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A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF LEADRSHIP: ELON MUSK.
Leadership and Management, Theory and Practise.



Focus of the report:


Choose one leader of a business organisation you have studied as part of this module and write a 2,000-word (+/-10%) business report which includes the following tasks:



· analyse the leadership approach taken by this individual (you should apply your knowledge of leadership theory and research to support your analysis)

· evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of this particular approach to leadership

· make recommendations for how these strengths can be maximised and the weaknesses minimised or overcome.
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Executive Summary.


The following report fuses leadership theory with the real-life example of Elon Musk. Through secondary analysis of; books, journals, reviews and website documentations, it will evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of Musk’s approach summarised by providing three recommendations for improvement.

Through application of; Leader-Member Exchange theory, trait and skills approach, Path-Goal theory, Blake and Moutons managerial grid and situational approach it has been uncovered that Musk implements a hands-on approach typical of self-made, visionary entrepreneurs with limited concern for strategic direction, partially due to huge personal wealth. It is also relevant to mention current shareholder pressures calling for Musk to ‘step-back’ demonstrating this point.

Due to a plethora of research and documentation surrounding the leadership discipline and a restrictive word count, the extensive inclusion and evaluation of theories such as; transformational leadership, authentic leadership, servant leadership, adaptive leadership, psychodynamic leadership and ethical best practise has not been possible. Further research including these theories would be a good starting point for any further research on the subject.
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1.0. [bookmark: _Toc2796183]Introduction.
This report will critically analyse the leadership style of Elon Musk. A good starting point would be to define leadership, however, the fact that there are entire books solely on the concept of leadership elucidates incredible difficulty in formulating a comprehensive and accepted definition in just a sentence or two. As Stogdill (1974, p.7) famously suggested, there are almost as many contrasting definitions of the term as people who have tried to define it.  Hence, many theorists have differing perceptions of what leadership is. 

Leadership is an ever-adapting concept influenced heavily by societal normative values. This is epitomised by early 1900’s definitions including terminology such as ‘obedience, respect, loyalty and cooperation’ (Moore, 1927, p.124). A modernised definition by the CIPD (2019) suggests leadership is ‘the ability to influence people by demonstrating positive personal attributes and behaviours’. The key word appearing in numerous definitions both modern and historic is; influence (Bernard, 1940, p.11; Blake and Mouton, 1981; Hersey and Blanchard, 1969). Peter Northouse (2016, p.6) describes leadership as ‘a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal’. It can therefore be deduced that influence is of paramount importance in leadership.

2.0. [bookmark: _Toc2796184]Elon Musk.
The report assesses the leadership style of billionaire entrepreneur Elon Musk. With a net worth of $21.6bn (Forbes, 2019), he is perhaps best known as CEO of Tesla, Inc. and SpaceX which docked the first commercial spaceship at the International Space Station (Mosher, 2019). He also co-founded; PayPal, Neuralink and The Boring Company (Bryant, 2018). Musk’s environmentally conscientious goals include; reduction of global warming through sustainable energy, establishing human colonies on Mars and creating a high-speed transport system known as the Hyperloop through his business conglomerate. Despite his wealth, he is praised having never taken a pay check from Tesla or SpaceX (Loudenback, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc2796185]3.0.   Main Findings.
[bookmark: _Toc2796186]3.1. A History of the Leadership Discipline. 
[image: ]As previously introduced, leadership is an evolutionary process which has developed over time (CIPD, 2018). The term ‘leader’ dates to manuscripts from the 1300’s, however the first conducive studies began in the twentieth century (Bass, 1981, p.94). The historical foundations of leadership are of masculinity with leadership personalities attempting to follow the ‘Great Man’ (King, 1990). Bingham’s 1927 Trait theory sought to define a set of innate characteristics individuals must possess to be deemed a leader, moving away from individual imitation (Stogdill, 2017). Subsequent ‘eras’ develop these congenital influences including; behaviour, influence, situational, transactional, culture and transformational summarised in appendix A. 
(Appendix A: King, 1990).
[bookmark: _Toc2796187]3.2. Current Themes in Leadership.
Modernised multidimensional leadership studies expand past the nine synchronically established orders to include dyadic relationships and socio-economic context as important considerations (Uhl-Bien, 2011). Although commonly used as interchangeable terms, it must be noted that there is a distinct difference between ‘leadership’ and ‘management’. Hersey et al. (2012) suggest management is an organisationally prescribed role whereas leadership is a set of qualities possessed by individuals. Unfortunately, it is often the case that managers do not possess adequate leadership traits (Monnappa, 2018). Kouzes and Posner (1993, p.35) suggest ‘leadership is a reciprocal relationship between those who choose to lead and those who decide to follow’ which facilitates various expectations from followers. 

[bookmark: _Toc2796188]3.3. LMX (Leader-Member Exchange Theory). 

Most modern theories of leadership emphasize a top-down exchange from the leader’s perspective (Northouse, 2016, p.137). LMX theory suggests influence over subordinates is heavily reliant upon trust and respect based exchange relationships (Gerstner and Day, 1997). Dulebohn et al. (2012) introduces three critical antecedents; characteristics of followers, characteristics of leaders and interpersonal relations between the two. These factors are influenced by contextual variables to produce outcomes or consequences. Boyne (2014) reviews the theory, suggesting ‘In-Group’ followers have developed successful dyadic relations with leaders and ‘Out-Group’ followers operate solely upon formal employment contracts. 
[image: ]
(Appendix B: Northouse, 2013, p.163).

With around 55,000 employees under his command across Tesla, SpaceX and Neuralink (Statista, 2018; SpaceX, 2019; Owler, 2019), it is seemingly impossible for Elon Musk to create meaningful, ‘In-Group’ relations with all employees. However, Musk finished 49th in Glassdoor’s ‘Top CEO Employee’s Choice’ rankings (2018) with 94% approval. Musk achieves such meaningful relations through; organisational transparency, relatable humour and a ‘hands-on approach’ (Mejia, 2018). Examples of these traits are evident through [image: ][image: ]Musk’s personal Twitter account:
[image: ][image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc2796189]3.4. Traits and Skills.
[image: ]Established through early 1900’s ‘Great Man’ theory, traits are inherent abilities which distinguish leaders from their followers (Colbert et al., 2012). Northouse (2016) outlines five major leadership traits as; intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity and sociability. However, since the mid-1900’s, widespread scepticism has arisen surrounding the necessity of traits in relation to leadership ability. Reviews by Stogdill (1948) and Mann (1959) expressed limited confidence favouring the skills approach. The key difference between the two is that skills are learned through experiences such as coaching and mentoring (Jain and Gupta, 2018, p.93). Katz (1955) introduced the three-skill approach including; technical ability, human skill and conceptual skills:
(Appendix C: Northouse, 2016, p.46.)

The model emphasises human skills such as emotional intelligence as a necessity throughout all leadership approaches. As established in the LMX theory review, Musk has developed fantastic human skills based upon employee ratings. Given the nature of his entrepreneurial conglomerates, it would be difficult to raise arguments against Musk’s technical ability and intelligence, publishing his first computer program at age 12 (Wayback Machine, 1997). Yet, conceptual skills are widely noted as Musk’s weakness. Conceptual skills ‘are the ability to work with ideas’ creating organisational hierarchical cohesion surrounding strategic direction (Northouse, 2016, p.45). Being ‘hands on’ he is criticised with trying ‘to do everything himself’ displaying ‘a fundamental misunderstanding of what leadership means’ (Enderwick, 2018). According to Katz’ skills approach, conceptual skills are of higher importance than technical skills at top management positions such as CEO (Northouse, 2016, p.45). Upon revisiting Mejia’s (2018) article, it is more evident to see why Musk’s ‘fatal flaw’ is ‘not establishing a strong organizational structure’. This is epitomised by Tesla’s top shareholders urging Musk to step down as chief executive to fulfil a more hands-on role (Rudgard, 2019; Coppola and Hammond, 2019; Coren, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc2796190]3.5. Path-Goal Theory.

Path-Goal theory accredits effective leadership based upon external ‘subordinates’ motivation, ability to perform effectively and satisfactions’ (House and Mitchell, 1975). It must also be noted that it is a situational approach with regard for ‘how leaders motivate followers to accomplish designated goals’ shown in appendix D (Northouse, 2016, p.115). 
[image: ](Appendix D: Northouse, 2016, p.116).

With such a variety of companies under his influence, it would be impossible to detail Elon’s approach to all company goals in the context of path-goal theory in such a small paper. One example of an obstacle is the high injury rate at Tesla’s Northern California electric car manufacturing plant (Wong, 2018). Upon hearing of the injuries, Elon Musk issued an email to employees detailing his personal “care about…safety and wellbeing” (Muoio, 2017). The email documented changes in procedure that all injuries be “directly reported to me, without exception”. Furthermore, Musk added he “would like to meet every injured person” personally and he “will then go down to the production line and perform the same task” they perform (Bariso, 2017). 
In relation to Path-Goal theory, the email demonstrates supportive and participative leadership. Supportive leadership includes ‘consideration behaviour’ (Northouse, 2016, p.118) which Elon expressed using empathy and emotional intelligence by taking personal responsibility and asking to meet the injured employees. Participative leadership ‘consists of inviting followers to share in the decision making’ (Northouse, 2016, p.118) demonstrated by inviting input for increasing job safety in the form of personal visitation to the plant. This example further emphasises Elon’s hands-on approach.

A second email example comes from the recent news of Tesla job cuts with the goal of making cars “cost-competitive” and profitable (Browne, 2019) with $1.053 billion losses in the first half of 2018 (Korosec, 2018). Maintaining focus toward the mission of ‘accelerating the world’s transition to sustainable energy’ (Tesla, 2019), the company have recently announced the launch of affordable model 3 to eradicate the “too expensive” stigma, at the cost of 3,000 jobs (Vaughan, 2019). In the email, Musk further emphasised supportive leadership saying “sorry” to those departing stating “we have no choice”. Musk also demonstrates directive leadership initiative by implementing structural cuts to make the company leaner and more efficient (Browne, 2019)

[bookmark: _Toc2796191][image: ]3.6. Blake & Mouton’s Managerial Grid.

(Appendix E: Management Study Guide, 2018).
[image: ]Blake and Mouton introduced a grid style theory relating to organisational functions of leadership. Blake et al. (1962) place emphasis on ‘organizational needs for production and profit’ summarised by leadership foci of people and production concerns highlighted on the X and Y axes. The grid is perhaps the most established and recognised model of managerial behaviour (Northouse, 2019, p.74). The behavioural approach is distinguished from trait theory by the assessment of real-time, actual behaviours as oppose to internal capabilities (Leadership Central, 2018). The grid below has been applied to Musk including precedent research themes and further justifications.

The five highlighted coordinates are defined by Northouse (2016) as:

(1,1) Impoverished Management.
(1,9) Country-Club Management.
(5,5) Middle-of-the-Road Management.
(9,1) Authority-Compliance Management.
(9,9) Team Management.


Musk demonstrates qualities of country-club, middle-of-the-road and team management. Despite the aforementioned Tesla factory injuries, there is widespread consensus that Elon Musk’s ethically facing values extend to his attitude towards employees (Bariso, 2018; CNBC, 2017; Harwell, 2018), something which has been advocated throughout this report. For this reason, Musk’s position on the grid is 8 for ‘concern for people’. 

As justified through analysis of Katz three-skill approach, Musk lacks the critical ‘top management’ conceptual skills which form the bridge between his revolutionary technological ideas and task or goal focus in establishing working, profitable strategy. This is summarised neatly by the real fact that Tesla could face bankruptcy with share prices in steep decline from $376.79 in December 2018 to $276.54 (Market Watch, 2019). Musk is currently too enveloped in SpaceX’s recent ground-breaking achievements to effectively implement his hands-on approach to all businesses. However, he has recently bid to make Tesla leaner; moving sales online, cutting jobs and simplifying manufacturing, perhaps demonstrating a necessary shift toward production concern (Forbes, 2019). 
















[bookmark: _Toc2796192]3.7. Situational Approach.
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]Situational approach ‘emphasizes the importance of contextual factors’ (Yukl, 1989). Blanchard’s (2013, p.7) revised model introduces directive and supportive leadership behaviours through a quadratic model, taking followers development into account. The flow diagram summarises leadership styles taken through each quadrant.

(Appendix F: Northouse, 2016, p.95).

Northouse (2016, p. 94) distinguishes supportive and directive behaviours suggesting directive leadership follows an authoritarian style, characterised by one-way communication streams. Supportive behaviours follow a laissez-fair-democratic style inviting input from followers.  

Working in ‘world changing’ (CNBC, 2015) advanced technological research and manufacturing, Musk’s employees are undoubtedly highly competent and skilled. Referring to the LMX sub-chapter, it was also established that Musk has high commitment from employees, leaving his workforce mainly in the ‘D4’ development category. D4 followers have ‘both a high degree of competence and a high degree of commitment in which a delegating ‘S4’ leadership style is most effective. 

Analysing preceding research, it is evident that Musk adopts a high supportive and low directive ‘S3’ approach, further strengthening claims that he lacks Katz’ conceptual abilities of leadership strategy. This also re-emphasizes Enderwick’s (2018) point that ‘he tries to do everything himself’ and his shareholder’s belief that he needs to take a step back.

3.0. [bookmark: _Toc2796193]Conclusions. 
The research has conclusively highlighted Musk’s key strengths and weaknesses in leadership. His strengths include:
· Emotional intelligence and supportive leadership style.
· Huge technical ability and innovative entrepreneurship.
· His ability to personalise communications despite having over 55,000 employees.

It must however be noted that despite his interpersonal and financial successes, his weaknesses include:
· Low situational task orientation, justified by Tesla’s remodel and poor financial performance.
· An inability to effectively delegate and increase power distance.

It could be argued that Musk’s business empire requires higher delegation and trust in employees rather than trying to pursue a ‘hands-on’ approach too many unrelated businesses. This is perhaps best summarised in an article by Nick Booth (2018) suggesting Musk has ‘got his fingers in too many pies’ conveying an ironic link between Musk’s automation of Tesla’s manufacturing and his inability to automate or delegate strategic control.


4.0. [bookmark: _Toc2796194]Recommendations.
To maximise Musk’s strengths and limit his weaknesses, the following recommendations have been proposed:

1. Listen to Tesla’s shareholders by delegating strategic control, thus facilitating his hands-on approach without neglect for strategy. This is highlighted by portfolio manager; James Anderson who stated “You can be in the background. I can’t remember the last time Jeff Bezos turned up on a quarterly call” (Coppola and Hammond, 2018). His extreme and ‘narcissistic’ micro-management of every aspect of every business is ‘unrealistic’, ‘wasting time and money’ (Kolodny, 2018).

2. Self-reflection of internal skillset could be a good place to start regarding Musk’s technical ability and limited conceptual skills. Acceptance of strengths rather than trying to be the self-professed ‘superhero’ may benefit his progress moving forwards (Harwell, 2018). This can be achieved through various leadership style questionnaires, feedback and reflection (MindTools, 2019).

3. Diverting focus to one business at a time can effectively simplify leadership in relation to Path-Goal theory. Having too many conflicting strategic goals can cause confusion and impoverished leadership.
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Elon Musk & @elonmusk - Feb 8
Send me hot pics & I'll be right over &

Mars @4thFromOurStar
When are you coming over babe? twitter.com/elonmusk/statu...
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Elon Musk & @elonmusk - Feb 10
[ Raptor reached 268.9 bar today, exceeding prior record held by the awesome

Russian RD-180. Great work by @SpaceX engine/test team!





image6.png
Elon Musk & @elonmusk - Jan 2
Great work by Tesla Team!

@ insideEVs @insideEVs

Tesla closes out 2018 by capturing well over 50% of the.
o U.S. plug-in electric car market in terms of sales volume
and likely more than 2/3 of the market in terms of revenue.
Now that's impressive! insideevs.comtesia-model-3-..
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Elon Musk & @elonmusk - Mar 3
Having toast & jam in Kitchen while playing Jamming by Bob Marley
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