
Catherine Elizabeth Woods was born in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1947. Her mother, Helen 
Jones Woods, played trombone with the International Sweethearts of Rhythm, one of the 
most important all-female big bands in American history. Her father, Alfred Woods, 
became the first Black person to earn an accounting degree from Creighton University. 

Music and business were already sitting inside the household. Her mother understood 
performance, touring and the discipline behind entertainment. Her father understood 
numbers. Cathy would eventually combine both: she could recognize what Black 
audiences wanted to hear and understand how that attention could become advertising 
revenue, company growth and ownership. 

The family struggled financially and lived for a time in an Omaha housing project. 
Hughes became pregnant at seventeen and married young. The marriage ended, leaving 
her to raise her son, Alfred Liggins III, while building a career. She took business classes 
but did not complete a college degree. 

Her media education came from work. She wrote for the Omaha Star, a historic Black 
newspaper, and worked at radio station KOWH. These Black-owned outlets showed her 
that media could perform a job larger than entertainment. It could tell a community what 
was happening without forcing Black life through someone else’s perspective. 

Hughes moved to Washington, D.C., in the early 1970s and joined Howard University. She 
eventually became sales manager at WHUR, the university’s FM radio station. The station 
had listeners, but listeners alone did not pay the bills. It needed businesses willing to 
purchase advertising time. 

Radio sells access to attention. A station gathers a specific audience, studies who those 
people are and then offers advertisers the opportunity to speak to them. The better the 
station understands its listeners, the more clearly it can explain their value to 
businesses. 

Hughes helped increase WHUR’s revenue dramatically by treating Black listeners as a 
valuable market rather than a leftover audience. She understood that Black consumers 
were not one identical group. Age, income, lifestyle, musical taste and daily routine 
affected what they listened to and what they purchased. 

She became the station’s general manager, making her the first woman to hold that 
position at a radio station in Washington, D.C. Management forced her to balance 
programming and money. A song might be excellent but wrong for the station’s 
audience. A program might be culturally important but too expensive to produce in its 
current form. 

At WHUR, Hughes developed the concept that became known as the Quiet Storm. The 
name came from Smokey Robinson’s album A Quiet Storm. Howard student Melvin 



Lindsey became the smooth on-air personality most closely associated with the original 
program, while Hughes helped shape the format and its market position. 

Quiet Storm programming used slow, romantic and sophisticated R&B, often late at 
night. The songs flowed into one another with a consistent mood instead of jumping 
randomly between styles. Artists such as Smokey Robinson, the Isley Brothers and later 
Anita Baker and Luther Vandross fit naturally into that atmosphere. 

The innovation was not the invention of slow songs. It was arranging them into a 
recognizable radio environment aimed at a particular listener and moment. Someone 
driving at night, relaxing after work or spending time with a partner knew what emotional 
experience the program would deliver. 

Once the format became reliable, advertisers knew what type of audience they were 
purchasing. Quiet Storm spread to hundreds of stations and became a lasting category 
within Black radio. Hughes had helped turn a feeling into a repeatable format. 

A format is a business system. It determines the music, speaking style, commercials, 
audience and overall promise of the station. Listeners return because they know what 
emotional product they will receive. Consistency does not mean every song is the same; 
it means every choice belongs to the same experience. 

Hughes could have remained a successful employee at Howard, but managing somebody 
else’s station was not the same as owning one. She wanted control over the signal, 
programming, advertising inventory and long-term value of the property. 

She and her then-husband, Dewey Hughes, attempted to purchase WOL-AM in 
Washington. Banks repeatedly rejected their loan applications—reportedly thirty-two 
times. Some lenders doubted the station’s business prospects. Race, gender and the 
limited history of Black ownership in broadcasting also shaped how financial institutions 
judged the risk. 

A broadcast license is a scarce asset. The federal government does not allow an 
unlimited number of stations to use the same frequency in the same city. Owning a 
licensed station therefore meant controlling a limited piece of the public airwaves and a 
direct channel into thousands of homes and cars. 

Hughes eventually secured financing and purchased WOL in 1980. The station came with 
serious problems. Its equipment and facilities needed work, revenue was weak and the 
debt did not disappear merely because ownership was historically important. 

Buying a company and operating it are different victories. The purchase created the 
opportunity, but the loan payments, payroll, equipment, utilities and programming 
expenses arrived immediately. A business can own a valuable license and still die from a 
shortage of cash. 



WOL initially struggled so badly that Hughes lost her home. She and her son lived inside 
the station while trying to keep it operating. She slept in the building, washed in available 
facilities and continued selling advertising and broadcasting. 

Her son was not watching success from a protected distance. Alfred experienced the 
pressure beside her. Years later, that experience helped him understand that the 
company was not merely an inheritance. He had seen what it cost to keep the first station 
alive. 

Hughes converted WOL into a Black-oriented talk station. Music could be heard on many 
stations, but Washington’s Black community needed a place to discuss politics, 
employment, education, policing, business and local problems from its own perspective. 

The station’s message became “Information is Power.” That was more than a slogan. Talk 
radio created a relationship that music alone could not provide. Listeners called in, 
challenged officials, discussed elections and heard issues that larger stations might 
ignore. 

The decision was financially risky. Talk programming requires hosts, producers, 
telephone systems and constant material. It can also be harder to sell to advertisers who 
fear political controversy. When money became tight, Hughes could not afford a full 
lineup of expensive personalities, so she became a morning host herself. 

Necessity lowered one cost and strengthened the brand. Her voice became directly 
connected to the station. She did not sit in an office instructing people to understand the 
community; she spoke with that community every morning. 

The bank pressured her to change the programming and play more music because music 
appeared safer and cheaper. Hughes compromised by maintaining talk during important 
hours and using music during other portions of the day. That flexibility helped preserve 
the station without completely abandoning its purpose. 

A founder must know the difference between protecting the core and refusing every 
adjustment. The core was Black information and community voice. The exact daily 
schedule could change if that allowed the larger mission to survive. 

WOL reached profitability around the middle of the 1980s. The company then purchased 
WMMJ-FM in 1987. FM mattered because its stronger music quality and larger 
commercial possibilities gave the company access to another type of audience and 
advertising market. 

Radio One expanded by purchasing stations in other cities with substantial Black 
populations. Rather than trying to defeat every general-market broadcaster, the company 
built strength around Black listeners whom major chains often misunderstood. 



The strategy depended on scale. One station could sell local advertising. A group of 
stations across several cities could offer advertisers access to Black consumers on a 
larger level. National companies could negotiate with one broadcasting group instead of 
arranging separate deals station by station. 

Scale also allowed shared resources. Multiple stations could use common research, 
executives, sales systems and syndicated programs. The company could spread certain 
costs across a larger operation instead of rebuilding everything at each location. 

Expansion required debt and investment. Radio stations were expensive, and advertising 
revenue arrived over time. Hughes and her team had to convince lenders that future cash 
from the stations would support the purchase prices and interest payments. 

Debt can accelerate growth because a company does not have to wait until it saves the 
full cost of each acquisition. It also increases danger. If advertising falls or a station 
underperforms, loan payments still come due. Media companies can appear large while 
remaining financially fragile beneath the surface. 

Hughes’s son, Alfred Liggins, joined the company and eventually became its president 
and chief executive officer. He brought greater attention to acquisitions, corporate 
finance and expansion, while Hughes remained the founder, chairwoman and cultural 
center. 

Their abilities were not identical. Hughes understood programming, audiences, 
community trust and sales. Liggins developed the larger corporate operation. The 
company became stronger when the founder allowed another capable leader to handle 
parts of the business she did not need to control personally. 

In 1999, Radio One sold shares to the public through an initial public offering. Hughes 
became the first Black woman to lead a publicly traded company. That milestone meant 
more than appearing on the stock market. It placed a company built around Black 
audiences inside a financial system where very few Black-controlled businesses had 
ever operated. 

Going public gave Radio One access to money from investors. The company could use 
that capital to purchase more stations and expand. In return, outside shareholders 
gained ownership and expected financial performance. 

A public company faces pressure that a private business does not. Financial results 
must be reported. Regulators require disclosures. Investors examine revenue, debt and 
profit. The founder can no longer make every decision as though the company belongs 
only to the family. 

Following the public offering, Radio One expanded rapidly and purchased dozens of 
stations. At its height, it became one of the largest Black-owned broadcasting companies 



in the United States. The company possessed a level of distribution no individual radio 
personality could match. 

Hughes had moved from speaking into one microphone to owning the system carrying 
many voices. That is the difference between a personality and a media owner. A 
personality is paid for appearing. An owner can earn from advertising, station value, 
syndication and the work of numerous personalities. 

Radio One entered television through TV One, launched in 2004 with major support from 
Comcast. The network focused on Black adults with entertainment, news, 
documentaries, movies and original programs. Hughes conducted long-form interviews 
through TV One on One, using the interviewing ability she had developed in radio. 

The partnership with Comcast supplied cable distribution, capital and industry 
infrastructure. Radio One supplied its relationship with Black audiences and its 
understanding of what existing television networks were missing. The deal joined a large 
corporation’s machinery with a Black-owned company’s cultural knowledge. 

TV One entered a market already containing BET, but it did not simply copy BET. It aimed 
more heavily at mature Black viewers who wanted a mixture of lifestyle, history, news 
and entertainment. A new business does not always need a completely new industry. It 
can succeed by serving a portion of an existing market more precisely. 

Radio One also invested in syndicated programming through Reach Media, the company 
associated with the nationally distributed Tom Joyner Morning Show. Syndication 
allowed one program to air in many cities. That created national advertising opportunities 
and reduced the need for every station to produce all of its content locally. 

The company expanded digitally through brands and platforms serving Black audiences 
online. As listeners moved from radios toward websites, smartphones, podcasts, 
streaming and social media, the business could no longer depend only on broadcast 
towers. 

In 2017, Radio One changed its corporate name to Urban One. The new name admitted 
what the business had already become: radio remained important, but the company now 
included television, digital media, syndicated programming and branded content. Urban 
One 

A name should not trap a company inside its first product. Radio One had built its 
identity around radio, but the deeper business was Black attention and communication. 
Once that was understood, the delivery system could change without destroying the 
purpose. 

Traditional radio has faced serious pressure from streaming services, podcasts, satellite 
radio and changing advertising habits. Younger audiences do not need to wait for a 
station to play a song. They can choose almost any song instantly. Local broadcasters 

https://urban1.com/
https://urban1.com/


have had to rely more heavily on personalities, community connection, live events and 
trusted information. 

Urban One has also faced debt, uneven financial results and the difficulty of operating 
several media businesses while technology changes quickly. Historical importance does 
not remove ordinary financial pressure. A culturally necessary company can still struggle 
if revenue falls below expenses. 

The company explored projects outside traditional media, including efforts connected to 
a proposed casino in Richmond, Virginia. Voters rejected the casino proposal twice. The 
defeat showed that a strong media brand and political relationships do not guarantee 
public approval for a completely different business. 

Cathy Hughes’s story should not be reduced to sleeping inside a radio station and then 
becoming rich. The hardship explains her endurance, but her business ability explains 
the company. She studied audiences, increased advertising sales, created formats, 
controlled costs, acquired scarce licenses, used debt, entered public markets and 
developed succession. 

She also understood that Black attention had economic value. Advertisers wanted Black 
customers but often undervalued the media companies that reached them. Hughes built 
enough distribution to make that audience harder to ignore. 

Her company did not merely represent Black people on air. It owned part of the structure 
through which representation traveled. That is deeper than visibility. A Black face on 
another company’s program can be replaced. A Black-controlled station or network 
possesses licenses, contracts, advertising inventory and institutional power. 

Howard University later named its communications school the Cathy Hughes School of 
Communications. The honor connected her back to the institution where she had once 
transformed a struggling station’s sales and helped create a format that traveled across 
the country. Howard University 

Her greatest business decision may have been involving Alfred early while still requiring 
him to learn the operation. Family ownership survives only when the next generation 
understands the machinery. A last name can transfer shares, but it cannot automatically 
transfer judgment. 

Hughes built around a simple fact: people stay connected to a media outlet when it 
understands their lives. That connection created listeners. Listeners attracted 
advertisers. Advertising supported acquisitions. Acquisitions created scale. Scale 
allowed the company to enter television, syndication and digital media. 

The microphone made Cathy Hughes heard. Ownership made it possible for thousands 
of other Black voices to be heard through a system her family controlled. 

https://communications.howard.edu/cathy-hughes

