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These are just some of the questions surrounding the dangers of CEOs occupying their 
post for too long and the irreparable, widespread damage that may ensue. The recent 
and much-maligned developments at WeWork and the media storm that followed 
jump to mind. What was once a stellar example of entrepreneurial spirit powering an 
innovative, game-changing idea now serves as a cautionary tale.  
 
In this case, we saw the stark contrast between being a founder with an inspired 
vision and a CEO at the helm of a fast-growing enterprise. Having a disruptive idea 
that quickly attracts investment capital necessary to make it fly is entirely different 
from running a company, managing significant growth and delivering on investor 
expectations. These skillsets are not necessarily related. They can coexist – as we have 
witnessed with the likes of founder-CEO leaders like Bill Gates, Warren Buffett and  
Jeff Bezos – but what happens when they don’t?  

In the case of WeWork, we saw market value dramatically tumble, a critical  
and vaunted IPO scuttled and, finally, the forced resignation of its founder-CEO, 
Adam Neumann. This left the company, its investors and its employees in peril.  

There are many lessons here: 
 

Be watchful. 
In this instance, more vigilance from the investors might have helped the company 
steer clear of a bad outcome. The signs were there all along. This is where succession 
planning should be an ongoing concern, not an ad hoc reaction when the company 
hits inevitable choppy waters. Leadership casts a long shadow. 

When do companies know they have outgrown their CEO?  
What are the telltale signs?  
What can you do before it’s too late?
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Know what business you’re in. 
WeWork’s business model was not clearly understood with the hype machine in overdrive. 
Investors hailed it as the next Alibaba.com. WeWork generated immense value by touting 
itself as a tech-play unicorn. Here’s another view: with offices located in more than 100 
cities and 30 countries, WeWork is fundamentally a real estate play. Which, by definition, 
is a cyclical and risky business.  

Listen to your people. 
Outside recruitment saw good people come and go. Once these people witnessed 
the whims and dysfunction of the CEO and how that had seeped into all facets of the 
organization, they advocated for change. That fell on deaf ears. So they jumped ship, 
contributing to excessive turnover. The significance of this turnover trend should not 
have gone unnoticed. The rudderless culture and cult of personality may have been too 
ingrained for senior management to see past. 

Step up by stepping down. 
So you’re the CEO in question. Check your ego at the door. Consult those around you.  
Put the good of the company, its investors and its employees first. Accept that sometimes  
a true act of strong leadership means stepping aside. 

Astute leadership knows when to hold ‘em.  Enlightened leadership knows when to 
fold ‘em. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


