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The It Factor:  Ten Ways to Tell If You Have Lightning in a Bottle

Several years ago when he programmed 
CBS’s new CHR in New York, my good 
friend Dom Theodore called to ask what 
I was doing that Thursday. 

He shared that he and the company had 
an odd idea. They wanted to hire Nick 
Cannon to do the morning show and 
was curious if I’d come to New York to 
meet with him to tell them if they were 
crazy. 

Dom “gets” talent and their value to 
building great radio stations so off I went 
for a quick flight to that mess-of-an-
airport Laguardia and motored into 
Greenwich Village where I found myself 
in a room with Nick Cannon. I’d prepared 
for the meeting with hours of Google 
searches to learn about him, not only 
professionally, but personally. 

It was just Nick and me, and the chat 
lasted over two hours. 

Upon leaving the room, Dom asked if I 
thought they were off their rocker for 
wanting to do something different. My 
reply before heading back to the airport 
was, “You’d be foolish to NOT hire him.” 

That was how engaging Nick was to talk 
with. We were total strangers and yet, 
our back-and-forth was revealing and 
effortless. He even openly talked about 
Mariah when I went there. Nick has 
“it”. He showed qualities and revealed 
attributes that captured me. And despite 
his show (and the station) not working 
out (you try taking on Elvis Duran at 
Z100!), it had absolutely nothing to do 

with Nick’s ability to be a stand-out, stand-
up personality.  

We need more of them in our industry if 
we’re going to continue building our 
brands around great talent. 

Of course you don’t have to be a celebrity 
to have the “It Factor”. We meet regular 
people al l the t ime who radiate 
wattage. People who wait tables, HVAC 
repairmen who engage you in memorable 
ways before and after they fix your air 
conditioning unit, neighbors and co-
workers who own the moment when 
you’re around them, or that person sitting 
next to you on an airplane who can tell a 
story and make you laugh. 

One of my favorite things is to meet and 
interview new people for radio jobs (in and 
out of our business) to see if they’re 
“lightning in a bottle”. If they have qualities 
that could be coached to become great 
radio personalities. 

One of my ground rules in interviewing is 
to tell people at the top of the 
conversation that we will spend our time 
talking about anything but radio. I want to 
explore their life and perspective on the 
topics in the world, both frivolous and 
serious (I’ll even ask about Trump, just to 
see if they take a stand with me, not 
knowing what my take is). I’m looking to 
check their comfort to reveal themselves 
as I get highly inquisitive about their life 
and world view. Can they tell me a story 
and show their natural sense of humor in 
all of it? Do they have an opinion and 
engage me back by asking mine? Would I 

want to come to a party they’re attending 
just to be around them? 

I want to get to know them, how they get 
along with their parents, the relationships 
they had that didn’t work out, the job that 
was most satisfying not in radio and why, 
how they fit in at high school, what makes 
them tick, etc. I figure if they can be 
vulnerable on this level with me, a total 
stranger, it might be in them to do so with 
the audience.  

They might have the ability to shift people 
from being listeners to a radio station to 
becoming fans of them and their show. 

Here are the ten things I look for when 
engaging people to tell if they are lightning 
in a bottle - exuding that “It Factor”: 

1. They have something to say 
about the world around them - 
They are knowledgable on topics 
and opinionated, even if they don’t 
ca re abou t the sub jec t .  I 
interviewed for a job once with a 
program director who told me he 
was going to throw some topics out 
and wanted me to comment with 
what came first to my mind. The 
topics were all culled from current 
news and pop culture. I didn’t 
connect the dots until later that 
evening that he was testing me to 
see if I had a working knowledge of 
the topics, and if I had a take on all 
of them that could define and 
connect me to the audience 

2. They are curious - They ask as 
many questions of you as you do 
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of them. There are some talent 
I work with who have this 
insatiable desire to know as 
much about a topic as they 
can. Knowing more instigates 
fresh perspectives, which when 
shared with the audience, is 
refreshing. Curiosity cannot be 
taught - it’s in one’s DNA to 
want to explore. 

3. They are vulnerable and 
honest - They have  o problem 
sharing stories about their life 
to reveal who they truly are, 
with little to no fear you will 
judge them. I’ve interviewed 
some people over the years 
who’ll openly tell me about a 
divorce or great loss in their 
l i f e , h o l d i n g b a c k 
nothing. Vulnerability is the 
birthplace for a truly great 
talent. I am always in awe of 
t h o s e w h o c a n d o 
that. Conversely, one word 
answers when I ask why a 
relationship has thrived or 
ended is a flag. 

4. They have an interest in and 
a life outside of radio - They 
look to act ively develop 
relationships in the community 
because they’re fascinated by 
other people. I inherited a 
talent once who was new to the 
market. For the life of me, I 
couldn’t get him to experience 
his new city to talk about it on 
the show. Exasperated, I asked 
him to describe what an 
average day was like once he 
got done with work. He said he 
did the same thing every day 
once home. He watched six 
hours of Netflix. I politely told 
the station I couldn't take their 
money as there was no helping 
this guy because he was too 
much of a recluse to get 
involved in life in his new town 
and create content from that. 

5. They’re fun to talk with and 
show their sense of humor -
Nick made me laugh - he told 
me stories that made me lean 

in, and he did it with a sense of 
humor. You either have the “humor 
gene” or you don’t. Find people 
who not only naturally engage you, 
but can make you laugh as they 
talk about stuff. 

6. They are creative - They look at 
things in odd ways that capture 
your imagination. 

7. They get committed to things 
and have a conviction to 
creating a great culture -
Something we don’t work on 
enough is teaching leadership and 
how to positively contribute to the 
culture of a room. The successful 
high profile players I work with 
build significant relationships with 
those around them, which is why I 
explore how they’ve done that in 
their personal lives when I talk with 
them. I don’t expect everything to 
be puppies and lollipops - the very 
best shows I touch know how to 
build teams and have mechanisms 
to resolve conflict. They know 
everything comes from a great 
culture. 

8. They are innovative problem 
solvers - They bring solutions and 
not more problems to fix. When I 
programmed WRAL-FM, Raleigh, 
there was someone on the staff 
a d d i c t e d t o b r i n g i n g m e 
problems. When I told him he 
couldn’t come to my office unless 
he brought solutions I would 
expect him to implement, he 
recognized the hard work it took to 
move forward. The visits stopped, 
by the way, because he could no 
longer complain.  I ask people 
about the roadblocks that have 
appeared in their life and what 
they did to get through them. 

9. They’re confident enough to not 
be the smartest/funniest person 
in the room - They understand 
that all good things are derived 
from strategy (or can learn that).  

10. They have a healthy enough ego 
to drive stardom, but not so big 
that they build silos - Great 
potential talent always gush about 
and give credit to the people 

who’ve helped them along the 
way. And they tend to do this 
without any prompting. 

None of the above has anything to do 
with radio. Ask them about themselves 
and the world around them, then listen 
for these qualities. How many do you 
find? You won’t hear all of them, but the 
more you discover, the better chance 
you’ll have of finding people who can be 
coached to greatness. 

I never expect to find perfect packages 
with the list above. It’s always incumbent 
upon us as managers and coaches to 
challenge our people to grow in these 
areas. We must teach. But having a 
foundation of several of the items above 
gives you people to put on-the-air who 
will create fans. 

I believe in talent and their value to 
increase audience share and revenue in 
a most unqualified way. People who are 
lightning in a bottle are brand builders.  

We need to continue working hard to 
find those gems in and out of our 
business who are 220-vol ts of 
electricity. Those who radiate honesty, 
have a capacity for vulnerability, are 
curious about the world around them, 
always asking “why” like a two-year old, 
and are fun.  

These are the kinds of people we’d opt 
to hang out with on a Friday or Saturday 
night. Authentic personalities who 
listeners want to be around each day, 
too. As they choose the best medium for 
connection and entertainment - radio. 

 Those I work with now who have these 
qualities impact their stations in the most 
mighty of ways.  

How many personalities with that 
“lightning” do you have in your arsenal, 
and how will you find more so our 
industry can remain relevant and thrive? 

It’s about the “It Factor.”
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