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Jeff Vaughn is an A&R Executive. He is 28 years-old, has spent time in the US military, 
graduated Duke University, and has a deep love for Southern Hip Hop. He originally entered 
the entertainment business via a mailroom position at United Talent Agency in 2008. During 
2010 he worked as the assistant to Rob Prince, who is the agent for acts including Hall & 
Oates, Bob Seger and Celine Dion. In April 2011, he started working as the assistant to Mike 
Caren, who is the Worldwide President of A&R at Warner Music Group. After 2 subsequent 
promotions within WMG, he now holds the dual title of - Director of A&R at Artist Partners and 
the Director of A&R at Artist Publishing Group. 
 
Over the course of the last 14-months, Jeff and I have engaged in numerous interviews, phone 
calls and email exchanges centering on the discussion of leadership. It is a topic on which he is 
both passionate and curious about. I have been seeking to understand Jeff’s perspective on 
what attributes he believes to inform effective leadership, together with the experiences that 
impact upon his way of work. More specifically, I have been interested to understand Jeff’s 
experience of leadership as an American music executive who is under 30-years-of-age and 
who has advanced in his career via traditional steps. As an A&R, he is increasingly 
independent in his decision-making abilities at the company, and is responsible for a small 
roster of interns and artists.  
 
Leadership is inherently a process of social influence, where a person is able to gather the 
support of others to achieve a common goal. Effective leadership can be understood by the 
ability of the leader to inspire others toward the achievement of that goal, and providing 
those such as Jeff with the tools to create positive change is critical. I wish to propose the idea 
that insights on leadership do not necessarily need to be birthed from those who manage 
large teams. Rather, they can also be learned from those who are working in small team 
environments and who are able to inspire others to achieve a common goal.  
 
I have studied the development of Jeff’s thought process on leadership over the last 14-months 
and sought to understand what leadership traits Jeff identifies, with and the kind of leader 
that he aspires to be. We have worked together to identify 5 core attributes that he believes 
drive the effective leadership of creative people. They are:  
 

1. Trust 
2. Patience 
3. Vision 
4. Communication 
5. Team 

 
 
 
TRUST  
 
Imagine this:  
You’re 26 years-old, living in Los Angeles, and you have landed a job as the assistant to the 
President of worldwide A&R at a major record label. You’ve officially taken the desk and you 
are keen to learn and demonstrate your abilities. One of your first tasks is to set up a session 
between one of the labels signed artists, and a high profile producer - the entire trip for the 
artist has been planned around this session day. You’ve confirmed the session and you’ve spent 
the last month ensuring that everything will go according to plan. You’re keen to please, and 
why not, this is an amazing opportunity. Then you get the call, from the producer, telling you 
that the session needs to be cut in half. What follows is the producers manager accusing you of 
not providing the correct information, failing to confirm the session and he is blaming you as 
the reason why it’s not worked out. You’re expecting to be fired. Why is anyone going to 
believe you? You are new to the job, the company and you have no credibility.  
 
This is a story from Jeff’s first month as Mike Caren’s assistant. The end result is a good 
example of what can happen if you build an early affinity with others.  “It’s quite common for 
assistants to get thrown under the bus” he says, “you get blamed when things go wrong, rightly 



	  

or wrongly, because you’re inexperienced and a year out of college.” The end result is that 
Mike Caren didn’t throw him under the bus. When dealing with the dispute, Mike put his trust in 
Jeff and supported his position.  “He put his relationship with the producer and the manager 
on the line, based on his belief in me. You never want to disappoint someone who is going to 
vouch for you like that” he says, “ It’s about loyalty and I respond to loyalty.” 
 
Jeff believes trust to be the most important dynamic within the leadership paradigm. It is this 
particular anecdote that has inspired his way of work, and also drives his ongoing commitment 
to Mike Caren. The early alliance between the two, set the foundation for strong flow on 
effects, and this insight informs us on how building trust from the outset can be used as a 
leadership tool.  
 
Jeff Vaughn:  
 
Trust is definitely a strong characteristic of Mike’s leadership style. He always welcomed me 
with open arms, and fought for me from day one. Yes – you had to earn it, but he also treated 
you with the assumption that you deserved it. I had never encountered that before. Usually 
trust was something that you had to earn. Mike takes a different approach – “If you’re on my 
team then I’m going to go to war for you.” 
 
I work to build trust with my writers and producers. My job is to find a way to make them feel 
heard, but also to get them to try new ideas for the track. Mike might have the credibility and 
the years of experience, but he also has the distance. Whereas me – I have to get on the 
phone with the artist every day. I have to be more sensitive, and the way I navigate that is a 
build up of trust. I wouldn’t just go into a room assuming that I can do these things with 
someone new, in comparison to someone that I have a great relationship with. I used to work 
with a lot of different people in a lot of different combinations. What I realised recently was 
that, the better my relationship was with one person, the better my results would be. Probably 
because we have mutual respect, they know what I’m looking for and I know what they’re 
good at. So I’ve been narrowing down that ratio and getting results. It’s still about the energy 
in the room, but it’s also the understanding that comes from being familiar.  
 
Artists will generally try new ideas if you have that relationship. Take the time to build that 
faith, because it’s easy for artists to feel like they are wasting their time. Even the most 
talented and successful songwriters only write 3 or 4 hits a year, and that’s probably from a 
total of 400 songs per year. A lot of the time they are stepping up to the plate and missing; 
And those are the best! If you’re then talking about the majority of professional songwriters it’s 
an even much lower ratio. If they didn’t have that confidence, to be shot down and to come 
back the next day, then they wouldn’t come back. It’s about guiding them and keeping that 
confidence up, so that they can trust their own instincts. I try to choose my battles. When I 
suggest something, my artists know it’s because I feel strongly about it – not because I felt like 
I needed to have input. 
 
PATIENCE  
 
The ability of an effective leader to convey key messages is grounded in an understanding 
that we each arrive at the situation with a unique set of experiences. Jeff believes that 
patience plays an important role within the leadership dynamic. Over the past 14-months he 
has learned a lot about the art of patience, an attribute that he says does not come easily to 
him. He has learned to ask more questions and allow his artists the time to come to their own 
conclusions. In one of our interview conversations, we highlighted the role of empathy within this 
trait. We discussed the idea that if you can identify with people from diverse backgrounds, all 
coming together in the one scenario, then you have a better ability to lead them.  
 
Jeff Vaughn:  
 
Empathy is something that I consciously work on. I think it’s a personal weakness – I’m not the 
most empathetic person. When you look at the relationship between patience and empathy, 



	  

then patience is a defining attribute, because you realise that you have a lot of the same 
conversations. You’re telling each person, at their own unique stage of development – ‘this is 
what you’re going to encounter next.’ You do have to remember that we are all coming from a 
place of our own, and to be mindful of the fact that it’s new information. People have unique 
experiences - they might have just broken up with their girlfriend, had a rough weekend, or 
maybe they were out of town and so are behind on their work. I’m learning to approach 
everything from a level of patience, rather than a demanding place.  
 
I’ve driven across Los Angeles to get to a dinner meeting with a prominent manager, of an 
artist that I wanted to sign. I organized for the meeting to be at the hotel that the manager 
was staying at, so that he didn’t have to leave the hotel, and he still made me stay in the 
lobby for an hour before he came down. I don’t know how many people would put up with 
that? I don’t know if that’s pathetic or just patient? I guess the point is that I was successful. He 
never gave an explanation and I never asked. I may not be the most important person in his 
world. He might be talking to six or seven labels on the phone up in his hotel room, fending 
them off, just to come down and meet me. I don’t know. I try to keep a good nature for the 
course. Writers and artists are late for sessions. Producers don’t show up. You miss flights. I 
guess you just accept it as a cost of doing business, and once you accept it then you’re way 
better off. But let me be clear too - We don’t tolerate it. If someone did it repeatedly and 
made the same mistakes twice, then it’s not something that we would tolerate.  
 
VISION  
 
The importance of vision, as an attribute for effective leadership, can be broken down into two 
core understandings: Vision for the overall goal, and vision for personal goals. Jeff believes 
that it doesn’t matter what level you are playing at, it is fundamental that as a leader you 
have to know both, in order to bring people with you. For people to carry out your objectives, 
you need to know where you’re headed personally, as much as you need to know where you 
are leading them. “I’m very big on setting goals. Actually writing them down and going 
through them every 6 months.” he says.  When Jeff first started working at Atlantic, It’s 
something that Mike Caren worked through with him. Now it’s a process that he actively 
pursues with Caren, and also carves out with each of his artists. He talks passionately about the 
need to present new ideas, but also to follow through. He encourages his writers to set goals, 
and to be mindful when they deviate too much. Jeff’s mindset can be demonstrated by his 
largely paperless office. The only paper to be found on his desk, is a print out of his personal 
and professional goals for the year.  
 
Jeff Vaughn:  
 
I think that one of the challenges for the management of creative people, is that they tend to 
try and move the goal posts on you. If you have set goals, then you can help your artists be 
mindful of them.  
 
It’s not uncommon for artists to want to put out a certain kind of song, but when the time comes 
for things to be pushed through, then they are resistant to the process.  For example – a radio 
edit or phone interviews. It does take a certain personality to believe in something and be 
able to see that vision through in the face of other people who don’t, particularly when the 
artists aren’t cooperating. My goal is to be able to stay the course, and be able to execute 
the vision despite detractors and differing view-points. That’s what we do as A&R. At the end 
of the day, everything that we do that relates to the song, is also an opinion. Opinion on sound 
is subjective, but you have to be able to back yourself and say -  “I love this and I think other 
people are going to love it too”.    
 
Immersing yourself in understanding the artist will also drive your ability to carve out a 
stronger perception. For example, recently I took out three weeks to completely understand 
everything I could about a particular artist, and what I got from all that was an even stronger 
vision for where it should all go. I’ve seen a total transformation in how I articulate the project 
to the writers, producers and the promo staff. I find this to be such an exciting place to be in! 



	  

It’s what creative people do in general, but from an A&R perspective – one degree of 
removal from the process can help so much. Each party has their respective vision - The artist 
has theirs and the songwriters know the songs that they want to write. So you need to find a 
way to understand that, but also to motivate them toward your vision as the publisher.  I can’t 
write a song myself, and so there is a delicateness to a situation where someone who can’t 
write a song (ie. Me), is asking someone who can write the song, to do so within my vision and 
for the artist. You have got to start with the vision; then be able to sell it.  
 
COMMUNICATION  
 
Put simply, communication is the exchange of information. When it comes to vision as a 
leadership attribute, Jeff pairs it closely with communication. We discussed the importance of 
how messages and ideas are delivered, particularly within small teams of independent people 
working together, which is a common characteristic of an A&R Department. Aside from 
organizing studio sessions, scouting or negotiating with managers, he spends majority of his 
time taking care of the artists already signed to the roster. He helps them with their 
development and acts as a sounding board when they need one. He is mindful of his 
responsibility to motivate them, and he has found that words are just as important as action.  
 
Jeff Vaughn:  
 
There are two flows of communication - Internal and external. I really came up through the 
system. I was Mike’s assistant. I was the studio manager. I was the low level A&R. I am now a 
mid-level A&R. I’ve done the steps. I have a perspective and I do feel as though things should 
be done a certain way. The ability to communicate effectively is an important thing that we 
look for in potential hires and in building the team. There are so many incredible creative 
people, who are hard-working and who have strong ideas, but communication is also a pillar. 
A&R really does require an independent spirit and the ability to play an independent game. 
It’s a skillset that is based on your opinion, who you are looking at signing and who you are 
talking to. When you are doing that within a larger company, you need to be able to 
communicate your ideas to others. You will quickly learn that the work is so time intensive, and 
you really can’t get that much done on your own. You need to have that team, the ability to 
convey your goals, and to say – hey I’m looking for this type of song, does anyone have 
anything? Or – I’m going out to Atlanta next week, does anyone have an important contact out 
there that I should talk to? The better you interact with people, the more you can get done 
because everyone is on the same page.  
 
It could be as simple as sending out an email saying – a certain manager is coming into the 
office, whoever would like to come and join the meeting is welcome. It can be a small detail, 
but you just never know what might come out of that. The people that I really like working with 
are people who believe in transparency. If I have a contact and you need it, then I’m going to 
give it to you. If we’ve worked together, and we have a relationship, then I’m going to help 
you. Why shouldn’t I help you go direct?  
 
Vision and communication are very closely tied together for the leader that I want to be. If I 
can’t speak in such a way where people can understand the vision, then I won’t be effective. I 
struggle with this all the time. Communication is an area where I’m putting in the work and 
trying to improve. Asking questions like – how do I present the idea? How do I frame a 
comment? It’s not about convincing, it’s about engaging and getting everyone on the same 
page. I’m never going to be able to convince everyone to see my point of view, but – If I can 
get you to want to be a part of what we’re building toward, then that’s powerful. Delivering 
the ideas effectively means that people see where we’re going and they want to be a part of 
it. That’s the result. We call ourselves football coaches at APG. It’s 75% motivational 
encouragement and 25% constructive criticism. The balance can mean the difference between 
us feeling as though it’s inclusive, versus feeling dictatorial.  I think people should feel a part of 
the process and free to ask questions. I’m learning all the time, but what I know now is that if I 
can better understand the team around me, it helps me to better understand how I work.  
 



	  

TEAM 
 
Without core values and guiding principles, leadership is a hollow crusade. Everything tends to 
work better when there is a team in place who believe in the shared vision. There is an air of 
humility to the way in which Jeff recognises his strengths, weaknesses and the appreciation for 
those on the APG team who have helped guide his learning. He talks passionately about the 
APG team and the vision for its growth. Currently, Artist Partners is primarily himself and 
Caren. APG has a staff of approximately 10 people and Jeff is responsible for two interns, 
together with his signed artists on the roster. With the interns he has found that pairs work well 
as they motivate each other and their close collaboration yields better results.  
 
On the artist side of the business, he believes that the key is building a roster of artists who 
feel part of something greater. This means an alignment of people who share vision, values 
and a feeling of noble purpose. He greatly respects and admires the creative outliers, whom 
he finds compelling. “It’s funny because those people are the most difficult types of people to 
work with! It’s my own creative torture, but I’m drawn to them” he says. During our 
conversations we discussed whether Jeff’s time spent in the military informs his point of view.  
 
Jeff Vaughn:  
 
I don’t think about that time (in the military) actively. It’s more something that I have absorbed 
and internalised. It’s more of an outlook, because during that time I learned a lot about work 
ethic and discipline. I saw what it takes to be part of a successful team, and you don’t want to 
let the others down. Being a part of something like that makes everyone work a little bit 
harder. Let me give you an example - It’s like exercising by yourself versus exercising in a 
group. You don’t want to be the weak link! You don’t want to be the person that drops out of 
the run. We will reach our goals if we understand shared responsibility. I believe that on a 
personal level, and I don’t want to spend a lot of time on people who aren’t working as hard 
as me. I always tell my artists and producers – the way we best function is “you push me and I 
push you.” I might not like getting that call from a manager, about why a certain thing wasn’t 
handled properly, or the marketing was a problem, or they have a criticism of me - but I have 
to respect it.   
 
The main thing I’ve learned recently is that regardless of what my goals are, when I go into a 
situation, I focus on leaving those aside. I’m there to learn as much as I can about the artist that 
I’m working with. That means asking questions and providing a conversation where they can 
talk things out. If I want them to listen to me and my opinions, then I need to listen to them. It 
goes back to building trust, actually it underwrites everything we’ve talked about. That’s true 
leadership – to listen first.  
 
TM 
 
 


