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What makes a great leader? – Reed Hastings


A leader is a person that inspires other people to follow a common goal (Rus, van Knippenberg and Wisse, 2010). By extension, leadership means a person’s power to inspire others to achieve a common goal (Rus, van Knippenberg and Wisse, 2010). It is agreed by specialists that a leader must possess certain qualities that can make him suitable to lead (Levenstein, 1981). There are a few qualities that are standardised for all the leaders, but what makes truly makes a leader is represented by all of his unique traits and qualities that have managed to attract people so that they can all work towards a common goal (Levenstein, 1981). In business, a leader is almost always the face of the company, and his actions have a direct impact on customer’s perception over the entire company (Williams, 2018). Given this, a leader must always act cautiously and have integrity (Williams, 2018). To provide a concrete example of what a great leader means, the example of Reed Hastings will be used. There will be several main points of interest of the essay. The first point will be Reed’s background, which will analyse in-depth his rising and his path to leadership, as well as sources of inspiration. Secondly, Reed’s traits will be examined to check if his methods are considered to be part of the effective leadership. Moreover, based on the leadership style theories and based on Reed’s traits, his leadership style will be determined and analysed. Within this area, it is not mandatory for a leader to have a single leadership style, a leader could use multiple leadership styles during their leadership from various reasons which include the experimentation or growth (Charteris-Black, 2017). Lastly, Reed Hastings’ example will also concretely evaluate what did his leadership achieved, and evidence will be provided both qualitative and quantitative. 
Due to the fact that a leader inspires people and has them working together towards a common goal, this role comes with responsibilities that must be fulfilled by the leader (Rus, van Knippenberg and Wisse, 2010). The importance of the fulfilment of these responsibilities by the leader will be analysed with the help of the personal leadership style which will be determined through the Leadership Style Questionnaire. 
Reed Hastings is an American entrepreneur, technology innovator and author. He is often recognised as the co-founder and chief executive officer of Netflix, the most popular streaming platform in the world (Nakaya, 2016). However, he is also one of the most vocal advocated for education reforms, and he has leadership positions in multiple educational non-profit associations (Grinapol, 2014). Reed’s father was an attorney specialised in health and education (Grinapol, 2014). Reed followed his father’s interest on education and he is constantly advocating for various educational reforms (Ziegler, 2021), so it is safe to say that Reed took inspiration from his father on this topic. Reed finished high school and he took a gap year before going to university, in which he worked as a salesman who was selling vacuum cleaners door to door (Grinapol, 2014). Reed then went to college, and he graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Mathematics, as he found mathematics to be very interesting and captivating (Grinapol, 2014). After obtaining his degree, Reed enrolled in the Marine Corps, and he later revealed that this experience encouraged him to pursue entrepreneurship and  to open his first business (Nakaya, 2016). In 1991 Reed opened his first business Pure Software, and in the beginning it was very successful (Nakaya, 2016). However, the lack of skills and experience made Reed to give up his company because he has challenges that he could not solve (Nakaya, 2016). He then spent two years training to become a better leader and finding ways of ensuring that the previous challenges will never be a problem for him (Nakaya, 2016). A few years after Pure Software, he, and a former colleague both founded Netflix, with no plan that the company will be this successful (Nakaya, 2016). Currently, Reed Hastings continues to be an important part of Netflix and the most known founder of the company, continues to actively advocate for educational changes and he wrote a book in which he revealed Netflix’s employee procedures, and the book has been an overwhelming success due to Reed’s innovative thinking (Hastings, 2020). He is included in Forbes’ Billionaire List with a net worth of $3.3 billion as of 2022. 
Being a leader for more than 30 years, Reed Hastings definitely managed to overcome a lot of challenges and to learn a lot (Costanigro, Bond and McCluskey, 2012). His traits at Pure Software were not the best, because he would often get confused because he did not know his duties well, he did not have the knowledge of what it means to rule a company but also, he had trouble managing the people (Costanigro, Bond and McCluskey, 2012). He revealed that he used to be the type of leader that would check every single detail about the employees’ work, would often criticise them if they failed in their assignments and would not trust them at all (Hastings, 2020). Therefore, he used to put everything on himself and this built-up stress and frustration which was not healthy either for him or the employees (Hastings, 2020). On the other hand, after taking a break to study leadership, he learned that in order to create a successful company, the leadership must be effective (Costanigro, Bond and McCluskey, 2012). At Netflix, he experimented until he found his own way of leadership that made him comfortable and made him to not repeat past poor decisions (Hastings, 2020). Moreover, he even managed to be seen as an innovative in the way he is now treating the employees (Hastings, 2020). The proof is that Netflix employees are praising him and consider that the perks of working at Netflix cannot be compared with anything else (Hastings, 2020). Reed is a very confident person now (Hastings, 2020). He is able to communicate with a large number of people without feeling stressed or pressured (Hastings, 2020). He is also very focused on the goals, and he is able to maintain his calm in difficult situations (Hastings, 2020). People also describe him as optimistic, which he can easily transmit to other people through his smile (Hastings, 2020). At the same time, he is very creative, and he uses his creativity to solve issues or to find new ways of innovating Netflix (Hastings, 2020). 
In order to establish if the leadership is effective or not, there are a few theories. The oldest one is the leadership traits approach, which is also considered one of the firsts theories about the leadership from 1930, when people started to question what it means to be a leader and why some leaders are failing to achieve their goals (Graeser, 2021). The leadership traits approach suggests that an individual is born with leadership skills (Graeser, 2021). The theory is based on the idea that only people who are born with leadership skills can be leaders, while the ones born without these skills are not able to learn them (Graeser, 2021). Further research has been conducted since then and in 1974, Ralph Stogdill identified different characteristics which an individual must have in order to be a leader. First of all, according to Stogdill (1974), an individual must be of a certain age and appearance in order to be considered a leader. Furthermore, the individual must have a good education and have a high social position (Stogdill, 1974). Lastly, it is considered that a leader must have ambition and courage in order to be an effective leader (Stogdill, 1974). Later, a theory that contradicts the leadership traits approach has been created, namely the behavioural approach. The behavioural approach theory suggests that a person can adopt any leadership style, and its trait do not matter in the type of leader the person wants to be (Molloy, 1988). Specialists argued that this type of leadership will allow the leader to better connect with its followers, and the satisfaction of achieving a goal is felt by followers and leader at the same time (Molloy, 1988). Another theory is the situation theory, which suggests that a leader must adapt to any situation in order to be effective (Ashimova and Tursynbaeva, 2022). This means that a leader must also have certain traits as well as behaviours needed to be able to adapt in any unforeseen situation (Ashimova and Tursynbaeva, 2022). The contingency theory suggests that the leadership style and the situation must be similar, therefore it is needed to adjust a situation to be able to fit the leadership (Tsumoto, 2009). The house approach suggests that a leader must always remove the obstacles that stop him to achieve a goal, and this could be done with the help of the followers, but the leader must give strict instructions (Plattner, 1993). Lastly, the Vroom-Jago decisional model suggests that a leader is considered effective when he is able to make successful decisions (Vroom and Jago, 1978). 
After the leadership has been evaluated as effective or not, it is also important to look at leadership styles. There are four main leadership styles, which have been identified by analysing important leaders along the years (Ulmer Jr., 2005). Given this, specialists have found the autocratic leadership style, the democratic leadership style, the laissez-faire leadership style, and transformational leadership style (Ulmer Jr., 2005). Looking at the autocratic leadership style, this is the oldest leadership style, and it has been developed and promoted in a time where employees did not have anything to say and the company that they worked for (Rosenfeld and Plax, 1975). Autocratic leaders are the ones that prefer to make decisions alone, and they believe that they are always correct, and they do not appreciate nor take feedback into consideration (Rosenfeld and Plax, 1975). This was a very popular leadership, and it was considered effective because the entire power was in the leader’s hands, therefore significant less mistakes were made, and it kept productivity high, while employee motivation was low (Rosenfeld and Plax, 1975). However, studies have found that before other studies were conducted to show that employees can be motivated in different ways (Ulmer Jr., 2005), the autocratic leadership was the only leadership practised, and the employees did not have any idea that things could be different (Rosenfeld and Plax, 1975). Nowadays though, the autocratic leadership is not as promoted as it used to be, because employees prefer more to be part of a team and to constantly engage with their leader (Harms et al., 2018). This is also the reason why many autocratic leaderships have failed over the years, in addition to the fact that autocratic leaders were often seen as tyrants (Harms et al., 2018). The next leadership style that has been discovered is the democratic or participative leadership style (Cattabiani and White, 2017). This is entirely opposite to the autocratic leadership, as it is focused on the employee’s voice (Cattabiani and White, 2017). With the democratic leader, employees are often invited to share ideas for two different reasons. The first main reason is too motivate them and to make them feel heard and taken into consideration and appreciated quit will make them to give back enthusiasm motivation and hard work to the company (Cattabiani and White, 2017). The second reason is innovation, because the employees could share valuable ideas that once put into practice that might save resources, money, time and be innovative (Cattabiani and White, 2017). This type of leadership looks very motivating for the employees, and in most of the cases it is considered to be perhaps the most efficient leadership style because it promotes creativity, innovation, and teamwork (Jurek and Scime, 2013). At the same time, this type of leadership is not suitable in some scenarios, where ideas cannot be put into practise or a common decision cannot be made (Jurek and Scime, 2013). The third leadership style goes even further then the democratic leadership, and it is known as laissez-faire leadership (Gray and Williams, 2012). The concept laissez-faire comes from French, and it is translated in English as let them do (Gray and Williams, 2012). And this is exactly what this leadership style is about, to let employees do whatever they want and to apply whatever they need in order to ensure the company’s success (Gray and Williams, 2012). The leader that uses this leadership style is not involved at all in the decision-making process unless it is something that really depends on him (Gray and Williams, 2012). But what he is doing, and why people still need a leader is the fact that he uses all his time to provide support to its employees and help when is required (Gray and Williams, 2012). But perhaps the most important action that a laissez-faire leader must undertake is to motivate its employees (Gray and Williams, 2012). The rationale of this style is that employees will be working more effectively and will be more motivated if they can they can decide by themselves what must be done to make the business successful, and they usually perceive this leadership as a proof of trust from the leader to them (Atkinson, 1992). But as every leadership style, this one has a downside too. It has been reported that this leadership is among the ones with the lowest productivity and that employees need to be trained very well in order to be able to handle such important responsibilities (Gray and Williams, 2012). Finally, the most recent leadership style is the transformational one. The transformational leader usually puts the well-being of its employees above the company’s needs (Anderson, 2018). However, this does not mean that the company's goals are not achieved, but contrary to expectations, employees are so much motivated to be productive when they have a strong connexion with their leader (Atkinson, 1992). The main purpose of the transformational leader is to help its employees achieve new levels of growth and promote a highly productive culture at the workplace (Anderson, 2018). While this seems like a great opportunity for people to develop, it can affect the teamwork because it might create a competition between employees in regard to which employee performs better (Anderson, 2018). Moreover, this can end up doing the opposite of what it is supposed to do, and it can make people feel drained with no energy and part of a toxic positive environment (Anderson, 2018). 
Reed Hastings had a very interesting path in leadership, as he famously adopted two different styles of leadership (Acharya, 2019). At Pure Software, his first company, Reed Hastings was an autocratic leader who wanted to be followed without questions by all his employees (Acharya, 2019). He tried to make the employees resonate with him by using cliche speeches wait all the right things to say, but he later confessed that he did not mean what he said (Hastings, 2020). Moreover, as an autocratic leader, Hastings believed that he will be free of criticism, as he was not able to accept at the time that he is flawed and sometimes his decisions are not the best (Hastings, 2020). After building a lot of tension because he was not able to solve issues, he realised that he was not prepared yet to be a leader, so he quit (Hastings, 2020). For two years, Hastings went through intensive learning of the needed leadership skills that will make him successful (Hastings, 2020). This is how he started to became self-aware of all the issues that he had (Hastings, 2020).  At Netflix, his second company, the things were different. He began to adopt the democratic leadership style, and he quickly started to build a strong relationship with the rest of the employees (Vassallo, 2021). His democratic leadership was based on the principle that employees are free to work independently on certain projects and that they were free to ask questions in regard to business decisions and to give their opinion about it on an open forum where members of the leadership team are constantly providing official answers (Vassallo, 2021). At the same time, Hastings famously invented the no rules rule, which offer freedom to the employees (Hastings, 2020). This freedom has been given in all the aspects of their employment (Vassallo, 2021). For example, Hastings offered the employees the possibility to choose between receiving lower salaries with significant stock options or higher salaries with less stock options (Hastings, 2020). Another example is the fact that Netflix imposed that annual leave allowance is unlimited, to help people create a meaningful balance between working personal life, with the condition that in their work life they must be highly effective (Hastings, 2020). 
Reed Hastings is a perfect example to prove two aspects. First of all, Reed Hastings have utilised the behavioural approach as he took time off to learn an assimilate oh what leadership skills, he must possess in order to be effective (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). Secondly, Reed Hastings showed that a leader can change and develop as well and that it can take a few tries until a leader finds its own leadership style (Casimir, 2018). And while he was an autocratic leader, he failed as a leader and the company became more successful, once he changed his leadership style, he was able to bring Netflix on the first place of the best streaming platform (Hastings and Meyer, 2020). 
As previously mentioned, a leader’s role is very important and significant because employees must be motivated must be thought and they must have all the resources that they need in order to be effective and productive (Gerber, 1988). At the same time, a leader must be capable to make decisions and solve problems that could appear on the path of achieving company’s goals (Gerber, 1988). However, each leader is trying to fulfil those responsibilities according to their leadership style (Casimir, 2018). Sometimes, leaders can also use a combination of leadership styles in different situations (Casimir, 2018). Following the result from the leadership questionnaire, I am a democratic leader. For me, it is important that everyone that I work with has their own voice, because I believe that if processes can be improved this can be mainly done with the help of people that are actually doing the job because they are the ones that know better what it will be helpful for them which can potentially save them time on a certain task or even money. To keep the employees motivated, I would constantly ask for feedback and suggestions to improve which will also be taking into consideration and applied accordingly. Furthermore, I will try to offer them as many perks as they needed in order to be satisfied with the compensation side as well. I would also allow people to take as much time off as they needed in order to relax and to come back with fresh ideas that they can share. By motivating the employees, I believe that a major part of my leadership a responsibility will be done but I would also like to help people in case they to make decisions or if they need to speak with me about anything else. Another way to ensure that the productivity will be achieved will be to include bonuses and compensations, not to create aggressive competitiveness, but to reward everyone for the hard work that they are doing. At the same time, in order to be fair with everyone, all of them will receive a small compensation which will be based on their target achievement. I would constantly communicate with the team to check how they are doing or if there is anything I can help with or if they have any innovative thoughts that needs to be approved before putting into practice. I will also schedule weekly meetings with the team which will be half formal and half informal to ensure that there is a balance between the two. At the same time, I will try to go out with them to change the scenario for a bit. 
in terms of the contract changes, my take on this will be to firstly ask the employees if their contract needs improvement and if there is something that I can do that would make them happier. I will then take all of their ideas and I will check what is reasonable in what can be easily put into practice, then I would go back to my employees and communicate exactly what I can do until we reach a mutual agreement. 
In conclusion, leadership is a very important part of the business, but it is the work that cannot be measured by typical statistics but it can be measured through employee motivation productivity and by the overall position of the company. Even though it cannot be concrete seen, leadership is very important because it is the backbone of the company. This means that without proper leadership nothing can work well within the company. Furthermore, without a proper leadership, employees could not be motivated enough to work effectively, or they will not do more than the bare minimum at work. Reed Hastings is the perfect example of the best leadership style nowadays. This is because he involved all the employees and decision's they offer them unlimited perks which made them to be motivated and happy at their workplace and this was proven by the fact that Netflix is the most used streaming platform and by the fact that many other companies are using Netflix leadership style within their company.
Personally, I believe that I relied too much on theories about my leadership style. I believe that I am missing the original side of the leadership, maybe because I am not used to be in or leadership position. However, I believe that Reed Hastings example of self-awareness and learning is an exercise that I can do in order to better understand how I can be effective as a leader. 
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