop, leaving the 
No. 1 market without a Country outlet. Changes to the overall brand included dropping 
the Radio.com platform in favor of its Audacy.com. These moves came just four years 
after Entercom completed a merger with then-CBS Radio to create what then included 
235 total stations – 19 Country – to become the second largest radio broadcaster. 

“We have transformed into a fundamentally different 
and dramatically enhanced organization, and so it [was] 
time to embrace a new name and brand identity which 
better refl ects who we have become and our vision for 
the future,” said Chairman/Pres./CEO David Field. 
“Audacy captures our dynamic creativity, outstanding 
content and innovative spirit as we aspire to build the 
country’s best audio content and entertainment platform.” 

Seven months later, WNSH signed off as longtime 
personalities including Kelly Ford and Jesse Addy exited 
while PD John Foxx shifted to remain with the company 
as Eastern Region RVPP. New York City-based Country 
Swag Founder Stephanie Wagner tells Country 

Aircheck, “The real loss is the new fans, or who I like to call country music fans who 
don’t know they are country music fans. Over the years, I have loved seeing people 
turn into country music fans simply from randomly coming across WNSH, and the 
thought of not having that point of discovery in New York City stings.” 

So much so that Wagner has launched a Bring Back New York Country Radio
campaign, complete with matching t-shirt, and has partnered with Ford for live 
events including concert pregame parties to keep current country fans engaged. 
“Having no representation leaves a huge gap in the market,” Wagner says. “If 
anybody wants to bring it back, call me!”

For Better And For Worse

Stephanie Wagner

|||||||||||                                              |||||||||||

1 WUSY/Chattanooga 10.4

2 WIVK/Knoxville 9.9

3 WRNS/Greenville, NC 9.4

4t WDRM/Huntsville 9.1

4t WYRK/Buffalo 9.1

6 KUZZ/Bakersfi eld 9.0

7t KFDI/Wichita 8.8

7t KXKT/Omaha 8.8

9t WBEE/Rochester 8.7

9t WHKO/Dayton 8.7

TOP 10 CDM by SHARE

(Average of Nov. 2020-Oct. 2021, Total Persons)
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Doin’ This: Doin’ This: Doin’ This: 
CMAs Draw CMAs Draw CMAs Draw 

A CrowdA CrowdA Crowd

In its return to Bridgestone Arena, 
the 55th CMA Awards brought out 
the fans and offered something for 
everyone as the collective industry 
and nation looked on.

Gimme Back My Bullet
★ ★  CMA Radio Winners Celebrate ★ ★

For the fi rst time in two years, programmers and personalities 
reached to the back of the closet for their fi nest attire and tried 

to remember how to walk in their most uncomfortable shoes as the 
55th CMA Awards returned to an in-person event – sans offi cial 
after parties. Radio winners may have missed the comfort of 
sweatpants and the view from their couches, but the excitement of 
being fêted in person outweighed any lingering social anxieties.

KYGO/Denver
Major Market Station
“The team did important work; that’s what I am most proud of,” says PD 
Brian Michel. “It meant so much, because it feels like we truly embodied our 
organization’s mission statement and purpose, and the voters outside the 
market recognized it. The team really took on hard-to-tackle topics – whether 
it was the work on mental health throughout the year, which is so important 
to us, or stopping the spread of misinformation about vaccines. Are they easy 

subjects? Certainly not. But are 
they important? Absolutely.

“We celebrated by taking the trip 
to Nashville, not just to pick up our 
hardware, but to have the full CMA 
Awards experience. One of the 
best parts was the BBR party ... not 
just seeing much of their roster 
perform, but closing it down with 
Jason Aldean was a great way to 
start CMA Awards week. [Retiring 
Bonneville/Denver Market Pres.] 

Bob Call came with me. To win the CMA and accept it alongside him was the 
biggest honor. Bob started KYGO in 1980 and was also inducted to the Country 
Radio Hall of Fame this year.”

Adds Call, “It is the culmination of the extraordinary work done by every 
member of our staff during one of the most diffi cult times in our industry. 
This year has been a series of ups and downs due to COVID-19, and our team 
plowed through, creating great local radio every day, making a difference in 
the lives of our listeners and supporting our many business partners. I am most 
grateful for my association with this remarkable, special radio station and to 
everyone who has been a part of it over the years. I have great memories to 
carry me into retirement!”

WUBE/Cincinnati
Large Market Station
“In a year with COVID, we found it rewarding as a station 
to break through with compelling entertainment that was 
recognized by the CMA radio judges,” says PD Grover 
Collins. “We tried to fi nd ways to make one-on-one 
connections, including utilizing the digital space with 
The Big Dave Show’s virtual fi eld trips, and keeping things 
light and fun on-air to contrast everything going on in 
the world. This award will be added to the trophy case 
here at the main entrance of our new station building.

“My wife, Holly Morgan, came with me to Nashville 
to accept the award, and we hit up some of the pre-
parties during the week. Big Machine’s Carly Pearce 
grew up in our area and was excited to meet Holly 
– who is also in radio – because Carly remembered 
listening to her on our Top 40 sister station WKRQ 
when she was younger. It was cool to see Carly go back 
to her childhood and be excited to meet a DJ. Years 
from now, we’ll still be talking about seeing Carly win 
her fi rst Female Vocalist of the Year award. Knowing Carly the way we do 
and understanding how relentlessly she works on her career made it even 
more special.”

Special Delivery: 
WUBE PD Grover 
Collins straps 
in the station’s 
precious cargo for 
the road trip back 
from Nashville to 
Cincinnati.

Trophy Life: KYGO’s latest CMA 
trophy fi nds its home among the 
station’s three previous statues and 
numerous other awards. 

For Love Of Country: Entertainer of the 
Year Luke Combs debuts his love letter 
to his career, “Doin’ This.”

Four The People:
Chris Stapleton claims 
one of four awards on 
the night, bringing him 
to a total of 17 trophies 
since his breakout 
2015 year.

Stop, Collaborate 
And Listen: Jason Aldean 
and Carrie Underwood 
perform their chart-
topping single, “If I 
Didn’t Love You,” for the 
fi rst time on national 
television.
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Crystal Palace: KUZZ PD Brent 
Michaels carries the crystal 
statue around downtown 
Nashville to ward off 
bachelorettes.

★ ★  CMA Radio Winners Celebrate ★ ★ 

KUZZ/Bakersfi eld
Medium Market Station
“This is the fi rst time KUZZ has won CMA Station 
of the Year during my tenure as PD,” says PD Brent 
Michaels. “Coupled with winning ACM Station of 
the Year in the same year, I am humbled by the 
honor and so proud of this team of individuals 
who worked so hard during a pandemic to keep 
Bakersfi eld entertained, informed and connected 
to country music. Another fi rst for me was 
attending the awards show in person. Our CEO/
GM Mel Owens, Jr. attended as well, and I was 
accompanied by my wife, Julie. We were able to 
attend cocktail parties with the Triple Tigers and 
Big Machine teams during the week and caught 
the Warner luncheon with a performance by Chris 
Janson. Julie was able to experience all of that with 
me, which made the week even more memorable.

“Early Wednesday morning the day of the 
awards, I was grabbing coffee and saw on Twitter 
that Good Morning America was outside Bridgestone 
Arena with Old Dominion and Jimmie Allen. I 
fi gured I would go grab some pictures and shoot 
video for the station socials, but when I got there, I 
heard someone yelling my name from side-stage. It was Jimmie, and he gave me a big hug 
and asked how I was doing. How can you not love that guy? Such a Nashville moment!”

KCLR/Columbia, MO
Small Market Station
“Given the year and a half we’ve had, 
winning was a blessing,” says PD Todd Alan. 
“We have done everything we can to be an 
even bigger part of the community, and it 
seems like winning the CMA was validation 
of all the hard work we put in. I’m sure a lot 
of other radio stations did some great things 
in their markets, too, we just happened to 
have one of the most successful years ever 
in terms of charitable efforts. We raised 
more than $200,000 for the local children’s 
hospital and more than $145,000 for the 

local honor fl ight, so [this award is] a culmination of all that. I don’t know whether that 
made us stand out, but I feel good about it. 

“I watched the CMAs at home, but our morning show (Liz Del Grosso and Scotty 
Cox) did attend. When they got back from Nashville with the award, we put it in the 
studio and danced around it. It will eventually go in our trophy case with the other 
awards our group has won throughout the years.”

Cody Alan
CMT AFTER MIDNITE, PREMIERE
Daily National Personality
“I’ve been doing radio since I was 15, so to fi nally win a 
CMA Award is awesome,” shares Alan. “Sometimes in this 
business, you think your chance may have passed, so this 
was a big moment and major milestone for our entire team. 
My partner, Trea, and our entire CMT Radio team attended 
the show together for the fi rst time, and the experience 
reminded me of Malcolm Gladwell’s book, The Tipping Point
– eventually all the good things over the years add up! That 
trophy is a testament to the entire team’s hard work; they 
show up with fresh energy and content ideas every day. Even 
in an insane year with the pandemic, we found a way to 
keep the broadcasts up and running while maintaining our 
focus on the show.

“My book was released the same week, so there was a lot 
of celebrating. We had a celebratory toast with the team and 
plenty of Tito’s and soda. I didn’t know the CMA broadcast 
winners are treated to a large buffet right before the show, 
or I would’ve tried harder to win sooner! Ha! The entire week was a party, but when 
it comes to ridiculousness, I have to ask myself why I wanted to break into the ‘Fancy 
Like’ dance every time I saw Walker Hayes. My in-laws, who I call The Nebraskans, were 
staying at our house, so we rushed home after the show to be sure they were good. I 
can’t wait to make this trophy the centerpiece of my Lazy Susan on the kitchen table – or 
maybe I’ll put it in the studio.”

Lon Helton
COUNTRY COUNTDOWN USA, WESTWOOD ONE
Weekly National Personality
The entire experience of winning a CMA Broadcast Award is a level unto itself,” says Helton. 
“It begins with getting a call from an artist giving you the great news – this year it was Carly 
Pearce – and rolls on through an amazing wave of congratulatory calls, emails and texts. 
Then there’s the moment you actually pick up the award the day or two before the awards 
telecast. This year was a bonus when I ran into KYGO/Denver Market Pres. Bob Call and 

PD Brian Michel at the CMA offi ces. KYGO has 
carried Country Countdown USA for more than 20 
years; sharing that moment with a couple of people 
who help you get that award is a cherry on top.

“The best part comes prior to the telecast itself 
when the CMA gathers the winners for photos. 
They’re all among the best in the business, and they 
absolutely love radio. Talking with them and sharing 
their excitement in winning is incredibly energizing. 
We shared the pre-show party this year with the CMA 
Foundation’s Music Teachers of Excellence. I was 
talking with a teacher from Cincinnati who told 
me about being on the air with WUBE morning 
personality Big Dave Chandler. About that time, 
PD Grover Collins walked by, so I introduced the two 
in a really cool ‘worlds collide’ moment.

“As always, thank you to CCUSA Producer George 
Achaves and Talent Booker Jo Hunt, my team since 1992. One of these awards is more than 
you could ask for; 11 is beyond words. Thanks, too, to Westwood One, our home from the 
beginning. And, as we approach our 30th anniversary, a shout-out to former CEO Norm 
Pattiz and VP/Programming Gary Landis for wanting to add a Country countdown to 
Westwood One’s programming back in the day, and for not listening when I said the world 
didn’t need another Country countdown. Thanks to Audio Productions’ Jim Reyland and 
engineers Chase Bencin and Joe Gregory. Thanks to everyone for your expertise, and for 
caring so much about the show.”

Crystal Clear: 
The KCLR staff 
dance party.

Mile Hi: Pictured (l-r) are 
KYGO/Denver’s Brian 
Michel and Bob Call, and 
Helton.

Pinking Out Loud: 
Jimmie Allen 
tearfully accepts his 
New Artist of the 
Year award.

Girl Powered: Female Vocalist of the 
Year Carly Pearce (l) gets an assist from 
fellow nominee and current collaborator 
Ashley McBryde when words fail her 
during her acceptance speech.

Tigers By The Tale: Triple Tigers staff and artists celebrate 
CMA Awards week with a private party in Nashville. 
Pictured (front, l-r) are the label’s Nobert Nix, Hope Garrison, 
Raffaella Braun and Parker Fowler; (back, l-r) 
artists Scotty McCreery, Jordan Fletcher and Cam, the label’s 
Annie Brooks, artist Russell Dickerson, and the label’s Diane 
Lockner, Kevin Herring, Julianna Vaughn and Laura Hostelley.

Machine Watch Only: Big Machine Label Group celebrates a 
slate of nominations, performances and wins following the 55th 
CMA Awards in Nashville. Pictured (back, l-r) are the label’s 
Clay Hunnicutt and Jake Basden; Midland’s Mark Wystrach; 
the label’s Andrew Kautz; artists Tyler Rich and Ayron Jones; 
Badfl ower’s Joey Morrow; artist Heath Sanders; and the label’s 
Allison Jones, Mike Rittberg and Mike Molinar; (front, l-r) 
Midland’s Jess Carson and Cameron Duddy; artists Callista 
Clark and Abbey Cone; the label’s Sandi Spika Borchetta and 
Scott Borchetta; and artists Carly Pearce, Danielle Bradbery, 
Conner Smith and Tiera.

Kiss This: CMT After 
MidNite’s Cody Alan 
with the trophy he’s 
waited decades to 
bring home.
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★ ★ ★  CMA Radio Winners Celebrate ★ ★ ★

Lois Lewis
DOUBLE-L, KNIX/PHOENIX
Major Market Personality
“I left it all on the table with my entry and focused on a superhero 
theme as a nod to my listeners,” Lewis explains. “They are my Super 
Squad partners during a solo midday show, and I wanted to celebrate 
the fact we defeated this year together. My mom and dad were both 
supposed to come with me, but dad’s heart got a little too excited 
and went into a-fi b just two days before we fl ew out. He’s okay, but we 
pivoted our plan and my producer Carina – a.k.a. C-Money – traveled 
with me and mom. This win was just as much hers as mine, and we 
celebrated after the show with beers at The Stage until the lights 
came on at 2:31am. That was a fi rst for me!

“About a month before the CMAs, Stoney Creek’s Jimmie Allen 
made a tour stop in Phoenix, and I asked his rep, Matt Vieira, if 
Jimmie had a particular jacket with him. I’d seen Jimmie in a sparkly, 
black motorcycle stunner at shows, during interviews and on ABC’s 
Dancing With The Stars. Matt asked, and I was allowed to try it on. It fi t 
like a glove, and after I found out I had won the CMA, I asked Matt if 
he thought I could borrow Jimmie’s jacket to wear to the show. I then 
set out to create some amazing photo opportunities. I remembered 
someone telling me the men’s restroom at The Hermitage Hotel in Nashville is among the most 
photographed in the world, and sure enough – it matched my Poison Ivy theme! My mom called ahead 
to ask how late they were open but found out the bathroom was being renovated. That was my only 
plan! A few calls later, while I was in hair and makeup, mom got word from the incredibly generous 
team at the hotel, and they arranged for us to come capture content there. I am the fi rst solo female to 
win this award, so I was aiming for a bold ‘in a man’s world’ vibe. With C-Money’s help, we took nearly 
800 photos in total.”

Shaun “Ridder” Ridderbush, 
Scott Dolphin, Shannen Oesterreich
RIDDER, SCOTT AND SHANNEN; WMIL/MILWAUKEE
Large Market Personality
SR: We are just doing what we always do. Given the circumstances of the world, we didn’t let anything 
stop or re-route us from coming in everyday and serving our community while entertaining them and 
giving them a break from everything. As a team, winning this year means a little extra.
SO: This was my fi rst CMA Award and, the experience was overwhelming. I was grateful we were able to 
actually go to the awards show. We’re lucky to have a morning show in a large market where our community 
allows us to be local. We’re able to reach a lot of people with a friendly, neighbor-like relationship.

SD: My trophy lives in my living room next to his CMA 
Award brothers. 
SR: Mine will live atop my bourbon bar amongst the bottles in 
my collection. Like a king protecting his court.
SO: I’m still fi guring this one out. The wooden box is 
just as cool, to be honest! As of now, the trophy sits on 
the wooden table I built. I know for the fi rst few months, 
people are going to want to see that thing so it’s in the 
living room, but it will eventually move to my home offi ce.
SD: The CMA does nothing on a small scale, and even 
though we’re not big-time country artists, they still treated 
us like we were! From the open bar and free food to the 
great seats at the awards, it’ll be a night I’ll never forget.
SR: For three hours [you got] to feel like you’re someone 

bigger than a lowly little radio person from the Midwest. I don’t know if it’s a comfortable fi t for me, but it is 
something I’d have to experience again to know for sure. 
SO: I designed my dress for the CMA Awards, which I was thrilled and proud to be able to wear! However, 
it was a romper with a removable skirt over the top of it, which any woman knows makes bathroom 
breaks a diffi cult task. We had to be back before the commercial breaks were over if we wanted to see the 
next segment of the show. I was nervous (after having a few cocktails) that I wouldn’t be able to run to 
the bathroom in time, so as soon as one of the last performances before the break ended, I stood up and 
ripped off my belt and skirt, thinking that would save me some time in the stall. I raced to the bathrooms 
and just about collided into Dan + Shay as they were preparing for their performance. So embarrassing!

Melissa “Mo” Wagner, Greg “StyckMan” Owens
MO & STYCKMAN, WUSY/CHATTANOOGA

Medium Market Personality
S: During the pandemic, we were doing most of our 
shows from different places and had to get creative 
about interacting with each other and the community, so 
it means a lot that even though things weren’t perfect, 
we were still able to fi nd that connection.
M: When we got the call from Carly [Pearce] that we 
had won, we were at the beach. We can’t think of a 
better location to celebrate the exciting news! My trophy 
will live near my sons’ baseball trophies; we have had lots 
of big wins this year. 
S: My son built fl oating shelves in my living room where 
I’ll keep mine on display. This is all a family affair. Mo and 
I each brought our spouses to Nashville for the show.
M: Although, at times, I thought my husband wanted to 

be with StyckMan more than with me! But the running joke of the night was everyone telling me not 
to get pregnant. Honestly, my husband and I went to the show and back to the hotel for a semi-early 
bedtime. It was glorious.
S: Yeah, in 2019, it was “Here’s your CMA Award, and – surprise! – a baby, too!”
M: We’ll just skip over the fact that StyckMan was trying to “help” the television production crew get 
people back in their seats while we were in commercial breaks. He was screaming “30 seconds!” to 
anyone who would listen.
S: I’m a helper.

Steve Stroud, Ben Walker, Nikki Thomas
STEVE, BEN AND NIKKI; WXBQ/JOHNSON CITY, TN
Small Market Personality
“We were up against some really great talent,” says PD Nikki 
Thomas. “I have so much respect and admiration for every 
single show that was nominated in our category. There’s a lot 
of work that goes into creating and producing an entry! Being 
included in that handful of nominees was special all on its own. 
It feels weird to say we ‘deserved’ anything. Anyone in that 
category could have won; we just feel fortunate that it was us.

“We ran over to the CMA offi ce during lunch break from the 
remotes to pick up our trophies. Steve and I had to hustle back for 
a couple of interviews, and we had our trophy boxes at our table. 
Carly [Pearce] came by to see us and told us that we were her most 
memorable call she had made, because she could tell we were 
fl oored and emotional about the win. She and Kelsea [Ballerini] 
touched my CMA box and freaked out a little because they were 
afraid they’d jinxed themselves. In the end, Kelsea and Carly both 
had big wins, so it all worked out.”                                              CAC

★ ★  CMA Radio 
Winners Celebrate 

★ ★

Man, I Feel Like A 
Woman: Lewis crashes 
a men’s room, in more 
ways than one.

What Made Milwaukee Famous: 
Ridderbush, Oesterreich and Dolphin 
show off their CMA trophies.

Family Tradition: Melissa “Mo” 
Wagner and Greg “StyckMan” Owens 
are joined by Wagner’s children and 
the duo’s new twin bundles of joy.

Fringe Benefi ts: Miranda Lambert, the most-awarded 
female in CMA Award history, kicks off the show with a 
medley of her hits.

Hair You’ll Be: Faith Fennidy (l) joins Madeline 
Edwards, Mickey Guyton and Brittney Spencer (l-r) 
onstage following a performance of Guyton’s “Love My 
Hair,” which was inspired by Fennidy’s experience at 
her Louisiana school.

Chris Mas: Warner/WAR’s Chris Janson headlines the 
annual Warner Music Nashville CMA Luncheon at Ole 
Red in Nashville. Pictured (l-r) are the label’s Kristen 
Williams, Ben Kline and John Esposito, Janson, and the 
label’s Cris Lacy with the label’s Tim Foisset (front).

Music Rows: Sharla McCoy welcomes radio partners 
from more than a dozen outlets to her Music Row Live! 
radio remotes for CMA Awards week. More than 40 
artists came through the in-person interview setup 
during the three-day event.

Winning Chemis-tree: 
WXBQ/Johnson City, TN’s 
Steve Stroud, Nikki Thomas 
and Ben Walker (l-r) 
discover Santa made an 
early visit for them.



kelsea ballerini
what a year!!

#3 played female artist of 2021

hole in the bottle
#38 song of the year

half of my hometown
(feat. kenny chesney)
#68 song of the year

and still climbing

hole in the bottle
riaa-certified platinum

half of my hometown
(feat. kenny chesney)

riaa-certified gold

2x cma winner
half of my hometown
musical event
of the year
& music video
of the year

thank you
country radio!
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KATIE BRIGHT
Midwest
In 2017 as National at Warner, we 
celebrated Cole Swindell’s seventh 
consecutive No. 1 for “Flatliner.” At 
the time, he was the fi rst artist in 
Country Aircheck history to start 
his career that way – breaking his 
own six-for-six record. We started 
together, and that rare victory was 
a feeling I’ll never forget. Personally, I grew up a fan 
of old school R&B; country was not in my DNA. While 
at Indiana University, I had friends who were die-hard. 
Everywhere by Tim McGraw fucked me up in a good way. 
When I hear the title track now ... dang it! Still great!

DAVID FRIEDMAN
UMGN VP
A few months into my fi rst job at an independent 
record distributor, I heard “Somebody’s Leavin’” 
by Canadian artist Patricia Conroy. That’s the song 
that inspired me to work in country music. Within 
a matter of months, I was at my fi rst CRS where I 
heard Suzy Bogguss perform “Letting Go.” The song 

had me in tears, and I began to 
really appreciate country music’s 
songcraft.

Professionally, the best moments 
have been getting an artist their 
fi rst No. 1. Miranda Lambert’s 
“White Liar” was the second 
single from her third album, and 
I remember the team’s late-night 
camaraderie as we checked 
Mediabase every 30 seconds on the 

way to a 38-point win. Jon Pardi’s “Head Over Boots” 
was less than a year into my time at Universal, but I 
remember the mantra from the beginning being “treat 
this like a No. 1 record!” And it became so. You have 
to believe, because if you don’t, why should anyone 
else? Songs are recorded, but hits are made ... so there 
is nothing more rewarding than doing this for an artist 
who occupies their own lane. 

DONNA HUGHES
UMGN Dir.
Hard to pick just one, but I really enjoy the fi rst No. 1 
of an artist’s career, because (and I’m getting teary-eyed 
typing this) it means they’ve truly realized their dream 
... mixed with, hopefully, knowing they will always be 
able to support themselves and their families by making 
music. Working Little Big Town’s “Pontoon,” as well as 
Eric Church’s fi rst (his 10th single) “Drink In My Hand,” 
were huge, satisfying accomplishments. As were Jon 
Pardi’s “Head Over Boots;” Luke Bryan’s fourth single, 
“I Don’t Want This Night to 
End;” Dierks Bentley’s “Am I 
The Only One” and “Home;” 
getting to work with Keith 
Urban, who I have adored 
since The Ranch days; and 
getting to work with Darius 
Rucker. I have a dream gig, 
and don’t take one glorious 
moment for granted.

Personally, Kenny 
Rogers and Dolly Parton started me on this path I 
love so much, but the Class of ’89 – Garth Brooks, 
Alan Jackson and especially Clint Black’s Killing 
Time album – led me down a path of discovery and 
major passion soon after I started in the industry. 
Keith Urban’s Golden Road album also got me through 
a heartbreak – “Take your cat and leave my sweater” 
will always resonate.

MEGAN KLEINSCHMIDT
Coordinator
Darius Rucker’s “Beers And Sunshine” was already in the 
top 10 when I started, so I was certainly late to the party. 

But I was able to see the dedication 
and hard work that this team puts 
in every single day. This was Darius’ 
10th No. 1 at Country radio, and it 
was an awesome feeling to see him at 
the top. Personally, as soon as I heard 
Kenny Chesney’s “I Go Back,” I was 
hooked. Every time I listen to it, it 
makes me smile and – let’s be honest 
– sometimes even cry. 

ASHLEY KNIGHT
Southeast
Eric Church’s “Carolina” gets 
credit for opening my heart to the 
Country format. Besides my main 
girl Taylor Swift, I didn’t listen to 
much country music growing up, 
so when Eric played at the Auburn 
Rodeo when I was in college there 
in 2012, I was hooked. I decided to 
dig into this world and it led me to become a fan of Luke 
Bryan, Jason Aldean, Keith Urban and plenty more. But 
every time I hear “Carolina,” I’m instantly taken back 
to the good ole days of drinking Natty Light in an open 
fi eld with my best friends.

ROYCE RISSER
UMGN EVP
When I was 12, we spent almost the entire summer 
travelling all over the Northwest in my parents’ RV. My dad 

had a mix tape we would play all the 
time using a converter into the eight-
track system. He had a ton of songs 
from Willie Nelson’s Stardust – “All Of 
Me,” “Georgia On My Mind,” “Blue 
Skies” – as well as John Anderson’s 
“Old Chunk of Coal,” which I couldn’t 
stop listening to. I still love it, and boy 
do I wish I could go on an RV trip with 
my parents again.

ANNIE SANDOR
Northeast
One of my earliest memories was singing into brushes 
with my friend Stacey to Barbara Mandrell’s “Sleeping 
Single In A Double Bed” with as much gusto and passion 
as a fi ve-year-old could. My mom raised me on equal 
parts Engelbert Humperdinck and Willie Nelson, but 
I remember hearing Dan Seals’ 
“One Friend” and thinking it was the 
greatest song ever. Diamond Rio’s 
“One More Day” was released when 
I was at WWYZ/Hartford during 
such an emotional year (2001); every 
time I hear it, my breath hitches. 
Professionally, Lee Brice’s “Love Like 
Crazy” – while not my fi rst record in 
promotion – was the fi rst I bled for. 
Never made it to No. 1 but was the most-played song 
that year. He sang it at the 2012 WKXC/Augusta guitar 
pull, and I burst into tears. Finally, I wasn’t working at 
Capitol when Darius Rucker’s “This” was released, but 
with my background and the crazy path I took to where I 
am today, I was obsessed from day one. It’s a philosophy 
I live by every day. The irony that I’m now working with 
Darius is not lost on me.

CHRIS SCHULER
UMGN VP
I had just started working with the national team, 
and Canaan Smith’s “Love You Like That” was the 
fi rst song I really got to fully work in my new capacity, 
shaping my job for the next several years. Also, one 
of the co-writers of the song, Jim Beavers, was my 
professor in college, so it was a pretty awesome full-
circle moment working a song written by someone 
who taught me about the industry. 

Personally, it’s Kenny 
Chesney’s “I Go 
Back.” The summer 
after freshman 
year of college, my 
friend Allison had 
purchased When 
The Sun Goes Down. 
I had just made the 
decision to transfer to MTSU to pursue a career in 
the record business. I can’t hear that song and not 
think about those memories of change.

  
MARA SIDWEBER
Southwest
During the height of the mid-’90s country boom, all my 
high school friends loved country and I, on the other 
hand, was 1,000% a pop kid. Kenny Chesney’s “Me And 
You” was the fi rst country song I remember absolutely 
loving; it opened the door to the format for me. On a 

professional level, Luke Bryan’s 
fi rst single was a feeling I will never 
forget! From day one in the car 
on promo tour, I knew that he was 
a megastar. He’s always had that 
intangible “it” factor. Even though 
“All My Friends Say” didn’t make 
it to No. 1, taking almost a full year 
and fi nally hitting top 5 felt as good, 
if not better, than any No. 1 I’ve 
worked since!

BOBBY YOUNG
VP
When I was very young, I remember hearing Roger 
Miller, The Statler Bros, Ray Stevens and Johnny 
Cash on the radio. Songs like “King Of The Road” 
and “Flowers On The Wall” were sandwiched 
between the Stones, The Beatles, The Who and The 
Hollies. At the time Pop radio seemed to represent 
the “best of” music 
and genres were 
irrelevant, but I 
knew country music 
stood out and spoke 
to me. As I got 
older Country FMs 
started popping 
up in the region 
and I discovered 
Waylon, Willie, 
Merle, George 
Jones, Johnny 
Paycheck and Don Williams, among many others. I 
remember hearing “Sunday Morning Coming Down” 
by Johnny Cash, written by Kris Kristofferson, and 
that’s when I discovered that it was all about the song 
– not to mention the incredible artistry. Both were 
connecting with folks from all walks of life. 

 In my early twenties I moved to Nashville hoping to 
become a part of the Nashville music community and 
have since been blessed to work with many of the legends 
I fi rst heard on the radio as well as many other hit artists. 
In celebration of Capitol being Country Aircheck’s No. 
1 airplay label for the 13th year, I’d be remiss not to 
mention how insanely fortunate I am to work with the 
second-to-none Capitol and UMG promotion teams and 
everyone at UMG. I am so proud to represent our always 
awe-inspiring and talented star-studded roster and their 
top-notch teams! Thank you to everyone that works in 
Country radio for the support and love you show our 
artists, thereby making this honor possible!

MEGAN YOUNGBLOOD
West Coast
My fi rst No. 1 with Capitol/Nashville was Keith Urban f/
Carrie Underwood “The Fighter,” which I didn’t have 
much of a role in but was still a full-circle moment. I 

worked with Carrie on “Before 
He Cheats” at RCA and had 
always been a huge Keith Urban 
fan. On a personal level, my 
sister and I loved “Islands In 
The Stream” by Kenny and 
Dolly. At a show in Kentucky, he 
clearly saw we were real fans and 
threw us tambourines from the 
stage which I still have and will 
obviously always cherish.       CAC

The Capitol/Nashville run atop the annual 
airplay chart share ranking is now firmly in 
puberty and entering eighth grade. For 13 

consecutive years – through significant leadership, 
staff and roster changes – the Capitol promotion 
team has guided their artists’ music at an 
unsurpassed level. With a nod to this year’s top 
airplay song (see Top 100, page 19), we asked each 
of them: What’s your country song?

20212021 CHART 
SHARE

    1. Capitol...................................11.0%
    2. BMLGR..................................8.0%
    3. Broken Bow........................7.5%
    4. Columbia..............................6.5%
    5. Big Loud...............................6.3%
    6. RCA.........................................6.0%
    7. Valory.......................................5.5%
    8. Warner/WAR.......................5.3%
    9. MCA........................................5.2%
   10. Warner/WMN.....................4.8%

Label Of The Year

Source: Mediabase



ASCAP SONGWRITERS –
DEFINING COUNTRY MUSIC

CONGRATULATIONS TO THE ASCAP MEMBERS 
FEATURED ON THE COUNTRY AIRCHECK 100 LIST

“What’s Your Country Song” by Thomas Rhett
WRITTEN BY: Ashley Gorley

“Famous Friends” by Chris Young & Kane Brown
WRITTEN BY: Corey Crowder

“Just The Way” by Parmalee (feat. Blanco Brown)
WRITTEN BY: Kevin Bard, Nolan Sipe

“Single Saturday Night” by Cole Swindell
WRITTEN BY: Ashley Gorley

“Lady” by Brett Young
WRITTEN BY: Brett Young

“Drinkin’ Beer. Talkin’ God. Amen.” 
by Chase Rice (feat. Florida Georgia Line)
WRITTEN BY: Corey Crowder, Cale Dodds, 
Hunter Phelps

“Made For You” by Jake Owen
WRITTEN BY: Neil Medley

“Breaking Up Was Easy In The 90’s” by Sam Hunt
WRITTEN BY: Zach Crowell, Josh Osborne

“We Didn’t Have Much” by Justin Moore
WRITTEN BY: Paul Digiovanni, Jeremy Stover

“Nobody” by Dylan Scott
WRITTEN BY: Dylan Scott

“I Should Probably Go To Bed” by Dan + Shay
WRITTEN BY: Dan Smyers

“Good Time” by Niko Moon
WRITTEN BY: Anna Moon, Joshua Murty, 
Mark Trussell

“Blame It On You” by Jason Aldean
WRITTEN BY: Kurt Allison

“Long Live” by Florida Georgia Line
WRITTEN BY: Corey Crowder, David Garcia

“Almost Maybes” by Jordan Davis
WRITTEN BY: Jordan Davis, Hillary Lindsey

“Things A Man Oughta Know” by Lainey Wilson
WRITTEN BY: Jonathan Singleton, Lainey Wilson

“Wave” by Luke Bryan
WRITTEN BY: Zach Crowell

“You Time” by Scotty McCreery
WRITTEN BY: Frank Rogers, Aaron Eshuis

“My Boy” by Elvie Shane
WRITTEN BY: Nick Columbia 

A S CA P  S O N G W R I T E R S  I N  T H E  T O P  2 5  O F  T H E  C O U N T R Y  A I R C H E C K  1 0 0

V I E W  T H E  F U L L  L I S T  A T  A S C A P. C O M /A I R C H E C K 2 0 2 1

ASHLEY GORLEY
AIRCHECK #1 COUNTRY SONG OF THE YEAR 

“What’s Your Country Song” performed by Thomas Rhett

JOSH OSBORNE
ASCAP SONGWRITER OF THE YEAR

“Breaking Up Was Easy In The 90’s” performed by Sam Hunt

COREY CROWDER
3X WRITER/PRODUCER ON COUNTRY AIRCHECK 100 TOP 25

“Famous Friends” performed by Chris Young & Kane Brown
“Drinkin’ Beer. Talkin’ God. Amen.” performed by Chase Rice 

(feat. Florida Georgia Line)
“Long Live” performed by Florida Georgia Line

LAINEY WILSON
MUSICROW AWARDS DISCOVERY ARTIST OF THE YEAR

“Things A Man Oughta Know” performed by Lainey Wilson

ASCAP_Aircheck_2021.indd   1 11/30/21   7:52 AM
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51 JASON ALDEAN & CARRIE UNDERWOOD If I Didn't Love You Macon Music/Broken Bow/Capitol

52 DAN + SHAY I Should Probably Go To Bed Warner/WAR

53 PARKER MCCOLLUM Pretty Heart MCA 

54 LADY A Champagne Night BMLGR

55 MORGAN WALLEN More Than My Hometown Big Loud  

56 HARDY f/L. ALAINA & D. DAWSON One Beer Big Loud  

57 TIM MCGRAW & TYLER HUBBARD Undivided Big Machine/BMLGR

58 ZAC BROWN BAND Same Boat Home Grown/Warner/WAR

59 WALKER HAYES Fancy Like Monument

60 DUSTIN LYNCH f/MACKENZIE PORTER Thinking 'Bout You Broken Bow

61 RUSSELL DICKERSON Home Sweet Triple Tigers

62 LUKE COMBS Cold As You River House/Columbia

63 MATT STELL Everywhere But On Records/Arista

64 CALLISTA CLARK It's 'Cause I Am Big Machine

65 JON PARDI Ain't Always The Cowboy Capitol

66 PARKER MCCOLLUM To Be Loved By You MCA 

67 CHRIS STAPLETON You Should Probably Leave Mercury

68 KELSEA BALLERINI f/KENNY CHESNEY Half Of My Hometown Black River 

69 BROTHERS OSBORNE All Night EMI Nashville

70 HARDY Give Heaven Some Hell Big Loud  

71 KANE BROWN Worship You RCA

72 JORDAN DAVIS f/LUKE BRYAN Buy Dirt MCA 

73 BRANTLEY GILBERT Hard Days Valory

74 GARTH BROOKS & TRISHA YEARWOOD Shallow Pearl

75 LITTLE BIG TOWN Wine, Beer, Whiskey Capitol

76 MORGAN WALLEN 7 Summers Big Loud

77 MATT STELL That Ain't Me No More Records/Arista

78 LAUREN ALAINA w/JON PARDI Getting Over Him Mercury

79 MORGAN WALLEN Sand In My Boots Big Loud

80 ELLE KING & MIRANDA LAMBERT Drunk (And I Don't ... RCA/Columbia

81 KANE BROWN One Mississippi RCA

82 ERIC CHURCH Heart On Fire EMI Nashville

83 INGRID ANDRESS Lady Like Warner/WEA

84 CAITLYN SMITH f/OLD DOMINION I Can't Monument

85 RILEY GREEN If It Wasn't For Trucks BMLGR

86 GARTH BROOKS That's What Cowboys Do Pearl

87 DARIUS RUCKER My Masterpiece Capitol

88 CHRIS JANSON Waitin' On 5 Warner/WAR

89 BROTHERS OSBORNE I'm Not For Everyone EMI Nashville

90 RUNAWAY JUNE We Were Rich Wheelhouse

91 LOCASH Beers To Catch Up On Wheelhouse

92 TOBY KEITH Old School Show Dog

93 LARRY FLEET Where I Find God Big Loud  

94 SAM HUNT 23 MCA

95 JAKE OWEN Best Thing Since Backroads Big Loud  

96 NATE BARNES You Ain't Pretty Quartz Hill

97 BRETT YOUNG Not Yet BMLGR

98 KEITH URBAN Wild Hearts Capitol

99 CHRIS BANDI Would Have Loved Her Records

100 CLAY WALKER Need A Bar Sometimes Show Dog 

1 THOMAS RHETT What's Your Country Song Valory

2 CHRIS YOUNG & KANE BROWN Famous Friends RCA

3 PARMALEE f/BLANCO BROWN Just The Way Stoney Creek

4 LUKE COMBS Forever After All River House/Columbia

5 LUKE COMBS Better Together River House/Columbia

6 COLE SWINDELL Single Saturday Night Warner/WMN

7 DIERKS BENTLEY Gone Capitol 

8 BRETT YOUNG Lady BMLGR

9 LUKE BRYAN Down To One Capitol 

10 GABBY BARRETT The Good Ones Warner/WAR

11 CHASE RICE f/FGL Drinkin' Beer. Talkin' God... Dack Janiels/BBR/BMLGR

12 RUSSELL DICKERSON Love You Like I Used To Triple Tigers

13 JAKE OWEN Made For You Big Loud  

14 SAM HUNT Breaking Up Was Easy ... MCA 

15 JUSTIN MOORE We Didn't Have Much Valory

16 DYLAN SCOTT Nobody Curb

17 DAN + SHAY Glad You Exist Warner/WAR

18 NIKO MOON Good Time RCA

19 JASON ALDEAN Blame It On You Macon Music/Broken Bow

20 FLORIDA GEORGIA LINE Long Live BMLGR

21 JORDAN DAVIS Almost Maybes MCA 

22 LAINEY WILSON Things A Man Oughta... Broken Bow

23 LUKE BRYAN Waves Capitol 

24 SCOTTY MCCREERY You Time Triple Tigers

25 ELVIE SHANE My Boy Wheelhouse

26 BLAKE SHELTON f/GWEN STEFANI Happy Anywhere Warner/WMN

27 LEE BRICE Memory I Don't Mess With Curb

28 JAMESON RODGERS f/LUKE COMBS Cold Beer Calling My Name River House/Columbia

29 MIRANDA LAMBERT Settling Down RCA

30 DARIUS RUCKER Beers And Sunshine Capitol 

31 ERIC CHURCH Hell Of A View EMI Nashville

32 CHRIS LANE Big, Big Plans Big Loud  

33 CHRIS STAPLETON Starting Over Mercury

34 KEITH URBAN w/PINK One Too Many Capitol 

35 TENILLE ARTS Somebody Like That 19th & Grand 

36 THOMAS RHETT Country Again Valory

37 DUSTIN LYNCH Momma's House Broken Bow

38 KELSEA BALLERINI Hole In The Bottle Black River 

39 CARLY PEARCE Next Girl Big Machine

40 RYAN HURD w/MAREN MORRIS Chasing After You Arista 

41 RASCAL FLATTS How They Remember You Big Machine

42 BLAKE SHELTON Minimum Wage Warner/WMN

43 KENNY CHESNEY Knowing You Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

44 OLD DOMINION I Was On A Boat That Day Arista 

45 LADY A Like A Lady BMLGR

46 JIMMIE ALLEN & BRAD PAISLEY Freedom Was A Highway Stoney Creek/Arista

47 KENNY CHESNEY Happy Does Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

48 PRISCILLA BLOCK Just About Over You InDent/Mercury

49 JON PARDI Tequila Little Time Capitol

50 MICHAEL RAY Whiskey And Rain Warner/WEA

theYEAR
in MUSIC

TOP
OF

Source: Mediabase
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TOP PERFORMERS OF 2021

LUKE COMBS

#1 MOST HEARD
OVERALL & MALE

MIRANDA
LAMBERT

#1 MOST HEARD
FEMALE

NIKO MOON

#1 MOST HEARD
NEW ARTIST



Niko Moon

Gabby Barrett

Luke Bryan

*Luke Combs was No. 1 10/29/18 and 11/5/18.
*Chris Young was No. 1 11/12/18
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Artist Title     Label
Peak Position
(wks. at No.1)

Peak 
Date

Wks. on
Chart

2021
Rank

A
JASON ALDEAN

J. ALDEAN & C. UNDERWOOD

JIMMIE ALLEN & BRAD PAISLEY

TENILLE ARTS

Blame It On You

If I Didn’t Love You

Freedom Was A Highway

Somebody Like That

Macon Music/Broken Bow

Macon Music/Broken Bow/Capitol

Stoney Creek

19th & Grand 

1(1)

1(2)

10

1(1)

7/19/21

11/1/21

11/1/21

4/26/21

36

16

38

26

19

51

46

35

B

KELSEA BALLERINI
GABBY BARRETT
DIERKS BENTLEY
PRISCILLA BLOCK
LEE BRICE
KANE BROWN
LUKE BRYAN
LUKE BRYAN

Hole In The Bottle
The Good Ones
Gone
Just About Over You
Memory I Don’t Mess With
One Mississippi
Down To One
Waves

Black River
Warner/WAR
Capitol
InDent/Mercury
Curb
RCA
Capitol
Capitol

1(1)
1(1)
1(1)

15
1(1)

14
1(1)
1(2)

2/16/21
4/19/21
6/28/21
11/8/21

10/11/21
11/8/21
3/1/21
9/7/21

16
25
35
52
49
12
18
24

38
10
7

48
27
81
9

23

C

KENNY CHESNEY

KENNY CHESNEY

ERIC CHURCH

LUKE COMBS

LUKE COMBS

LUKE COMBS

Happy Does

Knowing You

Hell Of A View

Better Together

Forever After All

Cold As You

Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

EMI Nashville

River House/Columbia

River House/Columbia

River House/Columbia

2

6

1(1)

1(3)

1(3)

4

2/8/21

11/1/21

5/24/21

2/8/21

6/21/21

11/8/21

15

33

30

15

18

17

47

43

31

5

4

62

D

DAN + SHAY

DAN + SHAY

JORDAN DAVIS

JORDAN DAVIS f/LUKE BRYAN

RUSSELL DICKERSON

I Should Probably Go To Bed

Glad You Exist

Almost Maybes

Buy Dirt

Love You Like I Used To

Warner/WAR

Warner/WAR

MCA

MCA

Triple Tigers

1(1)

1(1)

5

11

1(1)

1/19/21

8/16/21

7/6/21

11/8/21

11/16/20

12

30

36

16

3

52

17

21

72

12

F FLORIDA GEORGIA LINE Long Live BMLGR 1(1) 4/5/21 23 20

H
HARDY f/L. ALAINA, D. DAWSON

WALKER HAYES

SAM HUNT

RYAN HURD w/MAREN MORRIS

One Beer

Fancy Like

Breaking Up Was Easy In The ‘90s

Chasing After You

Big Loud  

Monument

MCA

Arista

1(1)

1(1)

1(1)

4

11/30/20

11/8/21

5/17/21

10/25/21

5

16

29

32

56

59

14

40

L

LADY A
LADY A
MIRANDA LAMBERT
CHRIS LANE
DUSTIN LYNCH
D. LYNCH f/M. PORTER

Champagne Night
Like A Lady
Settling Down
Big, Big Plans
Momma’s House
Thinking ‘Bout You

BMLGR
BMLGR
RCA
Big Loud  
Broken Bow
Broken Bow

1(1)
11
5

1(1)
3
6

1/11/21
10/4/21
7/26/21

12/14/20
4/12/21
11/8/21

11
33
39
9

24
27

54
45
29
32
37
60

M
PARKER MCCOLLUM
SCOTTY MCCREERY
TIM MCGRAW & TYLER HUBBARD
NIKO MOON
JUSTIN MOORE

Pretty Heart
You Time
Undivided
Good Time
We Didn’t Have Much

MCA
Triple Tigers
Big Machine/BMLGR
RCA
Valory

1(1)
1(1)

15
1(1)
1(1)

12/21/20
9/27/21
6/21/21
3/8/21

8/23/21

9
45
24
19
43

53
24
57
18
15

O OLD DOMINION

JAKE OWEN

I Was On A Boat That Day

Made For You

Arista

Big Loud  

7

1(2)

10/11/21

5/10/21

25

28

44

13

P
JON PARDI

JON PARDI

PARMALEE f/BLANCO BROWN

CARLY PEARCE

Ain’t Always The Cowboy

Tequila Little Time

Just The Way

Next Girl

Capitol

Capitol

Stoney Creek

Big Machine

2

9

1(1)

12

12/14/20

11/8/21

3/15/21

8/30/21

8

39

23

44

65

49

3

39

R

RASCAL FLATTS

MICHAEL RAY

THOMAS RHETT

THOMAS RHETT

CHASE RICE f/FGL

JAMESON RODGERS f/LUKE COMBS

DARIUS RUCKER

How They Remember You

Whiskey And Rain

What’s Your Country Song

Country Again

Drinkin’ Beer. Talkin’ God. Amen.

Cold Beer Calling My Name

Beers And Sunshine

Big Machine

Warner/WEA

Valory

Valory

Dack Janiels/Broken Bow/BMLGR

River House/Columbia

Capitol

2

10

1(1)

1(1)

1(2)

1(1)

1(1)

5/3/21

11/8/21

3/22/21

9/13/21

8/9/21

10/4/21

2/22/21

27

45

21

24

37

34

17

41

50

1

36

11

28

30

S

DYLAN SCOTT

ELVIE SHANE

BLAKE SHELTON f/GWEN STEFANI

BLAKE SHELTON

CHRIS STAPLETON

CHRIS STAPLETON

MATT STELL

COLE SWINDELL

Nobody

My Boy

Happy Anywhere

Minimum Wage

Starting Over

You Should Probably Leave

Everywhere But On

Single Saturday Night

Curb

Wheelhouse

Warner/WMN

Warner/WMN

Mercury

Mercury

Records/Arista

Warner/WMN

1(1)

1(1)

1(1)

8

1(1)

13

9

1(1)

6/1/21

10/18/21

12/7/20

6/21/21

4/12/21

11/8/21

11/16/20

7/26/21

31

49

8

28

24

24

1

39

16

25

26

42

33

67

63

6

U KEITH URBAN w/PINK One Too Many Capitol 8 8/2/21 41 34

W
MORGAN WALLEN

MORGAN WALLEN

LAINEY WILSON

More Than My Hometown

7 Summers

Things A Man Oughta Know

Big Loud  

Big Loud

Broken Bow

1(1)

15

1(1)

11/23/20

2/1/21

9/20/21

4

13

31

55

76

22

Y BRETT YOUNG

CHRIS YOUNG & KANE BROWN

Lady

Famous Friends

BMLGR

RCA

1(1)

1(2)

3/29/21

7/12/21

25

31

8

2

Z  ZAC BROWN BAND Same Boat Home Grown/Warner/WAR 3 11/8/21 22 58

Florida Georgia Line

Source: Mediabase
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 “You can’t stop him, you can only hope to contain him” comes to mind when describing 
Luke Combs’ continuing Country radio airplay dominance. For the third consecutive 
year, Combs tops Country Aircheck’s Overall and Top Male categories, and in only his 
fi fth year on the national music scene. 
 Combs was the only artist boasting a three-week No. 1 in 2021 – and he did it twice with 
“Better Together” and “Forever After All.” His third 2021 single, “Cold As You,” peaked at 
No. 4 within the 2021 chart year (Nov. 8, 2020 to Nov. 6, 2021) before hitting No. 1 on Nov. 
22. Also contributing to his 2021 airplay totals was a featured role in Jameson Rodgers’ No. 1, 

“Cold Beer Calling My Name.” The cherry on top: Being 
crowned CMA Entertainer of the Year a few weeks ago. 
    Miranda Lambert is 2021’s Top Female artist on the 
strength of a Top 5 with “Settling Down” and her pair of 
current Top 30s, “Drunk (And I Don’t Wanna Go Home)” 
with Elle King and “If I Was A Cowboy.” A mainstay in this 
category’s Top 10, this is the fi rst time she’s led the women 
in airplay since 2014. Lambert ended the year with a pair of 
Grammy nominations, one for Best Duo/group Performance 
with King and another for Best Country Album with Jon 
Randall and Jack Ingram for The Marfa Tapes.
    Florida Georgia Line summits this year’s Duo/Group 
airplay. Tyler Hubbard and Brian Kelley topped the charts 
this spring with “Long Live” and enjoyed a two-week run 
at No. 1 in the summer as part of Chase Rice’s “Drinkin’ 
Beer. Talkin’ God. Amen.” Meanwhile, Niko Moon walked 
airplay from March’s No. 1 hit “Good Time” up the list to 
land atop the New Artist airplay ranks.

Charted Songs, Top 15s Dip Again
    A total of 132 songs made it into the Top 50 in 2021, 10 
fewer than last year and 11 fewer than 2019. It’s also the 
fewest number of charted songs in the 16 years Country 
Aircheck has been compiling these stats and in the 25 
years of Mediabase year-end chart information.
    There were 97 artists delivering those 132 charted songs 
on Country airwaves this year. The breakdown is 63 men 
delivering 85 songs, 23 women with 19 titles and 11 Duos/
Groups with 17 tunes. Those 97 voices also contributed 
to 11 duets. Five men and fi ve women in the above totals 
contributed to the charted songs only as part of those duets.
    Of the 132 charted songs in 2021, 67 – 51% – achieved 
Top 15 status, two fewer than last year. That’s one under 
the record low of 68 set in 2019. Those 67 songs featured 
53 different artists: 39 men, seven women and seven 
duos/groups. Adding to the totals, one man and one 
woman who did not have Top 15 solo singles were part 
of two of the three duets that made it into the Top 15. 
Forty artists had only one single hit the Top 15 this year, 
while 12 acts posted a pair and only one artist, Combs, 
managed to have three Top 15s.
    Country churned out 41 No. 1 songs – same as 2020 – by 
37 different artists, which includes Carrie Underwood, who 
was part of a No. 1 duet with Jason Aldean. For the third 
consecutive year, Combs is the format’s No. 1 king with 
two songs good for six weeks at No. 1 and a collaboration 
with Jameson Rodgers that hit the pinnacle (see opening 
paragraph). In 2020, Combs had three songs that spent 

seven weeks at the throne. That was a follow-up to his 2019-leading six weeks at No. 1. Only 
Aldean, Luke Bryan, Jake Owen, Rice with FGL, and Chris Young and Kane Brown had two-
week No.1 hits in 2021. That leaves 31 artists notching single week No. 1s. 
 In 2021, 28 men lent their voices to 32 No. 1 hits that covered 41 weeks. (The 28 men include 
Young and Brown on their “Famous Friends” duet). Four women posted four songs that spent 
four weeks at No. 1, while four Duos/Groups had fi ve songs that hit the top. The year prior saw 
41 No. 1 songs by 35 different artists. Last year, 24 men contributed 30 No. 1s over 37 weeks, 
fi ve women had fi ve chart-toppers for six weeks and six duos/groups posted six No. 1s covering 
seven weeks. In 2019, 27 men contributed 42 No. 1s over 42 weeks, four women had four chart-
toppers for four weeks and four duos/groups posted four No. 1s covering fi ve weeks. 
 The 2021 Top 100 songs included 47 men with 68 songs, 11 women on 12 songs, 11 Duos/
groups with 14 songs and six duets. That follows the 46 men with 69 songs, 12 women with 
14 songs and 13 Duos/Groups 
with 17 songs last year. In 
2019, the Top 100 featured 46 
men/70 songs, 12 women/15 
songs and 12 Duos/Groups with 
16 songs.
 Combs and Morgan Wallen
were the only artists posting 
three songs in the Top 100. 
(Combs has four if you add his 
collab with Rodgers.) Eighteen 
men, one woman and three 
duos/groups have a pair of 
songs in the Top 100. That 
gives 24 artists 50 songs in the 
Top 100, compared to 20 artists 
responsible for 42 in the Top 
100 last year. 
 As always, all airplay 
information within these pages 
comes from our partners at 
Mediabase 24/7. All of these 
stats are based on singles that 
spent at least one week in the 
Top 50 during the 2021 chart 
year, which ran Nov. 8, 2020 to 
Nov. 6, 2021. Of note: The 2022 
chart year will run Nov. 7, 2021 to 
Nov. 12, 2022.                     CAC

COMBS, LAMBERT,
FGL LEAD AIRPLAY

1 LUKE COMBS River House/Columbia

2 LUKE BRYAN Capitol

3 THOMAS RHETT Valory

4 FLORIDA GEORGIA LINE BMLGR

5 KANE BROWN RCA

6 DAN + SHAY Warner/WAR

7 BLAKE SHELTON Warner/WMN

8 KENNY CHESNEY Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

9 JASON ALDEAN Macon Music/Broken Bow

10 RUSSELL DICKERON Triple Tigers

1 LUKE COMBS River House/Columbia
2 LUKE BRYAN Capitol

3 THOMAS RHETT Valory

4 KANE BROWN RCA

5 BLAKE SHELTON Warner/WMN

6 KENNY CHESNEY Blue Chair/Warner/WEA

7 JASON ALDEAN Macon Music/Broken Bow

8 RUSSELL DICKERON Triple Tigers
9 CHRIS YOUNG RCA

10 DIERKS BENTLEY Capitol

1 MIRANDA LAMBERT RCA

2 GABBY BARRETT Warner/WAR

3 KELSEA BALLERINI Black River

4 LAINEY WILSON Broken Bow

5 TENILLE ARTS 19th & Grand 

6 CARLY PEARCE Big Machine

7 MAREN MORRIS Columbia

8 LAUREN ALAINA Mercury

9 PRISCILLA BLOCK InDent/Mercury

10 CARRIE UNDERWOOD Capitol

1 FLORIDA GEORGIA LINE BMLGR
2 DAN + SHAY Warner/WAR

3 PARMALEE Stoney Creek

4 LADY A BMLGR

5 OLD DOMINION Arista

6 RASCAL FLATTS Big Machine

7 ZAC BROWN BAND Home Grown/Warner/WAR

8 BROTHERS OSBORNE EMI Nashville

9 LITTLE BIG TOWN Capitol

10 RUNAWAY JUNE Wheelhouse

1 NIKO MOON RCA

4 LAINEY WILSON Broken Bow

3 ELVIE SHANE Wheelhouse

5 TENILLE ARTS 19th & Grand 

5 RYAN HURD Arista

9 PRISCILLA BLOCK InDent/Mercury

7 CALLISTA CLARK Big Machine

8 ELLE KING RCA/Columbia

9 CAILTYN SMITH Monument

10 LARRY FLEET Big Loud

NUMBER OF CHARTED SONGS

NUMBER OF CHARTED SONGS
REACHING TOP 15

OVERALL

MALE

FEMALE

DUO/GROUP

NEW ARTISTS

TOP 15 
FIRST 

TIMERS
 Seven artists charted a Top 
15 Country single for the fi rst 
time during the 2021 chart 
year, matching last year’s 
number. That compares to six 
Top 15 fi rst-timers in 2019, 
10 in 2018, eight in 2017 
and nine in 2016. 
 Four songs in this group 
hit No. 1 – Tenille Arts’ 
“Somebody Like That,” Niko 
Moon’s “Good Time,” Elvie 
Shane’s “My Boy” and Lainey 
Wilson’s “Things A Man 
Oughta Know.” Ryan Hurd 
posted a No. 1 featuring 
Maren Morris with “Chasing 
After You” the week after the 
2020 chart year closed.
 The artists achieving a top 
15 song for the fi rst time in 
their careers in 2021 are:

TENILLE ARTS 
(19th & Grand)

PRISCILLA BLOCK 
(InDent/Mercury)

RYAN HURD 
(Arista)

TYLER HUBBARD 
(BMLGR)

NIKO MOON 
(RCA)

ELVIE SHANE 
(Wheelhouse)

LAINEY WILSON 
(Broken Bow)

COUNTRY RADIO’S 
TOP 2021 PERFORMERS

theYEAR
in MUSIC

KANE
BROWN

KELSEA
BALLERINI

DAN + SHAY

LAINEY
WILSON

THOMAS
RHETT

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

72 77 68 69 67

Source: Mediabase

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

157 149 143 142 132
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Our New Music Releases and TV /Film ProjectsOur New Music Releases and TV /Film Projects

New From Hideout Pictures/Strike Back StudiosNew From Hideout Pictures/Strike Back Studios

Colt Ford Eddie Montgomery Jeremy McComb

Josh Mirenda Coming Jan. 2022

Sam Grow

TV & Feature Film ReleasesTV & Feature Film Releases

“Music’s Greatest Mysteries”
(AXS TV)

“Old Henry”

“Jay & Silent Bob Reboot”

 “3022”

“Ted K”

“The “The United States of Insanity”
(Insane Clown Posse Documentary)

“Music’s Greatest Mysteries”
(AXS TV)

“Old Henry”

“Jay & Silent Bob Reboot”

 “3022”

“Ted K”

“The “The United States of Insanity”
(Insane Clown Posse Documentary)
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19th & Grand
“So proud of the 19th & Grand promo team 
delivering Tenille Arts her fi rst No. 1 record this past 
year with ‘Somebody Like That,’” says VP/Promo 
Jim Malito. Arts continues her chart success in 2022 
with current single “Back Then, Right Now,” the 
fi rst off her new album, Girl To Girl. Dir./National 
Dave Collins adds, “Tenille continues to build on 
the momentum she garnered on tour nationally last 
summer with Lady A by touring Canada with Dierks 
Bentley in January. That will be followed by a U.S. tour 
with Scotty McCreery in February leading into her 
C2C Arena Shows at The Hydro in Scotland and O2 
Arena in London in March.” Arts will also be direct 
support for Scotty McCreery’s March international 
tour.

Arista
“The breakout year for Morgan Wade at Country 
radio will be 2022,” promises VP/Promo Josh Easler
as “Wilder Days” builds airplay. Wade was one of the 
most-added debut artists of 2021 due, in part, to 
her album Reckless. The Tennessean said: “The 10-
song collection delivers what its name promises: An 
unvarnished voice straddling country and rock ‘n’ roll 
with stories of lionhearted truth.” Catch Wade on tour 
with Ryan Hurd, one of her own headlining shows or 
at one of Luke Combs’ stadium shows this summer. 
Old Dominion return with “No Hard Feelings” from
Time, Tequila & Therapy as they celebrate another 
CMA for Vocal Group Of The Year. “New music will 
also be coming your way from Hurd and Adam Doleac 
soon,” Easler says. 

Average Joes
“Next year will certainly have a different look to it for 
Average Joes Entertainment, while also maintaining 
our roots,” explains Dir./Marketing Andrew Davis. 
“The AJE roster has expanded and diversifi ed greatly, 
and we look forward to an exciting new year with 
some unique upcoming projects.” Kicking off the year, 
the label will release singer/songwriter Josh Mirenda’s 
single, “Til Neon’s Gone.” Eddie Montgomery
released his debut solo album, Ain’t No Closing Me 
Down, exclusively through Walmart this past fall and 
will follow it up with a deluxe digital version coming 
in late January. Sam Grow, who made his Grand Ole 
Opry debut in November on the heels of his album 
This Town, will release new music in the fi rst quarter, 
while viral sensation Austin Tolliver is set to release 
“Pain Pill.” The team is also excited about newcomers 
Bryan Martin and Brandon Hartt, who both have 
singles coming early in the year.

Big Big Records
Coming off of a year touring and promoting his top 
40 BBI charting song “Date Night,” Eric Chesser is 
readying a new project for early 2022. He shares, “I’m 
excited to share this new release with Country radio 
and country music fans!”

Big Loud
This past year has been a banner one for Big Loud. 
Leading the way, Morgan Wallen ended the year with 
the No. 1 selling album across all genres. Hardy, who 
co-penned Wallen’s current single “Sand In My Boots,” 
joins the Dangerous Tour in 2022 along with labelmate 
Larry Fleet. Fleet wraps 2021 as a top 10 most played 
new artist on the heels of his full-length album debut. 
Big Loud continues to release music from new and 
established artists including Jake Owen, Chris Lane, 
Lily Rose, Ernest, Hailey Whitters, Sean Stemaly, and 
Ashland Craft. Canadian artist MacKenzie Porter puts 
the cherry on top of 2021 with her chart-topping duet 
with Dustin Lynch, “Thinking ‘Bout You.”

Big Sky
Stephanie Quayle released fi ve singles in 2021 
recorded entirely during quarantine with producer 
Alex Kline. These songs included “By Heart,” “Wild 
Frontier” and “Lone Ranger,” which Dir./A&R & 
Artist Development Christine Hillmann defi nes as 
a new era in musical evolution from the Montana 
native. Coupled with new partnerships with Lucchese 

Bootmaker and Yellowstone Country Montana, 
as well as continued partnerships with Wrangler 
and Bass Pro Shops, 2021 was a year of growth for 
Quayle. Hillmann anticipates a Q2 album from the 
“powerhouse artist.”

Big Machine
The Machine enters 2022 “running hot,” says SVP/
Promo & Digital Kris Lamb. Coming off her CMA 
Female Vocalist Of The Year win and national 29
headlining tour, Carly Pearce is experiencing the 
fastest-moving single in her career with Ashley 
McBryde on “Never Wanted To Be That Girl.” Lamb 
explains “Consumption and callout have consistently 
been ranked inside the top 10, and our trending 
airplay trajectory projects this turning into a massive 
No. 1 by the end of the fi rst quarter.” Pearce is direct 
support for all of Kenny Chesney’s amphitheater 
dates and is featured on every stadium date for the 
Here And Now tour. Tim McGraw – with a top 30 hit 
at radio with “7500 OBO” – continues his Country 
radio ambassadorship, playing the lead in 1883. 
He recently announced a national headlining tour 
landing in 30-plus markets in 2022. Callista Clark, 
the highest-charted new artist debut from 2021 with 
“It’s ‘Cause I Am,” joins the CMT Next Women Of 
Country Tour Jan. 6 and is recording new music to be 
released in Q1. Midland just wrapped back-to-back 
sold out nights at The Ryman and will continue 
their sold-out The Last Resort tour through 2022. 
The offi cial music video for their top 50 single, 
“Sunrise Tells The Story,” will drop in the beginning 
of January followed by a full project currently 
scheduled for early Q2. The latest addition to the 
roster, Jackson Dean, will be formally introduced to 
Country radio in January as he embarks on a 10-week 
radio tour. His debut single, “Don’t Come Lookin’,” 
ships to radio Jan. 24 and impacts Feb. 22. Dean, 
whose music has already been featured in Yellowstone, 
is a what Lamb calls a “massive priority” for Big 
Machine and will be a focal point during CRS. 

Black River
After a great year in 2021 with Kelsea Ballerini 
having her sixth No. 1 with “Hole In The Bottle” 
and multiple platinum and gold certifi cations, SVP/
Promo Mike Wilson and his team are looking forward 
to 2022. Ballerini’s single with Kenny Chesney, “Half 
Of My Hometown,” is close to hitting the top 10, and 
Wilson reports they’ll continue working that in early 
Q1. Ballerini is scheduled to be back in the studio to 
work on her fourth album with new music in March 
or April. Ray Fulcher’s debut single, “Girl In It,” will 
also be a priority. Fulcher will be hitting the road with 
Chris Janson in Q1 after fi nishing the Luke Combs 
tour. “We also expect to see Mike Wilson back in the 
fi rst quarter too,” beams Wilson. 

BMLGR
Laci Kaye Booth’s debut single, “Shuffl e,” is already 
spinning on 65-plus stations and continues to build 
airplay. “Don’t miss her performance at Stagecoach in 
2022,” sayss SVP/Promo & Marketing Matthew Hargis. 
Brett Young follows up seven No. 1 singles with “You 
Didn’t,” and Lady A’s “What A Song Can Do” from 
their latest album is already impacting Country radio 
playlists. Riley Green is currently in-studio preparing 
for a new music including a single for release in early 
2022.

Broken Bow
Fresh off a three-week, Grammy-nominated No. 1 
from his new album Macon, Jason Aldean will have a 
single coming in January off the second half of the 
double album Georgia, set for release April 22. Dustin 
Lynch just notched his eighth No. 1 with “Thinking 
‘Bout You” and will have a new album coming after 
the fi rst of the year. Following her inaugural No. 1, 
Lainey Wilson is moving up the charts with the Cole 
Swindell collaboration, “Never Say Never” – most-
added fi rst week and debuting in the top 30. Chase 
Rice followed up his recent two-week No. 1 with a 
song he has solo writing credit on, “If I Were Rock & 
Roll.” “Coming out of the box as a top three most-
added single three weeks in a row, this single is on the 
move and shows off Chase’s talent as both a singer 
and a songwriter,” says VP/Promo Lee Adams. 

Capitol
After what VP/Promo Bobby Young describes as a 
“fantastic year,” the label plans to have Jon Pardi at 
or near the top of early 2022 charts with “Tequila 
Little Time,” followed by a single from a new project 
in Q1. Keith Urban’s “Wild Hearts” is expected to 
be top 20 by print, and Young points to exceptional 
early research and feedback, as well as his 48-city 
2022 U.S. tour. Most of the label’s current music is 
still relatively new, and the Dierks Bentley, Breland 
and Hardy song “Beers On Me” is no exception. The 
song is approaching top 20 with weekly on-demand 
streaming exceeding three million and more than 
60 million streams worldwide. Luke Bryan’s recently-
released “Up” is the follow-up to “Waves,” his 26th 
No. 1 and 32nd top 10. Both were included on the 
deluxe version of Born Here Live Here Die Here. Darius 
Rucker will be back on the road starting in February 
and has been hard at work in the studio with new 
music expected in Q1. While Caylee Hammack stayed 
busy last year opening tour dates for Bryan and Chris 
Stapleton, she’s also been working on new music 
for her sophomore Capitol album. Mickey Guyton
has been and will continue to be one of the “most 
visible new country artists in the format” following 
the release of Remember Her Name. Little Big Town
have also been touring and working on new music. 
“Hoping we will have new [Little Big Town] music 
in the fi rst quarter, and it always comes with high 
anticipation,” says Young. “We have a lot of new music 
coming in Q1, and it’s great to have our artists back 
out on tour!”

Columbia
Columbia/Nashville had a great year of No. 1s in 
2021, with Luke Combs earning his record-breaking 
seventh from one album with “Cold As You” (12th 
consecutive) and Jameson Rodgers scoring his second 
with “Cold Beer Calling My Name.” The label reports 
some heavy hitters are in the studio working on new 
music, including Maren Morris’ newest single from 
her next album – available Jan. 7 and impacting Jan. 
10. “We can’t wait to have new Maren music on the 
radio!” says SVP Shane Allen. CMA Entertainer of 
the Year Combs will also release new music in Q1, 
with Allen promising more details in the new year. 
Elle King’s “Drunk (And I Don’t Wanna Go Home)” 
is a top 20 single and rising as she has been writing 
and recording for her debut country EP. Allen notes, 
“Elle is invested and engaged in the Country format. 
We’re extremely excited for our radio partners to 
spend some time getting to know her.” As 2022 gains 
traction, keep an eye on the rest of the label’s current 
hits as well: Mitchell Tenpenny’s “Truth About You,” 
Kameron Marlowe’s “Giving You Up” and Jameson 
Rodgers’ “Missing One.”

Promotion teams 
preview new music 
for the new year.
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Curb
Lee Brice delivered his fourth consecutive No. 1 
when “Memory I Don’t Mess With” hit the top of 
the charts back in October. “Now, we’re rolling into 
2022 with some serious momentum going and – 
judging by radio’s response to Lee’s latest, ‘Soul’ – we 
intend to keep this streak alive,” says SVP/Promo RJ 
Meacham. Meanwhile, Dylan Scott’s follow-up to the 
mid-summer No. 1 “Nobody” is inside the Top 40 
and climbing. His “New Truck” will remain the focus 
rolling into the new year, along with a new tour that 
kicks off in February. On the new artist front, Hannah 
Ellis has been generating buzz with lead single “Us.” 
“Introducing and setting up a new artist in the midst 
of a pandemic has been challenging, to say the least,” 
says Meacham. “We’ve really had to take a hybrid 
approach and rethink everything. But when people 
meet her and hear the music, Hannah wins every 
time. We look forward to making 2022 a big ol’ win 
for her and Curb!”  

EMI
According to VP/Promo Jimmy Rector, EMI will start 
off the new year where they left off: “driving two hot 
artists, Eric Church and Brothers Osborne, to the 
top of the charts.” Sitting inside the top 20, Church’s 
“Heart On Fire” continues to “heat the souls of all 
music lovers, and it’s just getting started with early 
signs of strong research.” The reigning CMA Duo of 
the Year continue to show why they earned that honor 
with strong ticket sales, solid streams and a single 
that continues to “fi nd its way and test through where 
exposed to the daylight.” Rector concludes, “We are 
currently sitting by excitedly as Kylie Morgan, Jon 
Langston and Brandon Lay work their tails off in the 
studio getting brand new music ready to introduce.”

Forge Entertainment
Following the release of the Kent Wells-produced 
Christmas 12.25, which featured collaborations with 
Jamie O’Neal and Skip Ewing, Lucas Hoge is in 
the studio recording new music he plans to release 
throughout the year, including an EP due in late 
summer. Hoge continues to film his TV series, 
Hoge Wild, airing Monday nights on Sportsman 
Channel at 6:30pm CT in the US and Canada; 
season three premieres in June 2022. Hoge 
continues to rein in new partnerships, according 
to Coord./Operations Lea Walker, including 
Remington Ammo & Swanson Health.

Grass Roots 
Co-Owner/Managing Partner Nancy Tunick outlines 
the team’s 2022 playbook, beginning with Paige King 
Johnson and her “high-energy, up-tempo, playfully 
fl irty new single ‘Baby Don’t.’” Singer/songwriter 
Mary Heather Hickman brings a classic country sound 
delivered with an “unaffected style and emotional 
acuity that is honest, unfl inching and gritty” with her 
new radio release, “Baptist Parking Lot.” Tom Sexton
returns to radio with “The Best Night,” which is also 
the title track to his current EP, and Shane Owens
continues to deliver his signature neo-traditional 
country style with the single “Music Man.” Part 
“country crooner and gravel-voiced troubadour,” 
Jacob Johnson introduces debut single “Small Town 
Spotlights,” co-written by Aaron Goodvin and co-
produced by Goodvin and Matt McClure. “We are 
excited about the compelling music that we have 
the opportunity to share with our radio partners in 
2022,” expresses Tunick. “Our artists are all authentic 
storytellers with distinctive voices who have the ability 
to highlight our format’s strengths.”

MCA
It’s full steam ahead on current singles by Jordan 
Davis, Parker McCollum and Sam Hunt with new 
music coming in January from Kip Moore. “We’re 
currently introducing radio to Kassi Ashton, and her 
debut single is set to arrive at Country radio in early 
2022,” says SVP/Promo Katie Dean.

MCC/Curb
“The MCC/Curb promo team is incredibly excited 
about the new year and our amazing roster of artists,” 
shares Label Head & VP/Media Craig Powers. “It 
genuinely feels like our world is getting back to some 

level of normalcy, which we are encouraged by as we 
continue to get our artists out to visit old friends and 
to make some new ones.” CMT Next Women of Country 
alum Ruthie Collins and Grammy-winning King & 
Country are going to start the new year off with a Jan. 
10 impact date for their respective singles, “Hypocrite” 
and “Relate.” They will be followed by Tim Dugger, 
who made his Opry debut Dec. 3 with “Heart of A 
Small Town;” American Young with “Country Girls;” 
and newcomer Nessa Lea with “Wake Up,” all 
impacting in Q1. Soon to follow will be the new single 
from “Oregon’s fi nest export,” Jackson Michelson, 
with “Tip Jar.” “We look forward to seeing you all in 
person very soon and can’t tell you how much we 
appreciate your support,” Powers sums. 

Mercury
Mercury hits the on-ramp full speed with a brand-new 
track from Priscilla Block: “My Bar” hits radio and 
DSP partners Jan. 14 just ahead of her debut album, 
Welcome To The Block Party. Coming off a multi-trophy 
CMA Awards, Chris Stapleton aims at early February 
with current single “You Should Probably Leave.” 
With “great research and big streams,” SVP/National 
Promo Damon Moberly and his team are “excited to 
deliver this hit for Stapleton.” Lauren Alaina’s current 
single, “Getting Over Him,” featuring Jon Pardi, 
from current album Sitting Pretty On Top Of The World, 
continues to climb the chart as she enjoys the release 
of her fi rst book Dec. 21. Maddie & Tae are preparing 
music for the new year while their track “Madness” 
percolates in the ears of their fans. Travis Denning will 
also be recording new music for release in 2022, while 
Moberly labels Boy Named Banjo as “on deck.”

Monument
In 2021, Monument hit No. 1 with Walker Hayes when 
“Fancy Like” skyrocketed to the top. The song also sat 
atop the Billboard Country Songs Chart for more than 
four months and was one of the fastest songs to be 
certifi ed platinum (2X) this year. The label shipped 
the newest Hayes single, “AA,” to Country radio Dec. 
6, with a new record, Country Stuff The Album, set 
for Jan. 21. With his recent Grammy nomination, 
national television performances and a tour on the 
books, VP/Promo Luke Jensen foresees Hayes being a 
household name in 2022. He also expects the country 
music world to “feel the power” of Caitlyn Smith
in 2022. With new, self-produced music hitting the 
marketplace in January, the “powerhouse” vocalist – 
who spent last year opening for George Strait, Old 
Dominion, Little Big Town, Eric Church and Chris 
Stapleton – will “knock you off your feet.” Monument 
also has new music coming from Alex Hall, Brandon 
Ratcliff, Teddy Robb and sister-duo Tigirlily. Jensen 
closes, “Monument’s success in 2021 was just the start. 
These artists and this team are unstoppable ... 2022, 
here we come.”

Quartz Hill
“Look for some big news from Quartz Hill Records 
coming in Q1 2022,” teases SVP/Promo & Marketing 
April Rider. In the meantime, the label is excited to 
launch a new single in January from Joe Nichols’ fi rst 
new studio album in four years, A Good Day For Living, 
available Feb. 11. Rider continues, “We’re thankful for 
the 2021 success stories for Quartz Hill’s debut artist 
Nate Barnes, and we look forward to building upon 
them in the new year while also visiting Country radio 
coast-to-coast with Ben Gallaher in support of his 
debut single, ‘Every Small Town.’” 

RCA
Kane Brown’s already-top 10 “One Mississippi” 
continues to roll into 2022 with what SVP/
National Promotion Dennis Reese calls “incredible 
consumption to back up the strong radio support.” In 
addition to his continuing Blessed And Free Tour, expect 
new music and an album from Brown next year. 
Newly-released from Miranda Lambert, “If I Was A 
Cowboy,” is moving up the chart, already top 25. She’ll 
be out touring in 2022 to support the release of her 
next album. Adds Reese, “Her music is ever-evolving 
and always pure Miranda.” Chris Young didn’t just 
have a song on the radio with “Famous Friends” in 
2021, he had the biggest song of the year, scoring 
the No. 1 most played song on the Billboard Country 

Airplay Chart and No. 2 on Mediabase/Country 
Aircheck’s year-end chart. The already charted “At 
The End Of A Bar” with Mitchell Tenpenny is the 
focus for 2022. Niko Moon has been one of the new 
artists making an impact during the pandemic – 
from his debut single, “Good Time,” going No. 1 in 
2021 on both airplay charts to his weekly livestream 
performances and Stir Crazy series with wife Anna, to 
his headlining Good Time Tour. “‘Paradise To Me’ is a 
song radio listeners know and love,” says Reese. “It has 
strong support from many tough programmers, and 
most importantly, the callout to back the airplay up.”

Records
Records/Nashville closes the year enjoying a platinum 
(2X) single, “Lil Bit” with Nelly and Florida Georgia 
Line, followed by the genre-bending album by Nelly, 
Heartland, and a CMT Crossroads special featuring 
some of country’s biggest artists. As the team and 
roster continues to grow, the label is preparing new 
music from Matt Stell, George Birge and Erin Kinsey. 
“In Q1, all eyes are squarely focused on George Birge 
as we prep to impact ‘Mind On You,’” share Co-
Heads/Promo Jamice Jennings and Andy Elliott.

Reviver
On the horizon for Reviver are Brian Callihan’s 
“Broke It Down,” Ian Flanigan’s “Grow Up” f/Blake 
Shelton and a debut single from Brooke Moriber. 
Already a No. 1 songwriter, Callihan’s video has 
recently been released and Founder/Pres./CPO 
David Ross foresees his “pure country vocals making 
some noise.” Flanigan came in third on season 19 of 
NBC’s The Voice and shortly thereafter signed with the 
label. His debut single and video will hit in Q1, and 
spring and summer tour dates are being confi rmed. 
“Double platinum ‘Lonely Drum’ and No. 1 ‘Boy Like 
Me’ made Aaron Goodvin a household name north of 
the border,” says Ross. “Country radio will see much 
more of Aaron in 2022.”

Riser House
In a galaxy not-so-very far away called Kentucky 
… there came a country singer named Dillon 
Carmichael. In the not-so-distant-past, Carmichael 
released his Son Of A album and, 10 days later, the title 
track to Country radio achieved Carmichael’s fi rst 
most-added record status. This spring, Carmichael will 
launch his tour of the same name, which according to 
SVP/Promo Bob Reeves, could likely lead to a “Son 
Of A” “book, lunchbox, action fi gure, pull string … 
may the twang be with you!” In other words, the label 
will continue to focus on “Son Of A.” Meanwhile, 
since we’re orbiting the holidays, Meghan Patrick’s 
take on Elvis Presley’s “Blue Christmas” is “spinning 
all over North America,” notes Reeves. 

Show Dog
The label will continue to promote the top-30-
and-climbing, Maren Morris, Ryan Hurd and Brett 
Tyler-penned “Old School” from Toby Keith’s 
long-awaited Peso In My Pocket. Meanwhile, Clay 
Walker will release his follow-up single, “Catching 
Up With An Ol’ Memory,” co-written by Walker, 
George Birge, Jason Boyer and Lalo Guzman, from 
2021’s Texas to Tennessee. SVP/Promo Rick Moxley 
advises the song is “off to a very healthy start” prior 
to release, adding “KSCS/Dallas PD Mike Preston 
stepped out and added it to their current playlist in 
October and has almost 200 plays [at print] and is 
showing early indications of good listener research. 
WSOC/Charlotte’s John Reynolds has added and 
had 100 plays with very good response.” The single 
has achieved three million streams, and the album 
has 35 million streams, according to the label. Also 
generating excitement is recent signing Kimberly 
Kelly, who will have music in the Spring. 

Stoney Creek
Coming off 45 national television appearances in 
2021, Jimmie Allen and the team at Stoney Creek 
plan on starting the new year with a No. 1 push for 
“Freedom Was A Highway.” After sweeping New 
Artist at the ACMs and CMAs, he’s now earned 
a nomination for Best New Artist at this year’s 
Grammys. As one of the fastest-rising debut acts 
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of 2021, Frank Ray is top 40 and climbing with 
“Country’d Look Good On You.” VP/Innovation, 
Radio & Streaming Adrian Michaels says 2022 will 
be “the continuation of this very successful launch.” 
Look for him on tour with Elvie Shane. By all early 
metrics, Parmalee’s “Take My Name” will be “a killer 
follow-up single to the incredibly successful ‘Just 
the Way,’” which was the most-played country song 
at iHeartMedia this year, according to the label. 
Lindsay Ell’s recently-released duet with Chayce 
Beckham, “Can’t Do Without Me,” is expected to 
generate heat with the release of its music video at 
the top of the year.

Triple Tigers
“Q1 of 2022 at Triple Tigers is all about focus as 
we concentrate on our current track from Russell 
Dickerson, ‘Home Sweet,’ and Scotty McCreery’s 
‘Damn Strait,’” says SVP/Promo Kevin Herring. 
Sometime in early 2022, the label will roll out the 
debut EP from their newest signing Jordan Fletcher, 
a Florida native and current SiriusXM Highway Find 
with “Rather Be Broke.” Herring cheers, “We are very
excited to introduce him to the world!”

Valory
The Valory team is gearing up for what VP/Promo & 
Digital Ashley Sidoti predicts will be “an amazing 2022.” 
In addition to Thomas Rhett celebrating his 18th No. 
1 with “Country Again,” he also had the No. 1 Most-
Played Song of 2021 with “What’s Your Country Song.” 
Rhett continues building his hit catalog with current 
single “Slow Down Summer” and will be sharing more 
music in the new year. Speaking of No. 1s, Justin Moore
secured his 10th this year with “We Didn’t Have Much.” 
Current single “With A Woman You Love” continues his 
streak of consistent hit country music. In 2021, the team 
introduced Conner Smith. His debut single, “Learn 
From It,” continues to ascend into the new year. “With 
recognition on many ‘Artists to Watch’ lists for 2022 and 
forthcoming huge tour news, next year is sure to be a 
big year for Conner,” notes Sidoti, who also tips that Eli 
Young Band will have a new song at Country radio in 
February. Valory will kick off the year introducing new 
artist Tiera. “We are looking forward to getting her in 
front of everyone,” says Sidoti. Aaron Lewis will release 
new album Frayed At Both Ends in January featuring 
“Am I The Only One.” “We will also continue releasing 
amazing new music from Tyler Rich, Abbey Cone

and Kidd G, so stay tuned,” closes Sidoti. “Next year 
is shaping up to be another huge year for The Valory 
Music Co.”

WAR
Dan + Shay continue to deliver to Country radio with 
their tempo-driven hit “Steal My Love.”  The Grammy-
winning duo performed the single at venues including 
Madison Square Garden and the Staples Center this 
fall on The (Arena) Tour – quickly establishing it as a 
crowd-favorite singalong. “Steal My Love” was released 
to Country radio as the No. 1 most-added song the same 
week that “Glad You Exist” peaked atop the Country 
Aircheck chart, marking the fi rst time in 10 years that 
an artist has achieved both simultaneously. The duo will 
embark on Kenny Chesney’s stadium tour in 2022. “Bye 
Mom” is the real-life story of Chris Janson’s co-writer 
Brandon Kinney, who lost his mom late last year. The 
song’s message has been engaging with radio listeners, 
leading to the highest total fi rst-week streams of his 
career. “Bye Mom” has started creating memorable 
moments at Janson’s famously energetic live shows, even 
bringing a security guard to tears during one special 
performance. It also inspired a partnership with Bass 
Pro Shops for Military Families Appreciation Month/
Veteran’s Day; together they raised an $300,000 for 
nonprofi t Folds of Honor. “Bye Mom” is the fi rst from 
Janson’s upcoming album, due early 2022. Gabby 
Barrett earned ACM New Female Artist of the Year and 
accolades from the American Music Awards, CMT Awards, 
iHeartRadio Music Awards and more. Barrett currently 
has the top two most-streamed country songs of the 
year by a female artist. Her fi rst two singles reached 
No. 1 on the Country Aircheck chart, and she will 
kick off 2022 with a new radio single from the recently 
released Goldmine (Deluxe) album. After Zac Brown Band
joined the label earlier this year, “Same Boat” made 
an immediate impact on the chart and was one of the 
fastest movers to the top of the chart this year. ZBB’s The 
Comeback is a “return to the band’s roots” (Forbes); the 
band’s next single is “Out In The Middle.” 

WEA
Morgan Evans returned to radio in 2021 with 
new single “Love Is Real.” The song spent nine 
consecutive weeks at No. 1 in Australia and is 
currently building U.S. airplay. Evans – now with a 
full band – spent the fall touring with Brett Eldredge 
With more than 630 million global streams to his 
name and a brand-new EP (The Country And The Coast 
Side A) under his belt, 2022 has the label expecting 
his biggest year yet. For months, Grammy-nominated 
artist Ingrid Andress and her duet partner Sam Hunt 
heard fans clamor for “Wishful Drinking” as a single 
… so they made it happen. Earning praise from 
E!, Rolling Stone, American Songwriter and more, the 
track amassed more than 45 million global streams 
and two million YouTube views by impact day Dec. 
13. Catch the duo perform “Wishful Drinking” on 
CBS’ New Year’s Eve Live: Nashville’s Big Bash Special. 
Andress spent most of last year performing arena 
dates alongside Dan + Shay and will join Keith Urban 
on the road this summer. Kenny Chesney will follow 
up his 34th No. 1, “Knowing You,” with “Everyone 
She Knows,” impacting Country radio Feb. 14. He 
will also make his long-anticipated return to the 
road in April when he kicks off the Here And Now 
tour April 23 at Raymond James Stadium in Tampa. 
Michael Ray’s top 5-and-climbing single “Whiskey 
And Rain” boasts 80-plus million streams and is on its 
way to becoming his fourth No. 1 in early January. He 

recently performed the song, which Rolling Stone has 
praised for its “natural throwback sound,” on The Kelly 
Clarkson Show. 

Wheelhouse
The Wheelhouse team, in the midst of launching 
Chayce Beckham, is focused on his duet with Lindsay 
Ell, “Can’t Do Without Me.” The music video will 
debut at the top of the year. Fresh off his debut single 
“My Boy” going No. 1, Elvie Shane will be back with 
a new single off his recently-released Backslider as he 
sets out on his fi rst headlining tour with Frank Ray as 
support. Blanco Brown’s “Nobody’s More Country” 
continues to gain attention with more than four 
million on-demand streams. New music is expected 
from Kolby Cooper in the new year.

WMN
Blake Shelton delivered “Come Back As A Country 
Boy” this year and radio made it the No. 1 most-added 
record on impact with 105 fi rst-week stations. He 
released the deluxe version of his album Body Language 
earlier this month and closed out the year with TV 
performances on Ellen, The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy 
Fallon, The Voice, Today and the People’s Choice Awards. 
Cody Johnson’s fastest rising single to date, “’Til You 
Can’t” debuted at 48 on the Country Aircheck chart 
in its third week. All 18 of the tracks on Human The 
Double Album, including “’Til You Can’t,” topped 
500,000 streams during release week. In addition to 
the success of this current single, Johnson is direct 
support for the three Luke Combs stadium shows. 
Following up his 10th No. 1, Cole Swindell launched 
his next single “Never Say Never” (w/Lainey Wilson) 
in record-breaking fashion. The duet earned Swindell 
the most fi rst-week adds of his career with 93 stations. 
E! declared “If there’s one duet country music fans 
should listen to this weekend, we found it.” Country 
radio newcomer Drew Parker is, in fact, not new to 
Country radio at all. Though his debut single “While 
You’re Gone” is his fi rst release as an artist, Parker 
already has two No. 1s as a songwriter under his 
belt: Jake Owen’s “Homemade” and the Grammy-
nominated “Forever After All” by Combs. “While 
You’re Gone” has already accumulated 45 million 
global streams.            CAC
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CA: What was your view of the Academy before you were even aware of the CEO opportunity?
DW: We were always keeping our eye on the ACMs and all the other shows to see what we could learn. I 
specifically remember going to the 50th anniversary in Dallas the year before the CMA’s 50th and feeling like 
they’d really put the pressure on. Number one, because of the stadium, but also the festival and all the activations. 
There was just so much going on – an instant sellout that created so much buzz and was really a larger-than-life 
event. I was wowed by that and respected it. And I wondered how they accomplished all that with a small team.

Beyond that, I looked at what they did on social media, sponsorships and radio promotions. I’d sneak into 
their radio row in Vegas to look around a little bit. I never visited the Encino office and didn’t know many 
of the staff, but I respected from afar all the things they did well. I did think they could be better 
integrated into Nashville; if you weren’t on their board, you didn’t feel the Academy’s presence 

outside of awards season. It seemed like 
the away team, and I loved the “party” 
positioning. I also really admired the 
clear vision of ACM Lifting Lives, how 

it broadly supported different causes and also went directly to people in need. It was very 
nimble, and they did a great job connecting it with their other initiatives like the award 
show. That’s something I want to take to the next level.

The question that gets asked so often – and you may be the person most qualified to 
answer this – what’s the difference between ACM and CMA?
We like to say we were started in the barroom versus the boardroom. But it is a hard 
question to answer, and one of my big challenges is figuring out how to better define that. 
The general public doesn’t understand the difference. Even if they do know there’s a 
difference between the two shows, it’s pretty vague. The way I like to explain it is that 
having that West Coast renegade nature in our DNA, we tend to be a little more out-
of-the-box, risk-taking and left-of-center. And I’ve noticed since I’ve been in this role 
that our staff and board are very much like, “Let’s go. Great idea, let’s do it.” We try it, 
test it and if it doesn’t work, we can always pivot. Our goal is to be a progressive trade 
organization, and we show that in the way we lean in on new artists, the chances we take 
with collaborations and bookings, our DEI initiatives and other things. Ultimately, we 
do hope to become better differentiated. What lanes can we live in and do well? What 
does our sister organization at CMA do well? Where do we have commonality? We both 
bring a lot, exist to support the country industry and can be complementary. 

As you touched on, the ACM Awards are traditionally the industry’s away game, but 
two years in you still haven’t had the Vegas experience as CEO. Having to pull the 
plug in April 2020, move the show to Nashville that fall and again this year – what 
have you learned? Have you even taken the time to reflect on all that upheaval?
Not really. It has felt like a thousand miles an hour since day one, which I think was 
Jan. 2, 2020. RAC Clark walked me into the office in L.A. – which I’d never been to 
– introduced me to the staff and said, “Here he is. Go!” We had a board meeting within 
the first two weeks, then we did a Vegas visit. My first month was kind of overwhelming. 
Even though I’d done awards shows, the playing field is different, and I was eager to 
learn. There was a lot to absorb, and then pandemic news started in late February. 
It became very apparent that we were not going to be able to do that show.

Then it was about leaning on the board to figure out what we do. We can’t not do 
a show. I’m not canceling our show in my first year! That’s when the wild idea came up 
about keeping a stake in the ground in April on CBS. We had to figure out how to do it 
virtually, and it was a massive success – 10 million viewers. A year later, those numbers are 
unheard of, but we were the first on TV with a format like that. Three weeks from idea to 
execution. That’s why this industry is so great; everybody rallied around the cause. 

We still had to do an awards show, and the consensus was making it safe for artists meant moving to 
Nashville, which was familiar, but I’d never worked in any of those venues. Plus, COVID protocols. In the 
midst of it all, we knew our TV deal was expiring – another reason Our Country was important in showing 
the brand’s value to CBS. We had to do that, and we had to do the awards in September – the first show 
back with live performances. Being in all those venues, celebrating Nashville and country music – it was just 
beautiful and heartfelt. That’s probably the proudest I’ve ever been of a show.

After about a year in a job – going through one full cycle – a new employee generally learns the ropes. But you 
still haven’t had a typical cycle.
Everything is a first. We had to figure out how Lifting Lives was going to support people through the 
pandemic and raise money for that. We were looking at moving the organization to Nashville. We were 
meeting with TV networks. Immediately after the September 2020 show, we had the April 2021 awards 
show. We did Party For A Cause in Nashville this year – we’d never done that before. We had done ACM 
Honors before, but never without the late Lisa Lee, who was the heart, soul and mastermind of that event. 
Fortunately, I had RAC helping behind the scenes with input and advice. Partnering with the Opry to 
broadcast that event was new. Almost everything we’ve done for two years has been from scratch. There’s 
been no template.

Why move the ACM to Nashville?
Before I took the job, I heard people questioning why the Academy was in Los Angeles. At my first 
board meeting as the new guy, I knew I could ask some dumb questions. I asked the entire staff to leave 
the room – just me and the board – and we openly talked about it. Almost unanimously, the feedback 
was we should be in Nashville. We needed to figure out the timing and the financials, and the timeline 
slowed for a while because of the pandemic and uncertainty with our TV deal. That gave us about a year-

After six years in the senior marketing role at CMA, 
Damon Whiteside joined the Academy of Country 
Music as CEO in January of 2020 expecting to helm 

the organization’s April gathering in Las Vegas. Instead, 
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and-a-half of doing research and figuring out our best opportunities. Ultimately, 
the timing worked out. The building we’re moving into [Nashville Warehouse 
Company] is perfect for us. We have a lot of ideas for keeping that L.A. connection 
that makes us unique, so while we’re physically going to be here, we’re not 
abandoning our West Coast heritage. Our production partners are still in L.A.

What’s the timeline? Is the whole staff moving?
Sometime next summer. We’ve sold and moved out of our building in Encino. 
Everything is on a truck on its way to being put in storage in Nashville, so we have 

no home right now. We’ve 
had several key staff move 
here already, and all the 
new hires are based here. 

A lot of our key leadership will be moving, but we’re giving everyone time to think 
about it. Let’s get through the show, and then everyone can carefully consider such 
a major life change.

How did the COVID relief effort come together?
Honestly, one of my best memories in a bad situation, it really showed me the heart 
of our ACM and ACM Lifting Lives boards. There was literally no time wasted. Let’s 
not forget the tornado that devastated Nashville. The Academy had a volunteer day 
in my first month, and we started utilizing our Diane Holcomb Emergency Relief 
Fund for tornado victims. When touring shut down and all those people were 
out of work, [ACMLL Exec. Dir.] Lyndsay Cruz and I quickly got the Lifting Lives 
board together and, because we already had the ability to give funds to people 
directly, started expanding that quickly. Initially, we self-funded COVID relief. 
Applications were solicited, read and approved by the board officers, and the 
check was in the mail within 24 hours. Our staff was working late into the night in 
L.A. sending out checks. The board was like, “We have to do this. We’ll never have 
a bigger need. Help people now and figure it out later.”

I’ve been asked, “What’s the ROI you guys look for on just giving away money?” 
My response is, the ROI is helping people. If someone needs groceries, we’re 
not going back and asking for receipts or affidavits. It’s an emergency. We’re just 
trying to help. Then we jumped into fundraising mode, because the need was so 
great. Lyndsay, her team, my team – we all started pounding the pavement. Ross 
Copperman produced the new artist anthem version of “On The Road Again” 
that Warner distributed with streaming royalties going to the relief fund. We did 
the Stream For A Cause show with participation from the labels. Amazon became 
a major donor, ironically, before we’d even talked to them about streaming the 
awards. We distributed more than $3.8 million. 

The Morgan Wallen controversy broke shortly before this year’s show. What was the 
response process?
First of all, I’m really proud that ACM has had a DEI task force since 2018 that is 
a dedicated, roll-up-your-sleeves effort to make things better. We already have that 
mindset. From the outset, it was 
very clear this was going to become 
a press lightning rod because 
there are a lot of misleading 
and outdated stereotypes 
about country music culture and 
country fans that broad outlets fall 
back on, especially in this heightened 
and polarized political climate. We 
started seeing radio groups pulling 
his music that Sunday, so first thing 
Monday we met with the board 
officers in the knowledge we couldn’t 
be silent. It was difficult because 
we exist to support artists and the 
industry and there are a lot of 
considerations. We wanted to avoid 
blindly following political currents 
and getting distracted by hot takes on 
social media and instead stay true to 
our roots and moral identity. We also 
wanted to be authentic to our DEI 
efforts. Most important, of course, 
was just doing the right thing.

The awards ballot was about 
to go out and we didn’t have 
time for a lengthy committee-
involved process. We had tough 
conversations with the officers and 
some board members and decided 
it would be detrimental not just to the Academy but to country music to delay or 
appear to be turning a blind eye. We also had to consider our network partner at 
the time, CBS, and our production partner, Dick Clark Productions [now named 
MRC Live & Alternative]. We had a conversation with Morgan’s management that 
day and removed him from eligibility.

His manager Seth England was on the board at the time. Did that make the 
conversation more difficult?
Much more difficult. Seth is such a respected member of the industry and the 
board. We certainly wanted to support him ... as well as Morgan. And we still do. 
My hope is that it becomes clear that country music isn’t okay with that language, 
but that there’s also a process where we support people in getting back on track. 
There is a path to that and we look forward to working toward that with them.

Not specific to Morgan, but the Academy did go on record saying it would offer 
DEI support for artists in the wake of that incident. Is there an update on that?
WME’s Becky Gardenhire and Big Loud’s Candice Watkins chair that taskforce 
and have been tirelessly working on this. We hired a seasoned DEI consultant, 
presented the latest iteration of our plans at the most recent board meeting and 
have gotten very positive response. We recently had our first staff breakout session 
on implicit bias, as well as one for both the ACM and ACM Lifting Lives boards. 
We have two artist sessions coming up that will be an opportunity for them to talk 
frankly with each other. And all of these will be ongoing efforts. The next steps will 
be looking at diversifying membership, youth mentorship, diversity in recruiting 
and a rising leaders program. Really, a host of things connected to diverse 
communities that are intended to help create a path to country music for them.

Back to Morgan, is he eligible for the awards that will be presented in March?
Our awards committee has yet to meet about the ‘22 show, but I’m not aware at this 
time of any sweeping or specific eligibility changes on the docket.

After 24 years as the network home for the awards show, CBS passed on renewing 
that deal – seemingly at the last minute. Was that as awkward a sequence of events 
as it seemed from the outside?
The week before I started at the Academy, my first meeting was in L.A. to get to 

know the CBS team. I was excited and ready to take the telecast to the next level. 
We were coming to the end of the term, but we were three months from Vegas. 
The ad sales teams were deeply engaged, and at that point, my goal was to turn 
it all up a notch. Then the show got cancelled, and our timeline for beginning 
negotiations shifted to after the September ‘20 awards show in Nashville. The 
entire TV world was turning upside down in the pandemic – consumer behavior 
and viewership for live programming completely changed. We had a network 
partner who was looking holistically – not just at us – about their goals and how 
they value programming. The dynamic was changing for all the networks. It was 
the worst possible timing for negotiations. That isn’t the fault of CBS, it was just 
what was going on in the world. There were also changes taking place within CBS 
and Viacom relative to their merger and new leadership. 

The relationship remained extremely professional, and we all kept our eye 
on the ball for the April ‘21 show; we all wanted to knock that out of the park. 
Meanwhile, there was the ongoing conversation about what the future would look 
like. I have a ton of respect for [CBS EVP] Jack Sussman, who was a champion for 
the ACM Awards. I don’t want to speak for him, but I’m confident he would have 
loved for us to stay at CBS. Ultimately, because of the changing landscape, we 
knew we weren’t going to see eye-to-eye on what the deal needed to be. Not just 
financially in terms of keeping the lights on at the Academy, but in giving artists a 
platform for exposing new and classic music while driving streaming, radio airplay, 
ticket sales and overall interest in country music. 

Is that impasse indicative of a sea change for awards shows in general?
People aren’t watching broadcast television as much as they used to. They’re 
migrating to streaming, so the model of a show running once on a traditional 
broadcast platform and hoping you’re going to bring in new and younger 
audiences – which our industry really wants – is much harder to justify. And even 
though CBS has Paramount+ as a streaming partner, it’s not mature enough yet to 
move the needle.

We knew we had an opportunity to think out of the box, which led us to 
streaming companies. But then you’re peddling a live music show to platforms 
that don’t do live programming, for the most part. Fortunately, we had a great 
conversation with Amazon and were able to explore that opportunity.

When CBS moved the CMT Awards to the network and shifted the date in front of 
the already announced ACM Awards date, was that a shot at the Academy? Was it a 
surprise after 24 years of partnership with CBS?
I had an inkling they would do that, because we had narrowed to two possible ACM 
Awards dates with CBS and had picked the later date. When we didn’t make a deal 
to renew and they announced CMT being on the network, I knew the earlier date 
was looming. It was a good date for CBS and would also be first-to-market before 
us. It wasn’t a shocker, but it was disappointing. I understand business, but it was 
also a 24-year partner intentionally backing us into a corner. And it makes me even 
more proud we were able to move to March 7 – ahead of their new date – and 

come out even bigger with a show in 
Allegiant Stadium. 

You’re less than three months from 
that show in Las Vegas. How’s the 
planning going?
Once again, there’s no blueprint. 
There’s a little bit of knowledge 
from doing a stadium in 2015, but 
a lot is from scratch. Certainly, the 
timeline is tight – which comes with 
concerns – but for our first show 
back in Vegas and as the first show 
on a global streaming platform, we 
are intent on coming out bigger and 
better. We have an awesome ACM 
team and MRC partners, and quite 
a few have that stadium experience 
from Dallas. Our board’s been 
through it and are rolling up their 
sleeves to help with ticketing, on-
sales and everything else.

Will there be commercials? How 
long will the show be?
A lot of that is still in development, 
but the show will stream live in the 
U.S., U.K., Canada, Australia and 
New Zealand at 5pm PT/7pm CT 
on March 7. Shortly thereafter, it 

will be available on-demand globally across the Amazon Prime Video ecosystem. Fans 
will be able to find it either through their Prime membership – where it will stream 
commercial-free – or they will find it on an ad-supported platform like IMDB TV. 
Without breaks, it will be fast, energetic and nonstop music for what will likely be 
around two hours. Final length is still being determined. The messaging will be, “Don’t 
turn away or you’ll miss something.” But if they do miss it, the show will be re-airing for 
24 hours immediately after it streams live. Then it will be available on-demand. 

Will there be opportunities for radio, DSPs beyond Amazon Music and other 
media partners to engage?
Short answer: Yes. We want to treat it as we would were it on any television 
network. Similar to being on CBS, our partnership is with Amazon Prime 
Video. Amazon Music will certainly be a big part of it, but that doesn’t mean we 
can’t work with everybody, and that’s the intention. As a membership driven 
organization, we want and need that support to bring eyeballs to the show. 
We’re in discussions with our radio task force about what radio row will look 
like this year, and we want to celebrate radio winners within the show. Amazon 
is fully onboard with supporting radio and, in fact, very vocal in their belief that 
delivering core country music fans who listen to Country radio is the key to 
success. Reaching Country radio in all those markets nationwide and creating 
programs with all the DSPs is the plan. The red carpet will be similar in terms of 
giving access to all media, as well. Everybody’s invited to the party.

What else does the industry need to be aware of?
What’s exciting is it’s not just the country industry looking at this, it’s every 
music genre, television, film, the Oscars, the Grammys, you name it. This 
could be a new model for awards shows. No pressure on us, but it’s exciting 
that country gets to be the first and a testament to how much Amazon values 
country music fans and artists. We’ve only begun to scratch the surface of 
the opportunities this show will have to engage fans with music, merchandise 
and information connected to their favorite artists and to artists they’ll enjoy 
discovering. And that will be at the top of our success metrics. It’s not just how 
many people watch or being able to bring the show to a global audience; it’s 
also about what the audience does in reaction to what they see. That’s going to 
be our report card.               CAC
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