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Introduction

The following essay aims to critically explore the leadership qualities of the CEO of Netflix, Reed Hastings. It will provide an overview of his background, outlining his achievements and journey to becoming the CEO of one of the most innovative companies in the world. It will further critically discuss his leadership strategies, styles and traits and his influence on driving employee performance and motivation. Moreover, this essay will highlight personal leadership styles and how based on these styles, roles and responsibilities as a leader will be accomplished and bring about positive change. 
Background of the Leader

Wilmot Reed Hastings Jr, better known as Reed, was born in the suburb of Boston Belmont, Massachusetts on 8th October 1960. His father once worked in President Richard Nixon’s administration as a lawyer between 1969-1974. Hastings attended a private school during his teenage years and graduated in 1978 and thereafter, took a gap year before going to college. During his gap year, Hastings went door-door selling vacuum cleaners and as part of his sales pitch, he would clean the customers’ rugs, the experience helped him develop entrepreneurial skills. In 1979, Reed attended Bowdoin College, going onto major in mathematics in 1983. Subsequently, he joined the Peace Corps where he was assigned to a high school attended by 800 students in northwest Swaziland, Southern Africa. Hastings credits his experience there, for helping him to become a budding entrepreneur in his later life. Hastings left the Peace Corps in 1985, going onto attend Stanford University where he obtained a master’s degree in computer science (Lusted, 2013). This helped him become a software developer and at the age of 31, in 1991, he established Pure Software, a company offering a debugging tool called Purify, which he sold in 1997 for a substantial profit (Hibler, 2021).  
The birth of Netflix started in 1997, when Reed rented Apollo 13 from a video rental shop. He misplaced the video but when he found it, it was six weeks late, costing him $40. Netflix was established when the internet was new. As people started buying personal computers and getting access to the internet, Hastings, and cofounder Marc Randolph, saw a potential prospect. They found that people who wanted to watch films at home, did not want to make multiple trips to the store to rent and return and were anxious about not returning the videos on time. As such, for a small monthly payment and a Netflix account, Netflix was offering customers the service of ordering unlimited videos and having them delivered straight to the door. By 2008, customers could stream movies onto their computers and other devices. In 2010, Reed Hastings, the CEO of Netflix, was named the Businessperson of the Year by Fortune Magazine. Under his leadership, Netflix grew exponentially (Lusted, 2013).
The Leaders Traits and Styles
At Netflix, the leadership style that Reed Hastings displays, is that of freedom and responsibility, indicating a laisse faire approach. There is no holiday policy at Netflix; employees can take holiday as much as needed if their job gets done. Employees do not have formal titles; they go to the office, work as hard as they can and go home (Dougherty and Drake, 2016). Hastings is very dedicated to Netflix's success, this can be seen through his expectations: “It may sound harsh but according to Hastings, employees who produce B-level work—even if they put forth A-level effort—should be let go,” (Fenzi, 2013, para. 4). How long an employee lasts at Netflix is based on their performance, poor performers will be weeded out with simply good performers left. Once the best performers are identified, Hastings pays them by what he thinks their talent is worth, that way, he can keep them in the company (Antony and Schwartz, 2017).
Hastings is recognised for his hands-off approach, giving workers a great level of autonomy, this however comes with a catch: a higher level of accountability and expectations and a culture entrenched in direct feedback, edging between constructive and critical (Gallo, 2020). In his book, No Rule Rules, he states: "With candour, high performers become outstanding performers. Frequent candid feedback exponentially magnifies the speed and effectiveness of your team.” (Gallow, 2020, para. 3)
Being so hands-off, he takes a vision-setting approach, leaving day-to-day decision-making to the employees. The key values he expects from those involved in his company, guides the company. These values or principles include transparency, honest and direct feedback, and a dream team attitude (Netflix n.d.). Individuals in senior positions are responsible for providing staff with everything they need, to make informed decisions but refrain from making the choices for them. At Netflix, employee spending is not monitored, the only rule they are given is to “act in the best interest of Netflix”. This freedom approach has shown to lead to job satisfaction, thereby driving performance (Harriss, 2020). A further advantage of allowing employees to make decisions, is that it motivates and gets them ready to make quick decisions during a crisis, allowing the company to respond quicker when dealing with external forces. This way of working was partly established to avoid the same mistakes made by Hastings when he worked in Pure Software, made due to an overreliance on the processes. It has also led to developing an innovative culture within Netflix (Wilder, 2018, cited in McAndrew, 2021). 
Psychologist Kurt Lewin developed a leadership framework in the 1930s and it formed the basis of other approaches that later followed (Jdetawy, 2018). He stated that there are three fundamental styles of leadership: laissez-faire, autocratic and democratic. Laissez-Faire is an economic theory from the 18th century which in French, means (let you do it) (Ekmekci and Tosunoglu, 2016). According to Northouse (2010), laissez-faire reflects a hands-off, go-as- you-ride approach. Bass and Avolio (1990) explained laissez-faire leadership as the absence or lack of leadership and the avoiding of intervention. Leaders of this style, often act as if they have been abdicated from their duties and responsibilities (Lewin, Lippit and White, 1939). They often give employees the autonomy to do their work, at a personal pace or own deadlines. Leaders of this approach give their subordinates the power to form decisions (Chaudhry and Javed, 2012). They give their subordinates advice and resources, but otherwise, limit their involvement. This leadership style can be successful if the leader regularly oversees performance and provides feedback (Chaudhry and Javed, 2012). Netflix’s ethos, centres around ‘radical transparency’ (Kelly, 2021). It is encouraged to give brutal honesty, when giving feedback to colleagues. The rule is that “you only say things about fellow employees that you say to their face.” (Kelly, 2021, para. 3). In their corporate blog, Netflix express:
 “We believe we will learn faster and be better if we can make giving and receiving feedback less stressful and a more normal part of work life. Feedback is a continuous part of how we communicate and work with one another versus an occasional formal exercise. We build trust by being selfless in giving feedback to our colleagues, even if it is uncomfortable to do so…We celebrate the people who are very candid, especially to those in more powerful positions…We actively help people learn how to do this at Netflix through coaching and modelling the behaviours we want to see in every employee” (Netflix, n.d, para. 19)
The main benefit of the laissez-faire approach is that by giving employees autonomy in how they conduct their work, it can result in higher job satisfaction and higher productivity. However, it may not be as successful if employees do not handle their time effectively or lack the skills and motivation (Ololube, 2013, cited in Amanchukwu, Stanley and Ololube, 2015). To avoid this, it can be argued that Netflix, therefore, practice the ‘keepers test’, a strategy used to evaluate the performance of employees. In his book No Rules Rule, Hastings explains this through the following scenario: if an employee were to resign tomorrow, would attempts be made to get them to stay or would it be accepted with no reservations? If the latter is chosen, then a new employee should be sought, someone who would be fought for (Todd, 2020). However, some employees view the test as a guise for ordinary workplace politics and regard such an approach to firing as being callous. A former employee stated that she witnessed a fired colleague crying as she was packing her boxes and other colleagues looked away in the fear of being targeted next (The Week, 2018).
According to Iqbal et al., (2021), the laissez-faire leadership style empowers employees by making them part of the decision-making process and thus, make them feel that they are a vital part of the business, and therefore, encourages them to use their energy in accomplishing the business’ objectives. Other benefits of this type of leadership are that by giving the employees a higher level of autonomy, it can influence growth and development, creativity and innovation and further enables the practice of quick decision-making (Cherry, 2021). According to company-rating website Glassdoor, data gathered from 800 anonymous employee reviews showed that Netflix earned an approval rating of 3.7/5, above the Glassdoor average of 3.4, across 830,000-plus companies reviewed on the website. Glassdoor also claim that Reed Hasting’s has a high approval rating of 87%, high in comparison to the websites average CEO rating of 69% (Spangler, 2018).
However, despite these benefits, it is argued that the laissez-faire approach to leadership is passive in nature and can have damaging effects on both the organisation and employees (Hinkin and Schriesheim, 2008 cited in Robert and Vandenberghe, 2021). Empirical evidence has shown laissez-faire leadership to be linked to lower job satisfaction, being unsatisfied with the leader and lower leader effectiveness (Skogstad et al., 2014). Kelloway et al., (2005 cited in Kogstad et al, 2007) suggest that zero leadership styles like that of laissez-faire, could be the main cause of workplace strains such as role conflict, role ambiguity, perceiving a lack of interpersonal treatment by the leader, resulting in negative consequences such as stress reactions. However, studies reporting the correlation between laissez-faire leadership and workplace strains are limited. Although, a further study conducted by Kogstad et al., (2007) amongst 2,273 Norwegian employees, revealed the laissez-faire approach to be linked to role conflict, ambiguity, and conflict with colleagues. Other disadvantages of this leadership style are that there could be a lot of confusion within the team. When the leader is not available, it can lead to the team feeling isolated, some employees may take over the role as leader when they do not have the credentials and this can create tension within the team which in turn, lead to employees not always putting 100% effort into their work. When this happens, the leader could easily blame them for not getting it right. With this style of leadership, the leader can pass judgement and escape true leadership, along with failing to motivate and ignore the team for their roles within the project. Moreover, leaders of this style can be viewed as withdrawn and not being interested (Gaille, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_EKG44Y2Q]Given that Hastings is known for his hands-off, freedom approach, in his earlier working life, this was not always the case. For example, when he managed Pure Software, he was known to be an autocratic leader. Hastings was focused on pushing his ideas and not the employees. If the employees did not follow his footsteps, they would be left behind, leaving some feeling worthless (ILC, 2021). In an interview at the New Yorker’s TechFest, Hastings, when recalling his time at Pure Software, stated: “We grew very quickly, but very chaotically, and I always felt like I was half up water…I was not doing a very good job as a manager” (McAlone, 2016, para. 2). It was only during his time at Netflix, that he turned his leadership around where he would encourage the employees to share their ideas, and encouraged self-direction (ILC, 2021). According to Cherry (2018), autocratic leaders, also known as authoritarian leadership, control all decision making, rarely taking input from others. Decisions are made based on the beliefs of the leader, rather than from an informed decision influenced by suggestions and advice from others. According to Jdetawy (2018), autocratic leaders decide on the division of labour and make policies without being present, they are often distant from the followers. Authoritarian leadership is achieved through punishments, demands, orders, threats, rules, and regulations. Thus, the role of the followers in this case, include obeying the leader’s instructions without question. It is argued that this style of leadership is likely to result in low satisfaction amongst followers, absenteeism and high turn-over (Gastil, 1994 cited in Jdetawy, 2018). Moreover, it is argued that when group members have no input in how things are run, it can result in skilled members feeling that their knowledge and experience is being undermined and therefore, affect the overall success of the group. Having said that, this type of leadership can be beneficial in certain situations, such as when quick decisions need to be made instead of relying on consultation with others (Jdetawy, 2018). Moreover, social hierarchy theories propose that autocratic leadership can have a positive effect on performance and morale through the development of a psychologically appealing, hierarchical-system environment of security and predictability (De Hoogh, Greer and Hartog, 2015).

Hastings is described as a transformational leader, with creative intelligence. He believes that by offering employees an autonomous driven workplace, they feel empowered and therefore do right by Netflix. Hastings felt that basing traditional corporate practices would not be effective and believed that it would lead to less motivation and performance amongst employees (Goncalves, 2018). Burns (1978) initially formed the concept of transformational leadership based on his research about political leaders. Burns (1978) states that this leadership style is a method whereby both leaders and followers support each other to achieve a greater level of motivation and morale. Bass (1978) expands on this by stating that a transformational leader motivates their followers by giving them something other than simply working for self-gain; they give followers a sense of identity or an inspiring mission. According to Korejan and Shahbazi (2016), transformational leadership reflects leaders who develop latest ideas and perspectives to influence growth. 

Due to the development and competition in the business world, Hastings took a 'coopetition-based business model’ to break into global business. For example, in France, the entry barriers are excessive because of taxes that necessitate digital developers to pay twenty-one percent of their yearly revenue to investments in French and European films (Daidj and Egert, 2018). Hastings made distribution agreements and formed partnerships with Orange – a content producer. This deal was cooptative - this is crucial when using technology to provide content. While Netflix competes with Amazon in the global market, Amazon is still much behind (Daidj and Egert, 2018). Hastings transformational leadership approach is one reason for its success in the global market (Teece et al., 1997 cited in Ndindeng, 2020). Furthermore, Netflix adopts the lean-forward method for transformation. Initially, in 2007, Netflix streamed DVDs solely on computers, the challenge was to get DVDs streaming on all types of devices and with its eventual success, led to deals with companies of the likes of Apple, Microsoft, LGTV and Samsung. It is argued that it was Hastings who transformed the video streaming sector by shaking the market from a business and technology perspective, to gain a competitive advantage (Ndindeng, 2020). Moreover, Hastings transformed the HR department at Netflix. Instead of adopting traditional practices, he formed a change in culture by adopting innovative leadership strategies, such as allowing employees to work when it suited them and taking accountability. Formal reviews of progress were in the form of conversations between managers and employees. This freedom approach enabled decision making further down the corporate ladders, thereby encouraging decision making amongst all employees and thus, creating a sense of empowerment (Ndindeng, 2020). His view on things was context does not control, his aim was to create transparency of sharing information, open feedback, and accountability (VOA, 2016, cited in Ndindeng, 2020). McCord (2014), argues that Hasting’s approach to transformational leadership, led to higher motivation, enhanced performance, and growth. By 2013, Netflix stock tripled, with subscribers reaching over 29 million (McCord, 2014). 

However, Yousaf (2017) argues that the ability to ‘transform’ people at a large scale is a grand claim. Some writers go to the extent of attributing leaders with ‘Peter Pan’ qualities, as though they are magical (Bennis and Thomas, 2002). Yukl (1999, p. 287) points out the lack of sufficient quantitative and qualitative evidence relating to “arousal of motives or
emotions, increased self-efficacy or optimism, modification of beliefs
about reward contingencies and increased task commitment”. Similarly, Bryman (2004) states that it is necessary for there to be an evidence-based correlation between a transformational leader and changed attitudes and behaviours amongst followers, who have a common desire to meet the leader’s objectives, because of the leader’s influence. 

Recently, Netflix went viral for developing a PowerPoint deck about its talent management strategies. Since its release, it has been viewed over five million times. In summary, it discusses how Netflix built a culture of learning to move away from its DVD subscription service to successfully operating its current streaming service. Netflix’s Chief Talent Officer explained that to attract and retain skilled employees, the company seeks five principal tenets, one being: “hire, reward and tolerate only fully formed adults.” (McCord, 2014, para. 2). They do this by paying employees the very top of their personal market – their talent market (Netflix Jobs, n.d). According to Mindtools (2020), to get result, leaders adopt different forms of power, French, and Raven’s power dynamic theory outlines six basis of power that can be used to influence followers: Legitimate, Reward, Coercive, Informational, Referent and Informational. Reward power is what Hastings is aligned with, for example: employees are rewarded by taking time off when they want. Employees are also treated with trust and respect if they are doing an excellent job, another example: feeling safe and looked after while working (Mindtools 2020).

Hastings also has democratic leadership style qualities, for example, by being honest to all employees, listening and encouraging their ideas and giving true feedback. Besse (1957) states that the democratic leadership theory stems from almost two thousand years ago from the works of theorists such as Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Rosseau and Burke amongst others. According to Tannenbanum and Schmidt (1958 cited in Ego and Madubueze, 2019), democratic leadership is when decision making is distributed and shared amongst subordinates. Cassel (2008) argues that democratic leadership was primarily influenced by the educational philosopher, John Dewey, he stated: “democracy is the inter-dependence of independent individuals” (n.d cited in Cassel, 2008, p. 437). Under this approach, followers were group-centred or social and the policies were governed by the group for individual followers. Decision-making took place from the first few discussions of the group along with the dissemination of tasks for individual followers. The leader was not controlling but criticized and praised in an objective manner. Communication was led from the subordinates to the leader (Cassel, 2008). However, the issue with this type of approach is that it assumes all members have an equal share in decision making and the same level of expertise. This could therefore lead to weak execution and poor decision making (Ego and Madubueze, 2019).
According to Pinnington and Tourish (2009), democratic leadership can leave employees feeling that their views do not count, which in turn, can lead to employees not participating in teamwork. If negative emotions are not looked at, the result could be a reduction on productivity and not enhance it. Moreover, when a democratic leader does not plan and leaves it to the team, they may take a much longer time to decide, if they wait for someone to let them know whether their ideas are good. On the other hand, when fast decisions need to be made, the leader sometimes will decide without telling the team, leaving the team wondering whether they will be consulted in future decision making. 
Personal Leadership Style
Having completed two leadership questionnaires, the result indicated that my personal leadership style aligns with Lewin’s Laissez-Faire style. As a Line Manager for a supermarket, some of my responsibilities include building a strong rapport with colleagues and putting the needs of people at the heart of everything. To do this, I would apply the laissez-faire approach by routinely walking around the shopfloor asking employees how they are doing and if anything is needed to help them carry out their work more effectively. To put people at the heart of everything, would mean to meet their needs. I would do this by using Maslow’s theory of Human Motivation. Maslow (1943) states that by meeting the following needs, motivation is likely to be achieved: physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-actualisation needs. These needs are set out in a hierarchy and the lowest needs must be met for the latter needs to be achieved. As a manager, physiological needs could be met by informing colleagues that they can take breaks as and when needed, if the job gets done. Safety needs can be met by displaying a non-judgemental attitude so that individuals feel they can be themselves. Safety needs can also be maintained by following company health and safety measures. Social needs can be met by creating a culture of openness and respect so that individuals feel they can approach me with any concerns and feel that they are being acknowledged and part of the team. In terms of esteem needs, this can be developed by creating a culture of positivity where colleagues are acknowledged and rewarded for their work through praise and incentives. Through these actions, it can influence individuals to self- actualise. The issue with this approach is that there is no guarantee that meeting the abovementioned needs will help individuals develop or feel motivated. It could also lead to a level of unfairness and therefore resentment. For example, if colleagues are allowed to take breaks as and when needed, it would mean that individuals in certain roles, such as those working on tills would not be able to do so. 
The second questionnaire showed that I was a trait skills leader. There are many assorted styles of traits of leadership consisting of intelligence, self-confidence, integrity, empathy, humility, resilience, vision, influence, and positivity. Within my role, I am responsible for using resilience to keep the momentum going, particularly during challenging situations. Given the recent Covid-19 outbreak, it was of particular importance to be resilient in the face of recent changes. For example, during the outbreak, many staff were off sick and tension amongst customers was at an all-time high. This required the need for strong leadership, by not only manging escalated situations but also remaining positive.

Leading on Change

At Tesco, fast and efficient service is part of its culture, this means that as employees, we are not allowed to spend time talking to colleagues or customers. For example, at the tills, the time a cashier spends with each customer is timed as they have a target to meet, if the time spent goes above the target time, cashiers are invited to a meeting to discuss their performance. It is my belief that this approach is too rigid and has shown to cause stress amongst employees. Moreover, many of Tesco’s customers are amongst the elderly population, who enjoy speaking to employees but with the time constraint imposed, conversing with them is not always possible. As a laissez-faire leader, I would allow employees to use their discretion when talking to customers. For example, when it is quiet on the shop floor, cashiers would be able to use their discretion and spend time talking to those customers who want to talk. This could improve the wellbeing of both employee and customer. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk89854848]When reviewing the importance of leadership and the benefits to an organisation, a study conducted by CMI (2012) showed that organisations with high performance reported elevated levels of line manager effectiveness. Research indicates that effective leadership helps to improve efficiency and reach organisational goals; it can help to drive performance amongst employees, increase profit, navigate necessary changes, and attract and retain talent (Centre for Creative Leadership, n.d). According to European Business Review (2021), one of the importance of leadership is that teams can be better managed, since employees would be more aware of what their roles and responsibilities are and therefore, effectively carry out their tasks. Leaders can exert influence and keep their team on track, thereby meeting deadlines. A good leader would be able to establish the strengths of team members and therefore delegate tasks accordingly, to maximise the use of their strengths. Given that a good leader would be able to motivate team members, this could encourage team members to work to the best of their ability, thus increasing efficiency. 
With reference to the most suitable type of leadership in today’s environment, Philips (2018), points out that as new generations of the workforce come in, they bring with them, attitudes that challenge traditional modes of thinking. In a fast-pace, technological driven, modern era, the transformational leadership style appears to be the most relevant and appropriate for today’s world, since it focuses on encouraging employees to innovate, seek, and obtain a vision and create change. Harbone and Johne (2003 cited in Akay and Demirel, 2017), note that transformational leadership promotes innovation, and this ensures the continuation of a business or organization.
Laissez faire leadership is also a popular leadership style today and is still used in many businesses. As noted, I am considered a laissez-faire leader but given that Tesco is based around real-time customer service, it would not be appropriate to solely rely on a laissez-faire approach. As such, in the future, I would combine some traits from other leadership styles such as that of democratic leadership by disseminating tasks for team members. 
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