Orchestra Conducts Leaders in Economy

An article published on December 23rd, 2003 in Sydsvenskan (daily magazine published in Sweden, circulation 140 000 ), written by Elisabeth Braw, Washington.

The economy in the US has discovered that musicians are not that alienated from the from business life as we anticipate them to be. The demand for leadership training lead by conductors and orchestras is increasing as scandals continue to be revealed in the corporate world.

“An increasing number of managers say that traditional leadership does no longer works. It seems to cause many kind of problems as lack of ethics. People are not unethical on  purpose, it just happens to go that way,” says David Horth, consultant at Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) in North Carolina. And he should know as CCL teaches companies in creativity and the demand for CCL programs is increasing. “People are looking for new ways to navigate in the complex economy,” Horth continues. Robert Dyer head of the MBA training at George  Washington University in Washington agrees: - To be able to communicate successfully you need to leave the monotonous world of economy today.

The chamber orchestra Orpheus in New York found out by coincidence in 1990 that business leaders can learn leadership from musicians. A professor from Harvard was studying how Orpheus-musicians and how they worked as an organization as they had no conductor and shared all the decisions. His findings raised interest and Orpheus has since then shared their knowledge with companies regarding collective leadership. The musicians perform together and let the businessmen sit among the orchestra while they practice. The skills acquired from a group of musicians are very useful even in business.

“We teach managers to listen effectively. To be silent does not mean to be passive. They also learn to identify common goals and to develop the relationship with each other and the audience,” says the violinist Ronnie Bauch who also is the administrative manager of the orchestra. Bauch states that the raising interest for Orpheus seminars is due to the “cheating” managers.     

- The myth about the omnipotent leader has been revealed. To lead a company by Orpheus principles does still not mean you remove the boss, he continues. It is possible to keep the hierarchy and still improve the communication and empower the employees. The competition is so tough today that we need to nurture our resources”, Bauch says.

The musicians at Orpheus are not the only ones that educate leaders. Ben Zander, the conductor of Boston Philharmonic Orchestra gave a presentation at the top level meeting in Davos with IBM and British Telecom. He claims that leaders are in the same position as conductors – he cannot make a sound if his co-workers don’t play. 

“When the conductors ask each member of the orchestra to play as if they were best they create disorder. This shows what happens in an organization when everyone wants to be the best individual,” David Horth explains.    

The poet David Whyte creates understanding for leadership by using poems, the pianist Kevin Asbjornson gathers leaders around the piano. - That artists can add value to business life is nothing new as such, says Horth. Creativity is a commodity for the economy but business men still rarely consider themselves as creative. “We need people to bring their personality to their work “ Horth clarifies.

It sounds nice with music and poetry, but how well does this artistic coaching work? Surprisingly well. Orpheus was recently involved in introducing a new leadership style at Morgan Stanley sites in Asia. “Music opens hearts”, says Ronnie Bauch.

Young finance puppies in New York have even a symphony orchestra of their own, Park Avenue Chamber Symphony. Their purpose is both to learn to work together and use their creativity – and make new business contacts..  

