
1 

	  

 

Leading Entrepreneurial Teams: Insights from Jazz 

 
 
 

Deniz Ucbasaran 
Associate Professor in Entrepreneurship 
Nottingham University Business School 

Jubilee Campus 
Wollaton Road 

Nottingham 
NG81BB 

Tel: +44 115 8466665 
Email: deniz.ucbasaran@nottingham.ac.uk  

 
Andy Lockett 

Professor of Strategy and Entrerpreneurship 
Nottingham University Business School 

Jubilee Campus 
Wollaton Road 

Nottingham 
NG81BB 

Tel: +44 115 9515268 
Email: andy.lockett@nottingham.ac.uk 

 
Michael Humphreys 

Professor of Organization Studies 
Nottingham University Business School 

Jubilee Campus 
Wollaton Road 

Nottingham 
NG81BB 

Tel: +44 115 8466973 
Email: michael.humphreys@nottingham.ac.uk 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Key Words: Entrepreneurial teams; leadership; jazz groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

	  

ABSTRACT 

Objectives 

We are seeing a growing body of literature entrepreneurial teams. Yet, despite being perhaps the most critical 
factor in the success of any team (Zaccaro et al., 2001), we have seen very limited empirical examination into 
the leadership of these teams. We seek to address this gap by examining the practices of jazz leaders and 
their groups. Jazz musicians have been described as: "diverse specialists living in a chaotic turbulent 
environment; making fast, irreversible decisions; highly interdependent on one another to interpret equivocal 
information; dedicated to innovations and the creation of novelty" (Barrett, 1998: 605). Following the tradition 
of examining the relationship between jazz and management, we propose that an empirical examination of the 
practices of jazz groups and their leaders may reveal valuable theoretical and practical insights into how best 
to lead entrepreneurial teams in dynamic environments.  

Approach  

Our research design is an inductive study based on multiple case studies. We adopt a novel approach by 
utilizing social networking sites to gain access to contemporary jazz musicians. Based on our interviews with 
twenty musicians, we selected and constructed three in-depth case studies on exemplar jazz group leaders 
(Miles Davis, Duke Ellington and Art Blakey) using both in-depth archival and field data. 

Results 

We find that all three leaders sought to maximize diversity as a means of fuelling creativity. A natural 
consequence of this, however, was dysfunctional conflict. While the leaders acknowledged that conflict was 
the price to be paid for having access to a diverse collection of talented musicians and “just got on with it”, 
they also took steps to provide a degree of task coordination. These included providing a vision or framework 
within which musicians could operate; trying to educate musicians about jazz and how to operate in a group; 
giving musicians ample opportunity to express their individuality; and sharing leadership in a variety of ways. 
In addition to team formation and team coordination activities, we identified a third area where leadership had 
a significant role; managing team turnover. Team member departures are often an inevitable consequence of 
having highly diverse teams with strong personalities and individuals wanting to become leaders themselves. 
The departure of team members is, however, not only accepted by the leaders in our study but in many cases 
is embraced as it is seen as an opportunity to inject new knowledge into the team by introducing new team 
members.  We present alternative models of leadership and their consequences. 

Implications 

We provide theoretical insights into the micro-processes of leading teams for creativity and innovation. We 
contribute to academic debates on diversity, conflict, coordination, leadership and team turnover. For practice, 
we highlight the consequences of particular leadership styles. For example, by providing more direction to 
team members, creativity and innovation may be compromised.  

Value 

We contribute to knowledge and theory on (creative) teams in dynamic environments and highlight practical 
lessons for entrepreneurial leaders and their teams.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Entrepreneurship scholars are increasingly acknowledging that entrepreneurship is often a collective activity 
carried out by an entrepreneurial team (e.g., Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990; Kamm & Schuman, 1990; 
Gartner, Shaver, Gatewood & Katz, 1994). Defined as a group of individuals involved in the creation and 
management of an entrepreneurial venture, entrepreneurial teams can favourably influence its prospects of 
receiving valuable resources and make a positive contribution to venture performance (Cooper & Daily, 1997; 
Forbes, Borchert, Zellmer-Bruhn & Sapienza, 2006). There is a growing body of work on entrepreneurial 
teams appearing in the mainstream management and entrepreneurship literatures (see Wright and Vanaelst, 
2009 for a collection).  What we find lacking in this body of work; however, is recognition of the potential 
importance of entrepreneurial team leadership and its enactment. Despite numerous calls to examine the role 
of leadership in entrepreneurship (Vecchio, 2003; Cogliser & Brigham, 2004; Antonakis & Autio, 2007) there 
has been limited theoretical and empirical work on the leadership of entrepreneurial teams.  

Team leadership represents perhaps the most critical factor in the success of any team (Zaccaro et al., 
2001). Leadership can be defined as “the process of influencing others to understand and agree what needs 
to be done and how it can be done effectively, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to 
accomplish a shared objective” (Yukl, 2002:3). Ensley et al. (2006a) argue that entrepreneurs are by definition 
leaders because entrepreneurial opportunities cannot be exploited without the facilitation of individual and 
collective efforts. They further argue that the effects of leadership will be particularly pronounced in an 
entrepreneurial setting because unlike in established organizations, there are fewer structures and norms 
surrounding appropriate behavior (Ensley et al., 2006b). As such, entrepreneurial leaders likely have greater 
discretion than managers of established organizations and thus their leadership is likely to have greater 
impact on firm outcomes. Koslowski et al. (1996) argue that despite the presence of substantial literature on 
team development and leadership separately, there is a limited body of research that provides prescriptions to 
both guide team leadership and to enhance team development. The growing body of work on entrepreneurial 
teams has tended to focus on issues surrounding team composition, internal dynamics (in particular conflict) 
and turnover (e.g., Ucbasaran, Lockett, Westhead & Wright, 2003; Chandler, Honig & Wiklund, 2005; 
Chowdhury, 2005; Forbes, Borchert, Zellmer-Bruhn & Sapienza, 2006; Foo, Sin & Yiong, 2006; Ensley, 
Pearson & Amason, 2002). Unfortunately the micro-processes associated with these issues and the role of 
leadership in these processes is largely overlooked. We know, for example, that team diversity can contribute 
positively to the generation of new ideas and creativity (e.g. Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Jackson, 1992; Pelled, 
Eisenhardt & Xin, 1999; Chowdhury, 2005). This relationship is particularly strong in uncertain environments 
such as an entrepreneurial environment, where the need to be innovative requires access to various types of 
resources and ideas (Farr et al., 2003; Mahmood & Mitchell, 2004). However, there is limited knowledge 
surrounding, how entrepreneurial leaders ensure that the team’s diverse skills combine to generate positive 
outcomes rather than dysfunctional conflict. Similarly, the literature tells us that team turnover can be a 
valuable mechanism for adapting to environmental changes by allowing the introduction of new skills and 
knowledge as well as the shedding of dysfunctional members (Wiersema & Bantel, 1993; Boeker, 1997). On 
the downside, departures may involve losing valuable skills and knowledge and new entrants may face 
integration problems. Yet, it is not clear from the literature how entrepreneurial leaders may manage their 
teams to ensure that the benefits of turnover are maximized.  

In this study we look to jazz groups to provide some of the answers to these questions. Jazz bands1 have 
to deal with these issues whilst having to be highly innovative under conditions of uncertainty. We propose 
that an empirical examination of the practices of jazz groups and their leaders may reveal valuable theoretical 
and practical insights into how best to lead entrepreneurial teams in dynamic environments (Forbes, 2007).  

Jazz bands have been presented as a valuable theoretical model for understanding how organizations can 
achieve innovation and flexibility (e.g., Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; Moorman & Miner, 1988; Barrett, 1998; 
Peplowski, 1998; Weick, 1989, 1993, 1998; Kamoche, Pina e Cuhna & Viera De Cuhna, 2003). Although the 
link between jazz and management is well established, its absence from entrepreneurship research is notable. 
We find this surprising given that innovation, creativity and improvisation are central to both jazz music (e.g., 
Tyler & Tyler, 1990; Hatch, 1997; Weick, 1998) and the entrepreneurial process (e.g. Ward, 2004; Baker, 
Miner & Eesley, 2003; Hmieleski & Corbett, 2006). Indeed, if motivations for entrepreneurship include value 
maximization (including not only economic value but social and cultural value) and creative expression (see 
Rindova et al., 2009), then jazz musicians can be viewed as entrepreneurial. In this study, we explore the 
extent to which an examination of the how jazz groups function and are led might contribute to our 
understanding of entrepreneurial teams. Thus, we are guided by the following research question: 

 
How is leadership enacted in creative teams operating in dynamic environments? 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 We use the terms group and band interchangeably. 
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We take a process view of leadership (as opposed to leaders as individuals (Hosking, 1988) whereby 
leadership processes involve “influential acts of organizing that contribute to the structuring of interactions and 
relationships” (Uhl-Biel, 2006: 662). While there is a body of literature on jazz, entrepreneurial teams and 
leadership (separately), collectively they provide limited guidance on the micro-processes associated with the 
leadership of highly creative teams. Therefore, our research design is based on an inductive study that uses 
multiple-cases drawing on in-depth archival and field data to examine closely how leaders in dynamic 
environments create and manage teams to maximize creativity and innovation.  

In the next section we explain in greater detail why we have chosen jazz as the setting for our research as 
well as highlight how we collected and analyzed our data. We then present our findings which are organized 
around three themes: team formation; team coordination; and team turnover. This is followed by a Discussion 
where we reflect on our findings and relate them back to relevant literature to illustrate how we have sought to 
make a contribution to knowledge on entrepreneurial teams and their leadership. Finally, we provide 
concluding remarks. 
 
DATA AND METHODS 

 
We employed an inductive, multi-case research design which is particularly appropriate given limited theory 
on the formation and leadership of highly creative teams (Bartunek, 2008; Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003). Below we explain our research setting; data collection process; and the 
construction of the multiple cases that form the basis of this study. 

 
Research Setting: Why Jazz? 
 
The jazz industry and the practice of jazz itself represent an interesting research setting for this study. The 
jazz industry has been described as “America’s most important cultural export” (Ostendorf, 1996:165). 
Further, its cultural importance is not only confined to music. Jazz musicians have had a crucial role in the 
advancement of civil rights and freedom of expression both in the US and elsewhere (Von Eschen, 2005). Our 
interest in jazz, however, stems from its properties that can inform our understanding of how leadership 
manifests itself in highly creative teams performing under dynamic conditions. 

There is a precedent for examining musical groupings (e.g. string quartets and orchestras) to inform our 
understanding of organization and teams within (e.g. Murnigham & Conlon, 1991; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 
Like any business, music groups have products (e.g. concerts, gigs, recordings etc.) that must be marketed 
and sold. Further, like businesses they have a range of stakeholders to satisfy (customers, audiences, peers, 
critics etc.). We argue that an examination of the practices and leadership of jazz bands may be particularly 
useful to enhance our understanding of entrepreneurial teams for several reasons. First, as intimated earlier, 
jazz bands are synonymous with creativity, improvisation and innovation. While many entrepreneurs start off 
with a plan intended to guide the development of a new venture, environmental conditions, resource 
constraints and cognitive limitations invariably prevent them from executing their plans (Baker et al., 2003; 
Hmieleski & Corbett, 2007). As a result, many entrepreneurs end up doing what jazz musicians do: They 
fabricate and invest novel responses to events and problems without certainty of outcomes and discover the 
future that their action creates as it unfolds (Barrett, 1998).  Indeed, entrepreneurship scholars are 
increasingly exploring the merits of viewing entrepreneurial activity through the lens of improvisation; a 
defining feature of jazz (Baker et al., 2003; Baker & Nelson, 2005; Hmieleski & Corbett, 2007). Further, as 
intimated earlier, if definitions of entrepreneurship are broadened to include value creation more generally 
(Rindova et al., 2009), then entrepreneurial activity includes the identification and exploitation of opportunities 
(Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) for new cultural value creation. As such, jazz musicians can be viewed as 
entrepreneurs. Like social entrepreneurs, they manage at times competing ‘logics’ (i.e. financial and non-
financial) (Mars & Lounsbury, 2009) in the pursuit of their dreams (Rindova et al., 2009). Second, jazz bands 
often operate in dynamic environments (Forbes, 2007). Dynamic environments are characterized by 
unpredictable and rapid change, which increases the uncertainty faced by those operating in such 
environments (Duncan, 1972; Dess & Beard, 1984). Responding to the changes that emerge from dynamic 
environments thus calls for improvisation, creativity, and innovation. Third, and arguably most importantly for 
this study, jazz is “inherently and fundamentally a collective activity” (Bastien & Hostager, 1988: 599). Jazz 
musicians have been described as: "diverse specialists living in a chaotic turbulent environment; making fast, 
irreversible decisions; highly interdependent on one another to interpret equivocal information; dedicated to 
innovations and the creation of novelty" (Barrett, 1998: 605). Therefore, we see strong parallels between jazz 
groups and entrepreneurial teams operating in dynamic environments.  
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Data Collection  
 
Data collection involved a two phase process. The initial phase of our research involved identifying jazz 
musicians to interview about the creative process within jazz teams. The focus of our semi-structured 
interviews related back to the themes we had identified in the literature as outlined above (Suddaby, 2006). 
These themes are team formation and team leadership (including the management of conflict and team 
turnover).  

Identifying musicians and arranging to interview them using conventional research approaches, however, 
proved problematic. Hence, we adapted our approach and improvised to embrace the rise of social 
networking web sites, in particular MySpace.com. Many musicians use MySpace as it enables them to upload 
samples of their latest creations, provide ‘gig’ listings, and network with other musicians and promoters. This 
provided us with information about key musicians’ backgrounds, when they would be in the U.K. and hence 
available to be interviewed. Accordingly, we devised a plan to connect, and develop social networking 
relationships, with visiting jazz musicians who were in London during summer 2007. We then invited 
candidates to link to our page and contacted them to assess their willingness to be interviewed. We managed 
to secure interviews with internationally renowned musicians, but also found them willing to introduce us to 
members of their social network.  

By accessing the virtual jazz community we were able to conduct twenty in-depth semi-structured 
interviews with elite jazz musicians (including: Wynton Marsalis, Sean Jones, Tony Kofi, Jean Toussaint, Guy 
Barker etc.). The interview schedule covered themes highlighted in the literature and included questions 
surrounding band formation, team leadership, dealing with conflict and the incidence and effects of team 
turnover. Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. In 
addition, we made and recorded observations during rehearsals and numerous performances (e.g., of the 
Lincoln Centre Jazz Orchestra and the Guy Barker Big Band) and recorded substantial oral data from 42 
informal conversations with musicians over a period of 6 months. Our data was also enhanced by ongoing e-
mail exchanges both with our interviewees and other informants. 

This first phase of data collection generated a rich body of qualitative data for analysis and reflection. Our 
data suggested that our theoretically derived themes, namely team formation and leadership (including the 
management of conflict and team turnover), were indeed pertinent to jazz musicians. It also became clear, 
however, that many of the interviewees constantly referred to a small number of significant bands and leaders. 
We were intrigued by these reference cases, or exemplars, of different ways of managing teams. Using 
extreme or elite cases, rather than typical ones, can reveal particularly rich information (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003). We thus sought to develop detailed cases on a number of leading jazz musicians 
in a second phase of data collection. These were, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis and Art Blakey, and were 
selected on the basis of the following criteria: First, they were most frequently referred to in our contemporary 
interviews. Second, they qualified as exemplars due to having achieved both artistic as well as commercial 
success. Third, they qualify as team leaders based on both the definition of leadership we presented earlier 
(see Yukl, 2002:3) as well as the perception of our contemporary musicians. Finally, we sought to ensure 
heterogeneity with regard to the central themes of the study (e.g. managing conflict and turnover).  

As all three of our cases are historical, in addition to our contemporary interview data we drew on the 
compilation and analysis of archival data including extensive autobiographies and biographies of artists, 
album sleeve notes, published critical commentaries and reviews and individual artist’s web pages. As 
outlined above, our interviews with contemporary jazz artists enabled us to gain insights into the cases that 
would not have been possible from archival materials alone. For example a number of the musicians we 
interviewed had played with Blakey (e.g. Wynton Marsalis and Jean Toussaint) and / or had played in bands 
with musicians who had been members of Ellington’s orchestra and Davis’ various groupings (e.g. Marsalis 
had played with Clark Terry and Herbie Hancock).  
 
Case Development and Analysis 
We began our in-depth analysis of the cases through the lens of our research question (Eisenhardt, 1989): 
How is leadership enacted in creative teams operating in dynamic environments?  We had no theoretical 
preferences or a priori hypotheses. We examined the data pertaining to each case to identify the key 
theoretical constructs and relationships with respect to our research question. We used organizing tables to 
facilitate analyses (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This process was followed by our cross-cases analysis where 
insights that emerged from each individual case were compared with one another to identify consistent 
themes and patterns (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Our analysis revealed three central teams pertaining to 
the leadership of jazz groups: team formation; team coordination; and team turnover. These themes have 
been explored in the literature on entrepreneurial teams and teams more generally but the role of leadership 
has received less attention. We followed an iterative process of moving back and forth between data and 
existing literature and theories (Van Maanen et al., 2007). 
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 Our cases offered considerable variety within each of the emergent themes, enabling us to generate new 
insights into the micro processes of leading entrepreneurial teams. For example, there was variation in each 
leader’s approach to forming a team, managing conflict, maximizing innovation and dealing with turnover. Our 
historical cases also allowed us to examine the leadership of teams over time. This longitudinal approach 
enabled us to attempt to explain how a sequence of events unfolded over several years to produce a given 
outcome (Van de Ven, 2007) as well as the underlying generative mechanisms (Anderson et al., 2006) that 
gave rise to it. For example, we were able to observe how team composition might influence team 
coordination and thus team turnover. 

 
RESULTS 
 
In this section we structure our analysis of the three cases around three areas of activity through which 
leadership was enacted: team formation, team coordination and team turnover. Where appropriate we relate 
our analysis to extant literature. 

 
 
Team formation 
 
A common feature of the team formation process for our three jazz leaders was their desire for diversity. This 
is consistent with evidence suggesting that diversity is positively related to the creativity and decision-making 
effectiveness of the team (Jackson et al., 1995; Pelled et al., 1999). Underpinning this evidence is the view 
that diversity provides a broad range of knowledge sets, inducing alternative interpretations and perspectives 
(e.g. Smith et al., 1994). Diversity, however, represents a double-edged sword. Diversity can bring with it both 
functional and dysfunctional conflict (Amason & Sapienza, 1997). Functional (also known as cognitive) conflict 
is task-oriented and arises from differences in judgment or perspective. In contrast, dysfunctional conflict (also 
known as affective conflict) is emotional and arises from personalized incompatibilities or disputes. There 
have been calls for closer attention to the processes that may interfere with the effects of diversity on team-
level outcomes (Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). Responding to these calls, we present the different approaches 
adopted by our three cases to team formation and dealing with the consequences of team diversity.  

Miles Davis, when forming his teams, started with a broad vision, but without a clearly defined opportunity 
in mind. In a number of cases his vision was to create something radically new, which by definition could not 
be clearly articulated as it had not been invented yet. He brought together musicians known for their individual 
creative flair (e.g. John Coltrane) and let the opportunity emerge from the creative process (e.g. the seminal 
album Kind of Blue). This approach yielded some of the greatest landmarks in different phases of jazz history 
– cool jazz, modal jazz and jazz-rock fusion (Gridley, 2000).  

The individuals Davis selected for his bands also often had very diverse personalities and approaches to 
their music. Davis had such a drive for innovation that he often chose individuals who did not know each 
other, because he felt that prior relationships may merely lead to the development of routines which hampered 
innovation and improvisation. Trumpeter Sean Jones commented: 

 
Miles hired such different musicians because he was always looking for a sound that was never 
created before… If you hire your own friends it becomes a clique.  If you hire people from 
everywhere you can create your own vibe immediately, no one has inhibitions because no one is 
coming from the same background. Miles Davis was very good at that, when he hired a band he 
never hired his friends, sometimes he hired his enemies. 
 

Similarly, pianist Neil Cowley refers to the following metaphor when describing the implications of having band 
members who knew each other well:  

 
If you stick with the same people, you tend to end up living in small towns drinking in the same pub and 
not developing as a person and then you become a bit reactionary and then you need to start worrying, 
that you are starting to die from within. 
 

A consequence of Davis’ highly diverse teams was the omnipresence of conflict (both functional and 
dysfunctional). Davis, however, was primarily interested in what the individual team member contributed 
musically to the band, dysfunctional conflict was of secondary importance. Furthermore, his musicians were 
also willing to overcome some of the problems associated with dysfunctional conflict in order to pursue the 
higher goal of creating cutting edge jazz, an issue we expand upon below.  

Similar to Davis, Ellington’s approach to team formation was not to start with a clearly defined opportunity 
but to see what emerged from the raw materials the team members provided. He valued team diversity and 
sought to introduce new musicians that could bring something different to the team. As Hasse, (2004: 5) 
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commented: “One of Duke Ellington’s artistic masterstrokes was his keen insight into the true value of 
diversity. Ellington understood that difference is not only good and valuable, but almost sacred. He actively 
sought out difference in the musicians he hired, affirmed cultivated it, and celebrated it”. The diversity in the 
team was a source of inspiration for Ellington and the other team members. As such, Ellington’s approach to 
selecting band members for the different sounds and tones they supplied, has been compared with that of a 
painter using a range of different colors from his palette to create a sound ‘picture’.   

Ellington accepted that dysfunctional conflict is inextricably linked to the creative process but was willing to 
put up with the bad behavior of team members because he saw their foibles as the price to be paid for having 
access to their talents. Ellington’s response to bad behavior usually involved “just getting on with it”. For 
example, if musicians were late, he would start without them, tailoring the music for a smaller group. When 
asked by a band member how he puts up with the bad behavior (e.g., when on musician stepped off the 
bandstand to eat the steak he had ordered), Ellington replies: “I live for the nights that this band is great. I 
don’t think about the nights like what you’re worrying about. If you pay attention to these people, they will drive 
you crazy. They’re not going to drive me crazy” (Crow, 2005: 281-2). 

Though similar to Davis and Ellington in that he valued diversity, Blakey’s teams were characterized by a 
lower degree of conflict (functional and dysfunctional) due to his approach to team formation. First, in contrast 
to Davis and Ellington, Blakey had a clearer notion of the opportunity to be pursued by his teams. He focused 
the formation of his teams around the specific opportunity of promoting the hard-bop variant of jazz, his name 
being synonymous with the archetypal hard-bop group the Jazz Messengers. Team members knew the 
parameters within which they were working, and were recruited for their ability to contribute to creating a 
particular variant of jazz. Second, Blakey’s approach to recruitment involved identifying young talent and 
nurturing it, which led the Jazz Messengers being viewed as an ‘incubator’. Blakey’s didactic style was seen 
as instrumental in shaping the character and careers of the young musicians he hired. Therefore, although 
Blakey valued diversity, he sought diversity within more limited parameters. The decision to form teams based 
on young musicians, around a clearly defined musical opportunity, with him providing educational guidance, 
arguably lead to the formation of teams characterized by less conflict. The attraction for young musicians was 
to go and learn from Blakey, which enabled Blakey to attract the best new talent who were keen to graduate 
from his “Roving Graduate Programme” (Giddins, 2004: 11). We return to the educational aspects of Blakey’s 
team leadership in the next section.  

 In all of our cases the team formation process was driven by a desire to bring together a diverse range of 
talents, however, there was an acceptance that with diversity came the problem of dysfunctional conflict. In 
essence, functional and dysfunctional conflict is inextricably linked. For Davis and Ellington, the dysfunctional 
conflict was part and parcel of the creative process. Interestingly, given the potential for dysfunctional conflict, 
there appears to be an acceptance in diverse musical teams that the “music comes first”. We found this to be 
the case across all three cases and supported by Murnigham and Conlon (1991) who found that for 
successful quartets, the task is so inspiring by itself that diversity and conflict become a secondary and 
relatively inconsequential interference. A number of contemporary jazz musicians echoed the notion that “the 
music comes first”. Trumpet player and composer Guy Barker stated: “Musicians are like a zoo, it’s like one of 
everything…the one thing that bonds us together is the music.” Similarly, double bass player Darren Taylor 
held the view that: “Look after the music and the music will look after you, so personalities kind of go aside 
and you work on looking after the music”. Saxophonist Alan Barnes made the observation that because the 
music takes precedent, many jazz musicians can openly criticize one another without taking offense. 
Illustrating functional conflict, Barnes states:  

 
Someone might say “I think you’re a bit sharp on that” you know pitchwise, and you say “okay great” 
or somebody will say “the saxophones are getting behind the drums, stay on time”, we’re pretty good 
at doing criticism without getting upset because you put the music before personal feelings stuff.  
 

Some musicians not only acknowledged the presence of conflict but chose to embrace it. For example, bass 
player Darren Taylor recalls:  

 
I have had that in the past where there is tension and that night when we went out to play you saw this 
extra thing which isn’t normally there – you know when you’re in that frame of mind where you are 
wound up and angry, that sometimes raises your playing and takes you to areas that you normally 
wouldn’t go.  

 
While each of the teams were highly diverse, each leader had their own unique way of making the most of 
diversity and dealing with its potentially dysfunctional consequences. Below we examine the different means 
by which our three leaders sought to harness the positive effects of team diversity whilst trying to inculcate a 
level of team coordination.  
 



8 

	  

Team Coordination 
 
To capitalize on the benefits of the diversity within their teams, each of our leaders employed mechanisms for 
ensuring team coordination. We define team coordination as strategies and behavior patterns aimed at 
integrating and aligning the actions, knowledge and objectives of interdependent members, with a view to 
attaining common goals (Rico et al, 2008). Coordination ensures that a team functions as a unified whole 
(Brannick and Prince, 1997) and is positively related to team effectiveness, particularly teams that are highly 
interdependent (Cohen and Bailey, 1997; McGrath and Argote, 2001). Team coordination can be particularly 
challenging in highly diverse teams because they often take longer and encounter frequent problems in 
integrating their different knowledge stores (Jackson, Joshi and Erhardt, 2003). Across our three cases we 
identified a number of different ways in which the three leaders achieved team coordination. 

Davis employed task design as a means of promoting team coordination to generate radically new 
knowledge. Davis’ leadership style seems to be characterized by finding the most creative brilliant young 
players of the time – at the leading edge of technical ability and creativity and then, with a minimum of 
direction setting them free within a framework which Davis himself had specified. According to the liner notes 
by Bill Evans to the album Kind of Blue: 

 
As the painter needs his framework of parchment, the improvising musical group needs its 
framework in time. Miles Davis presents here frameworks which are exquisite in their simplicity 
and yet contain all that is necessary to stimulate performance with a sure reference to the 
primary conception… The group had never played these pieces prior to the recordings and I think 
without exception the first complete performance of each was a “take”. 

 
The lack of explicit direction created high levels of ambiguity for many team members but Davis seemed to 
hold the view that this kept the team fresh and led to radically new knowledge / music. The key to this new 
knowledge creation was a process of mutual discovery among band members. Davis actively discouraged his 
musicians from rehearsing because he was afraid that the band members would learn to play in clichés 
developed through practice. This approach ensured that each team member had to listen carefully to the 
others and respond accordingly, often producing highly innovative music. Davis also deployed tactics such as 
calling familiar songs in a strange key so that the musicians could not rely on learned finger patterns (Barrett, 
1998). He seemed to encourage creativity by producing enough anxiety to boost the musicians’ attention 
necessary for innovative breakthroughs but not so much that it would block creativity (Barrett, 1998). The key 
was being able to provide “just enough structure” (Barrett, 1998: 284). 

Such high levels of ambiguity created risks that could lead to mistakes. Miles, however, had a very clear 
view on this: “Do not fear mistakes, there are none”. This is still echoed in current musicians’ accounts of their 
work as saxophonist and band leader Alan Barnes said: 

 
The sad thing is, when you make a mistake in jazz, it’s there, you made it, you can try to dance 
around it...I mean, sometimes it all falls apart, but the nature of improvising is that mistakes are 
going to occur.  It's just part of the music.  I often put a record out with a squeak on it, buts it's 
what happens and as longs as it’s what happened I don’t mind, you know.  I hate it when people 
start editing things out and making it all perfect, I think perfection is getting in the way...it’s the 
enemy of jazz, perfection is a daft concept – it doesn’t exist. 

 
Embracing Davis’ attitude towards mistakes, pianist Neil Cowley notes: 
 
 David Bowie used to say all his best stuff came from mistakes, and I think that is true.  Mistakes are 

fabulous because you do have familiar motors working in your head, sometimes you don’t realize it, but 
you listen back to five tunes you have written and they are all similar tunes.  Then you may make a 
mistake, a terrible blunder, without realizing and often it can sound better than the bits you are meant to 
do. 

 
Therefore, Davis was keen to provide just enough of a framework to ensure team coordination, but then would 
actively encourage his team members to embrace change, harnessing their diverse knowledge, in a way that 
promoted innovation. In doing so he fostered a culture that was tolerant of individual differences and mistakes. 
The loose frameworks, and the culture of tolerance, work hand in hand to promote team coordination and 
innovation. 
 Ellington, similar to Davis, took a hands-off approach to managing his team, but was more hands-on 
by composing for each of his musicians which ensured a degree of team coordination. In his compositions, he 
embraced his musicians’ unique personalities, preferring to adapt to their idiosyncrasies rather than trying to 
modify them (Crow, 2005): “My aim is and always has been to mould the music around the man” (Giddins, 
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1998: 104). Yet, he composed the music to match, not only the personality and sound of each of the 
musicians, but also the overall sound of the band. Pete Welding, a journalist on the road with Ellington’s 
orchestra, observed: “A more disparate collection of egos and temperaments could hardly be imagined, yet 
once they come together on the bandstand there is not a more cohesive and balanced union conceivable” 
(Welding, 1962, cited in Tucker, 1993: 332). Interestingly, while Ellington is credited in the literature for being a 
great composer, contemporary bass player Darren Taylor suggests that: 

   
… he just wrote a lot of triggers so that musicians at the time could express who they were. In a 
way, that is a mark of genius because you allow the personalities to express themselves and 
then just glue all of those things together, so he got the best performance from everybody by 
having a very informal structure that actually bound people together.  It’s all about letting people 
express themselves and being confident about that. 

 
Ellington’s light-touch in composing is illustrated by an anecdote reported by the trombonist Milt Bernhart who 
was hired by Ellington to play on a five minute scene on the movie Assault on the Queen. Duke had placed a 
single eight-bar line of music on each stand: “I looked down into those famous baggy eyes and asked, 
“Pardon me, Duke. What’ll we play besides the eight bars we’ve got? His brows went up a fraction and he said 
“You’ll know”. That was the end of the questioning period” (Crow, 2005: 284). Ellington, not only used 
compositional triggers to achieve team coordination, he also communicated his vision in different ways. An 
Ellington trumpeter, Clarke Terry, illustrates this when asked to play like a Buddy Bolden. “I said, ‘Maestro, I 
don’t know who the hell Buddy Bolden is!’ Duke said, ‘Oh sure, you know Buddy Bolden. Buddy Bolden was 
suave, handsome, and a debonair cat who the ladies loved. Aw, he was so fantastic! He was fabulous! He 
was always sought after. He had the biggest, fattest trumpet sound in town. He bent notes to the nth degree. 
He used to tune up in New Orleans and break glasses in Algiers! ... ‘As a matter of fact, you are Buddy 
Bolden!’ By the time Ellington had finished, Terry thought he was Buddy Bolden (Crow, 2005: 281). We see 
this feature of Ellington’s leadership being emulated by contemporary musicians such as Abram Wilson who 
explained how he conveyed a vision to and motivated his band members: 

 
I usually write the music down … Sometimes it is not just about the notes.  I may have to think about a 
certain musician or a certain band.  I may say “I want us to sound like Wynton Marsalis’ septet.  I want 
us to sound like John Coltrane’s band or Miles Davis. Those kinds of interpretations help people. Or I 
may tell them that this is supposed to be about love, lust.  I can give them those types of terms and it 
will influence how the tune is played and a lot of times it will create the same type of tune that is in my 
head. 

 
As outlined above, Blakey had the clearest view of the opportunity he was seeking to exploit through his Jazz 
Messengers. Consistent with Davis and Ellington, he sought to achieve team coordination through task 
design. He was able to achieve this because his teams worked explicitly within a hard bop genre. Although he 
did not compose himself, encouraging his messengers to take the lead in writing, he directed the music from 
behind. For example, when the improvisations by trumpeter Wynton Marsalis once strayed too far from the 
appropriate feeling of a ballad, Art Blakey shouted across the bandstand, “Think of the lyrics: think of the 
lyrics”  (Berliner, 1994: 255). While Blakey sought to assist and guide his musicians, like Ellington and Davis, 
he also gave them space to flourish. Yet again, we see a balance between the provision of direction and 
freedom. During our interviews, Marsalis was unequivocal:  
 

I have had many mentors.  For leading the band I guess I would say it was the great Art Blakey. 
Just the way he dealt with the band. He was real natural, like jazz musicians don’t need anybody 
to boss them. He allowed people to be creative, interchange ideas and allowed them to play what 
they wanted to play on the bandstand.  He also really educated the younger musicians. 

 
A number of our contemporary musicians sought to emulate aspects of Blakey’s leadership style. For example 
trumpeter Sean Jones commented: 
 

For me, I think the mark of a great leader is being able to draw the talent out of an individual without 
having to demand it.  So I let them all have their space, so like they will write music for me.  Like my 
pianist who is on all of my albums, I let him produce my last album just to let them know we are all on 
the same page here, but being the leader I have to make the final decision.  But I let them all know 
that we are all equal and that I am open to them.   

 
The major difference between Blakey, as compared to Davis and Ellington, was in terms of his relationship 
with his band members. Both Davis and Ellington were supportive of their teams, they viewed them as 
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individuals to be left to their own devices, largely ignoring their indiscretions. In contrast Blakey viewed his 
leadership role as incorporating a clear educational purpose. One particularly striking outcome of Blakey’s 
relatively dominant, didactic style was that he explicitly helped create leaders out of the young musicians he 
recruited2.  As pianist Bobby Timmons who worked with Blakey puts it: “…You learn decorum with him and 
how to be a man…He is a leader who builds other leaders” (Collier, 1978: 441). Blakey provided a platform for 
his musicians to develop by relying on them to compose the band’s hard-bop music. It is not surprising that 
the Jazz Messengers which recruited many highly talented musicians was known as “Blakey’s School of 
Swing”; and “Blakey’s Free-form University”. His “pupils” appear to be highly appreciative of Blakey’s 
educational style, as Jean Toussaint (saxophonist) commented: 

 
I was fortunate enough to work with a jazz legend, his name was Art Blakey.  One of the ways he 
taught us to play was all through the music, he didn’t say much about how he wanted us to play, 
and he just did it all through different cues when he was playing.  I found that to be the strongest 
way of learning, sort of by osmosis basically, by learning from being in that environment. 

 
The education provided by Blakey’s leadership helped to create team coordination as his team members were 
taught to behave how Blakey thought a Jazz Messenger should behave. 

The leaders varied in the degree to which they sought explicit coordination (i.e., coordination through 
planning and explicit, detailed communication (Rico et al., 2008). Particularly Davis, provided very little explicit 
direction to his musicians. Although still limited, Blakey provided clearer guidance to his musicians both 
musically and behaviorally. The type of coordination in jazz groups appears to be more implicit, an issue we 
return to in the Discussion. 

  
Team turnover 
 
Team turnover can be a valuable mechanism for adapting to environmental changes by allowing the 
introduction of new skills and knowledge as well as the shedding of dysfunctional members (Wiersema & 
Bantel, 1993; Ucbasaran et al., 2003; Chandler et al., 2005). Departures, however, may involve losing 
valuable skills and knowledge. In addition, new entrants may face difficulties adapting to their new team. 
Theory provides limited guidance on how entrepreneurial leaders may manage their teams to ensure that the 
benefits of turnover are maximized. In analyzing our case data we were struck by the extent to which each 
team leader’s approach to turnover was influenced by their approaches to team formation and team 
coordination. Accordingly, team turnover was managed in three different ways, which we outline below. 

The most radical method for managing team turnover was that employed by Davis who repeatedly 
disbanded his teams and subsequently formed new ones. This was a risky strategy but one which led to the 
creation of new knowledge and hence radically innovative opportunities. This is exemplified by the albums: 
Birth of the Cool, Kind of Blue, Bitches Brew. Table 1 which summarizes the composition of a number of 
Davis’ teams and with a few notable exceptions illustrates limited commonality in team membership. 

 
-- INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE -- 

 
The willingness of Davis to disband and then start with a completely new team was, some have argued 

(Carr, 1982), probably a function of his impatience. In common with many serial entrepreneurs, when Davis 
had found something new to play and developed it, it would run its course and then he would be bored with it 
and want to do something else. However, it is important to note that turnover may have been in the ‘genetic’ 
composition of the bands from the beginning. By selecting the very best diverse talent around, and creating a 
team environment in which there were high degrees of functional and dysfunctional conflict, Davis sought to 
generate highly innovative music. This involved a high degree of autonomy for his different band members, 
requiring them to take leading roles and thus to develop their capabilities. Consequently, once a team had 
become successful it was increasingly difficult to hold it together as the members looked towards becoming 
the leaders of their own bands. In essence, an inevitable consequence of the success of Davis’ model was 
that it would create the next generation of band leaders. For example, taking the period 1955-1961, John 
Coltrane, Bill Evans and Cannonball Adderley all subsequently became band leaders in their own right.  

In contrast, Duke Ellington illustrates the case of incremental turnover. Interestingly, the core of Ellington’s 
team changed very little over time, the incremental change largely occurred with the peripheral members of 
the team. This exemplifies non-radical change where a cadre of long-serving core musicians contributed to 
the Ellington sound over several decades. A number of examples of dedicated Ellingtonians, and the length of 
service they gave, are presented in Table 2. Yet, the presence of long-serving musicians did not mean that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2  Although Davis and Ellington are also renowned for having ‘produced’ the next generation of leaders, this 
process was not as explicit and intentional as in the case of Blakey. 
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the team was unable to create new knowledge. Ellington’s team was rejuvenated by team members departing 
one team, joining another, and then coming back to the original team.  This was seen as an efficient way of 
injecting new knowledge into the team whilst avoiding the adaptation and socialization costs of introducing 
completely new team members 
 

-- INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE -- 
 

The continuity of Ellington’s team was a real achievement given the creative differences that may arise 
between musicians. In part, this was a function of Ellington’s patience with the indiscretions of his band 
members. He also provided them with a high degree of financial security at a time when the financial returns 
to being a jazz musician were far less than they were in later periods. The resulting stability of the team did 
not mean, however, that Ellington was not continuously looking for new talent. Ellington would add to his team 
if he heard something new in a player. For example, he added Lawrence Brown to his band before he had 
written anything for him to play (Crow, 2005:  94). Removing a team member, however, proved more 
problematic for Ellington who had a non-confrontational leadership style.  

 
“Ellington’s dislike of confrontation was manifest in the fact that he rarely fired anyone. When he 
wanted to replace a musician, Duke would just make him so uncomfortable that he would leave. 
One of his ways … was to hire a better player to sit beside him and duplicate his part. He even 
did this with bass players and drummers. If a musician’s drinking interfered with his playing, Duke 
might give him a solo and keep calling for chorus after chorus until the pressure and hard work 
sobered him up a little”. (Crow, 2005: 275). 

 
Ellington did have a limit, however, and Charlie Mingus found it. He loved Mingus and his music but his 
disruptive influence in the band became too much. The final straw was when Mingus, after an argument with 
another band member who pulled a knife on him, jumped over the piano carrying his bass and ran off stage, 
only to return with the fire axe and destroy the other man’s chair. As Mingus recounts, Ellington was very 
measured: 
 

“Really Charles, that’s destructive. Everybody knows Juan has a knife but nobody ever took it 
seriously – he likes to pull it out and show it people, you understand. So I’m afraid, Charles – I’ve 
never fired anyone – you’ll have to quit my band. I don’t need any new problems. Juan’s an old 
problem, I can cope with that, but you seem to have a whole new bag of tricks. I must ask you to 
be kind enough to give me your notice, Charles.” The charming way he says it, it’s like he’s 
paying you a complement. Feeling honored, you shake his hand and resign. (Crow, 2005: 348) 

 
Blakey’s approach to turnover stood somewhere in between Ellington and Davis. The turnover was not as 
dramatic as Davis’ in that often one or two team members at the most would leave at a time. In contrast to 
Ellington, however, over the space of a few years the team composition might change completely. Blakey’s 
approach to turnover is probably best described as graduation. While the name Jazz Messengers was a 
constant, the composition of the team changed regularly. The Jazz Messengers were a hothouse for talent 
where individuals were expected to develop. Once they had developed sufficiently it was time for them to 
graduate from the band and to become band leaders in their own right. Therefore, turnover in Blakey’s teams 
is inextricably linked to team formation and team coordination. In effect, his graduation approach to team 
turnover was necessary to make way for the next generation of musicians coming through. His graduates, 
who became band members in their own right, acted as the best form of marketing for Blakey to attract the 
next generation of talent. As an educator, Blakey would develop talent and then set it free to further the cause 
of jazz music. The list of the band’s alumni is a who’s who of jazz from the 1950s onwards including: Lee 
Morgan, Wayne Shorter, Freddie Hubbard, Johnny Griffin, Jackie McLean, Donald Byrd, Bobby Timmons, 
Cedar Walton, Benny Golson, Joanne Brackneen, Billy Harper, Valery Ponomarey, Billy Pierce, Brandford 
Marsalis, James Williams, Keith Jarrett, Chuck Mangione and Wynton Marsalis. By the time of his death in 
1990, the Jazz Messenger aesthetic had arguably come to dominate jazz.3 This model has been highly 
influential on many of the musicians who have passed through the Jazz Messengers including Wynton 
Marsalis. Marsalis has clearly instigated a similar model with the Lincoln Centre Jazz Orchestra where 
musicians are encouraged to develop and take control of compositions.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	   	  (http://www.starpulse.com/Music/Blakey,_Art/Biography/) 
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DISCUSSION: KEY FINDINGS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
 
In this section we draw together the lessons from our cases, focusing around on the three leadership activities 
of team formation, team coordination and team turnover, and examine the interrelationships between the 
three. 
 
Team formation 
 
All of our cases exhibited similarities in the process of team creation as the leaders sought to create diverse 
teams in order to fuel creativity and innovation. Team members were commonly selected for having a unique 
sound or style which could add value to the team, but this unique sound / style seemed often to be linked to 
the personality of the musician. By highlighting the significance of diversity in terms of personality, our findings 
call into question existing approaches to operationalizing team diversity. Demographic (e.g. age, gender, 
socio-economic status) and functional diversity represent only certain aspects of diversity. Our study is 
supportive of efforts to consider the implications of taking a broader view of diversity to include cognitive 
(Kilduff et al., 2000) and personality diversity.    

In the highly creative jazz groups we studied, team leaders had to manage a highly disparate set of 
personalities and egos. An inevitable consequence of such heterogeneous teams was both functional and 
dysfunctional conflict. Extant theory thus suggests that team leaders should aim to maximize functional 
conflict and minimize dysfunctional conflict (Amason & Sapienza, 1997). This can only be achieved, however, 
if the drivers of both types of conflict are distinct from one another. Our evidence suggests that this may be 
problematic since the drivers of both functional and dysfunctional conflict are similar. Hence, in highly creative 
teams, dysfunctional conflict is an inevitable symbiotic companion to functional conflict. This suggests that 
rather than seeking to reduce it, team leader need to develop ways of coping with dysfunctional conflict. Team 
coordination may be a means of trying to mitigate against the worst problems of dysfunctional conflict. 
 
Team coordination 
 
All three leaders accepted the presence of dysfunctional conflict in their teams, and viewed it as part of the 
creative process. Although each leader had their own unique style, all three aimed to promote coordination in 
their teams in different ways through the use of task design and creating an environment conducive to 
innovation, albeit in subtly different ways. 

All three leaders were rarely involved in formal, explicit coordination (Rico et al. 2008) but instead more 
implicit coordination. Implicit coordination takes place when team members anticipate the actions and needs 
of their colleagues and task demands and dynamically adjust their own behavior accordingly, without having 
to communicate directly with each other or plan the activity (Rico et al., 2008: 164). As such, the coordination 
is achieved by the team members themselves but is facilitated by the leaders who set a higher goal (e.g. to 
produce highly innovative jazz) and / or a framework.  

 
Team turnover 
 
Team turnover includes both team member entry and team member exit (Ucbasaran et al., 2003). Our 
evidence suggests that team member departures are a common feature of highly diverse, creative teams. By 
respecting individuality and allowing this to flourish, we note two consequences. First, the diversity of 
personalities often induces both functional and dysfunctional conflict, with the latter often resulting in either 
particular individuals leaving the team or the band being disbanded altogether (e.g. in the case of Davis). 
Second, many team members will feel they have developed the skills to become leaders of their own teams 
and thus will want to leave the team. With regard to team member entry, we note that leaders are often on the 
lookout for new talent that can inject new knowledge (e.g. a new sound) and ideas into the team. 

 
Interrelationships between team creation, leadership and turnover 
 
The literature on (entrepreneurial) teams tends to deal with team creation, leadership and turnover in isolation. 
A key insight from our case-studies is that these themes are inextricably linked. Although differences exist in 
the leaders’ approaches to each of the three themes, each leader had a joined-up approach across the three. 
This finding suggests that rather than break down leadership into a series of discrete activities, it should be 
viewed more holistically as a process of actions over time. In our three cases we see that the way in which the 
team is formed has implications for team coordination and team turnover. We summarize their approaches 
below. 

Ellington’s overall approach is that of an artist searching for new colors to paint with. In this respect, 
Ellington resembles an effectual entrepreneur in the sense that he follows many of the principles of 
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effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2008). In particular we see an emphasis on creating something new with existing 
means rather than discovering new ways to achieve given goals. Ellington wanted to work with musicians that 
provided him with a sound that he had not used before. Once he had recruited the musician he then worked 
with the musician to get the best out of them. Given the large size of his bands, and the fact that he liked to 
work with the musicians over time, Ellington had to develop an accommodating leadership style. It was only 
when his musicians were not performing on a regular basis that he would slowly manage them out of the 
band. His voracious appetite for work meant that he could keep the motley crew together by treating each of 
them as an individual and accepting the problems as the flipside of the creative process.  

In many respects Davis also resembles an effectual entrepreneur. In addition to the working with existing 
means, he also deploys other principles of effectuation such as embracing contingencies as well as mistakes 
and failures. We present Davis, however, as the serial entrepreneur because like serial entrepreneurs he 
appears to enjoy setting up new ventures and once it has seen its course he moves on to the next one. Davis 
is characterized by performing musical experiments in search of new musical forms. Consequently, Davis 
sought conflict in his teams by bringing together a range of diverse talent. He was not concerned that the team 
members may not like one another. He was even willing to create conflict in order to provoke creativity. Davis 
accepted emotional and functional conflict as natural complements in the creative process. His teams, 
however, were held together by a knowledge that they are doing something novel, which team members want 
to be a part of, even though this may mean emotional discomfort for them. The strategy of disbanding teams 
and forming new ones meant that emotional conflict was not necessarily tolerated for too long.  

Blakey’s approach resembles that of the mentor entrepreneur. Blakey looks out for the best young talent 
around and provides them with the opportunity to learn. The team members write the music, Blakey cajoles 
them and guides them, but does not tell them what to do. The team members have to develop through their 
own experiences. Once the team members have learned their craft, it is time for them to graduate into band 
leaders in their own right. Given the younger nature of Blakey’s teams, in comparison to the teams of Ellington 
and Davis, he is able to limit some of the emotional conflict in the team by instilling certain values and codes 
of conduct. Graduation provides the opportunity for recruitment of fresh talent. This is fuelled by his ability to 
use Jazz Messenger graduates, who now lead their own bands, as a marketing tool. 

In presenting this typology, our aim is not to add “yet another typology of leadership”. Rather, we seek to 
demonstrate that the adoption of a particular leadership style has implications for how the team functions and 
thus the outcomes of the team. Our cases reveal a range of styles, all of which were effective in their own 
right. A key issue to note is that the choice of leadership style has a strong bearing on how the team can be 
formed, managed and maintained. For example, radical turnover may be an inevitable consequence of trying 
to maximize diversity and induce functional conflict. Similarly, to ensure cohesion in the team, the leader may 
have to engage in greater coordination (e.g. Ellington composing for the individual and the band 
simultaneously) or develop a more dominant, didactic style of leadership.   
 
Contributions 
 
We have sought to make three key contributions with this study. First, as intimated in our review of the 
literature, there is a dearth of research on how teams contribute to creative / entrepreneurial outcomes. Thus, 
we have sought to contribute to understanding of the micro-processes involved in forming and leading teams, 
particularly those operating under conditions of uncertainty where there is a strong requirement for creativity, 
improvisation and innovation. Second, there is even less on leadership in entrepreneurial settings, particularly 
the leadership of entrepreneurial teams. By exploring how leadership is enacted in jazz groups, we contribute 
to knowledge of how entrepreneurial and / or highly creative teams can be best led. Finally, we have 
demonstrated how social networking can be used as a valuable vehicle for data collection. As such, we seek 
to make a novel contribution to the repertoire of research tools at the disposal of entrepreneurship 
researchers.  
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND RESEARCH 
 
Our examination of exemplar jazz leaders and their groups highlights a number of practices that might be 
emulated by entrepreneurial leaders, particularly those operating in dynamic environments that value creativity 
and innovation. We identify two key areas of practice. 

First, in both our historic cases and our interviews with contemporary musicians, we noted that musicians 
valued the music above all else. An implication of this was that conflict was embraced and thus musicians did 
not take offense when criticized musically because they all shared the common purpose of trying to 
collectively create the best music. In effect, the leaders and musicians accepted both the functional and 
dysfunctional dimensions of conflict. We also noted that the leaders were able to create a culture where 
individual differences and personalities were respected and embraced. There appeared to be a clear 
recognition that as long as there was a common aim (broadly defined), individuals may have different 
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approaches. Rather than trying to standardize approaches, leaders sought to work with them. Indeed, another 
feature of the leadership displayed and the resulting culture was that of a climate of an egalitarian model that 
assures each player gets an opportunity to develop a musical idea while others create space for this 
development to occur (Barrett, 1998). Though not necessarily intentional, a consequence of a leadership style 
that respects individuality is that it fosters loyalty towards the leader. This is most apparent in the case of 
Ellington where loyalty could be observed in the form of long team tenure. 

Second, leaders of entrepreneurial teams may learn from our musical leaders about how best to design 
tasks for their team members. Jazz groups appear to maximize creativity by relying on minimal structures, 
instead valuing ambiguity above clarity (Eisenberg, 1990). This does not mean that there is no role for 
leadership. We see leaders playing a relatively subtle but crucial role in terms of creating frameworks, triggers 
and cues which give direction and inspiration to team members. When leaders are confident in the talents and 
skills of their team members, they work to bring out the best in them rather than developing moulds that team 
members need to fit in. Leaders and musicians also appear to be cognizant of the tendency to fall back on 
habitual responses, especially under stressful conditions such as environmental turbulence. Consistent with 
our evidence, Barrett (1998) argues that the best jazz musicians and leaders guard against this tendency by 
practicing provocative competence. This involves deliberate efforts to create disruptions and incremental re-
orientations in an attempt to outwit learned habits by putting themselves in unfamiliar (musical) situations that 
demand novel responses. Davis was arguably most well known for displaying provocative competence that 
inspired alternative possibilities, involved creating anomalies and unconventional obstacles that made it 
impossible for band members to rely on habitual responses and rote thinking (Barrett, 1998). Keith Jarrett 
recalled Davis telling him: “Do you know why I don’t play ballads any more? … Because I like to play ballads 
so much” (Carr, 1992: 53). The team leader can play a central role in creating an environment that values 
non-routine, creative behavior. For entrepreneurial teams, this might involve putting themselves in 
uncomfortable (imaginary) scenarios and figuring out how they might respond to them or participating in 
greater experimentation with new product or market ideas. Of course, an inevitable consequence of 
provocative competence is that things can go wrong. We see that our exemplar jazz leaders tended to 
embrace mistakes as a source of opportunity. Indeed, an error can become “a possible springboard to prime 
the musical imagination” (Barrett, 1998: 610). 

Our research holds a number of implications for future research. First, although we have sought to explain 
how highly creative teams operate and can be led, there may be concerns surrounding the transferability of 
this study’s findings (based on jazz groups) to the specific context of entrepreneurial teams. While we have 
argued that jazz groups and entrepreneurial teams have many features in common, future research might 
usefully explore the extent to which our findings translate to entrepreneurial teams and their leadership. 
Second, future researcher may consider alternative approaches to case selection as well as data collection. 
Our findings are also based on exemplar cases. While there is value in focusing on exemplar cases, future 
researchers might usefully combine case studies of highly successful and less successful leaders / teams to 
explore the validity of our findings. Third, future researchers may consider the virtues of using social 
networking as a means of accessing data as well as combining contemporary and archival data to provide rick 
qualitative data.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In this study, we explored the practices and leadership of jazz groups. Our aim was to gain insight into the 
functioning of how highly creative teams operating under dynamic and uncertain environments (such as 
entrepreneurial teams). Using a novel methodological approach involving the combination of social networking 
and archival work, we developed case studies on three, highly successful group leaders. Our analysis 
highlighted three key leadership activities of central importance to highly creative teams: team formation; team 
coordination; and team turnover. We observed that these activities were highly inter-related and that the 
approach taken in one of these activities had implications for how other aspects of leadership were enacted. 
Our analysis reveals alternative ways in which highly creative teams can be led and thus has important 
implications for both scholarly work in this area as well as practice.  
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TABLE 1: 
The Evolutionary Changes in Miles Davis Career 1950 – 1970s as Illustrated by Personnel and 
Recordings 
 
Year Key Personnel Example Recordings 
1950 John Lewis;  Al Mckibbon; Max Roach;Gerry 

Mulligan; Lee Konitz; Bill Barber 
Birth of the Cool 
“Orchestral, Chamber Jazz” 

1953 Sonny Rollins, Horace Silver, Percy Heath, Art 
Blakey 

Miles Ahead 

1954 J.J. Johnson, Lucky Thompson,  Horace Silver, 
Percy Heath, Kenny Clarke 

Walkin 

1955 - 58 John Coltrane; Red Garland; Paul Chambers; 
Philly Joe Jones 

Steamin; Cookin; Workin, Relaxin, 
Round About Midnight,  
Bop 

1959 John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley, Bill Evans, 
Wynton Kelly, Paul Chambers, Jimmy Cobb 

Kind of Blue 
Modal Jazz 

1959/60 With Gil Evans Orchestra Sketches of Spain, Porgy and Bess 
Orchestral Recordings 

1967 Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, 
Tony Williams 

ESP Miles Smiles 
Harmonic Abstraction 

1968 – 70 Dave Holland; Ron Carter, Herbie Hancock, 
Chick Corea Wayne Shoter, Jack DeJohnette, 
Joe Zawinul, John McLaughlin 

Filles de Kilimanjaro In a Silent Way, 
Bitches Brew, Jack Johnson 
Experimental, electronic Jazz Rock 

1982- 83 Marcus Miller, Mike Stern, Bill Evans, Al Foster, 
Marco  Cinelu 
Bob Berg, John Scofield and Robben Ford, 
Adam Holtzman, Steve Thornton, Felton 
Crewes, Marcus Miller and Darryl Jones,  

We Want Miles, Star People, Decoy 
Rock oriented Electronic Jazz 

Source: compiled from sleeve notes



18 

	  

TABLE 2: 
Examples of Key Ellingtonian’s Length of Service 
 
Instrument Musician Period (s) with Band Total Years of Service 
Drums Sonny Greer 

Sam Woodyard 
1919-1951 
1955-1966 

32 
11 

Clarinet Barney Bigard 
Jimmy Hamilton 

1928-1942 
1943-1968 

14 
25 

Trumpet Cootie Williams 1929-1940 
1962-1974 

23 

Trombone Sam Nanton 
Lawrence Brown 

1926-1946 
1946-1974 

20 
28 

Alto Saxophone Johnny Hodges 1928-1970 
(with break 51-55) 

38 

Baritone Saxophone Harry Carney 1927 - 1974 47 
Source: compiled from sleeve notes 
 
  
 
 
 
 


