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Abstract

The ability to transform follocwers into new leaders is an important task for leadership, as it

guarantees organizational continuity and generativity. At the same time, however, it is a challenge

that too often goes unanswered. In particular, research data emphasize that intergenerational

transfer is highly critical in Italy: the number of elderly entrepreneurs, executives and top man-

agers, for example, has increased significantly in recent years. This article presents a theoretical

reflection on this issue, and has four main goals: to introduce the Italian leadership situation; to

describe and understand the ‘dark side of leadership’ with particular attention to narcissism in

leadership; to identify the main elements which can promote ‘generative leadership’ in organiza-

tional contexts (i.e. in this paper, a leadership based on the idea of generativity developed by Erik

Erikson in 1968), highlighting the ability to achieve balance in leadership as a core aspect; and to

provide suggestions about leadership training and development programmes, with a special focus

on mentoring and coaching.
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Introduction

Since the beginning of the transformational leadership model (with the seminal work of
James MacGregor Burns), researchers have viewed one particular capacity as the distinctive
feature of good leadership: transforming followers into future leaders. Succession to a lead-
ership role is thus a crucial element in organizational studies.

The ability to transform our followers into new leaders is a critical task for leadership and
guarantees organizational continuity. At the same time, however, it is a challenge that
leaders in Italy (and elsewhere) are all too often unable to meet. In particular, research
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emphasizes that intergenerational transfer is highly critical in Italy (Carboni et al., 2009): the
data indicate, for example, that the number of elderly entrepreneurs, executives and top
managers has increased significantly in recent years. This difficulty and its critical conse-
quences (power vacuum and poorer and poorer managerial classes) stimulate theoretical
reflection on the link between leadership and power.

The article presents a theoretical reflection on this issue, and has four main goals: 1) to
introduce the Italian leadership situation; 2) to describe and understand some aspects of
the ‘dark side of leadership’; 3) to identify the generative leadership in organizational
contexts; 4) to provide suggestions about leadership training and development programmes.

Regarding the first goal, the paper will present several of the reasons that can help clarify
the current significance of the problem of succession to leadership and the importance of
supporting generativity in leadership in Italy.

Regarding the second goal, the key aspects of the ‘dark side of leadership’ and its use of
power are discussed, with particular attention to narcissism in leadership (Higgs, 2009; Kets
de Vries and Miller, 1997). This reflection is rooted in psychodynamic literature, which can
provide insight into these leadership dynamics.

As regards the third aim, the paper will investigate how, from a psychodynamic stand-
point and drawing on the ideas of Erik Erikson (1968), generativity in leadership entails an
ultimate goal of generating new leadership (or, as work in transformational leadership has
indicated, of turning followers into leaders). One of the most important factors in this
connection is being capable of combining other leadership skills with the ability to achieve
balance. Being able to act with balance can be considered the ‘measure’ of leadership (Kets
de Vries, 2007). This variable can guarantee a mindful, open, careful and focused relation-
ship with others, promoting a detoxified organizational culture in which a good quality of
life is sustainable (Allcorn and Diamond, 1997; Frost, 2004). Consequently, achieving bal-
ance in visioning and challenging, sharing and caring is a fundamental resource for genera-
tive leadership.

Lastly, the implications for leadership training and development are discussed. Among
training opportunities, mentoring and coaching are identified as useful ways of trying to
bring the dark side of leadership back into the light.

Lack of generativity: An Italian problem?

Generativity in leadership and the succession to leadership is a highly topical problem in a
number of areas of national importance to Italy, from politics to business. The average age
of Italy’s political leaders is significantly higher than that of their counterparts abroad, while
a number of major Italian corporations are (or until recently were) headed by entrepreneurs
of unquestioned ability and value, but who are by no means young.

The problem of succession is thus an important one in Italy, especially for family-owned
businesses. As Nadio Delai (2009) has written in a recent paper scrutinizing the Italian scene,
business continuity is a central issue because a significant number of enterprises are now
having to face the first, if not the second or third, generational transition. Just how import-
ant the question of Italy’s ‘aging’ businesses is for the country can be seen from the
European Commission Communication entitled Transfer of Businesses – Continuity through
a new beginning, dated 14 March 2006 (European Commission, 2006b). The Commission
notes that in Italy a transfer potential of 40% of all companies has been forecasted for the
next decade.
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In addition, the problem of aging businesses is compounded by that of aging business-
men. According to the May 2006 report of the European Commission expert group, around
42% of Italy’s entrepreneurs are over 50 years old, and around 7.5% are over 70 (European
Commission, 2006a). Nor is this all: Delai (2009) points out that the number of people in
positions of responsibility who were 70 years old or older rose significantly between 2003 and
2007.

The fact that this is now a pressing issue for Italy also emerges from the findings of a study
of business continuity conducted in 2009 by LUISS, and commissioned by the Young
Entrepreneurs Group of Confindustria, the Federation of Italian Industries, and by the
Unicredit Group (Carboni et al., 2009). For this survey, an ad hoc questionnaire was admin-
istered to 435 young business people and 113 senior business people from various parts of
Italy. Many respondents from both groups indicated that generation change is a problem
affecting their own company now, or a problem which it will have to deal with in the near
future. As for the perceived difficulties in negotiating the passage to the next generation, the
percentage of respondents who expect the change to be problematic is not particularly high
(14.8% of the young business people and 12.8% of the senior business people). However, a
much higher percentage (61.3% of the younger group and 58.1% of their elders) forecast
that the transition will be hard, though not impossibly so. On the whole, then, there is a
rather widespread and understandable sense of worry about the question and how it is to be
faced.

This concern is shared by the European community, which has been aware of the problem
for some time. As early as 1994, the European Commission identified several fundamental
lines of action for business transfers, subsequently publishing a Recommendation for
Member States on the transfer of small- and medium-sized enterprises (European
Commission, 1994). The Commission recently announced that the problem has to some
extent been addressed, but has not been solved. Indeed, one of the paragraphs of the
Communication of 14 March 2006 is headed ‘Progress not sufficient’, and notes that meas-
ures are in place only in about 55% of the areas of the 1994 recommendations. Initiatives
designed to address this crucial problem in the EU’s Member States are thus in order, such
as the recent project entitled A Helping Hand for SMEs – Mentoring Business Transfer
(European Commission, 2009). Coordinated by Eurochambres, the project aimed to provide
mentoring support to 1000 buyers of businesses with fewer than 50 employees in 18
European countries including Italy, each for a 10-day period.

While the countries of the European Union thus share many of the same worries, Italy’s
family businesses would appear to have a number of distinctive traits that affect their pro-
spects of surviving generation change (Passeri, 2007). One significant aspect is poor succes-
sion planning: in Italy ‘the processes of generational change often take place without
planning’ (Passeri, 2007: 12). This was pointed out as long ago as 1997, when a study by
Corbetta and colleagues (see Gambel, 2004) provided supporting data from a comparison
between Italy and the United States. It was found, for example, that only 7% of Italian
entrepreneurs stated that they had written rules for succession planning, as against 44% of
US entrepreneurs. Only 11% had set themselves an age limit averaging around 65 years,
whereas approximately 40% of US entrepreneurs intended to retire at 60.

Last, though not in order of importance, is the aspect of culture and its influence on
business transfers. Cultural studies – most notably the GLOBE studies (House et al., 2004)
in the specific area of culture and leadership – can thus provide a wealth of insight.
Many Italian scholars are also well aware of these cultural influences on leadership and
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business transfer, focusing on them to varying extents. While the central role of the family in
businesses is not limited to Italy alone, the ‘family’s attachment to the business in Italy
appears to stem essentially from reasons of a cultural nature’ (Passeri, 2007: 12). It is
important to recognize that ‘in our country, the family cell fulfils a special function’ in
firms (Marturano, 2009: 96), and that cultural values encourage the maintenance of firms
within the family (Cucculelli and Micucci, 2008) – a function that is special, and encouraged,
but not without risk. The first risk is to the family-owned business’s bottom line. A recent
survey of a sample of Italian family firms in the manufacturing sector located in four regions
of the country found a decrease in the post-succession performance that is larger for the heir-
managed firms than for the companies managed by unrelated CEOs (Cucculelli and Micucci,
2008). The second risk is that the complex process of building credibility and legitimacy,
which heirs often find themselves obliged to face, may make for a slower and more taxing
succession (Gambel, 2004). One cultural element, which could add to the obstacles encoun-
tered along this road to legitimacy, consists of Italy’s widespread perception of the predom-
inance of leaders interested in protecting their own interests or at most those of their own
group (Rapporto Luiss, 2008). This is also reinforced by the findings of the GLOBE studies,
which indicate that the view of leadership typical of Latin Europe (of which Italy is a part),
as opposed to the other regional-cultural clusters investigated in these studies, is that of a
leadership which is highly charismatic rather than humane-oriented, and is thus not seen as
being particularly supportive, compassionate and sensitive to other people (Northouse,
2010); as a result, one might add, it is far from ‘follower-oriented’, making it feared and
viewed with suspicion during transition. Lastly, the risk posed by the link between culture
and leadership must also be borne in mind: as noted by Dorfman (2004), the cultural dif-
ferences that may exist even between different areas of the same country can be quite
pronounced, and we ignore them at our peril.

While the following pages will concentrate on the psychodynamic literature dealing with
the topic, it should be noted that there is an extensive tradition of work centring on the
cultural aspect, in addition to the GLOBE studies mentioned here.

The data presented here apply to the question of family entrepreneurship and business
transfer. Leadership and entrepreneurship, however, are closely linked, and although the
studies addressing each have followed parallel paths, we can see a number of intersections
and mutual lessons (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004), common trends and common threads
(Vecchio, 2003). The theme of succession is one of these common elements, a leadership
problem that is more visible and has distinctive features in family businesses (Cucculelli and
Micucci, 2008; Kets de Vries, 1995; Pardo-del-Val, 2009).

A psychodynamic perspective: The bright and the dark side of
leadership

The theme of succession, though often cited as central in the leadership literature, has
attracted few attempts to understand its dynamic, and in particular the leader-–follower
dynamics in depth. As the foregoing brief description of the Italian situation indicates,
however, succession is often a critical aspect. This paragraph will introduce the topic of
succession, showing how its critical nature (and, more generally, that of the leader–follower
relationship) has received little attention in the majority of leadership studies, especially
those centring on the heroic approach. We will thus introduce the work that has been
done on the dark side of leadership and, in particular, the psychodynamic studies that
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have focused on power (Kets de Vries, 1993), personality types (Stech, 2010) and, above all,
on narcissism (Kets de Vries, 1995; Maccoby, 2000).

As regards succession, from the time the idea of transformational leadership was first
introduced (Burns, 1978), turning followers into new leaders has been seen as the funda-
mental task of change. Creating new leadership is the heart of transformational leadership,
an idea that has been taken up by authentic leadership theory (Avolio and Gardner, 2005).
However, the problems and difficulties it involves have often not been acknowledged, nor
have the dysfunctional dynamics been analysed. The leadership literature has chiefly con-
centrated on the characteristics of ‘good’ leadership and especially on its heroic connota-
tions, despite the many criticisms levelled against this approach (Higgs, 2009): many see the
heroic model as providing little more than a discourse relating to a few major US CEOs
(Alimo-Metcalfe, 1995). For its part, the transformational model retains the heroic
approach’s focus on vision, the charismatic side of communication that convinces, as
opposed to communication that gets other people involved.

The influence of the heroic model, despite its limited ability to understand and explain
leadership, has led to a view of the topic that is based largely on the leader’s profile and the
dependence of the followers, rather than on their potential for growth. This has hampered
efforts to understand the more deep-seated dynamics of leadership (Higgs, 2003; McGill and
Slocum, 1998).

Only recently has the work of a few authors (Higgs, 2009) brought about a shift in
attention, which no longer concentrates entirely on good leadership and its more or less
linear effectiveness, but also extends to dysfunctional dispositions in the workplace (Khoo
and Burch, 2008), the dark side of leadership (Conger, 1990). In reality, this interest in the
dark side dates back to the early 1980s, when early work on leadership derailment or failure
(McCall and Lombardo, 1983) identified its causes as resulting from a combination of fac-
tors where the leader’s dysfunctional tendencies appeared to be more important than defi-
ciencies in specific skills.

However, a number of years were to pass before the topic of ‘bad’ leadership reap-
peared in the literature (Benson and Hogan, 2008). The other face of leadership has been
given a number of different names in addition to leadership derailment (McCall and
Lombardo, 1983): toxic leadership (Lipman-Blumen, 2005), negative or evil or ‘dark
side’ leadership (Conger, 1990), abusive or destructive leadership (Higgs, 2009). ‘Bad lead-
ership’ corresponds to a general worsening in performance (Benson and Hogan, 2008;
Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007): while it may possibly result in short-term success, in
the long term it will lead to a significant drop in performance and adverse effects on
psychological well-being, job satisfaction and affective commitment. In some cases, per-
formance may continue to be good ‘in the leader’s presence’ but his or her absence will
inevitably result in failure.

Recently, Aasland and colleagues (2010) found that destructive leadership (laissez-faire,
supportive-disloyal, derailed or tyrannical) is anything but rare in organizational life, not
least because destructive and constructive behaviours often alternate and intertwine.

When the prevailing tone of leadership is ‘negative’ (Conger, 1990), it thus fails to guide
change: the leader is inclined to pursue personal goals rather than to promote occasions of
change that can benefit others and the organization. Where leadership is self-centred, though
still charismatic and inspiring involvement, it ends in failure – and there can be no doubt that
it will fail in its main task of generating leadership (Quaglino, 2004). Succession is given no
thought, and no preparations are made for it.

Ghislieri and Gatti 261

 at Università di Torino on December 28, 2015lea.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://lea.sagepub.com/


The various forms that negative leadership can assume all spring from core considerations
of power; leadership is the exercise of power, and the quality and consequences of leadership
depend on the ability to exercise power (Kets de Vries, 1993). One of the aspects that arise
here is abuse of power, in other words using power to achieve personal gain, often through
unethical or even illegal conduct, to reinforce self-image to the detriment of others, to inflict
damage and gain standing, recognition and (in a vicious circle) more power (Higgs, 2009).

But what are the causes, the determinants of these dysfunctional forms of leadership? To
date, few studies have addressed the question. Hogan, Curphy and Hogan (1994) proposed
that bad leadership depends on extreme levels of certain personality traits such as ambition
(which in extreme becomes constant competition) or, conversely, agreeableness, which can
result in inappropriate conflict-avoiding behaviour when carried to the limits.

However, the author who made the most thorough attempt to understand the dynamics
underlying leadership behaviour was Kets de Vries (1993), who suggested that bad leader-
ship resulted from an unresolved sense of self, an unrealistic idea of one’s power and the fear
of losing it. This author sees organizational life as a field of power and each individual’s
power orientation as being deeply rooted in the personality structure, as it originates in the
early relationships with parental figures (Kets de Vries, 1980), and is then consolidated and
reactivated in all relational situations that involve exercising power. Developing a sense of
self, self-confidence, recognition by others and distinguishing between internal and external
sources of gratification all contribute to forming power orientation.

Alongside the theme of power, the psychodynamic approach indicates that narcissism,
an attribute of many powerful leaders (Rosenthal and Pittinsky, 2006), is associated with a
limited ability to generate succession. Narcissism is a personality disposition encompassing
grandiosity, arrogance, self-absorption, entitlement, weak self-esteem and sometimes hos-
tility. Kets de Vries (1995) made a fundamental contribution in recognizing narcissism as
an infantile element of leadership. Individuals affected by narcissism are thus characterized
by a sense of grandeur and omnipotence, together with a desire for admiration and pres-
tige, and are most likely to rise to positions of leadership, because these individuals are
recognized as leaders by their followers and by everyone who has working relationships
with them (Kets de Vries, 1995). Whereas constructive narcissists have greater self-
confidence and ability to cope with frustration (calling to mind Maccoby’s productive
narcissist, 2000), and are thus better able to keep up a relationship, the reactive narcissist
and the self-deceptive narcissist can show more problematic behaviour in dealing with their
followers.

Reactive narcissists lack a stable sense of self-esteem, which they compensate for with
forms of exhibitionism and a pronounced tendency towards grandiosity. In terms of gen-
erativity, this can translate into a desire to mould co-workers rather than helping them grow,
sparking feelings of frustration (Kets de Vries, 1995).

By contrast, self-deceptive narcissists have grown up with an illusion of perfection, lead-
ing to deep-seated insecurity in their grasp on reality. The image of perfection is thus
forcedly safeguarded through mechanisms of illusion that entail a distorted relationship
with reality, and a refusal to acknowledge problems and mistakes. Clearly, this type of
narcissism involves a lack of generative orientation (Quaglino, 2004). This also depends
on the fact that narcissistic leaders often spend more energy promoting their own image
than on promoting their colleagues’ development (Conger, 1990; Resick et al., 2009).

The grandiosity and positive self-presentation that make narcissists more inclined to
aspire to and obtain leadership positions are the same traits that in the long run will
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cause their leadership to be seen as poor or ineffective (Rosenthal and Pittinsky, 2006).
Narcissistic leaders’ excessive self-centredness may be attractive at the outset, but over
time will become a sore point in relationships with associates who are not supported in
their growth. At the same time, grandiosity, often accompanied by denial of different
points of view, problems or unwelcome information, can bring immediate recognition that
does not necessarily carry over into lasting accomplishments.

Kets de Vries also contributes to an understanding of failing successions in his 1993 book,
in which he notes that times of ‘loss of power’ can be associated with emotional turmoil: if
obtaining power can compensate for the midlife crisis, losing it means having to contemplate
one’s own ‘non-existence’, especially in cases where identifying with the role of leader is
extremely important to personal identity.

This is all the more true for family-controlled firms (Kets de Vries, 1995), which have their
own specific aspects and distinctive features and whose approach to succession has been
investigated by a number of authors (Pardo-del-Val, 2009). In these firms, the idea of suc-
cession unleashes intense emotivity, at times with such a high degree of conflict that it is
often denied, with no advance planning or preparation building up to it. And finally,
although our focus in these pages is on the leader, it is obvious that the followers also
have a decisive role (Clements and Washbush, 1999; Kets de Vries, 2001) through their
willingness to ‘go with the flow’ via collusion mechanisms.

From a psychodynamic standpoint, succession is difficult for reasons that are deeply
rooted in individual histories and carry over into organizational life. What we have seen
so far, then, is that is precisely those individuals who are regarded as leaders who could have
difficulty in managing succession, and can thus show very little generativity.

Generativity and balance

Several authors have recently used the expression generative leadership (Surie and Hazy,
2006), with reference to theories about complex adaptive systems, to describe a leadership
capable of creating the conditions for autonomy and integration, facilitating the team’s
performance, and thus giving employees the role of integrated autonomous co-workers
(Åteg et al., 2009).

Our intention in this paper is to direct attention to the psychodynamic meaning of the
term generativity, drawing on the idea of Erik Erikson (1968), for whom it is a concern for
establishing and guiding the next generation, calling for care and oriented towards making
others grow. From this standpoint, the crucial task of generative leadership goes well beyond
developing a new vision or creating new businesses. For this type of leadership, what is most
crucial is transforming followers into future leaders: generating leadership in others, sharing
and extending power.

Many of the factors that are important in achieving this goal have been identified in the
literature: facilitating interactions, promoting dialogue capacity, encouraging clearness and
transparency. One element, however, cuts across all of these skills, an element we can define
as a capacity for ‘achieving balance’ which means: indicating the way ahead without keeping
too tight a rein or leaving followers entirely to their own devices; being mindful of the risks
of abandonment on the one hand and obduracy on the other; harmonizing presence
and absence, custom and innovation, renewal and routine; modulating action and thought,
imagination and reality, acceptance of risk and vigilance; avoiding the opposite extremes
of giving way to an excessive, unthinking or ill-managed affectivity, and of denying
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one’s sentiments; reflecting on the discordances that arise between what one feels and what
one shows (Quaglino, 2009).

For leadership to be generative, there must thus be a balance in relationships with fol-
lowers that supports learning and change. A number of investigations, both psychodynamic
and otherwise, have made some reference to this idea of balance. In dealing with followers
(as well as with colleagues), achieving balance means avoiding the extremes of insensitivity to
other people’s emotions and over-involvement (Frost, 2004). It means sharing information
and knowledge generously, but not as a means of moulding co-workers. Balanced leadership
demands awareness, consciousness (Daft and Lengel, 1998). Thus, the degree of balance
achieved by the leader can help in establishing a mindful relationship, or in other words one
capable of being attentive to what the other person – the follower – brings to the relationship
and the nature of his or her engagement rather than imposing oneself as a preconstituted
style (Kellerman, 2007).

‘Balanced’ leaders, moreover, are those who, recognizing that they are incomplete
(Ancona et al., 2007), are willing to achieve completion in the relationship with the follower,
leaving room for sharing, an area for full exchange that makes it possible for power to be
effectively shared. This fullness entails accepting difficulties, creating a climate which is not
positive at all costs (as is typical of self-deceptive narcissism), but able to allow disagreement
to be expressed and errors and problems to be recognized; this can help boost colleagues’
participation by making them more confident and free to express themselves honestly. To
accomplish this, it is essential to overcome the fear of ‘losing popularity’, even before the fear
of ‘losing power’.

In managing change, balance is also the ability to calibrate acceptance of the risk asso-
ciated with the transformation and its challenge, and constant watchfulness (Hirschhorn,
1998). Generative leaders are close to the profile of the builder (Kets de Vries, 2007): they
dream of creating something and have the talent and determination to do so concretely.
They are energetic and balanced in the long term, prepared to take risks but also to gauge the
distance that separates them from their goal, as they are well aware of the differences
between dream and reality. They keep careful tabs on signals from inside and outside the
organization, and are willing to change their ground if necessary.

This would appear to be crucial in the current age of uncertainty, when the idea of balance
can also be interpreted with an eye to the concept of negative capability (Simpson et al.,
2002). Negative capability is a term coined by Keats in 1817 (see Keats, 1984) to express the
ability to remain content with half knowledge: it is the capacity to tolerate anxiety and fear,
remain in uncertainty in order to allow new thoughts and perceptions to emerge. Negative
capability makes it possible to create mental and emotional room for constructive, problem-
solving thought.

Accepting the challenge of balance, then,means promoting an organizational culture where
anxieties are contained, fears are consciously thought out, participation in organizational life
is full and legitimate, relationships are detoxified and the quality of life is sustainable (Allcorn
and Diamond, 1997; Frost, 2004; Frost and Robinson, 1999). This culture is that of free
expression, of conflict as an occasion for negotiation, of experience as a source of learning.

Developing generative leadership

The leadership described above thus plays a decisive role for organizations. However, as the
literature on the dark side and on narcissism shows, expressing this leadership in
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organizational life is by no means easy. Taking a leadership role calls for a commitment to a
continual process of learning and self-development (Hill, 2007).

If the task of taking leadership is complex, it is no less difficult to design effective training
programmes to develop it. The limits that programmes in this field can come up against are
legion, and are only partially justified by the fact that such initiatives are notoriously difficult
to establish and maintain (Priestland and Hanig, 2005). Though the importance of leader-
ship development is widely acknowledged (Day, 2000), Tichy and Cohen (1997) point out
that it must be supported if it is not to remain a ‘haphazard process’ (Conger, 1993: 46).

This section will not attempt to provide an exhaustive overview of the broad and hotly
debated topic of leadership development, but will limit itself to several potentially significant
aspects and concepts. These include an especially topical call for more participatory and
reflective approaches (Currie and Knights, 2003; Hill, 2004) – a call that has also been made
in the literature on management development, which, though it has diverged from the lit-
erature on leadership development, overlaps with it at some points (Day, 2000) – and the
importance of on-the-job training and individualized training programmes, which can be
particularly useful in developing a capacity for balance.

Classroom programmes can still be an effective route, provided that they make use of the
participants’ experience and encourage them to reflect (Currie and Knights, 2003;
Mintzberg, 2004). However, they do not seem to be enough to develop leadership (Tichy
and Cohen, 1997); as Mintzberg (2004: 3) writes, ‘no one can create a leader in a classroom’,
whether the classroom is for the MBA programmes that are so sharply criticized by the
author, or for a corporate training course. In addition, these programmes have now been
flanked by many other approaches to leadership development; in their systematic review, for
instance, Hartley and Hinksman (2003) identify 11 methods, only one of which is ‘formal
programmes’. Today, one of the central ideas in leadership development is that of helping
people learn from their work, rather than taking them away from their work to learn
(Moxley and O’Connor Wilson, 1998), in the conviction that ‘some of the most powerful
leadership learning occurs on the job’ (Simkins, 2009: 394).

Work-based learning can take many forms. Woodall and Winstanley (1998), for example,
identify three categories: learning from another person (including – among the practices
mentioned by Day, 2000 – mentoring and coaching), learning from tasks (e.g. job assign-
ments) and learning with others (e.g. networks and action learning). The following pages will
concentrate on the first of these categories, because individualized, one-to-one training (see
Boldizzoni and Nacamulli, 2004) appears better able to meet the needs of generative,
balanced leadership, and is closer to a relational leadership model (Higgs, 2009). In addition
to being participatory and reflective, these methods put the relationship at the centre: some-
thing that – for McCauley and Guthrie (2007), authors associated with the Center for
Creative Leadership which has published a major Handbook of Leadership Development
(McCauley et al., 1998) – is only natural in creating leader development programmes. The
relationship provides a vantage point from which the shadows, the dark sides (including
those of leadership, which according to Clements and Washbush (1999) should be identified
and borne in mind during training) are more readily seen and pondered, the medium
whereby generative capacity can be tried out, exercised and reflected on.

Several types of developmental relationship can play an important role for leadership
training (Lankau and Scandura, 2007), including mentoring, coaching, counselling and
tutoring. Greater attention, however, will be devoted to the first two options, in the convic-
tion that the difference between these relations is more a question of taxonomy than
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of substance (Walker, 2004). In addition, analysing all of the different practices would not
only complicate the picture, it would also be a duplication of effort, as there are a number of
overlapping areas that fall in certain respects outside the scope of this article. Finally, both
mentoring and coaching are often mentioned as effective tools for leadership training
(Griffin, 2003), leadership development (Day, 2000) and succession planning (Redman,
2006), and have also been used successfully in combination as part of leader development
programmes (McCauley and Guthrie, 2007). Nevertheless, it is recognized that further work
is still needed in order to assess the processes and outcomes of mentoring (Solansky, 2010)
and coaching (Ely et al., 2010) as leadership development tools.

If these relationships are often regarded as particularly suitable for supporting leadership
development, the psychodynamic approach warns of the risks of both mentoring (Baum,
1992) and coaching (Kets de Vries, 2006), which to proceed successfully call for empathy
(cited for mentoring by Fletcher and Ragins, 2007, for example, as well as for coaching, for
example by Kets de Vries, 2006), commitment and motivation to build the relationship (Kets
de Vries, 2006; Kilburg, 2001). In connection with the critical aspect of leadership discussed
in this paper, it is thus important to point out that mentoring and coaching are not advisable
in cases where the leader’s narcissistic traits are very prominent or are more reactive than
constructive. This is true for mentoring, as indicated by Maccoby (2000), as well as for
coaching, which ‘rarely goes well with clients who have complex psychological problems’
(Kets de Vries, 2006: 267). We could thus say that mentoring and coaching appear to require
an adeptness with relationships, what Chandler (2006; see Kram and Ragins, 2007) calls
‘relational savvy’.

Mentoring – as its application in supporting new hires’ organizational socialization
(Chao, 2007) leads us to think – seems to be more useful as a method for helping fledgling
entrepreneurs along the road to leadership, promoting generativity by involving them in
relationships with senior entrepreneurs, possibly from other firms.

Of the two developmental relationships considered here, coaching is by contrast more
suitable for supporting senior entrepreneurs/leaders – though it is not without its downsides –
in succession processes. This is possible where the coach is trained to manage complex
relationships (Kets de Vries, 2004) and for a set of reasons that will be returned to later.

Organizational mentoring – a relationship between a young adult and an older, more
experienced adult who supports, guides and counsels the younger individual to navigate in
the adult world and the world of work (Kram, 1985) – can take place in two ways, informal
or formal, or in other words as a relationship that arises spontaneously out of mutual
interest, or from a programme initiated by the organization to establish mentor/protégé
pairs (Allen et al., 2005; Eby and Lockwood, 2005).

In its informal guise, this practice is mentioned for its importance in leadership training by
Walker (2002), who states that, in the absence of comprehensive training, the rookie man-
ager’s boss plays a crucial role, an idea that has been echoed by Tichy and Cohen (1997: 12),
who emphasize the organization’s need for leaders, and top leaders in particular, who are
‘personally committed to developing other leaders’. Supervisory mentoring relationships can
fulfil a significant function in leadership development, for instance by bolstering the psycho-
logical safety needed for change (Lankau and Scandura, 2007). Nor is the informal mentor-
ing provided by a supervisor or senior colleague seen as the only potential tool for leadership
development: formal mentoring (Baugh and Fagenson-Eland, 2007) and the more recent
variations of the relationship such as peer mentoring and group mentoring (McManus and
Russell, 2007) have also attracted attention in this regard.
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It would appear that organizational mentoring can play a fundamental role in leadership
acquisition and development for many reasons. First, it provides an on-the-job learning
relationship. Recent studies have offered evidence that trainees see these forms of learning
as the most effective of all methods considered (see Sung and Quinn, 2006). In addition,
working interactions facilitate on-the-job transfer of learning (Kitching, 2008). While trans-
fer is a pressing concern in current training practice and research (Blume et al., 2010;
Liebermann and Hoffmann, 2008), it is no less of an issue for leadership training (Gilpin-
Jackson and Bushe, 2007). Once again, mentoring, when internal (Baugh and Fagenson-
Eland, 2005), can aid in the socialization of that specific and localized ‘embedded knowledge’
(Badaracco, 1991) which cannot be separated from the context producing it (Lave and
Wenger, 1991). Further reasons for assigning mentoring a particularly important role
among leadership training methods spring from distinctive characteristics of this relation-
ship. First, its historical origin (mentoring takes its name from Mentor in Homer’s Odyssey)
brings mentoring closer to the educational aspect of training (Quaglino, 2005). Education-
oriented training – as distinct from if not actually opposed to instruction-oriented training –
aims to build routes to individual growth and development that go beyond merely acquiring
knowledge and skills (Quaglino, 2005). Second, mentoring’s mutuality (Allen and Eby, 2003;
Kram, 1985) and the resulting potential for ‘intersecting exercise’ of leadership, both by
protégé who are learning to lead, and by mentors in their teaching capacity. Over time, this
reciprocity can lead to true learning partnerships (McCauley and Guthrie, 2007). Finally,
mentoring’s potential characteristics include depth and intensity (Kram, 1985), as well as
generativity (Fletcher and Ragins, 2007). Indeed, generativity is numbered among the five
categories of expected benefits for mentors identified by Ragins and Scandura (1999), who
define it as the capacity for leaving a legacy to future generations. This characteristic has
become even more important for the recent view of mentoring which, unlike the traditional
perspective, regards it as relational, and capable of including interdependent processes that
result in a full range of relational outcomes for both mentors and protégés (Fletcher and
Ragins, 2007). Relational mentoring, in fact, is defined as ‘an interdependent and generative
[our emphasis] developmental relationship that promotes mutual growth, learning and devel-
opment within the career context’ (Ragins, 2005: 10, see Fletcher and Ragins, 2007: 374).
This new perspective on mentoring could further enhance its value as a training tool for
instilling generative leadership and a type of leadership that can create a culture of genera-
tivity in the organization. Using mentoring to develop leadership would thus appear to be
strategic, inasmuch as it is both a concrete support for the protégé and an example, given its
widely recognized role modelling function (Kram, 1985), of ‘generativity in action’, of shar-
ing and generosity.

As is the case for leadership, no review of mentoring would be ‘balanced’ if it did not
mention the potential disadvantages and difficulties of the relationship, both for the protégé
(Simon and Eby, 2003) and for the mentor (Eby et al., 2008) as well as, from a psycho-
dynamic standpoint, the ‘shadows’ (Baum, 1992; Quaglino, 2004) that mentoring brings with
it. Where mentors feel jealousy, anger, resentment or envy of the protégés (Baum, 1992), they
may engage in tyranny, sabotage or intentional exclusion (Simon and Eby, 2003), to mention
only a few of the types of conduct discussed in the literature. For this reason, and because of
the self-enhancement motive that can contribute to willingness to mentor (Allen, 2003), it is
important to select the mentors involved in formal programmes with care (Ghislieri et al.,
2009), especially if their tasks will entail providing support for leadership (Godshalk and
Sosik, 2007) and leaders’ generative capacities in particular.
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As for coaching, the type of interest here is executive coaching, a facilitative one-to-one,
mutually designed relationship that ‘is usually focused on organizational performance or
development, but may also have a personal component as well’ (Kampa-Kokesch and
Anderson, 2001: 209). This component, it could be assumed, increases in prominence to
the extent that executive coaching emphasizes the dynamic and constantly evolving aspect of
the relationship (Ely et al., 2010), and is viewed and ‘exercised’ from a psychodynamic
perspective (Kets de Vries, 2005; Kets de Vries et al., 2007; Kets de Vries et al., 2010;
Kilburg, 2004) or using a ‘systems-psychodynamic’ approach such as that taken by the
authors, all ISPSO members, who contributed to the recent volume edited by Halina
Brunning (2006).

Regardless of the perspective taken, in any case, the ‘essential’ idea is to put the client at
the centre of the learning process, in a position ‘of power’, but not forgetting to focus on the
interaction between the individual’s specific characteristics and abilities and the character-
istics of the work setting, an interaction that is all the more important if coaching is intended
as a means of training for leadership (Winum, 2005).

In this latter context, coaching has attracted increasing attention (Brunning, 2006; Ely
et al., 2010; Griffin, 2003; Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson, 2001; Kets de Vries et al., 2007;
Walker, 2002; Winum, 2005), and has indeed been singled out as the approach of choice in
management and leadership development (Brunning, 2006). This close liaison can be
explained to some extent by coaching’s objective of ‘being trained to train’ (Fatali et al.,
2002) and to some extent by the fact that it is an inherently reflective activity (Jackson, 2004)
whose aim is a ‘reflecting reviewing’ (Dubouloy, 2004) of events which can create more
reflective people (Kets de Vries et al., 2010). Because of this potential, coaching can thus
meet the need for participation and reflection in training (Currie and Knights, 2003), and can
also promote balance in leadership, providing that the coaching relationship is marked by
mutual security (Ely et al., 2010). Several authors maintain that particular levels of depth can
be reached through coaching – partly because it is provided by a trained professional, who
should be able to establish a relationship with the coachee which is less affected by personal
interests and the organizational culture than that involved in mentoring (Kets de Vries,
2004). This relationship could make it possible to come to grips – though with great caution
and a number of attendant risks – with leaders’ narcissism (Kearney, 2010) or other shadow
aspects (Kilburg, 2004). For this reason, it is essential on the one hand that the coach have
an appropriate psychological background, has been exposed to the basics of dynamic psy-
chotherapy, and is attuned to the unconscious life of organizations and, on the other hand,
that organizations take great care in choosing coaches (Kets de Vries, 2004, 2005).

Conclusion

This paper has explored the ability to manage a succession as both an elemental character-
istic of leadership and one of its problematic aspects. Generative leadership which can groom
new leaders entails an orientation towards sharing and balanced participation in relation-
ships with followers.

Achieving a succession, however, is often problematic (Le Breton-Miller et al., 2004;
Redman, 2006), as witnessed by the difficulty encountered in business transfers: a difficulty
that, as certain data have shown, is particularly critical in Italy (Delai, 2009). While the
reasons for this difficulty can be traced to cultural factors, another pathway for gaining
insight into this issue – a pathway which complements rather than contrasts with the
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cultural perspective, and, it is hoped, will be combined with it in future work – is that of ‘bad
leadership’. Specifically, this paper has drawn on the psychodynamic approach (as taken by
Manfred Kets de Vries in particular) to narcissism and loss of power.

This approach can be used to reflect on leadership failure, linking it to the inability to
achieve a succession, to generate new leadership: a problem which is not limited to explicitly
destructive leadership, but is also associated with that brand of leadership that fascinates and
involves its followers (but which carries a whiff of narcissism with it) that can bring short-
term success but is more oriented towards satisfying personal needs (for visibility, positive
presentation, approval) than towards building a future for others and for the organization.

By contrast, generative leadership means being willing to share power, recognizing that
nobody is irreplaceable; it means putting illusions of perfection to the test in order to build
relationships based on being able to share openly, accept and talk about assessment, manage
conflicts; it means looking to the future with justifiable confidence.

This balanced leadership, so rarely found, is not likely to arise from strictly
traditional classroom training methods. A more appropriate alternative would appear
to be individualized, one-to-one training techniques, which can provide multiple occa-
sions for participation, reflection and active trial; above all, they put the relationship at
centre stage. Specifically, as these pages have shown, these techniques (mentoring, in
particular) can initiate a relationship which is in itself an example of generativity in
action and, in the case of coaching, provide an opportunity for self-reflection that helps
the coachee move in the direction of balance. Both mentoring and coaching would thus
appear to have enormous potential for developing balanced leadership, though the
problems that can arise must be considered and monitored. The possible determinants
of these problems include personality characteristics that can exert an influence on the
relationship. Among these characteristics, according to Maccoby (2000: 73), narcissism
plays a prominent role: it is ‘difficult for narcissists to mentor and be mentored’. This is
confirmed by a recent study by Allen and colleagues (2009), which demonstrates that
protégés with greater narcissistic entitlement report relationships of lower quality and
shorter duration than do protégés with lesser narcissistic entitlement. If narcissism is
thus a point to be watched when selecting new leaders for training, it is a hurdle that is
hard to clear when attempting to involve leaders in the succession process, especially if
the relationship is to be a lasting one (McWilliams, 1994).

Here, there are no clear and unambiguous solutions; rather, the only thing that is
certain is the need to promote positive successions. However, insights can be sought in
the clinical knowledge and therapeutic implications associated with treating narcissism,
as regards the importance of patience and of dealing with countertransfer (McWilliams,
1994). This is an area that can provide valuable suggestions for the consultant following
a formal mentoring programme, for the coach assigned to a leader with narcissist traits
who must navigate through a succession, for the aspirant leader. The goal is not to
‘treat the narcissistic leader’ (the setting is markedly different), but to understand and
recognize certain characteristics in order to try to work towards promoting greater
generativity.

Theoretical thinking about leadership and the practices supporting succession could thus
benefit significantly from a greater influx of clinical knowledge, and its theoretical repercus-
sions and implications for practice, though it must be recognized that this knowledge cannot
be transferred from one context to another without careful adaptation followed by the
necessary verification.
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The reflective route followed here is based on theoretical work, research and consulting
practices developed and implemented in countries other than Italy. In Italy, psychological
research in organizational leadership should address a number of areas through qualitative
and quantitative studies in the near future, for example by:

. Exploring the dynamics that emerge in managing succession – and not just in the highest
positions and at the helm of family-owned businesses – identifying common factors and
specific aspects;

. Gaining an understanding of the role played by followers (especially as regards tendencies
towards collusion) in terms of motivations and actions in problematic succession
situations;

. Verifying the effectiveness of individualized training methods in developing leadership,
with particular attention to identifying the strong points and weaknesses of mentoring
and coaching techniques.

Addressing these questions could not only enrich the knowledge of leadership, but could
also – and above all – provide tools for curbing the dangers of bad leadership.
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oltre la crisi [Growing into the Future. Leadership and Business Continuity beyond the Crisis]. Milano:
Il Sole 24 Ore, 89–106.

McCall M and Lombardo M (1983) Off the Track: Why and How Successful Executives get Derailed.

Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership.
McCauley CD and Guthrie VA (2007) Designing relationships for learning into leader development

programs. In: Ragins BR and Kram KE (eds) The Handbook of Mentoring at Work. Theory,
Research, and Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 573–591.

McCauley CD, Moxley RS and Van Velsor E (eds) (1998) The Center for Creative Leadership
Handbook of Leadership Development. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

McGill ME and Slocum JR (1998) A little leadership, please? Organizational Dynamics 26(3): 39–48.

McManus SE and Russell JEA (2007) Peer mentoring relationships. In: Ragins BR and KramKE (eds)
The Handbook of Mentoring at Work. Theory, Research, and Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage,
273–297.

McWilliams N (1994) Psychoanalytic Diagnosis. Understanding Personality Structure in the Clinical
Process. New York: The Guilford Press.

Mintzberg H (2004) Managers not MBAs: A Hard Look at the Soft Practice of Managing and

Management Development. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.
Moxley RS and O’Connor Wilson P (1998) A systems approach to leadership development.

In: McCauley CD, Moxley RS and Van Velsor E (eds) The Center for Creative Leadership
Handbook of Leadership Development. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 217–241.

Northouse PG (2010) Culture and leadership. In: Northouse PG (ed.) Leadership. Theory and Practice
(Fifth edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 335–376.

Pardo-del-Val M (2009) Succession in family firms from a multistaged perspective. International

Entrepreneurship and Management Journal 5(2): 165–179.
Passeri R (2007) Valutazioni imprenditoriali per la successione nell’impresa familiare [Entrepreneurial

Evaluations for Succession in the Family Business]. Firenze: Firenze University Press.

Priestland A and Hanig R (2005) Developing first-level leaders. Harvard Business Review 83(6):
112–120.

Quaglino GP (2004) La vita organizzativa [The Organizational Life]. Milano: Raffaello Cortina.
Quaglino GP (2005) Fare formazione. I fondamenti della formazione e i nuovi traguardi [Providing

Training. The Basics of Training and the New Goals]. Milano: Raffaello Cortina.
Quaglino GP (2009) Il valore della parola leadership [The value of the word leadership].

In: Carboni C, Castronovo V, Delai N, Egidi M, Marturano A, Oriani R and Quaglino

GP (eds) Crescere al futuro. Leadership e continuità d’impresa oltre la crisi [Growing into the
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di Torino Department of Psychology). Her research interests include work-family balance
and conflict, well-being in organizations, leadership and vocational guidance.

Paola Gatti is a postdoctoral fellow at the Università di Torino Department of Psychology.
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