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candidate.”
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Insights and Interviews from Business Leaders, Felicity Kelliher and her colleagues 
cleverly apply the perspective to the business world with a series of fascinating 
case studies.”

—Louise Richardson, Vice-Chancellor, University of Oxford
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1
Introduction

“The best leaders tend to be outsiders who don’t have a great  
deal of experience”

(Mukunda 2012, p. 30)

According to Anthony King (2002, p. 435), “Some of the most signifi-
cant political leaders of recent decades have been outsiders.” Can we say 
the same about business leaders? What does being an outsider mean to 
the business leader, and what special value does the outsider perspective 
bring? This is what we seek to explore here, as we believe that these ques-
tions remain incompletely answered in the corporate world.

Arguably, we are living now in an era where the concept of an “out-
sider” has taken on increased prominence in the public psyche. King’s 
words above are perhaps even more relevant today than they were when 
he initially wrote his paper, where he used the former British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher’s career as a basis for trying to understand 

This chapter is written by Chris O’Riordan; Felicity Kelliher; Patrick C. Flood; Malcolm Higgs
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the outsider concept in the political world. This is evidenced by the more 
recent electoral successes of outsiders such as Donald Trump in the USA 
and Emmanuel Macron in France in shaking up the political establish-
ment. Indeed, Macron’s closest challenger—Marine Le Pen—was also an 
outsider relative to the traditional parties who had long dominated 
French politics. The UK’s Brexit vote will see it leaving the European 
Union to become part of a select group of outsider, non-member nations 
within the continent. While one side to the ongoing debate surrounding 
this divisive issue argues that this will bring great opportunities and 
rewards, the counter argument raises fundamental issues and fears. 
Moving beyond politics, Leicester City Football Club’s success in win-
ning the English Premier League in 2016 surprised the sporting world. 
Considered rank outsiders, the club had odds of 5000/1 to win the league 
at the outset, having narrowly managed to avoid relegation in the previ-
ous season. In spite of having a regular squad that cost less than had been 
spent on individual players in some of the bigger clubs, they prevailed 
where others failed.

In this sense, one might suggest that the world has perhaps become if 
not more accepting of outsiders then at least more curious about them. 
One can reasonably acknowledge that they offer something different, less 
predictable, and have the potential to deliver positive outcomes in the 
right circumstances. However, they may also be risky, unknown and 
laden with unforeseen challenges. Whether this applies to the circum-
stances of the business world needs further exploration and understand-
ing. The thinking behind this book stems from our own knowledge 
of—and previous interactions with—leaders of different organisations 
who have been, in some way, an outsider leader. Being viewed as an out-
sider may relate to someone’s culture, background, previous activities, 
training, family membership, gender and so on.

What is very much of interest to us are the implications of being an 
outsider. Challenges and difficulties are likely to be faced by virtue of 
being an outsider, but what are these and how are they addressed? How 
do outsiders manage the transition process of becoming leader? 
Additionally, how does the outsider benefit the organisation and how can 
we foster such benefits? Do outsider leaders yearn to be an insider? Why 
do some choose, or end up in, positions where they are an outsider when 

  C. O’Riordan et al.
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the easy option might be to stay on the inside in their existing roles and 
organisations? Do they remain always an outsider, or does their status 
change with time? What can those who become outsiders learn from the 
experiences of others who have preceded them? From our research, these 
issues have not been fully explored in academic or practitioner texts, yet 
they are important and interesting topics to business practitioners, lead-
ers, students and academics alike.

We believe that to understand these perspectives we, as researchers, are 
required to speak directly with successful and established outsider leaders 
to hear their stories and capture their voices. Being an outsider is some-
thing that is experienced and lived. In our book, using interviews, these 
lived experiences are presented as separate narratives initially. Each leader 
and their leadership story is presented in standalone chapters, supple-
mented with other available sources as appropriate. Subsequently, we dis-
til commonalities and themes from across these chapters to present our 
understanding of their experiences. This allows readers to access the sto-
ries as well as some of the broad lessons to be learned from these 
reflections.

We have interviewed seven outsider leaders from the broad business 
world—across sectors, organisation sizes and cultures. This allows for an 
effective blend of profiles, backgrounds and contexts. The qualifying fea-
ture for inclusion is that we could identify—in advance—at least one way 
in which the leader could be construed as an outsider. That said, we 
entered into each semi-structured interview as interpretivists, open to 
identifying other features.

The structure of the book is as follows. Chapter 2 reviews the literature 
surrounding the outsider concept and the outsider leader. We note that 
gaps exist and that further research is warranted. Subsequently, we pres-
ent seven chapters, one for each of the leaders interviewed. Each chapter 
consists of a literature section that precedes the leadership story, which is 
specifically relevant to the story. In this respect, each leader-based chapter 
can be used to explore and to further one’s knowledge of outsider leader-
ship and also to contemplate leadership more broadly. Each of these 
leader-based chapters closes with a conclusion and reflection section and 
a summary of some of the key findings, to help the reader to think more 
deeply about the story and what this means in a wider, perhaps even per-

  Introduction 
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sonal, context. We close with Chap. 10, where we present a conclusion 
that brings together key themes that, we believe, require articulation and 
discussion in the context of existing literature. In doing this, we attempt 
to contribute to the debate surrounding the meaning of outsider business 
leadership and various aspects related to and stemming from outsider 
leader presence in organisations.

References

King, A. 2002. The Outsider as Political Leader: The Case of Margaret Thatcher. 
British Journal of Political Science 32 (3): 435–454.

Mukunda, G. 2012. Great Leaders Don’t Need Experience. Harvard Business 
Review, October, 30–31.

  C. O’Riordan et al.
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2
The Outsider Concept and Outsider 

Leader: A Literature Review

2.1	 �Introduction

In this book, we are exploring the role of the outsider as a leader within 
organisations. This has been prompted by the extent to which we see—in 
the business and national media—interest in the impact (both positive 
and negative) that outsiders joining an organisation can have on that 
organisation and the people who work there, as well as—in many cases—
the wider society. The literature on leadership is vast. Indeed, it has often 
been suggested that leadership is the most studied of any organisational 
phenomena. Despite this attention, this is an area of study where research 
findings are often contradictory, inconclusive and incomplete. The focus 
of the majority of these studies is clearly on elucidating the components 
of leadership that will result in positive organisational outcomes. In this 

This chapter is written by Patrick Buckland; Malcolm Higgs; Chris O’Riordan; Felicity Kelliher; 
Patrick C. Flood.
Some elements of this chapter previously appeared as part of O’Riordan, C., Kelliher, F., Flood, 
P.C. and Higgs, M. (2017) “The ‘Outsider’ Leader in Business: Towards a Greater 
Understanding,” Irish Academy of Management Conference Proceedings, Belfast.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-97463-7_2&domain=pdf
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quest, academics point to the challenges of complexity that are growing 
in today’s volatile, ambiguous and uncertain world. At the same time, 
practitioners are seeking simple solutions—a search for the Holy Grail of 
leadership—to a complex issue. It is perhaps this search for a simple 
means of achieving improved organisational performance that lies behind 
the view that an outsider can provide the leadership required to produce 
results. Given this, it is surprising that research has paid little attention to 
exploring the nature of outsiders as leaders and more specifically what we 
mean by the term “outsider.”

In this chapter, we examine the nature of an outsider in a leadership 
role within the literature and hope that by expanding our understanding 
of the term we can make sense of the role of outsider leaders and the way 
in which they can contribute to an organisation.

2.2	 �Background and Rationale

Ever since the dawn of social science, scholars have wrestled with the 
complicated and ambiguous nature of leadership. As a result, agreed 
upon clear and definitive definitions of the concept have largely 
remained elusive (Mullins 2010). Yukl (2010) attributes this difficulty 
to leadership having a different meaning for each individual, depending 
on their perspectives and situations. Therefore, leadership may be 
described as a social construct that exists only in the mind of followers 
and other stakeholders and cannot exist independently from the fol-
lower’s perceptions (Winkler 2010). Effective leaders craft an environ-
ment where individuals consistently perform to the best of their ability 
(Cooper 2009; Studer 2013; Yukl 2010). By influencing the perceptions 
of followers on an emotional level, leaders persuade them to suppress 
their individual short-term interests in the pursuit of a joint objective 
that is in the best interest of the group (Hogan et al. 1994). By “setting 
the direction of change,” leaders play the crucial role in determining the 
strategic direction of an organisation, and therefore they have a substan-
tial bearing on organisational outcomes—whether that be the survival, 
growth or deterioration of an organisation (Conger and Kanungo 1998; 
Kotter 2001, p. 4).

  C. O’Riordan et al.
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An emerging critique of leadership theorising and research is the dom-
inance of the “heroic model” (Avolio et  al. 2009; Higgs and Rowland 
2011). Within this discourse, it is argued that the diversity of contexts 
precludes an unambiguous understanding of the nature of effective lead-
ership due to the leader-centric focus. As a result, the literature abounds 
with contradictory and inconclusive findings in terms of the nature of 
effective leadership. Responding to this critique, scholars have suggested 
that the adoption of a relational approach to understanding leadership 
may be more promising (Uhl-Bien 2006). This could certainly provide a 
useful frame for the consideration of outsider leadership as one of the 
challenges that they face is to develop effective relationships with follow-
ers when they move into the leadership role.

Although research in the field of leadership has been expansive and 
wide-ranging over the last number of decades (Rusliza and Fawzy 2016), 
it is still undetermined whether leaders who originate on the outside—be 
that at organisational, industry or sectoral level—perform differently to 
those who originate elsewhere. To date, much of the available literature 
investigates the outsider leader through the narrow lens of CEO succes-
sion events, while defining the outsider leader as one merely being from 
outside the organisation (Borokhovich et al. 1996; Chung et al. 1987; 
Dalton and Kesner 1983; Davidson et al. 2002; Ocasio 1994; Jiang et al. 
2013). This limited approach fails to comprehend the broad and undu-
lating nature of “outsiderness” as a concept and the fact that it is more 
nuanced than this simple positional view. Furthermore, the empirical 
studies that have been conducted have been of varying quality (Giambatista 
et al. 2005). Existing research has produced mixed results when attempt-
ing to establish whether insiders or outsiders deliver better corporate out-
comes. For example, Zajac (1990) maintains that insiders provide better 
post-succession outcomes, while Shen and Cannella (2002) find that 
outsider successors are negatively associated with operational perfor-
mance after appointment. On the other hand, Lauterbach et al. (1999), 
Karaevli (2007) and PricewaterhouseCoopers (2016) have found that 
outsiders can perform better.

This research addresses widely held business perceptions that CEOs of 
large, publicly quoted companies do not stay in the role for long, con-
stantly seeking lucrative new opportunities (Tonello et  al. 2009). The 

  The Outsider Concept and Outsider Leader: A Literature Review 
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resulting movement of such CEOs is likewise confirmed in academic 
research in a US context (Murphy and Zabojnik 2007). In relation to the 
movement of CEOs, the mode of recruitment is analysed, with practitio-
ners promoting external recruitment as a panacea (Karaevli and Zajac 
2013). However, more recent research in the UK (Rejchrt and Higgs 
2014)—in a study of the FTSE 350 companies—has found that the 
majority of succession events involved internal appointments: up to 64% 
of FTSE 350 CEO appointments were internal. Rejchrt and Higgs 
argued that as the mean age of current CEOs was 52.5 years, this offered 
support for the concept of boards continuing to favour the appointment 
of new CEOs with a similar age profile and perceived values characteris-
tics in an expectation of strategic continuity. With internal being the 
preferred mode of recruitment and retirement (or the portfolio career 
option of a non-executive directorship) as the probable move following 
CEO service, they hypothesised that similarity-attraction is the domi-
nant paradigm in which boards operate in CEO successions (Schneider 
1987). Furthermore, they found no significant performance differences 
between the internally and externally appointed CEO successors. 
However, the general findings are that similarity-attraction (Davidson 
et al. 2006; Zajac and Westphal 1996) appears to continue to be domi-
nant, as boards seek to appoint successor CEOs on the basis of similar 
demographics and perceived values congruence. This tends to contradict 
the popular belief that outsiders provide a clear basis for improving 
organisational performance outcomes. However, it does suggest that the 
common reality is that even outsiders are not so outside in terms of 
desired values and characteristics when contemplating organisational 
leadership.

These contradictions in empirical findings are a common theme 
throughout the topic. The mixed results are in part due to the perfor-
mance consequences of outsider versus insider having been measured in 
various ways, such as organisational change (Villadsen 2012), productiv-
ity (Liang 2016), stock price (Chung et  al. 1987), strategic change 
(Karaevli 2016) and return on investment (Shen and Cannella 2002). 
Although different metrics were used in these studies, much of the empir-
ical research narrowly measures the performance of new leaders in terms 
of financial performance, neglecting other important factors such as the 

  C. O’Riordan et al.
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cultural implications of an outsider assuming a leadership role 
(Georgakakis and Ruigrok 2017; Liang 2016; Shen and Cannella 2002).

Little has changed in succession research since Carlson (1961, p. 227) 
described the insider/outsider “variable of origin…as gross and unre-
fined.” This leads some commentators to believe that the outsider/insider 
leadership dichotomy is still viewed in “overly simplistic” and “binary 
terms” (Hogan et al. 1994; Karaevli 2007, p. 682; Louis 1980, p. 234). 
Additionally, most of the empirical research has been centred in North 
America and focused predominantly on very large firms. As a conse-
quence, these outsider leader studies may be less pertinent to smaller 
firms or in a European or global context.

Within the leadership literature, there is a continuing debate around 
the impact that leaders have on an organisation’s performance. The view 
that the impact is direct has been widely challenged (Higgs and 
Lichtenstein 2010; Kempster and Parry 2011). The “relational” leader-
ship paradigm has found that the leaders’ impact on performance is more 
indirect, resulting from relationships with followers and the creation of a 
positive psychological climate (Uhl-Bien 2006). However, there is a mea-
sure of agreement that the effect of leaders on performance is real. Despite 
the profound influence leaders can have on the performance of their 
firms, it is surprising how little theoretical development and empirical 
research has been conducted on the concept of the outsider leader, and 
the implications of introducing these individuals into a commercial set-
ting (Kesner and Sebora 1994; Miller 1993; Villadsen 2012). Confronted 
with the current state of enquiry, some authors maintain that more in-
depth and detailed research on the topic of outsider leadership is war-
ranted (Giambatista et al. 2005; Karaevli 2007). It is this call for more 
understanding of outsiders as leaders that we explored in the research that 
underpins this book.

2.3	 �“Outsiderness”

Above we have looked at the debates around the issue of outsiders as lead-
ers. We now turn to an exploration of what is meant by “outsiderness.” 
This is particularly important given that, above, we have seen that the 

  The Outsider Concept and Outsider Leader: A Literature Review 
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CEO literature explores outsiders as CEOs but then suggests that 
similarity-attractiveness theory operates in terms of ensuring that outside 
appointments share similar characteristics, attributes and values/norms as 
the insiders. This apparent paradox seems to warrant establishing greater 
clarity around what is meant by an outsider.

2.3.1	 �The Social Group

Humans are profoundly social creatures who typically have an incessant 
yearning to belong and develop meaningful relationships with other indi-
viduals within various social groups (Williams et al. 2014). Being part of 
social groups is therefore an inescapable feature of human society (Sacco 
and Bernstein 2015). We all belong to various groups: families, work 
groups, religious groups, sports teams, formal and informal groups 
(Ivancevich 2017). Membership in social groups has been found to have 
positive outcomes on the wellbeing of an individual, including positive 
implications for both physical and mental health, as well as helping indi-
viduals acclimatise to difficult life transitions (Buckingham et al. 2013; 
Reicher 2006; Tajfel and Turner 1979). Insiders are also most likely to be 
successful and motivated when they develop a strong sense of belonging, 
relatedness and kinship with other members of the group (Faircloth and 
Hamm 2005).

Membership in social groups is “central to the way people experience 
and respond to change because they furnish them with a sense of social 
identity” (Haslam et al. 2008, p. 672). Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and 
Turner 1979) argues that membership in a social group is not extraneous 
to an individual’s sense of identity. We tend to define ourselves by the 
groups of which we are members or to which we have an emotional 
attachment. By being involved with and having regular interaction with 
a group, an individual may begin to speak and act like other group mem-
bers and adopt the values, beliefs and norms of the group in order to be 
accepted as an insider (Furnham 2015). This assimilation of a group’s 
culture affects how individuals perceive themselves and others around 
them (Haslam et al. 2008; Oakes et al. 1987). Furthermore, as members 
of a group, individuals tend to pigeonhole other groups and their 
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members—they compare other groups values against their own to gauge 
their social classification. These classifications can often be exaggerated by 
individuals to “maximise” both the similarities of the in-group and the 
differences of the out-group and their outsider members (Buckingham 
et al. 2013, p. 1132). This would suggest that insiders may exaggerate the 
difference between outsiders and themselves when in reality the differ-
ences may be minor or not exist at all. However, group research has fre-
quently established that the in-group/out-group dynamic can lead to a 
range of negative outcomes that can impair overall group performance 
(Higgs and Lichtenstein 2010).

2.3.2	 �The Outsider in Society and Popular Culture

The concept of an outsider has been a common feature throughout much 
of the world’s history, literature and popular culture (King 2002). From 
accounts of prejudice towards lepers, tax collectors and Samarians in the 
Bible (Talmage 2016), through the tales of Shakespeare’s Othello and 
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and, more latterly, in the Harry Potter 
books, Hermione Granger who was ostracised by her “pure blood” peers 
as an outcast because of her non-magical parents (Rowling 1997), the 
outsider appears prominently. There are many other examples of this 
theme in literature, film, art and music which present a romantic concep-
tion of the outsider—one who is a misfit, a rebel who does not fit society’s 
expectations, such as Mersault in Albert Camus’ French novel L’étranger 
or James Dean’s character in the 1955 movie Rebel Without A Cause. Such 
images of an individual who does not follow the same rules as anyone else 
have resonated with many audiences, especially young people who fre-
quently identify as outsiders as they grow emotionally and physically 
(Yep 2005). We are even seeing the outsider concept becoming a promi-
nent one in Western politics, with the recent elections of candidates to 
powerful leadership positions who would be viewed as not part of the 
traditional establishment and, in some cases, less than conventional in 
their approach. However, despite its prevalence in society and popular 
culture, the social construct of the outsider remains mostly obscure and 
unexplored in social science (King 2002; Williams et al. 2014).
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2.3.2.1  �Outsider Factors

To date, little is known about what makes individuals in social groups 
consider themselves insiders or outsiders (Stamper and Masterson 2002). 
Factors that have been identified include culture, nationality, social class, 
race, education, gender, religion, family background, previous experience 
and tenure, attitude and perspective, personality, and importance to and 
position in an organisation (Cormier 2006; Eagly 2005; King 2002; 
Moore 1988; Stamper and Masterson 2002; Thorndike 2012; Unger 
2000). According to Thorndike (2012), not only are outsiders different 
from insiders but they are also different from other outsiders. In this 
respect, an individual can be an outsider on multiple dimensions (Adler 
1997; Mayo et al. 2006). Furthermore, the practical consequences of the 
dimensions themselves may change over time. For example, during the 
process of socialisation, newcomers to a group will likely be perceived 
and feel like an outsider. However, this will usually change over time as 
they become socially accepted and valued by their peers (Thomas and 
Anderson 1998). The significance of the various outsider factors them-
selves may also change over time. For example, within an organisational 
setting, birthplace and religion have become less critical as distinguishers 
in the twenty-fist century while education has increased in relevance 
(Mayo et al. 2006), suggesting that the concept of the outsider also has 
an evolutionary dimension.

2.3.3	 �Outsider Types

A number of types or categories of outsiders have been suggested in previ-
ous academic works. King (2002) highlights the social outsider (outside 
the group), the psychological outsider (feels personally that they are an 
outsider) and the tactical outsider (a conscious choice) in a political con-
text. There may also be other types of outsiders (Furnham 2015; see Sects. 
2.4.1 and 2.4.2 below) depending on how they react to the situation(s). 
However, further research is needed to determine if additional types or 
sub-types exist. Interestingly, King (2002) suggests that outsider types are 
not mutually exclusive, indicating that a complex blend of outsider types 
exist in reality and that it may be a mistake to pigeonhole individuals, 

  C. O’Riordan et al.


