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Leading Netflix in an VUCA environment: the leadership style of Reeds Hastings






Wilmot Reed Hastings, Jr. (October 8, 1960 -) (as Reed) is the founder, president, and chairman of the board of directors of Netflix. After graduating from high school, Hastings chose to enlist in the Marine Corps (Grinapol, 2013). After receiving his undergraduate degree in mathematics, he joined the United States Peace Corps, working in remote areas of Africa and teaching mathematics in a Swiss high school (Grinapol, 2013). Hastings recalls that his experience in the Peace Corps developed his resilience: "It taught me to take more risks. Starting a business is not intimidating if you have the experience of hitchhiking in Africa with $10 in your pocket." (McCord, 2014) After the Peace Corps, Hastings studied computer science at Stanford. To this day, he still refers to himself as an "engineer" rather than an "entrepreneur" (Grinapol, 2013). In 1991, Hastings started his first company, Pure, which provided tools for other software companies to find bugs in their code, and in 1997, Pure was acquired and he and his former colleagues started the DVD rental company Netflix (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). In recent years, Netflix gradually took out DVD rental giant Blockbuster, snapping up exclusive original video content and hitting it big in the wake of House of Cards (CNBC, 2017). By 2021, Netflix has surpassed 190 million subscribers worldwide (Netflix, 2022). 
Hasting has been named by TIME as one of the 100 most influential people in the world and ranked third, and has been named to Forbes' list of the world's billionaires. In 2021, Reed Hastings was ranked 132nd on the 2021 Forbes Global Billionaires list with a fortune of US$5.1 billion (Forbes, 2021a). 
“Taking smart risks can be very gratifying.” The quote can really exhibit his leadership philosophy.
The concept of VUCA (shorts for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) has commonly been used to describe the competitive environment facing the organizations regardless sizes and types now (Mack et al., 2015). Extraordinary technological change has triggered changes in the global economic, political and social environment. In addition to the changes brought about by the evolution of the human world, environmental changes have brought about new uncertainties, such as the global outbreak of covid-19 (Murugan et al., 2020). Over the past few months, the covid-19 has had a dramatic impact on the global business environment. We have witnessed the rise and fall of companies and industries, the collapse of businesses and the birth of new ones, and the disintegration of some traditional forms and structures of work. Where there is change and disruption, there is opportunity and breakthrough. In the VUCA era, transformation is more difficult than innovation and change is the norm. In this process, leaders take on more important responsibilities and missions, and leadership is the process of motivating individuals and groups to work towards accomplishing a common goal (Johansen and Euchner, 2013). It goes without saying that the role of the leader is crucial in driving the ongoing development and growth of the business. The key to organisational change and success lies in the ability of leaders to change quickly in response to organisational challenges, which also means that managers and employees alike need to be able to iterate quickly in response and foster innovation and secure performance (Potsangbam, 2017). Apparently, Netflix is operating in a VUCA environment. The present essay now attempts to shed light on Reed’s approach to leadership and evaluate whether it is effective under the VUCA environment. 
The conceptualization of leadership has been discussed for so long, and so far, has not reached a consistent result yet. The early attempts of defining of leadership highlight the power involved in leadership, such as leadership is the overriding presence of an individual or individuals in a group in the control of a social phenomenon (Day, 2000). The definition has been evolved as more light been shed into the interaction between leaders and followers who collaborate together to realize a common goal (Yammarino et al., 2005). Scholars from different disciplines have offered different interpretations of leadership from their own disciplines. The remaining of this essay will use three different approaches to analyse Reed’s leadership. 
Authentic leadership is rooted in positive psychology and is considered to be the style that best fits the characteristics of positive leadership (George et al., 2007). Gardner et al. (2011) suggest that authentic leaders are aware of their environment and are confident, optimistic, resilient, and hopeful, have high ethical standards, and understand their own and others' values, knowledge, and strengths. Beddoes-Jones and Swailes (2015) developed three pillars of authentic leadership, including self-awareness, ethics, and self-regulation. Failures in leadership could be underpinned by leaders lacking one or more pillars. Authentic leadership indicates leaders should be more self-aware, which means they need to learn more about herself/himself and others so that they can motivate, influence, and support people to be the best version of themselves (Beddoes-Jones and Swailes, 2015). Reed is a high charismatics leader who has been attempted to influence his followers through their languages and behaviours through sharing his strengths and weaknesses, doing so allows Reed to mentor and coach his employees. Reed said that “With failures, you learn one of 99 things to avoid. So, they are not that useful. I think it is more useful to learn from others’ failures.” (Hastings and Meyer, 2020) He often shared his failure entrepreneurial story of Pure Software and shared his opinion on how the rigid and bureaucratic organizational structure in Pure software has contributed to the ultimate failure and should be absolutely avoided by Netflix (Fox Business, 2020). Self-awareness also indicates that leaders should listen to their hears and display courage and empathy (Beddoes-Jones and Swailes, 2015). Reed have exhibited less empathy in leading the company, as he is less sensitive to its employee’s feelings, thoughts and actions. Instead, Reed has been perceived as being results-oriented and he tends to make business decisions without taking into consideration of employees’ voices (Thomas Net, 2021). Many have attributed his lack of sense of empathy for his experience in the Marine Corps, as soldiers generally persevere with a low level of empathy and they care much more about the end results. The second pillar of authentic leadership ethics refers to the fact that leader should be true to their values, including integrity, honor, courage, and honesty and fairness and transparency (Beddoes-Jones and Swailes, 2015). Reed certainly has loads of courage as he is bold enough to challenge the whole traditional filming industry by launching streaming video services, and by incorporating the audience as part of content creation through using cutting edge big data and machine learning to predict audiences’ preferences and rolling out customized video contents for them (Lobato, 2019). His courage has also been embedded in this interaction with employees, such as “Most entrepreneurial ideas will sound crazy, stupid and uneconomic, and then they’ll turn out to be right.” (Hastings and Meyer, 2020) As mentioned, Reed is not afraid of talking about his previous failures, but also encourage employees to share any mistakes they have made with their colleagues thereby promoting overall transparency in the company. Reed is personally a quite honest personal as he never hides anything from employees and quite honest with employees regarding what they should do. Among top 10 values underpinned by Reed, Honesty is prioritized (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). Reed thanks all employees working for Netflix should be “direct, but be non-political when you disagree with others, only say things about colleagues that you would say to their fact, be quick to admit mistakes (Jenner, 2018). The third pillar of authentic leadership is self-regulation, which includes self-discipline, energy, flexibility, emotional control, patience and resilience (Beddoes-Jones and Swailes, 2015). Previously as a DVD rental service provides, the development of it into the world’s largest streaming service provides has been filled with tons of difficulties, challenges and crisis (McDonald and Smith-Rowsey, 2016). Reed has never shied away from listening to the constructive criticism against himself and against Netflix, and he manages to learn if he finds merits in the criticism. Whatever businesses situation he is facing, he has been widely commended for this resilience and calmness, as he said “Don’t get distracted by the shiny object [and if a crisis comes], execute on the fundamentals.” (Hastings and Meyer, 2020) Overall, Reed lacks some specific traits, such as empathy, required by an effective authentic leadership, and thereby the essay do not consider Reed as an authentic leader.
Servant leadership means specifically that the leader must show a "servant" attitude towards his subordinates in his work (Van Dierendonck, 2011). In this concept, leaders should put their subordinates in the leading position, pay attention to their desires, be highly supportive in their growth, and put the interests of their subordinates above their own interests, and narrow the gap between leaders and subordinates, thus forming a strong team spirit, and thus better achieve corporate goals (Sendjaya and Sarros, 2002; Patterson, 2003). Different experts have different opinions on the qualities of servant leadership theory. According to Greenleaf (2002), there are ten attributes of servant leadership theory, namely listening, healing, persuasion, abstraction, and foresight and commitment. Some experts have also outlined the qualities of servant leadership theory as influence as well as vision, trust and service. At this stage, among the many traits of servant leadership theory, there is a preference for the traits to be summarised as caring, humility, service and sacrifice (Spears and Lawrence, 2002). Reed is not considered as a servant leader. comparting to the listening and committing to employees, Reed designed the “Keeper Test” which encourage managers to get rid of less effective employees and focus on ones they would fight to keep (Jaworski, 2021). The Keeper test has remained one of the most controversial quirks of Netflix for its indifference to employees, but Reed asserts that the keeper test is the most effective way to keep the talent density high enough to effective operation and innovation (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). Reed holds the idea that “we are a team, not a family”, and the team should be results-oriented as mentioned before. In this regard, Reed lacks the persuasion, building community, listening are generally lacked (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). 
Compared with other leadership styles, transformational leadership pays more attention to the leadership's personal inspiration, leadership charisma, etc. (Bass and Riggio, 2006)  The personal interests of the leader are closely linked to the staff, and the leader needs to maximise and enhance the personal abilities of the staff, so that the staff pay attention to the responsibilities they should take and the tasks they should perform (Rafferty and Griffin, 2004). Transformational leadership can be approached through 4I model, including idealized influence, intellectual simulation, individualization consideration, inspirational motivation (Bass and Riggio, 2006). In terms of idealized influence, Reed has been widely perceived by internal employees as role models, and his values has been promoted through constant vision, mission and a set of values to the employees. The vision of Netflix is “To continue being one of the leading firms of the internet entertainment era” and the mission of Netflix is “To entertain the world” (Netflix, 2020). Reed encourages his employees to have fun while delivering to the utmost best, and these personalized values are highly respected by employees and deeply rooted in Netflix culture (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). In terms of intellectual simulation, Reed himself is a challenge taker and he has been all the time encourage his employees to take risks and solicit all possible ideas. He always says ““Don't be afraid to change the model.”, “Taking smart risks can be very gratifying.”, and “Companies rarely die from moving too fast, and they frequently die from moving too slowly.” (Hastings and Meyer, 2020)  Reed also endows great amount of freedom for employees to try ideas even if managers don’t see how great they are (Song, 2021). Actually, downloading, rather than streaming, were supported by the most seniors years ago Netflix, but Reed allow the product developer to try the streaming ideas to test its feasibility (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). In terms of inspirational motivation, Reed highlights the importance of team spirit, and he is able to motivate employees to have a strong sense of purpose to drive the group forward (Jenner, 2018). Beyond the basic financial incentives, Reed also commits entertaining, interesting and funny workplace that inspires innovative ideas. In terms of individualized consideration, Reed has been a supervisor and mentor of his employees, and invested aggressively in the training and development of skills according to their own career needs through setting up Learning & Organizational Development Department (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). This has led employees in Netflix to aspire to develop further. Therefore, Reed is considered to be a transformational leader. 
The empirical evidence indicates that direct and positive association between transformational leadership and emotional intelligence, especially in the aspects of idealized influence, inspirational motivation and individualized consideration (Barling, Slater and Kevin Kelloway, 2000). Specifically, more emotional intelligence competent leaders will be more able to influence his employees. As business environment is featured with VUCA, emotions have played an increasingly important role in effective leadership. Especially, some of traits under emotional intelligence, such as self-regulation, social skills and motivations are overlapped with traits highlighted by transformational leadership (Millar, Groth and Mahon, 2018). In terms of social intelligence, the interpersonal competences processed by leaders, has also bee highlight in the VUCA environment as employees been perceived as a complex adaptive social system continuously interacting with other stakeholders within the environment. Leaders with higher social intelligence are generally more supportive through engagement and empowerment, and this is important when employees are perceived as the most valuable assets under VUCA (Boyatzis, Good and Massa, 2012). Learning agility can be defined as a mind-set or alternative a set of practices that allows the development, growth and utilization of new strategies to questions emerged in the VUCA context (Luria, Kalish and Weinstein, 2014). Transformational leadership, especially the inspirational motivation and intellectual stimulation continuous allows leader to encourage his employees to learn and adapt in a proactively manner. The three attributes, social intelligence, emotional intelligence, and learning ability are three prominent qualities and attributes that allow innovation and adaptation in the VUCA environment, and transformational leadership has positive association with them. therefore, it can be concluded that transformational leadership is an effective leadership in the VUCA environment where Netflix operates. As a matter of fact, Reed’s transformational leadership has made Netflix one of the most innovative company in the world, listed at 6th in Forbes The World’s Most Innovative Companies (Forbes, 2021b). With Covid-19 preventing people from theatres, the market position of Netflix has been further enhanced through its streaming videos at anytime and anywhere. 
The present essay shed light on the leadership issue under the VUCA environment through the case of Reed, the founder and CEO of Netflix. Using three different leadership frameworks, the essay argues Reed is more of transformational leader, and his leadership style has been quite effective in the VUCA environment. On the one hand, Reed transformational leaderships has been orientated by its ambition to innovate and accommodate; on the other hand, the transformational leaderships have also enhanced three primary qualities for effective leadership under the VUCA environment (respectively social intelligence, emotional intelligence and learning arability. The transformational leadership of Reed has enabled the superior performance and disruptive innovation of Netflix, and also ensures the high adaptation of Netflix into the VUCA environment.
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