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The purpose of this qualitative research is to study musicians’ expectations of 

conductors’ leadership. The focus of this research is musicians’ expectations of 

leadership based on leadership theories, not physical conducting. Previous 

research on conductors’ leadership mainly consist of case-studies of conductors’ 

work methods, which are then divided into various leadership categories. This 

research has another, musician-oriented approach based on the musicians’ point 

of view of good leadership. Additionally, it has been studied whether the orchestral 

section and/or musicians’ experience has any effect on the leadership 

expectations.  According to this study, the expectations of Finnish orchestral 

musicians are divergent comparing to the results of earlier, somewhat parallel 

studies on conductors’ leadership. Instead of directive leadership, Finnish 

musicians are inspired by transformational leadership with an emphasis on 

charisma. According to this study, the experience and section of the musician also 

affect the expectations. 
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Tämän laadullisen kyselytutkimuksen tavoite oli kartoittaa suomalaisten 

ammattiorkestereiden muusikoiden odotuksia kapellimestareiden johtajuudesta. 

Tutkimuksessa ei käsitellä kapellimestarin fyysistä johtamistyötä vaan ainoastaan 

eri johtamisteorioiden tyypittelyyn pohjautuvaa työskentelyprosessin johtamista. 

Kapellimestareiden johtajuuteen liittyvä aiempi tutkimus on ollut lähinnä case-

tutkimusta, jossa on seurattu kapellimestareiden työtapoja ja sen perusteella 

kapellimestari on sijoitettu eri johtajuusteorioiden mukaisiin johtajaluokkiin. Tällä 

tutkimuksella on muusikkolähtöinen lähestymiskulma, jossa johtajuutta määrittävät 

muusikoiden johtajuudelle asettamat odotukset. Lisäksi työssä tutkitaan muusikon 

työuran pituuden ja/tai soitinsektion jäsenyyden vaikutusta hyvän johtajuuden 

odotuksiin. 

Tämän tutkimuksen mukaan suomalaismuusikot odottavat johtajalta 

transformationaalista johtajaotetta painottaen johtajan karismaattisia 

ominaisuuksia. Myös orkesterimuusikon työuran pituudella ja orkesterin 

soitinsektion jäsenyydellä on tutkimustuloksen mukaan merkitystä ja 

painotuseroissa hyvän johtajuuden odotuksista on suuriakin eroja eri 

työkokemusryhmien ja soitinsektioiden erilaisten johtajuusmallien välillä. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The conductor’s role in an orchestra is very challenging. Their leadership requires 

many factors, and they are usually artistic leaders, of course, but also strategic 

leaders, operational leaders and opinion leaders. However, there is a paradoxical 

situation because the conductors have no role in the orchestra without musicians. 

This thesis aims to find those leaderships models which are respond to the 

musicians’ expectations of conductors’ good leadership. This thesis includes an 

empirical part that consists of an inquiry for Finnish professional orchestras. This 

chapter makes acquainted with the topic, background of the study, a brief 

overview of previous studies on conductors’ leadership, goals, research questions, 

and delimitations, theoretical framework and key concepts as well as research 

methodology of this study. Also the structure of this this study is presented at the 

end of the chapter. 

 

1.1. Background of the study 

 

In my past I used to play as a solo flutist in orchestras for over ten years and 

during that time met several conductors. There have been many fledgling 

conductors as well world famous ones. All of them have done their best for the 

common goal; to realise rhythmical unity, clean sound and the narrative of the 

music. During that time, I considered the hierarchy of the orchestra, ineffective 

ways of working and the spectrum of the musical expression both in terms of 

quality and content. However, there was only one visible variable; the conductor.  

There has to be something in the information of conductors that makes great 

differences in the output. It is not possible that the difference is based on 

conducting but difference is in the leadership, how the rehearsal process has been 

led. The leadership of a conductor has been seen as an example of leadership in 

general, and several conductors have written – or others have written about them 

– books about leading expert organisations based on their experience in leading 

orchestras (Jonassen, 1999; Zander and Zander, 2000). Conductors Roger 
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Nierenberg and Benjamin Zander have held seminars for business leaders. 

Archive films, such as “The five great conductors” (Talgam, 2009), are circulating 

the internet as an example of good leadership. 

In this study on conductors, leadership is mainly classified into two categories: 

directive leadership and transformational leadership. Both of these leadership 

styles are based on charisma. The former leaders were as if carrying the suitcase 

within the interpretation of their own and the latter ones are more interactive and 

influenced by the orchestra. Both of these leadership models are supplemented by 

implicit leadership theories. Atik (1994) associates the followership model with 

these leadership models. The model emphasises how leaders get their followers 

to understand their goals. 

In the study, the leadership of conductors is studied from several perspectives. 

Bennis and Biederman (2009, 199) regarded that conductors and coaches are the 

only real leaders who have true control over their followers. According to 

Mintzberg (1975, 49), good conductors and leaders do the work in advance and 

enjoy the results afterwards. Drucker (1988a, 101) described the leadership of 

conductors as a leadership model of the future.  

The study on conductors’ leadership is mainly based on the conductors’ 

personalities, non-verbal leading and kinaesthetic techniques. In this study I want 

to supply a different aspect and study the expectations of Finnish musicians’ 

concerning good leadership. 

Expectations modify our thinking and working and at the same time influence the 

interpretation of information. What kind of elements of a conductor’s leadership 

provide the best possible results? The common aim is to achieve the best artistic 

quality in tonality, in balanced sound and in unity rhythm and phrasing.  

The study has obvious social importance to the Finnish education of conductors in 

case there is willingness to make use of the results. Nowadays the aspect of 

leadership is missing completely from the education of conductors, although the 

conductor is on the stage leading a large group of people. The conductor’s 

education is one of the most expensive in the world and, with current selection 

criteria based only on musicality, too many graduated conductors only seek 
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financial gain instead of working in accordance to their degree. Musicians do not 

accept their ability, and thus for too many a conductor the first time leading an 

orchestra is also the last time. The scientific meaning of the study is a part of the 

educational policy. I believe that knowing the musicians’ expectations of good 

leadership brings added value to the process of planning degree structures and 

also orchestral work in general. 

 

1.2. Goals, research questions and research methodology 

 

The goal of this study is to determine musicians’ expectations of conductors’ good 

leadership: what musicians expect of their conductors, their personal traits, 

behaviour, interaction and leadership skills. At the same time it will be studied 

whether the expectations of various orchestral sections differ from each other and 

whether service time in an orchestra affects the expectations of good leadership. 

The research results will help in the planning of conductor education to allocate 

resources to the right things to enable sustainable and productive interaction. 

Challenges of leadership in orchestras: 

● artistic organisations in general 

● temporary employment relationships 

● differences between common and orchestral leadership 

● how to find the right tools to handle an artistic organisation 

● Primus inter pares situation, equal educational background 

The goal of the study is to clarify and make visible the expectations of good 

leadership in the orchestral context. Throughout this study, the best practices of 

leadership will be searched from the perspective of musicians. 

The research question of this study is: 

● What kinds of factors determine conductors’ good leadership from the 

perspective of orchestral musicians? 
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The research question will be accompanied by the following sub-questions: 

● How does the length of the employment relationship influence the vision 

of conductors’ good leadership? 

● How does the instrumental section influence the vision of conductors’ 

good leadership? 

 

This study is a survey research and the empirical material of the study will be 

collected by Webropol-tool via the internet. The inquiry will be sent to all Finnish 

professional orchestras to be shared to their musicians. The results of the inquiry 

will be set in a framework of previous research of leadership theories. With the 

help of the inquiry will be aimed to draw a map of musicians’ expectations of 

conductors’ good leadership. In the process will also be collected knowledge how 

the length of musicians’ career and instrumental section influence to the 

expectations.  

 

1.3. Delimitations 
 

In this study, the focus is on intangible capital, such as interaction skills, how to 

build relationships and how to capitalise the competencies of musicians. The study 

will determine technical leadership (conducting), kinaesthetic leading, visuality, the 

basis of the leading patterns etc. 

During the first sub-question, experience – the length of the employment 

relationship – is discussed in order to map out the influence of serving in 

orchestras. The second sub-question concerns traditional instrumental sections 

such as strings, woodwinds, brass, percussion, others (harp, celesta etc.) and they 

are not divided by the instrumental group (violins, violas, violoncellos, double 

bass). The meaning of this question is to bring forth the differences in expectations 

of good leadership between the sections. 
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1.4. Theoretical framework 
 

The frame of reference in this study is complex based on the diversity in the 

orchestra’s division of tasks.   

 

Fig. 1. Framework of conductors’ challenges. 

The job description and responsibilities of the musicians in all the sections, except 

strings, are precisely determined. These elements supplemented with the 

orchestral hierarchy in and between sections are challenging to the leader who is 

responsible for the common artistic output; how to take their own interpretation 

and turn it into the best common artistic goal while handling the pressure of the 

musicians’ expectations. This applies especially to situations where all the 

followers are highly educated specialists of their own instrument and have exact 

musical interpretations of their own. There is naturally found resistance to change. 

The orchestral society is very sensitive and the musicians have to interpret 

nonverbal communication, but it is not always so unambiguous. The first gestures 

and facial expressions of conductors are significant to successful cooperation. 

Every orchestra has a culture of its own, and the conductors do not have time to 

familiarise themselves with work methods; instead, they have to sense it in the first 

seconds of cooperation. The right model of leadership to echo musicians’ 

expectations of good leadership should be found within this frame of reference. 
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1.5. Key concepts of the study 
 

This subchapter presents the definitions of the key concepts of the study.  The aim 

of this part is just to help readers to assess the concepts conductors’ leadership, 

orchestra and orchestral section more easily.  

 

1.5.1. Conductor’s leadership 

 

Leadership occurs when the situation demands that the individual influence and 

coordinate the activities of a group or members of an organisation toward the 

achievement of a common goal (Conger and Kanungo. 1998, 38). According to 

Shamir et al. (1993, 577) new genre of leadership theory, such leaders transform 

the needs, values, preferences and aspirations of followers from self-interests to 

collective interests. Further, they cause followers to become highly committed to 

the leader's mission, to make significant personal sacrifices in the interest of the 

mission, and to perform above and beyond the call of duty.  

During a rehearsal process of an orchestra all the same elements of leadership 

are in effect than in communities in general and it needs methods of leading. 

However, conductors’ leadership is bipolar.  In public the visible leadership is 

conducting which is a nonverbal result of leadership of a rehearsal process. 

Conducting is not leading in a traditional view but it can be seen a visible sign of 

agreed rules of leading. 

 

1.5.2. Orchestral sections 

 

In this study orchestra means a modern orchestra. An orchestra constructs of 

several instrumental groups: woodwinds, brass, keyboards, strings, percussion 

and others. In this this study sections keyboards and other are handled together. 

Sections are hierarchical and every section, even an instrument, has a principal 

who is leading the group inside and plays the solos. 
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Woodwinds Brass Keyboards Strings Percussion  Others 

  4 Flutes 4-8- Horns Piano(s) 
16 1. 
Violins  

4-5 
Timpani 

Electronic 
instrument
s 

2-4 Oboes  
3-6 
Trumpets 

Celesta(s) 
14 2. 
Violins 

Various 
drums 

  

2-4 
Clarinets 

3-6 
Trombones 

Harp(s) 12 Violas 

Melodic 
percussion 
instrument
s  

  

2-4 
Bassoons 

Tubas   10 Cellos     

Saxophone
s 

    
8 Double 
basses 

    

Tab. 1. Orchestral sections in order of the score. 

 

1.5.3. Orchestral hierarchy 

 

As above is described an orchestra has been shared in sections. Between 

sections there is no formal hierarchy but the principal of the first violin, concert 

master, is in the musical sense a superior of the entire orchestra and he/she 

communicates with the conductor.  

 

 

Fig. 2. Orchestra layout. 

Strings are playing in stands and every stand has been shared in divisis and the 

further away your stand is from conductor the less you have authority in your 
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section. Other sections have instrumental leaders and subleaders and some of the 

instrumental leaders is always a principal of their section. 

 

1.6. Structure of the study 
 

The study constructs of six chapters. The first chapter introduces the reader to the 

sources of the subject and expands the background to conductors’ leadership. The 

chapter also includes a preview of previous studies, goals, research questions and 

research methodology. Theoretical framework and key concepts of the study are 

also introduced in this chapter. In the second chapter an orchestra will be 

introduced as an organisation. A reader get to know different roles in an orchestra. 

A theoretical background of the study will be presented in the next chapter. The 

theoretical chapter is gathered with leadership theories which associate to 

previous studies of an orchestral leadership. In this chapter will be presented 

various aspects of conductors’ leadership. 

The empirical part of the study constructs of three final chapters. Chapter four 

describes research methodology, data collecting, research material and analyses. 

Furthermore the chapter includes a valuation of the reliability and validity of the 

research. In the chapter five introduces the results of the study and in the sixth, 

last actual chapter will be answered to the research questions and the results of 

the study are presented. In the last chapter will be also discussed, how the results 

can be used in expert organisations in general and also possibilities to further 

studies are discussed. 
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2. ORCHESTRA AS AN ORGANISATION 

 

Well-being and good motivation are important aspects in every workplace. 

Especially in expert organisations such as the orchestra, where musicians are 

working open-heartedly for the common goal, is the conductor’s role significant. 

The common goal in an orchestra should mean high artistic quality, exact musical 

and rhythmical synchronicity, a goal to be in unison both cognitively and 

emotionally. Interaction between the orchestra and the conductor is important for 

the artistic goal (Kamerman, 1983, 44-56). There is little research on interaction in 

orchestras to date, and very little is known about cooperation between the 

conductor and musicians. Orchestras are very complex organisations with rigid 

hierarchies between the conductor and musicians, as well as between the 

musicians of different sections and even between musicians of their own section. 

Musicians of various instruments and sections differ somewhat in their self-

concepts and frequently feel greater social cohesion within their own section than 

within the orchestra as a whole. According to Tajfel (1981, 316), it cannot be 

assumed that a shared social identity forms on its own among minority groups 

including the musicians of orchestras. There are differences in the ranking of 

musicians between basic, rank-and-file, members (tutti players), section leaders 

and soloists. If jokes about musicians are some kind of a scorecard for ranking, 

hierarchy depends on the distance to the conductor. This categorising can be seen 

both between sections and within sections. The closer you are to the conductor, 

the higher is your position in the section. The seniority, age, nationality and various 

artistic and technical levels of the musicians can increase heterogeneity too. There 

was a persistent myth on stereotypes (Kemp, 1981, 1996) concerning various 

orchestral sections; strings were tight and irritable, woodwind players were flexible 

and quick-witted, whereas brass players where smooth. The stereotypes are true 

to some extent but, according to Cribb and Gregory (1999; 104-114), it has 

minimal bearing on the organisation.  

Drucker (1988b, 48) made comparisons between organisations based on other 

kind of information and wrote that a large symphony orchestra is even more 

instructive, since for some works there may be a few hundred musicians on stage 
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playing together. Thus, according to organisation theory, there should be several 

group vice president conductors and perhaps a half-dozen division VP conductors. 

But that is not how it works. There is only the conductor – CEO – and every one of 

the musicians plays directly to that person without an intermediary. And each 

musician is a high-grade specialist, indeed an artist. This kind of glorifying 

indicates that the writer obviously did not know the formal statuses inside 

orchestras. The hierarchy is there and may have been even longer than in other 

traditional organisations.  

A conductor’s leadership has been considered exemplary in general, and there are 

books written by some conductors on how to lead expert organisations though 

their experiences. Conductors Roger Nierenberg and Benjamin Zander have 

joined forces for a set of seminars and are exploiting conductors’ leadership for 

commercial purposes. Demonstrations of conductors’ leadership can be found in 

the internet (Talgam, 2009). 

In principle, leadership in an orchestra is bipolar. Conductors in Finnish orchestras 

are purely artistic leaders and intendants take care of everyday management. This 

division of labour may function in large orchestras and in orchestras where the 

conductor works as a visitor. In these orchestras, the conductors’ time for 

rehearsals is limited, so every seconds has to be used to polish up the sound, 

unite rhythm and sharpen the repertoire. In small orchestras, where the main 

conductors are working several weeks in a year with the orchestra and the 

repertoire is very limited due to the size of the ensemble, there is a risk that the 

conductors are involved in the administration; usually it does not work. If this 

bipolarity is disturbed, it usually means trouble, because the bipartite role is 

disturbing artistic leadership. The Finnish education system for conductors is 

known and appreciated worldwide, having many famous alumni, but it is totally 

missing leadership education. The student admission for the conductor studies is 

based solely on musical capabilities. However, in the opera for example, the 

conductor works as the principal for the musicians in the orchestra and on stage, 

as well as for the technical staff, totalling over 200 persons. That amount 

corresponds to a middle-size enterprise, and in no other sector would an 

enterprise of that size operate without an educated leader. We are talking about a 
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turbulent artistic world, but how much of this turbulence originates from a lack of 

leadership skills? 

Usually when managing creative processes in an organisation individual creativity 

needs to be encouraged by encouraging individuals with a high degree of 

freedom. In orchestras, it is vice versa. In order to reach the common goal, a 

musician has to abandon their own artistic ambitions and interpretations of the 

artistic concept of a work and adapt their playing to the concept of the conductor. 

Many aspects have been found concerning the leadership of conductors, but there 

are two main aspects to be seen in the research on conductors’ leadership. One 

focuses on the forms of the leadership, i.e. what the conductor is like as a person. 

The study of Allmendinger et al. (1996b, 338) has shown that the wellbeing of 

orchestra musicians increases if leadership is existent and constructive. This is 

important to know because Allmendinger and Hackman (1995: 442-56) have also 

documented that the general satisfaction of musicians as well growth opportunities 

in the orchestra and work relationships are relatively low (Allmendinger et al. 

1996b: 337-69). Langendörfer et al. documented (2006: 162-71) that many 

musicians suffer from performance anxiety manifesting itself as a lack of 

confidence, worry, over-emotionality and even physical symptoms. The different 

forms of leadership do not have clear boundaries; the boundaries are ever 

changing. These leadership theories describing what the leader is like fall under 

aesthetic and authentic leadership. Another theory focuses on what the conductor 

is doing. These studies analyse the effects of transactional, transformational and 

charismatic leadership. 

There is a confusing amount of research on orchestras focusing on various 

sectors of the orchestral field (tab. 9).  

 

study researchers 

Chancing environments in 

orchestras (Germany) 

Allmendinger, Hackman, Lehman (1995, 

1996),  

Concert performance Ladkin (2008) 
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Symphony orchestras (Europe) Castañer (1997, Koivunen (2003, 2006) 

Köping (2003), Wennes (2002, 2006, 2008) 

Koivunen and Wennes 2011) 

American orchestras and 

musicians’ identity 

Glynn (2000) 

Virtuosity of organisation by an 

example of a symphony orchestra 

Marotto, Roos and Victor (2007) 

Conductor-orchestra relationship 

in order to understand creative 

organisations 

Hunt, Stelluto and Hooijberg (2004) 

Tab. 9. Some listed contents of orchestral research. 

In spite of these comprehensive aspects of orchestral research, research on 

musicians’ expectations is quite limited. The musician’s status in an orchestra is 

subordinate to the conductor, but the ever increasing demands of artistic quality 

and implicit cooperation require changes in orchestral leadership. 

 

2.1. Conductor’s role in an orchestra 

 

Nowadays the employment relationships of conductors are no longer life-long. 

Thirty years ago everybody linked the Berlin Philharmonic and Herbert von 

Karajan together, but on these days there are mainly chancing posts in the 

orchestras; conductors come and go. Even the so called artistic leaders in the 

orchestras have week agreements. It means that they work only a few weeks in a 

year in front of the orchestra, and the planning of repertoire, soloists and visitors 

are calculatory weeks of the agreement. The better known the conductor is, the 

less they have time to lead. Instead, they are conducting. 

The education systems in the world produce so many conductors that there are 

not enough orchestras for the graduated, not to mention the posts of artistic 

leader. The conductors work mainly as visitors and they are working in periods, 

usually from Monday to Thursday. These short employment relationships force the 

conductor to develop their behaviour so that the goal is reached and hopefully the 
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mandate of a visitor will be continued. These short periods challenge the 

leadership skills of the conductors. There is no honeymoon nor getting to know 

each other; the conductor has to take their place from the very beginning. Any kind 

of hesitation will destroy the progress made in the last few days. The status of the 

conductor is vulnerable due to a common background of theoretical education with 

the musicians, and there is a kind of Primus inter pares relationship between the 

musicians and conductors. To win success the conductor has to recognise the 

social relationships in the orchestra, the internal hierarchy of the orchestra and the 

relationships in and between sections at first contact. 

Due to in notes written artistic goals there is no room for profound conversations. 

From the beginning, the music is the instrument connecting various views to serve 

the common goal; shared musical vision, joint rhythmical beat and the same 

structure of the musical narration. Mainly it means nonverbal communication, and 

the conductor has to read the orchestra in advance to be able to react. 

To win the trust of the orchestra the conductor can take several leadership roles.  

The role can be, among others, directive: the conductor uses their right to direct, 

or charismatic: the conductor has charisma or builds a charismatic front to feel 

secure. Because of the old-fashioned institution, the conductor can take a 

dictatorial role in an orchestra, the musicians and conductors being counterforces. 

This is the pressure the conductor has to live with. If conductors do not succeed in 

winning the trust of the musicians, they rarely receive criticism directly but through 

the behaviour of the musicians.  

Leadership is not as yet included in the education of conductors, although the 

expert organisation they work in is not the easiest one. The new generation of 

conductors may recognise the necessity of knowledge on leadership also in the 

changing orchestral world. 
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2.2. The profile of a musician 

 

Nowadays the educational road of a musician seems to be very easy. All these 

Idols and Talent competitions where market-based forces are seeking people for 

musical stardom distort reality. These competitions promise that one night can 

change your life, but that is not how it goes for orchestral musicians.  

When we talk about musicians, we mean well-educated and talented people with 

special skills in problem-solving and creative thinking.  As workers they belong to 

an exceptional group, because the work of a musician demands continuous 

disciplined work, strong ability to concentrate, and unyielding efficiency on stage. 

The demands of a musician’s work can be compared to the attributes of top 

athletes; you have to grasp the roots of your skills day after day.  

In order for a musician to have a successful career, do they have to start their 

musical education mainly before school age? During the educational period, they 

have to sharpen their technical skills and learn theoretical structures, various 

cultures and performance traditions even from a historical perspective because 

music is an international language. The image of musicians in an orchestra can be 

a glorious one in the world of operas, operettas, musicals or films. However, very 

few people know what musicians really do, what kind of people they are and how 

orchestras work as organisations. Musicians’ weekdays are often far from glory 

(Allmendinger et al., 1996a 194-219; Sapolsky, 1994, 43, 136). Nowadays this is 

difficult to understand because the media is full of opportunities for young people 

with all kinds of talent shows and competitions. Constant competition over their 

status in their section of the orchestra, doing their job under constant control and 

open criticism, and explosively increasing material with new challenges and ways 

to play are just some of the special features bringing extra spice to the work. When 

musicians finally graduate from their educational institutions, they have – unlike 

others – mostly over ten years of experience of intensive personal work in the core 

of music’s substance and cooperation in many musical combinations from duets to 

orchestras. 
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2.3. The leadership of a conductor 

 

In an orchestra, the conductor always has the last word, with no exceptions. Due 

to their status, they have power not only over the orchestra but even more widely 

in the society as a metaphor of good management. However, the basic educations 

of conductors and musicians are not different from each other. They both include 

approximately the same amount of instrumental, theoretical and aesthetical 

studies. In the core of the conductor studies in the Finnish education system is 

technical and kinaesthetic leadership (Sibelius Academy). There is no doubt that 

this kind of education gives the conductors competence to lead the music, but 

does it give them the competence to lead the organisation? However, the praised 

leadership of conductors is not completely unfounded because most conductors 

start by studying an orchestral instrument and thus also have knowledge beyond 

the conductor’s podium. The hierarchical structure of the orchestra sustains the 

conductor’s leadership, and it could even be based on the fact of equal education 

on the substance of music. 

Symphony orchestra conductors need special skills of leadership including social, 

aesthetical, auditory, kinaesthetic (embodiment) and rhythmical elements. The 

leadership process during rehearsals and performances includes the nonverbal 

communication of both the conductor and the musicians’ based on knowledge of 

the repertoire and performance tradition. A basic factor for the best artistic goal is 

hearing because music is in the core of orchestral interaction. Therefore the 

conductor has to be a part of the orchestra and to “lend an ear” to help and 

conduct the musicians toward the best goal. The conductor has to listen not only 

for phrases, articulations, scores, themes, and balances in and between sections 

but also for the moods of the orchestra. The methods for reaching the goals differ 

among conductors. Some conductors dominate the whole process with authority 

and strict control, whereas some conductors listen to the orchestra and build their 

interpretations of the music without forcing it fit their own ideas. 

The role of a conductor is not easy, there is no romance or unearned glory in 

leadership. Although musicians love music and being a member of a symphony 
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orchestra, it is not always peaceful. There is a huge amount of emotion, tension, 

passion and even aggression. Even though it is mainly non-verbal, it is 

continuously projected on the conductor who has to be able to handle it willingly 

during the process. This may be the point of success. If the conductor earns the 

trust of the musicians in spite of the internal storms of the orchestra, there must be 

leadership.  

 

2.4. Review of previous studies on conductors’ leadership  

 

During the last decades, there have been a great number of studies on the 

leadership of conductors but many unanswered questions remain. Leadership in 

the orchestral context is highly nuanced because the conductor’s leadership is 

highly dependent on the situation. The realisation of the contingency theory is 

obvious in the context of orchestral leadership because there cannot be only one, 

the best and right way to lead. There are several studies on the subject of 

orchestral leadership but the question of the magic fingers of the conductor is not 

solved. In order to expand our comprehension of conductors’ leadership, I am 

going to list relevant studies from the point of view of this study.  

Research on leadership in orchestras is relatively new. The first studies were 

published about 30 years ago but the amount of studies has been increasing 

amazingly. The studies are based on traditional leadership theories such as trait 

theories, behaviour theories, and contingency theories, charismatic, directive, 

transactional and transformational leadership. Although there are plenty of studies 

on trait theories in general, they are few in the orchestral context. However, traits 

are the first thing observed by musicians at the beginning of the rehearsal period. 

Trait theories in leadership are studied by Stogdill (1974), Kirkpatrick and Locke 

(1991) and Northouse (2001) among others. According to Kirkpatrick and Locke, 

specific traits do not guarantee good leadership but, however, they are a 

precondition for good leadership. Behavioural theories focus on the actions of 

leaders, and the personality of a leader is inconsequent. A significant advantage or 

consolation of behaviour theories compared to trait theories is the value of the 
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education. According to behavioural theories, the leadership skills can be learned 

(Nystedt 1997, 4, Yukl 1989, 257).  

Charismatic and directive leadership are the most argued styles of leadership in 

orchestras. Directive leaders provide followers with specific guidance. They decide 

the goals and performance standards. Directive leaders are active in monitoring 

the performance of their followers and giving feedback, rewards or punishments. 

Effectiveness is in the core of directive leadership (Chiaburu, Diaz and Pitts, 2011, 

446). The original charismatic leadership theory by Max Weber (1947) describes 

the charismatic leaders by being extraordinary by perception of their followers. 

Klein and House (1995) argued that charisma resides not in the leader but in the 

relationship of some leaders and subordinates. However, several researchers 

(Conger and Kanungo, 1988, 67; Shamir et al., 1993, 581) have created lists of 

key behaviours such as articulate innovative vision, showing sensitivity, taking 

personal risks etc. The difference between transformational and transactional 

leadership lies in the approach. Transformational leaders process leadership by 

thinking about how to lead people and transactional leaders concentrate on 

leading things. Both transformational and transactional leadership are based on 

charisma. 

The artistic leadership of orchestras is changing. The traditional directive and 

charismatic leadership of conductors is disappearing and new types of leadership 

are gaining ground. Beside older leadership theories, there are new perspectives 

to leadership in the orchestral area: aesthetic, authentic and directive-charismatic 

leadership. The judgment of the aesthetic leadership consists of three activities: a 

relational and processual approach to leadership, embodiment and leadership 

practices. Listening is key in orchestral work. Koivunen and Wennes (2011, 51-71) 

found three key dimensions for the conductor’s aesthetic leadership and one of 

them is relational listening, which refers to a natural talent of the conductor which 

can be developed. A significant talent for us all in social relationships. Authentic 

leaders are honest and aware of the value of themselves and others. Authentic 

leadership alone is not sufficient in achieving the desired goals and it is always 

working alongside other leadership styles. 
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Today the most active researcher on the orchestral sector is Susanne Boerner. 

She and her colleagues have studied orchestras and conductors’ leadership 

intensively.  Boerner et al. (2004, 468) formulated the leadership of conductors 

and named it directive-charismatic. They argued that directive and charismatic are 

functional because the conductor’s performance promotes the professional and 

motivational prerequites for precise cooperation. 
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3. LEADERSHIP IN RESEARCH  

 

The theories used in this study are performed within this theoretical frame of 

reference. In this part of the study, all knowledge essential to solving the research 

problem will be searched. The theoretical frame will also be the basis for the 

empirical part of the study. 

The following chapters will introduce essential leadership theories describing 

leadership in the orchestral context and earlier studies on conductors’ leadership 

in orchestras.  

The traditional theories of leadership are classified into three groups: 

1. Trait theories of leadership 

2. Behaviour theories of leadership 

3. Context-based leadership theories 

In the trait theories, leadership is defined on the basis of personal characters. 

These theories are based on a hypothesis that leadership is congenital and not 

dependent on the environment. The behaviour leadership theories do not 

acknowledge the genetic connection but state that behavioural leadership can be 

learned. Two trends can be seen in behavioural leadership: those who focus on 

the substance of work, i.e. what the leaders are doing while working, and those 

who focus on the ways of working. The context-based leadership theory focuses 

on the leader’s ability to adapt their style of leadership according to the situation, 

followers, nature of work, organisational culture or organisational structure. 

The traditional theories of leadership in the orchestral context are trait theory, 

transformational (ethical leadership) and charismatic leadership. As a new wave of 

the leadership discussion in the orchestral context authentic, aesthetic and 

directive-charismatic leadership are introduced. 
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3.1. Aspects of leadership theories 

 

Leadership is one of the most discussed and argued themes not only in social 

sciences but in everyday discussion (Bass 1990, 361). If something goes wrong, 

the fault is in the leadership. Sometimes when everything is okay, people can be 

heard saying that things are well administered. 

The concept of leadership has many various definitions and Stodgill (1974, 259) 

concluded that “there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are 

persons who have attempted to define the concept”. Leadership refers to a 

leader’s ability to encourage and motivate their followers or, on a greater scale, the 

organisation’s or society’s orientation to vision that motivates and encourages its 

members (Peltonen, 2008: 123).  

Bass (1990, 19) defines leadership as interaction between two or several 

members of a group. That also means organising or reorganising a situation based 

on the observations and perceptions of the members of the group. Typically 

leadership has been seen as an activity of leading people, and management as 

leading things. Management is about coping with complexity, and leadership by 

contrast is about coping with change. These two different functions – coping with 

complexity and coping with change – shape the characteristic activities of 

management and leadership (Kotter 1990, 103-104). The differences between 

managing and leading are described in table 2. In this study the focus is on 

leadership. 

 

Manager is Leader is 

● a part of the system 

● impersonal 

● managing 

● avoiding risks 

● balancing 

● keeping distance 

● independent 

● personal 

● innovating 

● taking risks 

● challenging 

● facing people 

Tab. 2. The differences between a manager and a leader. Traditional view. 
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Leadership has been defined in terms of individual traits, leader behaviour, 

interaction patterns, role relationships, follower perceptions, influence over 

followers, influence of task goals, and influence on organisation culture (Yukl, 

1989, p. 252). Most definitions of leadership involve an influence on process 

where the leader is solving the problems and establishing relationships in an 

organisation.  

 

3.1.1. Trait theories of leadership 

 

Trait theories emphasise the personal attributes of leaders. Trait theoretical 

research describes the factors of personality which are important to leaders. 

Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991, 48-60) argued that the possession of certain traits 

alone does not guarantee leadership success; there is evidence that effective 

leaders are different from other people in certain key respects. According to 

Kirkpatrick and Locke, key leader traits include: drive that includes achievements, 

motivation, ambition, energy, tenacity, and initiative; leadership motivation; 

honesty and integrity; self-confidence; cognitive ability; and knowledge of the 

business. There is less evidence of traits such as charisma, creativity and 

flexibility. Kirkpatrick and Locke argued that the key leader traits help the leader 

acquire necessary skills, formulate an organisational vision and an effective plan 

for pursuing it, and take the necessary steps to implement the vision in reality. 

Northouse (2001, 23-26) listed five most important traits for leadership: 1. 

Intelligence; leaders’ intellectual competence and discretion, 2. Self-confidence; 

will be needed in challenging situations, 3. Determination, 4. Probity; leadership 

requires ethical and moral principles, 5. Sociability; helps the leader create an 

open atmosphere which supports leadership. 
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3.1.2. Aesthetic leadership 

 

Aesthetic meaning is surrounding us in our everyday life. It guides our behaviour, 

thoughts and actions just as much as rational, logical or instrumental reasoning. 

Thus we must also recognise that aesthetic meanings are just as pervasive in 

work settings as they are in everyday life (Hansen et al. 2007, 550). Aesthetic 

leadership concerns the manner in which artists and other aesthetic workers 

perform leadership functions within groups, communities and culture, often outside 

established positions of authority (Schroeder 2008, 5-7). At present the concept of 

aesthetic leadership has been widened and includes all the areas where 

leadership can be found (Sauer & Rapo, 2007, Zhang et al. 2011).  Aesthetic 

leadership does not necessarily have anything to do with art or beauty.  Koivunen 

and Wennes (2011, 51-71) studied conductors’ leadership by using qualitative 

methods (newspaper articles, archival data and interviews), combining these with 

aesthetic analysis. They found three key dimensions for the conductors’ 

leadership: relational listening, aesthetic judgment and kinaesthetic empathy. 

Relational listening refers to a natural talent of a conductor, which can be also 

developed because listening is all about processes. Listening is intensive full time 

presence in the moment (Ladkin 2008, 31-41); it provides knowledge, experience 

and concentration. Aesthetic judgment consists of three activities: a relational and 

processual approach to leadership, embodiment and leadership practices. These 

three elements form the entirety of the conductor’s vision and interpretation of the 

music. Kinaesthetic empathy is non-verbal communication. It describes the 

activities of the conductor in transforming their interpretation of the score into 

shared action using body movements, gestures or facial expressions. 

Authentic leadership processes involve psychological capacities and 

organisational contexts, which result in greater self-awareness and self-regulated 

positive behaviours on the part of leaders and followers (Luthans & Avolio, 2003, 

243). 

Nowadays you can see shooting stars on the musical sky called outstanding 

conductors who are described as charismatic, heroic, enthusiastic, visionary and 

on the other hand strict, autocratic and despotic (Atik 1994, 22-28; 15-32; Marotto 
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et al. 2007, 388-413; Weick et al. 1973, 435-62). These conductors are usually 

passing phenomena and products of their time and with time will fall to the 

categories of traditional leadership. 

 

3.1.3. Authentic leadership 

 

The fascination with authentic leadership has been expanding. The reason for 

practitioners and scholars being interested in authentic leadership is the fact that 

the influence of authentic leaders extends well beyond bottom-line success; such 

leaders have a role to play in the greater society by tackling public policy issues 

and addressing organisational and societal problems (George 2003, 163). 

Authentic leaders are honest themselves and followers implicitly trust leaders who 

are genuine (Hansen et al. 2007, 550). Authentic leaders are aware of their own 

and others’ values/moral perspective, knowledge and strengths, the context in 

which they operate, and who is confident, hopeful, resilient, and of high moral 

character (Avolio et al. 2004a, 4).  Authentic leadership processes involve positive 

psychological capacities and organisational contexts, which result in both greater 

self-awareness and self-regulated positive behaviours in leaders and followers 

alike (Luthans & Avolio 2003, 243).  It means that it forms the basis for other forms 

of positive leadership and differs from many other theories such as the 

transformational or charismatic theory.  

The theory of authentic leadership contains many aspects which are in the core of 

orchestral work. Authentic leadership generates trust, engagement, well-being at 

work and a caring climate. However, implicit trust does not work the same in every 

person; who is the one to decide whether a person is genuine or not? Our 

interpretations are based on our cultural background, meaning that a common 

view of what is important in order to reach a goal is difficult to find.  

Although authentic leadership is important, it is not enough to achieve the desired 

goals. As shown, there is a process linking authentic leadership to followers' 

attitudes and behaviours. The model (Avolio et al. 2004b, 803) below contributes 
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not only to a better understanding of the processes through which authentic 

leadership operates by highlighting how such leaders may influence followers' 

attitudes and behaviours, but also to how intervening variables, such as hope, 

trust, positive emotions and optimism, can be enhanced. This process seems 

important to address both theoretically and practically, because it provides a 

potential foundation and point of departure for authentic leadership development 

(Day 2000, 583-606; Luthans & Avolio 2003, 241-261). All of those constructs 

represent states which can be positively developed, and which we consider to be 

essential linkages in the authentic leadership development process. 

 

Fig. 3. Proposed framework linking authentic leadership to followers' attitudes and 

behaviours (Avolio et al. 2004b, 803) 

 

3.1.4. Transformational leadership – leading through people 

 

Burns (1978) introduced the concept of transformational leadership in his study on 

political leaders. The concept is currently widely used in the field of organisational 

psychology. Burns called traditional leadership transactional. However, the term 

‘transforming leadership’ was more auspicious and complicated according to 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.cc.lut.fi/science/article/pii/S1048984304000876#bib27
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.cc.lut.fi/science/article/pii/S1048984304000876#bib82
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Burns. ‘Transformation’ refers to a concrete modification, while a transaction is 

more like a venture. (1978, 4, 19-20). 

A transformational leader is striving to motivate their followers to reach the 

common goals while emphasising liability. With their own behaviour, the 

transformational leader makes the goals more tempting and thus inspires the 

followers to perform better (Chung & Lo 2007, 84).  

It is typical for a transformational leader to earn the trust and respect of their 

followers as a leader with a vision and a mission. They have a gift of getting their 

followers to trust their own skills while taking everyone as a person into account 

and giving them the opportunity to work according to their personal abilities and 

skills (Chung & Lo 2007, 84). They also motivate their followers to use their 

abilities to solve problems. A transformational leader allows their personnel to 

develop their modes of operation and the followers to develop their working 

methods while discussing the goals with them. 

Bass and Avolio (1994, 541-554) describe four models of transformational 

leadership which define various detailed models of leadership. The first of the four 

characters is called charismatic leadership. It has an idealised influence on 

followers. In academic literature, charismatic leadership is considered a separate 

model of leadership, but Bass and Avolio see it as an expression of 

transformational leadership. 

Charismatic leadership supports personal dedication to the leader and inspires 

followers to reach for the goal but, on the other hand, it can lead to the glorification 

of the leader. The followers are engaged through a shared mission, and shared 

modes of operation and shared symbols are a part of the leaders’ and the 

followers’ interplay/interaction (Den Hartog et al., 1997, 19-34). Charisma can – as 

evidenced by history – give rise to dictatorship and arbitrary behaviour and lead to 

conflicts with independent actors. Narcissistic features can also be found in 

charismatic leaders.  

Transformational leaders are described as being reliable, optimistic, promising, 

development-oriented and of high moral (Bass, 1998, 169-192). A transformational 

leader is striving to commit their followers and to meet their noble spiritual 
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requirements. According to Burns, transformational leadership is a process where 

leaders and followers help each other move up to a higher level of morality and 

motivation. Morality in this context means persistent pursuit, spirit of fighting. 

Bass (1991, 21) further developed the ideas of Burns about transformational 

leadership. Superior leadership performance — transformational leadership — 

occurs when leaders broaden and elevate the interests of their employees, when 

they generate awareness and acceptance of the purposes and mission of the 

group, and when they stir their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for 

the good of the group. Transformational leaders achieve these results in one or 

more ways: They may be charismatic to their followers and thus inspire them; they 

may meet the emotional needs of each employee; and/or they may stimulate 

employees intellectually (Bass, 1991).  

 

The elements of transformational leadership: 

Charisma Provides a vision and a sense of mission, instils pride, 

gains respect and trust. 

Inspiration Communicates high expectations, uses symbols to focus 

efforts, and expresses important purposes in simple 

ways. 

Intellectual 

Stimulation 

Promotes intelligence, rationality, and careful problem-

solving. 

Individualised 

Consideration 

Gives personal attention, treats each employee 

individually, coaches, advises. 

Tab. 3. The elements of transformational leadership. Bass (1991). 

 

According to Bass (1991), attaining charisma in the eyes of followers is important 

in order to succeed as a transformational leader. With charisma, one can use and 
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have power and influence. The employees of leaders like this want to identify with 

their leaders and have a high degree of trust and confidence in them. Charismatic 

leaders inspire and excite their employees with the idea that they could 

accomplish great things with a little bit of extra effort. This is when the ethical 

problem of transformational leadership comes into play. The leader is constantly 

pushing their followers to better performances, but how far does charisma carry? 

Transformational leaders are individually considerate. They pay attention to 

differences among their employees, they act as mentors and want to help them 

grow and develop in their tasks. Intellectually stimulating leaders are willing and 

able to show their employees new ways of looking at old problems, to teach them 

to see difficulties as problems to be solved, and to emphasise rational solutions. 

Shamir et al. (1993), Conger and Kanungo (1998) conceive all the same 

components also falling under the category of charismatic leadership. 

According to Burns (1978), transformational and transactional leadership are 

different perspectives of leadership. However, the same person can be at one time 

both a transformational and a transactional leader or vary their leadership model 

according to the situation. Transformational leadership offers plenty of intellectual 

challenges to followers. The transformational leader’s innovative way of working 

incessantly produces new ideas among followers, and the leader decides which 

ideas will be used in solving problems. The leader expects new innovations and 

working methods from their followers (Avolio et al.1999, 443). The followers find 

spontaneous new solutions to develop their work, analysing and developing the 

concepts of cooperation (Den Hartog et al. 1997, 21-24). Transformational leaders 

engage their followers personally to get them to work according to the goal. The 

leader listens to their followers and aims at acknowledging their development 

needs and develop them according to work and the situation (Tracey & Hinkin, 

1998, 222-223; Avolio et al.1999, 443).  

One success-enhancing effect of a transformational conductor could be that they 

provide coordination for the musicians and at the same time foster the initiative 

and commitment of the orchestral musicians in a special way. The reason for this 

conjecture becomes clear once one considers the special nature of the leadership 

constellation in an orchestra (Boerner and von Streit, 2007, 134). 
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In orchestras and in creative artistic organisations in general, a paradox arises: the 

individual creativity of the organisation’s members needs to be encouraged to a 

maximum degree of freedom but, in the best interest of the organisation, there is 

need to constrain these degrees of freedom (Boerner and Gebert, 2005, 209). It is 

not a part of the routines of an orchestral musician to work out an artistic concept 

for the interpretation of a work they are playing; instead, they execute the concept 

of the conductor (Boerner, 2002; Levine and Levine, 1996; Weeks, 1995). Another 

paradox is that in spite of their significant position the conductors have no role 

without musicians. As professional orchestral musicians are highly educated and 

qualified, this directive style seems likely to jeopardise the initiative and 

commitment of the orchestral musicians (Boerner, 2002, 315). 

According to Boerner and von Streit (2007, 134), it is conceivable that, unlike a 

leader who coordinates the musicians with a directive style only, a conductor who 

practises transformational leadership does not simply ‘dictate’ his artistic concept, 

but rather conveys it as a vision that the orchestral musicians experience as 

intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation. In an orchestra, intellectual 

stimulation consists especially of fresh interpretations of well-known works and 

challenging new music without performance tradition. In these situations, 

transformational leadership commits the musicians to the goal. 

 

3.1.5. Transactional leadership – leading through things 

 

Leading trough things is not a trend of today.  Today it is important to give 

responsibility to the followers and freedom to work in a way of their own. This way 

people become dedicated, coherent parts of the organisation. When considered 

from a human perspective, transformational leadership is more emotional 

compared to transactional leadership in which emotions and interactions are paid 

less attention when the focus is mainly on leading things. This is the problem in 

the present conductors’ work system when they are doing performances; the town 

and musicians change every week, and the artistic leadership has no continuity, 
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instead artistic ideas are fragments in the musician’s head. Musicians as well as 

conductors open up their souls when doing music, but the process often only 

consists of conducting without analysis of the structure of music, the function of 

the motif or musical highlights. I wonder whether competence in the musical 

organisations is really used like this. Analysis for example of a sonata form must 

be done on some level. If the analysis is not performed together, every musician 

will do it alone, resulting in as many analyses as there are musicians.  

The official authority of a transactional leader is described to be a part of 

leadership based on the legal rights of leaders. It is typical for transactional leading 

to have goals discussed at every turn and to place responsibility on the shoulders 

of the personnel. A transactional leader focuses the aims set by the organisation. 

Everything must happen at the right time at the right place. If successful, the 

personnel will be rewarded publicly but constructive feedback is also public inside 

the judgment system of the organisation as well as inside the workplace. 

 

The elements of transactional leader: 

Contingent Reward Contracts exchange of rewards for effort, promises 

rewards for good performance, recognises 

accomplishments. 

Management by 

Exception (active) 

Watches and searches for deviations from rules and 

standards, takes corrective action. 

Management by 

Exception (passive):  

Intervenes only if standards are not met. 

Laissez-Faire:  Abdicates responsibilities, avoids making decisions. 

Tab. 4. The elements of transactional leadership. Bass (1991). 
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3.1.6. Directive leadership 

 

The traditional form of leadership in orchestras has been directive leadership 

(Boerner and Krause 2002, 90). The directive leader lets subordinates know what 

is expected of them, gives specific instructions on what should be done and how it 

should be done. Everybody within the organisation knows who the leader is. The 

directive leader schedules and defines standards of performance. The followers’ 

injunction is to follow the standards and regulations. Directive leadership is defined 

as providing the team members with a framework for decision-making and action 

in line with the superior’s vision (Fiedler 1989, 1995; Sagie 1996; Stogdil 1974). 

Directive leadership is described similarly to the path goal theory (House 1996), 

being one of the path-goal types of leadership. Directive leaders also monitor 

performance and announce the feedback, rewards or punishments. 

Directive leadership has been construed as the “default” style for improving 

performance on core tasks. Directive leadership is effective when tasks are stable 

and leaders can prescribe specific goals and directions to follow. Research on 

directive leadership has largely focused on its effects on employee attitudes and 

performance at the individual level of analysis, examining variables such as an 

individual’s attitude toward their leader (Chiaburu, Diaz, & Pitts 2011) and 

individual effectiveness (Somech & Wenderow 2006, 751). I assume that, even 

though it has dominated orchestral leadership hundreds of years, directive 

leadership is changing under the pressure of new challenges. Today, the 

differences in leadership models between the orchestra and the surrounding 

reality are too big and somehow unrealistic. The leadership models of the 

surrounding society are also creeping into the orchestral world one way or 

another. 
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3.1.7. Charismatic leadership 

 

In the original charismatic leadership theory, Max Weber (1947) explained that 

charismatic leadership was based on the followers’ perception of their leader’s 

extraordinariness. In this description charisma was a virtue. Over the past few 

years, others have modified and extended the theory to describe charismatic 

leadership in formal organisations (Conger, 1989; Conger & Kanungo, 1998; 

House, 1997; Shamir et al. 1993). These theories describe how charismatic 

leaders influence the attitudes and motivation of their followers and how it 

manifests itself in the leader-follower relationship.  

The core behaviours in charismatic leadership vary between theories and 

sometimes even between older and newer versions of the same theory. Conger 

and Kanungo (1998, 116-118) find several key behaviours: articulating an 

innovative strategic vision, showing sensitivity to the needs of members, displaying 

unconventional behaviour, taking personal risks, and showing sensitivity to the 

environment. Shamir et al. (1993, 578) included in their features of key behaviours 

articulating an appealing vision, emphasising ideological aspects of the work, 

communicating high performance expectations, expressing confidence that 

subordinates can attain them, showing self-confidence, modelling exemplary 

behaviour, and emphasising collective identity. 

However, the personal characteristics and behaviours listed above do not make a 

leader charismatic or are not necessarily typical for charismatic leaders. It is more 

precise to say that charisma resides not in the leader but in the relationship of 

some leaders and subordinates (Klein & House, 1995, 184).  It means that these 

characteristics and behaviours give the leader the ability to form charismatic 

relationships with their followers. These characteristics are necessary but not 

sufficient enough to determine charisma. Jermier (1993, 221) suggested that 

charisma is not a thing that can be possessed by an individual.   

A conductor’s leadership style with orchestra musicians is largely directive. 

Generally speaking, musicians do not participate in developing a conception for 

the interpretation and they have marginal freedom, only during their own score, in 
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realising the conception. Instead, they have to realise the conductor’s ideas of 

interpretation, and they are immediately controlled and criticised by the conductor 

(Boerner and Krause 2002; Couch 1983). Boerner et al. (2004) call this style of 

leadership directive-charismatic. Non-directive leadership is considered functional 

in areas where creative factors are significant (Amabile and Gryskiewicz 1989, 

231-53), and to make the best use of artistic skills and motivation, it is 

recommended to allow the followers as much freedom as possible (Krause 2004, 

84).  

In the orchestra, as well as in other creative fields, the musicians are well-trained 

professionals with a high degree of intrinsic motivation. Thus the question arises 

why the conductor’s leadership style is not participative or delegative, but directive 

(Boerner et al., 2004). Contingency theories assume that the relationship between 

leadership style and leadership success varies from one context to another. 

Boerner et al. (2004, 466) have taken the characteristics of followers (skills, 

motivation, experiences) in the orchestral context from the different context 

variables of contingency theories. In their study, the characteristics of the followers 

are analysed to explain the relationship between leadership behaviour and 

leadership success in orchestras. The directive leader behaviour of a conductor 

can be explained in terms of leadership goals and artistic quality, and it requires 

exact ensemble playing from the musicians. According to Boerner et al. (2004, 

466), this follower behaviour needed to achieve success is also examined with 

regard to its professional and motivational prerequisites: skill and motivation.  

 

3.2. Collected descriptions of leadership theories 

 

To help the reader handle the following analysis, here are the collected 

descriptions of the leadership theories used in this study. As written above, there 

are no pure types of leaders but leaders combine various leadership styles. This 

table only provides a summary.  
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Leaders are 

Independent, personal, innovating, taking risks, challenging 

facing people, motivated, honesty, integrity, self-confidence with 

emotional stability, cognitive ability. 

aesthetic leader 

Good listener, presence in a moment (needs knowledge, 

energy, tenacity and initiative), aesthetic (a relational and 

processual approach to leadership), embodiment, gestures or 

facial expressions, kinaesthetic empathy (non-verbal 

communication). 

authentic 

leader 

Acts in greater society, tackling policy issues, addressing 

organisational and societal problems, honest themselves, 

genuine, aware of their own and others’ values/moral 

perspective, knowledge and strengths, aware of the context 

(who are confident, hopeful, resilient, high moral character), 

includes organisational climate (forms the basis that constitutes 

other forms of positive leadership). Enhancing hope, trust, 

positive emotions, optimism. 

transformationa

l leader 

Own behaviour important, activator, gets the followers to trust 

and respect the leader (vision, mission), gets the followers to 

trust their own skills, sees everyone as a person, giving the 

opportunity according to the followers’ abilities, motivators to 

solve problems, set goals, reliable, optimistic, promising, 

development-oriented, high moral, striving to a higher spiritual 

and moral level, focused to lead people and to develop the 

concepts of cooperation. 

transactional 

leader 

Focuses the goals set by the organisation, accurate (right time 

and place), public feedback (rewarding, correctional), focused 

to lead things, recognises accomplishments, rules and 

standards are important. 

directive leader 

Individual, everybody in the organisation knows who the leader 

is, lets subordinates know what is expected of them, gives 

specific instructions on what should be done and how it should 

be done, schedules, defines standards, followers’ obligation to 

follow the standards and regulations, provides a framework for 

team members, monitors performance, announces feedback 

(rewards or punishment), is effective if tasks are stable, needs 

prescribed goals and directions to follow. 
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charismatic 

leader 

Shows sensitivity to the needs of members, displays 

unconventional behaviour, takes personal risks, shows 

sensitivity to the environment, articulates an appealing and 

innovative vision, high expectations for members, self-

confidence, models exemplary behaviour, emphasises 

collective identity, expresses confidence in subordinates. 

Tab. 5. Descriptions of leaders. 
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND MATERIAL 

 

4.1. Collecting data 

 

 

This chapter presents the background for the empirical unit of the research to get 

the answers for the research questions. The target group of the research was the 

musicians of Finnish professional orchestras. The data was collected with a 

structured inquiry (app. 1) drawn up with a group of professional orchestral 

musicians. All of the musicians have over 30 years of experience from orchestral 

work and various conductors. I myself have about 15 years of experience as an 

orchestral musician. At the time I also acted as chairman for the musicians and 

represented the musicians in the board of the orchestra for several years. 

The background data collected via the inquiry included: section, age, time of 

experience as a professional musician and size of the orchestra. The sections in 

this study were strings, woodwinds, brasses, percussions and others. Experience 

was divided into periods of 10 years from under one year to over 30 years. The 

size of orchestras was divided into less than 30 musicians, 30 to 50 musicians, 51 

to 70 musicians and over 70 musicians.  

The structured inquiry itself consisted of three parts. The first part included 19 

adjectives describing various individual characteristics. The used traits are listed in 

the table below. These adjectives were selected based on the experience of the 

musicians and on the descriptions of various leadership styles in academic 

studies. The second part described 16 working models –working methods – and 

aspects of the conductor’s leadership based on the experiences of the musicians. 

The third part included 16 propositions based on descriptions of various leadership 

styles in academic studies of leadership. Each part of the inquiry also included the 

possibility for an open answer. The adjectives and descriptions had five 

possibilities to choose from: 1 = not at all important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = 

neutral, 4 = important, 5 = of great importance. The propositions were assessed 1 

= no response at all, 2 = response to some extent, 3 = neutral, 4 = relatively good 

response, 5 = full response. 



 44 

The data was collected via the internet. The invitation to the research and the 

internet link to the Webropol inquiry to 24 Finnish professional orchestras and five 

private persons were sent by email. The accompanying note included a wish to 

spread word of the inquiry in social media to other orchestral musicians because 

the time of the data collection was challenging due to summer vacations. The link 

was open during June 2016 and all the questions of the inquiry required an answer 

with the exception of the open answers. As mentioned, there was the possibility of 

open answers; 37 and 27 open answers were given to the traits and working 

methods respectively. The propositions received zero open answers. 

 

4.2. Data backgrounds  

 

During the time the inquiry was open 87 musicians responded. The distribution of 

sections followed the structure of a normal orchestra quite well, apart from strings: 

strings 50.57% (n=44), woodwinds 22.99% (n=20), brass 17.24% (n=15), 

percussion 4.6% (n=4) and others (piano, harp) 4.6% (n=4).  

 

 

Fig. 4. Distribution of sections in the inquiry. 

 

The ages of the survey respondents were as follows: 55.17% (n=48) of the 

respondents were over 46 years of age, and the age groups from 20 to 45 years 

represent 44.83% (n=39) of all respondents.  
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Fig. 5. Age groups in the inquiry. 

 

64.36% (n=56) of the respondents have worked in an orchestra for over 21 years. 

9.35% (n=9) of the respondents have worked in an orchestra for less than 10 

years. 

 

Most of the respondents’ experience, i.e. the number of working years, exceeded 

21 years of working in professional orchestras. 64.34% (n=56) have worked in 

orchestras for over 21 years. 25.29% (n=22) have worked for 11 to 20 years,  

 

 

Fig. 6. Experience of respondents in the inquiry. 
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9.2% (n=8) for 1 to 10 years, and only one respondent (1.15%) has worked for an 

orchestra for less than a year.  

The sizes of orchestras were distributed among the respondents as follows: less 

than 30 musicians 14.94% (n=13), 30 to 50 musicians 33.33% (n=29), 51 to 70 

musicians 21.84% (n=19) and over 70 musicians 29.89% (n=26).  

 

 

Fig. 7. Size of the orchestras in the inquiry 

 

4.3. Answers to the inquiry 

 

To find the critical adjectives of individual characteristics, working styles and 

propositions of good conductor’s work, average values rated four (4 = important, 

relatively good response) to five (5 = very important, full response) were 

determined for all answers; the average value had to be four (4) or above. The 

characteristics, working styles and propositions of a good leader and their values 

are presented in the following tables 5–7 painted grey. 

 

individual 

characteristics    

1  

not at all  

important  

2 

somew

hat 

importa

nt 

3 

neutral 

 4 

importa

nt 

5 

very 

importan

ce 

total 
averag

e 
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humorous 3 10 18 44 12 87 3.60 

pedant 10 21 26 28 2 87 2.90 

impulsive 12 20 24 25 6 87 2.92 

charismatic 2 9 6 35 35 87 4.06 

friendly 1 1 9 49 27 87 4.15 

rational 1 6 17 45 18 87 3.84 

social 4 2 20 46 15 87 3.76 

standoffish 52 15 18 2 0 87 1.66 

authoritarian 32 23 15 11 6 87 2.26 

inspiring 2 1 4 20 60 87 4.55 

analytical 3 12 13 45 14 87 3.63 

appealing 7 9 20 34 17 87 3.52 

empathic 3 3 28 44 9 87 3.61 

innovative 2 3 11 45 26 87 4.03 

serious 28 31 23 5 0 87 2.06 

unexpected 69 9 9 0 0 87 1.31 

open 0 3 8 26 50 87 4.41 

trustworthy 1 1 3 25 57 87 4.56 

honest 1 1 5 22 58 87 4.55 

Total 233 180 277 551 412 1653 3.44 

Tab. 6. Answers to the individual characteristics. 

The individual characteristics in rated order: 

● Trustworthy (4.56/5) 

● Honest (4.55/5) 

● Inspiring (4.55/5) 

● Openness (4.41/5) 

● Friendly (4.15/5) 
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● Charismatic (4.06/5) 

● Innovative (4.03/5) 

 

Working 
methods 

1 2 3 4 5 

total 
averag

e 

not at 
all 

import
ant 

some-
what 

import
ant 

neutr
al 

import
ant 

of great 
importa

nce 

A good leader 
sharpens 
details. 

0 11 10 48 18 87 3.84 

A good leader 
takes risks. 

2 5 17 41 22 87 3.87 

A good leader 
emphasises the 
musical 
harmonious 
whole. 

0 1 5 28 53 87 4.53 

A good leader is 
practical. 

1 4 12 48 22 87 3.99 

A good leader 
listens to the 
musicians’ 
opinions. 

1 7 13 49 17 87 3.85 

A good leader is 
a team player. 

3 6 9 36 33 87 4.03 

A good leader 
follows their 
own vision. 

2 3 16 41 25 87 3.97 

A good leader 
strikes in 
musicians 
errors. 

31 27 20 9 0 87 2.08 

A good leader 
sticks their neck 
out. 

0 3 3 35 46 87 4.43 

A good leader 
makes 
decisions 
independently. 

3 10 34 34 6 87 3.34 

A good leader 
sets the 
atmosphere of 
the orchestra. 

1 6 8 43 29 87 4.07 
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A good leader 
makes the 
musicians 
exceed their 
skills. 

1 1 5 28 52 87 4.48 

A good leader 
gives immediate 
feedback. 

2 2 19 46 18 87 3.87 

A good leader is 
a motivator. 

1 0 3 32 51 87 4.52 

A good leader 
makes 
compromises. 

3 5 13 40 26 87 3.93 

A good leader 
can use 
metaphors. 

3  19 41 17 87 3.71 

Total 54 98 206 599 435 
139
2 

3.91 

Tab. 7. The working methods of the conductor. 

The working methods in rated order: 

● A good leader emphasises the musical harmonic whole (4.53/5) 

● A good leader is a motivator (4.52/5) 

● A good leader makes the musicians exceed their skills (4.48/5) 

● A good leader sticks their neck out (4.43/5) 

● A good leader sets the atmosphere of the orchestra (4.07/5) 

● A good leader is a team player (4.03/5) 

 

Proposition
s of 
conductors’ 
good 
leadership 

1 2 3 4 5 

total 
averag

e 
no 

respons
e at all 

respons
e to 

some 
extent 

neutra
l 

relatively 
good 

respons
e 

full 
respons

e 

The 
conductor 
has the 
score in 
their mind, 

4 7 10 36 30 87 3.93 
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not their 
head in the 
score. 

A leader 
has to 
inspire 
confidence. 

0 0 3 32 52 87 4.56 

The leader 
emphasises 
shared 
goals. 

1 3 9 35 39 87 4.24 

The leader 
will give 
remedial 
feedback 
only. 

33 24 15 11 4 87 2.18 

The 
leader’s 
feedback in 
the 
orchestra 
has to be 
public.  

16 18 25 22 6 87 2.82 

The 
leader’s role 
is to seek 
errors. 

48 27 9 3 0 87 1.62 

A leader 
has to 
manage key 
issued. 

7 19 25 29 7 87 3.11 

The leader 
has to lead 
communally
. 

6 9 24 40 8 87 3.4 

A good 
leader 
interferes 
with internal 
matters of 
the 
orchestra. 

20 23 23 19 2 87 2.54 

A good 
leader is 
nobody’s 
friend. 

32 24 22 4 5 87 2.15 

A good 
leader 

2 1 3 28 53 87 4.48 
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admits their 
mistakes. 

A good 
leader is an 
authority. 

7 9 23 38 10 87 3.4 

Total 191 188 229 304 219 
113

1 
3.15 

Tab. 8. Propositions of a good conductor. 

The propositions of a good leader in rated order: 

● A leader has to inspire confidence (4.56/5) 

● A good leader admits their mistakes (4.48/5) 

● The leader emphasises shared goals (4.42/5) 

 

Table 4. “Descriptions of leadership” is used as a frame of reference to process 

the answers, to lay the groundwork for the leadership theories in chapter two, and 

to categorise the traits, working methods and propositions under various 

leadership theories.  

 

4.4. About the reliability and validity of the research 

 

Reliability refers to the validity of used instruments and methods so that the same 

results can be reached when the only variable is the researcher. This kind of 

inquiry is challenging to analyse because of semantic problems. One word may 

have many meanings and variations depending on the context. However, the 

reliability of the research is confirmed by the open answers. The open answers 

provided useful additional information about the context in which the words were 

used. Finnish expressions well known in the orchestral context, such as “The 

conductor has the score in their mind, not their head in the score”, were used in 

the inquiry. It means that the conductor has done their homework concerning the 

score instead of learning it while conducting. The open answers contained many 

complementary sentences, such as. “A good conductor has familiarised 
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themselves with the material and its background in advance so that they can 

convey their interpretation to the musicians”. Adjectives ‘trustworthy’ and ‘honest’ 

are described as follows: “The conductor must be comfortable in their own skin 

and know what they are doing and what they desire”. The former sentence gets 

positive reinforcement from the trait ‘openness’ listed in the list of characteristics. 

The same things are asked in various ways and that means that reliability is 

strengthened with interlocking questions.  

Validity refers to congruence, meaning the completeness and usability of the 

conclusions drawn from the test results (Nummenmaa et al.1997, 203). According 

to Hirsjärvi et al. (2004, 216), estimating the validity of a research means studying 

and rating the test results; how and what kind of new scientific information the 

research has produced. In spite of its challenges, the research strategy seems to 

be valid. The results of this study demonstrate in critical examinations that face 

validity can be found. The inquiry provides valid answers to the research questions 

about conductors’ good leadership in the Finnish orchestral context. The answers 

can also be put into the context of leadership theories. 

The inquiry provides a representative sample of all other sections except the 

sections ‘others’ and ‘percussion’. These sections only included eight answers and 

as many instruments: four percussionists, three harpists and one pianist. The 

musicians in these sections may experience leadership very differently because of 

the role of their instrument in the orchestra. However, the percentage of 

respondents represents the sections’ roles in the whole quantitatively. The 

percentage of the strings section is undersized in this research compared to their 

role in the orchestra, but quantitatively there are enough answers. In spite of the 

abovementioned deviations, the results of this research can be found valid. The 

cross-checking of the used graphics also indicates internal validity.  

The credibility of the research refers to how logically the research is linked to the 

used material and previous research results and whether the used material is 

sufficient compared to the made interpretations. To achieve credibility, every effort 

is made to make interpretations visible and well-argued.  In terms of reliability, the 

questionnaire was written in Finnish and thus misunderstandings are limited to 

semantic problems which can nevertheless distort the results. The unequal 
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quantitative distribution of experience groups may also emphasise more the 

opinions of the older musicians. 
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5. THE FINDINGS OF THE MATERIAL 

 

In this qualitative study, content analysis was used to analyse the material and 

quantitative methods were used to find the right key figures to compare the effects 

of experience and instrumental section. Inductive reasoning is also used in the 

qualitative research. The focus of the content analysis method is to aspire a 

capsulised description of the phenomenon under research. This means connecting 

the results to the wider context of the phenomenon and to the other results of the 

research (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 105). Content analysis is text analysis, and in 

this study the used text is in survey form because the study consists of deductive, 

theory–driven analysis based on various leadership theories in the orchestral 

context (Eskola 2001, 135-140). 

 

5.1. Research material 
 

5.1.1. Important traits of a conductor 

 

The answer to the main research question of “What kinds of factors determine 

conductors’ good leadership from the perspective of orchestral musicians?” will be 

found by comparing the answers to the characteristics, working models and 

propositions in the inquiry with a rated value of four (4 = important, relatively good 

response) or more to the models of various leadership styles described in 

academic literature. These answers are significant from the point of view of this 

study. 

The traits with the highest average values were ‘inspiring’, ‘trustworthy’ and 

‘honest’. This is not particularly surprising because ‘honest’ and ‘trustworthy’ are 

the basic virtues of the protestant set of values.  
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Fig. 8. Seven best rated traits. 

Those can be seen as common virtues in every Finnish society. ‘Inspiring’ as a top 

trait is understandable because of the classical concert material. Concert 

programmes are very often built around great classic composers like Bach, 

Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms and, if the conductor cannot find new perspectives 

for performing these works, playing in an orchestra can be very depressing. 

Orchestras are very authoritarian and sometimes even dictatorial places to work 

and often the conductor’s word is the law. In this light openness is a good sign of a 

change for the better. Musicians want to bring to the orchestra an openness 

similar to the surrounding society. 

The rates of the traits ‘friendly’, ‘charismatic’ and ‘innovative’ are quite close to 

each other. ‘Friendly’ is linked especially to the authoritarian role of old school 

conductors. The following was written in the open answers:  

“Conductors should be sophisticated and behave respectfully.”  

 

Social behaviour and social skills in general emerged in several answers. Here are 

two typical answers: 

 

“[A good conductor] is intuitive, especially sensitive to the internal 

problems of the orchestra and able to react on an individual level.” 
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“There is no branch of work other than music where bad behaviour of 

leaders is allowed.”  

 

In the orchestral context, I consider ‘friendly’, ‘respectful’ and ‘good behaviour’ to 

have the same meaning. Even respect is important. The conductors’ autonomic, 

even despotic, role permits bad behaviour and it is obviously considered annoying.  

In academic literature charisma is often considered equal to a conductor’s 

leadership. Boerner et al. (2004) nominated directive-charismatic leadership as the 

best option in an orchestral context when high artistic level was in focus. 

Surprisingly, the expectations of Finnish musicians do not fully substantiate this 

view. Charisma is problematic in terms of leadership. Charisma is not a trait like 

‘friendly’ or ‘open’. People may consider themselves to be charismatic, but the 

observer is always an outsider. Outsiders can see someone being charismatic but 

it does not mean that another musician agrees with it. The perception of charisma 

is personal, and I doubt this characteristic can be learned. A person either has 

charisma in the eyes of someone or they do not. In order to be an innovative 

conductor, one has to pick out new accents from old compositions. In orchestral 

music, the conductor can be innovative while sticking to the authentic notation. 

The traditional performances of classical music are full of mannerisms. Innovations 

in music are in the details. As an example of innovation I have to mention my own 

experience in a concert conducted by Riccardo Muti on 18 July 2016. The 

orchestra played two well-known symphonies, Beethoven’s 5th and Schubert’s 8th, 

but Muti picked up details and accents never heard although I have played and 

heard these symphonies several times. Innovations in music are interpretations of 

disappeared details. 

The open answers contained many good adjectives not listed in the inquiry. 

‘Equitable’, ‘impartial’ and ‘fair’ were listed most often. These characteristics seem 

to be a real drawback in orchestral life and may speak volumes of an unfair 

tradition of leadership in orchestras. 
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“Fairness and impartiality are important traits of a conductor. I wonder 

why they are missing in this inquiry!”  

 

“The traits of a conductor include accessibility, objectivity and 

impartiality.”  

 

5.1.2. Important working models of a conductor 

 

The working models of conductors are quite similar. The week begins with playing 

and ends the same way. However, every conductor has ideas of their own but 

these ideas often fall like raindrops: one pearl at a time. The whole rehearsal 

process and the harmonious whole of a concert may need an analytical touch. An 

orchestra is an expert organisation where verbal rehearsals may leave more time 

for the really important details of music. Learning by doing is not always the best 

solution. 

“A good leader emphasises the musical harmonious whole”, the highest rated 

value of the Working methods category, proves the need to develop working 

methods. “A good leader is a motivator” received a surprisingly high value in this 

category.  

Fig. 9. The most highly valued working methods in the inquiry.  



 58 

It was unexpected because musicians are highly educated experts of their 

instruments and naturally motivated. Why do they need a motivator? This is linked 

to ‘inspiring’ in the former category. Old pieces of work need inspiring and 

innovating, and the conductor is the one and almost only to motivate and bring up 

new spices to an old soup. Musicians need reinforcement.  

Nothing feels better than the flow of music, being one with others. 

Csíkszentmihályi (1990) wrote that people are happiest when they are in a state of 

flow. ‘Flow’ is a state of concentration or complete absorption with the activity at 

hand and the situation. In a state of flow, people are so involved in an activity that 

nothing else seems to matter. Flow is an optimal state of intrinsic motivation. In an 

orchestra the conductor can enable the state of flow. Flow requires trust, skills and 

cooperation. A good conductor masters those needs and helps musicians to 

achieve the state of flow: a good leader makes musicians exceed their skills. “A 

good leader sticks their neck out” is relative in terms of the state of flow. 

Sometimes the rehearsal process does not work and in a concert there is nothing 

to be done but to trust the musicians. Often the only possibility is to face the wind 

of music and let it flow in the natural rhythm of the music; not of the conductor. 

Taking risks supports the state of flow.  

The expectation that “A good leader sets the atmosphere of the orchestra” 

basically seems difficult to understand. Nowadays the employment relationships of 

conductors are kind of precarious. They come in on Monday and usually leave 

after the concert, returning maybe several weeks or even years later. In this 

situation conductors need good leadership skills to get the orchestra to work 

together, find the critical people to maintain a good atmosphere, and see or hear 

the talent in the orchestral society. The high value of this sentence says something 

about totalitarian leadership in the orchestral context. The last sentence “A good 

leader is a team player” completes the earlier sentences perfectly. Without 

keeping ears and eyes open it is impossible to get the whole machinery to function 

toward the common goal.  

Scheduling was one of the most commented aspects of conductors’ working 

methods. One of the problems with conductors’ leadership seem to be the lack of 

timing of rehearsal periods. The instrumental combinations in the works of various 
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musical epochs are so different that conductors should schedule rehearsals 

carefully.  

 

“The conductor has to see the essential things and schedule the 

rehearsals with a focus on these things.” 

 

“[Conductors good] timing. Plans the schedule well in advance so that 

all musicians are not sitting there for nothing. They are training the 

orchestra well in time and not just before or during dress rehearsal.”  

To sit and wait while the conductor is rehearsing others is not a motivating and 

effective way of using rehearsal time and may lead to frustration. 

 

5.1.3. Highly valued propositions on conductors’ leadership 

 

In this category the average value of answers was quite low: 3.15.  However, the 

musicians’ opinions in this category were very similar. Although only three of the 

13 propositions on conductors’ leadership were valued as ‘relatively good 

response’ or above, those propositions were clearly in the same incomparable 

class. The same arguments can be seen in these propositions as in the earlier 

categories. 

The proposition “A leader has to inspire confidence” is similar to ‘trustworthy’ and 

‘openness’. “The leader emphasises shared goals” is similar to “A good leader is a 

team player”, and “A good leader admits their mistakes” corresponds to ‘honest’, 

‘open’ and ‘trustworthy’. Four propositions were rated above average value: “The 

conductor has the score in their mind (head), not their head in the score” (rate 

3.93), “The leader has to lead communally” (rate 3.40) and “A good leader is an 

authority” (rate 3.40). “A good leader is nobody’s friend” (rate 3.85 contra 2.15). 

The rate of 3.85 is a reflection of the negative sentence. 
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Fig. 10. The most highly valued propositions in the inquiry. 

The first sentence is a Finnish play upon words. It means that the conductor has to 

perform their work in advance. Orchestral rehearsals cannot be the place to 

become familiar with the score. The score has to be inside the head (mind), not 

the other way around. These four propositions support the image of the 

expectations of Finnish musicians on good leadership. A sentence from the open 

answers embodied the term ‘authority’: “The authority of a conductor is naturally 

based on comprehensive background work and rock-hard professional pride.” 

 

5.1.4. Musicians’ expectations of leadership 

 

The inquiry was composed so that all the adjectives, working styles or propositions 

were based on various leadership theories. The answers valued four or above 

represented three different theories, and in the group of selected answers the 

leadership theories were distributed as follows: charismatic leadership with four (4) 

answers, authentic leadership with four (4) answers and transformational 

(transformational-charismatic) leadership with ten (10) answers.  

Table 8 demonstrates the classification of the answers. Authentic, transformational 

and charismatic leaderships are in categories of their own, but a new category was 

created for transformational-charismatic leadership because some of the 

adjectives, working methods and positions can describe both transformational and 

charismatic leadership. Based on all the answers of the inquiry, charismatic 

aspects can be seen in transformational leadership in this context. 
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Leadership theories authentic transformational 
transformational/ 

charismatic 
charismatic 

Individual 

characteristics 
    

charismatic     X   

friendly     X   

inspiring     X   

innovative       X 

openness X       

trustworthy   X     

honest X       

Working methods         

A good leader 

emphasises the 

musical harmonious 

whole. 

  X     

A good leader is a 

team player. 
     X 

A good leader sticks 

their neck out. 
      X  

A good leader sets the 

atmosphere of the 

orchestra. 

    X   

A good leader makes 

the musicians exceed 

their skills. 

  X     

A good leader is a 

motivator 
  X     

Propositions of 

conductors’ good 

leadership 

        

A leader has to inspire 

confidence 
    X   
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Tab. 10. Theoretical classification of leadership based on the answers. 

In the Working methods category, “A good leader is a team player” could also be 

classified into two categories: authentic and charismatic. According to the 

authentic leadership theory’s far-reaching character, this working method is placed 

under authentic leadership. This has been and is a big problem obviously also 

today. There are a lot of conductors unburdening their bad feelings on musicians. 

According to the old habits of artistic societies, this is acceptable on a sick way. 

Artistry does not give a free pass in terms of good manners, and the orchestra is a 

workplace like all others where everyone has to respect each other’s personalities. 

In this kind of inquiry it is difficult to set clear boundaries, and especially the 

charismatic features of transformational leadership and the features of charismatic 

leadership get mixed with each other.  Based on the answers, it seems that 

Finnish musicians clearly emphasise transformational leadership because 10 out 

of 17 answers can be classified into the category ‘transformational’ or 

‘transformational-charismatic’. Finnish musicians expect the leader to solve 

societal problems, including problems in the organisational climate, enhancing, 

hope, trust and optimism, as well as to share goals and to motivate.  

Musicians’ expectation of the conductor as a motivator sounds strange in the 

orchestral context. Musicians are known to be highly educated, and the 

presupposition is that they are automatically motivated. This can be seen as a 

consequence of the hierarchy of an orchestra. Hierarchy in an artistic society set 

limits to creativity, and musicians have to deny their own artistic vision all the time, 

having no possibilities to discuss various interpretations of music. The repertoire is 

the biggest problem in smaller orchestras. The composition of instruments sets 

limits to what musical literature can be played. Since the late classical period, the 

spectrum of instruments and sounds has expanded. Since the romantic epoch, all 

music could no longer be played in all orchestras. Musicians may need an 

The leader emphasises 

shared goals 
  X     

A good leader admits 

their mistakes. 
X        
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inspiring and motivating leader, when the same compositions are played time and 

again in rehearsals and concerts. 

In academic literature, directive and charismatic leadership are the most common 

leadership styles of conductors. Boerner et al. studied conductors’ leadership in 

Germany and came up with a new combination called directive-charismatic 

leadership. This study is not completely and directly proportional to the research in 

question because Boerner et al. studied causation between leadership and the 

artistic results of German orchestras. However, the fact that aspects of directive 

leadership are missing from the top expectations of Finnish musicians is 

surprising. In real orchestra life directive leadership is commonplace. Of course 

leadership in an orchestra sometimes means shutting one’s ears to the constant 

wishes of the musicians, but the climate of leadership, an open public discussion 

of social aspects of leadership and awareness of the management of knowledge 

also force the artistic societies to transform.  

 

5.2. The effect of experience and instrumental section on expectations 

 

5.2.1. Answers rated by experience 

 

Lifespan and life cycle theories were needed to understand the differences 

between various experience groups (Levinson et al 1978; Erikson 1998; 

Dunderfelt 1998, 2011). All these lifespan theories share the vision that the ability 

of human beings to adapt changes with age. This chronological view of 

developmental psychology seems logical. A period of 0 to 10 years of experience 

refers to a time of adolescence/early adulthood, when people mostly interact with 

people of their own age and their development processes are regulated by these 

contacts. They are building a world of their own in the experience group 11 to 20 

years, people are approaching middle age, having characteristic creativity. People 

in this group have usually passed their peak years of life and are living for 

themselves. They do not need leaders to live their vision but they want to be 

productive and experience something new and challenging.  
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Open answers of this group insist productivity:  

A good leader has  

 “to communicate distinctly and open” 

“to be self-confident and sure about what he/she is doing and willing.” 

A good leader 

“is not rambling but gives short instructions and let´s go playing.” 

21 to 30 years of experience is called late middle age. People are maintaining the 

abilities they have reached and little by little they are slackening and curling up in 

themselves. The strength to work has to come from the outside and the role of 

leadership becomes more important. 

Some advanced comments of the role of leadership of experience group 21 to 30 

years: 

A good leader  

 “has to be persuasive and familiar with their job.” 

“has to be self-critical and have a built-in ability to treat all musicians 

similarly… …has a capability to perceive the overall situation, me and 

others-ratio is ok.” 

“has a good psychological view.” 

“is experienced, convincing, logical and familiar with her/his job.” 

“is consistent, speaking and doing are equivalent without double-

communication and information between lines.” 

 

In the group of people with over 30 years of experience, the appearance of 

leadership is in turn losing its importance as a whole. In this phase of their 

lifespan, people appreciate their lives and have reached an inner harmony in this 

positive situation, and they no longer have high expectations of leaders.  
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The features above reflect also in open answers: 

A good leader 

 “has to be impartial, fair, stable.” 

 “has to be ready to serve/help their followers.” 

 “has to be interactive, curious, dedicated.” 

“has to be impartial, creator of a team spirit, unambiguous with goals, 

generator of a hopeful and delighted athmosphere.” 

“loves music, lives in the moment and remembers that an orchestral piece 

is more important than conductors’ ego.” 

 

The answers to the sub-questions were found by comparing the average values of 

the rated answers to experience and instrumental sections. The following tables 

demonstrate how the different work experience groups rated leadership 

characteristics.  

Some trends based on experience can be seen in Figure 10. Musicians with over 

30 years of experience are very sceptical in terms of the most highly valued traits 

except ‘charisma’ and ‘trustworthy’. Standard deviation in the traits ‘friendly’, 

‘inspiring’ and ‘openness’ is quite high. In this age group only the traits 

‘innovativeness’ and ‘trustworthy’ rose above the average value. Surprisingly, the 

experience group 11 to 20 years has in this category the highest values except 

‘innovative’ and ‘charismatic’. Innovativeness is an interesting trait because all 

groups are very favourable to it. 

The classical tradition or musicians’ own interpretations of musical works may be 

so exact that digressions from conventional solutions can be seen as professional 

hazards. The people with 11 to 20 years of experience, however, are in the middle 

of their best working years. 
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Fig. 11. Traits rated by experience. 

 

Their family life is peaceful and the years of orchestral apprenticeship are over. 

They seek a safe life, and innovativeness could disturb this pleasant state of 

affairs. 

The question arises if the lower rates of the group with over 30 years of 

experience reflect a cynicism of some kind. Lifespan theories speak of submission. 

They have seen and worked with so many conductors that only traditional 

charisma and trustworthiness matter. Innovativeness brightens up the daily work 

to some extent.  

The experience groups 1 to 10 and 21 to 30 years valued the traits very similarly 

and close to average. However, the group with 0 to 10 years of experience rated 

the trait ‘charisma’ very low. According to studies, the self-awareness of these 

musicians may be so strong that they do not necessarily recognise the trait of 

charisma in the conductors. 

The category of working methods (Fig. 10) is very harmonious. All age groups 

emphasise the conductors’ ability to build a harmonious whole out of musical 

details. This is reflected in the sentence “A good leader sticks their neck out”. 

When the conductor leaves their comfort zone, it gives more latitude to the 

musicians. Standard deviation in this part of the inquiry is very minor apart from 
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team work. Experience group 0 to 11 years rated it below the average value of the 

category (3.91). The same trend can be seen in the experience group 11 to 20 

years. The experience groups 0 to 10 years and 11 to 20 years have a different 

kind of vision of orchestral work.  

 

 

Fig. 12. Working methods rated by experience. 

 

In these groups practise creates progress or at least they stay at the same level, 

but older groups need to practise more every week to maintain the same level. It 

makes the musician humble in terms of team work. Team work requires maturity 

from the orchestra, and the less experienced have not developed the skills to hear 

the orchestra’s inner harmony. They often concentrate on their own musical output 

at the expense of team work and have not internalised the tacit knowledge of the 

orchestra. 

Confidence is a word common to the propositions of every experience group. In 

the orchestral context, a leader must show when to start playing and keep the 

musical work alive with technical conducting and nonverbal communication. 

In terms of the proposition concerning confidence, the experience groups are 

unanimous. In the other sentences there are dissenting opinions on shared goals 

and admitting one’s mistakes. The group with 0 to 10 years of experience rated 

shared goals low similarly to their opinion of a leader’s role as a team player as 
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seen above in Figure 10. This experience group has not given up on the 

musician’s individual role, and shared goals are not necessarily a part of it yet. 

 

Fig. 13. Propositions rated by experience. 

 

The trends in Figure 12 reflect the lifespan theories. The younger experience 

groups live more for themselves and the older experience groups find joy in the 

society. Even the last proposition can be explained by lifespan. All members of the 

expert organisation emphasise the leader’s ability to admit their mistakes. That 

speaks of respect for the followers’ workmanship. 

 

5.2.2. Answers rated by sections 

 

When looking at the big picture, the figures of experience are quite similar to the 

ratings of experience and section. For example, when comparing the trait 

‘inspiring’ in Figures 10 and 12, the standard deviation according to the graphics is 

quite similar. When examining the answers by sections, it is noteworthy that the 

section Others, i.e. piano and harp, has the highest average value in almost every 
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category. However, the average values of answers concerning paratactic 

sentences on team work and shared goals are very low. In this category it does 

not matter what leadership is like. Percussion is another section with low average 

values apart from the trait ‘charismatic’. The role of the group Others in the 

orchestra is a lonely one, and the conductor may often present the whole 

orchestra to these musicians. 

 

 

Fig. 14. Traits rated by sections. 

Only the transformational and charismatic features of leadership are valued in 

terms of working methods. All the other sections are unanimous about working 

methods but the section Others appreciates the working methods of 

transformational leadership in particular. The woodwinds’ deviation from the 

musical harmonious whole is interesting when all the other sections are on the 

same level in the graphics. This may represent the nature of the instrument and 

the role of the section.  

Expectations of traits rated by section, open answers: 

Strings: 

A good leader  

 “is intuitive, sensitive.” 

 “is flexible, logical, open-minded.”  

 “is impartial, conscious.” 
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“is cultivated and reverent.” 

Woodwinds: 

A good leader  

 “is demanding.” 

 “is acquainted with orchestral works.” 

 “is courageous with their interpretations.” 

Brass: 

A good leader 

 “is rational.” 

 “is harmony.” 

 “is interactive, curious, dedicated.” 

Others: 

A good leaders  

 “is a good organizer.” 

 “is good in scheduling.” 

 

Above listed traits of open answers were not in the inquiry but they are similar and 

complementary with the results of the inquiry. 

 

The sentence “A good leader sets the atmosphere of the orchestra” reflects the 

authority of the orchestral society. Due to the multi-tier hierarchy, an outsider is 

needed to lift the spirits. The various combinations of the orchestra may cause the 

atmosphere to not remain stable. 
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Fig. 15. Working methods rated by sections. 

 

Expectations of working methods rated by section, open answers: 

Strings: 

A good leader 

 “leaves space for musicians… …communicates on several level, also non-

verbal communication.” 

“is good in timing and planning, has a good discretion, is impartial and 

constructive.” 

“is responsible of a good working atmosphere and smooth flow of work, 

controls their feelings”. 

Woodwinds: 

A good leader 

“has their own interpretation but countenances musicians to present their 

competence...  …do not disturb their followers.” 

“plans her/his job carefully in advance.” 
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Brass: 

A good leader 

 “is effective and do not stick to details… …is familiar with orchestral works.” 

 “is dependable professional.” 

 

Percussion: 

A good leader 

“schedules time for musical interpretations and harmonic wholes, and 

passes details quickly.” 

These open answers sustains also the graphics. E.g. strings demand more space 

for their own interpretations and do not need a powerful leadership or brass 

emphasises conductors’ effectiveness.  

In the category Propositions, the section Others is changeable even the sentences 

describing the same leadership. The other sections are loyal to the leader. 

Standard deviation in this category is low and differences are not significant. 

 

Fig. 16. Propositions rated by sections. 
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Nevertheless, the values in this category are very high and the role of the section 

Others is interesting. Other sections have valued this category quite similarly to 

the category Working methods. However, Others valued the proposition of shared 

goals lower than the other propositions. Shared goals are not important for pianists 

and harpists, because they are players of special instruments, having always been 

on stage in a highlighted role. 

The need to cooperate is often one-sided and comes from the other sections. The 

other sections are mostly in balance compared to the categories ‘Traits’ and 

Working methods, but it is also noticeable that the size of the section does not 

correlate with the average values according to the graphics. Although the sum of 

the average values of strings as the largest section is the lowest of all, the 

averages of other sections deviate from one question to another.  

 

 

5.3. The effect of experience and instrumental sections on the expected       

leadership 

 

 

5.3.1. The effect of experience 

 

In order to find the key figures to sub-questions “How does the length of the 

employment relationship influence the vision of conductors’ good leadership?” and 

“How does the instrumental section influence the vision of conductors’ good 

leadership?”, the averages of the valued answers were ranked. The lowest 

average value was one (1) and the highest four (4/experience) and five 

(5/sections). Each answer was cross tabulated in relation to leadership styles and 

age groups (experience). The same was done with sections. The used key figure 

is the average of the ranks. In the research it has been checked (App. 1) that the 

sections and groups of experience do not influence each other. The differences in 

experience is are so big in every section that it has no relevancy in this case. In 

other words, the group of experience is not the same as the section. In order to 

make sense of the phenomena emerging in this study, research material from 

lifespan psychology is used when discussing experience.  
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In the group with 0 to 10 years of experience, transformational-charismatic 

leadership is the most popular and authentic leadership is tied at second place 

with charismatic leadership. The least important model of leadership in this 

experience group is transformational leadership. When transformational-

charismatic and charismatic leadership are in balance, all the highly valued 

leadership models seem to be rated on same level.  

Charismatic leadership is clearly valued less than the other leadership styles in the 

group with 11 to 21 years of experience. Authentic, transformational and 

transformational-charismatic leadership are in relatively good balance and 

standard deviation is not significant. In the group with 21 to 30 years of 

experience, the values are exactly the opposite, with charismatic leadership being 

on a level of its own. Authentic and transformational leadership are rated on the 

same level but charismatic features of transformational leadership are not 

particularly important.  

In the group with over 30 years of experience, the passion for leadership is low in 

general. However, charismatic leadership as well the transformational and 

transformational-charismatic leadership styles have retained their relative 

positions. Authentic leadership in this group is considered perceptibly unfamiliar. 

Lifespan theory can be seen in Figure 16 where all the leadership models are in 

balance because they have no need to identify with older people and they do not 

accept authorities.  

 

 
Fig. 17. Expectations based on experience. 

 

Musicians with 11 to 20 years of experience are approaching middle age and 

having characteristic creativity. 
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People in this group have usually passed their peak years of life and are living for 

themselves. They do not need charismatic leaders to live their vision but they want 

to be productive and experience something new and challenging. Authentic, 

transformational and transformational-charismatic leaders give them space to fulfil 

their dreams. Authentic leadership suits this group well because these leaders are 

aware of their own and others’ values and morals. They enhance hope, trust and 

positive emotions which support the productivity of their followers. 

Transformational leadership shares some features with authentic leadership, but it 

also gets the followers to trust their skills by sharing goals and being development-

oriented. Transformational-charismatic leadership brings soft charismatic values to 

leadership. 21 to 30 years of experience is referred to as late middle age. People 

are maintaining the abilities they have reached and little by little they are 

slackening and curling up in themselves. The strength to work has to come from 

the outside, giving rise to charismatic leadership. At this age, clear visions from the 

leader are welcome and the followers do not need to expend energy to build an 

interpretation of their own, instead they get it in a neat, finished package. This is 

the time for new meanings and the slowing down of spiritual growth. Charismatic 

leadership is empowering followers by demonstrating sensitivity toward the needs 

of the members and by emphasising the collective identity by articulating an 

appealing and innovative vision. In the group with over 30 years of experience, the 

appearance of leadership is losing its importance as a whole. In this phase of their 

lifespan, people appreciate their lives and have reached an inner harmony in this 

positive situation, and they no longer have high expectations of their leaders. They 

do not experience the need to identify with the various leadership models. The 

worse alternative is that the followers have lost their joy of working and are cynical 

toward all authorities. Only the self-confidence or unconventional behaviour of a 

charismatic leader sheds light on everyday life. 

 

5.3.2. The effect of sections 

 

Sections in an orchestra have various roles in the musical whole and, according to 

the graphics in Figure 16, they have different emphases in terms of expectations 

of good leadership. Strings are the largest group in an orchestra and they have the 
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biggest role in almost every composition. At the same time the strings are the 

largest tutti player group in an orchestra, and the personal pressures of players 

are not as big as those of other sections. The role of woodwind players is more 

soloistic. They play most of the solos either as individual musicians or as the 

whole section. Their need of leadership is more important compared to strings 

because woodwind players alone are responsible for their part of the score. The 

French horns in the brass section differ from the others in terms of their role, 

having more solos than the other instruments in the section. Sometimes the 

French horns are classified as woodwinds due to their soloistic role. The main role 

of the brass section is to colour the music, having very few soloistic tasks. The 

percussion section has varied a lot according to the period of musical history. 

Classical and Romantic epochs are usually based on the rhythm of tuned 

timpanis, and the work is lonely but responsible. In newer music, the percussion 

section has expanded to an actual group of players. The section ‘others’ usually 

consists of harpists or pianists but rarely at the same time. Their role is special 

because of its rareness. The harp and the piano were added to the orchestra 

during the Romantic epoch. These instruments are needed in big works, so – 

apart from operas – it is more of an exception than a rule to hear them play in an 

orchestra. Thus the whole section usually consists of one person with no peer 

support, and the conductor’s role in their work differs a lot from their role in other 

sections. 

It is significant in terms of these expectations that they differ so much by the 

section and no regularities can be seen. However, the graphics show – with one 

exception – some trends concerning the relevance of the charismatic features of 

leadership. As the biggest section strings are less enthusiastic about leadership. In 

this section, the hierarchy between players is at its highest because every stand 

farther from the conductor means a lower position in the section and even the 

player sitting on the right of the stand is higher in the hierarchy. The hierarchy may 

be so strong that it influences more than just the conductor’s behaviour. However, 

transformational-charismatic leadership is on the rise. A transformational leader 

with a hint of charisma will earn the trust and respect of their followers and get the 

followers to trust their own skills. The ability to treat everyone as an individual may 
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make musicians feel respected even in the last stand, and the charisma of a 

conductor breaks the image of authority.  

 

 

Fig. 18. Expectations based on sections. 

 

The woodwind section prefers authentic leadership. As mentioned, this is a section 

of soloists, and a leader who is genuine and aware of others’ knowledge and 

strengths and who enhances positive emotions and optimism is ideal for them. A 

charismatic leader is nothing to them because they take on such a big role with 

their behaviour that the artistic freedom of musicians can be shackled. The 

transformational features of leadership, such as trusting the followers’ skills and 

providing the followers with the possibility to demonstrate their skills, are welcome 

in this group. 

The brass, percussion and others sections prefer the charismatic features of 

leadership. This can be seen as a result of the orchestral hierarchy. As non-

soloistic groups these sections need powerful leadership to balance the hierarchy 

between the sections in the orchestra. In the brass section there can also be 

vestiges of earlier education because the many brass players have a background 

in military musician’s education. The differences between these groups in terms of 

authentic leadership may even reflect their position on the soloist axis: the less 

solos, the less freedom from an authentic leader. Similarly, an analogy between 

the size of a section and charismatic leadership can be found. The woodwind 

section is an exception but the smaller the section is, the more they prefer the 

charismatic features of leadership. The small sections can get their voices heard 
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by charismatic leaders who emphasise the collective identity and show sensitivity 

toward the environment.  
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The goal of this study is to find what kind of leadership the musicians of Finnish 

professional orchestras expect from their conductors. Finding the expected 

leadership models is a meaningful step toward understanding the internal 

hierarchy of orchestras and making the structures within the orchestras visible. 

Moreover, the study searched connections between experience, instrumental 

sections and various leadership models. These goals are written in the research 

questions as follows: 

 

 What kinds of factors determine conductors’ good leadership from the 

perspective of orchestral musicians? 

The research question is accompanied by the following sub-questions: 

 

 How does the length of the employment relationship (experience) influence 

the vision of conductor’s good leadership? 

 

 How does the instrumental section influence the vision of conductors’ good 

leadership? 

 

The answers to the questions above will be found with a literary survey, an 

overview of leadership theories (Tab. 5) and research material from the inquiry. An 

analysis of the material will demonstrate the similarities and differences between 

theory and the empirical. 

Three leadership theories were selected from the answers to the inquiry: 

authentic, transformational and charismatic leadership. Transformational-

charismatic leadership was combined from the common features of the 

charismatic and transformational leadership models. 
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6.1. The effects of experience on expectations 

 

Graphics (Fig. 16) were used to visualise the results of the inquiry and to facilitate 

the recognition of changes in expectations depending on experience. The different 

experience groups emphasise different kinds of leadership. According to Gardner 

et al. (2005, 350), authentic leadership is the root construct and it forms the basis 

of what then constitutes the other forms of positive leadership. It differs from many 

other theories, such as the transformational or charismatic, by including vision as a 

central component. According to the results of this study, authentic leadership 

complements more than differs from transformational and charismatic leadership.  

The group with 0 to 10 years of experience does not have a clear inclination to any 

leadership model. Transformational-charismatic leadership is valued slightly above 

the average value and transformational leadership slightly below average.  

The group with 11 to 20 years of experience rated authentic leadership as the 

best, and transformational and transformational-charismatic leaderships were 

rated slightly lower. The value of charismatic leadership is significant in this 

experience group. The value of this group is exceptionally low compared to the 

other groups. According to this study, the role of charismatic leadership is very 

unstable because in the next experience groups – 21 to 30 years and over 30 

years – charismatic leadership is the most highly valued style of leadership. The 

interrelation of transformational and transformational-charismatic leaderships is 

unchanging but the value of all leadership models is descending. The same 

descending trend can also be seen with authentic leadership; especially in the 

group with over 30 years of experience the role of authentic leadership is 

inconsequential. 

Experience in all circumstances changes our attitude toward the surrounding 

society. While we are grow and mature as a result of our experiences, we are 

constantly observing our reality and assessing and updating our values to match 

the present. This and the lifespan theories may be the key to understanding the 

changes in expected leadership in the orchestral context.  
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Lifespan and life cycle theories were used to find the key to solving the relevance 

of experience and expectations (Levinson et al 1978; Erikson 1998; Dunderfelt 

1998, 2011). According to this study, orchestral experience has an effect on the 

expectations of conductors’ good leadership. The changing roles of various 

leadership theories are reflected in the theories above, and they adapt according 

to the common span of working life. The need for external support changes 

according to age and experience, and it also seems to have an effect on expected 

leadership in the orchestral context. The descriptions of the lifespan theories 

support the variation in the musicians’ expectations of conductors’ leadership. 

People identify with different things during their lifespan, and the need for 

charisma, leader’s self-confidence (charismatic leadership), freedom (authentic 

leadership) or empathy (transformational leadership) changes similarly to the 

importance of the leader’s role during the whole lifespan in general. 

 

6.2. The effects of section on expectations 

 

Figure 17 visualises the sections’ expectations of conductors’ good leadership. 

There are significant differences in the leadership expectations of different 

sections, and the deviation between the extremities is noticeable. 

Transformational-charismatic leadership is the most stable of all leadership types 

but all others are valued more or less differently. Strings are less enthusiastic 

about leadership in general but, like brass, they valued transformational leadership 

as the most suitable type of the leadership. Woodwinds’ expectations concern 

authentic leadership, and the section others appreciates both charismatic and 

transformational leadership. The percussion section valued all other leadership 

types similarly but authentic leadership was considered the least suitable type of 

leadership. The woodwinds’ low rating of charismatic leadership is noteworthy, as 

well. 

According to the graphics, authentic leadership seems to reflect the role of the 

section in the orchestra. Sections with the most solos as a section or on an 

individual level emphasise authentic leadership. The roles of the sections 
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woodwind and others support this idea. Woodwinds have the most solos as a 

section in an orchestra and often also on an individual level. The section others 

(harps, pianos, celestas) usually has a soloistic role when playing in the ensemble. 

The role of the percussion section consists only of colouring and punctuating the 

music, especially in classical music, with no solos. They do not appreciate the 

space authentic leaders leave for the musicians, while acting in the greater society 

without taking part in the details. Until today, percussionists have mostly worked 

alone and there has been need for strong leadership carrying the entire orchestra. 

The string section is the largest tutti player group of the orchestra. Even though 

they have solos, they play the solos as a section and thus the personal pressures 

are lower. Orchestral hierarchy may contribute to the strings’ expectations 

because strings form more than half of the orchestra and so their voice and 

opinions will be heard regardless. The position of the concert master, the leading 

violinist, in the whole orchestra as an equal interlocutor with the conductor reduces 

the importance of the conductor’s leadership in the string section. 

The orchestral sections are like states within a state, and the members of a 

section can feel more cohesion with their own section than with the orchestra as 

an organisation. All sections have instrumental societies of their own, and natural 

cooperation and the solving of shared technical and musical problems functions 

best within their own sections. This behaviour can also influence the differences 

between the orchestral sections in terms of expectations of conductors’ good 

leadership. According to Kemp (1996, 138), there are stereotypes concerning 

various orchestral sections, but Cribb and Gregory (1999; 104-114) wrote that it 

has a minor bearing for the organisation. However, this study also points out that 

the expectations of different orchestral sections have different kinds of features, 

which may affect the orchestral cohesion more than expected. 

 

6.3. The expectations of conductors’ good leadership 

 

The tradition of orchestral leadership is very old and binding. So there is no desire 

to change it especially in cultural activities where the conductor’s role is 
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authoritative or even dictatorial, deciding everything between the podium and the 

last stand. The surrounding world has changed the conductor’s status but even 

nowadays the musician’s ability to influence to their work is insignificant. The 

precarious employment relationships of conductors cut down the time for artistic 

conversation and weaken the possibilities to get acquainted with the musicians. 

Thus no cohesion in the social relationships between the conductor and the 

musicians is developed. On the other hand, problems caused by potentially poor 

leadership disappear after the work period of the weak conductor and the next 

period can start from scratch. 

In this research the musicians’ expectations were studied with help of an inquiry 

where the traits, sentences and propositions represented various leadership types. 

Three different leadership styles were gathered from the musicians’ expectations 

of good leadership: authentic, charismatic and transformational leadership. The 

result of the study differs from earlier research because Finnish musicians did not 

rate directive leadership on a level of 4–5/5. However, charismatic leadership 

reflects the results of previous studies. The lack of directive leadership in the 

expectations of Finnish musicians is worth thinking. Directive leadership is typical 

for institutions which are acting in an emergency like the army and medical 

treatment. There are occasional artistic emergencies also in orchestras where 

directive leadership would be required. 

According to the inquiry, Finnish musicians appreciate transformational leadership 

and those features of charismatic leadership which can also be found in 

transformational leadership. Burns (1978, 20) wrote that transformational 

leadership occurs when one or more persons engage with others in such a way 

that leaders and followers raise one or another to higher levels of motivation and 

morality. This correlates fully with the expectations of Finnish musicians. 

Transformational leadership and charismatic leadership alone are not enough to 

describe the expected good leadership of conductors, thus making the 

combination of transformational-charismatic leadership more exact as a 

description. The result of this study reflects to previous researches (Den Hartog 

 et al., 1997; Avolio et al., 1999). Both researches indicated a connection between 

transformational and charismatic factors of leadership.  
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Although the average values of the expectations vary a lot between the experience 

groups and sections, a trend can be seen nonetheless. The ideal image of a 

conductor according to the expectations of Finnish professional musicians is a 

multidisciplinary expert. They have to be trustworthy, innovative, inspiring, friendly, 

humble and charismatic. At the same time the conductor has to take risks, be a 

good team player, a motivator and a supporter of the atmosphere. The 

transformational, charismatic and transformational-charismatic leadership theories 

best describe the expectations of Finnish musicians in terms of conductors’ 

leadership. The theme of this study was born out of my own experiences of 

orchestral life as a member of different orchestras and as someone who has 

followed orchestras closely. Orchestral work is occasionally very turbulent and the 

working system does not capitalise on the knowledge of a well-educated expert 

organisation. Instead, skills and tacit knowledge are buried in the unyielding 

hierarchical structures. These structures enable many ways of operating as a 

leader, including the bad ones. The goal of this study was to shed light on the 

expectations of Finnish professional musicians in terms of conductors’ good 

leadership. People are often heard talking about ‘artistic temperament’, which 

results in conflicts and problems covered by the artistic umbrella. How often are 

problems with leadership attributed simply to temperament?  

 

6.4. The utilisation of the research 

 

The results of the research can be used not only in the orchestral context but also 

more widely in various expert organisations. First, the knowledge of this research 

could as such help the planning of conductors’ education. Nowadays the only 

criteria when choosing students for the conductor class of Sibelius Academy and 

for a number of other universities of arts are the musical skills. However, there are 

many situations where the conductor is the leader of hundreds of people; for 

cooperation to be effective both on a musical as well as operational level, there will 

be a demand for leadership skills. To be sure, the large size of an organisation 

does not determine the need for good leadership, although it is the privilege in 

every work community. However, this research provides knowledge on leadership 
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models which may help conductors plan their often short periods in constantly 

changing orchestras. Second, the inquiry itself is useful when seeking a new 

conductor for an orchestra. The present models are quite aleatory based mostly 

on a few concerts conducted by the candidates. Usually musicians are heard 

during the selection process but using a questionnaire similar to the one in this 

research is a very easy way of summarising the musicians’ wishes. Unfortunately 

money talks especially in small orchestras, and the selection criteria are not based 

on high musical skills, not to mention leadership. The inquiry does not necessarily 

help in finding the right person but it is one way to determine the musicians’ 

expectations and intentions. 

The need for cooperation in enterprises in general is increasing, and harmony and 

productivity are based on solution-oriented decisions. Leadership can no longer be 

decreed from the top, now the leader is a part of the work community. In my 

opinion, in order to find the right leader for the right followers it is important to find 

out the opinion of the largest variable – the followers. Thus an inquiry of leadership 

modified for the specific purpose could also be useful in business. Third, middle-

sized expert organisations with flexible structures of administration and a 

personnel of less than 50 employees could benefit from the common expectations 

of followers. Schools are good examples of organisations like this. Elementary 

schools and hospitals in particular are organisations where the members are 

highly educated and the core of the personnel’s education is mainly similar. 

Knowledge management would be an acceptable leadership style in schools, and 

in learning societies seamless cooperation between the leaders and followers is 

vital for successful operation. 

 

6.5. The problem of charisma as a trait 

 

In academic leadership studies charismatic leadership holds its place but the term 

is nevertheless problematic. Usually traits are unambiguous like for instance the 

trait ‘heartfelt’. The trait ‘charismatic’ is different from the other traits and there is 

no coherent explanation for the word. In this research I ran into this problem with 

charismatic and transformational leadership. I base my understanding of the word 
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to the subjective nature of the trait charismatic. Charisma is in the followers mind, 

not in the person. In other words, two people may follow the same leader side by 

side, while the first can see the leader as charismatic and the other cannot see 

any kind of charisma. This does not usually happen with other traits. I do not want 

to invalidate the validity of the charismatic leadership theory itself, but to me 

charismatic leadership could be incorporated into the other theories. 

 

6.6. Suggestions for further research 

 

The results of the effects of experience reflect the lifespan theories well, but the 

expectations of sections in terms of good leadership differ so much from each 

other that many questions remain to be solved.  The first question for further 

research is why the sections differ so much in their expectations. Why are strings 

not as enthusiastic about leadership and what makes woodwind players so 

amenable to authentic leadership? Could it for instance have something to do with 

instruments shaping the players or is it just that in order to be successful playing 

an instrument you have to have the same physical, technical and mental 

premises? The second suggestion is linked to expert organisations. Although this 

research was conducted in the orchestral concept, it would be interesting to study 

this phenomenon in other organisations where experts are working together but 

the substance of their competence differs from each other, nevertheless falling 

under the same professional umbrella. The third interesting object of research 

based on this work would be a case study of a conductor’s rehearsal period. How 

does the conductor’s work respond to the highlighted expectations of the 

musicians in this research? The fourth emerging subject of research would be 

comparing musicians’ expectations of various orchestral cultures. The conductor’s 

role in America is a combination of conductor and manager leadership, and 

previous research (Boerner et al. 2004) conducted in Germany discusses 

directional-charismatic leadership. This also concerns different financial systems, 

and their effect on leadership would also be an interesting subject.  
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APPENDIX  

 

An inquiry of musicians’ expectations of conductors’ good leadership. 

 

1. What is your instrumental section? * 

   strings 
 

   woodwinds 
 

   brass 
 

   percussion 
 

   Other, what? ________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

2. What is your age group? * 

   under 20 
 

   20-25 years 
 

   26-30 years 
 

   31-35 years 
 

   36-40 years 
 

   41-45 years 
 

   46-50 years 
 

   51-55 years 
 

   56-60 years 
 

   over 60 years 

  
 

 

 

3. Your experience as orchestral musician? * 

   less than 1 year 
 

   1-10 years 
 

   11-20 years 
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   21-30 years 
 

   over 30 years 
 

 
 

 

 

4. How many musicians are there in your orchestra?  

   less than 30 musicians 
 

   30-50 musicians 
 

   51-70 musicians 
 

   over 70 musicians 
 

 
 

 

 

In this part of the inquiry, the words describe various individual 

characteristics. Score these individual characteristics according to your 

assessment of conductors’ good leadership. 1= not at all important, 2= 

somewhat important, 3= neutral, 4= important, 50 of great importance.  

 
 

 

 

5. Score individual characteristics. * 

 

1 

not at all 

important 

2 

somewhat 

important 

3 

neutral 

4 

important 

5 

of great 

importance 

humorous  
 

               

pedant  
 

               

impulsive  
 

               

charismatic  
 

               

friendly  
 

               

rational  
 

               

social  
 

               

standoffish  
 

               

authoritarian  
 

               

inspiring  
 

               

analytical  
 

               

appealing  
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serious  
 

               

unexpected  
 

               

openness 
 

               

trustworthy  
 

               

honest  
 

               
 

 

 

 

6. Add important missing individual characteristics according to your assessment.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

The next part of the inquiry includes sentences describing working methods. 

Score these working methods according to your assessment of conductors’ 

good leadership. 1= not at all important, 2= somewhat important, 3= neutral, 

4>= important, 5= of great importance.  
 

 

 

 

7. Score working methods. * 

 

1 

not at all 

important 

2 

somewhat 

important 

3 

neutral 

4 

important 

5 

of great 

importance 

A good leader 

sharpens details.  
 

               

A good leader 

takes risks.  
 

               

A good leader emphasises the 

musical harmonious whole.  
 

               

A good leader 

is practical.  
 

               

A good leader listens to the 

musicians’ opinions.  
 

               

A good leader is a                
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team player.  
 

A good leader follows their 

own vision.  
 

               

A good leader strikes in the 

musicians’ errors.  
 

               

A good leader sticks 

their neck out.  
 

               

A good leader makes 

decisions independently.  
 

               

A good leader sets the 

atmosphere of the orchestra.  
 

               

A good leader makes the 

musicians exceed their skills.  
 

               

A good leader gives 

immediate feedback.  
 

               

A good leader is a 

motivator.  
 

               

A good leader makes 

compromises.  
 

               

A good leader can 

use metaphors.  
 

               

 

 

 

 

8. Add important working methods according to your assessment.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

The next part contains some propositions of conductors’ good leadership. 

Score the propositions according to your assessment. 1= no response at all, 

2= response to some extent, 3= neutral, 4= relatively good response, 5= full 

response.  
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9. Score the following propositions.  

 

1 

no 

response 

at all 

2 

response 

to some 

extent 

3 

neutral 

4 

relatively 

good 

response 

5 full 

response 

The conductor has the score in 

their mind, not their head in the 

score.  
 

               

A leader has to 

inspire confidence.  
 

               

The leader emphasises 

shared goals.  
 

               

The leader will give 

remedial feedback only.  
 

              

The leader’s feedback in the 

orchestra has to be public.  
 

               

The leader’s role is 

to seek errors.  
 

               

The leader has to 

manage key issues.  
 

               

A good leader interferes with the 

internal matters of the orchestra.  
 

               

A good leader is 

nobody’s friend.  
 

               

A good leader admits 

his/her mistakes.  

  

               

Good atmosphere is more 

important for a leader than the 

final result of orchestral work.  
 

               

A good leader is 

an authority.  
 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 


