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Elon Musk is a South African born American entrepreneur who co-founded PayPal which is an electronic payment firm and he also formed SpaceX who manufacture and launch spacecrafts. Elon also was one of the significant investors in the electric power and vehicle manufacturing company Tesla as well as becoming their chief executive officer. Additionally, in 2022 Elon acquired the social media platform Twitter (Forbes, 2023).
Musk attended the Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario and then transferred to the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia in 1992 where he graduated with a bachelor's degree in physics and economics in 1997. He then enrolled into graduate school Stanford University, California to study physics to only drop out of the program 2 days later due to him believing that the Internet had more potential to change society than work in physics. In 1995, Musk founded the company Zip2 which was a company that provided maps and business directories to online newspapers. The company was bought by the computer manufacturer Compaq for $307 million in 1999.  Musk then founded an online financial service company called X.com, which would later be known as PayPal, which is a company that expertise in internet banking. In 2002 PayPal was bought by online auction company eBay for $1.5 billion (Gregersen, 2023). 
Furthermore, Musk believed that if humans were to survive on earth for a long time, then they would need to become a multi-planet that’s why in 2002 Musk founded SpaceX which is an American space exploration technology company that manufactures affordable rocket ships (Patrizio, 2023). Additionally, Musk had been interested in the idea of producing electric vehicles and in 2004 he became a major investor in Tesla who manufacture electric vehicles, the company was founded by two entrepreneurs Martin Eberhard and Mark Tarpenning (Vinod, 2022).
Elon Musk believes that there are better and efficient ways of doing things, he always wants to improve constantly. Musk often always has big ideas some may be outrageous, but he wants to unite his team around his vision and objectives (Boogaard, 2023). The leadership style is captured in the following quote:
“Transformational leadership does not only transform the lives of the leader, but it also transforms the lives of those who are being led.” (Mona, 2020)
Having considered the context in which Elon Musk operates in, this essay will attempt to critically analyse his approach to leadership in order to determine whether it is successful in inspiring, innovating, adapting and high performance.






There is no universally accepted definition of what is required in order to become an effective leader. Individuals understand leadership differently based on their own identities and life experiences. Leadership is a complex topic as there is no concrete definition to this day. Individuals have different perceptions of leadership. The perception of what traits and behaviours that define a leader is seemed to have stemmed from their cultural upbringing (Jackson, 2015).   
Moreover, according to Prentice 2004, leadership maximises the efforts of peers towards the achievement of a goal through the power of social influence. Leadership is derived from social influence and not authority or power. Effective leaders will take a personal interest in the long-term development of their employees, they use their social skills to encourage employees to achieve their best. Effective leaders will understand that they will need to tap into the individual’s personal motivation in order to achieve organisational goals (Prentice, 2004).
There are many different types of leadership theories such as authentic, adaptive, servant, situational and transformational. For this essay, transformational, authentic, and adaptive models of leadership will be the focus in the analysis of Elon Musk. Also, a critical evaluation of whether they demonstrate characteristics associated with emotional and social intelligence and agility.
Transformational leadership model creates change in individuals and social systems. Transformational leaders inspire and motivate their employees without micromanaging them. The leaders who use the transformational leadership model are change agents for their business, they identify innovate and shifting trends in technology (Roberts, 1985). 
The concept was started with James V. Downton in 1973 and it was expanded by James Burns in 1978. In 1985, researcher Bernard M. Bass further expanded the concept to include ways for measuring the success of transformational leadership. In 1985 Bass developed four main elements that define transformational leadership which are idealised influence, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation and individual consideration (White, 2022). 
To embody the four main elements of transformational leadership, there are certain leadership characteristics and traits that are needed to develop for a leader that intends to use this leadership model. These characteristics and traits are not something a person is born with but however are able they are characteristics and traits that can be developed and be considered as useful behaviours that are utilised based on the situation and the needs of the team. Openness to new thinking, talent for broadening minds, commitment to active listening, tolerance for intelligent risks, willingness to accept responsibility, trust in team members, fostering an ethical work environment with clear values priorities and standards, and the ability to inspire participation (Michigan State University, 2022).
Transformational leaders encourage their employees and peers to take chances, and they take responsibility for their outcomes of their subordinates’ actions. When employees receive this type of support, their mindset changes and it encourages them to participate in creative and innovative work processes (Janini, 2018). Transformational leaders have a lot of trust and confidence among their employees. Since employees are trusted and supported, they will feel motivated to take chances in order to complete their tasks, this trust also will inspire employees to initiate critical thinking and stimulate them to take more risks at work (Cao, 2019).    
Moreover, some disadvantages of transformational leadership are lack of focus, potential for burnout, disruption of routine and misuse of power. Transformational leadership works by inspiring team members to motivate themselves, which can cause a lack of focus on essential tasks. Additionally, if employees are not receiving any external motivation while they sustain high levels of internal motivation, they may feel overworked, and burnt out (Collins, 2020).
Elon Musk is an individual who fits the definition of a transformational leader. Musk focuses on solving the world’s greatest issues. Musk’s unique perception of challenges allows him to do this. In a TED talk with Chris Anderson, he states that he looks at problems from different perspectives than most people (Miller, 2022).  Elon Musk fits the description of a transformational leader due to his ability of dedication, perseverance, and his incredible vision as he works to accomplish his vision. Dolly Singh, who was former HR head at SpaceX, said that “The thing that makes Elon, Elon is his ability to make people believe in his vision”. Furthermore, SpaceX’s first engineer Jim Cantrell said that “Most of us can’t conceive these things working; he can’t conceive it failing” (Snow, 2015).   
Elon Musk has an aggressive attitude towards successful innovation, this can be seen in his innovative products that he and his team have launched. Tesla aims to provide its customers with innovative products. They achieved this with the release of the revolutionary Tesla roadster back in 2008, this vehicle was an all-electric sports car that produced zero emissions (Tesla, 2010).

On the contrary, the authentic leadership theory can be defined as leaders being seen as genuine or as real. This theory is still being developed in the business world. The theory was created by Bill George in his book Authentic Leadership which was published in 2003 (George, 2003). This type of management style has a big emphasis on honesty and authenticity. 
Authentic leaders inspire trust from their employees and lead with total transparency and legitimacy. Authenticity requires an individual to have self-awareness and the ability to act in accordance with one’s true self. Authentic leaders are required to be true to themselves regardless of the work environment or situation they are in. Authentic leaders need to have the ability to lead others in a genuine way and keep their personality (Johnson, 2019). This honest approach can have a big impact on the employees as it gains their trust and loyalty to the organisation and leader (Indeed, 2023).
Bill George five dimensions of the authentic leadership style helped define this style of leadership. Authentic leader may possess these traits and characteristics or may have to develop them in order to execute the authentic leadership style effectively. These characteristics are a sense of purpose, distinct values, relationship building, genuine heart, and goals and self-discipline (Gardner, 2021).
Authentic leaders have to have integrity and skills to make the right decisions when necessary. Self-awareness allows the leader and their employees to understand their relationship with each other and allows the leader to understand themselves. Genuine and modesty is when the leader does not take all the credit but rather shares the credit and spotlight with their employees. Empathy and values enable the leader to care about their employees and make correct ethical decisions which makes the subordinates more committed to the organisation as they would feel valued. When a leader has self-discipline, they are more likely to be respected by their peers as they practice what they preach (Center for Creative Leadership, 2020).
Authentic leadership theory focuses on accomplishments and heavily endorses trust within the work environment and neglects errors which resultantly provides growth for more creative ideas (Gardner, 2021). Authentic leaders demonstrate a transparent work environment by supporting ethical behaviour, they have an open mind toward change, appreciating employee interest and engagement in decisions. Authentic leaders will promote positive behaviours so that it can lead to better performances from employees (Alvesson, 2019).
Moreover, some disadvantages of an authentic leader are that it could create controversy within the workplace and increase conflict. If the leader makes mistakes often then this will make employee view the leader as clumsy (High5Test, 2023).
When considering Elon Musk as an authentic leader, he has the necessary leadership traits to be classed as an authentic leader. The main components of the authentic leadership style are purpose, values, heart, relationships and self-discipline. When a leader exhibits these qualities, it creates a sense of trust and authenticity between the leader and the employees (Northouse, 2021). Elon Musk as a leader has the capability to display all of these traits and possess these characteristics, he has a good sense of self-awareness so he is able to create a balance between who he is, the vision he has created for the world, and acknowledging the importance of his team. Musk displays authenticity on a personal, organisational, and global level (Pennstate, 2021).

Furthermore, the adaptive leadership style focuses on the adaptations employees are required to make in response to changing environments. This leadership style is a practical approach to solving business issues, it guides leaders in identifying and focusing on the important aspects of a business operation and discarding what it can do without. 
The adaptive leadership theory was coined by Harvard professors and leadership experts, Marty Linsky and Ronald Heifetz. Their research concluded that businesses are always changing and developing so they must be navigated accordingly. Heifetz defines the leadership model as the act of mobilising a group of individuals to handle tough challenges and emerge triumphant in the end (DeRue, 2011).
There are four main principles of adaptive leadership which are emotional intelligence, organisational justice, development, and character. Emotional intelligence is the ability to recognise one’s feelings as well as the feelings and emotions of others. Organisational justice is when adaptive leaders know the best policies to introduce for the good of the organisation, they also know the best way to introduce these policies so that everyone can embrace them. The development principle is about learning new things, if one method is not working then an adaptive leader will go out of their own way to learn new strategies to implement within the organisation. Finally, the character principle is about adaptive leaders having a deep sense of character, being transparent and creative (Wale, 2023).
Adaptive leaders should have high emotional intelligence, a communication style that is honest and open, being proactive and reactive, and accommodate individual needs. These are the most crucial traits that adaptive leaders should have in order to allow fluid job responsibilities so that team members can quickly adapt to change (Weinstein, 2022).
Moreover, some disadvantages of adaptive leadership theory is that it can require a shift in personal values. It may be difficult for some leaders to change their values as it may not feel as natural. Another disadvantage of this leadership theory is that it could cause some workers to avoid their assignments. Some workers require a highly structured team environment to produce results consistently. Adaptive leaders tend to have an unstructured environment (Miller, 2023).
 Elon Musk possess some of the traits and characteristics that are required for him to become an adaptive leader. Musk has a high level of adaptability and flexibility, he is able to change his mind quickly after assessing and analysing an issue. Musk will then adopt the necessary changes in order to solve the issue. This can be seen by Tesla’s mission of sustainability in the future. Society is changing and it is trying to reduce its emissions, so the introduction of the electric cars has been revolutionary as the vehicles release zero emissions (ElNour, 2021).
Additionally, a key component of adaptive leadership is to embrace continuous growth and learning. Leaders that adopt this leadership theory should not be afraid to try new strategies to solve problems. Leaders should innovate and encourage creativity from their employees, even if the solutions do not always work (WDHB, 2021).



To summarise everything that has been said above, Elon Musk best fits the description of a transformational leader due to his ability of motivating his employees and has a great vision and wants to innovate solutions for the world’s problems. Musk possess the traits and characteristics of a good transformational leader which are dedication, perseverance, and an incredible vision. Musk has an aggressive attitude towards successful innovation, this can be seen in his production of innovative products such as the release of electric sports cars. Musk was able to share his vision with his employees and they made that vision a reality.
Musk has the ability to also be defined as an adaptive and authentic leader as he possess the traits and characteristics of those styles of leadership. Even though all three of these leadership styles promote innovation, it is transformational leadership theory that best describes Musk’s leadership style.
Transformational leadership theory is the appropriate leadership theory for Elon as it allowed him to make his visions a reality. The transformational leaders motivate their employees without micromanaging them, this builds trust between the leader and their employees. The leaders are change agents for their business, which Elon Musk is. This can be seen when Elon founded online financial service company PayPal. Many traditional banks have shifted over to online banking in the modern day.
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