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In May 2015 radio consultant Keith Hill revealed that country radio programmers have 

strict rules on how many female artists can be included in airplay rotation. Referring to 

females as the “tomatoes” of the country salad, Hill’s remarks have sparked debate 

about gender-representation in country music. This paper examines gender-related 

trends on Billboard’s Hot Country Songs chart between 1996 and 2016, aiming to 

investigate how female artists have performed on the charts over this two-decade 

period. Analyzing long-term trends in frequency distribution, this study uses statistical 

results to unpack assertions made about women’s marginal status in country music. 
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Introduction: #TomatoGate 

In a 26 May 2015 interview with Russ Penuell of Country AirCheck on the subject of country 

radio scheduling and ratings, consultant Keith Hill spoke candidly about how female artists 

factor into the format’s airplay rotation: 

If you want to make ratings in Country radio, take females out. The reason is mainstream 

Country radio generates more quarter hours from female listeners at a rate of 70 to 75%, 

and women like male artists. I’m basing that not only on music tests from over the years, 

but more than 300 client radio stations. The expectation is we’re principally a male 

format with a smaller female component. I’ve got about 40 music databases in front of 

me and the percentage of females in the one with the most is 19%. Trust me, I play great 

female records and we’ve got some right now; they’re just not the lettuce in our salad. 

The lettuce is Luke Bryan and Blake Shelton, Keith Urban and artists like that. The 

tomatoes of our salad are the females (qtd. in Interview with Penuell 8). 

Within an hour of Hill’s interview release, several of the genre’s leading female artists had 

responded directly to the consultant on social media (Keel “Sexist ‘Tomato’”; Ungerman). 
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Martina McBride became an unofficial spokesperson for female artists; after posting a public 

message about the sexist and condescending tone of the statement on Facebook (Keel “Sexist 

‘Tomato’”), she appeared on CBS This Morning to speak about the issues that women face in 

the industry, express concern over the self-fulfilling nature of this practice, and reflect on the 

noticeable absence of the genre’s leading men in this conversation. She even created a 

sarcastic “tomato” and “tomato lover” t-shirt to raise awareness about the controversy. 

Female industry representatives, including CMT Senior Vice-President Leslie Fram and 

Rounder Records executive Tracy Gershon, also weighed in on the conversation, arguing that 

Hill’s stance was invalid, pointing to the success of female artists in the Top 40 radio format 

(Keel “Sexist ‘Tomato’”). Despite success in cross-over airplay, women have had little 

impact on their own genre’s format.  

As women in the industry challenged Hill’s statement, others confirmed that this was 

precisely how country radio functions, and indeed has functioned since the 1960s. Country 

Aircheck publisher Lon Helton, who edited Hill’s interview, stated  

[S]ince the 1960s program directors have been telling people not to play two women back-to-

back. It has nothing to do with sexism. It has to do with the fact that through the years, you 

have had very few hits by women, so you want to spread them out a little bit because there are 

fewer of them (qtd. in Keel “Sexist ‘Tomato’”). 

For Helton, the issue has always been a matter of structuring a playlist to manage what he 

identifies as pre-existing gender imbalance in the industry. Hill’s perspective, based on 40 

years in radio programming, is likewise concerned with balance, but centers on profit and 

ratings. Hill speaks of programming as the careful balance of song tempo, sound codes (i.e., 

the level of “twang” present in a vocal), star to non-star radio, and gender representation to 

keep listeners tuned-in to a station. While the first two categories speak to musical elements 

of a song, the latter two code artists based on their industry-status and biological/socio-
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cultural differences. Hill developed the statistical formula behind gender-based programming 

in the early 1990s in response to declining country radio ratings. Influenced by market 

research on listener preferences and an industry-held belief that the majority female audience 

prefers men, Hill removed half of the women from his scheduling catalog, and ratings 

increased across each of his stations (qtd. in Interview with Larry Gifford). Despite instant 

success with the formula, Hill’s research failed to consider the long-term consequences of 

applying a programming quota to female artists. Not only does this quota-system limit the 

space available to female artists on country radio playlists—making it challenging for new 

artists to break into the industry, but it also marginalizes women and denies them a range of 

subject positions. More critically, it has contributed a context and culture of misconduct, 

wherein women are expected to be accessible to those positions of power. This study re-

evaluates the position of female hit-makers in commercial country music. 

Billboard’s Hot Country Songs chart offers an opportunity to investigate gender-

related trends in country music in order to better understand assertions made about women’s 

marginal status in the genre. The longest running of Billboard’s country charts, Hot Country 

Songs ranked popularity according to radio airplay alone from January 1990 to October 2012, 

when it became a hybrid-formula chart mingling Nielsen-monitored radio airplay, digital 

sales and streaming data to determine weekly rankings. Influenced by similar studies of 

gender-related trends on Billboard’s Top 50 annual albums chart by Wells and the Top 100 

Singles and Airplay charts by Lafrance et al., this study seeks to contribute to the on-going 

discussion surrounding gender representation in the country music industry through a data-

driven analysis of Hot Country Songs chart between 1 January 1996 and 31 December 2016. 

The two-decade time period allows for consideration of the long-term impact of Hill’s 

programming formula, developed and implemented in the early 1990s, and still in-use at the 

time of his 2015 interview. The point of departure for this study is the “media hype” 
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concerning women in popular music in the late 1990s, which both Wells and Lafrance et al. 

considered in their work. That same media hype surrounded women in country music at this 

time (Flippo 40)—many of whom performed alongside artists included their datasets. As 

such, this study contributes to the broader and ongoing discussion of gender representation in 

popular music culture. This study aims to answer several inter-related questions about the 

performance of male and female artists on the classification list. First, does the number of hit 

songs by male artists exceed the number of songs by women? If so, by what margin? Second, 

what are the long-term trends throughout the 20-year period of this study? Finally, how might 

these trends in the country music industry be re-evaluated against the backdrop of changes in 

both Billboard’s chart methodologies, the country radio culture, and the broader popular 

music sphere? In order to better contextualize the gender-related trends on the Hot Country 

Songs chart, it is important to understand the rigid male/female binaries that underpin country 

music’s narrative and culture, and the central role that radio has played in maintaining a 

practice of cultural sexism that disadvantages women. 

Review of Literature: Gender and Country Music Culture 

Gender has been a central dynamic of country music culture, wherein masculinity and 

femininity are invoked to define class boundaries, cultural tastes, institutional hierarchies, 

performance styles and the evolution of socially prescribed roles (Pecknold and McCusker 

vii-xvii). Since the 1990s, scholars have confronted these critical issues, investigating the 

ways in which industry practices, staged performances, and the field’s early scholars 

constructed the rigid male/female binaries that underpinned the genre’s century-long history. 

This gendered narrative has been traced back to the first published history of the genre, 

Malone’s Country Music, U.S.A. (now in its fourth edition), which uses artist biography to 

position men as recording stars and women as the support system. As McCusker (“Gendered” 
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359-62) observes, Malone’s lens established a narrative binary for country music 

historiography in which men were associated with “public work” and commercial success, 

and women were tucked away in domestic, administrative and (musically) supporting roles—

despite the fact that women were often the musical innovators on stage (McCusker 

“Gendered”). In fact, women became the administrative backbone to the genre: answering 

fan mail, organizing tour and recording schedules, overseeing bookkeeping, and more 

(McCusker “Dear”, Lonesome; Pecknold Selling). As women became increasingly successful 

solo performers, Malone’s underlying narrative construct needed revision, and he cast artists 

like Dolly Parton and Loretta Lynn “as feminists who wanted to aggressively reshape and 

remake the industry for other women, with no influence on men” (McCusker “Gendered” 

362). Whether implicit or explicit, scholarship that followed reinforced Malone’s 

male/female gender binary, and women’s innovative practices—both in terms of 

musicianship and business acumen—remained overlooked until the 1990s.1  

The 1993 publication of Bufwack and Oermann’s Finding Her Voice set a new path 

for scholarship on women in country music. Encyclopedic in nature, their book identified 

hundreds of female artists that performed country music, carefully deconstructing Malone’s 

narrative that side-lined the work of women, and creating a foundation for the scholars that 

followed. McCusker’s work (“Dear”; Lonesome) investigates how women helped shape 

country radio in the 1930s, focusing on the relationships between female artists and the 

almost exclusively male management structures. Her findings highlight the masculinized 

hegemonic structures that govern the industry, and the gendered double standard that guided 

practices, including the restrictions placed on female performers with regard to their public 

conduct, image, and sexuality—restrictions that were not placed on their male counterparts. 

Heidemann and Weisbard likewise highlight the sexist practices ingrained in the industry 

structures. While Heidemann reveals the limited space allotted for women on tours, television 
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programs and record label rosters in the late-1960s and early 1970s (167-69), Weisbard’s 

examination of the development of country format radio outlines the restrictions placed on 

women, especially those with more pop-oriented music who were removed from playlists 

after seeking cross-over radio airplay in the 1990s (242).  

As women became more prominent on stage and behind the scenes in the decades 

following WWII, radio began censoring women if their songs were too “suggestive”, 

aggressive, or politically charged—a trend that has continued into the twenty-first century. 

Despite becoming the genre’s commercial and artistic center by the 1990s (Bufwack and 

Oermann 471-4), women had to navigate a set of spoken and unspoken parameters to avoid 

offending the industry’s predominantly male gatekeepers at record labels, publishing 

companies, and radio stations. Keel’s work (“Between”) highlights these issues, and her 

survey of fifteen radio stations in 1996 found that programmers (overwhelmingly dominated 

by men) were reluctant to play songs by women that depicted responses to abusive husbands 

or that were perceived as “male-bashing” (176). While Keel’s chapter reveals programmers’ 

responses to feminist lyrical messaging, my own work with Burns discusses how radio 

silenced the Dixie Chicks following lead singer Natalie Maines’ anti-Bush statement in 

March 2003. Although not explicitly addressed in this study, the dominant male/female 

binary also eliminated narrative space for discussing sexual orientation and the role of queer, 

transgendered or racialized voices and audiences in country music—an issue actively 

challenged by Hubbs (“Jolene”; Rednecks), Hughes, Mann, Miller, and Pecknold (Hidden). 

Collectively, this scholarship has demonstrated radio programmers’ control over country 

music narratives, denying women (and other marginalized groups) a range of subject 

positions that are made available to their white, male counterparts. 
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Behind the scenes, the country music industry has employed a strict quota system for 

female performers that limits the space available for women in the genre. As revealed by 

Helton and Hill, country programmers developed a practice of gender-based scheduling as a 

means to structure and balance playlists in the 1960s, further refining the quota to boost 

ratings in the 1990s. Discussion of these practices has been ongoing since the late 1990s in 

the writing of country music journalists (Flippo, Havighurst, Ghosh, Hight, Keel, Smith, 

Yahr, and Moss), whose positioning within the industry’s cultural system permits closer 

proximity to the stories of female artists. These critical writings serve to better understand 

cultural sexism in country music culture. The first large-scale examination of gender 

representation in commercial country music, this study uses a comprehensive dataset of all 

charting artists over a two-decade period to address pointed questions about the genre 

structures that have kept women at the margins of the industry. In so doing, it shows how this 

gender construct, perpetuated by the industry and embedded in the broader country music 

discourse, has served as a powerful exclusionary tool that has obscured and limited the 

contributions of female artists.  

Industry Contexts: Country Radio and Billboard’s Classification  

Radio has played a critical role in the development of country music, carefully shaping the 

genre’s identity and sound since the variety-theme programs of the live radio barn dance 

shows in the 1920s. While radio programmers certainly managed content throughout the 

genre’s history, Weisbard’s work shows a centralization of control through the mid-1970s to 

late 1990s in response to the establishment of the Top 40 radio format, which forced country 

radio programmers to combat with tighter playlists on FM stations. Country playlists dropped 

from 60-70 records to just 35 around 1975 and were structured to balance traditional and pop 

styles (238).2 As a result, program directors controlled who made it on radio playlists and 
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placement within the hourly rotation (238). In fact, radio had become so powerful and 

influential by the 1990s, as Negus observes (110), that artists and producers believed 

programmers were directly impacting “who was being signed to publishing and recording 

contracts” and were “ultimately influencing the ways in which artists were recorded.” 

Country labels, all vying for a spot on the 35-record playlist, found that their artists—women 

in particular—were incredibly successful on the Top 40 format. However, as Weisbard points 

out (241), crossover mega-stars (like Shania Twain, Faith Hill and even Garth Brooks) 

eventually “wore out their welcome on country radio,” and programmers stopped playing 

artists seeking airplay outside of the genre. The rise of the Internet and development of 

alternative methods for accessing music ushered in an era of networked radio in which 

country artists have the potential to develop wider audience bases thanks to streaming 

services (244).3 Despite such changes in access, country radio has maintained what Weisbard 

(229) identifies as “an unusual power to introduce new performers and preserve older ones.”   

The relationship between country radio and the genre’s artists begins with the radio 

tour—a grueling 12-week process in which performers travel from station to station to 

“interview” for a spot on their playlists. Yahr (“Radio”) has traced the radio tour back to the 

1960s, when Loretta Lynn was promoting “I’m a Honky Tonk Girl”. These radio tours 

consist of a range of activities, including station visits, meetings with programmers, 

performances both on air and/or on stage for invited listeners, and dinners. The model might 

seem outdated in the streaming era, but radio programmers still function as the gatekeepers of 

the genre (Weisbard; Negus). As a result, airplay continues to impact larger career 

trajectories—from positioning on popularity charts and increased record sales and streaming, 

to national touring opportunities, fan clubs, merchandising, and more (Yahr “Radio”). When 

labels opt not to send an artist on the radio tour or scale back the number of visits, radio 

programmers feel slighted and are less likely to promote a new artist or song. Yahr’s research 
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demonstrates the crucial role that radio plays in an artist’s marketing and promotional 

strategies and their potential for success.  

Radio tours tend to focus on the 172 of the 1,850 country stations that make up 

Billboard’s charts (Yahr “Radio”), including the Hot Country Songs chart supporting this 

study. The chart known today as Hot Country Songs has undergone many changes in its 74-

year history. Table 1 outlines the changes in name, size, and method dating back to October 

1958, with the publication of the first standardized country singles chart. Although the chart 

changed in name and size, Billboard measured just two things between 1958 and 1990: radio 

airplay and retail sales of the genre’s most popular songs (Whitburn 7). On 20 January 1990, 

Billboard began compiling their charts based on record sales monitored by Nielsen 

Soundscan and radio airplay monitored by Nielsen Broadcast Data Systems (BDS). While 

other genre and all-genre charts implemented the combined sales/airplay formula (Lafrance et 

al. 559), the Hot Country Songs chart shifted away from its previous hybrid-formula and 

began tabulating popularity according to BDS-monitored country format radio airplay alone 

(Whitburn 7). The first methodology used following the January 1990 change was known as 

an “audience impression” method, which cross-referenced Nielsen data with audience 

information compiled by the Arbitron ratings system to determine approximate size of 

audience. In this way, a song played at peak hours and in a larger market will have greater 

influence than one played in a smaller market (Billboard “Charts”). After just three years of 

using this method, Billboard began monitoring the total detection of song spins regardless the 

time of day and size of market on 5 December 1992. This method remained in force for over 

twelve years, before reverting back to the Arbitron-audience-impression format on 15 

January 2005 following charges of “label-sponsored spin programs” in which labels 

attempted to manipulate the charts in 2004 (Petroluongo et al. 88). Throughout this period 
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(1990-2012), radio programmers had significant control in shaping the sound and identity of 

country music. 

In response to the rise of alternative methods of accessing music, Billboard 

significantly altered the Hot Country Songs methodology on 20 October 2012, when they 

applied the comprehensive Hot 100 formula to the Hot Country Songs chart. This hybrid-

formula combines digital download sales (tracked by Nielsen SoundScan) and streaming data  

with radio airplay statistics from all radio formats (both tracked by Nielsen BDS). The 

decision to include radio airplay from all formats has had a startling impact on the chart. 

Such a change means that cross-over artists are rewarded for non-country radio activity—

even for tracks that have been edited to service other genre formats. For example, a country 

song serviced to a pop station with an alternate “pop”-edit or even “rap”-remix, now counts 

toward the Hot Country Songs chart. This means that airplay statistics are further impacted 

by programming practices on Contemporary Hits Radio (CHR)/Top 40 stations, which “allot 

more spins to their top songs” and “generate larger audience impressions” than country radio 

(Ghosh “Meaningless”). While this change, according Billboard Charts Director Silvio 

Petroluongo, matches the ways in which “fans experience, listen to and buy music” 

(Billboard Staff “Shakes”), it directly benefits cross-over artists and has the potential to shift 

power from country radio programmers to CHR/Top 40 stations (Ghosh “Meaningless”).4   

In addition to changes in methodology, Billboard has modified the size of the chart 

over the past 60 years. As can be viewed in Table 1, Hot Country Songs tallied the Top 30 

positions starting in 1958, expanding to 50 positions in January 1964, and up to 100 in July 

1973. When Billboard started working with SoundScan, they also began a process of 

tightening the list, tabulating the Top 75 position as of 20 January 1990, down to 60 in 

January 2001, and to 50 in October 2012. These changes—in methodology and size of the 
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chart—must be considered in tandem, as knowing the type of data used to tabulate 

Billboard’s Hot Country Songs list helps to better understand chart results in order to 

contextualize them within broader genre trends. 

 
 
Table 1. Overview of the Country Singles Charts, 1958-2012 
 
Date Positions Name Changes (method, size, name) 
10/20/1958 30 Hot C&W Sides Hybrid chart combining airplay chart (Jockeys, 

Hot Country Singles Airplay) with sales chart 
(Best Sellers, Hot Country Singles Sales) 
* Chart size standardized, tabulating 30 positions 
each week.  

11/3/1962 30 Hot Country Singles Change in name. 
1/11/1964 50 Hot Country Singles Change in size of chart. 
7/14/1973 100 Hot Country Singles Change in size of chart. 
1/20/1990 75 Hot Country Singles Audience impression method, based on airplay 

gathered by Nielsen Broadcast Data Systems 
(BDS).  
Change in size of chart. 

2/17/1990 75 Hot Country Singles & 
Tracks 

Change in name. 

12/5/1992 75 Hot Country Singles & 
Tracks 

Total detections (spins) registered, based on 
airplay gathered by Nielsen BDS. 

1/6/2001 60 Hot Country Singles & 
Tracks 

Change in size of chart. 

1/15/2005 60 Hot Country Singles & 
Tracks 

Return to audience impression method (see 
1/20/1990). 

4/30/2005 60 Hot Country Songs Change in name of chart. 
10/20/2012 50 Hot Country Songs Application of hybrid-methodology, combining 

radio airplay audience impressions (measured by 
Nielsen BDS), sales data (compiled by Nielsen 
SoundScan), and audio and video streaming 
activity (tracked by Nielsen BDS). 

 
 

Analysis: Gender Representation on the Billboard Hot Country Songs Chart 

Materials  

This study uses two datasets generated for the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart between 

1996 to 2016. The first dataset comprises the 4,274 songs that debuted on the Hot Country 

Songs chart between 1 January 1996 and 31 December 2016; it includes each song’s debut 
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and peak position and date, as well as the number of weeks on chart. The second dataset for 

this project captures the weekly activity of only the 432 #1 songs for each of the 1,095 weeks 

in this period. The datasets were captured in separate Excel spreadsheets, and then augmented 

with attributes describing the ensemble type (solo, duo, trio, or group) and gender (male, 

female, or male-female ensemble). The two datasets for this study are comprised of nominal 

variables—the bibliographic (author, title, debut/peak date) and biographic (gender, group 

type) metadata within a defined timeframe. As such, the datasets have been structured to 

discover gender-related trends that characterize the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart 

between 1996 and 2016, and cannot derive conclusions about the genre outside of this period.  

Country radio programmers use only two labels to code artists in their scheduling 

catalogue: “male” and “female”, applying the latter designation to male-female ensembles in 

their catalog (Hill qtd. in Radio Stuff Podcast). Despite this binary coding, I employed three 

gender variables to maintain continuity with previous studies by Wells and Lafrance et al., 

using “male artists” (solo and group), “female artists” (solo and group), and “male-female 

ensembles” for groups comprised of both men and women (like Lady Antebellum or Little 

Big Town). For songs with a featured artist, I followed radio scheduling practices, and coded 

songs according to each single’s lead artist (see Table 2). While this decision may elide the 

gender of featured artists, it attributes the track to the artist releasing the song, and allows for 

a more focused evaluation of hit songs released by male and female artists (both solo and 

group).  
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Table 2. Study’s coding system 
 
Code Ensemble type # of songs % of songs 

M Male solo artist  2,290 53.58% 
M Male group 578 13.52% 
M Male solo artist feat. male artist 80 1.87% 
M Male solo artist feat. female artist 74 1.73% 
M Male solo artist feat. male-female ensemble 5 0.12% 
F Female solo artist  939 21.97% 
F Female group 84 1.97% 
F Female solo artist feat. female artist 8 0.19% 
F Female solo artist feat. male artist 39 0.91% 
F Female solo artist feat. male-female ensemble 2 0.05% 

M-F Male-female ensemble 170 3.98% 
M-F Male-female ensemble feat. male artist 2 0.05% 
M-F Male-female ensemble feat. Female artist 1 0.02% 
M-F Male-female ensemble feat. Male-female ensemble 1 0.02% 
N/A Hampster Dance song (computer-generated song) 1 0.02% 

 

Gender Frequencies of Songs and Artists Debuting on the Chart 

Between 1996 and 2016, 4,274 songs debut on the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart. 

Regardless of how the data is examined for this period, the number of songs by male artists 

(both solo and group) exceeds the number of songs debuted by both female artists (both solo 

and group) and male-female ensembles. As Table 3 summarizes, male artists debut 3,027 

songs (70.8%), women debut 1072 songs (25.1%), and male-female ensembles debut 174 

(4.1%) songs. This amounts to a 1,955-song difference (45.7%) between the number of songs 

debuted by men and women between 1996 and 2016. The difference between male and 

female artists decreases to a 30.6% gap when moving from the number of songs on the chart 

to the number of individual artists.  
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Table 3. Percentage of songs and artists debuting on the Billboard Hot Country Songs Chart, 
1996-2016 
 

 No. songs Percentage No. artists Percentage 
Male (solo/group) 3,027 70.8% 407 62.2% 

Female (solo/group) 1,072 25.1% 207 31.7% 
Male-female ensembles 174 4.1% 39 6.0% 
N/A (Hampster Dance) 1 0.0% 1 0.1% 

TOTAL 4,274  654  
 

The line graph in Figure 1 shows that male artists out-perform both female artists and 

male-female ensembles every year on the Hot Country Songs chart. The number of hits by 

male artists remain high every year, with peaks in 1997, 2004, 2009, 2014, and 2016. Female 

artists have their strongest showing in the late 1990s, with more than 80 songs debuting in 

1997 and 1999. Despite an overall decline throughout the first decade and a half post-

millennium, female artists peak in 2005, 2008, and 2013. Each of these peaks, however, are 

followed by immediate drops of 30% or more. Consequently, the number of female hits is 

highest in the first five years of this two-decade period, and lowest at the end.  

Figure 1 shows that the number of hits by male artists exceed those by female artists 

by a significant margin throughout the study period. Despite strong showing for both men 

and women in the final years of the 1990s, there is 60% gap between the number of songs 

debuted by men and women in this period. In fact, there is a gap of at least 60% in sixteen 

years out of the twenty-one years in question—widening to 84% in 2016. Men consistently 

debut more than 100 songs per year, ranging 180-215 in the late 1990s and 120-140 from 

2001 to 2016. Even at their worst showing on the chart—109 songs in 2010—men still chart 

69 more songs than female artists. Women tend to peak in years that male hits decline, but 

the spread between them is still significant: 86 songs in 1999, 66 songs in 2005, and 57 songs 

in 2008—in these years the difference is between 48 to 53%. This trend holds true for the 

number of unique artists debuting on the chart. In addition to the decreasing number of songs 
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by women appearing on the chart, there is a steady decline in the number of women charting. 

Despite strong years in 1999 (34.1%), 2005 (31.9%), and 2008 (33.7%), women consistently 

comprise only 25% of the charting artists, dropping to 15.6% in 2014 and 13.6% in 2016, as 

the number of men rises. Thus, the broad trend in Figure 1 is one of stability for male artists 

(who dominate the chart) and gradual decline for female artists. 

 

Figure 1. Gender frequency distribution by number of songs (bars) and individual artists (lines) 
debuting on the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart, 1996-2016 

 

 
 

Gender Frequencies of Songs and Artists Peaking in the Top 10 and #1s of the Chart 

Drilling down into the Billboard dataset, 1,213 songs peaked within the Top 10 of the Hot 

Country Songs chart, 432 of which reached the coveted #1 position on the chart. Male artists 

continue to outperform both female artists and male-female artists both in terms of the 

number of songs peaking in the Top 10 (Table 4), and reaching the #1 position (Table 5). The 

difference between the number of male and female artists hits likewise increases, expanding 

from 45.7% in the complete chart dataset, to a difference of 56.2% in the Top 10 and to 
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58.6% in the #1 position. Of course, not only do men have more songs topping the charts, but 

there are also more male artists reaching these top positions. These two summary Tables 

show that the percentage of male artists increases from the complete chart to the Top 10 and 

#1 spot, and the number of women decreases, while the number of male-female ensembles 

remains relatively unchanged at each level of analysis. The difference between men and 

women increases from 30.5% in the complete chart to 49.9% in the Top 10 and 46.7% in the 

#1 spot.  

 
 
Table 4. Percentage of songs and artists peaking in the Top 10, 1996-2016 

 No. songs Percentage No. artists Percentage 
Male (solo/group) 924 76.2% 148 72.4% 

Female (solo/group) 243 20% 46 22.5% 
Male-female ensembles 46 3.8% 10 4.9% 

TOTAL 1,213  204  
 
 
Table 5. Percentage of songs and artists registering a #1 Hit, 1996-2016 

 No. songs Percentage No. artists Percentage 
Male (solo/group) 334 77.1% 77 70.6% 

Female (solo/group) 80 18.5% 26 23.9% 
Male-female ensembles 19 4.4% 6 5.5% 

TOTAL 432  116  

 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the annual activity of gender-related trends in the #1 position of 

the chart. As in Figure 1, the long-term analysis of this graph shows that men have more #1 

songs than women every year except for 1998, and that female activity trends toward decline. 

The number of chart topping male hits peaks in 1997, 2002, 2007, 2009, and 2011 through a 

period in which men register an increasing number of #1 hit songs. As in Figure 1, women 

had their strongest showings in the late 1990s—especially 1998. Despite the peaks in number 

of songs debuting on the chart in 1999, 2005, and 2008 (Fig. 1), women register fewer than 

five #1 hits a year between 2002 and 2016. Interestingly, Figure 2 shows a rise in #1 hits for 
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male-female ensembles between 2009-2012, registering as many (or more) #1 songs as 

women in the same years. 

As with the overall chart, the final years of the 1990s were particularly strong for both 

men and women. Figure 2 shows that this period is characterized by greater gender diversity 

than the years that follow. Not only do women have more #1 songs than men in 1998, but 

they also trail men by just 4 songs in 1996 and 1999. Following this period, however, the gap 

between men and women in the #1 position increases to 10 songs in 2000, and hovers around 

an average 14-song difference until 2009, when it expands to 22-songs. Between 2002 and 

2012, there is an average 84% gap between men and women at the top of the chart. In 2013, 

there is a drastic 76.7% drop in the number of songs reaching #1 from 30 in 2012 to 7 in 

2013. Despite this drop, men still have an average of 90.8% more songs at the top of the chart 

than women between 2013 and 2016. Figure 2 shows that female artists had only four #1 

songs in this period, and failed to register a new #1 hit song in 2013 and 2015. The “new” 

element must be qualified here because both Taylor Swift and Carrie Underwood had a #1 hit 

song in January of 2013 and 2015, respectively, but their #1 songs were repeat hits from the 

previous calendar year. Because they had peaked in the previous year, their songs do not 

register in the dataset as hits in 2013 and 2015.  
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Figure 2. Gender frequency distribution by number of songs (bars) and individual artists (lines) 
peaking the #1 position on the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart, 1996-2016 
 

 
 

 

These results show a drastic change in activity in the #1 spot of the chart between 

2013 and 2016. Not only are there significantly fewer songs reaching the top of the chart, but 

women also disappear from the #1 position. The results in Figure 2 show an average of 

twenty #1 songs on the chart between 1996 and 2005, increasing to thirty songs over a 7-year 

period between 2005 and 2012. The number of songs reaching #1 declines drastically 

between 2013 and 2016 to an average of 9 songs. This means that in the final four years of 

this study period, the #1 position of the chart is dominated by a handful of artists each year—

81% of them men.  

Figure 3 illustrates weekly activity in the #1 position between 1996 and 2016. As with 

Figures 1 and 2, there is greater gender diversity and turnover at the top of the chart in the 

final years of the 1990s. With the exception of 1997, women occupy the top of the chart for 

38.3% of each year between 1996 and 2000. Despite having more female-led #1 hits in 1998, 

male artists still dominate the year by the number weeks in the top spot with a 24-28 ratio. In 

fact, Tim McGraw was the most successful artist in 1998, with 10 weeks in the #1 spot with 
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“Just to See You Smile” (6 weeks) followed by “Where the Green Grass Grows” (4 weeks). 

Regardless, this period of activity is notable for the number of women charting, and the 

number of female-led songs debuting, peaking, and remaining at the top of the chart. Women 

lose their positioning at the top of the chart in the first few years post-millennium. They fall 

from twenty-one weeks at  #1 in 2000, to ten in 2001, three in 2002, and just one in 2003 

when the Dixie Chicks claimed and lost their #1 position when “Travelin’ Soldier” fell off 

the charts following Maines’ denunciation of the President George W. Bush in March 2003. 

In fact, the trio’s week at #1 is preceded by forty-nine weeks of male-dominated hits and 

followed by sixty-one more weeks in which no female-artists registered a #1 hit song. In this 

110-week period, male artists dominate the #1 spot with songs about war and loss (on one 

hand) and beer and partying (on the other). Weekly activity in the #1 position improves 

toward the end of the first decade post-millennium: male hits continue to dominate the #1 

spot, but female artists average 10 weeks a year between 2006 and 2012. In the final four 

years of this study, women are nearly erased from the #1 position. In the 209 weeks between 

January 2013 and December 2016, the four #1 hit songs by women spend just eleven weeks 

in the top spot (Table 6). Male acts dominate the remaining 181 weeks between 2013 and 

2016—90 of which are held  by Florida Georgia Line and Luke Bryan alone.  
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Figure 3. Gender frequency distribution by number of weeks on chart (bars) and individual 
artists (lines) by number of weeks in #1 position on the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart, 
1996-2016 
 

 
 

 
 
Table 6. #1 Songs by female artists and male-female ensembles (Jan. 2013-Dec. 2016) 
 

Year Artist Song Weeks 

2013 The Band Perry “Better Dig Two” 2 wks 
2013 Taylor Swift “We are Never Ever Getting Back Together” 1 wk 
2014 Miranda Lambert with 

Carrie Underwood 
“Somethin’ Bad” 1 wk 

2014 Carrie Underwood “Something in the Water” 3 wks 
2015 Carrie Underwood “Something in the Water” 4 wks 
2015 Little Big Town “Girl Crush” 13 wks 
2016 Kelsea Ballerini “Peter Pan” 2 wks 
2016 Various Artists “Forever Country” 2 wks 
Total weeks (female artists) 11 
Total weeks (female artists and male-female ensembles) 28 

 

 

When comparing number of songs debuting on the chart (Fig. 1) against those 

peaking in the #1 position (Fig. 2), it is clear that men dominate the chart: they debut more 

songs annually and maintain a stronghold on the #1 position—both in terms of number of 

songs and time spent at the top of the chart (Fig. 3). The gap between men and women 

increases steadily throughout the study period at each level of inquiry. Figure 4 highlights the 

widening of the gap between male and female artists according to number of songs debuting 
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on the chart and peaking at #1, as well as in the number of weeks spent at #1 at the start, 

middle, and end of the study period. Even in their best years, 1996-2000, women debuted an 

average 28% of the songs on the chart and register 40% of the #1 hits, but their activity 

declines rapidly—and steadily—from 2002 onwards to a low of 13% of the songs debuting 

and peaking in #1. Thus, not only do female artists chart less often than men (overall), they 

also do not chart as high or as long as male artists, with fewer women appearing in the chart’s 

top positions by the end of the study period.  

 

Figure 4. Gender representation at the start (1996), middle (2006), and end (2016)  
 
4a. Songs Debuting on the Chart 
 

 
4b. Songs Peaking at #1 
 

 
4c. Number of Weeks at #1 
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Discussion 

The findings of this study illustrate the gender inequity that plagues country music. Not only 

do male artists have more hits than female artists, but there are also more men than women 

on the charts. The findings here echo the inequality identified in Wells (226-29) and Lafrance 

et al. (566): 

1. Male artists outperform women every year of the study period by an average of 63.8% 

(or 61.3% when evaluating results by the number of unique artists charting); 

2. Men’s worst showings on the overall chart for the two-decade period (2010 and 2011) 

are still higher than women’s best showings (1997 and 1999) by an average of 21.5%; 

3. Male artists have more extreme highs in the #1 position than female artists: with the 

exception of 1996-1999, men outperform women by an average of 73%;  

4. Men’s worst showings in the #1 position for the two-decade period (2013 and 2016) 

are still well over double that of women in those same years; 

5. The percentage of songs by male artists increases from the complete chart analysis, to 

the Top 10 and the #1 position, just as the percentage of songs by female artists 

decreases—the difference between their activity thus increasing at the same time. 

Not only are there more songs by male artists on the chart than by female artists, but there are 

also more men than women both overall and annually, showing that women occupy 

significantly less space than men in country music. The results also highlight the potential 

impact of coding male-female ensembles as “females” in programming. Figures 1 and 2 show 

that the number of songs by male-female ensembles debuting and peaking at #1 begin to rise 

as those by female artists decline between 2006 and 2014. In this period, male-female 

ensembles and female artists consistently comprise 10% and 20% of the number of songs 

debuting on the chart, respectively. Instead of seeing a playlist as a space which in all artist 

and groups have equal access, these results suggest that female artists and male-female 

ensembles are combined in the program scheduling quota. An issue not addressed in Hill’s 

interviews, this would mean that solo female artists and all-female ensembles account for an 
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even smaller component of a playlist and explains the weakening position for women (and 

strengthening position for male-female ensembles) in the last ten years of this study. As such, 

this study, like those by Wells (229) and Lafrance et al. (567), the Hot Country Songs chart is 

characterized by considerable gender inequality and “there is a very long way to go before 

women reach equality with men” in country music.  

 

The impact of Billboard’s changing methodologies 

Some of the results presented here can be explained in relation to changes made to the Hot 

Country Songs chart between 1996 and 2016, which have impacted the size and activity of 

the chart. This is most evident in 2001, with the elimination of 15 weekly positions (20% of 

the chart). This change resulted in a 31.2% drop from 263 songs debuting in 2000 to just 181 

the following year. The change impacted both men and women at approximately the same 

rate: 32.2% and 31.4%, respectively. From 2001 to the end of the study period, changes to 

Billboard’s methodology had a greater impact on female artists. Although women debut an 

average of forty-three songs annually between 2001 and 2013, the December 2005 return to 

the audience-impression method resulted in a 34.5% drop in the number of songs debuted by 

female artists in 2006. The move to the hybrid-methodology and loss of 10 additional 

positions (16.7% of the chart) in October 2012 resulted in an initial rise to fifty-three songs 

by women in 2013, followed by a 47% drop to twenty-eight in 2014, and a two-decade low of 

twenty-three songs in 2016. Male artists, on the other hand, perform well throughout the 

entire study period. Following the initial drop in 2001, men maintain an average of one 

hundred and twenty-nine songs from 2001 to 2016. They were unaffected by the change in 

methodology in 2005 and have strong showings through the new methodology, including 

peaks in 2014 and 2016.  
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The October 2012 change to the Hot 100 hybrid-formula has had the most significant 

impact on activity at the top of the chart. While artists achieved long-running #1 hits in 

previous years, Figure 2 reveals a higher rate of turn-over in the #1 chart position between 

1996 and 2012. Table 7 documents the average number of #1 songs a year according to chart 

methodology. When the classification list was compiled through total number of spins (1996-

2005), an average of twenty songs reached #1 per year. This increases to twenty-eight songs 

with the return to the audience-impression methodology (2005-2012). Since the 

implementation of the hybrid- methodology in October 2012, an average of 9 songs reach #1 

per year—with the majority of the year dominated by just 3 tracks. In fact, nine of the longest 

running #1 songs in the entire study period were released after the methodological change 

and only one performed by a female artist (Table 8).5 With Billboard now ranking airplay on 

the roughly 1,200 stations that cover “the entire spectrum of monitored formats” (Billboard 

Staff “Shakes”), the chart following October 2012 counts all stylistic edits as one unit. These 

results show that the new methodology benefits cross-over artists—specifically those that 

release alternate track edits serviced for pop radio. As cautioned by Ghosh (“Billboard”), by 

crediting artists for airplay on non-country edit tracks, this new methodology has the 

potential to erode the autonomy and culture of country music. Future work will consider how 

this methodological change has impacted the ways in which labels promote and record new 

artists in a world in which cross-over airplay seemingly determines success. 

More critically, these results show that the new methodology has not benefitted 

female artists. Instead, it has catapulted pop, rock, and hip-hop-influenced bro-country acts 

into the spotlight, nearing erasing women from the top of the Hot Country Songs chart. 

Echoing the #1 charting activity of the early 2000s discussed above, the four #1 songs by 

female artists between 2013 and 2016 were separated by significant periods of male-

domination: 72 weeks separate Swift’s final week at #1 with “We Are Never Ever Getting 
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Back Together” (12 January 2013) and the rise of power-duo of Miranda Lambert and Carrie 

Underwood with “Somethin’ Bad” (12 July 2014) and 85 weeks unfold between 

Underwood’s final week at #1 with “Something in the Water” (31 January 2015) and Kelsea 

Ballerini’s “Peter Pan” (24 September 2016). In a world where popularity charts influence 

radio programming, the results of the first 4 years of this new methodology have the power 

justify a practice of limiting women in a station’s rotation.  

 
 
Table 7. Average number of songs reaching #1 by gender according to chart size and 
methodology 
 

Methodology/Size Men Women Male-female 
ensembles 

Total spins / 75 pos. (1996-2000) 13.4 7.2 0 
Total spins / 60 pos. (2001-2005) 16.4 3.2 0 
Audience-impression / 60 pos. (2006-2012) 22.1 3.6 2.1 
Hybrid-methodology / 50 pos. (2013-2016) 7.8 0.8 0.8 

 
 
 
Table 8. Top 10 #1 Songs by Number of Weeks on Hot Country Songs (HCS) and Hot 100 
Songs Charts 
 

Year Artist Song HCS 
#1 

HCS 
wks  

Hot 
100 

Peak 

Hot 100 
wks  

2012-13 Florida Georgia Line Cruise 24 66 wks #4 54 wks 
2016 Florida Georgia Line H.O.L.Y. 18 27 wks #14 22 wks 
2018 Thomas Rhett Die a Happy Man 17 33 wks #21 30 wks 
2014 Jason Aldean Burnin’ it Down 14 26 wks #12 20 wks 
2015 Little Big Town Girl Crush 13 36 wks #18 24 wks 

2013-14 Luke Bryan That’s My Kind of Night 12 26 wks #15 21 wks 
2015 Sam Hunt Take Your Time 11 42 wks #20 32 wks 

2012-13 Taylor Swift We are Never Ever Getting … 10 34 wks #1 24 wks 
2014 Luke Bryan Play it Again 9 40 wks #14 20 wks 
1999 Lonestar Amazed 9 41 wks #1 55 wks 
2005 Rascal Flatts Fast Cars and Freedom 8 25 wks #38 20 wks 
2003 Alan Jackson It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere 8 64 wks #17 -- 

 

The impact of programming 

The trend for female artists throughout this two-decade period is toward a long, gradual 

decline. Peak moments for women in the late 1990s, 2005, 2008, and even 2013 were 
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immediately followed by a sudden drop and decline in activity. While spikes and dips in 

charting activity for women can be explained in part by Billboard’s changing methodology, 

the overall lack of diversity and near erasure of women at the top of the chart needs to be 

considered within the broader context of sexism in industry practices. The restrictions placed 

on women at the level of radio programming, introduced earlier, have created an environment 

in which fewer women can succeed. Furthermore, it has contributed to the growth of culture 

in which female artists are expected to be accessible to industry decision-makers. 

The late 1990s emerge as a period of strength for women in country music. Just as 

Wenner of Rolling Stone and Whitburn of Record’s Research proclaimed of about pop music 

in 1997 (qtd in Wells 223), respected country music journalist Flippo (40) marked this year 

as a decisive change in tone and number of women appearing on the Billboard charts. Even 

though men outperform women, the late 1990s can be seen as a period of significant activity 

for female artists in comparison to the years that follow. Not only do women debut an 

average of 77 songs each year between 1996 and 2000, but they also perform very well in the 

chart’s #1 position, especially 1998. This strong performance was part of a much larger wave 

that was felt across the broader popular music spectrum. Country singer-songwriter Terri 

Clark saw this moment as one unfolding in all genres: “It’s going on everywhere […] You 

look at Jewel and Sheryl Crow and Sarah McLachlan and this Lilith tour thing. I think we 

need to do a country-music Lilith tour” (qtd. in Flippo 40). In fact, country artists featured 

prominently in the Lilith Fair tour: Mary Chapin Carpenter and Emmylou Harris performed 

on the main stage in 1997, Lucinda Williams, Martina McBride joined in 1998, and the Dixie 

Chicks signed-on in 1999. Thus, the wave of excitement surrounding movements and songs 

of female empowerment captured in the Riot Grrl movement, the Lilith Fair concert tour, and 

success of third wave feminism identified by Lafrance et al. (567), seemed to have resonated, 

at least in part, in the country music audiences, as evidenced in the results presented here.  
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Women entered the new millennium with a strong showing on the charts in 2000. 

They debuted 27.7% songs on the chart, and lead female artists Faith Hill, the Dixie Chicks, 

Lee Ann Womack, and Jo Dee Messina each registered 3-4 week stints in the coveted #1 

position. In the years that follow, the gap between men and women increased and women 

gradually disappeared from the top of the chart. These results align with Hill’s recent 

statements about programming quotas and ratings. First, Hill has revealed that radio stations 

programmed women in the high-teens to as much as 25-27% of a playlist in the late 1990s 

(qtd. In “Breaking the Bowl”), percentages that are reflected in Figure 1. Second, he has 

identified both 1996/1997 and 2008 as periods of declining ratings in interview (qtd. on 

Radio Stuff Podcast). Figure 1 shows a decrease in female activity both overall and in the #1 

position of the Hot Country Songs chart, beginning first in 2001 then repeating in 2009, 

suggest a tightening of radio programming to increase station ratings following both low-

ratings years. In fact, female activity dropped 47.8% between 1999 and 2001 and 32.3% 

between 2008 and 2010. While the 2001 drop was likely augmented by the change in chart 

size in 2001, these results show an immediate decrease in the number of songs debuted by 

female artists following years of low ratings. This would suggest that, from 2001 onward, 

increasingly stronger restrictions were placed on the number of women included in a station 

playlist—further limited by the rising popularity of male-female ensembles in 2009.  

The radio programming quota system has placed women in a vulnerable position 

within the industry on artistic, professional, and personal levels. Already	operating	from	a	

limited	position	as	a	result	of	the	quota,	women	are	then	further	penalized	for	releasing	

songs	with	too	much	cross-over	appeal,	for	assertive	or	feminist	lyrical	messaging,	and	

for	their	political	beliefs.	Indeed,	Hight (“The Red Scare”) suggests the decline of radio 

activity in the early 2000s could be understood as a period in which programmers were 

unsure of how to market assertive women that found fame during the Lilith Fair era and on 
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Top 40 radio. This sentiment echoes Keel’s (“Between”) observations about male 

programmers limiting songs with strong feminist messaging in the late 1990s. The May 2004 

rise of Gretchen Wilson, an artist whose brand of Walmart-themed class-consciousness spoke 

directly to the fan base alienated by the Dixie Chicks’ anti-Bush/Republican politics in 2003 

further cements the idea that female artists need to fulfil a certain role within the limited 

space allotted on country radio. Yet, as Weisbard (242) points out, even Gretchen Wilson was 

too “hardcore” for country radio, and she was soon replaced by the more poised and polished 

sound of Underwood, who recorded songs just hard enough to appeal to a younger female 

audience (“Before He Cheats”), while appealing to the more tradition-oriented fans with 

emotional ballads and religious-themed songs and duets with male country legends (including 

“I Told You So” with Randy Travis and “How Great Thou Art” with Vince Gill). Even 

though female artists regained modest positioning on the charts in the years following the 

Dixie Chicks boycott, the results here suggest that women still have to conform to an 

unspoken set of “rules” (identified by Keel “Between” 155), and tread carefully between 

tradition and innovation, liberal and conservative values, and bold yet respectable subject 

positions to avoid upsetting or offending country radio’s male programmers and being 

removed from radio playlists. They also highlight the cultural sexism at play within the 

genre’s power structures, wherein quota systems are used to sideline women for cross-over 

activity and strong feminist narratives (Weisbard; Keel “Between”) or punished for their 

political messaging (Watson and Burns). 

 Beyond controlling the sound and tone of songs by female artists, this quota system 

has contributed to a culture of misconduct on the radio tour. As Gershon has stated, young 

female artists are “repeatedly told there is just one spot at a time for women artists” and, as a 

result, are often “pitted against each other” (qtd. in Stark “Nashville”). Forced to compete for 

a spot on the station’s playlist, women are increasingly reluctant to criticize the system for 
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fear of backlash. When off-the-record with Yahr (“Radio”), young female artists relayed 

stories about dismissive and offensive comments from staffers while on the radio tour. 

Further magnifying this situation is the recently exposed history of sexual misconduct on the 

radio tour and at the annual Country Radio Seminar (Moss “Inside”), wherein female artists 

are expected to flirt and be inappropriately touched in exchange for radio airplay at some 

stations on the radio tour. Published nine days after the 75th Annual Golden Globe Awards—

at the height of the #MeToo and #TimesUp movement sweeping through Hollywood, Moss’ 

story called attention to the systems of control, domination, and abuse in the industry that had 

not been openly discussed until Swift sued and prevailed in a civil suit against a radio DJ for 

sexual assault in August 2017 (Gonzalez “Jury”; Dockterman “I Was Angry”). Moss’s 

exposé shook the foundations of the country music industry, providing space for some of the 

genre’s young artists to share their frustrations and experiences. Kacey Musgraves, an artist 

that has developed a successful career with little-to-no radio support, retweeted Moss’s story, 

with a message suggesting that the male-dominated establishment’s expectations on women 

to be “extra accommodating, accessible, sexy, and kiss ass-y” is the reason she is rarely heard 

on radio (qtd. in Moss “Country”). Female artists unwilling to play this game—or lacking the 

celebrity stature and financial resources of an artist like Swift—have been forced to find 

alternative means for building audiences or leave the genre altogether.  

Despite considerable achievements in the late 1990s, female artists have struggled for 

the last 16 years to maintain their position within the country music industry and are severely 

underrepresented today. Industry practices and cultural sexism play a significant role in 

women’s disadvantage in country music. While, as Negus relates, radio should (in theory) 

provide ample opportunity for promoting different types of artists (111), the quota system 

embedded within country radio’s programming practices advances commercial rather than 

artistic ends, and promotes homogenous white, masculine image of the genre’s culture. 
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Indeed, this quota system serves as a powerful exclusionary tool that limits the contributions 

of female artists—nearly erasing women from the top positions on the Hot Country Songs 

chart. While	men	are	afforded	relative	freedom	within	the	industry,	women	are	

expected	to	play	by	a	set	of	unspoken	rules	about	their	public	conduct	and	image,	the	

tone	and	positioning	of	their	song	narratives,	and	their	accessibility	to	programmers	

and	executives,	leaving	little	room	for	growth,	innovation,	and	creative	freedom.	Indeed,	

this	quota	has	become	a	self-fulfilling	prophecy	in	country	music:	instead of seeing this 

lack of hit songs by women as an opportunity to encourage and promote new female talent in 

the industry, programmers implement a practice introduced in the 1960s that limits the 

number of women allowed to participate in country radio—and then uses the absence of 

women on radio playlists and popularity charts to justify and maintain this practice. Another	

notable	absence	in	these	results	are	transgendered	artists,	who	often	participate	in	

spaces	outside	of	the	Nashville-controlled	mainstream.	As	such,	a	larger	study	of	the	

genre’s	narrative	space	would	provide	valuable	insight	into	the	broader	sociological	and	

cultural	implications	that	these	restrictive	practices	have	had	on	female	and	

transgendered	voices	in	country	music.	While	there are numerous layers of complexity to 

this discussion, focusing on Billboard’s chart results afforded a lens into how women are 

positioned within the industry, and renders the genre’s institutional power structures visible. 

Female artists are culturally disadvantaged by country radio’s rotation practices and their 

positioning in a male-dominated industry is limited by such masculinized hegemonic 

structures. 		
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Conclusions 

“With all the changes country has gone through, it’s still about life. I think it’s 
gotten to where now it’s not a male-female issue anymore” (Flippo 40). 

 

After three years of relative silence, Hill published a blog 5 July 2018 that brought 

TomatoGate back into public discourse (“Mysogyny”). This time, his respondents were not 

the leading artists and industry executives, but the journalists, women’s coalitions, and 

scholars that have been working to raise awareness about issues of gender representation in 

country music culture. Through a series of pointed questions, Woman of Music Action 

Network (known on Twitter as WOMAN Nashville) probed Hill about the origins of this 

quota-based practice. Hill wrote about the link between tighter playlists and strong station 

ratings (a practice determined by the success of the Top 40 model), and shared more details 

about his early 1990s research. Not only did Hill fail to consider broader socio-cultural and 

political factors that might contribute to improved ratings, but he also neglected to test how 

reducing the number of men would impact ratings, claiming it’s a metric that would not work 

in country music (qtd. on Twitter Reader).6 The conversation deteriorated as Hill listed 

additional metrics that he did not study, including instrumental music, silence, and 

transgendered artists, further spotlighting the discriminatory gender politics that plague 

country music. Focused solely on the immediate monetary and ratings results of these 

experiments, and an industry-held belief that the genre’s majority female audience prefers 

men, Hill built his consultancy on this theory and has continually ignored the larger cultural 

implications of recommending that stations program women at 15% of the playlist. These 

practices have marginalized female artists, minimized their achievements, and limited their 

narrative voice. Even more concerning, these practices have contributed to a culture of 

harassment and misconduct (Moss “Inside”), placing women in a vulnerable position within 

the historically male-dominated industry. Hill’s interview and blog reveal the cultural sexism 
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inherent in the power structures in the industry—sexism that until 2015 had been 

acknowledged in journalistic writing, but not publicly discussed by the industry 

representatives in this manner. 

 This examination of gender-related trends on Billboard’s Hot Country Songs charts 

substantiates the assertions made about women’s marginal status in the country music 

industry and renders visible the impact of the gender-defined quota systems that have 

governed the industry. The results of this study point to a significant gender imbalance in the 

genre: male artists outperform women by a significant margin in every possible angle, from 

the overall statistics to annual and weekly movement in the #1 position. Yet radio airplay and 

Billboard chart activity are only one part of the story regarding gender inequality in the 

country industry. As McBride (“Martina”) cautioned, a lack of radio airplay deters labels and 

songwriters for investing in and writing for women. As such, in order to better understand the 

hegemonic power structures at play, it is crucial to consider how labels operate within this 

system, and how songs and artists are marketed within the industry. In this regard, it is also 

important to include variables of race and ethnicity, and sexuality and identity, to investigate 

how these practices have been structured to establish the white, male, heteronormative 

discourse that pervades commercial country music’s narrative. Building on the results of the 

present study, my ongoing work examines race, ethnicity, and identity in order to further 

unpack issues surrounding the gender-related trends outlined in this study, as well as consider 

broader issues surrounding social marginalization in country music culture.  

 

Endnotes  

A version of this paper was presented at the 33rd annual International Country Music Conference in 
Nashville, TN. Thank you to Travis Stimeling, Odie Blackmon, Diane Pecknold and Jewly Hight for 
your comments and suggestions on this project. This work was supported by a research grant from 
the Academic and Professional Development Fund from the University of Ottawa and from an Insight 
Development Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.  
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1. This male/female narrative extends to Peterson’s scholarship, who addresses issues of authenticity 

through performative and stylistic strategies. Peterson divided country music into two broad 

categories—hard-core (read: authentic, traditional, and masculine) and soft-shell (read: 

inauthentic, pop-leaning, and feminine)—that lead to a gendered reading of the genre (150-55).  

2. This balance between tradition and contemporary pop trends can be further read through Peterson’s 

gendered dialectic of hard-core and soft-shell (see above fn). 

3. Country audiences have been slower to adopt streaming as a means of accessing new music. Sony 

Music Nashville’s chairman Randy Goodman has blamed the reluctance to convert to streaming 

on the genre’s “soccer mom” demographic (Stark “Sony”).  

4. Complicating this chart history is the existence of Billboard’s Country Airplay chart, published for 

the first time on 20 January 1990. This chart ran alongside Hot Country Songs, using the same 

method until the end of 2012. When the Hot Country Songs method changed on 20 October 

2012, their paths split and Country Airplay became the only chart devoted to radio airplay. In 

June 2018 Whitburn announced the publication of a 9th edition his country singles catalogue, 

which chronicles all country singles between 1944-2017. In a step of revisionist history, the 

promotional material for the new edition identified the Airplay chart as the “main country singles 

chart,” contradicting the lineage traced in the preface of the 8th edition (Whitburn “Top”)  

5. This trend continued into 2017, a year in which only seven songs reached #1 on the Hot Country 

Songs, led by Sam Hunt’s “Body Like a Back Road” for a record-breaking 34-weeks (Casey 

“Kane”).  

6. The late Devarati Ghosh challenged this theory in her column for Msjbigblog (“Country Radio”), 

using data to show that female listeners support greater gender balance than male listeners. 

Ghosh’s research offers a critical foundation for future studies on listener preferences and its 

influence on programming practices.  
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