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The old-fashioned view of managing projects emphasized directing and 
controlling subordinates; the new perspective emphasizes managing 
project stakeholders and anticipating change as the most important jobs. 
Project managers need to be able to assuage (soothe, relieve) concerns of 
customers, sustain support for the project at higher levels of the 
organization, quickly identify problems that threaten project work, while at 
the same time defend the integrity of the project and the interests of the 
project participants. 

 

Within the web of relationships, the project manager must find out 
what needs to be done to achieve the goals of the project and build a 
cooperative network to accomplish it. Project managers must do so without 
the requisite authority to expect or demand cooperation. Doing so requires 
sound communication skills, political savvy and a broad influence base.  
See: The Project Manager as Conductor for more on what makes project 
managers special. 

 

The Project Manager as Conductor 

Metaphors convey meaning beyond words. For example, a meeting can be 
described as being difficult or “like wading through molasses.” A popular 
metaphor for the role of a project manager is that of a conductor. The 
conductor of an orchestra integrates the divergent sounds of different 
instruments to perform a given composition and make beautiful music. 
Similarly, the project manager integrates the talents and contributions of 
different specialists to complete the project. Both have to be good at 
understanding how the different players contribute to the performance of 
the whole. Both are almost entirely dependent upon the expertise and 
know-how of the players. The conductor does not have command of all the 



musical instruments. Likewise, the project manager usually possesses only 
a small proportion of the technical knowledge to make decisions. As such, 
the conductor and project manager both facilitate the performance of others 
rather than actually perform. 

  

Conductors use their arms, baton, and other nonverbal gestures to 
influence the pace, intensity, and involvement of different musicians. 
Likewise project managers orchestrate the completion of the project by 
managing the involvement and attention of project members.  Project 
managers balance time and process and induce participants to make the 
right decisions at the right time just as the conductor induces the wind 
instruments to perform at the right moment in a movement. Each controls 
the rhythm and intensity of work by managing the tempo and involvement 
of the players. Finally, each has a vision that transcends the music score or 
project plan. To be successful they must both earn the confidence, respect, 
and trust of their players.  
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