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 “There are absolutely no free lunches as a first-time CEO,” says Alan Knitowski, CEO of Phunware. While 
they are equipped with optimism and determination to undertake the new challenge, first-time CEOs 
run the risk of naiveté and rookie mistakes. 
 
So what makes companies like General Motors and Harley Davidson choose first-timers to take the lead? 

In the case of Mary Barra, CEO of General Motors, the appointment came after 33 years with the 
company. Shortly after her undertaking the role in 2014, General Motors faced a scandal with regards to 
their defective ignition switches, which had caused over a hundred deaths and injuries. After testifying 
in front of the Congress multiple times and firing a number of managers as a result of the crisis, she 
steered the company from the crisis and towards an increase in net income from US$3.8 billion in 2013 
to US$9.7 billion in 2016. In addition to the financial successes under her leadership, former GM CEO 
Dan Akerson has praised her for her contribution to bettering the corporate culture. In response to the 
2014 crisis, she had said, “We made sure that we lived our values…and then making sure we did 
everything with high integrity and with excellence. It showed the organization we were going to live our 
values even when it was hard.” 

This goes on to show how even as a first-timer, her familiarity with the company culture and core values 
enabled her to lead by upholding those, particularly during trying times. 

Even in the case of Harley Davidson, the appointment of Matthew S Levatich as CEO in 2015 came after 
Levatich’s completion of 21 years with the company. Prior to becoming CEO, he was President and COO 
of the company for 6 years. Regarding his appointment, outgoing CEO Keith Wandell said, “Matt’s 
tremendous leadership abilities and track record, together with his drive for excellence and deep 
knowledge of the business, make him an outstanding choice as Harley-Davidson’s next CEO. He has been 
a driving force behind our focus as a customer-led organization, and the innovation and continuous 
improvement that are expanding Harley-Davidson’s industry leadership. I have great confidence in the 
company’s future under Matt’s guidance.” 



This is another clear instance of familiarity and trust playing a large role in the appointment of a CEO in 
a company. Those who have history with the company may be better prepared to lead it successfully, 
since they are familiar with the culture, operations and structures already in place. 

This trend, however, appears to be changing. A 2014 article published by The Conference 
Board indicated that 23.8 % of CEO appointments were of outsiders in 2013, compared to 19.2% in 
2011. 
 
This can be attributed to some advantages to hiring a first-time CEO who is an outsider, such as the 
bringing in of fresh ideas to develop and enhance the corporate culture, decision-making and leadership 
style, bringing together the best aspects of different companies. 

However, while companies stand to benefit from these changes, bringing a novice on board generally 
has a much lower success rate than their experienced counterparts. The 2014 Strategy& article stated 
that roughly 76% of ousted CEOs in 2013 were first-time CEOs.  A variety of reasons, both intrinsic and 
extrinsic, could contribute to this trend. 
In terms of intrinsic problems, while many first-time CEOs join an organization with ambition and 
enthusiasm, they often lose that conviction once the first year “grace period” has ended. Even if the new 
CEO is effective, an underwhelming executive presence may ultimately cost them the confidence of their 
team, board, and investors. 

Another intrinsic factor that could pose a hindrance to the success of a new CEO could be that their 
previous roles required a particular specialization, which would form their core area of expertise, and 
can prove to be limiting in an overall leadership role. For instance, a CFO appointed to succeed a CEO 
would have both experience and a wealth of knowledge regarding finance, but may not be exposed to a 
role that requires taking ownership and responsibility for all the aspects of a company’s business. These 
successors go from second level management straight into the CEO role with little or no general 
management experience, putting them at a disadvantage compared to experienced chiefs. 

First-timers could also be prone to failure if they do not take enough time or make the effort to 
understand a company’s culture, core values, and model of functioning, or if they attempt to revamp 
these aspects without sufficient notice or training. 

Conversely, extrinsic problems could stem from the exact same issue on the Board’s part. Upon hiring a 
first-timer, particularly an outsider, the Board of the company should contrive to provide as much 
guidance and training as is required for a CEO to adjust to the new company and/or role. An effective 
way to do so could see the company preparing the potential successor by requiring that he/she first join 
a corporate board or take on a general manager role to minimize the learning curve. If companies create 
strong plans to help novice CEOs transition, it would likely increase success rates from the current 
situation. 

There are several other areas where first-timers could take the initiative to increase their chances at 
succeeding. A number of ways to do so include creating and executing the vision of the company, being 
cognizant of the consequences of their actions and decisions, seeking feedback, encouraging open 
communication within the organization, and presenting themselves as capable in order to gain trust 
from their team, board, and investors. 

As evidenced by these different situations, hiring a first-time CEO has both pros and cons, depending on 
a number of different factors. The key to maximize success in this situation, as with most other 
situations, would be to strike a balance between the new information and working styles that a first-
timer could bring to the table, with the experience and training from more seasoned CEOs. 

 


