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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study is to analyze the organizational turnaround at the Minnesota 

Orchestra following a 16-month musician lockout. A major shift in organizational culture over 

the subsequent five years (2014-2019) is identified—from siloed and adversarial to collaborative 

and trusting. Using case study methodology the research explored two key questions:  

1) How does the Minnesota Orchestra’s ‘Minnesota Model’ demonstrate effective ways for 

artists, board members, and administrative staff to embrace shared goals and collaboratively 

address challenges facing their organization? 

2) Is this ‘Minnesota Model’ informative to other performing arts organizations?  

 A review of relevant literature establishes context to better understand the effectiveness 

of a few central elements of the Minnesota Model, namely musician involvement, organizational 

cultural change, and the connections between collaboration and trust. Six recent orchestra studies 

reveal shared themes with this research and underscores the uniqueness and significance of this 

case study. Primary data used were in-person interviews with 17 individuals representing 

Minnesota Orchestra’s three central stakeholder groups—board of directors, musicians, and 

administrative staff. Data from organizational documents such as annual reports and strategic 

plans were also used. 

 This study presents a chronological narrative of the evolution of the Minnesota Model in 

three distinct phases: 1) developing the Model organically and out of necessity; 2) naming and 

claiming the Model across the organization; and 3) stress-testing the Model. In addition, two 

illustrative stories emerged as exemplars for the Model, commonly mentioned by interviewees 

from all three stakeholder groups. Addressing the first research question, analysis reveals four 

key thematic areas that make up the Minnesota Model: trust, collaboration, abundance mindset, 
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and community. To answer the second research question, a series of promising practices in the 

Minnesota Model are described that are informative to other organizations seeking similar 

results. A number of challenges are discussed that threaten the long-term success of the Model. 

The study concludes with a brief set of recommendations for Minnesota Orchestra leadership and 

a reflection on the significance of the Minnesota Model and this study for the performing arts 

industry. 

1 - INTRODUCTION 

 In January 2014, the Minnesota Orchestral Association (“Minnesota Orchestra” or “the 

Orchestra”) reached a contract settlement with its musicians, ending a labor dispute that lasted 

sixteen months. During that time, musicians were locked out and one-and-a-half seasons of 

concerts at Orchestra Hall in Minneapolis were lost. It was the longest-running lockout ever 

experienced by a major American orchestra, but by no means the first. In 2013, the Saint Paul 

Chamber Orchestra resolved a six-month lockout, and the Detroit Symphony Orchestra 

experienced a six-month musician strike in 2011. From Atlanta to Chicago to Fort Worth, over 

the past decade, major orchestras in cities across the United States experienced similar if not 

shorter contract disagreements and work stoppages. As of the submission of this paper, the 

Baltimore Symphony Orchestra is in the seventh week of a musician lockout. 

 Perhaps the only thing more shocking to the arts world than this prolonged musician 

lockout (“the Lockout”) is the organization’s resurgence in subsequent years. The return of 

Music Director Osmo Vanska, balanced budgets, tours to Cuba and South Africa, acclaimed 

Mahler recordings, a return to Carnegie Hall and the BBC Proms—with each new story of 

success, the narrative surrounding the Minnesota Orchestra quickly became one of a complete 

turnaround. Board members, musicians, and administrative leaders regularly attribute this 
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success to a new organizational ethos, which came to be known as the Minnesota Model. This 

case study attempts to define the Minnesota Model, describe how it was developed, explore its 

various benefits and challenges, and determine its utility for other arts organizations. 

 Two key research questions guided research for this study: 

1. How does the Minnesota Orchestra’s ‘Minnesota Model’ demonstrate effective ways for 

artists, board members, and administrative staff to embrace shared goals and collaboratively 

address challenges facing their organization?  

2. Is the Minnesota Model informative to other performing arts organizations? 

2 - BACKGROUND 

2.1 - Financial challenges facing American orchestras  

 The organizational factors that led to the Minnesota Orchestra’s musician lockout were 

not unique. They reflected financial patterns that have dogged American orchestras for decades 

but became increasingly pernicious in the aftermath of Great Recession. Stanford University 

economist Robert J. Flanagan writes about these patterns extensively in his 2012 book The 

Perilous Life of Symphony Orchestras: Artistic Triumphs and Economic Challenges. His 

comprehensive analysis of American orchestras, based on the financial data of 63 orchestras over 

a 19-year period, revealed a variety of challenges that threaten the financial stability of these 

ensembles. The book explores causes and possible solutions for each of these challenges, and 

also argues that orchestras need to adopt comprehensive approaches that address all of these 

challenges in order to find stability (Flanagan 2012). 

 Flanagan explains how the unionization of orchestra musicians and professionalization of 

management contributed to both rising artistic quality and financial instability across the 

industry. Flanagan then moves into a discussion on the book’s central financial concern: the ‘cost 
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disease’ that plagues orchestras. This concept was first introduced by William Baumol and 

William Bowen in their 1966 book on the economic problems of performing arts organizations. 

It refers to the ever-growing structural deficits that orchestras experience due to the low 

productivity growth inherent in the art form. Flanagan argues that this cost disease is incurable 

and only offset by an ever-increasing flow of nonperformance income in the form of donations, 

grants and investment earnings (Flanagan 2012). 

2.2 - Financial challenges at the Minnesota Orchestra 

 Nonperformance income can be highly unpredictable and sensitive to shifts in the 

economy. This became a contributing factor to the Minnesota Orchestra’s financial woes. In 

October 2007, in a period of financial strength, the Orchestra ratified an optimistic five-year 

musician contract that would raise annual base wages by 25 percent over the life of the contract. 

It is worth noting that this contract was negotiated under interim executive leadership following 

the June 2007 departure of president Tony Woodcock. Before the end of 2007, the United States 

economy experienced a significant downturn and the Great Recession began. In February 2008, 

respected British orchestra leader Michael Henson arrived in Minnesota as the Orchestra’s new 

president. He and the Orchestra’s board of directors faced a formidable combination of rising 

operating costs due to contractually obligated musician wage increases paired with significant 

losses in revenue.  

 The value of the Orchestra’s endowment decreased by nearly one third from 2007 to 

2009. In order to maintain financial stability, the board employed several tactics. One of the 

more frequently mentioned was increasingly unsustainable draws from the Orchestra’s 

endowment funds, reaching a height of 13.6% in 2011. In 2011, the Orchestra began reducing 

their endowment draws and in turn announced a $2.9 million deficit at the end of the year. 
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Sixteen administrative positions were eliminated in May 2012, on the heels of musician contract 

negotiations, which began in earnest that September. 

 During this time of financial uncertainty, the Orchestra was also raising millions of 

dollars in restricted donations and grants. Part of a special fundraising campaign whose goal 

eventually reached 110 million dollars, the bulk of these donations were designated for a 

renovation of Orchestra Hall, while others were designated for an endowment fund or artistic 

endeavors such as European tours and recording projects. The success of this campaign confused 

some musicians and community members who argued that it countered claims of financial 

distress by the Orchestra board. 

2.3 - The Minnesota Orchestra Lockout 

 The board’s initial proposal called for a 34% cut to the average musician’s salary. With 

no counterproposal from musicians and no settlement in sight, Orchestra leadership locked 

musicians out at the end of their previous contract, on October 1, 2012 and cancelled two months 

of concerts. They claimed that the organization could not afford to pay musicians at current 

wages while negotiations continued. Thus began the longest work stoppage of any major 

orchestra.  

 After an additional 14 months, musicians agreed to a three-year contract in January 2014 

that cut the average musician’s salary and benefits by 15 percent. Slight salary increases over the 

life of the contract would bring that cut to just 10 percent. On February 1, musicians returned to 

work and a new era at the Minnesota Orchestra began. This point also marks the beginning of my 

study, which explores the ways in which musicians, board members, and administrative staff 

found a way to work together to restore morale and rebuild a broken organization. 
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3 - LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In order to understand how the Minnesota Model works and consider whether it is 

replicable in other arts organizations, a brief exploration is needed into recent literature on 

musician involvement in non-performance roles, organizational cultural change, and the 

connections between collaboration and trust. I will then summarize six peer orchestra studies that 

have been written in the past half-decade to contextualize my own study and situate it in the 

current orchestra scholarship.  

3.1 - Musician involvement in non-performance roles 

 The degree to which orchestra musicians are asked or expected to perform duties beyond 

standard rehearsals and performances is often debated by leaders in the field. Orchestras have 

tested a multitude of approaches, each with their own benefits and drawbacks. Minnesota 

Orchestra is no exception, and their new approach to musician involvement became central to the 

Minnesota Model. Recent scholarship on the topic provides a basis for understanding for its 

significant ties to organizational success.    

 A decade ago, Barbara Nielsen (2008) authored a thorough examination of musician 

involvement in non-performance roles in symphony orchestras for Polyphonic.org, the first 

technological venture of the Orchestra Musician Forum of the Eastman School of Music and an 

influential online resource for musicians at the time. The three-part series of blog posts sought to 

answer two key questions: “Has worker involvement in the governance of for-profit 

organizations been successful?” and “Can musician (i.e. worker) involvement in the governance 

structure of symphony orchestras result in greater organizational effectiveness” (Nielsen, 

February 22, 2008, p.1).  
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 After describing the three-pronged leadership structure of American orchestras that 

remained essentially unchanged since the establishment of the New York Philharmonic in 1842, 

Nielsen then describes how musicians’ role evolved significantly with the emergence and 

growing influence of the musicians union. With more power for musicians, especially at the 

negotiating table, an adversarial relationship with management grew even stronger.  

 Nielsen explains that musician involvement grew significantly in many American 

orchestras in the 1980s due to pressure from musicians. After years of concessionary bargaining 

with financially strapped orchestra managers demanding pay cuts, musicians began asking for 

greater organizational influence in return. She then lays out two broad categories of musician 

involvement, one where musicians are simply “absorbed” into the existing governance structure, 

and another where musicians assume all control through a cooperative or self-governing 

structure. The latter is uncommon and, despite a lengthy exploration into the specific structure of 

each representative ensemble, Nielsen fails to analyze the benefits and weaknesses of this 

“radical approach,” as she calls it. In practice, the former most often involves musicians being 

given a voice in orchestra governance by serving on decision-making committees with (or often 

without) voting rights.  

 Adding valuable context outside of the orchestra field, Nielsen begins her final post 

looking at the history of worker involvement in the for-profit sector. Corporate examples like 

Lincoln Electric and DaimlerChrysler demonstrated variable success of employee participation 

and led to the conclusion that “employee participation cannot ensure success, but it can be a 

contributing factor in the success of an organization” (Nielsen, February 25, 2008, p.3). Whereas 

success in these examples is measured in productivity and financial terms, measuring success in 

orchestras is more challenging.  
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 Regardless, Nielsen concludes that there is one factor that can better ensure success. In 

the case of both orchestras and corporations, Nielsen found that successful employee 

participation in situations where organizational culture embraces participation, not where it is 

imposed through bargaining. “When worker involvement is part of the group’s culture, the 

adversarial relationship does not exist, and there is one unified voice and set of goals for the 

organization” (Nielsen, February 25, 2008, p.5). 

 More recently, violinist Abigail Young (2017) wrote a dissertation on non-performance 

organizational roles among orchestral musicians. Though her primary focus is the effects of these 

roles on musicians’ job satisfaction, her findings shed light on the general attitudes of musicians 

concerning non-performance roles and their hesitation due to issues with management. Young 

distributed an anonymous survey to orchestra musicians who were regular members of an 

actively performing ensemble in the United States. In the two months that the survey was open, 

she collected responses from 560 musicians representing one of 94 orchestras who were included 

in the study. 

 Participating musicians responded to a series of statements concerning job satisfaction 

and participation in non-performance roles with the degree to which they agree or disagree with 

each. Their responses yielded some surprising findings. Among the most notable was that 

musicians who hold unpaid non-performance roles report higher job satisfaction than those who 

only play, though the latter reports higher job satisfaction than those who hold non-performance 

roles for which they are paid. Among those who hold unpaid non-performance roles, Young 

found that committee membership and roles in fundraising produced the highest levels of job 

satisfaction. 
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 Concerning musicians’ willingness to participate in non-performance roles, Young 

discovered a decreasing correlation between both age and tenure, with the youngest and newest 

employees reporting the greatest willingness. Musicians already serving in non-performance 

roles were more likely to take on more of these roles. Another factor influencing willingness to 

assume non-performance roles is musician satisfaction. When asked how their job satisfaction 

might be improved, her survey respondents overwhelmingly cited issues with management and 

conductors for low satisfaction. While Young never actually used the word “culture” in her 

findings or recommendations, her results demonstrate that unhealthy organizational culture is the 

greatest contributing factor affecting musician job satisfaction and willingness to participate in 

non-performance roles. 

3.2 - Organizational culture change 

 Research has established that there are great benefits to engaging musicians in 

meaningful roles beyond playing their instruments on stage, but there are also significant 

barriers. For this reason, orchestras often rely on transactional activities and representational 

committees for musicians, which rarely have much authority or decision-making ability. True 

engagement, in which musicians have a voice in strategic organizational decisions, has the 

potential to shift traditional power structures. This level of engagement often requires a change 

in organizational culture. In the case of the Minnesota Model, substantial culture change was 

perhaps the only fortunate outcome of an existential organizational crisis. An exploration into the 

field of organizational culture change helped me understand how this result was achieved by the 

Orchestra and whether it similar results could be achieved by less extreme means.  

 The volume of scholarly writing on organizational culture change, just in the past half 

decade, is frankly overwhelming. Various frameworks and models have been developed and 
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their successful applications documented in case studies from the Catholic Church to rugby 

teams in New Zealand. Organizational culture is frequently the focus of articles in business 

publications. Entire consulting firms have formed to guide organizations through the process. For 

the purposes of this paper, I focus on a foundational understanding of organizational culture, 

developed in the 1980’s by Edgar Schein, as well as one particularly relevant case study on 

culture change. 

 Schein’s (2016) Model of Organizational Culture, developed more than 30 years ago, is 

still frequently cited by scholars today as the basis for new studies on organizational culture that 

are now largely occupation-specific. His model lays out three distinct and universal layers of 

organizational culture: artifacts, values and underlying assumptions. Artifacts are the aspects of 

culture that are generally either visible or audible, such as dress code, office layout, website, logo 

and branding, and stories passed down over the years. Values, in this model, are stated 

organizational beliefs and priorities, sometimes aspirational, intended to guide both individual 

and group action and decision-making. These first two layers are more easily manipulated by 

leaders to strategically portray a certain cultural image to those within and outside of the 

organization.  

 Where culture change becomes more challenging is in Schein’s third layer. Underlying 

assumptions live deep within an organization’s subconscious. They are not formed by leadership 

but collectively by everyone within an organization in response to individual experiences and 

observations. “They tend to be created and integrated into employees’ behavior unconsciously 

and people are usually unaware of the flaw that are rooted in their organizational culture” 

(Limwichitr, Broady-Preston, Ellis, 2015, p.484). Even when organizations are aware of these 

flaws and wish to mend them, organizational culture change “depends on employees’ ability and 
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desirability to change,” both as a group and on an individual level (Limwichitr et al., 2015, 

p.484). 

 When reviewing case studies on organizational culture change, I kept returning to one 

that felt surprisingly relevant, despite its focus on automotive manufacturing functions. The 

study came from a team of researchers, Briody, Pester, and Trotter (2012) who studied 

organizational culture change in General Motors plants and discovered the power of stories to 

“create and sustain” change. One story, in particular, became the focus of a series of training 

tools that these researchers developed for the company to help employees at all levels understand 

and practice an “ideal” collaborative approach. Defining this ideal is where their work started. 

 By interviewing hundreds of employees across all levels of plant functions for the Ideal 

Plant Culture Project, researchers made two key discoveries. The first was a strong desire among 

employees to see their workplace culture shift from one of “directive and authoritative” 

leadership to a “more collaborative approach to production work characterized by team-based 

cooperative activities, individually-suggested improvements on work practices and processes, 

and plant-wide problem solving” (Briody et al., 2012, p.68). The second discovery was a story, 

documented in an interview with one of the plant engineers, which demonstrated both the “old 

way” and the “ideal,” as well as the series of events that bridged the two.  

 In order to determine how best to turn this story, the “Hoist Story,” into a usable tool for 

GM, the researchers went through the exhaustive steps of writing a script, performing a content 

analysis, and then comparing that content analysis with a larger data set. From there they began 

sharing the story with workers and transforming it into specific applications. With the success of 

these tools, GM began developing more and more training materials centered on the Hoist Story. 
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Those facilitating the training linked its success to the ability of participants to “easily relate to 

the characters and behaviors” in the Hoist Story (Briody et al., 2012, p.78). 

 The researchers point out how GM’s experience contrasts with top-down approach to 

cultural change in a lot of management literature, where organizational leaders hand down 

solutions they developed with little or symbolic input from workers. Briody et al. (2012) go on to 

emphasize what sets their approach apart from others: 

The Hoist Story is an example of interactive and integrated change involving a cross-

section of organizational members. It represents change “in the middle” or change at the 

“organizational core.” The pattern of change, described as organic, serendipitous, 

emergent, and unplanned resulted in organizational buy-in… The sculpting of 

manufacturing culture became a collaborative, participatory, and reciprocal effort 

between organizational members and researchers, while the sculpture that resulted 

symbolized the valued attributes of the ideal plant culture. This story had the effect of 

spearheading the change process so that that process was viewed as credible, relevant, 

and realistic – just as the story has been perceived. (p.82) 

 Most organizations have their own version of the Hoist Story, an example of positive 

organizational culture change on a micro scale, with the potential to support change on the macro 

level. I heard a few in my interviews for this study, many of which echoed the “collaborative 

ideal” from the GM study. The only other concept mentioned with equal, if not greater, 

frequency in my interviews was trust. I became increasingly curious about the connection 

between the two. As it turns out, my curiosity is shared by scholars in a variety of fields. 
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3.3 - Trust and collaboration 

 The literature on trust and collaboration is divided along one key distinction: whether 

trust is a prerequisite for collaboration or, as one scholar put it, “a hard earned outcome from 

effective collaboration” (Piggot-Irvine, 2012, p.91). Hattori and Lapidus (2003) argue the former 

in their framework for examining collaboration, trust, and innovative change. They outline four 

types of organizational relationships—collaborative, cooperative, competitive, and adversarial—

with the level of trust increasing as organizations approach the collaborative relationship and its 

“highly invested state of trust” (Hattori & Lapidus, 2003, p.99). In order to reach this level of 

trust, which they claim is a “necessary precondition for collaborative innovation,” parties must 

embrace all four attributes of trust: “authenticity, history of fulfillment, the ability to fulfill, and 

commitment to the relationship” (Hattori & Lapidus, 2003, p.98). 

 Hattori and Lapidus (2003) present two case studies from the corporate sector that 

demonstrate how strengthening trust enables organizations to move along the relationship 

continuum from adversarial to collaborative. The first case study details a partnership formed by 

two companies to repair a broken business relationship. They point out that building trust was 

among the very first steps the companies took, along with convincing each other of their mutual 

commitment to the relationship. They established “tangible mechanisms” in order to accomplish 

this, namely a committee representing all levels of each company, with trust-building training 

provided for members and a quantitative self-evaluation plan created to track individual and 

group progress toward the partnership’s goals. “The word trust, the concept, the principles and 

practices are kept in the foreground at all times” (p.101). 

 With this trust at its core, Hattori and Lapidus (2003) explain that the partnership 

exhibited a high level of openness and transparency in which no information was sacred. They 
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acknowledge the difficulty of this process. “Creating collaborative relationships takes a lot of 

work and is a continuous challenge,” requiring partners to “engage in constant dialogue and 

activity to build, maintain, and repair relationships” (Hattori & Lapidus, 2003, p.100). Piggot-

Irvine (2012), in her exploration of “authentic collaboration,” presents a convincing counter-

argument. In relation to collaboration, she writes that trust “is not a precursor and it is not easily 

attained,” then goes on to explain at length just how hard it is to attain trust (p. 91). However, she 

only does so after providing a few brief but important warnings concerning collaboration. 

Effective collaboration is far more time-consuming than hierarchical decision-making and there 

is always a risk that it will be “politically misused as a contrived means for controlling the 

implementation of change that has already been decided at policy level” (p.92). 

 Piggot-Irvine’s (2012) understanding of collaboration came through the lens of action 

research. From a practical standpoint, she outlines five deepening levels of collaborative learning 

where trust and co-generation represent the deepest level. The greatest barrier to achieving this 

level of collaboration, she says, is the “defensive, self-protective” nature of participants. In order 

to achieve trust-based collaboration, individuals must learn to overcome their defensiveness and 

learn strategies that lead to true openness. She is also quick to make a distinction between 

defensiveness and conflict, claiming that conflict can be constructive and that “authentic 

collaboration involves an embracing of constructive conflict as an opportunity to surface new 

ideas and challenges…in a way that opens up creativity, innovation and learning” (p.96). 

 The concept of control is a common theme in scholarship on collaboration and trust, 

particularly the idea of control as a balance to trust in organizational settings. One study 

referenced by many scholars writing on orchestras focuses on the conductorless Orpheus 

Chamber Orchestra and explores this trust-control relationship in a creative environment. The 
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researcher, Dmitri Khodyakov (2007), found that the trust-control dynamic in the ensemble 

changed over time as musicians learned more about operating their organization. Without a 

conductor making all of the artistic decisions, musicians relied on a collaborative, trust-filled 

approach to rehearsals. The number of rehearsals needed to prepare for a concert and the related 

financial burden revealed the inefficiency and impracticality of this approach.  

 By introducing social control strategies, such as strict expectations for the caliber of 

musicians who perform with Orpheus, and behavioral control strategies like rotating artistic 

leadership to avoid creative conflicts, Khodyakov (2007) points out that trust and control actually 

complement each other in creative settings. In the absence of traditional, hierarchical control 

mechanisms, the distinction between trust and control in Orpheus’s approach is often unclear. 

Khodyakov concludes that this trust-control relationship is best understood through duality 

perspective, in which “trust and control cannot be analyzed in isolation because they are always 

co-present” (p.2).  

 Though his research focuses solely on creative collaboration from an artistic perspective, 

Khodyakov briefly describes the administrative organizational structure at Orpheus. The 

orchestra’s very first executive director, recognizing the uniqueness and earned revenue potential 

in Orpheus’s collaborative approach to decision-making, actually began inviting professionals 

from other fields to observe demonstrations of their process. Interestingly, Khodyakov notes that 

the executive director’s “business approach to management was not fully compatible with 

Orpheus’s culture that values freedom and participation” (2007, p.11). 

3.4 - Recent orchestra studies 

 Since Khodyakov’s study, orchestras and orchestra musicians have been the focus of an 

increasing number of scholarly case studies. I reviewed six such studies, each completed in the 

past five years, to understand the gaps in current literature and properly situate my own study.  
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 In a phenomenological study on locked-out orchestral musicians, Mary Verrill (2015) 

explored whether the lockout experience changed their “self-concept as musicians.” When she 

began her research three years earlier, lockouts were proliferating the orchestra world, at the time 

impacting four major American orchestras. Participating musicians representing two of those 

orchestras, the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra and the Minnesota Orchestra, reported learning 

more about themselves and their profession during the experience. Verrill found that these 

musicians’ narratives demonstrated a higher tendency toward collaboration than other research 

on career musicians. She also notes a distinction between the experiences of musicians in each 

orchestra:  

Self-direction, collaboration, and creativity were evidenced in the orchestra that 

underwent more profound culture changes due to the lockout, aligning the style of new, 

collaborative management with how the musicians wanted power shared. Lack of 

cohesive action by musicians in the other orchestra, due in part to a loss of numbers, did 

not allow that organization’s former power structure nor its leadership style to 

dramatically change further in that direction after its lockout ended (p. 167).   

 Leah Stone (2015) writes about orchestras balancing administrative challenges with their 

responsibility to promote social change in her case study on the Colorado Symphony and its 

Classically Cannabis concert series. She tells the story of an orchestra attempting to shed its 

elitist reputation and acquire new audiences and donors through an innovative and culturally 

relevant partnership. Classically Cannabis: The High Note Series was envisioned as a win-win 

collaboration between the Colorado Symphony and leaders in the local marijuana industry. Stone 

shares that the undertaking ultimately failed to achieve its broader goals due to state marijuana 

laws, standard fundraising ethics, and pressure from current donors. 
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 Providing a European perspective, Marta Medico Piqué (2015) writes about the Berlin 

Philharmonic and how self-governance influences leadership and organizational culture. Her 

study utilizes indirect methods of data collection, based on content analysis of direct musician 

quotations extracted from documentaries, books, press, blogs, and recorded interviews. Her 

findings emphasize a direct correlation between giving orchestra musicians formal decision-

making powers and improving organizational stability through artistic innovation. Although 

Medico Piqué mentions financial challenges in her introduction, her case study focuses 

exclusively on the artistic impacts of the Berlin Philharmonic’s novel approach to governance. 

Reliance on substantial government funding has long been one of the most significant 

distinguishing characteristics in scholarship on professional orchestras in the United States and 

those in other parts of the world. 

 For that very reason, I found it surprising that government support is mentioned in a 

positive light in Marian Graebert’s (2016) case study on the North Carolina Symphony and fiscal 

sustainability strategies for large American orchestras. Graebert dives deep into the financial 

concepts of cost disease and income gap that I mentioned earlier, then details how one orchestra, 

the North Carolina Symphony, is consistently and successfully beating the odds and balancing its 

budget.  

 Her research, based on indirect data collection from publicly accessible organizational 

documents, supposedly disproves her initial assumption that above average state funding was the 

primary reason for consistent financial stability in the North Carolina Symphony. Graebert 

claims that the organization’s fiscal strength is a result of “community engagement derived from 

the organization’s clarity of mission that translated into community-oriented program activities,” 

but her analysis fails to provide a direct link between the organization’s stated focus on 
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community and its financial strength (Graebert, 2016, p.74). There is also no mention in her case 

study of any differentiating characteristics at the North Carolina Symphony besides its high level 

of state funding. 

 Brian Dille (2016) similarly explores the unique financial challenges facing American 

orchestras, but chooses to focus instead on small- and medium-sized orchestras by way of 

multiple comparative case studies. His analysis also goes much deeper than Graebert’s, 

connecting financial trends to documented policy decisions and direct data collected through 

interviews and observations. He describes three distinct but related financial challenges 

experienced, to some degree, by each orchestra he studied: the cost disease, declining demand, 

and aging audiences.  

 In addressing these challenges, the orchestras also shared common goals around 

relevancy and accessibility of classical music and a commitment to survival as an organization. 

His study also emphasizes a localized focus on meeting the needs of one’s community. Most 

interesting, however, was Dille’s conclusion regarding individual leaders, claiming that 

“orchestras’ strategies seemed to be a function of their leaders’ visions for their organizations, 

and that the changes made in response to economic conditions were more short-term and tactical. 

To change strategies, the case study orchestras changed leaders” (2016, p.iii). He also remarks on 

the agility and responsiveness of these smaller organizations. 

 In another multiple orchestra case study approach, David Dalton (2018) examines 

orchestras’ solutions to sustainability problems, with a particular focus on community 

engagement as one proven strategy. He constructs a Hometown Advantage Framework to help 

orchestras more effectively communicating their “cultural value” through community 

engagement that is grounded in cultural distinction, authenticity, and integrity. He tests his 
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framework against the lived experiences of five large American orchestras and concludes, not 

with a tangible set of recommendations as he had intended, but by calling for a broader shift,, 

“away from approaching community engagement as a tool for exposing otherwise-disengaged 

community members to the cultural value of their community’s orchestra, and toward 

approaching community engagement as a means for learning from the community and co-

creating meaning-making experiences that carry shared cultural values” (p. 62).  

4 - POSITIONALITY AND METHODOLOGY 

4.1 - Positionality 

 This case study is influenced by my personal experiences as both a musician and a former 

employee of the Minnesota Orchestra. I hold a bachelor’s degree in French horn performance 

from St. Olaf College, where I studied under Herb Winslow, associate principal horn in the 

Minnesota Orchestra and a participant in this study. After years spent working towards a career 

as an orchestral musician, I pivoted to an administrative career in fundraising. I was employed by 

the Minnesota Orchestra from June 2010 to April 2013, first as a development assistant and later 

the grants coordinator.  

 I made the choice to abandon my artistic aspirations for many reasons, but the greatest 

was a growing awareness of the immense personal sacrifices required of professional musicians 

in order to win a job in an ensemble like the Minnesota Orchestra. I believe that the musicians on 

the Minnesota Orchestra’s roster are among the best of the best and that they deserve to be paid 

accordingly. I also understand how precarious the Orchestra’s financial model—and that of most 

arts organizations—truly is from one year to the next.  

 From my vantage point as an entry-level administrative employee, I experienced first-

hand many aspects of the pre-Lockout leadership style referenced by those I interviewed for this 
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study. With no real frame of reference and a slight sense of conflicted dual loyalty, I observed 

the situation unfolding with more curiosity than anything else. I chose to leave the Orchestra 

eight months into the Lockout, not because I was unhappy in my role, but simply to advance my 

career.  

 I have continued to follow developments at the Orchestra with the same level of 

curiosity. Knowing what I did of the Orchestra’s pre-Lockout culture, I was admittedly skeptical 

of this supposed turnaround. Could things really have changed as much as they appeared? This 

was the motivation for my study. If this Minnesota Model really had transformed the Minnesota 

Orchestra so dramatically, I felt that more people needed to know how that had been 

accomplished! 

4.2 - Methodology 

4.2.1 - Overview 

 In order to shed light on the Minnesota Model and decipher whether the Minnesota 

Orchestra’s new style of leadership can work for other organizations, I chose the single-case 

study method. No other organization could offer similar enough circumstances to justify a multi-

case study. The closest comparison would have been the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra who 

declined to take part in this study. 

4.2.2. - Participant selection and recruitment 

 Before I could begin recruiting participants, I sought the approval of Orchestra president 

Michelle Miller Burns. She provided an endorsement for my project and introduced me to board 

chair Marilyn Carlson Nelson and trusted musician leader Doug Wright. Carlson Nelson and 

Wright then provided names and contact information for colleagues from their constituent 

groups. Each of the individuals they recommended had served in leadership roles since the 

Lockout and possessed a deep understanding of the Minnesota Model. Other names were added 
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to my list along the way, recommended by interviewees. Because of my time on staff at the 

Orchestra, I was able to identify and contact the administrative leaders who would be the best fit 

for the study.  

 In total, 21 individuals were invited to participate in this study and all but four accepted 

my invitation. One former board member declined. Another former board member and two 

current musicians were unresponsive to interview requests. Between November 2018 and 

February 2019, I interviewed 17 individuals—five musicians, six board members and six 

administrative staff. In selecting these individuals, I sought the input of a key leader from each 

constituent group. Interviewees were selected based on their ability to speak comprehensively 

about the Minnesota Model and articulate its effectiveness in comparison to the Orchestra’s pre-

Lockout leadership style.   

4.2.3 - Data collection and analysis 

 All interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format. This approach offered a 

degree of consistency across all interviews while allowing flexibility to explore certain topics 

more extensively or introduce new topics altogether. Each interviewee was provided a list of 

questions in advance of their interview (see Appendix A), but told that these questions were 

merely a suggestion of the topics we might discuss. I gave each the freedom to tell their 

Minnesota Model story in the manner of their choosing. The location of interviews were chosen 

by interviewees and included coffee shops, restaurants, private offices, and the Minneapolis 

Club. The majority of interviews were 60 to 90 minutes in length.  

 Each interview was recorded as a typed transcript. When the interviews were complete, I 

coded transcripts according to key themes that arose in the collection of interviews. 

Supplementary data that informed this study was primarily supplied by Orchestra staff, including 
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annual reports, strategic plans, the values statement, and a grant report focused on the Minnesota 

Model. I also relied on news coverage by the Star Tribune, Minnesota Public Radio, and other 

media outlets to confirm certain chronological details. 

5 - FINDINGS 

 The findings of this study are separated into two parts. I begin with a chronological 

narrative, in which I describe how the Minnesota Model first developed at the Orchestra and how 

it became a driving strategic force across the organization. The second part highlights three 

illustrative stories that were mentioned in several interviews. I argue that these stories can be 

employed as tools in explaining the Minnesota Model externally while also reinforcing elements 

of the Model within the organization. 

 I lay out the chronological narrative in three distinct phases (see Figure 1), marked by 

pivotal moments of organizational transition. The first such moment is the ratification of a new 

musician contract on January 14, 2014, marking the end of Minnesota Orchestra’s 15-month 

musician lockout. The next transitional moment comes in May 2015, when the Orchestra 

announced a new musician contract on the heels of their historic tour of Cuba. The final phase of 

my narrative begins in August 2018, with the Orchestra’s South Africa tour and the departure of 

Kevin Smith as President and CEO. 

5.1 - Phase 1 (January 2014 - May 2015) 

5.1.1 - Learning collaboration out of necessity (January 2014) 

 The weeks following the end of the Lockout were crucial in the development of the 

approach to leadership and decision-making that later became known as the Minnesota Model. 

However, a very small group of musicians and board members first set the intensely personal and 

collaborative tone of this period and demonstrated its impact in the final days of the Lockout. 
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Many powerful people had unsuccessfully attempted to help resolve the prolonged labor dispute, 

including then-Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton and former U.S. Senate Majority Leader 

George Mitchell, who helped negotiate peace in Northern Ireland in the late 90s. The negotiating 

tactic that finally brought both sides together, board and musicians, and allowed space for the 

necessary empathy and trust to find a resolution, was a conversation between one musician and 

one board member at the kitchen table of the latter. 

Figure 1 - Minnesota Model Timeline of Significant Events 

 

  Of course, this pivotal kitchen table moment did not come out of nowhere. A small group 

of board members and musicians had been communicating privately for a month to discuss terms 

of a possible agreement. The distinguishing characteristic of these conversations was active 

listening. Without the posturing and politics of the official negotiation sessions, these leaders 

were able to converse honestly as individuals, as partners in achieving a shared mission, rather 

than faceless representatives of opposing sides. This approach to communication and conflict 

became the heart of the Minnesota Model.  
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 After the new contract with musicians was ratified, the Orchestra faced a significant 

practical challenge of programming a partial season of concerts scheduled to begin in a matter of 

weeks. The process by which this occurred in no way resembled the pre-Lockout method. Most 

notable was the absence of Music Director Osmo Vänskä, who had resigned a few months prior 

and would not officially return to the role until April 24, 2014. The timeframe was also 

substantially shorter than usual, so decisions had to be made very quickly.  

 Musicians had developed skills and confidence in artistic planning while producing their 

own concerts during the Lockout. They did everything for those concerts including securing 

venues, selecting which pieces to perform, booking guest artists, writing press releases and 

advertisements, selling tickets, fundraising and even setting up the stage. This experience more 

than prepared them to work side-by-side with artistic staff to decide repertoire and line up guest 

soloists and conductors.  

 This collaborative process, which continued in planning the first full season following the 

Lockout and remains largely in place today, demonstrates how the Minnesota Model developed 

organically. Orchestra leadership did not choose this approach strategically, but out of necessity. 

The process proved enormously successful, not only in planning a season but also in restoring 

trust between constituent groups. As one musician explained, “Having to come together and 

solve a problem builds a lot of positive relationships – feeling like we’re all in this together 

because we had to accomplish this Herculean task.” 

5.1.2 - Creating space for dialogue (Spring 2014) 

 Even as performances resumed in Orchestra Hall and all three constituent groups began 

working together collaboratively, the wounds of the Lockout were still fresh. Emotions were 

high and many questions remained. Sprenger decided to establish a liaison committee consisting 
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of five board members, five musicians, and the CEO. “We just need to find a way to put the 

poison behind us and get moving again,” said one board member, describing that moment. This 

committee was to be a safe space where anything and everything was open for discussion, 

grievances could be aired, and tough issues could be tackled. As an official board committee, it 

had to be chaired by a board member. Longtime board member Warren Mack was asked because 

of his history of positive rapport and close relationships with musicians. He agreed, but only if 

Doug Wright would serve as his co-chair.  

 The two first got together to discuss the committee over a glass of wine at Mack’s home. 

They decided that the committee meeting would have a similar setting and tone, gathering in 

Mack’s home and conversing over wine and hors d'oeuvre. This piece was critical. Board 

committee meetings had traditionally been held at the Minneapolis Club or in conference rooms 

at board members’ places of work. The choice to meet instead over happy hour in someone’s 

home helped alleviate a power imbalance and enabled committee members to talk to each other 

as human beings, not as representatives of one side or another.  

 The liaison committee began with no formal agendas and no decision-making power. Its 

purpose is dialogue between leaders from each of the three constituent groups, so meetings are 

designed to be free flowing and conversational. Members were chosen very carefully. They 

needed to be true leaders who were trusted by their peers, but would also be direct and honest in 

discussing organizational issues. “We didn’t just pick people that would want to come together 

and sing ‘Kumbaya’,” a board member explained.  

 In the beginning, there were some very tense moments questioning why certain decisions 

were made and actions taken during the Lockout. “There was a lot of learning how to talk to 

each other again,” one musician told me, “It was hugely educational and healing.” Members 
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would then take what they had learned in liaison committee meetings and disseminate 

information to their colleagues. Soon, they weren’t just sharing information, but also new 

feelings of trust and openness that were developing in liaison committee meetings.  

5.1.3 - New leadership (July 2014) 

 Arguably, one of the most significant steps in regaining the trust of musicians after the 

Lockout was the departure of president and CEO Michael Henson. Seen by musicians as a lead 

architect of the Lockout, Henson was a divisive figure and his continued presence stood in the 

way of all parties moving forward in a unified manner. The board wasted little time asking him 

to resign, but the decision was contentious. Several board members felt that the board was 

betraying Henson for doing the job they had asked him to do and twelve chose to resign from the 

board in the aftermath.  

 Board members I spoke with generally agreed that Henson had been a good leader and 

accomplished great things for the Orchestra. However, they understood that the organization 

needed a culture change in order to rebuild and that required a different style of leadership. The 

board found that in Kevin Smith, who joined the Orchestra in the role of interim president in July 

2014. 

 Smith had a proven track record in the community, having led the Minnesota Opera for 

25 years, and his leadership style paired nicely with that of then-board chair Gordon Sprenger. It 

is hard to overstate the significance of the role Smith played in rebuilding the Minnesota 

Orchestra. More than one interviewee described him without exaggeration as the Orchestra’s 

“savior.” As I will soon explain, the Minnesota Model was developed organically under the 

collective leadership of many individual musicians, staff members, and board members.

 However, this work would not have been possible without Smith in leadership. He 
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brought to the Orchestra a critical outsider perspective and set a new tone of reconciliation and 

collaboration. The train was already heading in a new and better direction when he hopped into 

the conductor’s seat; he merely provided the fuel to accelerate the train’s pace and kept a firm 

grasp on the controls to maintain course. 

 With Smith’s leadership, it was often small gestures that had the biggest impact in 

people’s memory. One musician’s story captured this perfectly:  

After the Lockout, I was gone for a while because I had already lined up some other 

work. At the beginning of the next season, there was a season opener and I was asked to 

come speak with Kevin at something. And Kevin said, “Hi [musician’s first name], how 

are you?” I literally almost started crying. I wasn’t used to that. It was shocking to me. It 

showed a lot about how different things would be.  

 Another example is the regular happy hour gatherings that Smith organized for staff and 

musicians. These were held at the Orchestra’s offices or Orchestra Hall and during work hours. 

One staff member again used the word “shocking” in describing the gatherings. “There were no 

hidden agendas either! ‘Can we just have a drink together?’” he said, quoting Smith, “’Not talk 

about stuff, but just have some fun?’” Fun was a common goal of Smith’s at the Orchestra. He 

felt strongly that a fun work environment equated a healthy work environment, and would be a 

refreshing change for an organization that historically took itself very seriously. 

 Smith also began sending organization-wide emails to all musicians, board members, and 

staff, to share important news or updates. Previously, separate emails would have been crafted 

for each constituent group, communicating the information most relevant to them. By instead 

sending one email to all three groups, Smith helped establish trust and maintain trust.  
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 As important as these small gestures were to the reconciliation and rebuilding efforts at 

the Orchestra, Smith also understood the need for big projects that could excite all constituents 

and unify them around one idea. One board member who had served on the board of the John F. 

Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts suggested inviting former Kennedy Center president 

Michael Kaiser to come to Minnesota. Kaiser is a world-renowned leader and author who argues 

that financial success in the performing arts is all about championing big ideas that create energy 

and excitement, both internally and externally. 

 In August 2014, Kaiser spoke to a combined gathering of staff, board, and musicians on 

stage in Orchestra Hall—the first such gathering of all three constituent groups following the 

Lockout. As one staff member described the presentation, “It was positive and upbeat and in 

sync with [the notion] that you aren’t going to cut your way to success. You really have to grow 

and create energy and excitement…That was a positive step forward.” 

 Smith’s original contract was for six months of interim leadership. He spent much of that 

time diagnosing the Orchestra’s problems and prescribing changes that needed to be made in the 

operating norms of the board, musicians, and administrative staff. In October 2014, he laid 

everything out for the board, explaining how much needed to be done in a short amount of time 

and insisting they would need to work much differently than before. After hearing this, Smith 

told me the board went into executive session and emerged an hour later with a request that he 

stay. So he did, citing the positive momentum at that moment, as well as the increased morale. “I 

could see that it would be a bad thing even if I wanted to walk out at that point,” Smith shared. 

“It wouldn’t have been an ethical thing to do. Everything was just getting started.” He agreed to 

serve another four years in the role and was offered a contract through the 2018 fiscal year. 
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 Another important leadership transition worth noting was on the board, where Gordon 

Sprenger assumed the chair role as soon as the Lockout ended. The former CEO of Allina Health 

System, Sprenger had a wealth of experience leading a unionized organization with a variety of 

constituents. In addition to managing internal strife within the Orchestra, he also needed to begin 

repairing damaged relationships with the external community—with donors and concert-goers. 

He recounted for me the Orchestra’s first concert after the Lockout, on February 7, 2014. Before 

Conductor Laureate Stanislaw Skrowaczewski gave the downbeat (Music Director Osmo Vänskä 

had not yet returned after resigning during the Lockout), Sprenger welcomed the audience 

alongside trombonist and musician negotiating committee member Doug Wright. Sprenger 

described the tense moment on stage:  

Doug spoke first and spoke about how happy they were to be back, and that this was a 

new time with new leadership. He said some nice things about me and then it was my 

turn. I could hardly say a word to start with because the audience was yelling “Bring 

Osmo back! Where’s Osmo?”… I give tremendous credit to Doug. He put his hand up to 

the audience and said, “Please give Mr. Sprenger a chance. He is focusing on solving this 

problem. Let him speak.” So I was able to say how happy we were that they were there 

and that they were part of this family that was coming back together... [I told them] it’s 

going to take all of us working together and, starting at this point, I invite all of you to 

work with us and to become part of the new culture that we want to move forward with. 

That was the beginning of the Minnesota Model. 

5.1.4 - Defining shared values (January 2015) 

 One tangible artifact that got its start in a liaison committee meeting is the Orchestra’s 

values statement (see Figure 2). The idea came from Sprenger who said he has never worked in 
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an organization without a values statement. The liaison committee began drafting the statement, 

but the finished product, adopted in January 2015, incorporated input from many different 

constituent groups. They felt it was important to have a statement that everyone could buy into, 

something that would define the basic ground rules for how people would treat each other.  

Figure 2 - Minnesota Orchestra Values Statement 

The Minnesota Orchestra's mission is to enrich, inspire and serve our community as a symphony 
orchestra internationally recognized for its artistic excellence. 
 
In pursuit of this mission, we strive to create a culture that embodies the following core values 
amongst all musicians, artistic leaders, board, staff, and volunteers.  
 
RESPECT FOR EACH OTHER  
We expect a culture in which all members of the Minnesota Orchestral Association show a high 
regard for each other, treating one another with decency, fairness and professionalism. We 
endeavor to establish a community of trust, based on open communications, and to demonstrate 
respect for the institution in word and deed.  
 
COLLABORATION WITH EACH OTHER  
We seek a culture that encourages colleagues to work together to solve problems and seek 
solutions, in which alternate views are valued and the worth of each individual’s contribution is 
respected. The fabric of the organization is made strong by welcoming new members, inviting 
new ideas, valuing those with institutional memory, and respecting professional expertise.  
 
LISTENING TO EACH OTHER  
Our art form is based on listening, and active listening is also the basis for cooperative, trusting 
relationships in our organization. We strive to hear each others’ perspectives and to be 
professional, courteous and empathetic as we seek mutual understanding— and work in a 
manner that advances the best interests of the Minnesota Orchestra.  

 

 The values statement was cited as successful for a number of reasons. The collaborative 

process through which it was written means that all parties feel ownership of the statement. It is 

also easy to remember, built on three simple values: respect for each other, collaboration with 

each other, and listening to each other. Finally, the values statement is considered a living 
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document. Framed copies are hung backstage at Orchestra Hall and, when challenging situations 

arise, people remind each other of the values statement and use that as a tool to navigate 

disagreements.  

5.1.5 - New approach to negotiating (Winter/Spring 2015) 

 One potential disagreement that everyone at the Orchestra was intent on avoiding was the 

next contract negotiation with musicians. Even though the current contract was not set to expire 

until February 2017, memories of the Lockout were still fresh in people’s minds. Kevin Smith 

and board leadership knew they would need to take a different approach to the next negotiations 

than those in 2012 that led to the Lockout. That started with the people leading the process. A 

committee of board members had represented management in the 2012 contract negotiations. 

The new board leadership decided that approach made little sense and turned the responsibility 

over to management. “For a lot of reason I think that is better,” one board member admitted, “It 

is less political, less polarized, and people don’t say the goofy things that they did in the great 

dispute that was the Lockout.” They decided that Smith would be the sole negotiator working 

with the musicians committee.  

 The tone of these negotiations was also completely different. The previous negotiations 

had been adversarial from the very first meeting. A lot of time was spent by the liaison 

committee discussing the idea that musicians and management are allies in these negotiations. 

They are both on the same side and want the same thing. In this new operational model at the 

Orchestra, musicians had much more ownership and a deeper level of understanding when it 

came to things like marketing and fundraising, having learned skills in these areas while self-

producing concerts during the Lockout. Musicians understood in a new way what it meant to ask 
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for pay increases and knew they were committing, along with management and the board, to 

working harder to bring in the additional revenue needed to achieve higher salaries.  

 Musicians actually made the first offer. Board members I spoke to emphasized how 

reasonable the offer was, and the significance of this initial stance. It showed incredible trust in 

the board and management, believing they weren’t going to take this as an opportunity to try and 

get better deal out of the musicians. “That’s the problem with that attitude,” one board member 

reflected. “If you’re a constant adversary, you’ll get a constant adversary from the other side. 

What you need when you have a contract on the table – you need both the board and the 

musicians saying ‘This is something we think is going to be good for the orchestra and we will 

work for this.’” From what I understand, the musicians’ financial offer was accepted as 

proposed. 

 Simultaneously, the board was also negotiating a contract extension with Music Director 

Osmo Vänskä. Vänskä had returned to the Orchestra in April 2014 with a two-year contract that 

included the same percentage pay cut that musicians agreed to three months earlier. While his 

unique role in the Minnesota Model is not a focus of this study, Vänskä did come up frequently 

in interviews as a significant factor in the artistic growth of the Orchestra. Reassuring musicians 

and the broader community that Vänskä had returned for good was an important priority for 

Orchestra leadership. When they announced new contracts for both Vänskä and the musicians in 

the same press release on May 20, 2015, it was a monumental moment for the organization. 

 The significance of these contract agreements, the musicians contract in particular, was 

what they symbolized for everyone inside the organization and for those watching in the 

community. As one staff member told me, “It really was a spectacular achievement and was 

really important to the organization at that time. It was evidence that we’re not going to just 
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revert to old postures.” The new musicians’ contract, and the negotiation process that produced 

it, made a bold and clear statement that things had changed at the heart of the Orchestra. The 

announcement was also wisely timed alongside another big achievement – the Orchestra’s Cuba 

tour. 

5.1.6 - Touring in a new way (May 2015) 

 When the United States began normalizing relations with Cuba and lifting travel 

restrictions, Kevin Smith joked that it would be cool if they were the first American orchestra to 

return to Cuba. He repeated the joke a few times before folks started taking the idea seriously. 

After all, it would not be the first time the Minnesota Orchestra traveled to Cuba. The ensemble 

took their very first international tour to Havana in 1929, when they were still called the 

Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra. Timing was a significant hurdle, though. International tours 

for the Orchestra generally require years of planning. In order to pull this off in a matter of 

months, everyone involved would need to disregard both accepted practice and contractual rules 

for touring. 

 I provide a more comprehensive exploration of the significance of the Cuba tour in the 

next section of this paper. For the sake of the narrative, I will highlight three key byproducts of 

the tour. The most significant is also the least noticeable to those outside the organization. In 

order to execute such quick planning for this tour, Orchestra management had to break many 

rules in the musicians’ contract. Musicians agreed to this because they understood the benefits 

and were equally committed to making the Cuba tour a success.  

 In order to secure approval from the State Department for the Cuba tour, the Orchestra 

had to incorporate a certain amount of community engagement activities into their itinerary. This 

was new for the Orchestra, whose extensive outreach and community engagement work had 
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previously been confined to the Twin Cities and a handful of communities in Greater Minnesota. 

With a focus on cultural exchange, the Orchestra’s non-traditional engagements in Cuba 

included a side-by-side rehearsal with the Orchestra and a Cuban youth orchestra, individual 

lessons and master classes in schools, and demonstrations for the Cuban students on how to 

repair their instruments.  

 In addition, the Orchestra invited the National Choir of Cuba to perform with them on 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony and a few musicians even performed with a Cuban jazz ensemble 

after one concert. These activities deepened musicians’ connection to the cities they visited in 

Cuba and made the Orchestra’s concerts there more meaningful. The experience was so 

positively received that some element of community engagement is now incorporated into all 

Orchestra tours, domestic and international. 

 The most noticeable impact of the Cuba tour was the way it brought everyone from the 

organization together. Because of the unique circumstances of traveling to Cuba, musicians 

found themselves in the same physical space as board members and donors for much of the trip. 

It was unlike any previous tour. They were all on the same flight together. They stayed in the 

same hotel and shared several meals together. There are photos of board members and musicians 

dancing together to Cuban music. By sharing these moments as one Orchestra family, and taking 

pride in what they had all accomplished together, everyone at the Orchestra understood with new 

clarity what was possible under this new model of leadership and decision-making. 

5.2 - Phase 2 (May 2015 - August 2018) 

 According to those I spoke with at the Orchestra, the first year and a half following the 

Lockout was all about developing a new operating model. New approaches to old tasks were 

generated organically and out of necessity. After returning from Cuba, the Orchestra set about 
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institutionalizing this new operating model—naming and claiming the model as their own while 

leaders worked to spread it across the entire organization. 

5.2.1 - Codifying new model through strategic planning (Fall 2015) 

 Once the Orchestra had discovered a new way of moving forward together, Smith 

decided it needed to be codified in their strategic plan. I was told that a central goal with the 

strategic plan was to create a shared language inside the organization, one that captured what was 

happening in that moment. Orchestra leaders wanted something that people could reference in 

conversation and everyone would know what they were talking about. The name “Minnesota 

Model” came from board member Marilyn Carlson Nelson. Branding it in this way, the 

Orchestra was embracing the uniqueness of their situation. “At the time, we were saying that this 

isn’t happening in many places,” one staff member recounted, “This is a unique moment in time 

that was caused by an event that has created an opportunity that nobody else has experienced. So 

we will make it our own and live by it.” 

 Reflecting the new collaborative tone in the organization, the strategic planning process 

prioritized collective input. One board member described his desire at the time to create a plan 

that everyone could feel connected to and get behind. They began the process with a facilitated 

activity in the lobby of Orchestra Hall where musicians, staff, and board members were asked to 

personalize the Orchestra’s mission statement and reflect on how they were living it.  

 This focused reflection on the mission was especially healing, given that the mission 

statement was a point of contention preceding the Lockout. One staff member reminded me that 

the board had changed the mission statement in 2011 to reflect the wider variety of music being 

performed in Orchestra Hall and a stronger commitment to fiscal sustainability (see Figure 3). 

Notably, the word “orchestra” had been removed from the statement. While perhaps a small 
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detail to the board, this change sent the wrong message to musicians and confirmed the fears of 

many who worried about slowly becoming a “pops orchestra.”  

 Figure 3 - Recent Mission Statement Changes 

Before 2011: The Minnesota Orchestra will enrich and inspire our community as a symphony 
orchestra internationally recognized for its artistic excellence. 
 
2011-2014: The Minnesota Orchestral Association inspires, educates and serves our community 
through internationally recognized performances of exceptional music delivered within a 
sustainable financial structure. 
 
Since 2014: The Minnesota Orchestra’s mission is to enrich, inspire and serve our community as 
an enduring symphony orchestra internationally recognized for its artistic excellence. 

 

 Orchestra leadership wanted everyone impacted by the strategic plan to have a voice in 

the process. In addition to musicians, staff, and board, they also sought input from the 

community by engaging two community advocacy groups—Orchestrate Excellence and Save 

Our Symphony Minnesota. These groups were formed during the Lockout by passionate 

community members who were vocal supporters of the musicians. Representatives from both 

were invited to serve on an ad hoc strategic planning committee. 

 The final result, entitled “Building the Minnesota Model,” went into effect at the 

beginning of fiscal year 2017 (September 1, 2016) and outlined five strategic organizational 

goals: 1) a virtuoso orchestra; 2) an electric connection to community; 3) targeted audience 

engagement and expansion; 4) an outstanding, integrated organization; and 5) a strong financial 

foundation. (See Appendix B for an executive summary of the strategic plan.)  

5.2.2 - Bridging the physical divide between Orchestra Hall and administrative office 

 The administrative offices of the Orchestra, where the majority of staff spend their days, 

are located two blocks from Orchestra Hall. This separation was mentioned by many as a serious 
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impediment to relationship-building between musicians and staff. Not only did it prevent the 

kind casual interactions that over time foster empathy and understanding, but the distance made 

it challenging for staff to experience the artistic mission of the organization on a daily basis. One 

of the few staff members who offices at Orchestra told me, “It’s so easy when you’re in that 

other building to feel removed from what we really do.” 

 In addition to the previously mentioned happy hour gatherings, Smith began organizing 

regular open rehearsals where staff and board members were invited to observe an orchestra 

rehearsal and then mingle with musicians during breaks. It provided individuals from each 

constituent group an opportunity to get to know one another and thank each other for their hard 

work. “We are nothing without them,” one musician remarked in telling me about these 

rehearsals. Another shared that merely being in the same space with each other as beneficial in 

building relationships.  

 This idea soon grew to include more gatherings. An annual holiday potluck for staff was 

expanded to include musicians as well. More importantly, it is now planned at a time that makes 

it easy for musicians to attend. However, leaders also learned that simply inviting and 

encouraging individuals to attend these gatherings was not sufficient. I was told that many staff 

members felt they were serving the organization better by spending that time working instead. So 

Smith decided to close the administrative office during open rehearsals, sending a message to 

staff that that they truly had permission to take a break from their work—that this time with 

musicians and board members was the most important thing they could be doing for that one 

hour or so. 

 The staff member who organizes the open rehearsals told me that she is always working 

to improve the experience. One idea she shared was to host the open rehearsal when the stage is 
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set up with the choral risers behind the musicians, so that staff and board members can sit on 

stage and experience the rehearsal from the perspective of the musicians. 

5.2.3 - Deepening commitment to community engagement beyond Minnesota 

 The touring model embraced by the Orchestra in Cuba—with a greater focus on 

community engagement in cities and towns where they perform—has become their new normal. 

On the Orchestra’s 2016 European tour, not only did they plan a side-by-side rehearsal with a 

Finnish youth orchestra, they also built in time for Minnesota Orchestra musicians to eat lunch 

with those young musicians after the rehearsal and engage on a different level. A domestic tour 

across Indiana and Illinois in January 2018 included residencies at Indiana University and the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Then in August 2018, Smith wrapped up his tenure 

at the Minnesota Orchestra with a historic tour to South Africa.  

5.2.4 - South Africa tour (August 2018) 

 After a quick visit to London for the Orchestra’s first performance at the BBC Proms 

festival since 2010 the ensemble flew to Cape Town. They spent the next 10 days performing for 

and engaging with communities across the country—the first professional U.S. orchestra to ever 

do so. 

 In South Africa, the Orchestra took the community-centered approach they first 

discovered in Cuba to the next level. The “Music for Mandela” tour was part of the worldwide 

celebration of the centenary of the birth of Nelson Mandela. Similar to the Cuba tour, this five-

city tour of South Africa included side-by-side rehearsals and/or school visits in every city. 

There were also memorable cross-cultural artistic collaborations. In addition to performances of 

Sibelius and Beethoven for which the Orchestra is so well known, the program for this tour 
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included renowned South African soprano Goitsemang Lehoybe singing Mandela’s words in a 

brand new composition by a South African composer—commissioned for the tour.  

 For their final performance in South Africa at the Regina Mundi Roman Catholic Church 

in Soweto, the Orchestra was joined on stage by the Minnesota Chorale and the South African 

Gauteng Choristers for a series of African songs and a performance of Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony. Eager to share this powerful experience with their community back home in 

Minnesota, the Orchestra partnered with Minnesota Public Radio to broadcast the full Soweto 

concert on the air. Also helping to document the South Africa tour for Minnesotans and the 

world were a crew of photographers and reporters accompanied the Orchestra, along with Twin 

Cities-based rapper and cultural ambassador Dessa. 

5.3 - Phase 3 (September 2018 - Present) 

 In every interview, I asked whether the Minnesota Model had been stress tested—if the 

organization had experienced any particularly difficult situations when the effectiveness of the 

model was put to the test. While several people mentioned the challenging aspects of the Cuba 

and South Africa tours, there was strong consensus that the real test of the Minnesota Model is 

happening right now, with transition in the CEO role, and will continue with musician contract 

negotiations in 2020 and the departure of Osmo Vänskä in 2022.  

5.3.1 - CEO transition (September 2018) 

 In April 2018, the Minnesota Orchestra announced that Michelle Miller Burns would 

succeed Kevin Smith as president and CEO. An Iowa native and the former chief operating 

officer of the Dallas Symphony Orchestra, Miller Burns was selected in an open and 

collaborative process, inclusive of musicians, board members, and staff. She was the unanimous 



MINNESOTA MODEL  41  

favorite in an informal straw poll conducted by the hiring committee after interviewing their four 

finalists in person.  

 This in itself was significant, according to one board member. “We worked together to 

choose the next CEO and that was a great collaboration,” she told me, “The way it worked, there 

was no differentiation. No one spoke for their whole constituent group. We were very good at 

listening and looking for others’ opinions - and we had a consensus. It was the first time there’s 

been an honest consensus in the choice of CEO.” 

 From my interviews and the press coverage of the announcement, it is clear that the 

selection committee was primarily concerned with finding a leader who embraced the Minnesota 

Model and would shake things up as little as possible. Kevin Smith had helped guide the 

Orchestra to a place of financial and relational stability. In Miller Burns, the hiring committee 

felt they had found a leader whose personable and collaborative style would position the 

Orchestra to successfully address future issues and opportunities. 

 Though her first official office day on the job was September 1, 2018, Miller Burns chose 

to accompany the Orchestra on their tour of South Africa the month prior. Doing so provided her 

the best possible introduction to the Minnesota Model. Within days of returning to Minnesota, 

and still riding high from their tour, the Orchestra said farewell to president and CEO Kevin 

Smith. Some people I spoke with mentioned their anxiety concerning the transition of leadership 

to Miller Burns.  

 All were quick to clarify that this concern had nothing to do with Miller Burns, 

specifically, but was rather a fear that any change that might shift the healthy but delicate culture 

for which Smith was largely responsible. “There has been a touch of anxiety that had nothing to 

do with her,” one musician noted, referring to Miller Burns, “but just the fact that our savior was 
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leaving and we just don’t know who is coming in next. We did the best we could to hire someone 

who had a similar mindset [to Smith], but you just don’t know.” 

 I also heard confidence in my interviews, with many people acknowledging that change 

and progress are inevitable and ultimately healthy for an organization. “Michelle gets to walk 

into a functioning organization, but these problems are never stagnant,” one interviewee told me, 

“She has to come up with the new plan herself and decide where she is going to take this thing.” 

Another put it this way: “Michelle and Kevin are different. Not good or bad, just different. Even 

with Michelle believing in and being committed to [the Minnesota Model], she will bring 

different history, style, and perspective. How do we work together to mold that? I recognize that 

it’s an evolving thing and will take different shapes.” 

 Miller Burns seems to embrace this attitude of progress and forward movement. From her 

perspective, the organization is now well-positioned to shift focus away from interpersonal 

issues that have largely been resolved and spend more time and energy charting a course for the 

future of the Orchestra. 

Kevin was brought in to help heal the organization and advance it in a positive direction, 

and the Board could have not found a better person to do that important work. The 

Orchestra has reached a new stage now, though, where we are ready to outline a vision 

for our forward trajectory.  The question is: “Now that we are all together again, where 

are we going?” as opposed to, “We’re all trying to get together.”  That is what I feel like 

my role and purpose is. To activate the Minnesota Model – to listen at the table and hear 

what everyone is saying – to develop a collaborative vision forward that is informed by 

what is happening in the orchestra world, in our community, and in our organization. 
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 However, a few potential hazards already threaten to block this unified path forward that 

Miller Burns envisions for the Orchestra. The most notable of these hazards are the expiration of 

the musician contract in 2020 and the departure of Osmo Vänskä as Music Director in 2022.   

5.3.2 - Musician contract negotiations (current contract expires September 2020) and 

search for new Music Director (Vänskä to leave following 2021-22 season) 

 The current musician contract, ratified 20 months before it went into effect in February 

2017, was negotiated under unique circumstances. Organizational wounds from the Lockout 

were still fresh and there was a willingness to avoid drama at practically any cost. One staff 

member acknowledged that those negotiations were a critical symbolic achievement at the time, 

showing that the Orchestra was not going to “revert to old postures.” She also referred to those 

negotiations as a “complete anomaly” and questioned whether they could ever be replicated 

under different circumstances.  

 Several board members also spoke about the upcoming contract negotiations with 

apprehension. Though they expressed hope that the cultural changes at the Orchestra will help 

the organization avoid the type of disagreements that led to the Lockout, they admitted that the 

newfound sense of trust and unity can only accomplish so much in the face of significant 

financial challenges that persist at the Orchestra.  

 All three stakeholder groups mentioned the potential for financial challenges to disrupt 

the peace that the Minnesota Model has brought to the organization. However, it is worth noting 

that the manner in which board members and staff talked to me about financial challenges at the 

Orchestra differed significantly from that of musicians. Finances at the Orchestra are 

complicated and the varying level of financial awareness among constituent groups was 
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noticeable in interviews. Musicians and staff spoke to me with far less specificity or anxiety on 

the subject of finances. I will explore this challenge further the Analysis section. 

 I purposefully ended each interview on a positive note, asking individuals what makes 

them hopeful for the future of the Minnesota Orchestra. I heard a variety of responses, ranging 

from the artistic caliber of the ensemble and the excitement of fresh talent arriving each year to 

the feeling of financial security and a culture of success after years of failure. However, the 

majority of interviewees told me that what makes them hopeful is the community and the 

audiences who fill Orchestra Hall. I end this section of this paper with a sampling of their 

responses. 

“The community is really engaged in what this orchestra is doing now. If we’ve got the 

community on our side, the sky’s the limit.” (Musician) 

 “We have a great staff, a great orchestra, great board, great community which proved 

that they want orchestra here.” (Staff member) 

“Through this process, the orchestra has been resurrected as a community treasure. I 

don’t think we’ve yet fully realized the benefit of that role in the community. What 

makes me hopeful is that people do understand that they have a wonderful treasure and a 

world-class organization that we can be proud of and that they can support.” (Board 

member) 

“The great connector of the music. And when it’s working at its best, it’s really 

connecting people from totally different backgrounds…There are so many things that 

happen in that concert hall that are bigger than all of musicians and staff and board.” 

(Staff member) 
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 “I think the community has also learned not to take [the Orchestra] for granted. Because 

of that, people are really going to make the effort to keep this going long after I’m here.” 

(Staff member) 

“There is a sense of excitement in [Orchestra Hall] that didn’t use to be there…More 

things happening and more energy and excitement. Ultimately that’s what you need to 

succeed.” (Staff member) 

“The excitement of our concerts is palpable. You feel it. The audience loves it and we 

love them.” (Musician) 

5.4 - Illustrative Stories 

 Two particular stories came up in many of my interviews. I feel that both of these stories 

serve as exemplars of the Minnesota Model, demonstrating the key themes of the Model that I 

will explore in the Analysis section of this paper. The following examination of both stories not 

only sets up the Analysis, but also has the potential to serve the Orchestra in the same manner 

that the Hoist Story, as described by Briody et al., served the General Motors plant in the 

previously mentioned case study in the Literature Review. These stories can be used to introduce 

newcomers to the Minnesota Model and to reinforce the Model for others in the organization as 

they head into times of transition and uncertainty. 

5.4.1 - Cuba Tour Story (2014) 

 The Orchestra’s 2014 tour to Cuba was recounted to me more frequently than any other 

story as interviewees described to me the Minnesota Model. Over the years, the story has 

apparently taken on an almost mythical quality for those who took part. No single experience 

since the Lockout has been more unifying or transformative for the Minnesota Orchestra, if not 

in reality than certainly in the memory of Orchestra leaders I interviewed. The experience of 
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coming together to pull off what many described as an amazing feat of planning epitomizes the 

Minnesota Model and represented an important milestone in the Orchestra’s journey of 

reconciliation. Everyone realized what was possible when all sides looked past their differences 

and worked together toward a shared goal.  

 In order to ensure that their experience in Cuba was not an anomaly, Orchestra leaders 

considered the aspects of the tour that made it extraordinary and then adopted both formal and 

informal policies to retain those practices. As I mentioned previously, musicians made numerous 

exceptions to their contractual rules in planning the Cuba tour. What I did not mention is how big 

of a deal that was. Union musicians in Minnesota and across the country typically hold tightly to 

every little rule in their contracts. The reasons goes back decades to a time when working 

conditions were very poor for orchestra musicians.  

 I suspect that another reason is power. I will explore this more in my Analysis, but 

Minnesota Orchestra musicians held very little decision-making power before the Lockout. I got 

the impression from musicians I spoke with that their contractual gains concerning work rules 

had been hard-fought and they worried what message it would send if they showed any leniency 

with those rules. This attitude changed with Cuba. They agreed to break contractual work rules 

for this tour with the understanding that their flexibility in this instance would not set a 

precedent. They trusted management not to come back with similar requests on a frequent basis. 

This practice of contract work rule flexibility worked so well in planning for Cuba, that it was 

written into the musician contract (see Figure 4) and became an important aspect of the 

Minnesota Model. 
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Figure 4 - Work Rule Flexibility in Musician Contract 

The parties each agree to remain receptive to mid-contract requests to work “outside the 
contract.”  Such requests are to be reasonably made and shall not be unreasonably 
refused.  However, working outside of the contract may only occur through mutual assent and 
any such assent shall be non-precedent setting. (Excerpted from musician contract ratified in 
May 2015) 

 

 Another part of the Cuba tour that became standard practice at the Orchestra is the way 

musicians engaged with the communities they visited. The United States had only begun 

warming diplomatic relations with Cuba and easing travel restrictions between the countries, 

when the Orchestra began planning their tour. Because of this, they were required by the U.S. 

State Department to arrange activities with local musicians and schoolchildren in each of their 

destinations.  

 These activities in many ways mimicked those they engage in their home state. A brass 

quintet performed for a classroom full of young children, each of them introducing his or her 

instrument in humorous ways and then playing fun, rhythmic snippets of music together. A 

Cuban youth orchestra rehearsed on stage with the Minnesota Orchestra, with Osmo Vänskä on 

the conductor’s podium and the local young musicians seated amongst the professionals from 

Minnesota. The template for this community engagement looked very familiar. I understand that 

the difference in Cuba had more to do with the intention behind each activity. Whereas 

community engagement in Minnesota often means Orchestra musicians offering their time, 

talent, and expertise as a gift to the community to engender goodwill, engagement in Cuba was 

more of a cultural exchange. There was an element of reciprocity in some of the activities. 

 One staff member told me that when they were planning a side-by-side rehearsal with 

leaders of a Cuban youth orchestra, the Minnesota Orchestra staff asked if there was a Cuban 
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piece of music that the groups could rehearse together, “where the students could be experts!” 

Apparently, some of the Minnesota Orchestra musicians struggled with rhythmic passages in the 

piece they chose, so they ended up learning from the young Cuban musicians.  

 Several of those I interviewed described the Minnesota Model as a feeling of “all of us 

together” as opposed to “us versus them.” In Cuba, this feeling was more literal than symbolic 

for everyone on the tour. Due to the unique circumstances of traveling to and throughout Cuba, 

musicians, board members, major donors, and staff were all together for much of the tour. They 

were all on the same flights, stayed in the same hotels, shared many of their meals, and took part 

in cultural experiences. This was entirely different from previous tours and had a distinct impact. 

“The Orchestra has always been a welcoming group among the musicians,” one staff member 

shared, “In Cuba, that was extended to board members too. Saying hello and having meals 

together and getting to know each other as people.” 

 The visibility of the Cuba tour was part of its undeniable success. Reporters and 

photographers joined the Orchestra in Cuba and the musicians and board members salsa dancing 

with each other in a Cuban plaza helped create this narrative of unity and resilience. As one staff 

member described the tour, “It became the poster child for what we can do if we all work 

together and we’re all on the same page and working toward the same goal. It felt really good to 

stop being so internal and to focus on a bigger purpose again.” 

 The second illustrative story that emerged from my interviews was far less visible and 

likely will not live on in the institutional memory of the Orchestra in the same way as the Cuba 

story. However, the Minnesota Model is about more than just big, public demonstrations of 

collaboration. In fact, organizational culture change is largely invisible to those outside the 



MINNESOTA MODEL  49  

organization. What makes the Minnesota Model so effective is its usefulness in situations of all 

sizes.  

5.4.1 - Star Wars Story (2018) 

 On nights when the Minnesota Orchestra is not performing, Orchestra Hall in downtown 

Minneapolis is frequently home to a variety of other events, both classical and non-classical, that 

bring in additional revenue for the organization. This includes rentals by outside organizations as 

well as concerts promoted by the Orchestra as part of their season. In the fall of 2018, one of 

these concerts was cancelled after the season was underway, leaving a hole in the schedule and 

in the Orchestra’s budget.  

 In their search for a replacement concert, administrative staff decided the most lucrative 

option would be to add a performance of “Star Wars: A New Hope” by the Orchestra, in which 

the movie would be shown on a screen above the Orchestra while they perform the score live. 

These movie performances have become very popular with audiences and I was told the four 

originally-scheduled performances of “Star Wars: A New Hope” in the Minnesota Orchestra’s 

2018-19 season were nearly sold out at the time of this concert cancellation. Staff saw an 

opportunity to sell out another night at the Hall by filling that slot with a fifth “Star Wars” 

performance. However, the change was not permitted by the musician contract.  

 There is a provision in the musician contract that stipulates the Orchestra cannot perform 

two concerts in a single day if one of those concerts exceeds two hours. “Star Wars: A New 

Hope” is 2 hours and 26 minutes long, and the Orchestra was already scheduled to perform 

another concert earlier in the day. Adding the performance required staff to request a one-time 

exception to this work rule—the kind described in the previous section. The eventual approval of 

this request by musicians is a wonderful example of the Minnesota Model.  
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 The process started with the Minnesota Orchestra Musician’s Committee (MOMC), one 

of two permanent musician committees, which primary works with senior management on issues 

related the musician contracts. In this case, there were many factors to consider with adding a 

Star Wars concert. The added concert would take place in January, which was already “a 

hellacious month,” as one musician described it. The performance would take place between an 

intensive American music marathon and the weeklong Composers Institute.  

 Before bringing the request to musicians for a vote, MOMC worked with staff to 

determine if it would even be feasible. I was told they looked closely at the music scores to see 

how much playing there was in each part and determine how taxing it would be for players. The 

committee asked if there was anything that could be done to ensure no other playing obligations 

were added to the schedule around the same time. Staff told me they actually were considering 

adding a performance in that time frame but decided the revenue would be higher with Star 

Wars.  

 For MOMC, it came down to whether this added performance was serving the mission of 

the Orchestra. “We’re adding a pops concert when we’re dead already,” one musician recounted 

the questions they were asking themselves, “Are we really serving our mission if we’re tiring 

ourselves out?” There were many conversations among musicians and the issue was brought to a 

meeting of the liaison committee.  

 The musicians voted “overwhelmingly” approved the additional performance in a vote 

that reflected essence of the Minnesota Model.  As one described it to me, “It was very much a 

vote based on pros and cons not an ‘us versus them’ mentality. Ultimately, we felt it was in the 

best interest on the organization to have this [performance] and the vote was in favor. Another 

92,000 dollars in revenue is better for everybody. Development doesn’t have to go out and raise 
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that money and we’ve allowed that many more people in the Hall to hear the Orchestra. It 

generates good will in the organization. The board feels we’ve scratched their back a little bit 

and so they’ll scratch ours.” 

 That mutual backscratching is exactly what has happened. A staff member told me about 

changes they are making to the next recording session so it is less taxing for Orchestra 

musicians. The last one was exhausting for them and, even though the schedule was 

contractually allowable, they want it to be a better experience for musicians in the future. 

 The approval vote by musicians was seen as a triumph for the Minnesota Model, as was 

the process of staff and MOMC working together and leading discussions prior to the vote. 

“Before, we would have never gotten to that point,” a staff member reflected, “Before, it would 

have been the staff’s problem. Now [the musicians] see it as shared.” They attributed the change 

to the Lockout, when musicians were selling tickets and fundraising for their own concerts. 

Having learned how hard that work is, they became more willing to offer support and help solve 

problems that arise.  

 A musician told me something very similar, “In the past there would have been a lot of 

resistance to doing this because of a feeling that we weren’t being taken seriously…The 

symbolism would have looked wrong. ‘How can we do this when they’re saying no to so many 

things?’ It would have been an ‘us versus them’ discussion.” A different musician used the same 

phrase when telling the story, “This wouldn’t happen in another orchestra where there’s much 

more of an ‘us versus them’ mentality. At this point in time it’s just all of us together trying to 

figure out how to make it work.” 

 While it was not the case in this particular instance, outside influence occasionally 

threatens the Orchestra’s new collaborative approach. The most powerful outside voice, in terms 



MINNESOTA MODEL  52  

of their legal ability to affect Orchestra decisions, is the national musicians union—the American 

Federation of Musicians. Even if Minnesota Orchestra musicians are willing to make exceptions 

to certain rules, the national union has their own agenda and the power to intervene if they 

choose. Musicians have an “allegiance,” as one staff member put it, to the national union that 

goes deeper than their commitment to the Orchestra.  

 In keeping with the collaborative spirit of the Minnesota Model, musicians and staff have 

successfully navigated situations where they both want to pursue a project for which the national 

union would likely disapprove. They will write a joint letter describing the project and its 

importance. Signed by the general manager and the head of the musicians committee, these 

letters often receive a positive response from the national union. A staff member told me this is a 

big shift in mindset for them. Instead of trying to fight with musicians for standing with the 

national union on something, they accept that relationship and work within it.   

6 - ANALYSIS 

 The analysis section of this paper begins with an exploration of the four key themes that 

emerged from my interviews. It continues with an introduction to several promising practices 

within the Minnesota Model that I believe are replicable in other organizations, and then 

concludes with an examination of several challenges presented by the Model.  

6.1 - Key Themes 

 Key themes of the Minnesota Model—trust, collaboration, abundance mindset, and 

community—became apparent after the first few interviews. While all 17 interviewees brought a 

unique perspective and their responses were far from repetitive, the same key themes came up in 

every interview. My understanding of these themes became clearer and richer every time I spoke 

with someone new.  This section also builds on the narrative I laid out in my findings. The four 
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key themes—trust, collaboration, abundance mindset, and community— provide the connecting 

tissue across all of the events and activities described above. Exploring these themes reveals the 

cumulative significance of all that has occurred at the Minnesota Orchestra since the Lockout. 

6.1.1 - Trust 

 The first two themes of trust and collaboration are challenging to discuss independent of 

each other. It is apparent they are both equally important to the success of the Minnesota Model, 

evidenced in their frequency of use by interviewees. Often the arguments I make for one theme 

could have easily been used to describe the other. In distinguishing between trust and 

collaboration for myself, I define trust as the emotion or feeling that encourage the actions of 

collaboration, which in turn strengthen the feelings of trust. 

 I learned that neither existed to any degree following the Lockout. Both collaboration and 

trust are relationship-based. They rely on the type of interpersonal connections that had all but 

disappeared at the Minnesota Orchestra in the years leading up to and during the Lockout. 

Reestablishing those connections and repairing relationships took time and intentionality. I found 

several different elements that contribute to the feeling of trust that now exists between the key 

constituent groups. 

 At the Orchestra, people are talking to each other more than they have in a long time. Not 

only do they have permission to do so again—yes, I was told that board members were instructed 

not to speak with musicians during the Lockout. They are now given ample opportunities to do 

so—both formally, with more committee meetings and email correspondence, and also 

informally, after concerts and at frequent social gatherings.  

 Trust-building communication, however, goes well beyond frequency of conversation. It 

requires active listening from all parties, and a willingness to thoughtfully consider the ideas of 
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others. This demonstrates a necessary level of respect. Another important component to effective 

communication in the Minnesota Model is a sufficient explanation of why and how decisions are 

made. This means that, while musicians do not expect that every one of their ideas or suggestions 

will be implemented, board and staff members will honestly consider them and provide an 

explanation when they choose to go in a different direction.   

 Healthy communication not only contributes to a collaborative work environment. I 

found that it also nurtures empathy and unity at the Orchestra. It shifts not just how musicians, 

staff, and board members work together as colleagues, but also how they understand and relate to 

one another as people.  

 Increased trust at the Minnesota Orchestra has also led to greater flexibility in decision-

making. The type of flexibility we saw in the Cuba and Star Wars stories is rare in the Orchestra 

world and, for that matter, in many unionized work environments where flexibility is almost 

counter-cultural. Without debating the merits of the unions, it is still safe to say that politics are 

almost inevitable when working with them.  

 Trust does not eliminate these politics at the Orchestra, but enables all parties involved to 

work more flexibly around the politics. The sense of shared purpose they have developed has 

also aided this flexibility. Without buy-in from everyone on the course they have charted 

together, I cannot imagine hearing union musicians talk of throwing out rules in the way I did.   

 Another angle from which to consider trust is in the intentions that underlie interactions 

at the Orchestra. This was a significant barrier to organizational collaboration pre-Lockout, when 

musicians worried that any level of flexibility with their contract could be detrimental in the next 

contract negotiation. By assuming best intent in any given conversation with another constituent 

group, the Orchestra can more effectively problem-solve and innovate.  
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 While I believe time and positive reinforcement did help people across the Orchestra to 

assume best intent, a certain amount of contrition from all sides was also critical. The Liaison 

Committee made this possible by creating a safe environment for musicians and board members 

to own up to their respective actions and accept some level of responsibility for the Lockout. 

6.1.2 - Collaboration 

 As I mentioned in the Findings, the collaborative core of the Minnesota Model developed 

out of necessity in the immediate aftermath of the Lockout. The Orchestra had to plan a season 

of concerts in a short period during the early months of 2012, which required substantial input 

and leadership from musicians. The success of this approach led to increased collaboration 

elsewhere in the organization and, eventually, development of the Minnesota Model. 

 The following quote from a staff member introduces this section of the paper adeptly. 

When asked to define the Minnesota Model, this was their response: “It is a collaborative 

approach to governance that really involves all of the constituent parties—musicians, board, 

management—in all major decisions…Trying to bring everyone to the table with the idea that if 

you have a seat at the table and have been part of decision-making, then you are more invested, 

you give more, and everybody benefits.”  

 What I like most about this definition is its apparent simplicity. After all, the 

collaborative actions described in this section are not objectively complex. I understand the 

source of complication to be underlying emotions. Having largely addressed the emotional 

aspect in the preceding section, my exploration of collaboration in the Minnesota Model focuses 

on a new balance of power at the Orchestra and sense of shared ownership. 

 The above-mentioned concept of having a seat at the table was important to fixing a 

power imbalance at the Orchestra but it is insufficient in and of itself. Yes, musicians now 



MINNESOTA MODEL  56  

participate in more committees and are invited to more administrative meetings than before the 

Lockout, but the true shift in power has to do with having a voice in the decisions being made. It 

is not enough to just invite ideas and feedback by musicians if that input is merely symbolic.  

 By taking their ideas seriously and implementing some of them, decision-makers at the 

Orchestra have empowered musicians. Furthermore, when they see the positive results of their 

contributions, musicians are given an increased sense of ownership across the organization.   

Having been given a say in a wider array of Orchestra decisions, musicians are now invested on 

a different level in the overall success of the organization. The feeling among musicians of ‘that 

is there job and this is mine’ has been replaced with one of ‘we are all in this together and we 

have to help each other’. They feel responsible for more than just music-making.  

 Based on my interviews, I believe this shared ownership impacts more than just 

musicians’ willingness to contribute time and energy connecting with audience members and 

volunteering on committees. It also impacts the way in which they use their stronger voice in the 

organization. They no longer make decisions based solely on principle or what best serves their 

unique interests. They now see the bigger picture because they have been invited into it. 

 The story of the added Star Wars performance is a useful example of this. Musicians may 

have been apprehensive to add another ‘pops’ concert to the season. There is always concern 

with the balance of classical and pops concerts. However, by understanding that financial 

success for the organization ultimately means financial success for musicians and their priorities, 

they made a decision that was best for the organization.  

 I believe that collaboration on this level only works when there is a commitment from 

everyone in the organization. That commitment cannot be mandated or bought by leadership, but 
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must be earned incrementally through personal connections and trust-building at all levels. That 

is part of what makes the Minnesota Model so special and therefore challenging to replicate. 

6.1.3 - Abundance Mindset 

 Under the leadership of Henson, the Orchestra functioned with a scarcity mindset. This is 

understandable, given that he assumed the role of president and CEO in February 2008 as 

Minnesotans were just beginning to feel the effects of the Great Recession. Add to that the fact 

that the Orchestra had just eight months earlier ratified a five-year musician contract under pre-

recession financial models. One could argue Henson had little choice but to adopt a scarcity 

mentality in his leadership of the Orchestra. Regardless, as I heard in interviews, this approach 

deteriorated self-confidence among board and staff leadership. One staff member even used the 

word “loser” to describe how the organization felt about itself at the time. 

 My research leads me to believe that this scarcity mentality is largely to blame for the 

Lockout. Henson and board leadership at the time were convinced that the Twin Cities could no 

longer support the Orchestra at its 2012 budget size. This was their argument in defense of the 

salary proposed cuts in management’s initial contract proposal. Their approach was that of a 

zero-sum game. Coming out of the Lockout, and under new leadership, the board changed their 

tune. It had become clear that cutting their way to financial success was a strategy that neither 

musicians nor the community was willing to accept.  

 It is not coincidental that a new abundance mentality started to emerge at the Orchestra 

around the time that Michael Kaiser came to speak to staff, board, and musicians in fall of 2014. 

Now a prolific writer and speaker following decades of leading organizations such as the 

American Ballet Theatre and the Royal Opera House in London, Kaiser preaches an approach 

leadership that focuses on bold artistic projects and ambitious marketing and fundraising efforts 
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around those ideas. Smith clearly embraced this approach as the Orchestra transitioned, in the 

words of one staff member, from “an era of NO to an era of YES.”  

 By investing not only in big ideas like the Cuba Tour and a new project to record all of 

the symphonies of Gustav Mahler, but also smaller ideas like enhancing the audience experience 

in the Orchestra Hall lobby, the Orchestra now projects an image of growth and success. From 

my interviews, it is clear that this abundance mindset encourages everyone to give their best. I 

have already described the many ways that musicians, staff, and board members have increased 

their engagement and investment under the Minnesota Model.  

 In addition, Orchestra donors, sponsors and audiences appear to have also been inspired 

by the new spirit of abundance, filling Orchestra Hall and contributing financially in increasing 

number. “Everybody feels like we’re part of a winning team,” one board member told me.  

 Again, it is worth noting that the state of the national economy plays an important role in 

the financial mindset at the Orchestra. It is easier for Orchestra leaders to take risks with big new 

endeavors when the economy is growing, as it has steadily done over the past decade. Henson 

and the board leadership during his tenure were making decisions under much different 

circumstances. I am not in a position to say whether an abundance mindset would have been 

feasible during this time, or how that mentality might have changed events that led to the 

Lockout. However, I do feel that the Orchestra is in a better position now to navigate the next 

substantial economic recession thanks to their abundance mindset. 

6.1.4 - Community 

 The final theme I found at the heart of the Minnesota Model is community. Here I am 

referring to the external community that has received renewed focus from the Orchestra since the 

Lockout. As shown in my findings, musicians learned during Lockout just how much they are 
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loved and valued by audiences and supporters who filled social media with posts of outrage and 

encouragement for musicians, attended the concerts that musicians organized independently, and 

even formed advocacy groups to organize and push for a fair settlement to the Lockout.  

 The feeling among musicians at that time, that community was critical to their survival as 

an ensemble, remains as strong as it was then and continues to influence their actions. Musicians 

told me they appreciate their audiences more than before, an appreciation that is reciprocal and 

reinforcing. The more audiences show up to concerts and fill the Hall with their energy and 

enthusiasm, the better musicians play and the more they are willing to connect personally with 

audiences in the lobby before and after concerts. These personal connections make all the 

difference, breaking down the fourth wall engendering loyalty and support among audiences. 

 Deepening their connection to existing audiences is just one part of this commitment to 

community. The Orchestra has also doubled-down on their efforts to engage new and more 

diverse audiences. This is a challenge facing many arts organizations long patronized by 

wealthy, white communities. My interviews suggest the Orchestra is tackling this challenge in 

much the same way they are other challenges, with collaboration and trust.  

 A committee formed to address equity, diversity, and inclusion has become an official 

board committee and includes representatives from all three constituent groups. This committee 

has been actively engaging arts leaders from community and musical genres that are typically 

underrepresented in Orchestra Hall. The resulting collaborations, such as the weeklong Common 

Chords residency in North Minneapolis in January 2019 and the October 2017 “Send Me Hope” 

concert with several local African American church choirs, show that the Orchestra is listening 

on some level and responding to the needs articulated by their broader community.  
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 The Orchestra has begun this work in earnest, and has a long way to go. However, the 

way people spoke about the challenge of equity, diversity, and inclusion in interviews gave me 

confidence that everyone is equally committed to addressing it together. Before the Lockout, as 

with many organizational challenges, musicians told me they would have seen this as someone 

else’s problem to deal with. Now they are equally invested in finding solutions.  

 The centrality of community is also apparent in the new approach to touring outlined in 

my Findings. It is clear that the Orchestra now has an expanded view of community that includes 

not only Minnesotans but also the people living and working wherever they perform—whether 

that be Indiana, London, or Johannesburg. With their commitment to engaging these 

communities through various activities, the Orchestra has been able to replicate the same sense 

of connection and enthusiasm that so enhances the concert experience in Minneapolis. 

6.2 - Promising Practices 

 The question of whether the Minnesota Model can be replicated in other orchestras or 

performing arts organizations elicited a wide variety of responses in my interviews. Some people 

had no doubts that the Model could and would become more common in the orchestra world. 

Others explained that change on the level the Minnesota Orchestra has experienced since the 

Lockout is too hard for people to accept without some kind of “existential crisis” or “profound 

experience.”  

 I tend to agree more with the latter opinion when looking at the Minnesota Model in its 

entirety. I struggle to imagine any relatively stable organization embracing cultural change to the 

degree that the Orchestra has post-Lockout without some kind of profound shared experience. 

However, I do think there are aspects of the Minnesota Model that can be replicated by any 
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organization to encourage incremental change. I introduced each of these promising practices in 

the Findings section, but will now explain them with more specificity.  

6.2.1 - Liaison Committee 

 From my perspective, one of the simplest and most effective new practices under the 

Minnesota Model has been the liaison committee. It is essentially a regular gathering of five 

musicians, five board members, and the president & CEO where topics of mutual interest or 

concern are discussed. By simple, I mean that any organization can replicate this basic 

framework, not that it easy. On the contrary, the dialogue that takes place in liaison committee 

meetings can sometimes be tense and emotional. This kind of dialogue requires humility and a 

willingness to accept criticism.  

 From what I heard, the liaison committee has been very successful. This group is where 

much of the organization-wide conflict resolution first began after the Lockout and it remains the 

first place where tough decisions are hashed out, as I described in the Star Wars story. I believe 

the reasons for this success include the topics discussed, the individuals chosen to serve on the 

committee, the location of their meetings, and the fact that they have no decision-making 

authority. 

 As far as I can tell, no topic is off limits at liaison committee meetings, meaning this 

group tackles some very controversial issues where there is strong disagreement among 

committee members. Discussion around the Lockout was the focus of many meetings. I was told 

that a more recent meeting included a board member asking “Can someone explain to me what 

the word ‘classical’ means?” in the context of a discussion on the oft-debated balance of classical 

and pops concerts. What an incredible question because it is not as black-and-white as one might 
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think, and it presents an angle from which to approach the conversation about how much pops 

programming is too much. Where else could this kind of dialogue take place? 

 You also have to have the right people in the room for this practice to be successful. I 

was told the committee co-chairs (one board member and one musician) intentionally chose 

members who wouldn’t shy away from conflict but would ask hard questions and lean into the 

discomfort of tense discussions. The committee has been successful because its members are also 

respected leaders among their peers. When they report back to their constituent groups after 

meetings and share key takeaways, people listen to them and believe them.  

 Surprisingly, I learned the setting of these meetings is also critical. By meeting in 

someone’s home with glasses of wine in hand, the committee sets a different tone for their 

discussions than if they were in a more formal environment. Sterile conference rooms can be 

good for convenience and productivity but are not conducive to long, hard heart-to-heart 

conversations. Conference rooms also shift the power dynamic as they can feel like the ‘home 

turf’ of board members, much the same way the stage at Orchestra Hall would feel for musicians. 

A living room is a more neutral location. 

 On the topic of power, the liaison committee actually has none formally. It is an official 

board committee but meetings have no formal agenda and the members have no decision-making 

authority. Unencumbered in this way, the committee actually has more power in my opinion. 

Without the burden of having to find consensus or being on the record as voting one way or the 

other on an issue frees committee members to dig deeper and enjoy the benefits of dialogue for 

dialogue’s sake. However, the committee can only enjoy the benefits of dialogue when members 

understand the importance of their discussions and commit themselves to doing something with 

the information they learn. 
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6.2.2 - Contractual Work Rule Flexibility 

 As discussed in the story of the Cuba tour, the Orchestra now has a policy wherein an 

exception can be made to a work rule in the musician contract as long as everyone involved 

agrees to it. My findings showed that without the policy, many of the exciting endeavors of the 

Orchestra in recent years would likely not have been possible. While the policy was the result of 

heightened levels of trust, I believe it could be successful in other organizations even in the 

absence of trust. If anything, it might be used as a tool to help build more trust. 

 An essential part of the work rule flexibility is that exception made to the contract does 

not, and cannot as part of the policy, set precedent. Take for example the Star Wars story. 

Musicians could confidently agree to add this performance because they knew that management 

would not turn around and make a similar request a month later arguing, “You said yes before. 

How is this any different?”  

 Smith, who helped develop this policy, knew it would be most effective if written 

officially into the musician contract. Looking back at Figure 4, you will see the exact language 

they used to incorporate work rule flexibility into the contract negotiated in 2014. While this 

language wisely leaves room for interpretation—requests have to be “reasonably made” and 

cannot be “unreasonably refused”—it is also straightforward and clear. The kind of language any 

organization could borrow for their own purposes. Speaking to its benefits, one staff member 

told me that work rule flexibility at the Orchestra “gives everyone the freedom to think outside 

the box.” 

6.2.3 - Culture Change Champions 

 The final promising practice I want to recommend is a little less formal. While the 

Orchestra does not use the term “culture change champions,” it describes a very real 
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phenomenon that I heard in my interviews. Central to nearly every story I was told was a key 

individual—or two or three—who led the charge. Some, like Smith and Sprenger and Wright, 

had titles that gave them certain authority. However, in my observation, a title was not required 

to be a culture change champion at the Orchestra, nor did having one make you such.  

 The individuals who I viewed as culture change champions had two important 

characteristics. They believed in the Minnesota Model and truly wanted to work across the 

Orchestra to make a better organization. They also had a certain credibility among their peers to 

successfully convince them to get behind the Model. 

 Tony Ross is a perfect example of a culture change champion. The Orchestra’s principal 

cellist for nearly three decades, Ross is not only a leader on stage but also a vocal advocate for 

musicians offstage and frequent critic of board and staff decisions. He was also a member of the 

negotiating committee during the Lockout. There is no question that Ross has the respect of his 

musician peers. So when he advocates for something or puts his name behind an idea, his voice 

has power to sway opinions. 

 The Minnesota Model demonstrates that successful culture change is best accomplished 

with a grassroots approach. It has benefited from formal documents and official leaders, but it is 

far from a formal process or system drafted in a series of meetings. I learned that the Model is a 

living, changing experiment, led by people of all kinds who were determined to change their 

organization for the better. Any organization can find these people and empower them to lead 

culture change. 
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6.3 - Challenges 

 My analysis of the Minnesota Model would be incomplete without a brief exploration of 

the current challenges facing the Orchestra, as shared with me in interviews. These include 

challenges that are a direct result of the Model and those that threaten its longterm success. 

6.3.1 - Efficiency and burnout 

 The most frequently mentioned drawback of the Minnesota Model is efficiency. Simply 

put, it takes a lot more time to accomplish certain tasks at the Orchestra than it did before the 

Lockout. Collaboration on the level the Minnesota Orchestra has embraced requires more people 

involved in decision-making, more meetings, and more email exchanges. Inefficiency is an 

undeniable challenge of the Model. Is it a problem, though? Should efficiency be a measure of 

success? That depends who you ask. 

 My research showed that the increased volume and frequency of meetings at the 

Orchestra was a critical component in restoring trust after the Lockout and developing healthy 

working relationships across the primary constituent groups of musicians, staff, and board 

members. Having more perspectives in a particular issue and a diversity of opinions on projects 

improved quality and buy-in. Everyone was willing to accept inefficiency in order to revive the 

Orchestra after what they saw as a near-death experience. Besides, if you consider all that was 

lost during the Lockout as the result of increased efficiency, I argue that inefficiency can be a 

good thing. 

 On the other hand, there is also a real cost of inefficiency, namely burnout. Musicians and 

board members told me repeatedly that they were happy to devote their time and energy in a 

leadership position, but they were also relieved when their term was over. One even ended his 
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term early. This collaborative work takes its toll and there is genuine concern, not to mention real 

evidence, that people are burning themselves out.  

 Term limits on musicians and board committees can help avoid this, but presents its own 

challenges. For example, there is constant turnover among musicians serving on the artistic 

advisory committee because of their two-year terms. Each year, the committee has to bring new 

members up to speed, figure out how they will work together, and reestablish their priorities. 

This costs valuable time. 

 Another approach to alleviating the challenge of efficiency and the threat of burnout is 

clarifying the purpose and goals of committees. There is evidence at the Orchestra of the classic 

problem of ‘meeting for meetings’ sake’. Some committees no longer need to meet as frequently 

as they did following the Lockout, but they either haven’t reconsidered that frequency or they 

worry they might slip back into old habits by meeting less frequently.  

 While there is certainly a community-building aspect of committee work, there are also 

other venues for that at the Orchestra. By adding more structure and establishing specific goals 

and objectives, such as the annual committee work plans suggested to me by a staff member, 

committees can better determine how many meetings are really needed to accomplish their 

desired outcomes. I believe this could also help the Orchestra measure the success of 

collaboration, a difficult undertaking but necessary in order to counter the inefficiency argument. 

At the end of the day, there is a shared belief that the Orchestra can streamline its collaborative 

processes without sacrificing the benefits they bring. 

6.3.2 - Fully embracing the Model across all organizational functions 

 The Minnesota Model has changed the way in which decisions are made in most areas of 

the Orchestra. However, the Model’s intensely collaborative, trust-centered approach to 
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decision-making has yet to be fully embraced across all organizational functions. My research 

points to two areas, in particular, where one constituent group is noticeably absent: artistic 

planning and financial management. 

 Staff have successfully adjusted their artistic planning processes to be more inclusive of 

musicians. As far as I understand, board members still have little say in artistic decisions. 

Conversely, musicians have kept their distance from the financial management of the Orchestra, 

leaving those decisions to the board and staff leadership. These excluded constituent groups are 

not clamoring for a voice in said processes. My understanding is that, in at least one case, 

invitations to become more formally involved were declined.  

 Some argued that this separation of responsibility is healthy and effective. I agree with 

others who questioned whether the Orchestra could claim to have a collaborative model if two 

such critical organizational functions continue to largely exclude one constituent group. This 

challenge is exacerbated by the final challenge I will explore. 

6.3.3 - Disagreement over deficits 

 My findings reveal a fundamental and problematic disagreement at the Orchestra over 

what constitutes a financial deficit. The phrase “structural deficit” is especially controversial, as I 

will explain shortly. The detachment of musicians from financial decision making, as described 

in the previous section, contributes to this disagreement. Some feel that the current arrangement 

is working well, with musicians receiving periodic financial updates and being given whatever 

information they request from board and management. One staff member noted that being too 

involved in financial matters can put musicians in an awkward position come time for contract 

negotiations. They also acknowledged that it takes courage on the part of musicians to be as 

involved as they are currently. 



MINNESOTA MODEL  68  

 Courageous or not, musicians have done themselves a disservice by maintaining a limited 

involvement in the Orchestra’s finances. At the same time, I believe board and staff have made 

their job harder by accepting the status quo in this area. It is a very delicate and difficult matter. 

Before the Lockout, I was told musicians were required to attend presentations on Orchestra 

finances given by then-CFO Bryan Ebensteiner. The tone of these presentations and their 

mandatory nature did not create a receptive audience, so I understand why board and staff are 

being cautious now. However, the current situation creates confusion.  

 The Orchestra has reported a balanced budget for the past four years, giving musicians 

the impression that the Orchestra is financially stable. Board members and staff painted a very 

different financial picture for me. They spoke of an annual budget “shortfall” in the range of five 

to seven million dollars. Donors have been making substantial philanthropic contributions to fill 

the budget gap each year—a strategy that board and staff leaders say is unsustainable.  

From my perspective, the most urgent challenge for the Orchestra is navigating a philosophical 

difference about money between its constituent groups.  

 My interviews confirmed that musicians believe that money has been and will always be 

an issue. They also believe that, at the end of the day, generous patrons will always step in and 

donate the money required to have a world-class orchestra in their city. This idea of a budget 

shortfall, or “structural deficit” as others called it, makes little sense to musicians. Many board 

members and staff, on the other hand, believe that special fundraising campaigns should not be 

required to pay the bills.  

 This disagreement, and the desire to create a “sustainable” financial model for the 

Orchestra, were among the leading causes of the Lockout and could pose a significant threat to 

the continued success of the Minnesota Model. 
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7 - DISCUSSION 

7.1 - Recommendations 

 Before concluding this paper, I offer a few recommendations that I feel would behoove 

the Orchestra to consider. My list does not include the challenges described in the previous 

section, as I believe that Orchestra leaders are already aware of those challenges and working to 

address them. I based these recommendations on my knowledge of the Minnesota Model and 

current Orchestra practices, as described to me by musicians, staff, and board members who I 

interviewed, as well as the outside research cited in my Literature Review. 

7.1.1 - Maintain focus on big ideas, but don’t forget about small gestures 

 My first recommendation for the Orchestra is to continue pursuing big artistic ideas 

without losing sight of the small, daily gestures that collectively define organizational culture. 

These big ideas, such as international tours and new community partnerships, help to energize 

everyone inside the Orchestra and provide opportunities for them to work together in new ways. 

They also excite audiences and donors, encouraging increased levels of support and engagement.  

 Big ideas can also help the Orchestra establish and maintain relevance in their 

community if the ideas are new and purposeful. There are many factors that made the South 

Africa tour effective. It was timed around a significant historical celebration. The Orchestra 

performed works that had meaning for their South African audiences and invited South African 

artists to perform with them. Some of these performances took place in unexpected but important 

venues. Finally, the Orchestra also invited everyone in Minnesota to be part of their tour in new 

ways.  

 The Orchestra does not have to look internationally to find big ideas. Other fantastic 

examples in recent years include the Orchestra performing Prince’s “Purple Rain” as halftime 
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entertainment at a Minnesota Viking’s football game in 2016 and a full week of activities in the 

incredibly diverse neighborhood of North Minneapolis as part of the Orchestra’s week-long 

Common Chords residency in 2019. Dreaming up new ideas like this, not to mention executing 

them, could potentially distract from the equally critical but seemingly inconsequential gestures 

made by organizational leaders.  

 Take for instance the quote I shared from a musician recalling the first time she 

encountered Kevin Smith backstage before a concert. The fact that he greeted her by name 

stunned and delighted her to the point of tears. Another example is the inclusion of musician 

quotes in Orchestra press releases. Whereas before the Lockout, press releases would have only 

included quotes from the music director and from the president. Small incidents of this type add 

up and affect organizational culture over time. 

 Consider the third layer of Edgar Schein’s model of organizational culture described in 

my Literature Review. The “underlying assumptions” of each person in the Orchestra represent 

the most challenging aspect of organizational culture to change. I believe that small gestures like 

remembering names or scheduling the annual holiday potluck around the rehearsal schedule of 

musicians are one way that Orchestra leaders can influence underlying assumptions and reinforce 

the Minnesota Model. 

7.1.2 - Cultivate new culture change champions  

 The Orchestra is fortunate to have many strong culture change champions who have 

successfully shepherded their peers through difficult change to a place of relative organizational 

health and stability. They willingly took on far more than their fair share of work and 

responsibility to ensure the success of the Minnesota Model, and they earned a reprieve.  
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 I recommend that Orchestra leaders look for opportunities to cultivate new culture change 

champions to carry on this important work. Look for rising talents among all constituencies who 

demonstrate potential to possess the respect of their peers, embrace organizational values and the 

Minnesota Model, and bring to the table fresh energy and ideas. For better or worse, there is 

always a natural churn of musicians, staff, and board members at the Orchestra, which presents 

an ever-changing slate of candidates. Some future culture change champions will ask for a seat at 

the table and others might require an invitation. Either way, Orchestra leaders should be on the 

lookout for them and make room for their contributions. Doing so will help prevent the burnout 

mentioned earlier or worse, possible resentment of their responsibilities and the Orchestra. 

7.1.3 - Decide together what to do with the Lockout story 

 My final recommendation is also the most critical, in my opinion. Together, the Orchestra 

must decide what they will do with the Lockout story. I heard divergent opinions on this topic in 

my interviews. Considering the strong emotions attached to the Lockout for those who were at 

the Orchestra during that time, there is great risk in not creating an organization-wide strategy 

relative to the Lockout story. I want to emphasize that this strategy should be one that is 

developed by, and therefore meets the sometimes-conflicting desires of, all three constituent 

groups. 

 In the absence of such a strategy, each constituent group is currently dealing with the 

story in very different ways. The longer this continues, I believe, the more damage it will do to 

the organization. For musicians, my research shows that the Lockout story is their chief 

motivation for embracing the Minnesota Model in the way they have. Many still live in constant 

fear that the Orchestra could return to its old ways, making another lockout possible. For that 



MINNESOTA MODEL  72  

reason, they want to ensure that every musician knows the story of the Lockout and understands 

what is at stake.  

 Their approach reminds me of the adage “those who do not learn history are doomed to 

repeat it.” As part of their annual new member orientation, veteran musicians have devoted an 

entire session to sharing the Lockout story and introducing the Minnesota Model to new 

musicians. They want to ensure that every musician understands why they are expected to go 

above and beyond and think outside the box. 

 Many staff members also fear that dedication to the Model could start slipping over time 

and that siloes could begin forming again at the Orchestra. Unlike their musician colleagues, 

these individuals are working against higher levels of turnover on staff, especially in senior 

leadership positions. New staff members are not given a crash course on the Lockout. They do 

not understand why it is so significant and some even resent the fact that they cannot get through 

a meeting without it coming up.  

 The Lockout is the reason the Minnesota Model exists. Everyone seems to agree on that. 

I was told by musicians and staff alike that the Lockout was a horrendous experience, but that 

something wonderful emerged as a result. In order for the Model to survive, some feel that the 

Lockout story needs to be kept alive in the institutional memory of the Orchestra. Others feel that 

that the organization needs to be one-hundred percent focused on the road ahead in order to 

really move forward together toward a shared vision of the future. They believe the Orchestra 

will only reach that exciting destination when they stop constantly looking in the rearview 

mirror. 

 The question is how do you acknowledge and learn from dark moments in the past 

without fixating on them at the expense of progress? In the immediate aftermath of a 
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confrontation, it is important to suppress negative emotions to some degree for the sake of 

reconciliation. While some who experienced the Lockout have been given the opportunity to 

process these emotions in venues like the liaison committee, many still live with them as was 

evidenced in interviews. The inclination to avoid resurfacing those emotions by avoiding 

mention of the Lockout is understandable, but I believe that approach is detrimental to the 

success of the Model. 

 I do not have an answer to the question above. However, I do believe there is one and that 

the Orchestra needs to find it together in the collaborative, trusting manner they have honed 

under the Minnesota Model. 

7.2 - Limitations 

 For this case study, I was fortunate enough to have access to many of the key players in 

developing the Minnesota Model. From those I interviewed, I was able to assemble a 

comprehensive and detailed narrative of the Minnesota Model and identify key themes of the 

Model that contribute to the positive functioning of the Orchestra. My major limitation was time, 

which kept me from interviewing more individuals at the Orchestra. With no exception, every 

interview taught me something new and helped me develop a fuller picture of the Minnesota 

Model.  With more time, I would have expanded my criteria for interviews and included even 

more perspectives in this paper. 

 Among the perspectives missing are that of lesser-involved individuals or less senior-

level employees who may not be as familiar with why or how changes were made as part of the 

Minnesota Model. It would be helpful to know how they feel about these changes and whether 

they are as fully-committed to the Model as the individuals I interviewed. Similarly, the 

perspective of those who came to the Orchestra after the Lockout are not represented in the 
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paper, with the exception of Miller Burns. It would be interesting to compare their responses, not 

having experienced pre-Lockout culture at the Orchestra.  

 The most noticeable absence on my roster of interviewees is Vänskä. As music director 

of the Orchestra since 2003, he offers a perspective on the Minnesota Model that is entirely 

unique, and one that I wish there had been time to include him. 

8 - CONCLUSION 

 With this case study, I sought to learn how the Minnesota Model works for the Minnesota 

Orchestra and whether it might also work for other performing arts organizations. I began by 

familiarizing myself with relevant scholarly literature on a range of topics including musician 

involvement, organizational cultural change, and the connections between collaboration and 

trust. I also situated my case study among other recent orchestra case studies to determine its 

unique contribution to the literature.  

 I continued my research, interviewing 17 individuals at the Orchestra who were 

instrumental in the development of the Minnesota Model. From those interviews, I was able to 

write the first chapter in what I hope will be the lengthy story of the Minnesota Model and 

extract several key themes that contribute to its success at the Minnesota Orchestra. I found that 

the Model is likely not replicable in its entirety, so I offered for the consideration of other 

organizations a description of several promising practices from the Model as well as significant 

challenges. 

 My reason for claiming that other organizations would likely not be able to replicate the 

Minnesota Model is that the Model represents a complete shift in organizational culture 

precipitated by a divisive and prolonged experience. Without such an experience there would 

have been little motivation for change on the level experienced. Whether the Model can be 
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replicated was perhaps the wrong question to ask. A better question might be how can the story 

of the Minnesota Model inspire other organizations to consider incremental changes for the 

improvement of workplace culture. In what ways is the Orchestra already telling the story of the 

Model and what more could they do to help their colleagues across the country? The need is 

there. 

 While writing this paper, two major American orchestras experienced work stoppages 

due to contract disagreements. In April 2019, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra ended a seven-

week musician strike, the longest in its 128-year history. At issue were musician salaries and 

pensions. The Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, facing similar financial challenges, locked 

musicians out on June 17, 2019. As of the submission of this paper on July 31, 2019, a contract 

resolution has yet to be reached.  

 These are just the two most recent examples of musician strikes or lockouts. Other 

notable examples over the past five years include the Atlanta, Fort Worth, and Pittsburgh 

Symphonies, all of which experienced work stoppages between two and three months in length. 

While recovery from these disputes no doubt looks different from one organization to the next, I 

am convinced there is relevant and important information for them all in the story of the 

Minnesota Orchestra recovery.  

 As it stands, for other orchestras who have experienced similar organizational crises there 

is much to learn from the Minnesota Model. It has the potential, as one staff member insisted, of 

being a model for all orchestras, not just those seeking to move from crisis to stability. The key 

elements of the Model together have the power to do more than just rebuild a broken 

organization. I believe this approach the Orchestra has developed for problem-solving and 
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innovating together will propel them to greater artistic success and relevancy, successfully 

navigating around potential roadblocks. 

 Those roadblocks are imposing and have long plagued the Orchestra. If there is a long-

term financial solution for the Minnesota Orchestra that in no way diminishes artistic quality, I 

believe it will come out of the Minnesota Model. Out of the trust that people have placed in each 

other and the power of genuine collaboration. Out of a determined mindset of abundance and a 

true commitment to community. When they find that solution, the Minnesota Orchestra and its 

Minnesota Model will become the gold standard for collaborative leadership in the performing 

arts world. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions for Minnesota Model Case Study 

Clayton Jelinek, Interviewer 

Note: This will be a semi‐structured interview meant to capture your unique experience and perspective. 

These questions are just a starting point. We may not get to all of them and that’s okay! Thank you in 

advance for your time and your insights. 

 

Please describe your role with the Minnesota Orchestra. Did you have a leadership role during the 

lockout or in the years since? 

What does Minnesota Orchestra mean to you – or what is its meaning in your life? 

How would you define the Minnesota Model? How have you seen it in practice? Do you have a story 

that exemplifies the Model?  

What works about the Minnesota Model – or what wasn’t working before that the Model is addressing? 

Is the Model solving organizational problems or just acting as a “Band‐Aid” for the moment? 

How does the Minnesota Model affect your work with the Minnesota Orchestra or that of your 

musician/administrative/board colleagues? 

In what ways has the Model been tested? Have there been significant stress points on it yet? 

How have you seen the Minnesota Model evolve and how do you believe it will continue to evolve? 

What particular opportunities do you see for improvement? 

The Minnesota Model evolved out of very unique circumstances. Do you believe it can be replicated in 

other orchestras or performing arts organizations? If so, what guidance would you provide? 

When was the last time you had a substantive conversation with someone representing a stakeholder 

group (musician/board/admin) other than your own and what was the setting? 

What makes you hopeful for the future of the Minnesota Orchestra? 

What other question(s) should I ask in these interviews? What else would you like to share? 
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OVERVIEW
When Minnesota Orchestra board, musicians and staff gathered in the fall of 2015 for a 
collaborative strategic planning session, a remarkable revelation occurred. The meeting facilitator 
asked each attendee to make the Orchestra’s mission statement personal: “How are you enriched 
and inspired by the Orchestra? How best can you serve the organization?” The ensuing buzz in the 
room reflected an organization that was freshly awakened to the power of its mission and newly 
energized by the possibilities that lay ahead. 

Audiences, supporters and community members feel the electricity, too. At a December performance 
of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the Ode to Joy, audiences wrote on a “Wall of Joy,” filling the walls 
with heartfelt comments about the joy and inspiration the Minnesota Orchestra and great music 
bring to them. An urgent, palpable energy is shared between Orchestra and audience week after 
week in exhilarating performances from Orchestra Hall to Carnegie Hall. 
 
It may not be surprising that an Orchestra and community that withstood a long lockout would 
come out the other side with a renewed sense of purpose and a new appreciation for the joy 
of sharing music. But over the last two years, the Minnesota Orchestra has worked hard to do 
something more—to reimagine and rebuild the Minnesota Orchestra as a new organization: one 
that is driven by a heart and soul commitment to mission, to extraordinary artistic potential, to 
the expanded role of musician leaders and to creating a dynamic two-way partnership with an 
increasingly-diverse community. This approach constitutes a unique organizational model for the 
American orchestral field, empowering every stakeholder to take ownership to ensure the joyful 
relationship between artists and audiences. We call it The Minnesota Model.
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The Minnesota Model is made of…
1. A Great Virtuoso Orchestra 
The Minnesota Orchestra plays with heart and drive, earning it the loyalty 
of Minnesota audiences and an international reputation as one of the greats. 
The New Yorker called it “furious finesse.” The Star Tribune notes that Vänskä 
and musicians “soar to new peaks night after night.” The Huffington Post 
wrote that the Minnesota musicians play with “urgency, immediacy and 
drama that never abates.” However termed, this always-striving, give-it-all 
quality is part of the Minnesota Orchestra’s unique profile, as developed by 
Music Director Osmo Vänskä. At the center of this plan, is a mandate to 
cultivate the continued artistic growth of the Orchestra, its relationship 
with Osmo Vänskä and its stature as a major international orchestra.

2. An Electric Connection to Community 
A joyful, two-way partnership between orchestra and community. The 
Orchestra’s reach is extended through innovative programming, building 
new partnerships and fostering a spirit of exchange throughout our 
culturally-diverse community, expanding Greater Minnesota engagement, 
and strengthening educational programs and access.  

3. Targeted Audience Engagement and Expansion 
A deep understanding of key audience segments is developed to identify 
opportunities to engage diverse audiences and increase overall reach through 
attendance, participation and donations.

4. An Outstanding, Integrated Organization 
The unified strength of artists, staff, board and volunteers is harnessed to serve 
our mission in the community. Governance and management structures—
board, musicians, staff and volunteers—are realigned to improve effectiveness, 
increase diversity and to strengthen collaboration and communication.

5. A Strong Financial Foundation 
A comprehensive financial plan is implemented to yield balanced operating 
budgets, build long-term assets, eliminate debt and provide a strong 
technological infrastructure.

This Strategic Plan outlines and formalizes the initiatives and collaborative 
administrative model that will define the new Minnesota Orchestra over the next 
four years, a critical period in which the Orchestra seeks to grow artistically, 
develop its audience and donor base, and establish a strong financial foundation 
upon which to position the Orchestra for growth beyond 2020.
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