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Elon Musk’s leadership style
Elon Musk is an American entrepreneur who was born on June 28, 1971. He was the founder of businesses such as the online payment organisation PayPal and creator of SpaceX. One of the first investors in Tesla was Elon, the electric car manufacturer, he then later became CEO of the company (Gregerseb, 2022). From a very young age 12-year-old Musk showed early signs of talent for electronics and entrepreneurship as this was shown when he made a video game which was sold to a computer magazine. Zip2 was founded in 1995 by Musk, Zip2 provided online newspapers with maps and business directories. Zip2 was then sold for $306 million in 1999 to a computer manufacture Compaq. From this investment it allowed Musk to then created a financial service company X.com, which is now known as PayPal. eBay the online auction site later purchased PayPal in 2002 for $1.2 Billion (Gregersen, 2022).
The success of Tesla today is all down to Musk. His unique ideas and crazy decisions ensure that Tesla stands out from all competitors (Vega, 2022). Today, it’s proven that Tesla Model 3 is one of the best electric vehicles on the market due to its practicality, High-Tec designs and boasting performance and range (Auto Express, 2022). It is clear to see that Musk is a very inspirational leader due to his ability to get employees and customers excited about his ambitions, projects, and plans. A Former HR employee at SpaceX Dolly Singh said that “the thing that makes Elon, Elon is his ability to make people believe in his visions”, which shows people love his ideas and agree that they could be successful. Employees often find that Musk’s enthusiasm rubs off on them leaving them feeling more energized at work, this leaves employees sharing the passion and commitment that Musk has for his ideas and work (Rigby, 2022). A manager at Tesla described Musk as “highly intelligent. He is already 10 steps ahead of you” and “You have to think 10 times more audacious than he does to be able to be successful”. Elon has a very strong work ethic and is quite clearly a genius at what he does, this makes people very interested in his leadership style (Rigby, 2022).
The VUCA environment stands for volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (Bennett and Lemoine, 2014). VUCA is a term that is becoming more popular as it is a way of covering various dimensions in an uncontrollable environment (Kraaijenbrink, 2018). Over years many different organisations have started to use the term VUCA (Joseph, 2015). The VUCA environment links with Musk and his leadership style as he has to lead and respond to the challenges presented by the VUCA environment for example when Tesla was going to produce a fully electric car with a high price range, Musk decided that a slightly more affordable car would be a better selling point to reach a mass market (Cordero, 2018).
CAS the complex adaptive system is a network made up of interactions with unpredictable behaviours (Sullivan, 2014). CAS is used by Elon in Tesla as it can alter the way a car operates to adapt to the customers preferences. When using Artificial intelligence in combination with manufacturing processes it can achieve a true disruptive along with a competitive advantage. CAS helps to keep technology up to date with co-evolution (Iorma, 2020).
For Tesla Elon has four main megatrends that are dominating the electric vehicle market, these include Autonomous driving, Shared mobility, Connectivity and Electric mobility. These are all growing markets especially the electric mobility. Currently electric vehicles only take up 5% of the vehicles driven globally (Haus von Eden, 2019). Although, this is seen to increase in the upcoming years as there will be a ban on selling any new petrol cars by 2030 (Dron, 2022). This is a huge opportunity for Musk as more and more individuals will be buying electric vehicles in time for the change.
It is crucial for types of leadership to change to adapt to the life in the 21st century. For example, twenty odd years ago, society and economy were fairly stable, and change was very rare comparison to change today. Five or so years had passed from the start of the internet as we know it. Remote working wasn’t half the phenomenon it is today with Coronavirus. It was seen that autocratic leadership was the norm for organisations and managers made all decisions which little to no input from employees. Whereas today the world we live in has drastically changed. The world we live in today relies on technology with regular change. This has seen a change from the autocratic leadership style and more towards collaborative approach. The alterations in society have created focus on innovation and creativity, these are crucial for organisations as it can lead to competitive advantage. Productivity, team work and purpose are now seen as aspects of employee’s work (Marsh, 2020).
After looking at who Elon Musk is, and the way society has changed this essay will now try to critically evaluate the different leadership styles that Elon Musk has, to find out if he is a successful leader showing inspiration, innovation, adaption, and high performance.
According to Dugan (2017), there is a vast number of definitions that exist to describe leadership as one cannot be set in stone. Bennis (1985) referred to leadership as the “abominable snowman whose footprints are everywhere but is nowhere to be seen” (Griffiths, 2020). Oxford Dictionary defines leadership as “the action of leading a group of people or an organisation” (Tallinn University, 2009). Elon Musk believes that a leader has a “duty to help their people and not for their people to help them” (Livemint, 2022).
Leaders adapt to different characteristics and behaviours when they are directing, motivating, guiding, and managing a team of people, this is referred to as their leadership style. Since Julius Caesar many philosophers have studied the leadership concept this is because the models of leadership are forever adapting to the modern-day society. A leadership model is a theoretical framework which lays out the best way for an individual to manage their employees. It also provides management with knowledge of what their style and personality fits. There are 12 types of leadership models which include transformational, transactional, servant, autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire, bureaucratic, charismatic, pacesetting, ethical, affiliative, and coaching (University of St. Augustine for Health Sciences, 2022).
Elon Musk’s leadership qualities have been described as “awe-inspiring” by some and then can be seen as borderline toxic to others. Elon Musk Is seen as a highly respected individual and is revered for his genius although it is said that he is notoriously difficult to work with due to his adamancy. Due to this he is seen as being an autocratic leader as well as a transactional leader (Miller, 2021). Musk always sets his goals to the nearly impossible, for example Elon had an idea that he wants to get rid of the congestion in major cities by creating underground routes that can be travelled on at 600 miles per hour. This seems impossible to most but with Musk he finds ways that make these impossible ideas seem achievable due to his inspirational and motivational visions (Miller, 2022). A transformational leader uses inspiration and creates positive change for its followers. Transformational leaders usually have characteristics such as being energetic, enthusiastic, and passionate. They also like to be involved in the processes of the tasks (Cherry, 2020).
As Musk is a transformational leader, he believes that there is a way that is better to do every task, he constantly has his sights set to the highest standard where he can constantly improve himself and the organisation. Musk always comes up with the biggest most unique ideas, he also wants to achieve the best outcome he can and to do this he gets his employees to back up his visions and goals. Elon is very innovative in what he does. His ideas are amazing and very unique, for example he wants to build rockets and has his sights set on colonizing Mars. His quote to others about innovation was “Other advice I would give is to not blindly follow trends. Question and challenge the status quo” (Rigby, 2022). Musk is also seen as being very an inspirational leader (Wahyuni, 2021). It has also been found that Musk has been placed 1st in the world for his inspiration in technology, followed by Jeff Bezos and Satya Nadella (Taylor, 2019). Musk also has the ability to inspire others with his ambitious plans. According to Elon “patience is a virtue, and he’s learning patience, however it’s a tough lesson to learn”. Although Elon is good at inspiring individuals and being innovative about ideas, he can also be very erratic and opinionated about many things leaving him very short-tempered (Rigby, 2022). This can be seen on many of his rants on Twitter, for example he negatively tweeted about a rescue of 12 boys and their football coach in a flooded cave by a Thai driver. His words effected many people and Tesla stocks were badly affected after this (Salinas, 2018).  His lack of control over situations has got him into a lot of trouble, although it has given him the ability to move within businesses and to go for new ideas without “stifling the flame too much”. His ability to act fast during certain situations has provided benefits in his business growth and his innovation, although it has caused some issues and frustrations within his work team (Rigby, 2022). Even though Musk is ambitious, he does set goals that are aggressive and impossible for his organisation. Gwynne Shotwell the president and chief operating officer of SpaceX said that “when Elon says something, you have to pause and not blur out, ‘well, that’s impossible.’ You zip it, you think about it, and you find ways to get it done” (Schwartz, 2018).
Musk can also be seen as being an Autocratic leader. An autocratic leader is an individual who sorely makes all the choices and decision at an organisation without the input from others. These choices are based off the leaders’ beliefs and advise from others is shot down. (Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd, 2019). One trait that Musk has is that he doesn’t let failure bring him down. Failure is a common occurrence with Musk for example during 2008 Christmas musk had almost lost Tesla and SpaceX due to the third failure of the Falcon 1 rocket and Tesla almost hit bankruptcy (BBC News, 2018). Even with these failures he still maintains strong leadership skills that motivate him and his employees, even though many wanted to give up. As Elon insisted that they must pursue the jobs they were doing, he gave a motivational speech that created a huge buzz of determination. This shows that failure is very motivating for Elon (Miller, 2021). Musk is also seen to be quite obsessive. In 2018 when the Tesla Model 3 was behind in production Elon felt he didn’t have enough time to go home to shower and sleep, he was sleeping on the factory floors and sofas to ensure he got all the work he could done. Musk responded to an interview questions that he doesn’t believe CEOs should be off on vacation while employees are experiencing hardship at work (Clifford, 2018). It was also seen that Musk would work 120 hours per week, but he pulled back to a more “sustainable” amount of 80 to 90 hours per week (Umoh, 2018). Elon could be seen as a micromanager as he is closely observing his employees. While this could be for good intentions, this behaviour from a manager could affect the morale of the team and could affect the performance of the business (Indeed Editorial Team, 2021). Musk had actually described himself as “nano-manager” in the wall street journal as he has a very domineering style that runs through Tesla and SpaceX (Wartzman, 2015). These nano-management actions include having unreasonable expectations of employees to rage firing employees (Henderson, 2021). Although Musk does have very good problem-solving skills that are very useful with the challenges that Tesla and SpaceX face. It is seen that Musk looks at the issues in a different perspective than a lot of people at the organisations. Musk is also disinterested in other people assumptions as he has habit of questioning until the root of the issue is found. His individuality aids in determining how to approach a problem and create an innovative answer to these issues (Miller, 2021).
In addition, Elon is also seen to use transactional leadership styles due to his aggressive approach that he uses to create innovation within any operations within the company. Elon also uses the transactional style as he likes to achieve his short-term goals. He offers his employees incentives in return for them to help achieve the goals of the organisation (Hamed, 2021). Transactional leaders tend to view work as a business transaction which can be seen as being quite cold and daunting as there is no employee relationships. As Elon is an autocratic leader as well as being a transactional leader the two roles together unchecked can result in massive organisational issues (Miller,2021). In 2018, the work environment at Tesla was exposed by a statement made from a past executive. They described all the employees at Tesla as being in an abusive relationship with Elon due to him being a control freak. Another anonymous employee stated that Elon was the “one and only decision maker at Tesla” (Miller, 2021).
Social and emotional intelligence is having the ability to be aware of your emotions as well as others. This information should then be used to manage relationships effectively especially in challenging situations (Johnson, 2022). It is seen that Elon musk has high emotional intelligence. Even though Musk works 80-90 hours per week he still makes time for his family and also responds firsthand to any concerns that Tesla customers may have over Twitter. In addition to this he is also able to identify emotional needs of others and adapt the way he works with employees in order to create a more successful leadership style. He also shared his concerns about the safety of his employees at the Tesla factory. In solution to this he created an email regarding how uneasy he felt about these issues and showing he was being considerate to his employees, he even offered to put himself in their shoes. He focused on empathetic words such as “how much I care” and “it breaks my heart” which are all very sympathetic and personal to employees (Johnson, 2022). Elon does also show social intelligence.
It is found that Elon is a very inspirational leader with great interpersonal skills which shows his trustworthiness. He shows the ability to listen to colleagues, customers, and audience along with the ability to build connections and relationships in unique situations.
It is also clear to see that Musk has an amazing learning agility. According to Cantrell (2014) an aerospace consultant at SpaceX said that Musk had learnt rocket science from reading textbooks and talking with industry heavy weights. This shows how ambitious he is to stay ahead of his competitors (Feloni, 2014).
To conclude, it is clear to see that Elon is a very successful and influential leader. He is a very complex individual which reflects on his leadership styles. The research for this essay found that Elon had adapted to three leadership styles these included transformation leadership, Autocratic and transactional. It is clear to see that he is very motivational and inspiring to Tesla fans as well as employees although due to his micromanagement tendencies some employees were left feeling uneasy at work, which could reflect on the organisation as a whole as well as the employee relations. Like many leaders Elon has had his ups and downs in his career. This essay also found that Elon has social and emotional intelligence due to his ability to be sympathetic to employees and customers in person and online. It also found that he clearly has a very strong learning agility as he taught himself rocket science from textbooks and talks with heavyweights in the industry. This in itself is truly remarkable especially when put against all his other achievements in different industries including Tesla and SpaceX. Disregarding some of his mistakes and focusing on his great achievements it is clear to see Elon Musk is an inspirational leader in the business world.
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