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Abstract

This thesis presents and discusses the results of research conducted during my curricular
internship at Gruppo Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A. (hereafter San Benedetto)
headquartered in Scorze, in the province of Venice. The internship experience was divided
between the Eco-Sustainability and Human Resources departments, providing a multi-
angle perspective from which to observe the dialogue between environmental objectives
and organizational culture. Within this context, the present work offers a critical and
interdisciplinary analysis of a corporate mentoring project, introduced as a strategy to

nurture sustainability efforts within the company.

The thesis analyses the mentoring initiative from a blended socio-cultural and
environmental humanist standpoint. Mentoring is interpreted here as a strategic move
towards the implementation of social sustainability, dialogue among different age groups,
and the transference of organizational values. It serves as a bridge between different
conceptions and meanings attributed to work across diverse generations. Mentoring
becomes, therefore, a tool that allows distinct working generations to interact and learn
from each other, thereby fostering harmony between individuals and their environment,
which is precisely what environmental humanities are about. Yet, | interpreted
“environment” as the workplace, the social context where people invest their time, rather
than the ecological environment. Such an interpretation is shown to be particularly
significant in the Veneto regional context, where San Benedetto S.p.A. is located, and
which is characterized by a strong working culture, thus putting work and consequently

the working environment at the forefront.

The research elucidates both the strengths and weaknesses regarding the
implementation of the project within San Benedetto, to provide an objective portrayal of
it and identify eventual aspects to improve or elevate. The method adopted is a mix of
direct interviews, in-field observation, direct participation to company’s internal events

related to the project, and theoretical analysis of sociological sources.
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What emerges is that mentoring can be transformative in terms of organizational
culture and, consequently, the working environment: mentoring is a sustainable tool that,
if performed effectively, brings harmony among workers and between them and their
environment. As the thesis outlines, younger generations have different necessities
concerning work compared to senior ones, an aspect that mentoring has been introduced
to address, by proving each age group that they can blend their values, complement each

other, working on the way paved by tradition, but with an innovative attitude.
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Introduction

Gruppo Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A. is a leading Italian beverage company. Its
first plant was established in 1956 at Scorze, in the province of Venice. Since then, the
company has expanded both nationally, with, thus far, 7 plants in Italy, and internationally,
exporting its products in 105 countries. It produces mineral water, fortified waters
(Skincare, Acqua Vitamin San Benedetto), tea, soft drinks, baby products, sport drinks,

tonic waters, aperitifs, still-juice based drinks, and energy drinks.

Its mission consists of blending quality, safety, and innovative ability with a deep
respect for the environment, the surrounding territory, and the valorisation of people.” The
company has adopted the green economy as its main developmental trajectory and claims
to be founded on a sustainable approach to business. Indeed, thanks to a scientific
approach, San Benedetto has developed a sustainable system that monitors and analyses
carbon emissions with a view to planning further CO2. emissions’ reduction. The
company keeps emissions within the limits, while compensating for remaining, residual

emissions.

Aligned with this sustainable approach to business, San Benedetto has invested in the
social sphere too, particularly showing care for its employees. In addition to the National
Collective Labour Agreement for the food industry,> which guarantees workers minimum
conditions by regulating aspects such as working time, wages, holidays, leave, maternity,
sickness, safety at work and occupational diseases, the company has voluntarily
established a welfare programme (People Care) that gives additional benefits to its

employees. The People Care function within the organization is, indeed, responsible for

! https://www.sanbenedetto.it/it/azienda/chi-siamo

2 https://www.flai.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CCNL-Industria-Alimentare-27-09-21.pdf.

The contract has been renewed by San Benedetto; however, the formally renewed PDF document

has not been released yet.


https://www.sanbenedetto.it/it/azienda/chi-siamo
https://www.flai.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CCNL-Industria-Alimentare-27-09-21.pdf

looking after the well-being of the workers and their workplaces. The welfare program of

San Benedetto includes, for instance:

- Donated leave: employees can decide to transfer their unused leave time to a peer
who needs it;

- Training programs for career development: beyond mandatory courses, the
company guarantees an annual average of 20 hours per worker in managerial,
administrative, and technical courses. Courses about safety are also offered to
employees from external companies that cooperate with San Benedetto;

- Psychological support services;

- Discounted healthcare services through partnerships with clinics;

- Birth bonuses;

- Extra leave for new parents;

- Gym memberships;

- On-site meal service;

- Free language courses.

Among these is the recent reciprocal mentoring project launched by the company,
which is the core theme of my final thesis. The mentoring initiative represents a great
allocation of resources in human capital and employees’ well-being in the long run. San
Benedetto stresses that sustainability starts with people, thus with organizations that bring
out the potential of their workers. Under this logic, human capital is perceived not merely

as a resource but as the engine of any authentic move towards sustainable transition.

I still recall the first exam of my Environmental Humanities course, Introduction to
Environmental Humanities. For the final assessment, students were asked to choose any
object, no matter how ordinary, and analyze it through the lens of environmental
humanities. Environmental humanities are defined as an interdisciplinary study-field
where humanistic disciplines push critical reflection on the relationship between humans
and their environment, not only ecological, but also social and cultural. Such an exercise
taught me to observe things with a more critical eye, digging in depth, under the

superficial layer, and discovering hidden aspects.



This change in viewpoint guided my decision to centre my final thesis on a mentoring
initiative. Within the social sciences framework, mentoring is increasingly recognized as
a relational practice that builds trust, encourages listening, facilitates intergenerational
exchange of values and experiences, and fosters inclusion. In short, it flanks sustainability

to workers’ socio-cultural environment, that is the organization.

The paper will first provide a theoretical framework about the conception of work
throughout generations, followed by an outline of the definition of organization, its
structure, and culture. Next is a presentation of the company, San Benedetto, in a view of
highlighting its values developed throughout history in the Veneto region. The thesis
closes with an empirical section entirely dedicated to the analysis of the mentoring project
in San Benedetto, read through sociological theories. The study considers only the plant
of Scorze, and only the initial phase of the mentoring plan, which corresponds to my
period in the company. All translations from foreign-language sources are provided by

me.

I mostly adopted in-field observation, in-depth personal interviews with selected
mentees and mentors, direct participation in mentor meetups and project presentation
events preceding the official launch, and direct participation in the mentors’ training
program, as main methods to collect data. In particular, interviews and in-field
observation proved to be key in my research. Specifically, I interviewed a total of 1
Project manager, 2 female mentors, 2 male mentors, 5 female mentees, and 5 male
mentees. The age of the mentoring initiative’s participants, and thus of my interviewees
too, is 50-60 for mentors, and from 21 to 30 for mentees. Mentors and mentees were
selected by me according to their availability, their gender, and their working department
(both operational and administrative sides). I conducted in-depth interviews, lasting on
average around 60 minutes each. Interviews were recorded, with the consent of the
interviewees, for me to analyze them later. Indeed, before starting each recording,
participants signed a consent form ensuring data privacy and anonymity, in addition to
describing the aim of the interview and of my research. During interviews, my questions

were aimed at exploring four main fields:



1. Interviewees’ educational and working background;
Organizational structure;

Organizational predominant culture and eventual subcultures;

> b

Impression on the mentoring project.

The project manager’s interview was more focused on collecting technical data on the
mentoring project; yet, it also involved questions on the organizational structure and

culture.

Also, in-field observation played a key role in my research. By working there for six
months, I had the opportunity to observe organizational dynamics, interact with people
from different departments, and thus collect significant insights on the “life within San
Benedetto”, drawing personal impressions and considerations that I wrote in a personal
journal to keep track of them. From the whole collected material, I adopted thematic
analysis as a research method to build the theoretical framework; I read the material
through sociological theories in order to apply them to the specific organizational context
under analysis. Data collected from interviews and during the meetings I attended will be

referred to throughout the thesis as “Personal communication”.

My thesis is underpinned by the belief that mentoring is a socio-cultural means through
which to lay the foundations for sustainability. Mentoring creates a space where to
cultivate mutual trust, cohesion, equality, and inclusion, thus thinking and acting
sustainably. I expect the thesis to offer San Benedetto valuable theoretical insights that
might carry future advances or inspire reflection on some aspects. Plus, I expect this
environmental humanist study of mentoring to depict it as a cultural managerial tool, first

of all, for shaping resilient and human working environments.



CHAPTER 1: On the evolution of the conception of work

1.1 The concept of work: definitions and attributed meanings

The concept of work has assumed diverse and contrasting meanings throughout the years
(Rosso et al., 2010). From being perceived as a kind of punishment by Ancient Greeks to
becoming a means to please God and achieve forgiveness in the Middle Ages. Afterwards,
during the Protestant Reformation, through work one could fulfil their purpose or calling,
whereas, in modern industrial times, the Industrial Revolution changed everything,
turning work into a mere means to make money, which provides purchasing power (Rosso
et al., 2010). Historical conditions brought about by the rise of industrial capitalism have
shaped the modern conception of work as a specific type of paid job within the economy.
The various types of pre-modern societies gave different meanings to work, though. As
Edgell states (2012), work was never associated with economic gain or individual success

before modern times.

The author (2012) notes that in the small-scale and nomadic hunting and gathering
societies (40,000 BCE-18th century), the earliest form of human society that emerged
40,000 years ago, everyone participated in productive work, which consisted of survival;
this implied that work and everyday life were not separated. Only biological differences
between sexes and age groups provided a standard for job differentiation, with men
hunting and women gathering, for instance, but all working to build their shelters.
Cooperation, rather than competition, underpinned such societies. Once people started to
settle down, though, a new type of society based on the cultivation of plants and the
domestication of animals was established, known as horticultural societies. The
population increased, and economic activities became differentiated, allowing for
inequalities and social status differences to take a foothold. However, work kept the same
meaning as before, that is, a mere means for surviving within a family-economy
framework (Edgell, 2012). As analysed by Edgell (2012), with the emergence of agrarian
societies around 5,000 years ago, more advanced agricultural methods improved
production; plus, the population grew, and so did social differentiation, with a clear first

divide between the working class and a privileged leisure class. Work assumed, as never



before, a diverse connotation according to the social class of pertinence: on the one hand,
those working for a living, and on the other, those who did not — the leisure class. While
before, work was part of everyday life, now the dominant class was superior precisely
because it abstained from working activities. In agrarian societies, work became
stratified: ruling classes were exempt from manual labour, while farming and craft work
were viewed as necessary but low-status (Dupré & Gagnier, 1996, p. 555; Edgell, 2012,
p. 5). This marked a significant shift, as work and leisure appeared, for the first time, as
two different spheres. Avoiding productive work implied the formation of a new
behaviour known as “conspicuous consumption” (Edgell, 2012, p. 5), marked by wasting
time and resources in excessive ways. Aristotle criticized this unlimited wealth
accumulation as unnatural and potentially harmful (Dupré & Gagnier, 1996);
nevertheless, his warning went unheard as this trait is still common to today’s consumerist

society.

Survival was no longer a central issue. The family-economy system started to break
down and was rendered obsolete with the rise of industrial capitalism (late 18"-20™
century), when work moved from the household to the factory; work outside the
household became the only form of legitimate employment (Edgell, 2012). This led to
unpaid jobs like caregiving or housekeeping, usually performed by women, not to be
considered jobs or seen as useless. Speaking of which, even institutions and governments,
when collecting data about employment and unemployment, were blind to unpaid work
(Hakim, 1980, as cited in Edgell, 2012). This led to a gender gap, as women were the
ones performing most unpaid jobs, which excluded them from having an economic role
and, thus, from being valued, allowing patriarchy to prevail (Hakim, 1996, as cited in
Edgell, 2012). With industrial capitalism, work underwent a deep moral and cultural
change. While before it was mainly seen as a low-status activity, with industrialization, it
was reframed as a moral virtue, mainly through the influence of Protestant (Calvinist)
beliefs. As they believed in the doctrine of predestination, Calvinists began to treat
material success as evidence of divine favour and obtain salvation. Thus, the economic
behaviours of working hard, earning money, and avoiding excessive consumption

assumed a religious significance, turning into real religious duties (Dupré & Gagnier,



1996, p. 555). This moralization of work implied that people worked and saved their
earnings, leading consequently to the accumulation of capital (Weber, 1976 [1930], as
cited in Edgell, 2012, p. 14). A cultural shift was intrinsic to this change in mentality
regarding work: hard work for wealth accumulation was the central goal of life now. This
first only Protestant ethic spread and turned into a general work ethic, losing its religious
significance, though. This ethic glorified productivity and industry as social virtues

(Dupré & Gagnier, 1996; Edgell, 2012). As Edgell argues (2012):

Ascetic Protestantism involved a major change in the meaning of work; it meant a
reversal of the traditional attitude of doing no more than is necessary, to one in which
the creation of wealth via unrelenting hard work became the main object in life. What
had started as a peculiarly Protestant attitude to work became secularized over time...
Thus, the Protestant work ethic became simply the work ethic, promulgated by non-
religious institutions such as governments, business corporations and schools

(Edgell, 2012, p. 14-15).

Labor became something people must endure rather than a meaningful part of life,
losing therefore its humanizing power and leading to what Marx names “alienation”
(Dupré & Gagnier, 1996, p. 554). In this context, alienation refers to the condition in
which the worker performs their job mechanically, without putting personal creativity or

conscious engagement into it (Dupré & Gagnier, 1996, p. 554).

With Fordism catching on in the early 20 century, work came to be defined by having
a contract, a dedicated workplace, and fixed working hours (Jessop, 1992). As Jessop
(1992) explains, Fordism functioned not only as an economic model but also as a “generic
mode of societalization,” in which social life rotated around wage labour (p. 6). In this
context, work was not merely a means of economic production but a central mechanism
through which individuals participated in society, providing social identity and a defined
role in society (Dupré & Gagnier, 1996). “The organization of social life,” Jessop
explains, “is more and more premised on the fact that the vast majority of the population
depend on an individual and/or social wage to satisfy their needs from cradle to grave”

(p. 6). From this vision, what emerged was a standardized model of life based on full-



time employment, mass consumption, and the nuclear family, with the worker being the
man while the woman taking care of the house and the kids, promoting therefore the male
breadwinner model. The wage of an individual determines their income and their social
status, too. Work meant wage, and all alternative forms of contribution were excluded
from the social and economic order (Jessop, 1992). In short, during the Fordist era, the
standard and expected way for men to work was through having a full-time, permanent
job (Schoukens & Barrio, 2017), with the “standard employment relationship” being the
norm: full-time, male, unionized labour (Edgell, 2012; Dupré & Gagnier, 1996). Then, in

the early 21 century, in the post-Fordist era, flexibility entered the labour market.

Feminist and post-colonial depictions have criticized this narrative about a linear
passage from Fordism to Post-Fordism. Such approaches highlight how precarity,
flexibility, and informality were already present in Fordism in working fields occupied
by women, minorities, and migrants, that is, categories excluded from the standard model
of the male, white industrial worker. Critics point out that the Fordism to Post-Fordist
narrative is both Eurocentric and neglectful of gender issues. Kasmir (2023) directly
discusses the notion that precariousness is a modern feature of neoliberal capitalism,
arguing instead that “precarity has perpetually characterised working people’s lives,
especially in the Global South” (p. 1). Fordism was already an exclusionary framework
that primarily benefited white, male, citizen-workers within industrialized countries. For

instance:

Federal labour law in the U.S. did not grant protections or guarantee the right to
organise to domestic and farm workers... Since these unprotected labourers were
disproportionately women, African Americans, and immigrants, Fordist stability was

largely the preserve of white men (Kasmir, 2023, p. 4).

Similarly, even U.S. unionized autoworkers, a cornerstone category of Fordist labor,
experienced ongoing anxiety regarding layoffs and plant closures (p. 4). Hence, according
to Kasmir (2023), treating precarity as totally absent during the Fordist era dismisses the
historical consistency of informal, insecure, and highly exploited labor under capitalism.

In a similar vein, Betti (2016) critiques the prevailing idea that precarious labor is solely



a feature of the post-Fordist, neoliberal period. In her exploration of women’s labor in
Italy during the latter part of the 20th century, Betti reveals that precarity was not a
historical break but a continuous state, especially for women. The author (2016) states
that the asserted Fordist era of secure, full-time jobs with robust labor protections was a
gendered and incomplete depiction, primarily benefiting male industrial workers. In stark
contrast, many women were engaged in home-based, informal, seasonal, or part-time
roles that remained overlooked by unions and labor statistics. As Betti notes, “precarious
employment was the rule rather than the exception for large sections of female workers
even during the Fordist period” (p. 65), an idea also supported by Kasmir (2023), for
whom “Fordist stability is the exception and precariousness the norm” (p. 6). This
included domestic work, textile homework, and low-wage service jobs (Betti, 2016).
Furthermore, Betti (2016) points out that this type of gendered precariousness was inborn
in the Italian labor system long before the post-Fordist deregulation. Betti (2016)
challenges the simplistic narrative of a linear transition from Fordist stability to post-
Fordist insecurity, highlighting that for women, particularly in the Global South and
Southern Europe, work has always been precarious. Such perspective recalls Mohanty’s
(1984) point that women in the Global South have always worked in precarious
conditions; the author (1984) mentions a study by Maria Mies on Indian women working
as lace makers at home, thus in a domestic, non-industrial, precarious context, reason why
they were classified as housewives and their work was considered a “leisure-time
activity” (p. 345). However, in reality, the lace they produce is sold and profits are made

out of it (Mohanty, 1984, p. 345).

The post-Fordist era brought the emergence of new, digital services, flexibility in
workplace and working hours, or cultural shifts leading to the centrality of mental health
and work-life balance are some of the factors that drastically changed the nature of work.
As Edgell argues (2012), work was not that much about stability anymore, but more about
performance and adaptability: “The idea of a fixed identity achieved through a life-long
involvement in work is considered redundant, replaced by a fragmented and more flexible

range of identities, rooted in rapidly changing patterns of consumption” (p. 19). Donati



(2002), argues that the modern view of work as a mechanical function, a mere commodity,

has led to alienation and exhaustion in the labour sphere:

Modernity has introduced profound tensions into the meaning of work in that it has
detached it from community activity and made it a commodity... Work is becoming
once again an area of encounter and overlapping between needs of private and public

life (Donati, 2002, p. 338-339).

In today’s post-modern era, work increasingly focuses on social relationships; it is
valued not only for its outputs but also for the connections and interactions it fosters
(Donati, 2002). Dupré and Gagnier (1996) propose a transition toward viewing work as
both a social relation and a commodity, acknowledging that leisure, like work, may now
serve as a site for identity (p. 558-559). The post-modern era is, hence, marked by a
multitude of meanings associated with work: while some individuals still find fulfilment
in their jobs, for many others, work is characterized by insecurity, fragmentation, and a
loss of meaning. This suggests that, today, work lacks a single, fixed meaning. It has
become plural, contextual, and profoundly fragmented (Dupré & Gagnier, 1996). Thus,
in this complex and fragmented landscape, the question of what makes work meaningful
turns urgent and interesting. The traditional Fordist model no longer reflects the lived
realities of contemporary workers. As Rosso et al. (2010) argue, the meaning of work

today is produced through four primary sources:

1. The self, meant as the totality of thoughts and feelings that one has about oneself
(Rosenberg, 1979, cited by Rosso et al., 2010, p. 95-96). Around the concept of
the self, three main areas of research have arisen: a) their values, that is, what they
care about, 2) their motivation, what pushes them to work, and 3) their beliefs,
what they think work means in their lives.

2. Others, both inside and outside the workplace. Relationships with coworkers,
leaders, groups, and communities, and family make sense of an individual’s role

and increase their sense of value and purpose in what they do.

10



3. The work environment, which is the context within which people do their job. In
particular, the place where work occurs and how it is organized affect the way
people perceive work.

4. Spiritual life, with many people seeing work as connected to their sense of purpose

or their spiritual beliefs.

These sources interact through seven categories of sociological and psychological
mechanisms, precisely authenticity, purpose, self-efficacy, self-esteem, belongingness,
transcendence, and cultural and interpersonal sensemaking, emphasizing that meaning is
not embedded in the work but is constructed through subjective, relational, and contextual
processes (Rosso et al., 2010). Each mechanism captures a dimension of human
experience that, on the contrary, economics tends to ignore by seeing work as a mere
provider of purchasing power (Gill, 1999). For instance, authenticity and self-esteem
reflect the emphasis that Gill puts on the workplace as a site of social identity and
psychological affirmation, while purpose and transcendence echo her call to recognize
work as a space for higher meaning and societal contribution. Similarly, belongingness
recalls Dewey’s perception of work as a way for people to interact with the larger societal
realm (Dewey, 1930): through work, indeed, people can avoid social isolation, a key
ingredient for individual well-being (Gill, 1999). Such mechanisms fuel the theoretical
model for the meaning of work designed by Rossi et al (2010), the outcome of a deep
analysis of the meaning of work literature, often fragmented and disorganized (Pignault

& Houssemand, 2016). Two key ideas underpin Ross et al.’s model:

1. Agency vs. Communion, a distinction that explains why people approach work
differently. As stated by the psychology literature, agency and communion are two
basic ways humans behave and exist (Bacan, 1966). On one hand, people are
inclined to create, differentiate, master, and take control, thus acting in accordance
with agency; on the other hand, though, they feel the need to attach, connect, and
unite, chasing communion.

2. Self vs. Others, which stand for the direction that any action can take. People find

work meaningful depending on whether the experience feels internal, coming
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from the self, or external, involving others, thus when doing something for or with

others makes people grow and their work meaningful.

How the two dimensions cross over reveals why people experience meaningful work.

From here, Rosso et al. (2010) observed four main pathways to find meaning in work:

1. Individuation (self-agency): It is about finding meaning in actions that make one
feel unique and important.

2. Contribution (other-agency): It is about finding meaning in actions that benefit
others or that go for a bigger cause.

3. Self-connection (self-communion): It is about finding meaning in actions that
make you feel connected with yourself, so actions that reflect your perception of
yourself.

4. Unification (other-communion): It is about finding meaning in actions that make

someone feel in harmony and connected with other beings or principles.

These patterns do not always happen separately; indeed, they can happen at the same
time, despite being different. The more patterns one experiences, the more meaningful

their work becomes (Ross, 2010).

Donati’s (2002) sociological analysis illustrates this broader theoretical and conceptual
transformation by criticizing modernity’s tendency to monetize work, which takes it away
from its relational and moral dimensions. The economic perspective, which reduces work
to labour input and which Gill (1999) attacks, is underpinned by the representation of
work as an iron cage, where economic efficiency replaces deeper human purposes: “The
dominant economic paradigm treats work as a realm of rational calculation, separated
from values, morality, and meaning, a legacy of the Weberian disenchantment of the
world” (Gill, 1999, paraphrasing Weber, p. 730-731). Jahoda (1982) described paid work
as having two main functions: 1. Its manifest function, the most evident, is that of
providing sustenance; 2. Its latent function serves people’s psychological needs, depicting
work as a social institution. Also connected to the latter function is Goldsmith’s idea of

“affect hunger, " which is often satisfied by being involved in work (Goldsmith, 1995,
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cited by Ardichvili & Kuchinke, 2009, p. 160). Work provides social satisfaction, a sense

of acceptance, and respect from others, thus contributing to emotional fulfilment.

The process outlined by Rosso et al. (2010) on the meaning of work is not always
smooth. Indeed, in a work context, individuals might feel unable to act authentically, their
contributions might be undervalued, or societal and organizational norms might conflict
with their personal beliefs. In this case, as Gill argues (1999), such dissonances have real
psychological consequences, particularly when external perceptions, shaped by
workplace culture or unemployment stigma in a society, amplify internal tensions. The
outcome is the mismatch among different aspects of the self that leads to reduced well-
being and happiness, recalling Higgins’ self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, cited by
Gill, 1999, p. 730), which causes the experience of work shifting from fulfilment to
psychological stress. Hence, while Rosso et al. (2010) explain how the meaning of work
is constructed, Gill (1999) warns about the psychological risks it entails, reinforcing her
critique of the economic definition of work as merely a means to earn income as overly

narrow.

Even when employees seek purpose and connection through work, as Rosso et al.
(2010) outline, the structural dynamics described by Gill (1999), including power
imbalances and the underestimation of psychological needs, often hinder access to
meaningful experiences. According to Gill (1999), the workplace is governed not only
by rational business aims, but also by power imbalances often invisible. The author
describes power as a deeply embedded and often unconscious force rooted in
organizational cultures and norms, shaping job content, human relationships, and
institutional hierarchies within the workplace (Gill, 1999, pp. 732-733). Gill builds on
Galbraith’s concept of “implicit conditioning”, where individuals take hierarchical
authority as natural or fair for granted, even when it obstructs their well-being (Galbraith,
1983, cited by Gill, 1999, p. 733). Thus, power is not always exercised with the aim of
profit maximization; on the contrary, it is often exerted unconsciously by both parties,
resulting in workplaces where workers are structurally discouraged from expressing their
authenticity or autonomy, for instance, thereby undermining the mechanisms described

by Rosso et al. (2010). Building on Lukes (1974), Gill (1999) emphasizes that “the most
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insidious forms of power operate by shaping people’s perceptions, preferences, and sense
of what is possible” (Lukes, 1974, cited by Gill, 1999, p. 733). Factors like personality
traits, gender, class, or race often determine who holds power, reinforcing inequality both
in vertical and horizontal working relationships (Gill, 1999, p. 734). Thus, workplace
behaviour is not solely driven by rational choice; on the contrary, power plays a
significant role in shaping the structure of work and influencing levels of engagement,
psychological well-being, and equity in the workplace. The workplace should not be
viewed merely as an economic space, as this perspective leads to biased models and
policies that overlook workers’ mental and emotional well-being. Instead, the work
environment should be understood as a social arena (Gill, 1999), reinforcing Joyce’s
affirmation that “work possesses more than just an economic dimension” (cited by Prince,

1989, p. 331).

1.2 Work-related values and their evolution over time

Values are “beliefs and personal standards that guide individuals to function in society”
(Chen & Choi, 2008, p. 596) by shaping constructs such as preferences, attitudes,
decision-making, and interests (Rokeach, 1973). Values are normative, guiding behaviour
by indicating “what ought to be.” Building on this, scholars have applied these beliefs
within the working environment, thereby defining work values. Lyons, Higgins, and

Duxbury (2010) provide a comprehensive definition of work values as:

Generalized beliefs about the relative desirability of various aspects of work (e.g.
pay, autonomy, working conditions), and work-related outcomes (e.g.
accomplishment, fulfilment, prestige) . . . [that] represent cognitive expressions of
the various needs or goals that are addressed through one’s work and working,
including monetary security, social interaction, intellectual stimulation, status,

esteem and self-actualization needs (Lyons et al., 2010, p. 971).

Work values are hierarchically ordered and ranked in order of importance to the
individual (Pryce, 2014). On this point, Pryce (2024), drawing on Dose (1997), presents
values as either standards, rooted in ethical and social expectations that inform people

what is right in a working context, or preferences, that is personal and subjective
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inclinations that express what people like most and are not shared social rules. This
perspective, whether a value is moral or preferential, and socially constructed or
subjective, shows that not all values carry equal weight or meaning across individuals or
organizations. Pryce’s “standards” align with what Sagie et al. (1996) call “obligations”
in their model of work values, as both represent the normative dimension of values:
indeed, obligations are behaviours that employees feel morally or socially bound to
perform, including “arriving at work on time, cooperating with colleagues, and behaving
courteously towards clients” (Sagie et al., 1996, p. 508). In short, obligations are values
functioning as moral standards. Similarly, the concept of preferences (Pryce, 2014)
follows Sagie et al.'s concept of entitlements, defined as “benefits or rewards within the
work framework that the individual expects to receive from the employer, clients,
colleagues, etc. These include but are not limited to pay, interesting work, and fair
treatment” (Sagie et al., 1996, p. 508). Entitlements are expected; they are not moral
duties. Sagie et al. (1996) map onto the facet theory by Elizur (1984) to organize work
values into fixed categories, providing a universal framework: Elizur (1984) categorizes
values by type of outcome and performance contingency, which means whether the
outcome depends on the skills of the individual or their membership in the organization.
While the structure, or categories, of values is stable, their rankings, which values an
individual prioritizes, can change over time, based on life stages or experiences, “due to
external stimuli and day-to-day events” (Sagie et al., 1996, p. 505). People make job-

related decisions based on their ranking of work values.

Gahan and Abeysekera (2009) move beyond the structural and functional models of
Sagie et al. and Pryce, delving deeper into the underlying processes through which work
values are shaped. The authors blend two usually viewed as competing perspectives -
cultural and individual - on work values. For the authors (2009), work values are shaped
by macro-level national cultural influences and micro-level individual psychological
processes. National culture serves as “a collective programming of the mind”, meaning it
imbues a shared system of values, beliefs, and norms that determine how individuals
think, feel, and behave, often unconsciously (Hofstede, 1980, as cited in Gahan &
Abeysekera, 2009, p. 131). Speaking of which, individualistic cultures spotlight intrinsic
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values, that is the personal satisfaction deriving from the job itself, such as the sense of
achievement or self-actualization; on the other hand, collectivist cultures are inclined to
promote extrinsic values, that is external rewards that derive from a job, such as
comfortable working environment (Ros et al. 1999; Thierry 1990). Yet, this broad cultural
perspective does not fully explain the differences in how individuals form their work-
related beliefs. To address this gap, Gahan and Abeysekera (2009) emphasize self-
construal, “typically defined as how individuals see the self in relation to others” (Cross
etal., 2011, p. 143), as a “bridge” between culture and personal work values. Cross et al.
(2011) expand on self-construal: the term was first introduced by Markus and Kitayama
(1991), who described it as the psychological framework through which people “define
and make meaning of the self” (Cross et al., 2011, p. 143). Thus, self-construal functions
as a cognitive framework through which the self is interpreted (Cross et al., 2011).
However, while acknowledging culture's role in shaping self-construal, Cross et al. (2011)
do not frame self-construal as a mediator between national culture and work values, as
Gahan et al. (2009). Rather, they argue that self-construal is a culturally influenced
psychological construct that independently affects emotion, cognition, motivation, and
behaviour (Cross et al., 2011, p. 144). Indeed, the authors note that “although culture
plays a key role in the development of self-construal, it is important to distinguish
between the two, as not all individuals from a given cultural group share the same self-
construal” (Cross et al., p. 144). In short, self-construal is influenced by culture, as Gahan
and Abeysekera (2009) also recognize, but works independently to influence behaviours
and thoughts. In contrast, Gahan and Abeysekera (2009) consider self-construal as a
middle step between national culture and individual work values, being the way culture
influences work values. Self-construal is, thereby, handy in explaining the link between
cultural background and individual work values. Thus, the difference lies in the fact that
for Gahan and Abeysekera (2009) self-construal is the explanation for how culture
influences personal work values, being therefore embedded in the culture - self-construal

- work values chain, while Cross et al. (2011) treat it as a separate influence.
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Building upon Markus and Kitayama (1991), Cross et al. (2011) identify multiple types

of self-construal, each with specific psychological effects, including how they perceive

themselves within working contexts. The two primary forms of self-construal are:

l.

Independent self-construal (IndSC): This form emphasizes the self as defined by
“internal traits that are stable across situations” (Cross et al., 2011, p.143). As
Cross et al. (2011) write, “individuals construe the self as fundamentally
individual and separate from others” (p. 143). These individuals are more likely
to prioritize intrinsic work values

Interdependent self-construal (InterSC): Individuals with high InterSC define
their self through “important relationships (e.g., daughter, friend, coworker) or
group memberships” and aim to “fit into the group and maintain harmony” (pp.

143—-144). Accordingly, they are more inclined toward extrinsic work values.

Cross et al. (2011) further enrich this primary differentiation by distinguishing

between:

1.

Relational-interdependent self-construal (RelSC), “conceived as a relatively
global dimension that captures the extent to which people conceptualize
themselves as defined by their close relationships” (p. 144).

Collective-interdependent self-construal (Coll-InterSC), which emphasizes

identification with larger social groups, such as nationalities or teams (p. 144).

Importantly, the authors (2011) emphasize that self-construal is not fixed; rather,

“individuals possess both independent and interdependent self-construals, and the

salience of either orientation can shift based on context and life experience” (p. 143). This

dynamic understanding of self-construal suggests that work values are shaped by a

combination of cultural influences and individual-level experiences, such as gender roles

or social roles: indeed, “self-construal is shaped by a variety of experiences, including

gender socialization, cultural norms, and the roles that individuals occupy in their families

and communities” (Cross et al., 2011, p. 144). Thus, self-construal is fluid and highly

context-sensitive; it is not the fixed result of an individual’s national culture.
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While Gahan & Abeysekera (2009) focus on the role of self-construal in elucidating
how culture shapes how individuals see themselves, which in turn shapes their work
values, Cross et al. (2011) offer a deeper psychological analysis of the personal and social

mechanisms through which self-perceptions are constructed and enacted over time.

1.3 Research on work values throughout history

The research on work values has developed over time and can be divided into five main

stages:

1. Preliminary phase: the psychological turn (1930s).

The path to analyzing work values was started by the Human Relations paradigm,
particularly through its leading figure, social psychologist and organizational theorist
Elton Mayo (1880-1949), known for its interpretation of the Hawthorne experiments
(McCambridge, Witton, and Elbourne, 2014). As Busse and Warner (2020) explained,
the Hawthorne experiments were conducted at the Western Electric telephone
manufacturing plant in Hawthorne, close to Chicago, between 1924 and 1933
(McCambridge, Witton, and Elbourne, 2014). A group of selected employees was
supervised by managers to investigate the impact of physical variables, such as
“lighting, work pauses, work duration, payment, rations, and temperature” on
productivity (Busse and Warner, 2020, p. 3). The results were positive in terms of work
output, but the reasons behind it were found to lie in the so-called Hawthorne effect,
rather than in the physical variables mentioned before (Busse and Warner, 2020, p. 3).
As defined by McCambridge et al. (2014), the Hawthorne effect “concerns research
participation, the consequent awareness of being studied, and possible impact on
behavior” (p. 267); in other works, it is “a special managerial totem whereby workers
appreciated attention - enough to stir performance - even whilst their working
conditions deteriorated” (Busse and Warner, 2020, p. 4). This interpretation of the
Hawthorne experiments given by Mayo marked a decisive shift in focus, precisely from
objective working conditions to psychological and social dynamics in the workplace
(Busse and Warner, 2020). What Mayo observed, as reported by Riggio (2003), was that

“no matter what level the lighting was set at, productivity increased! There was a steady
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increase in workers’ output following any change in lighting” (Riggio, 2003, p. 9, as
cited by Busse and Warner, 2020, p. 4). From this derives Mayo’s belief that managers
should not control employees through wages, for instance, but by psychologically
supporting them, understanding their thoughts and emotions. According to Mayo,
indeed, any decline of performance is to be attributed to some kind of “indisposedness”
of the workers’ mind, rather than, for instance, to low wages, a condition that needs
“managerial cure” (Busse and Warner, 2020, p. 7). Consequently, the back-then
dominant Taylorist paradigm, based on structural control, was substituted by a new

Human Relations one, where emotional inclusion and engagement were the tools to

increase productivity (Busse and Warner, 2020).

2. Between the late 1960s and early 1970s, research focused on how economic

growth affected work values.

Speaking of which, two contrasting theories emerged: on the one hand, the
instrumentalist view built on Goldthorpe et al.’s (1968, 1969) “affluent worker” thesis,
which argued that work was becoming an instrumental activity to external ends, like
consumption, rather than a space for self-realization. In contrast, Inglehart (1971, 1977)
proposed a post-materialist view, which suggested a shift from materialist concerns to
post-materialist values, such as self-actualization, personal growth, autonomy, and quality
of life. Precisely, according to the author (1977), industrial societies witnessed a shift
from materialist to post-materialist values, given by the economic development that
secured individuals' basic needs. Inglehart (1977) stated that this change is particularly
noticeable among younger generations who grew up in the postwar era, especially in
Western Europe, increasingly focused on their quality of life (p. 3). Previous generations,
instead, experienced hunger and precariousness instilled by the war, and thus prioritized
what Inglehart (1971), recalling Maslow, called safety needs (p. 991). On the contrary,
“for the younger cohorts, a set of “post-bourgeois” values, relating to the need for
belonging and to aesthetic and intellectual needs, would be more likely to take top
priorities." (Inglehart, 1971, p. 991). In short, newer generations pursue non-materialist,

personal, and human realization, while their predecessors were into economic attainment.
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Studies by Super and Sverko (1995), Esser and Lindh (2018), and others confirmed
this point by showing that work has remained a central domain in people's lives, and that

intrinsic work values consistently rank highly across time and cultures.

3. In the early 1980s, when an economic crisis broke out, the focus moved to

understanding how unemployment could be explored through work values.

The connection between unemployment and employment commitment has been
shaped for a long time by a neoliberal narrative suggesting that generous welfare systems
lower people's motivation to work. According to this view, work is a form of “disutility”
and suggests that if people’s financial needs are satisfied by benefits, they will choose
leisure over employment (Gallie, 2019, p. 30). However, empirical research has
challenged this assumption. Gallie (2019) recalls multiple studies showing that the
unemployed often display high, and sometimes even greater, commitment to work than
the employed. To cite an example, a British study by Warr (1982) found that 62% of
unemployed men stated they would still want to work even without financial need.
Moreover, Gallie (2019) recalls Esser (2005), who challenges the idea that generous
welfare benefits discourage people from working. The study found that in countries with
good-quality jobs and strong skill-based economies, people were more committed to
working, even when unemployment benefits were higher. Thus, people’s motivation to
work depends more on how good and meaningful the jobs are, not on how generous the
welfare is (Gallie, 2019). Supporting this, Dunn and others (2014) found that unemployed
people were often more doubtful about taking "any job", reflecting their awareness of
poor working conditions, not their unwillingness to work. Altogether, this evidence
refutes the stereotype of the “work-shy unemployed” and shows the relevance of job
quality and institutional context when analysing employment commitment (Gallie, 2019,
p. 40). The stereotype of the “work-shy unemployed” was also challenged by the so-called
Marienthal study, which explained how individuals are inclined to avoid work not by

choice, as the stereotype suggests, but as a result of a psychological breakdown triggered
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by the condition of being out of work. “I disoccupati di Marienthal”,* is an empirical
sociological study on how prolonged unemployment negatively affects individuals from
a psychological and sociological perspective (Jahoda et al., 2017). The study was
conducted in 1931-1932 in a working-class Austrian village, namely Marienthal, which,
during the years of the Great Depression (1929-1939), experienced mass unemployment
due to the closure of the main local textile factory (Jahoda, 2017). The Austrian
researchers, Marie Jahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, discovered that extended
unemployment results in a state of apathy, caused by and causing a bilateral mechanism
in which reduced opportunities diminish ambitions and vice versa (Jahoda, 2017; Pacelli,
1987). As Pacelli (1987) highlights, the authors of the study observed a “crollo della
struttura della personalita sociale” (p. 229)*: without work, the daily structure of the days,
whose reference points were marked by work, was lost too. This meant not so much an
increase in free time, but rather a paralysis of action, a state of inactivity that extends also
to all other spheres of life, such as family, friends, consumption habits, and political
participation (p. 229). Indeed, time represents a central focus of the study: “tagliati fuori
dal loro tempo e privati del contatto col mondo esterno, essi hanno perso gli incentivi
materiali e morali a servirsi del loro tempo” (Jahoda et al., 1986, as cited by Pacelli, 1987,
p. 230)° . Another aspect that emerged during the study was a gendered differentiation in
the way unemployment was perceived: men were found to be more psychologically
damaged by the condition of being out of work compared to women, who have always
been occupied as housewives beyond the workplace (Pacelli, 1987). Evidence for this

was found in women’s diaries, “compilati con precisione a differenza di quelli degli

3 The Unemployed of Marienthal.
* The collapse of the social personality structure.

’ Deprived of their own time and contact with the outside world, they lost both the material

and moral incentives to make use of their time.
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uomini”,’ as denser in activities (Pacelli, 1987, p. 230). As Pacelli (1987) emphasizes, the
study was innovative, as it represented the first instance in which statistical data were
examined through psychological perspectives and directly tested in a real-life context,

thus within the field.

4. In the late 1980s, the interest was in exploring how the entrance of more women

into the workforce was changing work values.

In the early stages, the involvement of women in work was peripheral, as shown by
“The Meaning of Work” comparative study of eight countries (MOW, 1987), which found
that “work centrality was significantly higher for men than for women” (Gallie, 2019, p.
33). Hakim (1991, 2000) introduced the concept of preference theory, claiming that
women's varied labour market behaviour was the result of “genuine lifestyle choices” and
that many women had “qualitatively different” values compared to men (Hakim, 2000,
cited by Gallie, 2019, p. 33). These claims, though, were contradicted by empirical

evidence collected in Britain between 1981 and 1992.

From the early 1990s onward, studies showed that men and women in Britain valued
work in similar ways, especially when it came to intrinsic values like enjoying the work
or finding it meaningful (Gallie, Felstead, & Green, 2012). The authors (2012) also found
“no evidence” of gender differences in attachment to intrinsic work values. Changing
societal attitudes also played a crucial role: indeed, as Himmelweit and Sigala (2004)
argue, due to some women experiencing the labour market, and some women seeing other
mothers work without negative effects on their children, a very substantial decline in the
belief that maternal employment harmed young children occurred. Cross-national studies
further illustrated this shift. Steiber (2013) reported that in countries like Norway,
Germany, the UK, and France, women showed “significantly higher commitment than

men,” challenging the notion of a persistent gender gap.

§ Written with extreme precision, differently from men’s.
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Yet, convergence has not been universal. Cultural and institutional variations, such as
public childcare provision, religious influences, and labour policies, continue to shape
attitudes (Gallie, 2019). Knight and Brinton (2017) emphasized the rise of “egalitarian
familism” in Eastern Europe, a model that combines “support for women’s employment
with a continued valorisation of women’s familial roles” (p. 1502). According to this
model, women have the right to work as a job provides them with independence, but
“what most women really want is a home and children” and that “being a housewife is
just as fulfilling as working for pay” (p. 1502). Thus, this dual responsibility model of
women as “workers and mothers” (p. 1503), clashes with the “liberal egalitarianism” of
Northern Europe, which is more inclined to support full gender role symmetry, by
rejecting “gender essentialism and male primacy” and emphasizing symmetrical roles for
men and women in both paid and domestic spheres (Knight and Brinton, 2017, p. 1501).
These two egalitarianisms witness that “there will be a continued plurality of
egalitarianisms” (p. 1493), relative to diverse regional histories, societies, policies, and

cultural values (Knight and Brinton, 2017).

5. Over the last 20 years, the focus has been on how strongly people feel connected

to their jobs and the organization they work for.

In traditional Fordist models of work, common throughout the early and mid-20th
century, organizations relied on strict supervision, a clear division of labour, and top-down
control. However, in the 1980s, these systems did not fit the modern economic conditions
that demanded, instead, flexibility, innovation, and employee initiative. The international
economy became competitive in terms of quality, rather than quantity; consequently,
emerging forms of management focused on skills and ideas of the workforce, driving the
shift “from control to commitment” (Gallie, 2019, p. 35). In the 1990s, literature on high-
performance management systems grew, arguing that higher involvement benefits
productivity by ensuring that workers take the initiative and express their creativity at
work. There followed a growing focus on work role values, especially organizational
commitment and work engagement. According to Allen and Meyer (1990), organizational
commitment includes three distinct components, each standing for a different

motivational state of the worker to the organization: 1. Continuance commitment, defined
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as “the awareness of the costs associated with leaving the organization” (p. 3), 2.
Normative commitment, which “reflects a feeling of obligation to remain with the
organization” (p. 4), and 3. Affective commitment, that is the “employees’ emotional
attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the organization” (p. 1).
Participation in decision-making can fuel affective commitment (Gallie, 2019); indeed,
Allen and Meyer’s (1990) model posits that such experiences of involvement lead to
stronger affective commitment as they make employees feel valued and capable in their
roles. Similarly, Gallie (2019) highlights that participation in organizational decisions is
a key mechanism through which modern “high involvement” management systems

enhance attachment to work roles and organizations (p. 36).

Work engagement is defined by Schaufeli, Bakker, and Salanova (2006) as ““a positive,
fulfilling, work-related state of mind” characterized by vitality, dedication, and absorption
(p- 702). Vitality represents the energy that the worker puts into the effort, dedication
mirrors how much workers emotionally identify with their role, and absorption stands for
the depth of immersion into one’s work (Schaufeli et al., 2006, p. 702). According to
Bakker, Albrecht, and Leiter (2011), engagement is driven by two key sources: job
resources, like autonomy, feedback, skill variety, opportunities for learning, and social
support, and personal resources, like self-efficacy, optimism, and elasticity. These
resources are embedded in the work environment, which provides the conditions for

employees to feel competent, valued, and psychologically safe (Gallie, 2019).

1.4 Generational differences in the perception of work

A generation, often called a cohort, consists of people of similar age in a similar
location who experienced similar social, historical, and life events, a definition provided
by the generational cohort theory, which traces its roots primarily to the early 20th-
century sociologist Karl Mannheim (Kupperschmidt, 2000; Mannheim, 1972, cited by
Becton et al., 2014, p.176). Generational identity is created through shared experiences
that shape values, beliefs, and attitudes. For instance, the Vietnam War (1955-1975),
Watergate (1971), and the first civil rights movements (1950s) heavily influenced Baby

Boomers, whereas economic instability and technological innovation shaped Generation
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X and Millennials differently (Becton et al., 2014, p.177-178). Recalling Corsten
(1999), generations are not merely biological groupings determined by chronological
age, but essentially cultural and social phenomena. As a sociological concept,
generation holds multiple meanings: at the most basic level, generation is understood as
biological succession, rooted, therefore, in the “biological fact of birth and death”
(Corsten, 1999, p.251). Corsten (1999) adds that the biological succession of
generations implies the transmission of cultural and social aspects, too. From this
relational perspective, generation is the transfer of norms and values from parents to
children. In the second conceptualization of “generations”, Corsten (1999) presents
them as groups that coexist rather than follow one after the other. Different generations
exist simultaneously within a society, leading to what the author calls concurrent
“intergenerational relationships” (p. 252). From this coevality, it emerges that
generations are not isolated, but rather are socially and economically interconnected,
influencing each other. The coexistence of different age groups with differing
perspectives on social life and time based on their life stage causes “generational gaps”
(Van Wel, 1994, cited by Corsten, 1999, p. 252). Nevertheless, Van Wel (1994)
conducted a study on Dutch adolescents, examining how their cultural preferences in
music, literature, film, television, and the arts related to those of key figures in their
social environment, namely parents and peers. Contrary to the popular narrative of a
"parent-peer conflict”, evidence showed that young people generally exhibited "an
attitude of tolerance" toward the preferences of their parents despite some generational
divergences (Van Wel, 1994, p. 221), provided that the parent-child bond is good.
Conformity to peers’ tastes did not imply rejection of parents’ preferences, thus proving
that cultural values are still reproduced across generations. Corsten (1999) further
conceptualizes generations as “historical generations”, forming collective identities
through shared historical experiences, rather than succession only (p. 252). Two

strategies are adopted to examine historical generations:

1. A minimalist (empirical) strategy, which employs the concept of “cohort” to
examine generations. Cohort refers to a group of individuals born around the

same time, who share specific features, both objective, such as education,
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income, and subjective, such as values, attitudes, preferences, and motivations
(p. 252).

2. An empathic strategy, where generations are understood as social constructions
or, more accurately, as forms of "institutional facts" (Searle, 1995, as cited in
Corsten, 1999, p. 253). Members of a generation are united by a shared
consciousness, meaning that they generally share the same view on life. Their
generational identity becomes a social reality, turning into a “social fact” itself

(p. 253).

In short, for Corsten (1999), generational identity is the outcome of both structural
factors and subjective experiences and perceptions developed within shared life contexts.
Karl Mannheim, for whom generations are socially constructed units that emerge when
people actively experience and interpret historical events together, aligns with the third

conceptualization.

1.5 The relationship between work values and generations, recognizing
intragenerational heterogeneity

As Somla and Sutton posit (2002), each cohort develops a personality that affects a
person’s feelings toward work, authority, and organizations, what they desire from work,
and how they plan to satisfy those desires. Up to today, four main broad generations form
the current workforce: Baby Boomers (generally accepted to be born between 1945 and
1964), Generation Xers (born 1965-1981), and the Millennials (born 1982-2000) (Heyn

and Kerr, 2018). Here follows a brief description of each generational group.

Baby boomers

Baby Boomers are typically defined as individuals born between 1945 and 1964
(Wong et al., 2008, p. 879; Heyns and Kerr, 2018, p. 3). According to Smola and Sutton
(2002), they are called 'Boomers' because of the post-World War II "boom in their births
between 1946 and 1964" (p. 364), a phenomenon observed across many Western
countries (Glass, 2007, p. 99). Profound historical events marked the growth of this

generation, accompanied by, just to mention some, the outbreak of the Vietnam War, the
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Watergate scandal, Woodstock, the spread of civil rights riots, and the sexual revolution.
Surely, such occurrences shaped their collective personality, described as driven,
optimistic, and idealistic (Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 364; Glass, 2007, p. 99). In the
workplace, Baby Boomers are known for their deeply ingrained work ethic and their
identification with their careers; for them, personal success is achieved through sacrifice
and hard work (Heyns and Kerr, 2018, p. 3). As Glass notes (2007), they lean towards
hierarchical organizational structures, having a stable job, and face-to-face
communication (p. 100). Moreover, they are known for their loyalty to organizations and
are often actively involved in mentorship initiatives, typically serving as mentors (Wong
et al., 2008, p.879). As Glass notes (2007), Baby Boomers often feel the younger
generations do not work as hard as they do, partially deriving from the latter group’s

preference for flexible hours or working from home (p. 100).

Generation Xers

Generation X, or Generation Xers, typically defined as individuals born between 1965
and 1981 (Wong et al., 2008, p. 879; Heyns and Kerr, 2018, p. 3), represents the cohort
following the Baby Boomers. Gen Xers grew up within a context of profound economic
and social changes, including high divorce rates, double-income households, and
corporate downsizing (Glass, 2007, p. 99; Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 364). Therefore,
GenXers developed a personality characterized by individualism, scepticism, and a strong
emphasis on self-sufficiency (Hart, 2006, cited by Heyns and Kerr, 2018, p. 3). Gen Xers
were the first generation to witness the first big wave of company layoffs in the 1980s,
seeing their parents lose jobs, and this had repercussions in how they view work and
career today (Glass, 2007, p. 99): for instance, GenXers do not see organizational loyalty
as a priority, and are more inclined to leave a job in search for higher benefits or salary.
In the workplace, they value work-life balance above all (Wong et al., 2008), but they are
precious resources for their technological adaptability and their flexibility in terms of
change and diversity (Heyns and Kerr, 2018, p. 3; Wong et al., 2008, p. 879). As noted by
Smola and Sutton (2002), Gen Xers are used to obtaining prompt feedback from their
personal computers and video games, and this applies to work as well, where they seek

immediate, continuous feedback (Wong et al., 2008). This connects to the fact that they
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focus on the outcome, rather than the process: as Glass notes (2007), they believe that “if
the work is done, it does not matter how or where" it is accomplished (p. 100). Compared
to Baby Boomers, who value hierarchical structures, Gen X employees favour informal
communication and meritocracy rather than seniority-based rewards (Glass, 2007, p. 100;
Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 364). Gen Xers are a transitional generation, bridging the most

traditional Baby Boomers and the Millennials.

Millennials or Generation Y

Born between 1982 and 2000, although alternative sources suggest a range from 1977
to 1992 (Glass, 2007, p. 99) or even from 1982 to 2002 (Ballone, 2007, p. 10), they are
the first generation to grow up with the Internet, staying connected 24/7 (Ballone, 2007).
This led them to develop multitasking abilities and a preference for real-time, fast-paced
communication rather than face-to-face interactions (Smola and Sutton, 2002). They are
products of a child-focused society. In the workplace, they value flexibility, diversity in
team composition, and work-life balance (Heyns & Kerr, 2018, p. 3; Ballone, 2007, p.
11). They favor collaborative and horizontal, rather than hierarchical or vertical, working
environments, seeking autonomy and rapid personal and professional growth (Glass,
2007, p. 101). As Ballone (2007) argues, they do not view work as a means to shape their
identity, but rather as a way to sustain a meaningful life. Millennials, like Gen Xers, have
witnessed their parents losing jobs due to corporate downsizing, which has fostered a
sense of skepticism towards institutions and a tendency to shift jobs more easily and often,
also driven by a desire for rapid advancement. They are outspoken, highly driven in their
work ethic, and are recognized as the most socially engaged generation since the 1960s

(Ryan, 2000, cited by Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 365).

Generation Z

Generation Z encompasses individuals born from 1997 (Dimock, 2019) or 1991
(Yadav & Rai, 2017) onward. Z’ers grew up in a highly digital world, globally connected
(Dimock, 2019; Jayatissa, 2023). They have an "always-on" relationship with technology,

as they are the first generation to grow up with smartphones, Wi-Fi, and social media as
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ubiquitous elements of everyday life (Dimock, 2019, p. 4). Jayatissa (2023) confirms this,
arguing that these digital natives are also referred to as the “.com generation” or “Media
Generation,” epithets that emphasize their deep-rooted tie to the internet and mobile
platforms (Jayatissa, 2023, p. 182). Yadav and Rai (2017) further describe this cohort as
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“technically innate,” with a “strong ‘virtual bonding’” that profoundly influences their
socialization and self-expression (p. 111). However, Gen Zers' digital dependency has
side effects too: Yadav and Rai (2017) note that the “excessive use of social platforms is
suspiciously influencing all basic aspects of individual-level outcomes like
psychosomatic, sentimental and physical well-being” (p. 113). In the workplace, their
technological communication might create intergenerational conflict, especially in
traditional hierarchical working environments. Moreover, Gen Z expects employers to
respect their values, particularly around diversity, autonomy, and opportunities for
innovation, noting that “they have higher expectations than previous generations,

especially in terms of their career” (Jayatissa, 2023, p. 183). This requires organizations

to rethink their traditional approaches to human capital management (Yadav & Rai, 2017).

Today’s workforce is multigenerational: four main generations coexist in the labour
market, each frequently assumed to bring distinct work values shaped by their formative
experiences (Lester et al., 2012). Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials (or Gen Y),
and Generation Z are often described in terms of contrasting preferences, ethics, and
motivations. To cite an example, it is common that Baby Boomers feel the younger
generations do not work as hard as they do, arguing that the latter group prefers working
from home or asks for flexible working hours (Glass, 2007, cited by Hand and Kerr, 2018,
p.3). However, generational stereotypes like this are being increasingly challenged by
growing empirical evidence, suggesting that commonly held beliefs and assumptions
related to generational perceptions are often proved wrong by actual ones (Lester et al.,
2012). Key empirical studies (Lester et al., 2012; Heyns & Kerr, 2018; Wong et al., 2008;
Smola & Sutton, 2002) examine the relationship between work values and generational
identity, rethinking generational actual differences for efficiently managing workplace

dynamics.
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Lester et al. (2012) conducted a study in a Midwestern U.S. organization involving
263 employees aged 17 to 65, in which they compared participants’ work values with
their perceptions of other generations' values. Through an online survey, participants were
asked questions regarding their workplace preferences and their perceptions of what
members of other generations value in the same work environment. Of the 35 work value
items measured, participants perceived 27 generational differences, but only 8 were
supported by actual data (Lester et al., 2012, p. 342). For instance, Generation X and Y
assumed that older generations devalue flexibility and technology, yet Boomers reported
valuing these aspects more than Generation X and Y believed (p. 349). Similarly,
concerning professionalism, the authors noted that “Generation X does not think
Generation Y values it as much as Generation Y thinks they value it” (p. 350), meaning
that Generation X underestimates the value that Generation Y attributes to workplace
professionalism. Besides, such misunderstandings were not solitary. To cite an example,
about the enjoyment of teamwork, involvement, and continuous learning, “Generation X
does not think Generation Y values it as much as Generation Y thinks they value it” (p.
350). Younger generations exhibit greater levels of commitment and cooperation than is
commonly attributed to them in prevailing perceptions. The study highlights how
stereotypes about generations often take over; as Lester et al. (2012) note, "the differences
subjects perceive among the generations significantly outnumber the actual value

differences individuals reported" (p. 342).

Smola and Sutton (2002) further argue, indeed, that in addition to generational identity,
both social context and aging contribute to changes in work values. The authors (2002)
conducted a comparative analysis with data collected from more than 350 individuals
across the United States in 1999, alongside similar data from a 1974 study, to explore
whether generational cohorts hold distinct work values and if these values change with
aging and societal context. From the research, it emerged that generational differences
exist: for instance, Generation X members were generally found to be less loyal to the
company and more centred on themselves. They wanted to be promoted more quickly
than their older counterparts; were less likely to feel that work should be an important

part of one’s life; and, according to their responses, would be more likely to quit work if
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they won a large amount of money (Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 378). This confirms the
stereotype that Gen Xers typically display less traditional attitudes towards work
compared to previous generations. However, Smola and Sutton (2002) also found that
Gen Xers agreed that “one should work hard, even if a supervisor is not around” (p. 378).
This reveals that they are focused on themselves, as the stereotype narrates, but also care
about doing a good job, something the typecasting did not foresee. Furthermore, evidence
show that people’s views about work change with age, but the trend observed goes against
expectations: indeed, the authors (2002), by comparing how workers viewed work in
1974, when they were young, and in 1999, when they were older, observed that their
commitment to jobs and companies decreased, accompanies by an increasingly lower
idealized view of work. By 1999, employees were less likely to believe that “a man’s
“worth” is influenced by how well he does his job; or even that a worker should feel a
sense of pride in his work™ (Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 379). Hence, this proves wrong
the belief that individuals become more responsible and traditionalist with age. Even
more than aging does, societal changes exercise a profound effect on how people value
work. Indeed, the observed decreasing loyalty of employees to their companies, for
instance, might be the outcome of bigger changes in the cultural and economic context.
“Companies’ lack of commitment to employees, ... downsizing, ... hiring temporary
employees (who know they are disposable) or subcontracting their workforce”: workers
are discouraged from staying loyal to companies by the companies themselves, which are
not loyal to them (Smola and Sutton, 2002, p. 379). Besides, as the authors note (2002),
these changing values can be seen in other parts of society too: an increasing work-life
balance has spread, with “Scandinavian and many European countries put a premium on
family time and on helping employees balance personal and work lives” (p. 379). Thus,
for Smola and Sutton (2002), work values are shaped by a combination of generational

identity, age, and most importantly by societal changes.

Similarly, a study conducted by Wong, Gardiner, Lang, and Coulon (2008) on
Australian workers, by examining the influence of personality and motivation across
generations, observed that differences are more closely linked to age and career stage

rather than exclusively to generational identity. For instance, it has been noted that while
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Boomers work more independently and are less inclined to socialize at work, Gen Y
employees prioritize building connections within the working environment; this is due to
their respective career stages rather than fixed generational values. While Boomers
occupy senior roles, younger employees are positioned lower in the organizational

hierarchy and therefore feel a greater need to make contacts and form relationships.

Rudolph et al. (2021) take a more critical stance, questioning whether generational
categories are valid at all, and claiming that they are socially constructed labels that most
of the time do not reflect real evidence. According to the authors (2021), generational
theory today often uses strict age or birth year ranges to define groups, but this approach
ignores an important issue: people living at the same time and age might experience the
socio-historical period in which they are living and its changes differently. How
individuals experience the same events can be very different depending on their context
(Rudolph et al., 2021). Indeed, the authors (2021) reject the concept of generations,

considering them social constructs that lead to stereotypes and discrimination:

Talking about generations is far from benign: it promotes the spread of
generationalism, which can be considered “modern ageism”. ... generationalism is
defined by sanctioned ambivalence and socially acceptable prejudice toward people

of particular ages (Rudolph et al., 2021, p. 954).

Culture and popular media, then, spread and normalise these beliefs. Nevertheless,
generationalism underpins decisions at personal, organizational, and institutional levels,
with divisive and detrimental consequences on people (Rudolph et al., 2021, p.954).
Rudolph et al. (2021) propose the lifespan development model as an alternative approach
to generational explanations: this perspective “frames human development as a lifelong
process which is affected by various influences, not including generations, that predict
developmental outcomes” (p. 946). The belief that changes related to age are better
captured by developmental theories than cohort-based generation categories underpins
the lifespan development model. Despite being the outcome of the socio-cultural
historical context of one individual, development is also driven by people’s own decisions

and actions, a concept known as “developmental contextualism” (Lerner & Busch-
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Rossnagel, 1981, cited by Rudolph et al., 2021, p. 958). The idea behind this principle is

that humans and their developmental process build one another.

1.6 How organizations deal with multiple coexisting generations

As AkhavanSarraf (2020) highlights, mentoring is a widely adopted tool within
organizations to address the challenges posed by an intergenerational workforce. Indeed,
evidence shows that “more than two-thirds of employees are involved in mentoring
relationships” (Egan and Song, 2008, cited by AkhavanSarraf, 2020, p.4) and “roughly
70 percent of large corporations in the United States use mentoring” (p. 4). Organizations
on purpose establish mentoring programs to connect experienced employees with less
experienced staff, fostering the exchange of job experiences and social support
(AkhavanSarraf, 2020, p. 4). Mentoring represents a holistic approach that brings benefits
from a technical and personal perspective, supporting professional integration and
emotional well-being. As AkhavanSarraf (2020) explains, mentoring leads to
“psychological benefits and career development”, including “personal satisfaction,
increased creativity and professional integration, personal and professional

rehabilitation” (p. 5).

Based on Rudolph’s lifespan development model, Higgins and Kram (2001) propose
a rethinking of mentoring. Within the organizational context, companies can apply the
tool of mentorship based on developmental rather than generational logics (Higgins and
Kram, 2001), an innovative nuance of traditional mentoring. Higgins and Kram (2001)
think of mentoring as “a multiple relationship phenomenon” (p. 266), viewing mentoring
as a network of multiple people who support an individual's development in different
ways. These support relationships vary in strength, as the notion of developmental
relationship strength explains, and sprout from different sources, a feature encapsulated
by the concept of developmental network diversity. The authors argue that the more varied
the social systems from which developers come, the less redundant the information
provided. Similarly, the range of the network is higher if a person’s mentor does not come
from the same current employer. Diversification, therefore, is key is efficient mentoring

programs. Higgins and Kram focus on developmental network diversity as range, in line
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with “changes in the current career environment that prompt individuals to look outside
the organization for developmental assistance” (Higgins & Kram, 2001, p. 269). Thus,
multiple relationships shape an individual’s career development, highlighting the
centrality of flexibility and individualization in mentoring, which aligns closely with the
lifespan developmental model, according to which individuals craft their development
through decisions and actions (Rudolph et al., 2021, p. 958). Instead of working on a
generational stereotypes’ logic, developmental mentoring, by backing people's personal
needs, offers a more exhaustive management of different generations coexisting in the

workplace.

Even though Higgins and Kram (2001) propose a developmental network method
based on multiple, diverse mentoring relationships beyond the classic hierarchical dyad
experienced mentor-unexperienced mentee, they recognize that “traditional mentoring
relationships still remain the most common in organizations” (p. 265). Therefore, I will
not dwell further on this alternative form of mentoring, as it is not relevant to the case
study that will be analyzed later. However, I considered it important to mention it, as it
offers a valuable starting point for reflecting on mentoring approaches that move beyond

traditional stereotypes.

1.7 The relationship between social class and the meaning of work

Another factor that affects work and its perception is social class. Social class is broadly
defined as an individual or group’s relative position in society’s economic and cultural
hierarchy and therefore mirrors a person’s power and control over resources (Diemer et
al., 2013). Social class is defined through objective variables, like family income or level
of education, which determine the socioeconomic status (SES), and how these are
subjectively perceived, namely the subjective social status (SSS) (Allen et al., 2014, p.
545). Hence, social class is a multidimensional construct (Allen et al., 2014). Kraus et al.
(2011) support this view by stating that social class defines an individual’s cultural
identity, shaped by both SES and SSS. The dynamics behind this is that SES, that is,
wealth, education, and occupational prestige, generates cultural signals that reveal social

class to others (p. 246). Based on this definition, Allen et al. (2014) argue that social class
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determines how individuals experience and perceive work. Precisely, five factors shape a
person’s perception of work, these being task significance, task identity, skill variety,
autonomy, and feedback from the job (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham,
1975, as cited by Allen et al., 2014, p. 546). As observed by the authors (2014), an
individual in a lower-status job, for instance, has lower chances of finding meaning in
work as they experience restricted autonomy and usually lack opportunities to develop

new skills.

Kraus et al. (2011) dig deeper and explain that from the combination of SES and SSS,
diverse ways of thinking, feeling, and acting arise, which, in turn, as suggested by
Manstead (2018) determine individuals’ work perception (p. 271). As Stephens et al.
(2014) point out, people from low-income, working-class contexts develop a “hard
interdependence” attitude, meaning that their resilience derives from collaborative
support with others. Precisely, they attune their behaviour to social needs, which requires
malleability, built through cooperation, rather than independence (as cited by Manstead,
2018, p. 270-271). In this attitude, according to Kraut et al. (2011), lies the reason why
lower-class individuals seem to demonstrate greater empathic authenticity and sociable
behaviour. The authors (2011) found that lower-class individuals are more inclined to
donate to charity compared to upper-class individuals (p. 249). On the contrary, middle-
and upper- class individuals develop an “expressive independent” self: they shape the
environment so that it fits their objectives, and not vice versa, as in the case of low-income
people (Stephens, Markus, and Phillips, 2014, as cited by Manstead, 2018, p. 270-271).
These two attitudes reflect how the two social classes approach work: it can be inferred,
indeed, that working-class individuals perceive work as an economic means, while

middle-class members approach it to attain self-fulfilment (Carey and Markus, 2017).

Kish-Gephart et al. (2023) investigate these structural class dynamics within the
workplace. Specifically, the authors present three different approaches to studying social

class in organizational research:

1. Functionalist paradigm: Within a static and objective reality, social class,

perceived as a stable variable that shapes individuals’ behaviour at work, helps
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explain cause-and-effect relationships within organizations, thus helping to
predict organizational outcomes (p. 513-14). This view builds on Drudy’s (1991)
functionalist approach, which perceives social class as an inevitable, hierarchical
structure within society, with occupation as the key indicator of social position (p.
22).

2. Interpretative paradigm: Given that, according to this view, reality is “socially
constructed”, it can be understood through how individuals subjectively perceive
it, as it is “open to interpretation by the actors involved” (p. 515). From this
derives the concept of social class, defined by social interactions among
individuals: “social class relates to the unfolding dynamics between people and
within organizations” (p. 513). According to this approach, then, social class is
constructed through relationships. Similarly, the neo-Weberian framework,
outlined by Drudy (1991), centres on “market and work situations”, meaning that
social standing reflects employment relations (p. 27).

3. Critical paradigm: Power dynamics underpin reality, and social classes form
accordingly, thereby mirroring inequalities. As specified by Kish-Gephart et al.
(2021), “social class is embedded within class relations, fraught with fault lines
and power dynamics” (p. 513). This view recalls the neo-Marxists perspective
outlined by Drudy (2019), who, drawing, in turn, on Poulantzas's (1978)
framework, argues that class positions are determined both by an individual’s role
within the production process, and by political and ideological factors, which, for

Marx, are factors that nourish power relations (p. 27).

Recalling Kraus et al. (2011) and Allen et al. (2014)’s definition of social class as a
multidimensional concept, these paradigms together provide different angles from which
to analyze social class, highlighting the interaction among structure, social relations, and

power in modelling work experiences.
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CHAPTER 2: Organizational culture

2.1 Sociology of the organization

In the 1930s, organizational sociology emerged to analyse complex organizations and
their internal dynamics (Abolafia et al., 2014). Specifically, as the authors (2014)
highlight, it focused on aspects such as leadership approaches, hierarchical structures,
interactions among different departments, and the development of internal rules, all

fundamental for understanding large companies, especially in Western capitalist contexts.

This type of sociology is a “special” one, as Pichierri (2011) argues, since it focuses
on a specific societal aspect, that is, the organizations and their specific actors and actions
(p. 4). Cavalli (2001) defines special sociologies as “sociologie di confine”’, meaning that
they present areas of coincidence with other disciplines (p. 127). Moreover, according to
Pichierri (2011), this type of sociology, different from general sociology, which stays
neutral, is applied research; therefore, it makes evaluations, expresses judgments, and
offers solutions. Often, the evaluations take on an even more concrete character,
becoming prescriptions, with sociologists drafting guidelines on how to solve a problem
or deal with a specific situation in the practical field. For this reason, the special sociology
of organization is often defined as “policy research”, conducted in the service of the

organization to solve problems (Pichierri, 2011, p. 5).

Throughout the 20™ century, organizational sociology blended with anthropology until
the concept of organizational culture was established in the 1970s. Specifically, in the
1980s, interest in culture as a means to better understand and manage organizations

strongly emerged (Abolafia et al., 2014).

" Borderline sociologies.
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Broadly defined, an organization is a “gruppo di persone che cooperano in vista di certi
fini” (Pichierri, 2011, p. 6),® while organizational culture refers to the system of shared
meanings, values, beliefs, and symbolic practices that shape how members of an
organization interpret and engage with their environment (Alvesson, 2013). The logic that
blends the two is the following: scholars compare organizations to microsocieties, that is,
social systems with their socialization processes, norms, and structures (Allaire and
Firsirotu, 1984). It is within the context of this broad metaphor that the notion of
organizational culture gains relevance; if organizations are indeed small-scale societies,
then they should manifest cultural traits (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984). As Eldridge and
Crombie (1974) observe, just as personality defines a person's character, an organization's
culture defines the latter’s unique identity (p. 88, as cited in Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984, p.
193-194).

2.2 Definition of organization

The concept of organization has evolved throughout history. I consider the Industrial
Revolution (19"-20™ century) as a turning point in the evolution of the concept of
organization, marking its affirmation in society, defined as the “society of organizations”
(Pichierri, 2011, p.6). I will proceed by outlining three major macro-eras, each reflecting

a distinct conception of organization.

The Industrial Revolution brought a new conception of organizations as mechanical
systems governed by control, hierarchy, and productivity, framed by the classic
organizational theory. Organizations are seen as machines, whose gears, that is, workers,
are replaceable parts, and optimal performance is achieved through specialization,
division of labour, and rigid authority (Shaftritz et al., 2005, as cited in Oyibo and Gabriel,
2020, p. 52). As Pembi (2019) pointed out, Weber, who developed the Bureaucracy
Model, was a cornerstone of classical organizational theory. According to the author,

bureaucracy represents the “most rational and ideal type of organization” (Akat, I.,

8 A group of people who cooperate with a view to certain aims.
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Budak, G., Budak, G., 2002, as cited by Celik and Dogan, 2011, p. 67), based on
hierarchy, with higher positions controlling and supervising lower ones, specialization,
skill-based division of labour, and a legal-rational authority structure (Pembi, 2019, p.
315). A legal-rational authority structure dominates these organizations: as Celik and
Dogan (2011) argue, “workers obey to directives as they are based on legal authority” (p.
67). This bureaucratic character creates discipline, predictability, and efficiency. Within
this framework, an organization is a hierarchical system that aims at maximizing output

through order and control.

However, the highly rationality proper of the Bureaucratic Model has been criticized
as not conforming to reality (Celik and Dogan, 2011): as Udy claims (1959), a Weberian
ideal-typical ‘rational bureaucracy’ is likely to be unstable as a social system” (p. 795).
In contrast to the classic theory, therefore, Neo-Classic theory emerged, a new model that
emphasized the correlation between productivity and employees’ psychological and
social needs as well as financial ones, with the former depending on the latter (Celik &
Dogan, 2011, p. 68). The neo-classic theory was particularly influenced by the Hawthorne
Experiments led by Elton Mayo, conducted at “Hawthorne Works”, an electric company
in Chicago (Oyibo and Gabriel, 2020, p. 53). The studies revealed that social factors,
such as recognition, belonging, and peer influence, positively affect productivity
(Kashyap, 2015, as cited by Oyibo and Gabriel, 2020, p. 53). This signalled a shift to a
human-centred view of the organization, where “the worker, whose existence has been
seen as the prolongation of machine... has begun to gain value again in Neo-Classic Era”
(Celik & Dogan, 2011, p. 68). This model rejects the idea that performance depends only
on external-to-the-individual factors, like the control by supervisors or the highly
organized work (specialization) praised by Weber. Under this paradigm, an organization
is, thereby, defined as a human system whose attainment revolves around relationships,

communication, and motivation.

Weick, a foundational figure of the modern (contemporary) organizational model,
further departed from the neo-classic view of organization by reconceptualizing it as a
process, rather than a structure: indeed, the author introduced the verb “organizing” as a

replacement for the traditional noun “organization” (Weick, 1979, as cited by Schwandt,
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2020, p.3). By using a verb in the progressive tense, Weick aims to underline the
dynamism that underpins humans, arguing that “organizations do not persist as fixed
entities; rather, they are continuously re-created through communicative processes”
(Schwandt, 2020, p. 3). From this perspective, structure is perceived as emerging through
interaction, rather than being imposed. Speaking of which, Weick introduced the concept
of enactment, according to which it is people who actively shape their surrounding
environment, rather than just being thrown into a pre-existing environment (Schwandt,
2020, p. 2). Organizations are, thereby, fluid webs of meaning, rather than mechanical
systems. In short, in this scheme, an organization is understood as a forthcoming process

underpinned by constant interaction and adaptation.

Another relevant contemporary definition is Drucker's (1992), which is based on
knowledge, purpose, and flexibility. Drucker (1992) defines an organization as a
specialized entity that combines diverse knowledge fields to achieve a specific purpose.
Its definition is based around its purpose: indeed, as the author (1992) specifies, “an
organization is defined by its task” and “is effective only if it concentrates on one task”
(p. 99). In the contemporary knowledge society, that is one where knowledge is “the
primary resource for individuals and the economy”, the role and purpose of any
organization is to channel specialized pieces of knowledge into a shared task, making
them productive (Drucker, 1992, p. 96). Moreover, Drucker (1992) emphasizes that an
organization surpasses just its structural label; it functions as a dynamic entity that adjusts
in the face of innovation. Speaking of which, organizations should exploit knowledge to
evolve and adapt constantly: “The organization’s function is to put knowledge to work,
on tools, products, and processes; on the design of work; on knowledge itself” (Drucker,
1992, p. 96). In short, Drucker (1992) perceives the organization as the backbone of the

knowledge society, performing as a productive organization and a pilot of social change.

Having outlined a general framework on the evolution of the concept of organization,
the next sections will focus on the element of culture and its role in the analysis of

organizations.
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2.3 Definition of culture

Before investigating specifically the organizational culture, it is appropriate to provide a
panoramic framework of the concept of culture itself, outlining the main stages that have
shaped its definition and theoretical evolution. This allows for the contextualization of
the approach adopted in the successive analysis, highlighting the theoretical perspectives
from Geertz to the critiques by authors like Roseberry and Handleman, up to models like

Schein’s, which are applied directly to organizations.

Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) distinguish between two main paradigms or conceptions

of culture:

1. The sociocultural system view:

According to this view, culture is tightly interwoven with social structure. Citing the
authors (1984), “the cultural is swallowed into the social and vice versa”, meaning that
the two structures become indistinguishable, creating a unified socio-cultural system (p.
195). This approach presumes harmony, with cultural elements supporting the structure
of society. Kroeber and Parsons (1958) challenged this view by introducing a crucial
analytical separation between social and cultural systems (as cited in Allaire and Firsirotu,
1984, p. 195). As Parsons and colleagues (1961) clarify, the social system pertains to
interactions among individuals within defined collectives, while the cultural system
concerns semantic patterns, including values, norms, beliefs, and expressive forms (p. 34,
as cited in Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984, p. 195). In short, Parsons et al. (1961) provide a
structural-functionalist framework, where culture gives the rules, and society organizes
the players and their engagement. Nevertheless, these rules (culture) are not dictated by
the company autonomously. Instead, organizations are expected to conform to the cultural

values of the society in which they operate (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984, pp. 196-201).

The sociocultural system approach draws its roots from four main anthropological

traditions:

41



a. The functionalist tradition, represented by Malinowski, who proposes an
instrumentalist understanding of culture: culture is “an instrumental apparatus by
which man is put in a position the better to cope with the concrete specific
problems that face him in his environment in the course of satisfaction of his
needs.” (Malinowski, 1944, as cited in Kempny, 1992, p. 51). Therefore, culture
exists as a tool to satisfy human needs.

b. Structural functionalism, whose mouthpiece, Parsons, argues that organizational
cultures function appropriately only when homogenized with system-wide
societal norms. According to Allaire and Firsirotu (1984), for Parsons, ‘“the
organization’s culture must by definition be a subvalue system of a higher-order
one” (p. 201), thus gaining credibility through the alignment with broader societal
values.

c. The ecological-adaptationalist school, according to which culture evolves through
interaction with changing environmental conditions: “Sociocultural systems and
their environments are involved in dialectic interplay, in a process of reciprocal,
or feedback, causality” (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984, p. 197).

d. The historical-diffusionist school suggests that organizational values can
significantly differ from societal norms based on their historical origins: “The
particular time, place and circumstances of the organization’s birth may lead to
strongly held values and ideologies... extant beyond their functional necessity or
adaptive usefulness” (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984, p. 202). According to
Stinchcombe (1965), once “basic organizational patterns were laid down,
organizational change was limited by the functional link between the structure of
the organization and its ability to survive” (Joseph-Goteiner & Fligstein, 2021, p.
2).

2. The ideational system view:

As outlined by Roger Keesing (1974), this approach treats culture as separate from

society, like a system of shared meanings, ideas, and symbolic frameworks rather than

42



simply observable behaviors or material practices. The author (1974) illustrates three

main ways of thinking about culture as a system of ideas:

a. Culture as mental maps

As Keesing observes in “Theories of Cultures” (1974), cultures are seen as systems of

knowledge. As Goodenough (1957) observes:

Culture is not a material phenomenon; it does not consist of things, people, behavior,
or emotions. It is rather an organization of these things. It is the form of things that
people have in mind, their models for perceiving, relating, and otherwise interpreting

them (Goodenough, 1957, p. 167).

In this sense, culture functions as language, namely a set of internalized rules and
categories that outline perception, thought, and behavior. Culture, then, is not behavior
itself but the upholding conceptual schema facilitating behavior to be valid and socially

suitable (Keesing, 1974).
b. Culture as shared symbolic systems

As Keesing (1974) points out, Geertz criticizes Goodenough for being too simplistic.
For Geertz (1973), meanings are not exclusively located in individual minds but are
symbolically shared among social actors: “Culture is public because meaning is. You
can’t wink (or burlesque one) without knowing what counts as winking... Culture is not
in someone’s head; though unphysical, it is not an occult entity” (Geertz, 1973, p. 10). To
illustrate this point, he compares culture to a Beethoven quartet: it exists not within
individual minds or specific performances, but in the intersubjective space they create
(Geertz, 197¢, p. 12). Furthermore, Geertz (1973) supports the idea that culture and social
structure are conceptually distinct, and he critiques the assumption that culture must
always align with the social system. Thus, culture is better understood as an interpretation
of social structures rather than a direct reflection of them: culture is defined as “webs of
significance” that humans have shaped themselves, and through which they interpret the

world surrounding them (Geertz, 1973, p. 5).
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c. Culture as worldview

In this framework, most strongly developed by Lévi-Strauss, culture is a veiled system
of associations and oppositions, such as good/evil, male/female, raw/cooked, that
influence how people think and act, often unconsciously (Keesing, 1974; Allaire &
Firsirotu, 1984). According to Keesing (1974), binary contrasts like these represent how
the mind imposes a logical order on a chaotic world. Culture is, therefore, the skeleton of
thought, its bedrock. This approach assumes that culture functions like grammar in
language: it structures thought and behavior even if individuals are not explicitly aware

of it (Keesing, 1974, p. 89).

2.4 Organizational culture: definition, origins, and theoretical approaches

After investigating the primary theoretical perspectives on culture and the evolution of
the concept of organization, it is now essential to analyze how the former is relevant to

the latter.

The classical approach to organizational analysis views the organization as a rational
tool in the hands of rational decision-makers; reality is objective, it exists independently
of its investigation, and it is explained using strategies typical of the hard sciences, based
on quantitative methods of analysis (Parsons, 1956). Mouthpiece of this approach is
Talcott Parsons who, in "Suggestions for a Sociological Approach to the Theory of
Organizations-I” (1956), defines an organization as a type of social system, which has
assumed a particularly important place in modern industrial societies. Organizations are
characterized by a goal-oriented nature, thus having a functional character (p. 64).
Organizations in this sense have emerged as a consequence of the division of labour in
modern societies (p. 66): from this perspective, they perform as subsystems of broader
societal frames. According to Parsons (1956), the organization is a sub-system of wider
systems, therefore, it draws from the broader value system and adapts those values to its
own context. As the author points out (1956), “the value system of the organization must
imply basic acceptance of the more generalized values of the superordinate system” (p.
68). Hence, for Parsons, social reality is objective, and culture consists of an alignment

with wider societal norms, rather than an independent source of identity developed within
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and proper to organizations. In cases where the organization's value system diverges from
that of the superordinate system, the organization is considered deviant (p. 68). Parsons
(1956) recognizes the importance of values and norms by stating that “a minimal
description of an organization will have to include an outline of the system of values
which defines its functions and of the main institutional patterns...” (p. 68). For Parsons

(1956), the organization can be analyzed through two main perspectives:

1. The top, “cultural-institutional” perspective, which tells what values exist and
guide the functioning of an organization within society. This level, therefore,
includes the “value pattern” of the organization, which is imposed from the above,
broader societal value frame;

2. The bottom, “group/role” perspective, that acknowledges that people enact roles

and interact in subgroups (p. 67).

Hence, Parsons recognizes the centrality of values and norms but does not believe they
are created internally through interactions among individuals. The author does not explore
how interactions among individuals shape the value system; rather, he assumes the value
system shapes individual behavior. This is the opposite of what later theorists like Schein

or Geertz, who will now be analysed, would argue.

The cultural dimension in Parsons' definition takes on a marginal character, to the point
of excluding the possibility that the organization can develop its own distinctive culture.
This “hard”, purely objectivist approach to the analysis of organizations overlooks the
complexity of the meanings that actors attribute to everyday organizational life. Within
such a context, soft approaches emerge, which focus on the cultural, symbolic, and
reflective aspects of the experience within the organization, with particular emphasis on
the processes through which individuals, in their interaction with the organization,

attribute meaning to the reality they live (Bonazzi, 2002, p. 157).

This interpretive shift finds a foundational source in the work of Clifford Geertz

(1973), who considers the symbolic dimension of culture as pivotal to understanding
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social life, emphasizing that culture is composed of public meanings expressed through

symbols, rituals, and practices. Indeed, the author defines culture as:

A historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of
inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men
communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward

life (Geertz, 1973, p. 89).

Geertz adopts an interpretive approach which highlights that culture should be
understood through the symbols and rituals, the “bearers of meaning”, by which people
make sense of their world (Abolafia, Dodge, & Jackson, 2014, p. 349). For Geertz, culture
is not hidden or internal, but visible: as Katherine E. Hoffman (2009) notes in her analysis
of Geertz's interpretive anthropology, “culture is public because meaning is” (Geertz,
1973b, as cited in Hoffman, 2009, p. 418). Meaningful is the simile that Geertz makes
between culture and text: in doing so, Geertz approaches culture not as a fixed system of
rules or structures, but as “multiple layers of interpretation” (Hoffman, 2009, p. 418).
According to Geertz, researchers need to understand "who people think they are, what
they think they are doing, and to what end they think they are doing it” by deciphering
the “frames of meaning” that shape their daily lives (Geertz, 2000, p. 16, as cited in
Abolafia et al., 2014, p. 349). These frames, expressed through rituals, customs, and
institutions, represent symbols that can be interpreted (Abolafia et al., 2014, p. 350).
Speaking of which, Geertz notes that the ethnographer engages in a second-order
interpretation, aiming to grasp the interpretations already held by social actors themselves
(Abolafia et al., 2014, p. 350). In this way, culture consists of interconnected symbols and
practices that form webs of meaning, which Geertz analyzes using a method he calls
“thick description," defined as a comprehensive, contextual approach to interpretation

(Geertz, 1973, p. 10).

As Hoffman (2009) notes, this fundamental concept of culture as text is consistent with
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s view that language - and, as a consequence, meaning - is
essentially social (p. 418). Geertz elaborates on this by asserting that one does not need

to understand a person’s internal mental state, as Goodenough (1957) suggested, to
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comprehend a culture; instead, it involves interpreting the public symbols, rituals, and
actions that demonstrate shared understandings of reality. From this perspective,
organizational culture is a public system of meaning that can be “read” through symbols,
routines, and communicative practices that members collectively interpret and replicate.

As Geertz (1973) argues:

Doing ethnography is like trying to read (in the sense of “construct a reading of”) a
manuscript — foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherences, suspicious emendations,
and tendentious commentaries, but written not in conventionalized graphs of sound

but in transient examples of shaped behavior (Geertz, 1973, p. 10).

Geertz offers a concrete example of his interpretative approach, treating the Balinese
ritual of the cockfight as a cultural text, rich of symbols that stand for social values
(Abolafia et al., 2014, p. 351-352). In “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight”,
Clifford Geertz (1972) notes that the cockfight arena is a symbolic place where Balinese
men, not cocks, express their masculinity, status. As the author points out, “it is only
apparently cocks that are fighting there. Actually, it is men” (p. 5). Thereby, the cock
symbolizes male identity, while the fight represents the deep social tensions within the
Balinese social web. Geertz borrows the idea of “deep play” from J. Bentham, who used
it to describe gambling where the stakes are so irrationally high that, from a utilitarian
standpoint, participation appears foolish. However, for the Balinese cockfights are not
about economy, but rather about status: as Geertz (1972) writes, “in deep cockfights...
men put their money where their status is”, and money is not a means to gain social
prestige, but rather a means to express it (p. 16). What for Bentham appears to be irrational
risk, for the Balinese is a means to express their identity: men express who they are
through the cock (p. 16). In due course, Geertz suggests that the value of deep play lies
in its aptness to create and state meaning, more in line with Weber’s conception of culture
as a search for significance than with Bentham’s utilitarian focus: “The imposition of
meaning on life is the major end and primary condition of human existence” (Geertz,
1972, p. 16). This approach agrees with Geertz’s understanding of culture as a “web of

significance”, and anthropologists are called to read “over the shoulders of those to whom
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they properly belong” (Geertz, 1972, p. 29). The Balinese cockfight is the personification
of the Balinese status hierarchy (p. 17).

For Geertz, being a spokesperson of the interpretive-symbolic approach, symbols are
the key to understanding an organization: the symbol evokes something different from
what it is; for instance, a flag symbolizes the patria. While a signal transmits information,
the symbol conveys an emotion (Gilli, 2000, p. 85, as cited by Pichierri, 2011, p. 145).
Linked to symbols are rituals, defined by Pichierri (2011) as a system of important
symbols for understanding how organizations function and relate to one another. For
instance, in some normative-type organizations, entry occurs through ritual, such as
baptism; or, similarly, the way members of an organization sit around a table during lunch
or, either way, during a convention, communicates their prominence and their reciprocal

relations (Pichierri, 2011, p. 146).

Roseberry (1982) critiques Geertz for deeming culture merely as a text to inspect rather
than as a dynamic process. The author (1982) suggests that Geertz prioritizes the result
over the journey of culture. Roseberry finds Geertz's analysis superficial and
oversimplified; beneath the symbols and rituals that shape culture lie the socio-political
power relations and resulting inequalities that make each culture distinctive. Thus, simply
reading culture is insufficient for interpretation and understanding. Approaching culture
as a text implies taking its words at face value, presuming them to exist independently;
Geertz neglects the deeper analysis of the context behind those words: one must ask “who
is (or are) doing the writing. Or, to break with the metaphor, who is doing the acting, the
creating of the cultural forms we interpret” (p. 1022). As an alternative to Geertz's textual
approach, Roseberry advocates for Raymond Williams’s concept of cultural materialism.
The author argues that culture is not a written product but a material process, highlighting
that it is socially constructed and emerges from historical power dynamics. Similarly,
Handelman (1994) criticizes Geertz’s conception of culture as a text for being deviant,
calling this “the single worst move” that Geertz made in his career (p. 246): while texts
are fixed, human behaviour is dynamic, it changes over time and depends on its

surrounding context. According to Handelman (1994), Geertz reduces, therefore, the lived

48



experiences to static texts to be read. As Keesing (1987) notes, both Handelman (1994)
and Roseberry (1982) share the following position concerning Geertz:

The ‘text’ (or culture) seems separated from its social context... Cultures do not just
constitute webs of significance, but ideologies, ‘disguising human political and
economic realities as cosmically ordained (Keesing 1987, p. 161-162, as cited by

Hoffiman, 2009, p. 420).

Building on Roseberry (1982) and Handelman (1994), I now turn to Edgar Schein to
explain how culture is produced, who moulds it, and under which conditions it develops.
Schein views culture more as a process than a final product. However, Schein does not
neglect Geertz’s conception: indeed, the author agrees that culture is a system of shared
meanings, built around symbols and rituals, but, differently from Geertz, delves into who
creates culture, integrating Roseberry and Handelman with Geertz. Schein functions as a
conceptual bridge between the interpretative approach of Geertz, on one hand, and the
more materialist one of Handelman and Roseberry, on the other. In addition, while Geertz
offers a foundational concept in the symbolic and meaning-making aspects of culture,
Schein (2010) formulates a structured, multilayered model that explains how culture
functions in organizations - how it is created, sustained, and possibly altered by leaders
and members. Schein turns culture into a managerial tool within organizations, building
a still influential framework. Since this study seeks to explore organizational dynamics
through cultural analysis, Schein’s contributions are better suited for uncovering how
shared assumptions, values, and practices influence behavior and decision-making within

particular institutional contexts.

Edgar Schein was the first to introduce a comprehensive and detailed definition of

organizational culture as:

A pattern of basic assumptions, invented, discovered, or developed by a given group,
as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration,
that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, is to be taught to
new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those

problems (Schein, 1990, p. 111).
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According to Schein (1990), organizational culture operates on three fundamental
levels (the three-layer model of organizational culture), where level designates the degree

of perceptibility of a cultural phenomenon to the external observer:

1. Observable artifacts: These are the tangible physical objects, behaviours, and
verbal expressions of an organization. Dress norms, the physical space
arrangement, the overall sensory atmosphere, or historical institutional documents
like annual reports, or mission statements are instances of artifacts. These are
immediately visible, but hard to interpret without a deep understanding of the
context in which they are collocated (p. 112). Artifacts are the first aspect that
individuals get in touch with at first (Pichierri, 2011).

2. Espoused values, or behavioural norms: These are stated beliefs, norms, and
philosophies that organizations promote (p. 112). In other words, they serve as
normative criteria through which individuals express moral judgements. As the
author (2010) observes, “espoused beliefs and moral/ethical rules remain
conscious and are explicitly articulated because they serve the normative or moral
function of guiding members of the group...” (Schein, 2010, p. 27). However,
Schein cautions that espoused values at times clash with actual behavior. Indeed,
the author (2010) explains that “many of the beliefs and values that are espoused
in a culture will, on closer examination, turn out to be either not congruent with
behavior or not very carefully thought out” (p. 27). This gap underlies the
importance of going beyond values, analyzing, thus, the so-called “basic
underlying assumptions”, which influence at a deeper level how members engage
with organizational life.

3. Basic underlying assumptions: These are, recalling Schein’s words (1990),
“unconscious assumptions that determine perceptions, thought processes,
feelings, and behavior.” (p. 114). They define how people interpret the reality of
an organization. They represent the core of organizational culture: indeed, “once
one understands some of these assumptions, it becomes much easier to decipher
the meanings implicit in the various behavioural and artifactual phenomena one

observes” (p. 114). Basic underlying assumptions are hard to change because they
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work as psychological defense mechanisms, providing the group with a sense of
identity and security: “The most central issue for leaders is to understand the
deeper levels of a culture... and to deal with the anxiety that is unleashed when

those assumptions are challenged” (Schein, 2010, p. 33).

Schein (1983a) points out that no organization exists in isolation; each operates within
a broader external environment while also managing its internal mechanisms. According
to Schein (1983a), organizational culture arises through a group's shared learning as it

responds to challenges in two interdependent domains:

1. External adaptation and survival: How the organization reacts to external factors
like market dynamics, customers, or competitors;
2. Internal integration: How members of the organization cooperate, communicate,

and relate.

These challenges need efficient solutions. When a group finds approaches that work
“well enough ... to be taken for granted,” these responses gradually solidify into basic
assumptions, forming the substructure of its organizational culture (Schein, 1983a, p. 15).
Once established, these assumptions are imparted to new members as the “right” way to
think and act in the organization. External survival and internal integration reinforce one
another: while the organization cannot survive in the external world if people inside do
not cooperate, people cannot efficiently cooperate if the organization does not perform
well its main purpose. Over time, these solutions become habitual, evolving into a cultural
framework that determines behaviour. The more ancient an organization is, the more

complex and resilient its basic assumptions are (Schein, 1983a, p. 15-16).

2.5 Organizational culture’s formation

Organizational culture originates from the vision of its founder, being the result of the
founder’s worldview and personal assumptions (Schein, 1983a, p. 13). Schein (1983a)

identifies a four-stage process by which culture begins:

1. The founder has the initial idea for an enterprise;
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2. A founding group is formed that shares the initial idea;
3. The group concretely establishes the organization, based on this idea;

4. New members are brought in, and the organization starts its history (p. 18).

Surely the founder plays a key role, but of the same importance of the group’s: indeed,
in order for culture to develop, the group in question has to remain together for long
enough to be able to face challenges, find solutions, and pass to others the learned
responses (Schein, 1983b, p. 6-7), teaching them the correct way “to perceive, think and
feel in relation to those problems” (p.2). In other words, this means that the culture of an
organization is the result of its founder’s vision as much as of its members’ shared learning
throughout the years, internalized mainly through socialization processes and overcoming
of limits and problems. This importance of the members of the organization, in addition
to its founder, is very effectively conveyed by Hofstede’s definition of organizational
culture as “the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of
one organization from another” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 262, as cited by Hofstede, 1998, p.2).
In short, an organization’s culture lives in the mind of all its members, making it essential
to collect samples from all of them when exploring an organization’s culture (Hofstede,

1998, p. 2).

The development of organizational culture is therefore perceived by Schein (1983b)
as a learning process where effective solutions become embedded as norms, as a result of

two main mechanisms:

1. Solutions that bring success;

2. Solutions that avoid anxiety/discomfort.

Concerning the latter emotional driver entailed in problem-solving mechanism, that is

to say, anxiety, the author (1983b) notes that:

All rituals and patterns of thinking or feeling which may originally have been
motivated by a need to avoid a painful, anxiety-provoking situation are going to be
very stable, even if the causes of the original pain are no longer acting (Schein,

1983b, p. 9).
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Building on Hebb, who believed that humans needed “cognitive order and
consistency”, Schein argues that cultural elements resulting from anxiety are more
resistant as they offer individuals psychological safety, order and stability, which is why
they find it hard to let them go (Hebb, 1954, as cited by Schein, 1983b, p.9). Thus,
according to Schein (1983b), the formation of culture within organizations results from
the blending of rational and emotional responses to problem-solving. As will be described
later in this chapter, the emotional element is also crucial in the face of organizational

change.

The perspective brought by Schein established the basis for a managerial interest in
culture as a tool for control. Moreover, Western firms began to see culture to enhance
efficiency with the success of Japanese corporations, often attributed to the values of their
national and entrepreneurial culture (Pascale and Athos, 1982, as cited by Wilson, 2004,
p. 113-114). In this context, the trend is shifting more towards an approach known as
“normative control". This influence focuses on individuals’ emotions, experiences, and
thoughts, rather than relying solely on imposed rules, rewards, and penalties, to indirectly

shape their behavior. (Etzioni, 1960, as cited in Wilson, 2004, p. 114).

Goffman (1961) reminds, though, that normative control gets exercised on people, who

are not passive subjects:

Mentre i1 materiali umani non possono essere altrettanto insensibili quanto quelli
inanimati, la loro stessa capacita di percepire e di seguire i piani dello staff, assicura
che essi sono anche in grado di ostacolarli piu di quanto non possano farlo gli oggetti

inanimati (Goffman, 1961, p. 109).”

® While human materials cannot be as insensitive as inanimate ones, their very ability to
perceive and follow the staff’s plans ensures that they are also capable of obstructing them more

than inanimate objects ever could.
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It might happen, in fact, that values, norms and objectives promoted by the
management are not shared by workers (Hofstede, 1998, as cited by Wilson, 2004, p.

114). Within an organization, there can exist, indeed, different subcultures.

2.6 Subcultures

As Pichierri points out (2011), every organization has its own culture; however, especially
as for large organizations, circumstances evolve: these are constituted by multiple groups
of people, and in addition to the stable interactions among its members, there are also
“privileged interactions,” that is, interactions among members of the same subgroup (p.
148). It is these privileged interactions, the author (2011) argues, that form subcultures
within a single organization (p. 148). Generally, subcultures are representations of

broader cultures. According to Pichierri (2011), some of them are:

1. Class cultures: The social class an individual belongs to determines their identity.
For instance, Great Britain is known for having a strong Labour-oriented culture.
Therefore, within this context, managers of organizations know that any strike is
highly likely to be supported,

2. Industry cultures: They develop within the same sectors, understood as “a group
of firms that use the same type of technology with a view to the same type of
product,” for instance, ports or mines (p. 149);

3. Professional cultures: People coming from the same professional community, with
the same training and the same professional experiences. These are individuals
whose identity is based on the type of knowledge they have, rather than on the
specific company or sector (Butera, 1987, as cited by Pichierri, 2011, p. 150). For
this reason, this social group is also defined as “knowledge workers” (Butera,
Donati, Cesaria, 1997, as cited by Pichierri, 2011, p. 151);

4. Territorial cultures: Ways of organizing specific to a given place and that remain
relevant despite the world becoming increasingly globalized;

5. Age cultures;

6. Gender cultures.
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Through this classification, Pichierri (2011) provides a broad sociological
understanding of subcultures. The focus now shifts to subcultures in organization-specific
contexts by using Schein's classification (2010). Indeed, while Pichierri explains how
external cultural identities are brought into working environments by workers, Schein
(2011) reverses the perspective and explains how organizational subcultures develop

internally.

Schein (2010) argues that the organizational culture mirrors the national culture and
the interplay of subcultures, which come from the jobs people do (p. 55). As the author
(2010) notes, subcultures develop according to one’s educational background, task, and
professional identity, bringing, therefore, different values and norms into the organization.
To cite an instance, in a hospital setting, “the culture is influenced by the subcultures of
the doctors, which reflect not only medicine in general but also the different emphasis of

medical education in different countries” (p. 55).

According to Schein (2010), subcultures rise from functions, professions, or

hierarchies:

1. Functional subcultures develop among members of an organization performing
the same role, or function, e.g., Marketing, R&D, or Finance, who share similar
tasks, educational, and experiential backgrounds. These functional sections are
defined by Schein (2010) as “silos” (p. 55). Diverse functional units within
organizations often give birth to miscommunication: people from different
departments often clash, but it is a matter of cultural differences, rather than
incompatible personalities.

2. Hierarchical subcultures emerge because of layers within an organization. Every
layer develops its own assumptions, which are then taught to new members once
they enter that specific level. This creates communicative issues when it comes
to, for instance, persuading senior managers to support a new idea. This is due to
every level speaking and thinking differently, which can be the cause of eventual

misunderstandings or the betrayal of valid initiatives. (p. 56).
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3. Occupational subcultures, which are based on the concept of occupational
communities developed by Gladwell, that is, groups of individuals who share the
same profession, on the broader level and not strictly in the specific organization’s
context (Gladwell, 2008, as cited by Schein, 2010, p. 56). These people have in
common similar experiential and educational backgrounds, besides fulfilling the
same job requirements and sharing the same social network within their
occupation. Occupational subcultures differ from functional ones for a matter of
scale: while the former is broader, the latter is more context-dependent. (p. 56-

57).

Given the presence of subcultures, Joanne Martin (1992) offers an approach to analyze
organizational culture. Simply put, the author offers three lenses through which

organizational culture can be explored:

1. The differentiation perspective, which formalizes the idea mentioned beforehand
that subcultures exist. Organizations are made up of subcultures that co-exist
“sometimes in harmony, sometimes in conflict, and sometimes in indifference to
each other” (Martin, 1992, as cited in Mumby, 1994, p. 157).

2. The integration perspective, according to which “organizations are characterized
by “consensus, consistency, and clarity” (Martin, 1992, as cited in Mumby, 1994,
p. 157). This lens is the most frequently employed in studies of organizational
culture, emphasizing the element of consensus. However, this focus often ignores
internal conflicts, thereby restricting the understanding of organizational
complexity and hindering a comprehensive insight. (Mumby, 1994, p. 157).

3. The fragmentation perspective, which rejects the idea of a unique culture; instead,
according to this view, “organizational cultures consist of multiple and competing

interpretations that do not coalesce into a clear picture” (Mumby, 1994, p. 157).

Martin suggests applying all three simultaneously: “To exclude any of these
perspectives from the domain of organizational culture research would be to limit what

we could try to understand” (Martin, 1992, as cited in Mumby, 1994, p. 157).
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Aligned with Martin’s fragmentation perspective is Smircich’s view of subcultures as
an integral part of every organization. According to Smircich (1983), culture is something
that an organization is, and not that it 4as and can be manipulated, where what the
organization has refers to the material variables, while what it is consists of the values
and emotions of its members (as cited by Wilson, 2004, p. 115). Thus, subcultures become
difficult for managers to control. This reinforces Martin’s fragmented view that culture is

plural in systemic realities.

2.7 Organizational change is cultural

Given that “organizations are social inventions, fragile symbolic realities continuously
negotiated, exchanged and shared among their members” (Laurent, 1990, p. 83), change
must first be understood culturally. As the author argues, the members of the organization
need a transformation in their view of it to achieve change: in other words, organizational
change is possible when people change their assumptions, and rethink and reinvent their

work accordingly (p. 83).

As Radicchio highlights (2014), based on the three-layer model of organizational
culture by Schein (1990), what an organization communicates as official values
sometimes clash with what is practices in the every-day reality by its members:
“Pensiamo ad esempio a un’ipotetica azienda che dichiara in tutte le forme comunicative
(valori dichiarati) I’importanza del coinvolgimento: tutti sono importanti, poi troviamo
magari mense separate o il parcheggio dirigenti all’ombra (artefatti)” (p. 139).!° As the
author explains (2014), this clash occurs because of what Schein (1990) defines as basic
underlying assumptions, which are so deeply rooted within the organizational culture that
they dictate its members’ behaviour and, thus, make change difficult to take place. Schein

(1986) asserts that “culture goes beyond slogans, behavior patterns, and values, to basic

10 Think of a hypothetical organization that declares in all its communicative forms (espoused
values) the importance of involving: everyone is important, but then we find separated canteens

or the parking for managers in the shade.
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assumptions” (p. 82), making the change process inherently complex. Davis (1982)
investigates a similar concept, calling context “the unquestioned assumptions through
which all experience is filtered” (p. 65). Both Schein and Davis argue that change occurs
only by working on those deep, rooted structures. Speaking of which, Davis (1982) makes
a relevant distinction between “content” and “context”, arguing that “a shift in the
content... is change. A shift of the context... is transformation” (Davis, 1982, p. 64).
Changing content means, recalling Schein, to change the most superficial level of his
three-layer cultural model, whereas changing context causes what he calls transformation,
thus changing how people think by working on basic assumptions, or context, the deepest
level of culture. Citing Davis (1982), “the person who manages content can only improve
the efficiency of the organization, and can never make it more effective” (p. 66). How
ingrained those structures are depends on the organization’s life stage, that is, infancy,
mid-life, or maturity/decline (Schein, 1986). The more an organization is elderly, the less
flexible and adaptable to changes it becomes, as its underlying assumptions become

increasingly ingrained with time (Davis, 1982).

Schein (1986) identifies eleven mechanisms (Figure 1), ranging from natural evolution
in the case of infant organizations, to technological seduction for organizations in their
mid-life stage, to coercive persuasion to be applied when the organization is mature.
These multiple mechanisms show that changing culture is not a simple matter (p. 81).
What all these changes strategies must entail, though, regardless the “age” of the
organization, are “some unfreezing forces” (p. 81) that challenge existing assumptions
and, simultaneously, create a state of psychological security: a state of anxiety, indeed,

would deaden rather than stimulate people to welcome change and revise their beliefs.
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Figure 1 - Growth States, Functions of Culture and Mechanisms of Change. Adapted
from Organizational Culture and Leadership (p. 66), by E. H. Schein, 1986, Jossey-Bass
Publishers. © 1986 by Edgar H. Schein.

This paper focuses on the mature reality as it represents an already established
organization, with a deeply rooted culture. This makes the dynamics of organizational
change complex, as the changing process occurs in a stable and internalized cultural
context. Furthermore, the case study subject of my research is a mature organization,

which makes the theoretical approach even more pertinent and applicable.
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When describing cultural change within a mature reality, Schein (1986) mentions
turnaround as a profound change method, to which the role of the leader is central. The
author (1986) identifies two modes of acting in cultural turnarounds on behalf of the

leader:

1. Clear vision model: The end goal to achieve is clearly defined and exposed;
2. Fuzzy, but urgent vision model: The final goal is not clear, but the emotional

involvement of the leader encourages people to find solutions. (p. 80).

By using Davis’ lens to analyze these two approaches, it emerges that Schein’s first
leadership model aligns closely with Davis’ (1982) view of the traditional or “classic”
sense of time in organizational leadership. According to the author (1982), “the sense of
time that executives employ with the classic model is to use the present organization as
the vehicle for getting to the future, to the objective” (p. 73). Schein’s second leadership
model, instead, aligns with Davis’ (1982) future-perfect mindset, where the leader heads
“from a place in time that assumes you are already there, and that is determined even
though it hasn’t happened yet” (p. 73): the leader acts as if the future is already real.
According to Schein (1986), the leader motivates people to move even if the future is
fuzzy, and according to Davis (1982), this behaviour is underpinned by a future-perfect
logic. This future-oriented view of change resembles Laurent (1990)’s perception of
change not as a shift, but rather as a transformation, which is best represented as a spiral
(p- 84). This symbolism is instrumental in viewing change as an evolution from a past to
a future state, rather than as a linear move from one state to another (Laurent, 1990).
Within the spiral, past, present, and future blend, while the line leaves the past behind.
Thus, Davis and Laurent both support Schein’s second leadership model. Specifically,
connected to Schein’s second leadership model is Lauren’s (1990) view of the role of the
leader in the face of organizational change. According to the author (1990), “minds cannot
be changed, they can only be inspired”, and since organizations live in the minds of
people, transformation does not happen because of management strategies, but through a
leadership that motivates people to think otherwise (p. 88). Here, Laurent points out the
difference between management and leadership: organizational change might seem a

simple matter of implementing the right management approaches (methods, rules, tools),
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but, in reality, it is all about having an inspiring leader, a “hero” in Laurent’s words (p.

88).

Organizational change involves emotions too, to which is relevant Smollan and Sayer
(2009)’s argument on the role of emotions in organizational change and culture.
Specifically, the way change is introduced has emotional consequences on employees.
Evidence for this is provided by the authors’ qualitative study, where 24 participants from
various industries and roles in Auckland, New Zealand, after having experienced diverse
organizational changes, were interviewed to understand the relationship between their
emotional experience and cultural transformation (Smollan and Sayer, 2009). Their study
(2009) found top-down-imposed change to be inefficient, as emotionally destructive: as
one interviewee declared, “[t]here was a real culture of stamping on any of the sort of
features of our culture in the past” (p. 445). The emotional distress resulting from top-
down, vertical changes, akin to Schein’s first model, contrasts with inclusive
organizational cultures that foster more positive emotional experiences during cultural
transformation: “E., a senior human resources manager, believed that his organization had
a very positive culture, where there was open communication and constructive feedback,
and where staff members could ‘challenge’ management by expressing their opinions.”
(Smollan & Sayers, 2009, p. 447). This aligns with Schein’s (1986) second model, where
the leader emotionally inspires and involves people in finding solutions to an unpleasant
present, a signal of an already inclusive culture: this “horizontal” approach makes

employees feel part of the change and thus grows in them a positive emotional status.

2.8 Employees’ responses to organizational change

In the face of organizational changes, decline, or stagnation, employees can adopt
different reaction strategies, well captured by Albert O. Hirschman’s framework of “Exit,
Voice, and Loyalty” (1970). The author outlines three possible options as employees’

responses:

1. Exit: It refers to the “voluntary separation or turnover from the job", which can
occur through leaving the organization entirely or departing from a specific task

or department within it (Farrell, 1983, p. 597).
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2. Voice: It describes the efforts employees make to initiate change when systems
are not functioning effectively. This typically occurs when employees feel
involved with the organization (Hirschman, 1970, p. 30).

3. Loyalty: It acts as a mechanism that delays the decision to exit, enabling the
expression of voice. In such cases, “employees suffer in silence, confident that
things will soon get better” (Hirschman, 1970, p. 38, as cited by Farrell, 1983, p.
598).

Farrell (1983) widens this model by integrating the concept of neglect, described as a
passive form of withdrawal that manifests through absenteeism or reduced effort (p. 598).
According to the author (1983), employees perceive voice as an active and constructive
option, whereas loyalty and neglect are regarded as passive and not beneficial. These
reaction types are underpinned by psychological factors identified in Wang and Kebede’s

(2020) empirical study.

The authors (2020) conducted a quantitative survey of 359 Ethiopian public sector
employees, who were asked, in the face of organizational change, to rate their perceptions
on factors like perceived organizational control (POS), perceived procedural justice, fear
of change, and trust in management (p. 283). To be proactive in facing change, employees
must first recognize that there is an actual need for change (Wang and Kebede, 2020, p.
282). Findings confirmed what previous literature stated, that “perceived organizational
support is related to a wide array of work-related attitudes and outcomes”, whereas low
support leads workers to “possess cynical reactions, suffer from negative emotions, and
ultimately reject the change” (Eisenberg et al., 1990, as cited by Wang and Kebede, 2020,
p. 277). Thereby, for the authors, higher support generates greater acceptance and lower
opposition to change (p. 277). Similarly, perceived procedural justice, which is how fair
the employees perceive the decision-making processes to be, influences workers’
behaviour in front of changes: precisely, “procedural justice was associated with higher
acceptance, readiness, and commitment to organizational change” (p. 278). Moreover,
while fear of consequences was found to be “a barrier to employees’ acceptance of
progress” (p. 279), trust in management, when high, contributes to “a greater willingness

to cooperate with the change” (p. 281). Ultimately, self-confidence for learning and
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development is another crucial factor: “Employees who have high levels of self-
confidence in learning and development may take the change as an opportunity...

otherwise they may perceive organizational change as a threat” (p. 280).

By using these authors to read Hirschman, it can be inferred that employees who
positively react to these variables are more likely to voice, whereas the others would

probably exit, stay loyal by postponing action, or, recalling Farrell (1983), neglect.

2.9 Organizations’ internal management of change through mentoring

In light of workers’ reactions modalities outlined above (section 2.8), the organization can
introduce adaptive strategies to engage employees. Among these practices is mentoring,

on which I will focus for the purpose of this thesis.

The origins of the word “mentor” can be traced back to Greek mythology, specifically
in “The Odyssey” by Homer, a literary work from the 8" century B.C. The prefix “men-
” in Greek means “one who thinks,” while the suffix “-tor” translates to “man,” or “-trix”
for women. Therefore, the term mentor denotes a “man or woman who thinks” (Garvey,
2023). In “The Odyssey”, Mentor is a minor character, a friend and loyal companion of
Odysseus entrusted with overseeing his son Telemachus during the absence of the King,
who had left the island of Ithaca to fight in the Trojan War. Nevertheless, Mentor proves
inadequate for the duty, and as several dishonourable admirers arrive, assuming the King
to be dead and trying to wed Queen Penelope, chaos /ands on the kingdom. To protect the
stability and prosperity of Ithaca in Odysseus’s absence, Zeus intervenes and sends
Athene, “the goddess of civil administration, war and, most notably, wisdom” (Harquail
and Blake, 1993, p. 3). Pondering Telemachus as a key figure in reinstating order, Athene
assumes the guise of Mentor, becoming his guide and advisor, pushing him towards a
journey to discover whether his father is still alive (Rieu, 1946; Stammers, 1992).
Through this journey, Telemachus enhances his martial skills. In the end, Odysseus makes
his way back, and together with his son, he pursues a raw battle to rid the court of the
suitors, eventually prevailing (Garvey, 2023). Indeed, the modern concept of mentor, a
wise and guiding figure, comes from the name Mentor in “The Odyssey”. However, this

is based on a misunderstanding since it was Athena, disguised as Mentor, who provided
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the wisdom and guidance to Telemachus (Stammers, 1992). Mentor was not particularly
significant or influential on his own. Over time, people mistakenly attributed Athena’s
wisdom to Mentor himself, leading to the modern definition of a mentor as a trusted
advisor and teacher (Roberts, 1999). Specifically, despite the true mentor in “The
Odyssey” was Athena, as her role was intertwined with divinity, later scholars and
educators distanced themselves from the religious aspect and instead applied the name
Mentor to the guidance process itself (Roberts, 1999). The actual turning point in
Telemachus' development occurs in “The Odyssey” (Homer, 1919), where Athena, posing
as Mentor, tells him: ““You must not cling to childhood any longer. You are no longer a
child. It is time to act” (Book II, lines 268-270). This pivotal moment, which sets
Telemachus on his path toward maturity and self-discovery, was not delivered by Mentor
himself but by Athena, reinforcing the fact that the modern reputation of Mentor is based

on a misreading of the original text (Roberts, 1999).

The misattribution became especially notable over the 17" and 18" centuries
(Enlightenment), when the most significant distortions of the role of Mentor occurred
(Roberts, 1999). Precisely, in the 1699 novel “Les Aventures de T¢lémaque” by Fénelon,
the version of mentoring we are familiar with in modern times emerged (Garvey, 2023),
showing that cultural reinterpretation can reshape historical narratives (Etzioni, 1961).
Mentor was portrayed as a generous and charitable character. Here, Mentor was
reimagined as a proactive and judicious teacher, rather than the passive figure portrayed
in Homer’s epic (Roberts, 1999). This fictionalized version of Mentor turned into the
foundation for the modern understanding of mentor, supporting the view by Schon (1983),
according to which “the conceptualization of mentorship has always been more about
symbolic value than strict historical accuracy” (p. 49). As Stammers (1992) points out,
“the Enlightenment period redefined Mentor as a sage and educator, erasing Athena’s role

and creating a convenient historical model for guidance and instruction” (p. 78).

The ideals of the Enlightenment were deeply embedded in the work by Fénelon,
written in that historical period, whose guiding lights were reason, education, and moral
philosophy over authority. Aligned with this approach, a mentor is not an authoritative

figure, but rather a supportive one, becoming the personification of a traditional
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education’s reformation, prioritizing guidance over control (Riley, 1994). Furthermore,
Fénelon was innovative in the narrative approach he adopted, employing classical
mythology as an educational tool and turning it into the context where to insert his

teachings, thus making them more attractive (Riley, 1994).

As explained by loannou and Malafantis (2019), the political context of “Les
Aventures de Télémaque” also played a crucial role in its rapid success. In a France ruled
by Louis XIV, a society structured in a rigid, hierarchical system under a divine-right
monarchy, the themes of altruism, guidance over control, and justice served as an implicit
critique of the existing regime. Paradoxically, the controversy surrounding the work only
increased its popularity. Widely read across Europe, it influenced thinkers who would
later contribute to revolutionary shifts in governance and education. In this sense,
Fénelon’s Mentor was more than just an educational guide; he became a model for

enlightened leadership (Ioannou and Malafantis, 2019).

Although mentoring has been recognized as a beneficial means for both professional
and personal development, there is no consensus on its definition. As Mullen (1994)
unfolds, the mentoring literature has been “plagued by a lack of agreement on just what
constitutes a mentoring relationship” (p. 259). Indeed, being the concept of mentoring
multifaceted itself, its interpretation, and consequently definition, vary depending on the
context, purpose, and disciplinary perspective. Mentoring has been typically associated
with a one-on-one type of relationship, in which a more experienced person supports the
growth of a less experienced one (Myers & Humphreys, 1985). Subsequent contributions
to this definition included, for instance, the observation by Hunt and Michael (1983) that
mentors are typically older, more established professionals and that mentoring
relationships have historically occurred within same-gender pairs (Burke, McKeen &
McKenna 1990). Building on these contributions, Kram (1985) highlighted two
dimensions of mentoring, namely the career and psychological ones: to him, mentoring
consists of a senior providing career and psychological support to a junior colleague
working in the same organization. Mullen (1994) later merged these academic views into

a more comprehensive definition of mentoring:
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A mentoring relationship is a one-to-one relationship between a more experienced
member (mentor) and a less experienced member (protégé) of the organization or
profession. The relationship is developed to promote the professional and personal
growth of the protégé through coaching, support, and guidance. Through
individualized attention, the mentor transfers needed information, feedback, and
encouragement to the protége, providing emotional support and putting in a good

word when possible (Mullen, 1994, p. 259).

Later, Tesone and Ricca (2005) condensed the nature of mentoring in more functional
terms: “The inexperienced individual has three basic means of learning how to perform:
observation, trial and error, and tutelage. Tutelage comes in the form of a relationship
between an experienced person and one who is lacking in practical experience” (p. 197).
This is the bedrock of traditional mentoring, where an experienced, older, and wiser
person, the mentor, supports and guides a less skilled, younger, and hungry-to-learn one,
the mentee or protégé (TEDx CUHK, 2016). Mentoring has existed for centuries, but its
form and purpose have evolved: indeed, while historically it was an informal and
spontaneous process, today it has turned into a more institutionalized and structured path,
especially in workplaces and academia (Yanow, 2020). Informal mentoring is a
mentorship that unfolds naturally, resembling a friendship-type of relationship: relatives
and friends, for instance, can be informal mentors whenever they ask one for advice. In
contrast, formal mentoring is more structured as it happens within formal contexts where
less experienced workers are placed side by side with seniors, who can help the former
towards a goal (Paladin & Favotto, 2024). Up to today, many organizations foster human
resource development by integrating formal mentoring plans in their modus operandi
(Baugh and Fagenson-Eland, 2007). Mentoring equips younger fellows with valuable
insights into the field they are entering, including established customs, practices, key
priorities, influential figures, and prevalent structures that shape the environment
(Barondess, 1997): they become acquainted with the culture of the organization they are

entering, thanks to the transfer of tacit knowledge.

Mentoring typically takes three main forms: traditional, reverse, or reciprocal (Paladin

& Favotto, 2024). While all rely on the relationship between mentor and mentee, they
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differ in whether knowledge flows unilaterally or reciprocally (Stephenson, 2014). As
defined before, traditional mentoring refers to an enhancing relationship in which a more
experienced individual provides guidance, support, and knowledge to a less experienced
colleague, helping them grow personally and professionally (Ghosh, 2012). The mentor
acts, therefore, as a role model and advisor for the mentee (Ghosh, 2012). In contrast,
reverse mentoring inverts this dynamic, allowing younger or less experienced employees
to mentor senior colleagues, particularly in areas such as digital competencies,
innovation, or generational perspectives (Chen, 2022). The third form is reciprocal
mentoring, a symmetrical relationship that emphasizes mutual growth and shared learning
(Paladin & Favotto, 2024); an intentional trade of insights, experience, and support

(Goerisch et al., 2019).
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CHAPTER 3: The dominant culture in Gruppo Acqua Minerale San

Benedetto S.p.A.: core characteristics and values

The present chapter consists of the application of the theoretical concepts to the
organization of San Benedetto. Before, though, I will briefly introduce the company and,
above all, explain its geographical context, which is key in understanding its structure and

culture.

3.1 Historical background

Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A., as described by Masia (2016) in “Un lungo sorso

di freschezza”!!

is an Italian multinational controlled by the Zoppas family and based in
Scorzé, a modest town in the plains North of Venice province, that operates in the field of

non-alcoholic beverages, of which it is the national market leader.

In the past, Scorzé was an area characterized by vast radicchio fields, among which
lies the millennial “fonte dell’acqua della salute”,'? a spring whose water is sourced from
the glaciers of the Alps and Dolomites and was thought to have beneficial and healing
properties for the body. It flows through calcareous rocks that enrich it with mineral salts,
subsequently coursing underground where it is subject to natural filtration, before
emerging in a final gush. At the end of the 1940s, the owners of the field where the fonte
was situated, Bruno and Ermenegildo Scattolin, took a sample of its water and got it
analysed at the University of Pavia. The official authorization for selling it arrived in
1951. On April 10, 1956, the company San Benedetto was established, with B. and E.
Scattolin as counsellors and Augusto Zoppas as President. Zoppas family was at the time

diversifying its investments (Orefice, 1999, p. 365-366). The plant was built around the
fonte, and Bruno Scattolin’s home was right behind it, a typical signal of the tight

T A long sip of freshness.

2 Source of the healthy water.
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relationship between work and life at the time, especially in the Veneto region (Bernardi,

1990).

The Zoppas family, hailing from Conegliano, was regarded as one of the most robust
entrepreneurial forces in the Northeast during that period. Their industrial narrative
commenced in 1926 when the family established a family-run hardware shop specifically
dedicated to the repair of wood-burning stoves imported from Germany (Orefice, 1999,
p. 61; Masia, 2016, p. 17). Subsequently, they ventured into the production of appliances,
a sector that experienced significant growth in Italy following the war. During that era,
Italy reached unprecedented levels of prosperity after WWII. By the end of the 1960s, the
country was characterized by a landscape of mass consumption. San Benedetto was, at

that time, a secondary business for the family.

Water was bottled in glass and transported in wood trunks. In 1967, plastic trunks were
introduced by San Benedetto. Transport was assigned exclusively to local haulers,
extremely tied to the territory, and eager to see it grow. The company invested in the local
workforce, whose contiguity and identification with the area raised a sense of motivation

and dedication, whereby reinforcing their commitment to the company.

In 1962, Augusto Zoppas became the sole owner of the company, and for the occasion,
the plant of Scorze was formally inaugurated. Those were the years of the oil crisis, which
officially began in 1973, during the Yom Kippur War, when the Arab OPEC countries
imposed an embargo on countries supporting Israel. Consequently, oil prices sharply
increased, with Western countries depending on Middle Eastern oil (including Italy)
getting strongly damaged. The economic crisis had social repercussions, as inequalities
increased, widening the gap between management and labour (Braverman, 1974). During
those years, San Benedetto was offered for sale; however, there was little interest from
potential buyers. However, in 1971, Enrico Zoppas, the nephew of Augusto, along with
his associate Giuliano De Polo, gradually became involved in the company, firmly
believing in its potential for recovery, despite its negative financial report and the mineral-
water market dominated by bigger brands like San Pellegrino, Crodo, and Recoaro. The

initial action undertaken by these two individuals encompassed a focus on the company’s
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human capital. They acknowledged the importance of fostering a motivated managerial
team capable of instilling a sense of familial belonging among employees. This process
was further supported by the deep attachment and care that residents of Scorze held for
their community, along with the prevalent work culture characteristic of the Veneto region

(Bernardi, 1990).

De Polo and Zoppas immediately define the three fundamental pillars of their

company:

- Reduction of costs;
- Innovation;
- Research of an alternative material to replace glass, which was heavy to transport

and bulky.

With these objectives in mind, the company first substituted returnable with
unreturnable glass, so that re-sellers, mainly supermarkets and small shops, could gain
space previously destined to empty crates. The turning point, though, arrived in 1980,
when San Benedetto introduced the first PET (polyethylene terephthalate) bottle, a
durable, light, and easy-to-transport material. This was completed by the purchase of the
petaloid-base patent from an American society called “Continental”. By paying the
patent, the company granted itself the exclusive rights to it, with no competitors in the
Italian market. From there, San Benedetto became the first non-alcoholic beverage
company in Italy and started to affirm internationally, too. Thus far, the company makes
and sells mineral water, carbonated and non-carbonated beverages across the Italian
territory and abroad. It owns 7 production sites in Italy, namely Scorzeé (Venice), Popoli
(Pescara), Donato (Biella), Nepi (Viterbo), Viggianello (Potenza), Pocenia (Udine), Atella
(Potenza), and controls two production facilities in Spain, one in Poland, and one in
Hungary (Alarcon et al., 2022). In 2004, Giuliano De Polo prematurely died at the age of
61, and Enrico Zoppas became President and sole owner of the company. The company

shows great commitment to environmental issues (San Benedetto, n.d.).
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In 2016, to celebrate the company’s 60th anniversary, at the University of Ca’ Foscari

9913

and at the “Museo Nazionale della Scienza e della Tecnologia”'” in Milan, the exhibition

“Un Futuro nato da una grande storia™'*

was inaugurated: it was a photographic exhibition
dedicated to the history of the company (Venezia Today, 2016). Now the exhibition is

located at the museum in Scorze (VE).

Plastic containers and PET bottles are supplied to San Benedetto by SIPA, a company
based in Vittorio Veneto and part of the Gruppo Zoppas, headed by Enrico’s brother,
Gianfranco. SIPA was founded in 1978 to serve San Benedetto; it produces types of
machinery for working the plastic. This mirrors how the company revolves around the

family.

Today, the challenge that the company faces lies in social factors: the coexistence of
different generations. Once again, history repeats itself and, as it happened in the 70s
when De Polo and Zoppas worked on the human workforce to pave the way towards
economic success, the focus is once again on people. The issue is that new generations
are coming in and they (seem to) have different values from previous ones. As senior
employees often point out, “I giovani di oggi sono diversi”,'> or “Si fa fatica a capire i
giovani d’oggi”.!® 17 Speaking of which, Ulderico Bernardi, in his work “Paese Veneto:

dalla Cultura Contadina al Capitalismo Popolare”,'® emphasizes the significance of

3 Natural Museum of the Science and Technology.

4 4 future born from a great history.

'S Young people today are different.

6 It is hard to understand today s young people.

17 Personal communication, presentation of the mentoring project, December 4, 2024.

'8 Veneto Country: from peasant culture to popular capitalism.
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values, which grant continuity, what the company is looking for. Accordingly, I will now
illustrate the foundational values upon which San Benedetto was established, which shape
its organizational structure by determining the basic assumptions at the basis of it. On the
basis of interviews with employees, I will then show how some of these values continue
to be upheld while others have diminished, inquiring the agents that have made a
contribution to this transformation, with a specific focus on the COVID-19 pandemic,
socio-economic changes, and digital advancement. This analysis aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the human workforce challenge faced by the company

today and its efforts to address it through a mentoring initiative.

3.2 Cultural and regional roots

San Benedetto belongs to those Veneto companies whose success depends on their
strategic geographical position, rich in competencies, and most of all on their strong
enterprise (Soli, 2022, p. 11). Beyond the primary focus on innovation, technological
advancement, and market expansion typical of such Veneto organizations, the attention
to their employees’ involvement has also become a central issue. Precisely, such
companies expect their employees to participate actively to the organization’s life. Yet, it
is an expected form of participation, rather than a structural, actual, recognized
involvement: according to Soli (2022), these are companies that employ “criteri di
regolazione caratterizzati da un mix di controllo, responsabilita, attesa di partecipazione”
(p. 18)." As described in his research (2022), this happens without companies feeling the
need to support these behaviors with forms of recognition, neither from a salary
perspective nor from a professional one (p. 18). They might choose to do it, but they do
not feel obliged to. This expected pro-active cooperation derives, most importantly, from
a subjective, shared, common attitude among Veneto workers that has developed

throughout time: a sense of duty, responsibility, diligence, and a strong feeling of

1 Regulatory criteria characterized by a mixture of control, accountability, and expectation of

participation.
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belonging that has profound cultural roots. Indeed, Veneto’s working culture revolves
around employees feeling motivated by a perfectionist attitude to always do “un lavoro
ben fatto”,?° and such an attitude represents a great advantage for companies that can
benefit from it with limited cost (Soli, 2022, p. 18). Thus, such working attitudes are
profoundly backed by a cultural work ethic, revolving around work, family, diligence,

and community.

In the 50s, after WWII, Veneto was a predominantly agricultural region (Tattara &
Anastasia, 2003, p. 3). Thereby, the big industrial changes, first with the introduction of
machinery in the 19™ century, and then with automation, that spread starting from the
afterwar, affected the primary sector the most. Anastasia and Tattara (2003) explain that
the Veneto region experienced a “gigantesca ricollocazione del lavoro, dalle campagne
alle fabbriche” (p. 4).2! This process has led to a manpower surplus, which could not be
absorbed by the local industry, leading thereby to migration either towards other regions
or abroad (Anastasia and Tattara, 2003, p.4). The decline of the primary sector can be
attributed to technological innovations, which lowered the need for manpower, reduced
revenue-generating activities, and significant demographic growth, which a traditional

economy of that nature is no longer equipped to manage.

From a value perspective, though, Bernardi (1990) argues that all entrepreneurs and
artisans affirmed during industrialization were born into the agrarian world, where they
learned manual skills. In this sense, the primary sector did not die among inhabitants of
the region of Veneto, who built a new economic model based on the values of their
predecessors' farmers. This continuity with the past proved to be an advantage for the

socio-economic development of the region, where tradition gives support to innovation,

20 4 well-done job.

2! 4 massive reallocation of work, from the countryside to the factories.
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and where “il senso del lavoro resta intatto e nessuna macchina puo svuotare questa

espressione di identita essenzialemnte umana” (Bernardi, 1990, p. 25).%?

According to Bernardi (1990), the main pillars that underpin the farming culture

were:

1. Risk allocation: As the author explains, agricultural activities revolve around
seasonality, thus cultivation and production were organized accordingly to avoid
all risks at the same time;

2. Savings management: A skill that farmers acquired, particularly during wartime
when hunger was a pressing reality. This experience instilled the importance of
minimizing waste and preparing for potential future hardships;

3. Scientific use of the available resources: People knew the diverse qualities of
woods and herbs, and consequently derived their possible uses; for instance, the
rake’s handle was made of light hazelnut wood as it was known to prevent hands
from sweating;

4. Innovation: Knowing what the neighbours were doing was a stimulus for doing
better;

5. Productive use of time: The “fild” is the symbol of farmers’ gatherings, usually
in winter nights, so after a work day; these gatherings were often held in barns,
where people could spend time together, while working; women usually weaved

while men fixed or prepared tools, and children were there to help too (p. 24).

Such activities and attitudes have deep roots in values like diligence, saving,
commitment, independence, yet a strong sense of community, awareness of boundaries,
value of the family, and ongoing tradition. As Bernardi (1990) argues, such values find

their origins in war: “Per generazioni e generazioni, nella mente dei piu la fame era

22 The sense of work remains intact, and no machine can void this essentially human form of

identity expression.
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ossessione quotidiana ... stimolo all’impiego piu proficuo di ogni risorsa” (Bernardi,
1990, p. 20).2* But also in Christianity, based on the value of personal responsibility, for
instance. As Diamanti (2014) argues, Church offered "una concezione del mondo, uno
strato di senso che illuminava le pratiche quotidiane e conferiva legittimita ai
comportamenti sociali" (p. 270).2* Diamanti builds on Luckmann’s vision of religion as
shaping “un universo simbolico che legittima I’ordine sociale e personale” (p. 13),% and
that maintains “coesione sociale dando un significato condiviso alla realta” (p. 18).2°
Bernardi (1990) connects to this, arguing that the working culture proper of Veneto’s
inhabitants, marked by Christianity values, i1s condensed by Apostle Paolo’s postulate:
“Chi non lavora non mangi” (Bernardi, 1990, p. 46).2” Not working becomes a cultural
issue, reason why unemployment is felt by young people in Veneto as a personal, more
than socio-economic, drama. The reasons behind can be found in Luckmann’s (1991)
conception of invisible religion, which is basically the religion in secularized modern
society: it is not visible or practiced through rituals anymore, but it is still alive in
individuals’ behaviours and in collective values. According to Luckmann (1991), even
though religious institutions may decline, religious meanings remain alive in people’s

consciousness in more customized forms (p. 26). In this sense, continuity with such

2 For generations and generations, in the mind of most, hunger was a daily obsession... a

stimulus to make the most productive use of every resource.

2 An “idea of the world”, a layer of meaning that illuminated daily practices and conferred

legitimacy to social behaviors.
> 4 symbolic universe that legitimizes social and personal order.
26 Social cohesion, giving a shared meaning to reality.

27 If someone does not want to work, they should not eat.
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values shaped a present supported by the past, where continuity with tradition is not

synonym with backwardness (Bernardi, 1990).

The shift from an agricultural economy to industrialization and tertiarization in the
case of the Veneto region was impressively rapid, compared to the other Italian regions.
According to Bernardi (1990), it was a blend of the ability to adapt to change, given by
the values discussed above, and a generational cohesion in the face of transformation
that together caused such a swift climb to wealth and innovation, which paved the way
for the current civilization. As the author specifies (1990), the more a culture is tied to
its historical and traditional framework, the wiser and more gradual its encounter with
novelty and change is. Indeed, inherited values filter innovations, allowing individuals
to understand which are advantageous based on familiar cultural structures. This
happens because values, once strongly rooted within a culture, change slowly, some
even remaining immutable; this explains why, as Bernardi (1990) points out, most
people inhabiting Veneto today have vivid memories of past conditions. The
modernization of Veneto occurred according to the tradition of the region, confirming
Weber’s conception of capitalism as strongly cultural and ethical, rather than a mere
economic phenomenon. For this reason, Bernardi (1990) talks about “capitalismo
popolare”;?® the modernization of Veneto occurred according to the tradition of the
region. Capitalism in the region developed starting from the latter’s culture and religion,
and not against it: indeed, according to Weber “il capitalismo [...] € una razionalita,

originariamente sorta da motivi religiosi, della condotta della vita” (De Feo, p. 59).%°

Weber bases his analysis on Calvinism, which emphasizes the concept of work as a
vocation, referred to in German as “Beruf”. Here, work is viewed as a religious and

moral obligation (Darmon, 2021; De Feo, 2006). D’ Andrea (2014) claims that Weber

2 Mass capitalism.

¥ Capitalism is a rationality, originally arising from religious motives in the conduct of life.
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discusses the ethics of capitalism, asserting that the roots of the capitalist economic
ethos (its moral and cultural foundation) are found in ascetic Protestant ethics,
particularly Calvinism, which framed work as a moral calling (Beruf). This ethical
framework encouraged individuals to exhibit responsibility and self-discipline,
contributing to an orderly and disciplined lifestyle that established the basis for the
rational organization of Western economic activities (p. 69). According to Weber, the
spirit of capitalism is vibrant and has ethical origins (p. 71): although it originated
within a religious framework, it can endure even when its transcendent basis
diminishes. This signifies a process of secularization, in which “una volta consolidatasi
’etica del lavoro, essa puo riprodursi socialmente anche senza i fondamenti religiosi
originari” (p. 72).*° Evidence for this is that the term Beruf itself underwent a
secularization process: the initially religious concept of having a vocation, a Beruf'in
life, transformed into the modern idea of having a career (Weber, 1910, p. 299, as cited

by D’Andrea, 2014).

3.3 The predominant culture in Gruppo Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A.

San Benedetto is a family-run organization, well-structured and thereby composed of
different departments. The first macro division is between production and office-based
functions. Each area is further divided into departments, which follow a pyramidal
structure based on responsibilities. The company is organized in layers: from top to
bottom, the hierarchy consists of top managers, managers/executives, middle managers,
employees, and factory workers. On the total number of employees, San Benedetto counts
1,000 men and 275 women?!, with top management and executive roles mostly covered

by men, indicating a predominantly male organizational culture. Being a family-run

39 Once the work ethic has stabilized, it can socially reproduce even without its original

religious foundations.

3! Data updated to 2023. Internal report from the sustainability department, Acqua Minerale
San Benedetto S.p.A., unpublished, 2023.
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company with a pyramidal organizational structure and a predominance of men in
managerial roles, San Benedetto presents an organizational culture that embodies the
persistence of traditional organizational models that blend family values with hierarchy,

as described by Bernardi (1990).
3.3.1 Family-run nature

Sanchez-Marin, Pemartin, and Monreal-Pérez (2017) apply four types of organizational
culture to analyze the correlation between the level of family involvement in companies
and the diverse prevailing cultural profiles. The authors (2017) specify that cultures can
be characterized on two dimensions: flexibility versus control and internal versus external

orientation; they distinguish among;:

1. Clan culture: The focus lies on adaptability and transformation, highlighted by
robust interpersonal connections, collaboration, and an emphasis on internal
organizational dynamics;

2. Adhocracy culture: It emphasizes flexibility, but is externally oriented, revolving
around innovation, growth, creativity and adaptation;

3. Market culture: While it maintains an outward focus, it also stresses the
importance of control; it fosters competition, striving for continuous
improvement, and market gains leadership;

4. Hierarchy culture: Internally focused culture; it accentuates control, and

prioritizes solidity, regularity, and efficiency (p. 101).

Sanchez-Marin et al. (2017) further categorize family involvement into three main

types:

1. Family-owned and managed firms: Family members hold both ownership and
management positions;

2. Professionally managed family firms: The firm is owned by family members, but
managed by non-family experts;

3. Non-family firms: Neither ownership nor management is family run (p. 101).
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By matching each of the four types of organizational culture with the three levels of
family involvement in companies, Sdnchez-Marin et al. (2017) explore how the dominant
organizational culture is influenced by the degree of family involvement in the firm,

showing that who controls the firm determines the latter’s culture.

Applying this analysis to Acqua Minerale San Benedetto, it emerges that the company
is a professionally managed family firm, with a predominant organizational culture being
a blend of clan and market cultures. Even though Acqua Minerale San Benedetto was
originally founded through partnerships involving different family lineages, precisely
Scattolin-Zoppas at the start, followed by the Zoppas-De Polo union, it has since unfolded
into a family-owned company, with Enrico Zoppas becoming the sole owner in 2004.
Moreover, since 2006, the Zoppas family has held 100% of San Benedetto’s holding
company, Finanziaria San Benedetto, S.p.A., which granted them full control of San
Benedetto (Masia, 2016). Thus, the company suits the definition of a professionally

managed family firm as described in Sdnchez-Marin et al.’s (2017) paper.

The company, being family-owned, “willingly shares part or all of its culture and
traditions” with the founding family (Gallo, 1992, as cited by Sanchez-Marin et al., 2017,
p. 101). San Benedetto holds traits typical of the clan culture, such as loyalty, witnessed
by employees®? with an average of work experience in the firm amounting to 20-25 years,
or lasting founder-based values. Yet, being a multinational power operating within non-
alcoholic beverage global market, and being managed by non-family professionals too,*
San Benedetto also exhibits features of market culture. External members bring in new
values and adopt a more rational-based approach, making decisions mostly on a financial
basis, giving priority to competitiveness and goal achievement (Sanchez-Marin, et al.,

2017, p. 102). Therefore, San Benedetto presents a hybrid cultural model, defined by an

32 Those hired in the 1990s.

33 Some managers are family members, while others are not.
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even orientation towards both clan and market culture. Furthermore, San Benedetto is
moderately oriented towards hierarchy culture, with few elements typical of the
adhocracy one. The company presents adhocracy elements, specifically in frequent
product launches, but its comprehensive organizational culture is not governed by
adhocracy. The reason is that the company performs on a global scale, thus requiring a
well-structured internal organization, coordinated by fixed rules and roles to handle its
complexity. In this context, a hierarchical, more formalized organizational system has
arisen. This aligns with Sanchez-Marin et al.'s (2017) assertion that in professionally
managed family firms, “cultural values developed will tend more towards hierarchy since
these are more complex firms” (p. 102). In short, San Benedetto fits the profile of a
professionally managed family company, characterized by a mixture of cultural
orientations: while innovative in certain areas, in line with a market culture logic, it is
dominated by a hierarchical structure necessary to deal with complexity. The hierarchical
order is shaped by clan-based dynamics, aimed at defending the family legacy and

ensuring employees’ loyalty.
3.3.2 Gendered management frame

At San Benedetto, most managerial positions are held by men. This mirrors a widespread
trend that prompts further analysis into why leadership positions, in general, are mostly

men.

As one interviewee revealed, “c’¢ una forte presenza maschile, a partire dalla
dirigenza, e sicuramente, da donna, la percepisci”.** This comment summarizes all the
views spoken by the female interviewees, mostly young and sharing the same thought. It

is, thereby, possible to speak of a gendered culture.

The origins of the “male ethic” in management are closely tied to language and

historical connections with militarism, authority, and male dominance. Collinson and

3* You surely feel the strong male presence, especially if you are a woman.
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Hearn (1996) note that the etymology of the term “to manage” derives from the 16th-
century Italian word maneggiare, which originally referred to taking care of animals,
horses in particular, highlighting early signals of control and physical dominance
(Williams, 1976, as cited in Collinson and Hearn, 1996, p. 2). From this derives the vision
of management as a masculine function: “A masculine concept, to do with taking charge,
directing, especially in the context of war” (Mant, 1977, p. 20, as cited by Collinson and
Hearn, 1996, p. 2). According to the authors (1996), such ideals turned management into
an arena characterized by masculine power and dominance: “Management and
organizations are not just arenas in which men predominate numerically; they are also
arenas in which men and masculinities are constructed, performed and (re)produced” (p.
2). Early management theorists frequently portrayed managers as heroic warriors: these
ideals were particularly prominent in the 1980s, when male executives were idolized as

29 ¢

“heroic,” “macho” figures, tough, rebellious, and individualistic, embodying the “divine

right of managers to manage” (Collinson and Hearn, 1996, p. 3; Purcell, 1982).

As Purcell (1982) suggests, managers are strategic, authoritative figures who control
organizations; the author employs the term “prerogative” in the title, “The Rediscovery
of the Management Prerogative”, to describe the fact that managers feel they have a
“divine right” to manage. As Wilson (2014) notes, most managers are male, and men are
associated with organizational power (p. 87). The typical representation of the manager
is that of a successful, powerful, yet controlling man, responsible for decisions, able to
give instructions and infer commands (Wilson, 2014, p. 87). Even with changes in
managerial practices during the 1990s, when women started to access managerial roles,
the male ethics was applied as a selection/exclusion criterion (Wilson, 2014, p. 87):
competitiveness, authority, and control were prerequisites for becoming manager
(Collinson and Hearn, 1996, p. 3). The majority of workers are male, and managerial roles
are all held by men, observing a male supremacy in the management field (Collinson and

Hearn, 1996).

Acker and Eveline (1983) argue that organizational theory has “focused
overwhelmingly on the interests and achievements of men... and valued typically male

characteristics more highly than typically female characteristics...” (p. 336). As the
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authors (1983) note, Kanter (1977) addressed the systemic nature of this male-centered
logic. However, Kanter shows that women in lower positions often behave in
“stereotypically feminine” ways because they are dismissed from power and opportunity,
not because of intrinsic traits; typically, feminine behaviors are simply adaptive responses
to the limited rewards, powerlessness, and blocked opportunities (Acker and Eveline,

1983). Speaking of which, Hennig and Jardim (1977) specify that:

Many of the characteristics traditionally considered to be masculine... might better
be understood as based on knowledge, skill, and competence which boys develop by
virtue of the kinds of activities and relationships in which they engage (Henning and

Jardim, 1977, p. 93, as cited by Acker and Eveline, 1983, p. 347).
Thus, masculine traits are socially acquired and not innate.

However, there is another etymological derivation of the verb “to manage” derived
from the French ménager, which meant “careful use”, particularly in a household; this
introduced a more gentle and feminine usage of the term (p. 21, as cited by Wensley,
1996, p. 39). Wensley (1996) has developed this theme through Mrs. Beeton’s “Book of
Household Management” (1861), applied for analyzing the practice of management in
the 1990s, showing that the roots of masculine management can also be traced through
domestic contexts. Wensley (1996) observed that the main principles of good
management outlined by Mrs. Beeton, that is, giving clear guidance to the staff,
controlling the finances, and applying order and method in all the household activities,
are typical masculine managerial traits of modern managers. Yet, Mrs Beeton’s advice is
softened by feminine values, such as care, politeness, and moral leadership. Indeed, for
the author, housekeeping was the highest expression “of all those acquirements which
more particularly belong to the feminine character” (Mrs. Beeton, 1861, as cited by
Wensley, 1996, p. 42). Thus, the author (1861), as noted by Wensley (1996), blended

masculine efficiency with feminine care.
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3.4 From tradition to transformation: young generations on organizational culture
and the meaning of work

The presence of family members in key leadership roles, or the prominence of the Zoppas
family in public communications and conventions, for instance, are part of the
organizational culture’s image that San Benedetto promotes, confirming the company’s
family-run identity. This image that the company transmits, an artifact, conveys values
such as tradition, loyalty, and continuity. In line with the purpose of this thesis, I will
focus on this aspect in particular, especially to highlight how it is reshaping with
generational change. Indeed, while senior employees tend to perceive the company as a
family, younger people put more emphasis on flexibility and work-life balance, thus

holding different assumptions.

Spano (2019) argues that the meaning and meanings given to work are determined
both by personal factors, such as age, gender, educational level, nationality, economic
background, and ethnicity, and social ones, like national working culture, or national

economic situation (p. 206).
First, the author clarifies the difference between meanings and meaning of work:

1. Meaning means work centrality, that is how much value a person gives to work

compared to other spheres of life.

Work centrality mostly depends on one’s social background, to which educational level
is deeply interconnected. As the author (2019) explains, for young people from higher
social classes, mostly university graduates, their life project includes “la necessita di
bilanciare vita (interessi, relazioni, affetti) e lavoro” (p. 210).% For instance, Gisella,
young lawyer aiming to become a judge, still insists on having free time, “il tempo per
andare a correre, per fare un po’di sport, uscire con gli amici, girare per la citta, vedere

gente, andare a un cinema, o un concerto per non perdere il contatto con 1’esterno” (p.

35 The need to balance life (hobbies, relationships, affections) and work.

83



211).%° On the contrary, young people from lower classes see work from a different
perspective, influenced by their gender too. Indeed, while men tend to perceive work as
their “main concern”, the source of their stability, women value free time as they need it
to manage their family responsibilities, thus following the traditional model of women

being first mothers and wives, and then workers (p. 211).

2. Meanings of work, instead, indicate what people hope to achieve through their

work.

Everyone perceives work to be a means for living. Yet, while in the case of young
people from higher social classes work is a means of self-expression too, for young lower
social classes” members, work has a strictly instrumental nature, which allows them to

reach an economic stability (p. 211-212).

Linked to this is the centrality of work-life balance for young people. During Covid-
19 this balance collapsed, as work and personal spaces blended (Oseghale et al., 2024).
During the pandemic, work-from-home (WFH) was adopted as the best solution to reduce
the risk of the virus’ transmission (Srimulyani and Hermanto, 2022, p. 32). Yet, as
Oseghale et al. (2024) point out, the management of boundaries depends on an
individual’s personality features (p. 3565). For instance, individuals high in neuroticism,
thus more exposed to feelings of anxiety and persistent worry, tend to overlap work with
the personal sphere, as their emotional state hinders their ability to focus just on work and
finish it (Gardner et al., 2021, p. 140). On the contrary, conscientious individuals, who
boast "greater perceived control, fewer cross-role interruptions, and work-identity
centrality", are more likely to separate work from life, helping them to maintain a better

balance between the two (Gardner et al., 2021, as cited by Oseghale et al., 2021, p. 3564).

3% Time to go running, exercise, go out with friends, go around the city, see people, go to a

cinema or to a concert, to not lose the contact with the external world.
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Regardless of these differences, some studies emphasize that WFH, if well-managed,
supports, rather than obstructs, work-life balance (Sullivan & Lewis, 2001; Hill et al.,
2003; Golden et al., 2006, as cited by Srimulyani and Hermanto, 2022). Reconnecting to
Spano (2019), indeed, reaching such a balance has become a priority for young people
from both higher and lower social classes, even though the specific reasons behind are
different, Dockery and Bawa (2014) have identified flexibility to manage both personal

duties and work as a common reason why young people value WFH.

Also in the case of San Benedetto, the interviews disclosed that work-life balance is
central for all the young interviewees,’” who consider it a priority, unlike their senior
colleagues, who admitted that “una volta stavamo in ufficio anche fino a tardi”,*® or “una
volta lavoravamo anche il sabato e la domenica qualora necessario, invece adesso non si

trovano piu giovani disposti a farlo”?’.

While I was working as an intern at San Benedetto, I observed that an issue brought
up especially by young people within the company, related to work-life balance,
concerned the work-from-home possibility. Indeed, once the COVID-19 emergency was
over, the company did not keep remote work. In January 2025, though, given the requests
to extend the WFH option to all employees, the company granted each individual the
possibility of working remotely one day per week, exclusively upon request. Therefore,
at San Benedetto, WFH is volitional and based on the individual employee’s discretion;
yet, within the company’s formal and hierarchical environment, employees, thus far,
perceive it as a difficult option to pursue. As Adekoya et al. (2022) point out, employers’

hesitation to smooth the way for remote working is rooted in perceived hostile

37 Personal communication, February-March, 2025.
3% Once we used to stay in the office until late.

3% We used to work also on Saturdays and Sundays whenever necessary, but now you do not

find young people available to do it anymore.
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consequences, such as restricted communication, employees’ reclusiveness, work
intensification, reduced commitment, and employers’ loss of control over employees’
work processes (Martin and MacDonnell, 2012; Bessa and Tomlinson, 2017; as cited by
Adeyoka et al., 2022, p. 1421). As the authors (2022) state, all these mentioned variables
derive from a lack of trust on the part of managers, who are uncertain about the quality
of their employees’ performance while working from home. However, the psychological
contract theory, grounded in the Social Exchange Theory (SET), reveals that employees’
commitment and qualitatively high performance come only if they are given trust
(Adekoyaetal., 2022, p. 1412-1413). Therefore, according to the authors (2022), denying
employees such flexibility hinders their engagement with the company. Flexibility is the
key factor to attract and retain young employees, and when firms are reluctant to adopt
flexible models, they risk that the young workforce, specifically Millennials and Gen Z,
already inclined to “job-hop”, become disengaged (Benson, 2016).

Linked to loyalty is delegation. As Zhang et al. (2017) argue, delegation, namely based
on loyalty, is a managerial technique that has the potential to change the work context by
being “positively related to psychological empowerment” (p. 2). Spreitzer (1995) defines
psychological empowerment as “increased intrinsic task motivation that is manifested in
cognitions that reflect an individual’s active orientation to his or her work role” (Spreitzer,
1995, p. 1443, as cited by Zhang et al., 2017, p. 2). Zhang et al. (2017) show that a lack
of trust and delegation towards younger employees increases the latter's fear of making

mistakes, thus breaking the psychological contract mentioned above.

In the case of San Benedetto, the organizational culture privileges control: “I nostri

superiori fanno fatica a fidarsi o a darci responsabilita; hanno paura che possiamo
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sbagliare”.** This traditional model, though, clashes with the expectations of younger

generations, who feel they are not listened to.*!

Such generational differences hint the presence of subcultures, precisely different age
groups and cultures, within San Benedetto’s broader organizational culture. This aspect
emerged from interviews with mentors and mentees involved in the mentoring project*?.
Age subcultures coexist, but not always in harmony with each other. In fact, while senior
staff tend to support values of loyalty, physical presence, and hierarchy, younger
employees express a preference for flexibility, work-life balance, and openness to
experimentation, and even error. According to Martin and Meyerson (1987), such internal
divergence from the broader culture reflects a differentiated cultural model, where
subgroups coexist, but not always in harmony with each other. The company has,
therefore, promoted a cross-mentoring initiative to revise its hierarchical structure and

evolve its inter-generational relational dynamics. The following chapter is entirely

dedicated to this topic.

3.5 Change within Gruppo Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A.

Organizational change frequently encounters resistance, especially regarding flexibility,

delegation, and intergenerational dynamics. At San Benedetto, this resistance was first

exposed by senior employees: “Facciamo fatica a capire i ragazzi di oggi”,* or “Nessun

40 Personal communication, February 26, 2025. Translation: Our supervisors struggle to trust

us, or to give us responsibilities, they fear we can make mistakes.
! Personal communication with interviewed mentees, February-March, 2025.
2 Personal communication, February-March 2025.

® It is hard for us to understand today s kids.
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giovane ormai viene a lavorare i sabati e le domeniche come si faceva una volta”,* or “I

ragazzi di oggi sono diversi, ragionano e lavorano in modo diverso”.** Such comments
indicate a resistance to changing values, more than a feeling of yearning. One young

employee revealed:

Ho cambiato diversi posti di lavoro da quando mi sono laureato e ogni volta che lo
dicevo a mia mamma, che rientra nella fascia d’eta dei nostri mentori, nonché della
maggior parte dei dipendenti di San Benedetto, lei mi diceva “Ma come? Perché? Ti

trovavi cosi bene, perché non sei rimasto?*°

The interviewed recalled this fact as it reflects the generational divide that (s)he
observes in San Benedetto’s transformation efforts. Older generations hold tight to
traditional values like loyalty and stability, while younger employees have different
expectations, frequently valuing flexibility, self-expression, and accomplishment more
than a long-term commitment to one organization. Moreover, recalling Bernardi (1990),
older generations are culturally attached to work as a moral virtue. Additionally, from
interviews with young employees, a widespread sense that senior peers often hesitate to
delegate or trust them with responsibility emerged.*” While such attitudes among

generations can create tension, in the case of San Benedetto, they also seem to have

* Young people do not come to work on Saturdays and Sundays like we used to do when we

were younger.

5 Personal communication, December 2024-January 2025. Translation: Today's young people

are different; they think and work differently.

46 Personal communication, February 2025. Translation: / have changed multiple workplaces
since my graduation, and every time I told my mum, who is the same age as our mentors and of
most San Benedetto's employees, she would say “How? Why? You liked that place, why did you

change? .

47 Personal communications, February-March 2025.
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incited awareness of the need for change, which in turn activated the unfreezing stage of
Lewin’s (1947) change management model. This framework views organizational change
as a three-step process - unfreeze, change, freeze - from which derives the framework’s
appellative “Change As Three Steps” (CATS) (Cummings, Bridgman, and Brown, 2015).
The first step consists of unfreezing existing behaviours, values, and assumptions; the
second phase is change, that is, when novelties are introduced; and the third step is

freezing such novelties (Cummings et al., 2015).

From Hirschman’s exit-voice-loyalty (EVL) model’s perspective (1970), the
unfreezing stage can be viewed as both a technical adjustment and a time of emotional
and behavioral pressure. During this stage, individuals may choose to exit, voice their
concerns, or exhibit loyalty to their beliefs and end up accepting the situation despite their
discontent with it (Hirschman, 1970). These distinct psychological responses regarding
structural change might complicate the CATS model's straightforward, simple nature.
With specific reference to the first part of the mentoring project, which I directly followed
during my internship in the company, which is thus the focus of the present analysis, the
activity is in its early phases of the unfreezing stage: generational gaps have been
recognized, new collaboration strategies are being tested, and established values are being
challenged. Broad behavioural changes have not occurred yet, though, in this early stage.
At this point, mentoring initiates change and serves as a platform for assessing more

considerable transformations.

Participants in the early stage have had different reactions, which can be categorized

as follows through the lens of Hirschman’s (1970) EVL model:

- Senior staff show loyalty to long-standing organizational values and practices.
Throughout the project, their loyalty might, at times, hinder their willingness to
accept new dynamics introduced by the mentoring program. However, their
approval of the project suggests an openness to compromise with younger
generations and their values and expectations.

- Younger employees appear to have embraced the mentoring initiative as an

opportunity to voice their concerns about trust, recognition, inclusion, and
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integration. Senior staff have the chance to voice their concerns through the
mentoring project, too. Yet, their situation is slightly different. The project itself
was born out of their complaints or observations about young people being
“different”. Accordingly, their voices foreran the project, which emerged as a
response to them.

- Some mentors reported the presence of mentees uninterested in the project. Such
behaviours signal a low belief in the project's potential and a low confidence in
the ability of the project to address their concerns. Consequently, these people are

highly likely to exit the program.

These jumbled reactions exemplify that while structural variations have been
introduced, the ability of the organization to move beyond the unfreezing step relies upon
how effectively it listens to voices, challenges loyalty to long-held beliefs, and avoids

withdrawal.
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CHAPTER 4: The mentoring initiative in Gruppo Acqua Minerale San
Benedetto S.p.A.

4.1 Project overview

In 2024, the HR team at San Benedetto figured out the presence of two distinct macro-
groups of employees with significantly different age profiles. As of June 30, 2024, the
company counted 219 young employees aged between 18 and 35, born between 1994 and
2004, with work experience at San Benedetto ranging from 0 to 3 years. At the same time,
there were 355 senior employees with 20 to 25 years of experience in the company,
belonging to the 45-60 age group, either approaching retirement or with only around 10
years of career ahead. However, these two macro-groups often struggle to communicate
with each other, as they belong to profoundly different generations, as described in
Chapter 1. For this reason, the company decided to intervene, aiming to bridge the age
gap and mitigate potential side effects, both in the present and future. The company
selected a sample of 119 young workers and 29 senior employees and involved them in
an experiment aimed at evaluating the effectiveness of mentoring as a tool to facilitate
communication and foster harmony between the two groups, in simple terms, “juniors”
and “seniors”. The goal is to assess whether mentoring can serve as a bridge, improving
interactions and creating a smoother, more productive connection between the different
generations within the company. This program aims at facilitating the bi-directional
transfer of relational skills and experiences, ensuring not only the continuity of the
company in the future but also fostering harmonious collaboration between different
generations in the present. Figure 2) provides a visual representation of the just-now-
described situation, with “number of employees” on the y axis and “years of service” on

the x axis.
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Figure 2) Employee seniority as of 30/06/2024 (total of 1,073 employees), Scorze
headquarters (VE). Source: Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A., internal

documentation.

San Benedetto is hitherto driven to invest in internal growth, in the face of the following

challenges:

1. A gradual decrease in the young workforce due to the global demographic
decline (Figure 3), which can create difficulties in generating generational
turnover (Paladin and Favotto, 2024).

2. The need to keep senior workers constantly engaged, introducing them to as
many novelties as possible, to keep them motivated and constantly learning, not
only teaching to new members (Paladin and Favotto, 2024). Speaking of which,
the Employment Equality Directive 2000/78/EC brought to light the issue of the
age gap and aging within the workplace as a priority for companies’ agendas at
the European level. The Directive functioned as a call for action to ensure equal
opportunities, presenting aging not as a limit, but as a precious resource to be
taken advantage of (Council of European Union, 2000).

3. The geographical position of the company: Scorze¢ (VE) is a small-scale,

primarily industrial in nature, town, thereby not appealing as a place to move to,
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to young people especially if coming from denser and more vibrant cities like

Verona, Milan, or Vicenza.*

To handle these possible obstacles, the company has promoted a reciprocal
mentoring initiative, meant to gather junior and senior employees in co-learning

collaboration.

World: Annual number of births and deaths
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Figure 3) 2024 United Nations, DESA, Population Division.”

The project is represented by the image of the bridge, an effective symbol for relations
among generations. The bridge typifies the gathering of generations, stressing the
elements of connection, dialogue, and sharing of values and experiences. The mentoring

initiative bridges 119 junior employees with 29 mentors.

8 Personal communication, mentoring launch event, December 4, 2024.

4 Licensed under Creative Commons license CC BY 3.0 IGO. United Nations, DESA,

Population Division. World Population Prospects 2024. http://population.un.org/wpp/
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As Mangolini argues (2012), the bridge is a human creation, an architectural structure
that eases passage from one side to another, linking otherwise inaccessible territories. It
brings together beings and lands while strengthening connections. On one far end of the
bridge lies the familiar, the known world, then left behind to embrace the extremity of the
unknown and uncertain. Stepping onto the bridge and crossing it requires courage. Once
on the other side, one can look back at the world they came from, now from a different
angle. The bridge unites what would otherwise be separate, but in its very act of bridging
what was once divided, reveals the natural different features and blends them (Mangolini,
2021). Within the context of San Benedetto, on one side stand the young employees, and
on the other, their mentors: the bridge becomes their halfway meeting point. Mentors

walk the newcomers through such a complex, structured organizational reality.

Surely the image of the bridge is very powerful in narrative terms. Yet, it requires
critical reflection. Comparing the mentoring path to a bridge might be a simplistic vision
of the latter as a linear path, lessening its essence of articulated space for joint
development. Furthermore, the bridge as an image was thought by the creators of the
project, but do all its participants who live the project from the inside view it the same
way? These insights for reflection prevent the acceptance of the metaphor of the bridge

based on its appearance alone but rather guide towards a deeper understanding of it.

The project was entirely conceived and developed by the Human Resources team of
San Benedetto with the technical support of the Kaizen Coaches. The HR team designed
the initiative and, thanks to its collaboration with Kaizen, brought it to fulfilment. The
conception, organization, and management of the project are, therefore, under the
exclusive control of the company. It is essential, in this context, to clarify the meaning of
the term Kaizen, as it is a key element of the project, and the explanation will be based
on the words of a Kaizen Coach of San Benedetto.’® The Japanese word Kaizen is

composed of two ideograms: Kai, meaning “change,” and Zen, meaning “better,” thus

30 Personal communication, February 5, 2025.
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signifying “change for the better” (San Benedetto, 2021). Demirbas et al. (2019) explain
that Kaizen originated in post-World War II Japan as part of a recovery plan to rebuild the
industrial sector. It particularly developed in the 1950s, when it became the backbone of
the Toyota Production System (TPS). Kaizen was described by Masaaki Imai, the “father
of the Kaizen movement”, as a philosophy and cultural mindset of continuous
improvement involving all employees (p. 4). Focused on small, ongoing changes to
improve efficiency and eliminate waste, Kaizen remains a distinctly Japanese approach,

even as it is applied globally (Demirbas et al., 2019, p. 3-4).

Nowadays, companies operate in an increasingly competitive market where the
required performance standards are constantly rising. In this context, businesses are
driven to make continuous improvement and innovation a pillar of their strategy. For this
reason, San Benedetto has integrated the Kaizen philosophy into every functional area,
from production to logistics, from sales to administrative offices, promoting a mindset of
continuous improvement (Kaizen Institute, 2021). The Kaizen philosophy permeates
every aspect of the company, an invisible yet powerful energy that drives every
mechanism to improve day after day. Kaizen is the beating heart of San Benedetto, setting

the rhythm of the company.

San Benedetto boasts a cross-functional team of Kaizen Coaches, in charge of
sustaining the Kaizen culture throughout the organization in its entirety. Kaizen Coaches’
role consists of developing Kaizen workshops, that is to say, focused activities on specific
areas of the company that present eventual problems and working together with
employees of every level to find solutions and optimize processes (San Benedetto, 2021).
Under this perspective, the mentoring project is an actual Kaizen workshop, or “building

site”: it involves the members of San Benedetto, works in and with them to find solutions
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and to innovate, encouraging them to improve and grow, as pointed out by a Kaizen Coach

of the company.!

However, this narrative diverges slightly from the findings of academic literature,
according to which the application of Kaizen in Western contexts is complex. As
Demirbas et al. (2019) point out, while Kaizen has become a foundational concept in
modern management systems, Western organizational settings often misinterpret or
devalue its conceptual inner meaning. The authors note that in contrast to its original
conception as “a culture of ongoing improvement involving everyone - top management,
managers and workers” (Imai, 1986, cited by Demirbas et al., 2019, p. 5), modern
definitions often reduce Kaizen to a "productivity tool" or "cost-reduction strategy",
depriving it of its more profound cultural and participatory aspects (p. 5). This challenges
its implementation. For instance, while Japanese culture emphasizes gradual, small-step
innovation, Choi and Liker (2007) note that traditional Western values are more inclined
to prioritize rapid, innovative change (cited by Demirbas, 2019, p. 14). The authors
(2019) note that this difference is key in creating friction in how change is seen and
pursued: while Kaizen favours gradual, team-based improvements, Western firms reason
in terms of measurable results in the short term. As Robinson and Schroeder (2009) point
out, evidence of misinterpretation is also, for instance, the Western failure to train or
incentivize workers properly, which leads to poor engagement, as “the absence of
compensation or reward, lack of proper training for the employees and long delays in
getting the suggestions processed are the main causes of failure” (cited by Demirbas,
2019, p. 13). Similarly, it is often the case that Western companies tend to adopt visible
practices like PDCA (plan-do-check-act cycle), while ignoring the inner values of
collaboration and continuous participation promoted by Kaizen (Demirbas, 2019). The

philosophy becomes, hence, more representative than functional.

> Personal communication, interview, February 5, 2025.
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Going back to the technicalities of the mentoring project, the only element handled by
an external entity, Punto Confindustria, was the mentor training course “La relazione
lavorativa junior/senior: le opportunita dell’interscambio”,>? funded by the “Generazioni
a confronto- promuovere Age Diversity Management nei contesti organizzativi” call for
proposals,> supported by the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) within the PR Veneto
2021-2027 framework.>* However, the project was neither promoted nor influenced by
this call. San Benedetto simply caught the opportunity to co-opt mentor training into its
mentoring initiative, benefiting from regional funding and leveraging expertise from
highly professional training courses for mentors. For the sake of clarity and convenience,
and considering that the San Benedetto mentoring project is entirely independent of the

aforementioned call for proposals, I will avoid addressing it further.

Mentors and mentees have signed a confidentiality agreement to grant both a safe
place, protected by privacy, for sharing anything during their encounters. Mentors have
also been equipped with a record book, to keep track of the progress of their mentees and
to collect their reflections. The HR and the Kaizen members are always available to

provide support to each working group whenever necessary and for any need.

To motivate participants to engage with each other and also to further enhance
harmony and collaboration between juniors and seniors, each team has a specific task to
work on during their one-year-process of mutual growth: in detail, participants are asked
to design a project, with the aid of their mentor, which can be on any innovative initiative
of their choice that San Benedetto can embrace. Each final project will be presented at

the end of 2025 in the form of a video, talk, PowerPoint presentation, or whatever format

32 The working relationship junior/senior: the opportunities of interchange.
33 Generations Compared: Promoting Age Diversity Management in Organizational Contexts.

Shttps://www.regione.veneto.it/web/programmi-comunitari/programmazione-regionale-

2021-2027
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the team prefers. At the end of the year, the best three projects will be rewarded with a
monetary prize. The mentoring team will judge each project. The projects should focus
on the groups’ vision of San Benedetto in the future, displaying what changes and
innovations the company can implement to improve. The insights should come from the
juniors, who will collaborate with their mentor, there to support them in developing the
project. The role of the mentor will be to provide guidance and experience, serving as a
valuable resource for the young participants. The latter will be able to draw on the deep
knowledge of the mentor of the dynamics of the company structure their proposals at best.
At the same time, this exchange will also offer the mentor the opportunity to absorb new
visions, innovative perspectives, and diverse ways of thinking brought by the younger
generation. This will create an atmosphere of mutual learning, where young participants
will propose ideas, while their respective mentor will assess their feasibility, providing
constructive feedback, both to validate and develop promising proposals and to explain
why some may not be doable. This collaborative approach will ensure an equilibrium
between creativity and experience, allowing for the development of cutting-edge yet
practical and attainable solutions. This initiative echoes the credo of the President of San
Benedetto that anyone with an idea to create something new can bring added value to the

company (Masia, 2016).

4.2 San Benedetto’s reciprocal mentoring

As already mentioned, the analysis is centred on the mentoring project undertaken by San
Benedetto, precisely a formal, reciprocal mentoring type of initiative (described in section

2.9).

The company chose to transition from conventional, one-directional mentoring
approaches and recognized the unique knowledge and experience each participant
brought to the relationship. The equal appreciation for diverse perspectives and types of
knowledge underpinning reciprocal mentoring transforms the latter from a goal-oriented
task into a collaborative and mutually enriching process (Goerisch et al., 2019). Indeed,
this mentoring consists of an interactive process between individuals of differing

experience and expertise, integrating interpersonal or psychological growth, career or
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educational development, and socialization into the relationship (Caldwell and Carter,
1993). The decision was strategic, as San Benedetto knows that acknowledging the
unique contributions of both older and younger employees allows it to stay competitive
in global markets (Harvey et al., 2009). While traditional and reverse mentoring focus on
the small-scale picture by working on changing the mindsets of single individuals, and
while both imply a hierarchy, with someone who guides and is superior to the other,
reciprocal mentoring operates on a larger, macro-scale; it works not on single individuals,
but on changing the existing system (Clutterbuck, n.d.). It redefines organizational
dynamics by placing mentor and mentee on equal level, emphasizing mutual dependence
over hierarchy. It is as if San Benedetto is trying to move beyond the individualistic
culture proper of our times to embrace a culture rooted in the common good. Promoting
intergenerational relationships and harmony among employees means, indeed, working
for the common good of the company. As Enrico Loccioni, a relevant entrepreneur in the
Italian industrial landscape, founder of the Loccioni Group, stated: “Attraverso il bene

comune, riceviamo piu di quello che diamo” (Loccioni, 2020).%

The soul of the San Benedetto mentoring project is enclosed in the image of the bridge,
a bi-directional structure that stands for exchange and connection. The frame of the

project is contamination, the cross-transfer of experience and creativity.*®

To succeed, reciprocal mentoring requires intentional design, openness, and mutual
commitment (Desai et al.,, 2018). As shown in the internal presentation “Crescere
insieme”,*” this model blends the experience of senior professionals with the creativity of

younger generations, combining two essential ingredients for the "perfect recipe" for

% Through the common good, we receive more than we give.
3¢ Personal communication, interview, February 5, 2025.

°7 Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A., Crescere insieme, internal PowerPoint presentation,

March 15, 2025. Translation: Growing together.
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personal and professional development. On one side, the senior is expected to pass on
company culture and values, offer guidance on skill development, and share valuable
lessons learned over time; on the other, the junior brings fresh energy: new technologies,
innovative digital approaches, a forward-looking mindset, adaptability to change, and

out-of-the-box perspectives (Paladin & Favotto, 2024).

Creativity and imagination are central. As Gregoire (2017) notes, juniors can
reinvigorate seniors by helping them reconnect with their creative mindset, which often
fades with age. According to Gregoire (2017), imagination and creativity tend to flourish
before the age of 25, when the brain reaches full maturity. As individuals grow older and
gain experience, they often become more set in their ways, which can constrain their
imaginative thinking. This is particularly concerning for leaders, most of whom are over
25, since they are expected to be innovative but may be at a stage in life when creativity
is diminished. As Gregoire explains, “we need them to combine experience with
imagination because that is the recipe for creative thinking; indeed, that combination is
the optimism problem-solving mindset” (TEDx CUHK, 2016). This perception reflects
the reality of San Benedetto. By launching the mentoring project, the company
demonstrates that creativity matters and that contributions from younger individuals are
needed to bring it back. The mentoring project allows, thus, an intergenerational
collaboration where the younger person challenges the limits of what is possible, and the

elderly person uses their experience to turn those possibilities and ideas into reality.

4.3 Observed social dynamics amidst the project

As highlighted by Ensher and Murphy (2011), mentoring processes can be meaningfully
interpreted through the lens of certain sociological theories that explore the structure and
dynamics of interpersonal relationships. For this reason, San Benedetto represents the
perfect ground to explore and observe how individuals deal with the complex dynamics
of interpersonal relationships. Theoretical frameworks such as Social Exchange Theory
(SET) (Homans, 1961; Blau, 1964), Resource Exchange Theory (RET) (Foa & Foa,
1974), the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), and more recent models like Investment

Theory (Eby, 2007) and Mentoring Enactment Theory (MET) (Kalbfleisch, 2007) provide
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precious conceptual tools to analyse the dynamics behind the mentoring project promoted
by the company. The aim is to deeply understand the relational dynamics at play in the
specific case of the mentoring project in San Benedetto, to provide a solid theoretical
framework for the entire initiative. Such an analysis will not only allow for a meaningful
interpretation of the experience but will also offer valuable insights for replicating and

improving similar mentoring initiatives in the future.

Social Exchange Theory (SET) emerged from the foundational work of George C.
Homans, who first articulated its core principles in his influential article “Social Behavior
as Exchange” (1958), later expanded in “Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms™ (1961).
In line with behaviorist psychology, Homans (1961) defined social behaviour as a
sequence of exchanges that individuals carry out to get something positive in return for
themselves. According to the author (1961), the sense of reward individuals derive from
such relationships routes their behaviour: individuals perform behaviours that have

produced positive outcomes, while avoiding those that have not (Homans, 1961).

In a subsequent development, Blau (1964) extended the application of Social
Exchange Theory (SET) to broader and more complex sociological contexts, particularly
within organizations and institutional social structures. According to Blau (1964), social
exchanges are voluntary and occur as spontaneous acts, as informal exchanges. To him,
social exchange consists of “voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the
returns they are expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from others” (Blau, 1964,
as cited in Turner, 1977, p. 17). The informal exchanges Blau mentions (1964) can lead,
over time, to unequal relationships where some people depend more on others, thereby
influencing the formation of social roles and group hierarchies. He states that as
organizations grow and become more complex, especially because people need to share
information and work together better, they end up needing more managers and

administrative roles to keep things running smoothly:

A complex structure engenders problems of communication and coordination...
[which] create resistance to further differentiation... [and] consequently more

supervisory and administrative manpower is needed (Blau, 1970, p. 213).
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Speaking of which, this dynamic is reflected in the case of San Benedetto, where
especially young employees®® have described the organizational structure as a pyramid

with multiple layers that sometimes struggle to communicate effectively.

Some scholars, like Turner (1977), have criticized the version of Social Exchange
Theory (SET) proposed by Blau as too abstract with respect to the real motivations of
individuals. Turner accuses Blau of centring too much on large-scale patterns, such as
how organizations become more complex, without adequately explaining why people
behave as they do in their everyday practices. He claims that Blau’s generalizations are
“parasitic” on the lived realities and decisions of individuals, who act in accordance to
motives and intentions that the theory often does not address (Turner, 1977, p. 30). This
review reveals a key tension in SET between theoretical explanation and actual behavior.

Turner did propose no alternative, though.

Emerson (1962) further explored the dynamics of power imbalance by integrating a
fully developed power-dependence theory into Social Exchange Theory (SET), thereby
providing a more nuanced explanation of how power influences interpersonal
relationships. To him, all social relations are, by definition, power relations, since they
are structured by varying degrees of dependence: indeed, “power resides implicitly in the
other’s dependency” (Emerson, 1962, p.32). This means that for Emerson (1962), power
1s not owned, but it manifests in asymmetric relationships. Dependency, and thus power,
arises when one party controls access to resources that are both scarce and desired by
others (Emerson, 1962). In this view, power comes from how much one person depends
on another for something they need; as Emerson (1962) argues, “the power of A over B
is equal to, and based upon, the dependence of B upon A” (p. 32). The focus of SET
shifted, therefore, from small-scale interpersonal relationships (Homans, 1961) to the
power imbalances and structural inequalities that shape social dynamics (Emerson, 1962).

Surely, power and dependence often create unequal social relations, yet these imbalances

% Personal communication, February-March 2025.
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tend, at the same time, to trigger efforts to restore balance (Emerson, 1962). This delicate
mechanism is set in motion by the principle of reciprocity: as soon as one actor receives
something of value, they are inclined to offer something in return to preserve the
relationship; this exchange helps maintain relational stability, thereby reducing the effects

associated with dependence (Emerson, 1962, p.33).

Social Exchange Theory (SET) was later refined by Foa and Foa (1974), who
developed what can be considered a theory within the theory. Building on the Social
Exchange Theory (SET), the authors (1974) researched what, concretely, individuals
exchange in social interactions. Their answer was formulated in the form of Resource
Exchange Theory (RET), a conceptual framework that elaborates on one of the SET’s key
components, that is, the nature of the resources exchanged (Foa & Foa, 1974). Foa and
Foa (1964) identified six primary resource categories - love, status, information, money,
goods, and services - which are different in their degree of abstraction and personal
attachment. The Resource Exchange Theory (RET) classifies relational content and
boosts SET by clarifying the specific elements involved in social exchange. In this way,
RET intensifies our understanding of interpersonal dynamics by connecting the
motivational and structural dimensions of exchange processes (Foa & Foa, 1974;

Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).

Among the sociological principles that underpin the Social Exchange Theory (SET) is
the norm of reciprocity, particularly relevant to reciprocal mentoring of San Benedetto.
According to this norm, individuals feel morally obliged to respond to benefits received
with likewise benefits of their own (Gouldner, 1960). As Gouldner (1960) clarifies, it is
“a moral norm which obligates a person to return a benefit received” (p. 171), and this
mechanism serves as the basis for initiating and maintaining stable social interactions. In
mentoring, this principle helps explain why mentors may provide career opportunities
and emotional support, while protégés, in turn, respond with appreciation, and the sharing
of new skills and perspectives, for instance. As Ragins and Scandura (1994) note,
“protégés may feel obligated to ‘repay’ their mentors for career assistance by providing
loyalty or organizational support” (p. 961). What is exchanged may differ in form or

perceived value, but what matters is that the exchange is mutually recognized as
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meaningful and appreciated by both sides: this mutual recognition is essential to
maintaining motivation and engagement over time. As Ragins (1997) puts it, “when
mentors and protégés both benefit from the relationship, the likelihood of a successful
and enduring partnership increases” (p. 488). The norm of reciprocity is, in this sense,
what makes reciprocal mentoring truly reciprocal: it transforms the relationship into a
bilateral dynamic, even when applied in traditional, hierarchical contexts such as San
Benedetto’s. This norm functions as the “social glue” that sustains mentoring
relationships by balancing power, reinforcing trust, and nurturing mutual growth: there is
equality within the relationship, and each part matters equally and is equally valued. It
also underpins Social Exchange Theory and Resource Exchange Theory, as individuals
engage in relationships when they perceive them as fair, valuable, and reciprocated

(Gouldner, 1960; Ragins & Scandura, 1994).

On March 27, 2025, I took part in the mentoring meeting, a roundtable discussion that
involved all the mentors in the project. The event, organized by the mentoring team, was
designed as a moment of dialogue and reflection on the experience so far, an opportunity
to collect information after the first month of activity, to share impressions, ideas, insights,
as well as any concerns or constructive criticism. In other words, it was a feedback session
aimed at evaluating the effectiveness of the project and identifying potential areas for
improvement. The observed atmosphere was dynamic and marked by active engagement:
most mentors were eager to share their experiences, both to compare their journeys (so
far) with others and to assess whether the path they were building with their mentees was
going in the right direction. One interesting aspect emerged from the contributions of the
most enthusiastic and proactive mentors, who emphasized how much they were learning
from the mentees. This indicates that their relationships are taking on a genuinely
reciprocal form: since mentors are also receiving something in addition to offering
guidance, they appear more engaged and motivated to cultivate the relationship. This
dynamic of reciprocal exchange strengthens the bond and makes the mentoring
experience more meaningful for both parties involved. The observations made are directly
connected to the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), as well as to the frameworks of

Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Resource Exchange Theory (RET). According to this
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norm, people tend to maintain relationships when they perceive them as fair and mutually
beneficial (Gouldner, 1960). In the view of SET (Homans, 1961; Blau, 1964), mentors
remain committed to the relationship because they recognize subjective value in it: they
feel emotionally, cognitively, or relationally rewarded. From the perspective of RET (Foa
& Foa, 1974), the resources that mentors receive from their mentees fall, up to the day of
the mentoring meeting, into the categories of information (new perspectives) and
emotional support (motivation). In this sense, the mentoring experience becomes a real
instance of social exchange, in which the perception of reciprocity is the driving force

that fosters the relationship.

The mentor roundtable highlighted a key aspect of mentoring: the impossibility of
applying a single, standardized approach. While regularly sharing impressions and
strategies is essential in a project centered on human relationships, it emerged that each
mentor faces different situations. There is no universal “how-to” guide; instead, everyone
must adapt their behavior and communication to the specific mentee. This insight is
strongly supported by Mentoring Enactment Theory (MET), proposed by Pamela
Kalbfleisch (2007), which views mentoring as a dynamic and communicative process.
According to Kalbfleisch (2007), mentoring relationships are “strategically and routinely
communicated into being”, meaning they are enacted through the ongoing
communicative choices of the participants (Kalbfleisch, 2007, as cited in Ragins & Kram,
2007, p. 662). She argues that “mentors and protégés are not given roles; they must
develop them communicatively” (p. 662). In this view, mentoring relationships are
enacted through everyday communicative practices and are shaped by personal history,
context, and interaction over time. Thus, the different experiences shared by mentors are
not signs of inconsistency but of adaptation, which is the heart of how mentoring is
sustained. In this regard, while some mentors prefer to schedule structured, one-on-one
conversations with their mentees, others seem more inclined toward spontaneous,
informal interactions. For instance, one mentor significantly valued the conversations he
had with his mentees during unplanned encounters at the coffee machine, as opposed to
engaging in discussions while seated across from one another in a formal setting. This

mentor revealed how such a relaxed atmosphere made dialogue easier and more

105



authentic.”® This demarcation between formal and informal exchanges reflects the
concept of mentoring episodes, which Fletcher and Ragins (2007) define as “short-term
developmental interactions that occur at a specific point in time” (p. 662). These episodes
may be brief and spontaneous, but they often significantly influence the quality and
trajectory of the mentoring relationship. The conversations by the coffee machine, even
though ofthand, represent prized mentoring episodes that uncover the relational depth of

spontaneous connection. Thus, mentoring unfolds through simple, everyday interactions.

During the mentoring meeting, it also emerged that some mentees did not show
enthusiasm towards the project, and, after the first meeting, they were reluctant to
schedule a second one. From a theoretical perspective, this behaviour can be read as an
early estimation of the project based on its perceived value. According to Investment
Theory, indeed, individuals rationally assess the benefits, costs, and personal investment
involved before committing to any relationships (Eby, 2007). As Eby explains,
“commitment to a relationship is a function of the magnitude and importance of one’s
investments in the relationship, the quality of available alternatives, and the satisfaction
derived from the relationship” (p. 325). In this case, mentees who chose not to continue
perceived the expected benefits as too low compared to the effort or emotional investment
required. Investment Theory helps clarify not only why some mentoring relationships
persist but also why others dissolve at early stages. As Eby (2007) notes, “when
individuals perceive that their investments are not producing desired returns, or when
superior alternatives exist, commitment is likely to weaken” (p. 326). Conversely, the
more an individual invests, whether in the form of time, emotional engagement, or energy,
the more likely they are to persist in the relationship, even when challenges arise (Eby,
2007). With reference to that, it might be the case that a mentor, despite seeing no
commitment on behalf on their mentees, still decides to continue mentoring: during the
mentoring meeting it emerged that several mentees still seem disinterested on the project,

but their mentors declared they are not going to give up even if the relationship is strained,

59 Personal communication, mentoring meeting, March 27, 2025.
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because they feel the mentee still has potential and it is too early to take decisions to
abandon the project.®’ This behavior can be explained through the words of Eby (2007):
“High levels of investment may lead individuals to maintain relationships even in the face
of dissatisfaction, simply because so much has already been invested” (p. 326). Applying
Investment Theory to the mentoring context suggests that initial impressions and early
interactions may serve as critical moments of evaluation, shaping whether mentees
perceive the relationship as worth continuing. However, when this framework is applied
to the San Benedetto mentoring project, which as of March 27 is still in its early stages,
an important nuance emerges. Some mentors, despite facing mentees who appear
disengaged, confessed they were not willing to give up yet based on first impressions.
Instead, they demonstrated commitment to the project’s broader goals, choosing to remain
engaged because they believe in the potential of the initiative. Their persistence reflects
a desire to encourage mentees and to convey to them the value and privilege of
participating in a mentoring program. In line with the model of Eby (2007), this behavior
can be interpreted as the result of high initial investment and a strong internal motivation
to nurture the relationship, even in the absence of immediate satisfaction or positive

feedback.

Understanding relational dynamics through theoretical models such as Social
Exchange Theory (SET) and Resource Exchange Theory (RET) is not only an abstract
exercise; rather, it represents a practical tool for analysing and designing interventions
grounded in interpersonal relationships, such as mentoring. From this perspective, theory
does not emerge in a vacuum but develops from the observation of social practices and
the actual behaviours of individuals (Turner, 1977). As Turner (1977) points out, Blau’s
theoretical model of Social Exchange Theory (SET) “hold in virtue of the fact that certain
practices were followed” (p. 30), meaning that a theory is valid only as far as it succeeds
in describing what people do in their everyday lives: if observed behaviours do not mirror

the dynamics described by the theory, the theory loses its explanatory power. Therefore,

%0 Personal communication, mentoring meeting, March 27, 2025.
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theory cannot be regarded as a self-sufficient system; it must remain tied to the lived
experience of social actors. In other words, sociological theories are not abstract
constructs but models that must be constantly assessed against reality to maintain their
applicability (Turner, 1977). At the same time, such models allow for a more conscious
reading of social reality, offering interpretive frameworks that help explain why
individuals initiate, maintain, or end a relationship. In this sense, theory and practice
mutually inform one another: observing real behaviours leads to the development of more
grounded theories, while theoretical knowledge enables the design of more effective
relational interventions (Turner, 1977). Hence, applying such theoretical frameworks to a
mentoring project can be beneficial not only for the project itself but also for the theories
involved. Sociological theories focus on individuals, who are dynamic and constantly
evolving. Thus, sociology flourishes in projects like mentoring, which revolve around
people’s interpersonal relationships. These initiatives allow theories to adapt to social
changes, stay up to date, and maintain their explanatory aptness over time. Reciprocal
mentoring plans in organizational settings, for instance, offer a modern testing ground for
classic theories such as Social Exchange Theory (SET) or Resource Exchange Theory
(RET). Precisely, such programs trigger, for instance, mutual benefit and dependency
dynamics that SET can analyse, while RET can be applied to explore the resources that

are exchanged in the process of mentoring.

4.4 Challenges and limitations of the project

It is important to note that, as of today, the project is still ongoing. My observations cover
its development up to March, whereas its official conclusion is scheduled for December.

Consequently, the following analysis refers exclusively to the initial phase of the project.

Some of the considerations presented are based on direct observation, while others
stem from inferences drawn primarily from interviews with mentors and mentees, as well

as from events I attended, most notably the first mentors’ gathering on March 27, 2025.
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4.4.1 Challenges

The main challenge lies in implementing such a project within a large, complex, and
highly structured company like San Benedetto. As a cross-mentoring program, mentors
are paired with mentees from departments different from their own, which entails
interactions between individuals coming from diverse organizational contexts and
subcultures that have formed within the company over time. As Orland-Barak and Hasin
(2010) warn, effective mentoring requires “tuning in” to the mentee’s world (p. 433): in
other words, the mentor must empathetically align with the mentee’s experience. This
task becomes significantly more complex when mentors and mentees operate in

structurally and culturally distinct environments.

Moreover, San Benedetto is characterized by a vertical organizational structure, as
explained in chapter 3, which plays a key role in shaping the company's internal
mechanisms and the direction of the mentoring project. To the question “How would you
describe San Benedetto in terms of structural organization?”, all interviewees answered
using the metaphor of a pyramid,®! underscoring an ingrained, traditional top-down model
of decision-making. According to the interviewees, this hierarchical framing defines
formal power relations and influences how communication and responsibilities are
interpreted across all layers of the organization. Such a structure may hinder the
development of collaborative or impartial mentoring relationships. No mentor holds the
role of director. Nevertheless, some mentors are department heads or, in any case, occupy
key positions within the organizational machinery of San Benedetto. This presents a
potential risk: mentees may perceive this power imbalance and feel inhibited;
alternatively, it is also possible that mentors might leverage their authority to assert
themselves over mentees. The mentors were selected by HR precisely for their strong

interpersonal skills and their human qualities. However, given that the organizational

8! Personal communication, February—March 2025.
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climate at San Benedetto remains strongly hierarchical,® this risk cannot be entirely
precluded. According to Mentoring Enactment Theory, mentoring identities are not given
but developed through communication (Kalbfleisch, 2007). However, hierarchical
dynamics typical of top-down systems might obstruct mutual trust and learning. In such
a framework, the mentoring initiative thus runs the risk of reproducing existing
organizational asymmetries rather than transforming them. As Brondyk and Searby
(2013) caution, mentoring risks reflecting dominant cultural paradigms unless it is strictly
designed to oppose to them (p. 194). A reciprocal mentoring project, as the term itself
suggests, should aim to transform vertical structures into more horizontal ones. Yet,
within San Benedetto’s vertical system, it is not excluded that such transformation might
face institutional resistance during its course. However, only at the end of the year will it
be possible to draw any definitive conclusions in this regard. In this light, the San
Benedetto project clearly illustrates the tension between the transformative potential and

ambitions of mentoring and the organizational structure that might limit it.

During the mentors’ gathering, I observed great concern for the final project that
mentors and mentees are expected to develop together. This earliest enthusiasm
potentially risks shading the developmental process, prioritizing instead the final output.
This would undermine the essence of mentoring, that is, fostering qualitative
interpersonal relationships. The final project is, therefore, not an end in itself, but rather
a means to qualitatively deepen interpersonal connections. The mentoring team, in front
of this potential out-of-position, responded appropriately and re-explained the primacy of
the process over the final product. Additionally, the slow pace of the project might be
challenging for the company. Different from the rapid production rhythms, the mentoring
initiative requires an intentional deceleration. Human relationships require time and
patience to build, and the uphill struggle for the members of the mentoring project could

be to resist any impulse to accelerate.

62 Personal communication, February-March 2025.
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4.4.2 Limits

Punto Confindustria outlined significant limitations that could potentially hinder the

success of the mentoring project (Paladin & Favotto, 2024):

Asymmetrical relationship;
Incompeatibility;
Overambitious expectations;

Lack of time and resources;

A e

Possible disputes.

As of March 27, 2025, some mentors have pointed out that a few limits have emerged
thus far, the main one being a lack of time, which is particularly the case for mentors
working with young employees from the production department: since production works
on shifts, it is complicated to coordinate schedules and organize group meetings. The
mentoring team indicated that they would communicate with the interested mentees’
supervisors to ease scheduling coordination. Another fault identified during the mentors'
meeting was a lack of compatibility. It is, though, premature to already label this as a felt

hindrance, considering that the project is at its very early stage.

From a reflective point of view, other aspects may turn into potential curbs as the
project evolves, such as the limited engagement of mentees, particularly concerning the
collection of feedback. Speaking of which, an asymmetry emerges in the absence of an
equivalent session provided for mentees, like the one organized for mentors to collect
their first impressions. This is fundamentally in contrast with the principle of reciprocity
that lies at the heart of reciprocal mentoring. Given the large and diverse human capital
of the company, it is essential to gather a wide range of perspectives to identify flaws and
introduce meaningful improvements. For instance, mentors were asked during the
mentors’ meeting to reflect on what they feel they are receiving from the mentees and
what they believe they are offering in return. However, no such inquiry was made to the
mentees. As a result, recalling the theoretical framework of the project, the application of

the Resource Exchange Theory (RET) (Foa & Foa, 1974) remains incomplete, as it is not
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possible to fully understand the nature of the exchange from both sides. The project was
described by its designers as an “experiment”,®® something that will take shape in the
making. For this reason, it would be important to listen to the voices of the mentees as

well, to implement necessary improvements before it is too late.

These structural imbalances tend to generate forms of resistance, which may manifest
either explicitly, such as mentees who withdraw from the project or, after the initial
meeting, show reluctance to continue, or implicitly, in the case of mentees or mentors
who remain involved but do not truly believe in the value of the project. In this regard,
Investment Theory by Eby (2007) offers a useful theoretical lens: “When the perceived
return on investment is low, or alternatives are more appealing, relational commitment
weakens” (p.326). Thus, when individuals perceive little benefit from their involvement,
or see more appealing alternatives, their relational commitment tends to diminish (Eby,

2007).

Since these reflections emerged during the initial stages of the project, it is crucial to
recognize that such behaviors may have multiple underlying causes, though: individual
temperaments and personalities that require more time to build trust with a mentor; a lack
of understanding - particularly among mentees, who, differently from mentors, did not go
through any mentorship training program - regarding the goals and dynamics of the
project; or early signs of disengagement. At this point, however, it is difficult to draw
definitive conclusions, and only tentative hypotheses can be made based on observations
and data collected thus far. For instance, this phenomenon can also be interpreted through
the lens of Orland-Barak and Hasin (2010), who note that mentees’ resistance is common
when mentoring is assigned rather than chosen (p. 433), a condition that resembles the
way the project was implemented at San Benedetto, where the selected mentees could not

choose whether to initiate or not such journey.

% Personal communication, mentoring launch event, December 4, 2024.
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4.5 The potential of mentoring and future directions

The project was introduced for the first time to its participants with a talk by Paolo Crepet,
psychiatrist, sociologist, and one of the most influential contemporary communicators,
who was a guest at San Benedetto on December 4, 2024, during the official presentation
of the mentoring project. He aimed to speak to the different generations involved about
three key themes: courage, passion, and freedom, topics he explores in his book
“Coraggio, passione, liberta. Considerazioni sulla vita”.** Although Crepet did not speak
directly about his book, reason why I will not delve into it either, he employed its central
“characters”, that is, passion, courage, and freedom, to illustrate and give meaning to the
San Benedetto mentoring project, presenting them as the driving force behind the

initiative.

Crepet framed passion as something that requires courage and leads to personal
freedom, even though this interpretation risks ignoring the structural and institutional
barriers that often obstruct such idealistic quests. The mentoring project is presented as
revolving around the concept of passion, described as both the substructure and the
outcome of the relationships between mentors and mentees. Mentors are given the role of
transmitting the passion and dedication they have put into their job so far to the younger
generation, the future custodians of the company. Nevertheless, this narrative invites
deeper investigation. The success of such a program and the grant of intergenerational
continuity do not depend on passion alone. Also open to doubt is whether passion will be

durably transmitted to younger generations.

Furthermore, the project lacks a well-defined implementation and strategic plan, as it
is an experiment, a project “in the making. Such ambiguity may hinder a clear evaluation

of the project’s effectiveness.

 Courage, Passion, Freedom. Considerations on life.
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Finally, mentoring allows young employees to engage more directly with the
organization by sharing ideas and considerations. However, this entails the need for the
mentees to gain confidence with their mentors, as well as to develop a sense of belonging
within the company. Only under such circumstances will their shared impressions gain

value and be taken into consideration.

The intergenerational dialogue brings different perspectives and communicative skills
in touch, and adaptability and interpersonal capacity are essential to avoid such dialogue
from turning into a conflict. The project operates as a catalyst for renewal, allowing
especially mentors to embrace alternative viewpoints. The expectation is that such
exposure turns into creativity and fosters a re-evaluation of established routines and

customs.

The project, as presented, has great potential: promoting meaningful intergenerational
dialogue by encouraging junior and senior employees to listen, understand each other's
perspectives, and collaborate on solutions to improve the workplace. This exchange
should inspire creativity, offered by the youngest, while staying rooted in the core values
that define the San Benedetto Group, integral part of the identity of the more experienced
workers: a strong connection to the local territory, passion, innovation, and a deep love
for the company and its work.®® In short, a combination of tradition and innovation. The
real gem of the project is the bidirectionality that this intergenerational bridge is meant to
have: helping younger employees appreciate what it means to be part of a deeply rooted
industrial enterprise, while allowing senior staff to move beyond not only technological

» 66

divides but also the familiar mindset of “things were different in my day”.”® If the

initiative proves effective, it could result in tangible benefits for San Benedetto.

%5 Personal communication, mentoring launch event, December 4, 2024.

% Personal communication, mentoring launch event, December 4, 2024.
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San Benedetto has invested and continues to invest significantly in the social media
promotion of the project. A dedicated social media team is in charge of sharing the project
online, keeping track of every step. This is done not only to map the project but also to
create a sort of archive that the company can refer to at the end of the initiative to reflect
on the steps taken, identify any mistakes, and recognize potential areas for improvement.
Moreover, considering that San Benedetto is one of the pivotal companies in the Veneto
region, keeping track of such a project can certainly be useful in the future to inspire
others. In this regard some companies (e.g., SIPA)®’ have already shown interest in the
initiative, with the idea of possibly replicating it in the future if the outcome proves

successful.

Mentoring holds tremendous potential when implemented effectively. This will be
illustrated through a concrete example taken from the book “Diversity Management:
Genere e generazioni per una sostenibilita resiliente” (2020),® whose authors Marcella
Mallen and Giuditta Alessandrini present a series of cases of organizations promoting
approaches, policies, and practices aimed at enhancing diversity in the workplace,

particularly in terms of gender and age.

While gender diversity is neither the focus of this thesis nor the San Benedetto project
under analysis, [ will concentrate on age diversity, and highlight the case described in the
book of a concrete Italian company that has taken meaningful action to address the age

diversity management: the Loccioni Group.

Loccioni is an Italian industrial automation company founded in 1968 by Enrico

Loccioni in the Marche region (Ancona, Italy). The company remains family-owned and

67 SIPA is an Italian industry that designs, manufactures, and sells worldwide all technologies
for the production, filling, and secondary packaging of PET containers, from preform to final

product, for beverages, food, home care, cosmetics, and pharmaceuticals (SIPA, n.d.).

58 Diversity Management: Gender and Generations for a Resilient Sustainability.
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has grown from its rural roots into a global enterprise with a strong commitment to
innovation, sustainability, and social responsibility (Recchi, 2020). Indeed, I chose to
explore the Loccioni case not only because it stands out as one of the most successful
Italian examples of investment in human capital and diversity, but also because of the
many similarities it shares with San Benedetto, such as its strong family-owned origin,

its deep connection to their local territory, and a clear focus on innovation.

It is true that Loccioni and San Benedetto operate in different industries and are shaped
by distinct organizational structures, more horizontal and participatory in the case of
Loccioni, more vertical and traditionally hierarchical in San Benedetto, as highlighted by
its employees;* still the case of Loccioni offers valuable insights. Loccioni has developed
a distinctive approach to people management, rooted in a humanistic-oriented
commitment, where individuals are not seen merely as resources but as “knowledge
players” and where work is intended as a space to grow and achieve self-realization (De
Stefano, 2021, p. 42). The underpinning philosophy of the company is driven by the belief
that “people’s knowledge is the real heritage of the enterprise” (De Stefano, 2021, p. 46),
and that “what Loccioni intends to do through business derives from considering human
beings’ needs and well-being as the ultimate goal which profit-making has to be at the
service of” (De Stefano, 2021, p. 47). In this regard, Loccioni was also named among the
top companies in the Great Place to Work 2014 awards, a proof of its care for employee

well-being (Loccioni, 2014).

Hence, while Loccioni embraces a more humanistic approach (De Stefano, 2021), San
Benedetto functions within a more structured industrial framework;’® however, with the
launch of the reciprocal mentoring project the company manifests its attempt to introduce

elements of horizontality into its own culture, looking for dialogue and exchange among

%9 Personal communication, February-March 2025.

70 Personal communication, February-March 2025.
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generations. The humanistic orientation of Loccioni is particularly embodied in its
Silverzone program, an intergenerational mentoring initiative where retired professionals
over 65, known as Silvers, collaborate with younger employees on innovative projects
(De Stefano, 2021; Recchi, 2020). As described by Recchi (2020), Silverzone is a
“meeting garden” where “trainers, entrepreneurs, [and] scientists with a huge luggage of
different knowledge, competences and experience” guide and inspire the new generation
of Loccioni collaborators (p. 145). The Silverzone initiative emphasizes trust, co-learning,
harmony, inclusion and valorisation of people of different age, all objectives that the
mentoring project of San Benedetto fosters; this is why the case of Loccioni can serve not
only as an inspirational model for San Benedetto, but it can also serve the purpose of
manifesting the great potential of such a tool like mentoring. The Loccioni case-study
highlights one key principle that helps define the purpose and value of mentoring,
especially reciprocal mentoring like San Benedetto’s: learning occurs through mutual

exchange (De Stefano, 2021).

Another goal of the San Benedetto mentoring project, one that the Loccioni case shows
to be relevant and achievable, is to create a dialogue between tradition and innovation,
particularly by bridging the company’s foundational values with the challenges of the
future. In this regard, the words of Enrico Loccioni, shared in an interview for Askesis
and published in the podcast “E I’impresa che semina bellezza: Storia di Enrico Loccioni”
(2020),”! are particularly meaningful: “Non ¢’¢ innovazione senza tradizione. Il passato
dovrebbe essere visto non con nostalgia, ma come patrimonio di quello che I’impresa era
ed ¢, e come il fondamento su cui costruire il domani”.”? For this reason, if mentors can

pass on to their mentees the values on which San Benedetto has been built, both in the

"V It is the company that sows beauty: the history of Enrico Loccioni.

2 Without tradition, there is no innovation. The past should not be viewed with nostalgia, but
rather as a heritage that expresses what the company was and is, and as the foundation upon

which to build tomorrow.
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past and present, then, once those values are understood and embraced, the younger
generation will be capable of achieving great things for the San Benedetto of the future.
This does not mean that such values should be replicated in an unchanged form, as if the
surrounding society had remained static over time. On the contrary, understanding the
roots of the past allows for a more conscious interpretation of the present and helps to
orient future planning in a more coherent and grounded way. Symbolic, in this regard, is
the initiative of a mentor who, during the first group meeting, took her mentees on a visit
to the company’s museum to share the story of how San Benedetto was founded. The San
Benedetto Mineral Water Museum, located in Scorze, serves as a space to narrate the

culture of the company, illustrating its evolution since its founding in 1956.

As pointed out by the HR team during the mentors’ meeting,”® the mentoring project,
finally, also represents a strategic opportunity for San Benedetto to gain deeper
knowledge of the young employees involved. Through this initiative, the HR team will
have the chance, thanks to the contribution of the mentors, to closely observe the young
participants, trying to understand not only their professional needs but also their latent
potential and distinctive skills. San Benedetto is a large, structured, and complex
company, and in such contexts, it can be difficult to fully evaluate people, especially if
they have recently joined the company. The active involvement of mentors will allow for
the collection of more qualitative observations, offering HR a richer and more nuanced
understanding of emerging talents. To confirm this, during an interview a mentor shared

a significant reflection:

There may be a young department head who, due to his job, must remain in front of
a machine, but who has great communication skills, gets along well with supervisors
and colleagues... in short, he builds a team and knows how to lead. So, in that case,

we should realize that this young person is wasted in that role and could be moved

73 Personal communication, March 27, 2025.
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to do something that allows him to express his true nature and abilities (Personal

communication, March 4, 2025).

This is exactly what the mentoring project can bring to San Benedetto of the future: a
new culture of talent development, one that goes beyond assigned tasks to look at the
person as a whole. It means nurturing talents, taking care of young people, and building

an environment where everyone can express their full potential.

However, it should not be ruled out that the reverse may also occur, that is, mentees
providing feedback on their mentors. As of now, this aspect has not been considered by
the mentoring team. Nevertheless, since the project is based on a reciprocal mentoring
model, it is essential that all dimensions of the process be examined and valued from both

perspectives.
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Conclusion

This thesis explores the mentoring project recently implemented by the Veneto-based
company Acqua Minerale San Benedetto S.p.A. The main focus is on the presence of
different age groups, thus of distinct generations, within the same workplace. Given that
younger generations are shifting towards a modern conception of work, their presence in
traditional Veneto’s contexts like San Benedetto is increasingly challenging, due to the
latter’s profound roots in long-standing traditional values, habits, and communication
manners. Therefore, the study presents mentoring as a strategic response to the
challenging intergenerational coexistence. Precisely, by pairing junior with senior
employees, the expected result is the birth of a fluent dialogue between the two,
understood in the broader sense as an attunement between different communicative styles,
thoughts, and values in the working context; in short, a reciprocal contamination. All this
to adapt the organizational culture, to make it more suitable to the generations that are
coming; always underpinned, though, by a nuance of tradition, brought in by the

contribution of senior mentees, those who have built and seen San Benedetto grow.

One of the key findings of this thesis is that diversity among generations can be turned
from a source of conflict to one of resilience, sustainability, and innovation, fostering a

more equal and engaging corporate culture.

The case of San Benedetto is particularly relevant as it mirrors a broader shift, for
instance observed by Soli (2022) on behalf of Veneto companies, known to be
characterized by family-run, hierarchical structures, run by a strong work ethic. Yet, such
companies, in this specific case San Benedetto, are trying to rethink their organizational
culture, as they appear to recognize that: “la cultura che ne ¢ all’origine (dell’impresa)

puod divenire un impedimento al rinnovo delle strategie d’impresa” (Soli 2022, p.3).”* San

™ The culture that is at its origin (of the company) can hinder the renewal of business

strategies.
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Benedetto is doing this, especially considering an imminent generational change, which
has already started. This growing awareness is manifested through the introduction of the
mentoring initiative, precisely meant to bring in and involve as many young people as

possible, which is a step in the right direction.

Yet, the thesis highlights the importance of intentionality behind such projects. By
offering theoretical insights on the mechanisms underpinning mentoring, from the outline
of the main generations’ features cohabiting the contemporary work market, to their
different conceptions of work, to a deep analysis on organizations and the importance of
their culture, the thesis aims to provide a critical groundwork for a reasoned use of

mentoring in the guise of human resources managerial tool.

The mentoring plan aims to refresh the organizational culture, an aspect witnessed by
the enthusiasm manifested by mentees for being involved in such a new, innovative and
different project. The synergistic exchange that should arise from the collaboration among
generations is thought to bring harmony within the workplace, turning it into a sustainable
environment for all employees, one that enhances and protects their well-being. Even
though the regional context in which the company takes place, and its deriving strong
traditional work ethic, such an initiative might appear, at first sight, modest. However,
beyond its future success or not, and provided that the intention behind it is genuine, the
fact of designing and implementing such an initiative reveals a willingness to make a

cultural change.

This thesis has followed the initial part of the project within San Benedetto. As the
program unfolds, it will be particularly interesting to observe how the mentoring
relationships evolve, considering that the context is, indeed, highly challenging and
complex. Monitoring how participants will manage such new relationships and
communicative methods, and how this will affect the organizational culture, will be

crucial. Thus, such future developments constitute a valuable field for future research.
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