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WORKING THE MATH AND THE MAGIC

Pittman
Bob

“F
rom his days of programming the nation’s #1 radio station in his early 
20s to reinventing the nation’s #1 broadcasting company into today’s 
premier media company, Bob Pittman has had a spectacular career,” 
says Republic chieftain Monte Lipman. “Bob’s motivation and fearless-
ness to always sail into uncharted waters is unprecedented.”

Monte makes a valid point—and that includes piloting his jet to the 
Burning Man festival every year. From his wunderkind days holding 
court at the NBC commissary to his current reign atop iHeartMedia, 
the Mississippi native has always been zooming forward.

Name a game-changing media moment during the last 35 years, and 
chances are Bob Pittman’s fingerprints were all over it. After getting 
his start in radio, he moved to television as a founder of MTV, which 
became the first profitable cable network as well as reenergizing the 
record business. Pittman was on hand when Warner Bros. merged with 
Time Inc., and after serving as CEO of Six Flags and Century 21, he 
became COO of AOL and held the same post following the 2000 mega-
merger that created AOL Tim Warner. Since 2010, Pittman has become 



ever more deeply involved with iHeart-
Media, which bore the Clear Channel 
nameplate when he arrived. His duties as 
Chairman/CEO have notably included 
overseeing the development of the iHeart-
Radio online platform, the iHeartRadio 
Music Festival and the iHeartRadio 
Music Awards. 

“I think of Bob as someone who loves 
the medium of radio,” Glassnote Records 
head and longtime label exec Daniel Glass 
tells us. “He’s a student and a fan, and 
he’s made the radio and record businesses 
friendlier than ever, where both win. Over 
the years, Bob has been gracious enough 
to invite me and my family to MTV 
functions, Six Flags park openings, AOL 
events, iHeartMedia concerts and confer-
ences—he even piloted a plane to give us 
a ride. I remember calling Bob in his NYC 
office, and his assistant said to hold the 
phone. She connected him a few minutes 
later, as he walked out of a TED Talk in 
the Northwest to take my call. The next 
thing I knew, he’d mobilized his team to 
help us break one of the biggest records 
of the year.”  

“I’ve been in a lot of different indus-
tries. I spent many years in the Internet 
business, I was there at the birth of the 

national cable networks, I’ve been an 
advertiser,” Pittman told CNN in 2013. 
“[Late Time Warner boss] Steve Ross 
taught me to take chances—don’t ever 
think you’ve arrived. [Cendant Corp. 
founder] Henry Silverman gave me great 
lessons about controlling costs and mak-
ing sure you’re really getting a return on 
your money.” 

As Pittman said on the Looking Glass 
podcast this year, “We all sort of absorb 
everything in the world, and it informs 
every other action we take… Whether 
it was an MTV or what we should do 
with AOL and the beginning of the 
Internet, some of it is research and I do 
spend time, a lot of time, with research 
informing who these consumers are. But 
as someone told me early on, it’s a mix of 
the math and the magic.”

“Bob is a true visionary who not only 
invented MTV but transformed a radio 
platform into a media powerhouse,” says 
veteran promotion exec Richard Palmese. 
“He is without a doubt one of the key 
architects of modern-day pop culture.”

In his seven-plus years at Clear 
Channel/iHeart, Pittman has spearhead-
ed the company’s digital developments 
and live-event presence starting with 

the iHeartRadio Fest in 2011. Radio 
Ink magazine named him the Most 
Powerful Man in Radio in 2011; he has 
yet to relinquish the title.

There’s a lot of truth in a quote from 
his former MTV cohort, Tom Freston: 
“Bob has been reincarnated so many 
times he’s like Buddha.”

B
efore he could get a driver’s 
license, the 15-year-old 
Methodist minister’s son 
wanted to learn how to fly. 
He needed a job to pay for the 
lessons. The tailor in his home-
town of Brookhaven, Miss., 

told him he was too young to work 
at his hip clothing store. The Piggly 
Wiggly had no openings, so he headed 
over to the 250-watt AM radio station.

After reading copy for the boss, he 
was hired. That humble start eventually 
led to programming jobs at Pittsburgh’s 
WPEZ and Chicago’s WMAQ-FM, and 
when he was 23, Pittman was hired to 
program NBC’s flagship radio station, 
WNBC in New York. “I got completely 
hooked on radio,” he told The New 
York Times in 2013.

In 1976, People praised Pittman as  
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a “22-year-old boy wonder” for shifting  
the format at WMAQ to Country and 
engineering what his boss, Charles 
Warner, called “the biggest turnaround  
in radio history.”

That early triumph attracted the atten-
tion of WNBC the following year, and 
upon his arrival, Pittman switched to Hot 
AC from Adult Top 40 and canned the 
DJs, among them Don Imus and Cousin 
Brucie. Ratings dropped, but the wunder-
kind was busy realizing a dream of mov-
ing into TV.

Pittman was producer and host of a 
music show, Album Tracks, that aired 
on NBC-owned TV stations in 1978. 
While he was building his credits in TV, 
American Express made an unlikely deal 
in 1979, buying half of Warner Cable. 
They created two companies: one that 
operated cable systems and another 
that fashioned cable networks; Pittman 
became programmer of what would even-
tually become The Movie Channel.

Buoyed by the success of Album 
Tracks, a video-music show on 
Nickelodeon that ran in 1980 and a video 
music program on the Warner Amex 
Qube cable system in Columbus, Ohio, 
Pittman and his team pitched the idea 
of an all-music channel to then-Warner 
Communications Chairman Steve Ross 
and Amex executives.

“We all felt confident that Ross 
would support the idea,” Pittman wrote 
in a 1991 first-person piece for the Los 
Angeles Times commemorating MTV’s 
first decade. “After all, it was Ross who 
had developed and championed the vision 
of ‘narrowcasting’—in which a cable 
network takes on one subject matter and 
does only that, continuously, rather than 
trying to be all things to all people—and 
Warner had a big investment in music. 
Additionally, David Horowitz had 
emerged as our guardian angel—nurtur-
ing the idea along at the various divisions 
of Warner Communications.

“We realized that almost all TV was 
narrative in form,” Pittman pointed 
out. “The appeal of music, however, has 
nothing to do with that structure… With 
the creation of MTV, we changed the 
form of TV to fit the form of music, as 
opposed to trying to fit music into a nar-
rative structure.”
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“We realized that almost all TV was narrative in form. The appeal of 
music, however, has nothing to do with that structure… With the 
creation of MTV, we changed the form of TV to fit the form of music, 
as opposed to trying to fit music into a narrative structure.”

It wasn’t an easy sell at first. The 
Warner Amex board initially said no to 
the idea of “radio with pictures,” stating it 
was too risky. Pittman and John Lack, the 
Warner Amex Satellite Entertainment Co. 
EVP who came up with the idea of a music 
channel, took their case to Ross, AMEX 
CEO Jim Robinson and EVP Lou Gerstner, 
bringing along two music industry heavy-
weights—Doug Morris, then with Atlantic, 
and Warner Bros.’ Stan Cornyn, according 
to Rob Tannenbaum and Craig Marks’ I 
Want My MTV: The Uncensored Story of 
the Video Revolution.

In Ross’ conference room, Pittman 
spelled out how to build a music chan-
nel in a 20-minute pitch. After explain-
ing that labels would supply videos for 
free and that there would be minimal 
costs in programming, Robinson 
pledged $10 million. Eventually, they 
got the full $25 million and circled Aug. 
1 as a start date, figuring trends start in 
the summer.

With a team that included Freston 
(who’d been hired by Lack), Fred Seibert 
and John Sykes, MTV went live on Aug. 
1, 1981 and before long was making 

hits out of acts that couldn’t get played 
on the radio, especially new British bands 
associated with new wave. It was an 
audacious move, and it worked.

“If you remember, the state of the 
record industry in 1980 was alarming,” 
Pittman wrote in that Times piece. “Radio 
had stopped playing new music, records 
were rarely identified when played, the 
new music out of England couldn’t get 
exposure in the United States, and the 
record business’s costs had spiraled out of 
control. A bad combination—high costs 
and no new breakthrough records.”
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To garner the support of industry, every 
video ID’d the artist, song, album and 
label. Freston and Sykes saw it was work-
ing when they visited Tulsa, Okla., soon 
after launch and record stores were selling 
out of the music MTV featured faster than 
music that was getting radio airplay.

In 1983, not only did Nielsen ratings 
show it was building an audience, the net-
work turned a profit in the fourth quarter. 
A year later, MTV was the highest-rated 
basic-cable network. 

“The best advice Bob ever shared with 
me was simply, ‘Don’t be afraid to make 
quick decisions,’” Monte Lipman tells 
us. Pittman’s quarterbacking of MTV—
deftly calling audibles as he led the team 
to paydirt—stands as the quintessential 
example of the quick thinking that has 
characterized his career.   

There’s no debate that MTV quickly 
had an effect on pop culture as music video 
styles started showing up in films and TV 
shows; witness Miami Vice. Keeping the 
brand hot, Pittman told The New York 
Times in 1985 as VH1 was being launched, 
that research was a key element.

The MTV atmosphere that surrounded 
the music videos owed to Pittman incor-
porating the opinions prospective viewers 
gave in surveys.

‘‘I love research,’’ he told the New York 
Times. ‘‘I don’t say that too often because 
it is something people look down on. But 
I use research to find out what people like 
and what they are doing. It is better than 
listening to the guy next door, because that 
gives you a warped perspective.’’

The core MTV audience—12- to 
24-year-olds, Pittman found—wanted 
‘‘irreverence, zaniness, instability, chaos, a 
frenetic pace, lots of disjointed thoughts, 
and in-depth information about the music.’’ 

Much as MTV was creating new star 
acts and giving its vee-jays such as Martha 
Quinn and Mark Goodman a platform 
far bigger than anything they experienced 
in radio, Pittman always knew where the 
focus had to be. In the book I Want My 
TV: The Uncensored Story of the Music 
Video Revolution, Goodman remarks, 
“Bob’s thing was always, MTV is the star, 
and if MTV is big, you’re big.”

Under Pittman’s watch the channel 
launched the Video Music Awards, must-
see coverage of spring break and initiated 
formatted programs such as 120 Minutes, 
Yo! MTV Raps and Headbangers Ball. It 
also boldly broadcast 16 hours of Live Aid 
from Philadelphia and London. He also 
launched the adult-skewing VH1.

“When I was there,” Pittman said at 

the 2016 Further Future Festival, “we 
had some real conscious discussions as 
to whether we should grow old with this 
generation or whether we should be the 
voice of young America, and in the end 
we decided to go with the voice of young 
America. What that meant was that we 
had to deliberately stop doing things 
that we knew were successful. We had to 
make change a constant part of the daily 
process, which I believe is true of any 
business—you need to evolve or die.”

I
t might as well be a credo for his own 
career. He left MTV in 1989 and took 
his talents to a host of ventures with 
no connection to music—Quantum 
Media, Time Warner Enterprises, Six 
Flags Theme Parks, Century 21 real 
estate and AOL Networks where he 
made it the industry leader during his 
1996-2002 tenure.

He founded the private investment 
firm Pilot Group in 2003, which put 
its money in everything from Casa 
Dragones tequila to the Thrillist web-
site and Nutrisystem. He also invested 
in Clear Channel when they made him 
Chairman of Media and Entertainment 
Platforms. Under the new name iHeart-
Media, Pittman drove its digital revolu-

SEA CHANGE: Poleman and Pittman contemplate going blue while chatting with Halsey.
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“The best advice Bob ever shared with me was simply, 
‘Don’t be afraid to make quick decisions.’” —Monte Lipman

tion and created its live event operations, 
which generated millions of dollars in just 
a few short years.

“The card tricks that he used at 
MTV—breaking new artists, promoting 
music and tours, bringing excitement 
back to the business—he’s using again,” 
Tom Freston told Adweek in 2013. “And 
he’s creating a national brand out of a 
collection of seemingly disparate pieces.” 

Pittman now oversees a company 
with 855 radio stations with more 110 
million listeners and live-events unit that 
puts on the iHeartRadio Music Festival, 
the iHeartRadio Music Awards and the 
Jingle Ball tour, along with annual coun-

try and Latin fests. 
Seasoned exec Joel Klaiman, now 

the President of Hitco Entertainment, 
praises Pittman’s company as “a multi-
media platform where, along with the 
great broadcasting they do, they bring 
together some of the best artists in the 
business to their world-class events.”

iHeart was the first digital radio 
company to strike performance-royalty 
deals with labels and musicians. Pittman 
has also guided the company through 
Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection. 

“MTV was the first time that the 
brand was the TV network,” Pittman 
said in his keynote address at the 

DASH Conference in Detroit in 2015. 
“I think the challenge today is to have a 
brand that people know what to expect 
from it when they go there,” referring 
to his thinking behind iHeartMedia.

The honors for his work in film 
and TV are numerous. He has been 
inducted into the Advertising Hall of 
Fame and the Broadcasting and Cable 
Hall of Fame; he received AdWeek’s 
first Media Visionary award and 
was named one of Advertising Age’s 
“50 Pioneers and Visionaries of TV” 
and “10 Marketers Who Changed 
American Culture.” The Broadcasters 
Foundation of America gave him the 

REGULAR GUYS: Michael Rapino, Sykes, Discovery Communications CEO David Zaslav, venture capitalist Vivi Nevo, Pittman, 
Turner Entertainment’s Kevin Reilly and Bressler silently wonder how much total individual wealth is represented in this photo.



Golden Mike Award in 2016, and Life 
magazine put his name on two of its lists, 
“Five Original Thinkers of the ’80s” and 
“50 Most Influential Boomers.”

“Bob puts the show in show busi-
ness,” Maverick Music President Greg 
Thompson offers. “From his youngest 
years, he has been a visionary who super-
charges any organization he leads. He is a 
true music lover.”

In recent interviews, the questioning is 
generally along the lines of, “How did you 
do it? What made you a success?”

“I always thought I was a sociologist,” 
he told Charlie Rose on his PBS interview 
series in 2014. “And I always said, even 
when I was a young guy, that it’s all about 
the consumer…What I want to be is the 
expert on how the consumer is behaving.

“People confuse it with the music 
business. Because of radio, more people 
get interested in music. I think it’s been 
interesting, as they have been able to move 
their music to a handheld device or the 
computer, then they also find radio there 
helps too.”

Pittman went into greater detail about 
the place of radio in the grand scheme 
of things when we interviewed him for a 
2014 cover story. “You hear some people 
talk about audio streams and audio; I 
promise you, the consumer never calls 
it audio—they either call it my music or 
radio, and they have favorite radio sta-
tions. But the two are very different,” he 
argued. “When you deal with Spotify, 
iTunes, Pandora, Amazon, what you’re 
really dealing with is the replacement for 
CDs and cassettes and LPs and, way back 
when, 45s. But it’s still the same thing. It’s 
that music collection that you curate just 
for yourself, at just the right moment, for 
just the right mood. And radio is really 
the mirror image of that. Radio is the 
community social experience when you 
want to engage the world. It’s like walking 
into your favorite bar, all your friends are 
there, and they go, ‘Hey, Bob, let me tell 
you what’s going on.’ That’s what we do 
on the radio.”•

HEY BUDDIES: With Ryan Seacrest and Pharrell Williams (top); with Bressler, Jeffrey 
Azoff, Harry Styles and Azoff the Elder (middle); with Poleman, Luke Bryan and Sykes

“Radio is the community social experience when you want to 
engage the world. It’s like walking into your favorite bar, all 
your friends are there, and they go, ‘Hey, Bob, let me tell you 
what’s going on.’ That’s what we do on the radio.”
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