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Maestro Background
I try to bring a mix of lecture and game to my undergraduate management course at the University 
of Maryland Baltimore County (UMBC). So, when my students were not grasping the concept of 
the dynamics and risks of making unstructured decisions (Simon, 1960), I decided to create a game 
that would place teams of players within the decision-making process.

First, I needed the game to focus on a common denominator — something to which everyone, even 
twenty-something students, could relate. I found my answer as I saw students filing into class wear-
ing headphones. Music would be the theme of the game!

To introduce the musical theme into the classroom, I needed an instrument that was portable, 
simple to play, and which could be played by multiple players. I recalled a recent “grandfather 
moment,” when I found my grandson playing with a set of brightly colored hand bells. When I 
asked him which song he was playing, he smiled and replied, “Guess.” Guess! That would be the 
pattern-of-play for this game — teams would prepare and present an untitled song to Judges who 
would then guess the title.

When I ran the first pilot of Maestro, the students were, as they say, “totally into the game.” They 
were enthusiastic and, afterwards, understood more about key concepts like team performance 
under pressure, the problem-solving/decision-making process, and team communications.

Over the years, Maestro has become a student favorite. While students enjoy playing with the bells 
as well as the challenge of performing under pressure, I enjoy the energy they bring to the game, the 
post-game dialogue, and the increased “smile quotient” of my students.

Unstructured Problem Solving
An unstructured problem is a problem that has a poorly defined issue or solution (Eilon, 1985) or 
one or more elements that are incomplete or missing  critical information (Bazerman, 1986).  It 
contains one or more of these elements:

  Undefined or unclear goal  or resolution;

  Incorrect or incomplete information;

  Resolution that may not produce desired outcome.

A structured problem, on the other hand, contains three elements:

  A clear goal; 

  Necessary information to accomplish the goal;

  A predictable outcome resulting from your actions.
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Maestro helps prepare teams and leaders develop the critical skills of leadership, communication, 
creative problem-solving, and planning. During the game, teams are challenged to tackle the 
problem of preparing to perform an unknown song without the use of instruments. It simulates 
an unstructured problem so participants can experience the problem and the solution from the 
inside. By withholding critical information — the song title, the  timing, aspects of the scoring, and 
so on — Maestro forces players to rely on their own creativity and resolve to achieve their objective 
— delivering a winning performance.

Leadership Under Pressure

Management cannot create leaders.  It can only create the conditions under 
which potential leadership qualities become effective.

— Peter F. Drucker

Maestro establishes a powerful situation in which team leaders experience organizational and  
personal pressures.  Along with the obstacles inherent in the unstructured problem, participants  
in Maestro experience the following additional obstacles:

•   They are placed on a newly formed team, requiring them to quickly select a leader and  
establish a team structure;

•  They are given a limited time period in which they must plan a winning song presentation;

•   They must compete against other teams in front of a panel of judges and rest of the participants.

How each team and team leader responds to this pressure provides for powerful post-game dialogue.

There are many leadership qualities that can successfully create a winning audition; they vary from 
team to team and from class to class.   We have identified several qualities that can be used to dis-
cuss leadership under pressure, as demonstrated by the Maestro and team members.

1.   Quality leadership requires thinking through the organization’s mission.  In Maestro, each 
team’s mission — to successfully perform an unidentified song — has been established for 
them. Team leaders must set goals, make task assignments, and establish a standard of  
performance to ensure that their teams perform that task.

2.   Quality leadership requires that each team player sees his or her role as a responsibility 
rather than as a privilege or unwelcome task.  Effective leaders encourage input and  
contributions from each team member.

3.   Great leaders harness the energy of their teams to create a vision of success.  Once teams are  
presented with a challenging assignment, there can occur a predictable decrease in energy 
and a brief period of confusion as teams try to figure out what to do next.  Effective leaders 
immediately establish a collective spirit of success that positively affects team planning.
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Successful Team Performance
One or two rounds of Maestro game play may not be enough time to fully examine all the character-
istics of team performance, but real-time observations can be obtained. If time permits, you can use 
these characteristics to explore and discuss the what it means to be a high-performing team (Sugar 
and Whitcomb, 2006):

  Team members want to work together.

   Team members share leadership.  Depending on the assignment or situation, no one member 
is always in charge.

   Team members share responsibility.  The whole team ensures that all necessary work  
is accomplished.

   Team members exhibit a conscious authority; the team considers and plans how authority 
is going to be used by individual members and by the team leader. Team members make 
conscious decisions about what plans will be made, how work will be assigned, and how 
deadlines will be set and met.

  The team sets its own agreed-on goals.

   The team is mutually effective:  the team does its work , does it well, and its members have 
the appropriate skills to accomplish their tasks.

Notes
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