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WHAT IS A MANAGER? 
By John Watson 

 
A Manager is a person who earns a living from helping artists build and maximise their 

musical careers.  

 

It sounds simple but it’s not.   

 

Managers wear lots of different hats in order to build and maximize the careers of artists. 

They can be organizers, negotiators, motivators, counselors, editors, designers, 

manipulators, strategists, disciplinarians, peacemakers, ballbreakers, technicians, stylists, 

publicists, financiers and more. Sometimes they might even have to wear all of these 

different hats on the same day. Before lunch. 

 

Every manager combines all these different ‘hats’ in different combinations to create 

their own unique and complex style. As a result managers vary greatly. For example, the 

legendary American Albert Grossman who managed Bob Dylan and Janis Joplin, was an 

organized individual who wore a suit and ensured that everything to do with his “artists” 

(never “acts”) ran on time and on budget. A highly skilled negotiator he was famous for 

telling a record company to pay more money to the artist because “if the birdy ain’t 

happy the birdy don’t sing”!  

 

Another equally legendary manager was Andrew Loog Oldham who launched the careers 

of The Rolling Stones and The Small Faces. He was a flamboyant party animal who was, 

by his own admission, disinterested in organization. However, he helped provide the 

creative inspiration that propelled his clients to the top of the charts. Loog Oldham was 

interested in style and image and helped create the ‘bad boy’ persona that helped 

differentiate The Stones from the Beatles in the 1960’s. He found the cool photographers 

that established the band’s memorable ‘look’ and he even co-produced records for his 

artists … something which the more business oriented Grossman would never have 

contemplated for the more musically self sufficient Dylan. 

 

On the other hand, Led Zeppelin’s legendary manager, Peter Grant, was a former boxer 

and nightclub bouncer. Most of the band’s biographies describe him as a huge, menacing 

bear of a man. Zeppelin’s appeal depended largely on their incendiary live shows and it 

was the sheer intimidating personal force of Peter Grant which allowed the band to 

pioneer many aspects of touring in the United States. Grant intimidated promoter after 

promoter into changing the way they did business and to get ‘his’ band the money they 

deserved from their amazing concerts.  

 

As you can tell from these three examples, there is really no such thing as “a” manager 

because each manager is different. While every manager shares a common goal of 

helping artists build and maximize their career, they all have different ways of achieving 

this. 
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One of the main reasons why managers differ so much is because every artist is different 

and to understand a manager you have to first understand the artist that they are 

managing. This dynamic – the relationship between artist and manager – is at the very 

core of everything that happens in the music industry.  

 

It’s sometimes said that artists retain a manager to do all of the things that the artist is 

unable or unwilling to do for themselves. If this observation is true (and I generally think 

it is) then no manager can be understood in a vacuum because each is at least partly a 

function of their artist’s unique combination of needs. An artist who is very organized 

might need their manager’s creative input; another artist who is creatively self-sufficient 

might only need their manager to organize everything for them. 

 

The manager and the artist need to share a common vision and understanding of their 

roles otherwise frustration, confusion and general bad vibes are inevitable. So  

an effective manager/artist relationship is one in which the manager delivers what the 

artist needs.  

 

The age, musical type, experience and personality of an artist can all dramatically affect 

their particular needs and therefore those things which their manager will need to do to 

advance and maximize their career. 

 

For instance a young, teen oriented, pop singer might need their manager to help them 

find hit songs to sing. They might also need their manager to have the contacts to set up 

things like dancing lessons, interview training and teen oriented styling.  On the other 

hand, an older, more experienced, rock band who write their own songs would probably 

need very different things from their manager such as experience in the logistics and 

nuances of touring and contacts who can help get their songs played on rock radio 

stations.  

 

The managers of these two artists would spend most of their days doing such different 

things that it would seem like they are doing completely different jobs. While the first 

manager might be doing a deal for a custom branded perfume fragrance the second 

manager might be mediating complex intraband disputes! Both managers would be 

helping their artist build and maximize their career but the different specific needs of 

each situation ensure that the means these two managers employ to achieve these ends are 

very different indeed.   

 

So the most important part of being a manager is the ability to discern and deliver the 

particular things that an individual artist really needs to help develop and maximize their 

career. A good manager therefore understands that they will have to spend time getting to 

know their artist and working out what specific things are appropriate to their particular 

career situation. Clearly what works for one artist is not necessarily right for another one.  

 

But if you’re thinking that all managers just simply do what they’re told to do by artists, 

stop right there! Occasionally you will find a very opinionated and motivated artist who 

just needs a manager to fire the bullets that the artist makes, but these types of 
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relationships are rare and they usually don’t last. Most successful manager/artist 

relationship are not ones in which the manager is basically a glorified butler. 

 

This is because good managers and smart artists understand that there is often a huge 

difference between what an artist “needs” and what an artist “wants”. For instance an 

artist might “need” to have an early night so they can catch a 6am flight the next day but 

they might “want” to go out and party all night. (In fact, they might even believe that they 

“need” to go out and party and “don’t need” to get up so early!) Similarly an artist might 

“want” to fire their drummer even though they actually “need” to keep their band on the 

road until they have completed an important tour. Another artist might “want” to sign a 

publishing deal now so they can pay their rent but “need” to hold off signing for a while 

so that they can get a better deal. 

 

In situations like this a good manager will have the kind of constructive relationship with 

the artist that allows them to sit down and work out the artist’s true “needs”. The manager 

will be able to explain to the artist that they “need” to go to bed early, keep their 

drummer for a few more months, hold off on signing the publishing deal, or whatever 

else might be in the best interests of their career.  

 

There can also sometimes be a conflict between the needs of an artist’s career and the 

needs of the artist themselves. For instance, the artist’s career might need them to 

perform on a TV show but the artist themselves might need to attend a family wedding. 

These situations are always tough. Occasional personal sacrifices are inevitable if you 

want to be successful in any job but sometimes a manager has to put the personal needs 

of the artist before their career needs. Drawing the line between the needs of the artist and 

the needs of their career is another matter that is unique to every artist/manager 

relationship. 

 

As can be seen from the above examples, even though every manager is different, the 

good ones all understand their artists and they truly understand what is really in the 

artist’s best interests. Together each artist and manager determine their own unique set of 

needs. They then work together to try and make sure these needs are met.  

 

This means that artists must remain involved in planning their careers. Some artists try to 

abdicate all responsibility to their managers and some managers like to take over 

everything. Generally when this happens the manager’s needs (eg: a big bank balance) 

end up being met instead of the artist’s needs (eg: a life and a credible career). A huge 

falling out and/or nervous breakdown usually follows soon afterwards and it all ends in 

tears. It is therefore usually in everybody’s interest to ensure that the artist stays ‘in the 

loop’ about important matters affecting their career. At the other extreme it’s also 

important that there’s enough trust between artist and manager that the artist doesn’t feel 

like they have to be involved in every single detail of their operations … how many rolls 

of gaffa tape to buy, the size of the ad’ on the Des Moines website and so on. As the old 

saying goes – “there’s no point in having a dog if you’re gonna bark yourself”. 
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There are lots of different types of artist/manager dynamics but in every case the 

relationship between artist and manager should truly be a partnership based on mutual 

understanding and shared responsibility.  This unique relationship between each artist and 

manager is the nucleus around which a successful musical career revolves.  Eventually 

the manager and the artist will assemble a network of other relationships to try and 

further the artist’s career. They might build a team which includes record company staff, 

booking agents, live crew, publicists, accountants, music publishers, record producers, 

merchandisers, and literally dozens of other specialists. These days the manager will also 

increasingly use their own direct media and corporate relationships to bring such players 

onto the artist’s ‘team’. 

 

To illustrate this structure you might like to think of the artist’s career as being organized 

like a wheel on a bike. Picture the unique combination of the individual artist and 

manager as the hub in the middle of that wheel. Together they decide what needs to be 

done in order to help develop this artist’s career. They work out where they want to go 

and how they want to get there and then they set about assembling a team to help achieve 

these goals.  

 

Each additional member of the team is like a ‘spoke’ on the wheel. A record company 

might be one ‘spoke’ - they will (hopefully) help get the music profiled on streaming 

services and the songs played on radio stations. A booking agent might be another 

‘spoke’ - they will (hopefully) help get the right gigs. A publisher might help get the 

songs placed in films and on TV. A publicist will be another ‘spoke’ as they help get 

stories into the press and onto the blogs. The right corporate partner might deliver extra 

earnings and co-branding opportunities. And so on and so on. 

 

We do not have the space here to consider each of these ‘spokes’ in detail and their 

relative significance to building a career – it’s different in each case anyway. However, as 

a general comment it should be noted briefly that in recent years the manager’s role has 

become more and more pivotal. Fragmenting media and shrinking label services have 

meant that the manager is increasingly required to personally create more opportunities 

for artists than was the case last century. The days of managers simply being able to 

oversee the work of others are long gone; in today’s music business the manager has to 

be directly involved in making things happen for their clients. The good news is that 

these days you can do much more for yourself. The news is that you have to do much 

more for yourself. 

 

Anyway, while the relative importance of certain ‘spokes’ changes over time the key 

point to remember is that the artist/manager hub remains pivotal in every situation – and 

that’s become even more true in recent years. The ‘hub’ will ultimately decide which 

‘spokes’ are introduced and the relative importance of each in meeting the artist’s needs. 

You might be able to compensate for the occasional dodgy ‘spoke’ (eg: a disinterested 

agent, an ineffective publicist) but if the ‘hub’ isn’t right you’re really in big trouble. 

 

As this tortured metaphor implies, another thing all managers have in common is that 

they are responsible for persuading the right people to get involved in helping their artist. 
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Then once all of these ‘spokes’ are assembled the manager still has to keep all the 

different members of the team motivated and working together. 

 

To drag out our metaphor again … even after the manager and artist have assembled all 

the right ‘spokes’ the career ‘wheel’ still needs to be persuaded somehow to roll in the 

right direction. Most of the responsibility for this persuasion usually falls on the 

shoulders of the manager (although smart artists share some of this responsibility). 

Consequently, even though every manager is different, the success or failure of each one 

usually depends on their ability to get lots of other people to work together to help meet 

their artist’s needs. 

 

For example, let’s just say the hub determines that an artist needs to do a tour to help 

build their career. This might mean that the manager has to organize flights and 

accommodation, encourage the booking agent to land the right shows in the right venues 

for the right fees and motivate the musician whose girlfriend is threatening to leave him if 

he’s on tour on her birthday again. Then the manager might need to brief a designer to 

create appropriate merchandise, convince the record company to work a new track around 

the tour, create an idea that will tie in a sponsor, argue with the crew until they accept 

their meager wages, harangue the printer to deliver the posters on time, develop an online 

rollout that excites core fans and set up a presale ticketing plan which expands and 

rewards the artist’s email database. Then, without a break for coffee the Manager might 

review the PA and lighting designs and make sure they fit with the budgeting. Then it’s 

time to double check that the band has posted the right images and messaging on their 

social media channels and that the publicist has got the newly approved photo’s in the 

email blast and that it is timed for maximum impact. 

 

As you can see from this one small – and very incomplete - example the manager is 

constantly doing lots of different things to keep the all ‘spokes’ of the wheel spinning 

together in the same direction. However, no matter what ‘spoke’ you’re dealing with, the 

manager’s main job is usually to coordinate and persuade. If the manager cannot co-

ordinate and persuade other people then nothing else is likely to matter. 

 

For example, a manager might have built a great relationship with an artist. She or he 

might also have done lots of study about record companies and as a result of all this the 

manager knows that it would be best for this particular artist to sign with a certain label 

that specializes in that artist’s  type of music. The manager might also know everything 

there is to know about the details of recording deals. However, none of that will mean 

anything unless the manager can first find a way of getting the label so excited that they 

want to sign artist. In short, the manager has to be able to persuade. 

 

To be an effective manager you therefore need to develop your own ways and means of 

getting the right people to join you in helping your artist. In fact you need to be able to 

inspire them to wage a crusade for that artist! Nobody else can ever really tell you 

exactly how to do that but that doesn’t mean it’s not an important thing to know.  
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One manager might use charm and wit to help co-opt people, another manager might use 

rational argument and debate, while a third manager might use intimidation of one form 

or another. The fact is that there are lots of different ways to get someone to do 

something and a manager uses whatever works best for their particular situation. It really 

depends on their individual skills, what, where and when they are selling, and to whom 

they are selling it.  

 

Personal style and personality can also colour the way in which a manager presents 

themselves and their artists. For instance, the man who managed INXS in their heyday, 

C.M.Murphy, is a silver haired man who usually presented himself in power suits and ties 

as he carved out multimillion dollar deals in corporate boardrooms. Alternatively, Rae 

Harvey who manages Aussie rock heroes, The Living End, is an ideologically committed 

punk who proudly sports tattoos and bright blue (or pink) hair. This allows her to relate to 

her client and, the community upon which their career depends. While these two, very 

different, managers would probably disagree about many things, they share a truly fierce 

belief in their clients and an ability to use their own personal style to further their clients’ 

careers. 

 

By the way, the folklore surrounding managers is probably out of sync with the approach 

most managers usually take these days when trying to co-ordinate and motivate members 

of their team. Most managerial folklore involves things like managers dangling people 

out of windows by the ankles to get them to sign deals or managers throwing massive 

temper tantrums to get people to do what they want them to do.  

 

While it can sometimes be fun to think of music managers as the last of the cowboys, the 

fact is that few such characters still thrive at the top levels of today’s music industry. The 

old school standover merchant can occasionally try to raise his or her head but these days 

they usually do more harm than good.  During my time working at a major record 

company I saw several such table thumpers. These guys (and they were nearly always 

men) would try to bully and threaten the record company staff to get them to do whatever 

they wanted them to do. If something went wrong, instead of being constructive the 

manager would just start to hurl blame and abuse. Occasionally all of this worked. On 

these occasions the staff would just give the high octane manager whatever he wanted in 

order to get him out of their face. In fact these short term benefits were actually quite 

common but in the long run these kinds of managers usually ended up hurting their 

artist’s careers. Record company staff ended up avoiding the manager’s calls. They 

wouldn’t share any valuable information about what was really going on with the artist’s 

career for fear of incurring the manager’s wrath and they even stopped trying to create 

opportunities for the artist because it just meant they had to deal with “that bloody guy”. 

Even though major labels are less central to some artists’ careers these days, the principle 

still applies to all other ‘spokes’ as well. 

 

It is particularly difficult for this style of management to work in the medium to long 

term in a market as small as Australia. In our country a handful of key booking agents, 

promoters, record company people and media players have a lot of influence. If a 

manager gets put in everyone’s “too hard” basket their artists will find it vastly harder to 
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grow their careers. Sometimes an obnoxious manager can get away with bullying 

behavior for a while because the popularity of their artist forces people in the music 

industry to keep dealing with them. However, as many have subsequently discovered, 

people in this business have long memories so as soon as the artist’s popularity starts to 

wane the obnoxious manager will find that his actions start to catch up with him as his 

music industry colleagues extract their delayed revenge.  

 

As the old adage says … “be good to the people you meet on the way up because they’re 

the same ones you meet on the way down” 

 

Most contemporary managers have developed more sophisticated methods of persuasion 

than the old school table thumpers. These days they try to build strong networks of 

friendships in various facets of the music industry then they trade favors with these 

friends so as to advance the careers of their artists. They come up with ways of politically 

manipulating situations to ensuring that their artist gets treated well. They constantly 

spread good news around so as to motivate other members of the artist’s team to work 

even harder and so on. They create detailed and plausible plans and work hard to make 

sure that everyone sticks to the plan. 

 

Like a good salesperson in any other business, many of today’s managers also spend time 

learning to really understand the person to whom they are selling.  They work out what 

that person really needs in order to do their job and then they make sure they deliver it – 

whether that’s a remarkable video piece that will get profiled by blogs or a great live 

show to excite a particular festival promoter.  

 

Some managers also spend time working out which buttons to push in each ‘buyer’ in 

order to get the desired results. One radio programmer might respond to flattery, one to 

reasoned argument, another to guilt, one more to harassment. Most good managers work 

this out and then do what needs to be done in order to keep the wheel of the artist’s career 

rolling in the way that it needs to roll.  

 

Nevertheless, we work in a field called “the music business” not “the music friendship”. 

It’s always easier if everybody gets along with each other but sometimes a manager is 

going to have to upset some people just by doing their job properly. It’s always more 

pleasant if everybody can win in a situation and sometimes the manager needs to concede 

some ground to avoid burning any bridges for their artists. However, some other 

situations are zero sum games - someone will win, someone will lose and there is no 

acceptable compromise. In these situations a manager has to fight to make sure the artist 

wins and that probably means upsetting the other party. Such situations are unavoidable 

in management no matter how clever you are at manipulating situations. A strong 

backbone plus the willingness and ability to knowingly walk into a verbal fight are 

therefore necessities for most professional managers regardless of their particular 

personal style.  

 

There are whole books that deal with these areas in much more depth; from Machievelli’s 

classic “The Prince” and Sun Tzu’s “The Art Of War” to more recent ones like “How To 
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Make Friends & Influence People”. If you don’t instinctively understand what I’m 

talking about in the paragraphs above then I’d suggest you read some of those books and 

go live some life for a while before proceeding further.  

 

Some people might argue that the only way to really learn how to become a good 

persuader is to actually do it – to learn from your successes and your mistakes and spend 

a few years in the school of hard knocks. Others might argue that it’s not something that 

can be learned and that some people are natural debaters, others are innately charming 

while some are born intimidating. That’s probably true to a point but, even so, everyone 

can get better at influencing others if they actively try to develop those sorts of skills. As 

a general tip I think the single best thing you can do is to really try to listen. Once you 

know what a person wants to buy it becomes vastly easier to sell them something. 

 

There is also a lot that could be written here about the way that persuasive skills can 

sometimes be helpful in dealing with clients. Even with the purest of intentions and the 

highest moral scruples, management is sometimes a bit like being a sports coach so for 

everyone’s sake you have to be able to communicate with your artist in a way that 

motivates them to do the right things for their career. Therefore, the ability to persuade 

applies within “the hub” of the artist/manager relationship just as much as it does through 

the rest of “the wheel”.  

  

 

Conclusion: 

 

I started by defining a management as “helping artists to build and maximize their 

musical careers”.  

 

We have seen that a manager does this firstly by developing a genuine understanding of 

the artist’s real needs, secondly, by assembling the right team of people to help meet 

those needs and thirdly, by coordinating and persuading all those people to do the things 

that will meet those needs.  

 

We have also seen that exactly what those needs are will vary greatly from artist to artist.  

How the manager coordinates and persuades people will also vary a lot. That’s why there 

is no such thing as “a” manager. Every situation is unique and it is up to each individual 

manager to apply their particular knowledge and experience in a manner that is 

appropriate to individual circumstances. 

 

To return to our metaphor of the bike wheel one last time … manager and artists firstly 

create their own unique but strong ‘hub’. Then they assemble the appropriate ‘spokes’ 

(publicist, publisher, booking agent etc.) to make the right career ‘wheel’. Finally the 

manager (hopefully with the help of the artist) somehow finds a way or coordinating and 

persuading all these separate ‘spokes’ to roll the ‘wheel’ in the right direction.  

 

The other part of the definition at the start of this chapter stated that a manager is 

someone who “earns a living” from helping artists. Any love and mercy a manager gets 
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from their client along the way is strictly a welcome bonus. It’s always risky to look for 

all your emotional fulfillment and/or identity in any job and that’s particularly true of 

artist management. Managers and artists will often become very close personally and that 

can be wonderful. However, despite – or maybe even, because - of that reality it pays to 

always remember that both parties initially joined forces so they could both earn a better 

living. 

 

To use one last metaphor, managers exist to help grow the artist’s career ‘cake’ by more 

than the size of the commission ‘slice’ that they get paid. It’s really as simple as that. If 

an artist thinks that their manager is not genuinely adding net value to their career then 

soon enough the artist will, understandably, employ another manager to perform the role. 

It is, at its core, a commercial relationship and managers who become “best friends” with 

their clients forget that fact at their peril. 

 

It follows from all of this that the terms of your business relationship should be based on 

a written contract if only to provide greater certainty for both parties when the working 

relationship has run its course. However, the relationship between an artist and a 

manager, and the ways in which the manager advances the artist’s career, are more 

complex and nuanced than any simple contract could ever describe. 
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