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Essential characteristics of organizational leadership 
demonstrated by The Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra 

and the Adrian Symphony Orchestra



Effective Leadership Characteristics

Administrative
• Listening
• Humility 
• Generosity
• Honesty 
• Transparency

Organizational
• Transparency
• Autonomy
• Governance
• Resources



Listening

To your board
• What are the organization’s BHAGs? (Big Hairy Audacious 

Goals)
• Do they feel engaged and invested?

To your staff
• Do they have the tools and resources they need to succeed?  
• Are you empowering them? 

To the community you serve
• What do they want and are you serving their needs?



Listening

 Adrian Symphony Orchestra
Eliminating opera productions
Starting the Casual Classics series

 Sit with friends at tables and enjoy a soft drink or choose something 
from the cash bar. 

 The Casual Classic format includes a discussion of the music by the 
ASO Music Director, along with numerous musical examples 
performed by the orchestra. Later in the concert, the entire work is 
played without interruption to allow you to apply what you've just 
learned to what you're about to hear.

To the Community



Humility & Generosity

 Admit 
• when you do not know 
• when you have failed
• work well done 

 Encourage participation
 Give your time to staff as well as to the board and 

patrons
• Know them personally and professionally 



Honesty & Transparency

 About facts and challenges facing the organization 
 With board, staff, and patrons
 Include them in important discussions 

Often, you can tell if an organization is in trouble because it 
never talks about its struggles or strategies to overcome 

those struggles.  
Everything is always “just fine”.  



Honesty & Transparency
SPCO ends fiscal year with surplus, wipes out debt
Dominic Papatola, Pioneer Press, December 17, 2008

Finished the fiscal year with a surplus of more than $125,000.
Operating without external debt, and its numbers are a bright spot in a musical 

landscape with its share of storm clouds: Santa Clara Symphony 
announced that it would cancel  its 2009 season; last week, the Baltimore 
Opera filed for Chapter 11, listing at least $1.2 million in debt. 

The chamber orchestra also saw increased giving by individuals and 
corporations to its annual campaign. 

But the orchestra, like most nonprofit organizations, saw the value of its 
endowment decline, a reflection of the freefall of global stock markets. The 
value of the chamber orchestra's endowment stood at $37 million at the end 
of this fiscal year; in notes accompanying the SPCO's annual report, 
auditors noted the value of the portfolio fell 4.5 percent from June to 
September. 



Autonomy

 Question industry practices
• Artistic model
• Ticketing
• Marketing

 Develop strategies appropriate to your organization’s 
needs and mission



Autonomy
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Organizational Models



Governance

 Foresightedness
• Articulate a potential problem before it becomes a problem

 Strategic Planning
• Take time to plan how to achieve a goal or to deal with a problem
• Intentional

 Assessment
• Create metrics that can be used to monitor and articulate your success 

to the staff, board, and patrons



Governance
Assessment SPCO Annual Fund, Constituency Trends

%age of AF per Constituency



Resources

 Articulate your business model
• Identify your organization’s sustainable revenue

• Where should the majority of your financial support come from?  
• Where do you have the most control? 

 Patron education
• The importance of charitable contributions 

 Board centered fundraising
• Expect leadership giving and action from your board

 Fiscal responsibility



Fellowship Outcomes

 Essentials of development
• Role of development within the organization
• Establishing goals
• Proposal development
• Budgeting and forecasting 
• Board management
• Audience development and education

 Orchestra culture
• Finance, marketing, education, operations, constituencies
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