


I have spent most of my career working with

groups of people who work together really

well: musicians.  They have been mostly

classically trained players like myself who

work in orchestras and chamber music

groups.  While they can sometimes be an

odd and quirky lot, full of talent and ego,

they do set a wonderful example of

optimum human interaction at work.  

When was the last time you heard an

orchestra concert where the players weren’t

engaged in what they were doing, weren’t

playing together, or the outcome wasn’t very

nice to listen to? I’ll bet, never.   

Orchestras and corporations aren’t all that

different from each other. Both

organizations are alive with ideas and

interactions being put into motion by

complex personalities whose actions need to

fit together with others to be successful.   

However, it’s a little easier to see the big

picture of human dynamics in an orchestra

because of the short time it takes to go from

rehearsing a piece of music to delivering

that piece of music to an audience.   

THE OVERTURE
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I've been lucky.

Unlike what you hear on the concert stage,

things in the office can break down. People

often don’t listen to each other. There can be a

lack of cooperation or collaboration. There can

be miscommunication and personal agendas.  

Disconnect can happen in orchestras too but

only in the rehearsal studio. That’s where the

musicians and the conductor work on solving

those issues in order to create what I call “the

blend”. 

The blend occurs when the personalities,

personal aspirations, and talents of everyone

involved come together to realize the final

harmonious outcome.  

The blend is full of different energies and

attitudes. The blend is an example of how

everyone needs to fit together. It doesn’t matter

if you’re the top person or on the bottom rung –

you’re all involved in the blend.  

In this e-book, I’m going to show you how

musicians and conductors work to find the

blend. We’ll look at how you can do the same

thing where you work, whether you’re the boss

or the employee. 

Let's get started.
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7 steps for leaders and employees 

to create workplace harmony and great performances 

 TURN YOUR TEAM INTO 

A SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA



STEP 1

FOCUS ON “THE PERFORMANCE”  
When a conductor and the musicians

come to a performance, they’re not

saying, “Tonight, I am going to play

the violin/flute/bass drum”.  Their

focus is on the big outcome, that is,

the piece(s) they are going to play

that evening. It’s not, “Tonight, I’m

going play a lot of notes”, or “I’m going

to move my bow 1000 times.”   

What they will say is, “Tonight, I am

going to play Beethoven Symphony

#5” or whatever the piece or pieces

programmed for that performance

are.  

Their focus is always on the outcome

(the final product) – the piece that

their customer (the audience) is

coming to hear.  

That focus shifts as the different

pieces in the performance come up.

Different pieces may require a

different approach, slightly different

nuances.   

What about you at work? Are you

keeping the big performance front of

mind?  

You’d be surprised by how many folks

think only of the tasks they do in a day

instead of how what they’re doing

contributes to the final outcome.  

One of my favorite expressions that

musicians use is “Serve the music”.  If

you think like that, what needs to be

done becomes obvious. 

What is it that your audience

(consumer) is expecting from you?  

Find ways to remind yourself what you

and your team are working towards.

 That might mean pictures of end

users in your office, pictures of your

product or service, or letters from

happy clients: anything that keeps the

big goal at the front of your day.  
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How you can do it where you work: 



STEP 2

BE A VIRTUOSO 

In an orchestra, everyone has a part to

play. For the violins, that might involve

lots of notes and for the percussionist,

it might mean playing one big cymbal

crash (that’s a lot harder than you

might think).  It doesn’t matter

whether it’s one note or many. They’re

all important at some point in the

piece.   

There is a lot of work that happens for

both the conductor and the players

before they come together for the first

rehearsal. 

The conductor has studied the score

(the music with all the individual parts

in it). He/she knows how the parts

should be fitting together, and has

thought about the musical

interpretation, the players, even the

type of concert hall they’re performing

in.    

Definition: a person who is highly skilled at music 

For the musicians, knowing their part

means having perfected the skills

necessary to perform it at the highest

level.  Before they show up, they’ve

practiced on their own, have studied

and researched the piece. They’ve

worked on the tough and tricky

passages. They know what the

challenges are going to be and how to

tackle them.  

When they have done all that, they

can then be a virtuoso.  

How you can do it where you work:

Take the time to think through what it

looks like to execute your role at the

highest level. Do what’s required to make

that happen.  
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STEP 3

CREATE HARMONY
Musical harmony is created when two

or more different pitches occur at the

same time. 

I want to take it a step further by

suggesting that harmony is the thing

that occurs when people collaborate.

When that happens, something new

and powerful is created. 

For instance, instruments like violin or

percussionists don’t need to breathe

into their instruments to make a

sound. Woodwind and Brass

instruments do. These sections need

to be aware of how they think

different about producing sound to

play in sync.  

The music that musicians read is akin

to their job description. You could say

that as long as they play what’s on the

page, they are doing their job.  Except

you’d be wrong. 

  

The notes are only the starting point.  

The real job is taking what’s on that

page and creating something new by

melding it along with the other

musicians on stage who are doing

their jobs at the same time. In other

words - collaborating to create

harmony. 

While musicians are very skilled at

this, it is quite common for them to

spend many hours learning about the

piece they are going to play

beforehand and knowing whom they

need to be listening to at certain

times during the piece.  

How you can do it where you work:

Learn everything you can about the

company and know what you need to

do to integrate what you do with other

departments.  
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STEP 4

ALWAYS BE LISTENING 

Listening. 

Everyone on stage, playing or not

playing, is listening and listening hard.

  

They are constantly shifting their

focus from one section to another,

even from one player to another.

Sometimes they are listening to one

player; other times, they are focusing

on a cumulative version of what is

being played. Their ears are engaged

for the whole performance. 

Whether it’s on the concert stage or in

the office, effective performance

requires us to stop focusing on our

favourite person (ourselves) and turn

our attention to someone else’s

thoughts, needs or desires.  

Do you know what the most common activity in an orchestral performance is?  

Listening is the invisible glue that

makes that connection between the

players, and it’s what you need to do

to build a collaborative culture. 

Listening is different from hearing.

You have to make more of an effort.

You have to be present, engaged, and

willing to make the time.  

How you can do it where you work:

Be present when people talk to you. Stop

what you are doing.  Put down the smart

phone. Look at the person. and listen!  

We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen 
twice as much as we speak.  Epictetus - Greek Philosopher 
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STEP 5

BE RUBATO

Musicians spend years working with a

metronome  (a timing device) to help

develop their technique, perfect

execution, and precise timing.  At

home, they practice their individual

parts for a performance with a

metronome. But once they enter a

rehearsal or a performance, the

metronome stays in the studio.  

That’s because when you are playing

with other musicians, the tempo

(speed of the piece) speeds up and

slows down slightly due to the fact

that we are humans are not machines.

  

As well, the music has energy that

sometimes speeds us up or slows us

down naturally.   

Finally, a musical phrase can require a

certain kind of emphasis that will

briefly affect the tempo.   

Definition - Rubato - the expressive and rhythmic freedom achieved in a piece 

of music by a slight speeding up and then slowing down of the tempo of a 

piece. 

One of the things that holds a piece

together is the flexibility that each

player uses while they are working

together. If you are too rigid as a

player while others are flexible, the

piece will come apart.  It’s a fine

balance. 

When a group of people collaborate

(creating something unique together

based on their combined efforts)  the

best approach is to be flexible.  

How you can do it where you work:

Don’t be rigid. Figure out what you need

to do to make your job fit with others in

order to achieve the group outcome. 
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STEP 6

DO THE DANCE OF LEADING 

AND FOLLOWING
For musicians, performing with others

is a constant dance between leading

and following.   It’s all about what

needs to happen to best serve the

music.  

It’s about the give and take that must

occur as the notes are passed around

from player to player and section to

section. A musician’s role can shift in

an instant and all the players know it

and are ready for it.  

Even though there is a conductor

(leader), there is a dance of leading

and following among the players. All

the notes pass between them and

their roles can change on the fly. As

well, a  good conductor will shift in

support of the phrasing of a soloist,

whether out front of the orchestra or

within it.  

It’s this level of collaboration that

allows the music to succeed.  

Imagine if everyone at your workplace

could either be a leader or a follower.

Imagine how great it would be to

work there, how you’d be excited to

get up and go to work each day.  

How you can do it where you work:

Stop worrying about job titles. Know that

there will be times when it’s best that

you take the lead and other times when

you’ll need to follow. When it’s your time

to lead, do it with confidence; when it’s

your time to follow, do it by being

supportive.  
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STEP 7

TAKE THE TIME TO “HANG”!  

The more we know about the people

we are working with -- their likes,

dislikes, the way they do or don’t do

things -- the more we know what to

expect, the better our outcomes will

follow.  That goes for what they know

about us.  

You can’t escape your personality and

neither can your colleagues or

employees.  You can learn a lot of

things, acquire tons of skills, and

further your education, but you can’t

escape being you.  

As a musician, I am much more

accomplished than I was when I first

picked up a drumstick and began

dreaming of rock and roll stardom.

But much of the way I play now, some

30 plus years later, is exactly the same.

Some call that “style”. And we all have

one.   

The same goes for the people where

you work.   

Definition: Hang – to spend time with your colleagues after work. 

You need to know and work with the

differences (I prefer “styles”) in your

group. The only way to do that is to

get to know folks.  

People can be capable of great

compassion and understanding. That

means we can adjust our way of

interacting with others if we want to.

 The key is to want to.   The better we

know who were working with the

better you can adjust how you work

together.   

Yes, we’re all hoping for great

chemistry with the people at work.

Unfortunately, that’s rare. But by

knowing more about your colleagues,

the closer you can get to that ideal.  

Hold a one-hour session during which

everyone gets to share and learn about

everyone’s non-work interests and

activities. 

How you can do it where you work:

TURN YOUR TEAM INTO A SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA I 10                   PAULHOULE.CA



SUMMARY
1) Focus on “The Performance” (not just your performance)  
Find ways to remind yourself what you and your team are working towards. That

might mean pictures of end users in your office, pictures of your product or

service, or letters from happy clients.  

2) Be a virtuoso 
You need to show up to work being a master of whatever it is you do. Take the

time to think through what it looks like to execute your role at the highest level.

Do what’s required to make that happen.  

3) Create harmony 

Learn everything you can about the company and know what you need to do to

connect with other departments.  

4) Always be listening
Be present when people talk to you. Stop what you are doing.  Put down the

smart phone. Look at the person. and listen!  

5) Be Rubato

Don’t be rigid. Figure out what you need to do to make your role fit with others

in order to achieve the group outcome. 

6) Do the dance of leading and following 
Stop worrying about job titles. Know that there will be times when it’s best that

you take the lead and other times when you’ll need to follow. When it’s your

time to lead, do it with confidence; when it’s your time to follow, do it by being

supportive. 

7) Take time to hang  

Hold a one-hour session during which everyone gets to share and learn about

everyone’s non-work interests and activities. 
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PAUL 

HOULE

Paul Houle enjoys a unique career as both a speaker and a

professional musician.   

As a percussionist, he has performed with symphony orchestras,

ballet and opera companies, chamber music ensembles, world

music groups, and been featured on television and radio. He

also conducted great musical teams at Canada’s Royal Conservatory

of Music for 20 years. 

Paul began speaking to corporate audiences in 1998 and continues

to be hired by the world’s best brands to help them develop more

inclusive workplaces, listen more effectively and increase

collaboration. 

His clients include Microsoft, Hewlett Packard, FedEx, Goodyear,

DeWalt, Heineken, IMAX, and Rubbermaid. His blog is at

www.paulhoule.ca/blog 

You can contact Paul directly at paul@paulhoule.ca 
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