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CHAPTER 1. 
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Over the past sixty years, contemporary academic research 

has been inundated with leadership studies that intend to understand 

the nature of leadership and to explore leadership styles, functions 

and competencies due to the incredible impact of leadership on 

organizational behavior, performance, change, and human life 

(Alvesson, 1996; Andersen, 2006; Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; 

Bass & Bass, 2008; Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & McKee, 2014; 

Zaleznik, 1963, 1990). Given the importance of leadership in the 

scholarly world and in practical life, the study of leadership has attracted 

multiple scholars from a wide array of disciplines, such as sociology, 

psychology, economics, anthropology, philosophy and history. 

The identities, values and behaviors of leaders have been shown 

to be shaped by the individual’s family, education, cultural background 

and social environment (Day et al., 2014; House, Javidan, Hanges, & 

Dorfman, 2002; Mumford, Watts, & Partlow, 2015; Nguyen & Eshraghi, 

2017; Shamir, Dayan-Horesh, & Adler, 2005; Tcholakian, Khapova, van 

de Loo, & Lehman, 2019), yet one persistently omitted topic is the role 

of historical collective traumas in leader development and shaping leader 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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identities and the meanings that historical narratives of collectives 

have for organizational leaders. Considering the increasing diversity 

among leaders in organizations today, this topic is deemed relevant. 

Historical collective traumas are coded with life stories that can shape 

the identities and values of leaders (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Shamir 

& Eilam, 2005; Tcholakian et al., 2019) and can, subsequently, guide 

leader actions and behaviors. Understanding how these values are 

inherited, emerged or transmitted by historical collective traumas and 

historical narratives is a major way to obtain a deeper understanding 

of leaders.

Leader development incorporates the idea that human nature is 

not fixed and is constantly in a process of being or becoming (Sartre, 

1956/1992). Leader development thus is subject to interpretation 

and evolvement and is supported by claims that it has a narrative 

character (said and unsaid) (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Czarniawska-

Joerges & Wolff, 2016; Ricoeur, 1988; Ricoeur, 1992) and emerges 

through our interaction and understanding of our relation to the world. 

Consequently, the research conducted for this dissertation enabled 

me to develop an ontology whereby leaders are developed through 

their relations with their history and through self-awareness and 

interpretation of their past experiences and expectations for the future 

(Cunliffe, 2008; Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Ricoeur, 1992; Shotter, 

1997, 2006).
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In this dissertation, I attempt to address the role that historical 

collective traumas, historical narratives and historical inheritances play 

in leader development and, in particular, in understanding leader identity 

and behaviors. I initially begin to assess a particular phenomenon 

and collective trauma – the Armenian genocide – and then evolve by 

exploring leaders and executives who are descendants of a variety of 

collective traumas. Leadership and leader development scholarship have 

bypassed serious engagement with history and historical awareness, 

or how leaders use historical narratives to construct their ‘taken-

for-granted’ narratives (Cunliffe, 2009) that shape their actions and 

behaviors and consequently shape organizations (Brunninge, 2009; 

Wadhwani, Suddaby, Mordhorst, & Popp, 2018). To address this gap, 

this dissertation explores leaders and their personal history, namely, their 

historical collective traumas, and studies how historical inheritances 

can shape leader identity, values and actions. This introduction critically 

evaluates the findings and contributions. In addition to addressing the 

research questions raised in my individual articles, I aim to answer the 

following set of overarching research questions:

1.  What meanings do historical narratives on collective traumas have 

for leaders?

2.   How do historical inheritances of collective traumas influence leader 

development, particularly leader identity and leader behaviors?
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These questions became the key drivers of this Ph.D. dissertation. 

Drawing on a specific historical element such as historical collective 

traumas, or the transgenerational transmission of collective traumas, I 

examined the role of historical narratives and historical consciousness 

for leaders, their values and their beliefs. At its early stages, my research 

journey began with a particular interest in and commitment to the 

study and phenomenon of the Armenian genocide and what it means to 

leaders who are descendants of this trauma. Subsequently, my research 

process unlocked new opportunities for my thinking, my philosophy 

and my study to evolve from a normative approach on historical 

collective traumas to an interpretative subjective study on the relevance 

of historical consciousness of leaders to offer a new perspective on 

leader development and leadership. The central evolved idea is that 

understanding who leaders are in the context of their historical narratives 

provides an indication of their worldview, how their worldview shapes 

what they do (Shotter & Cunliffe, 2002), and how they develop 

expectations of the moral agents they wish to be (Rüsen, 2004a).

First, in Chapter 2, through a conceptual analysis, I identify and 

clarify key constructs such as collective trauma, the transgenerational 

transmission of collective trauma and leader development, and I present 

propositions regarding the relationship between the transmission of 

histories. To conclude, I review the key findings in the final chapter, 
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Chapter 6, and discuss their significance in the broader context of 

leadership and organizational behavior.

1.2 Conceptual background 

Leadership research is inundated with questions and elements related to 

identity and ethics. Leader development incorporates the development 

of leadership skills, which are shaped by the individual’s identity 

(Lord & Hall, 2005) and the leader’s behavior (Kets de Vries, Florent-

Treacy, & Korotov, 2013), as part of the development of human capital 

(Dalakoura, 2010; Day, 2001). Scholars continue to explore the role of 

identity in decisions that leaders make, including the impact of formative 

experiences on the formation of their identities (Ligon, Hunter, & 

Mumford, 2008) and the relevance of personal experiences that support 

learning elements of leadership (Janson, 2008). Social and situational 

backgrounds can shape leaders and their identity (Brown & Treviño, 

2006), and cognitive psychology scholars explore how historical 

narratives experienced during people’s formative years shape them in 

their development as adults (Danieli, 1998a; Kidron, 2004; Ogle, Rubin, 

& Siegler, 2013; Philippe, Laventure, Beaulieu-Pelletier, Lecours, & 

Lekes, 2011; Tcholakian et al., 2019). These leader identities, which 

also embed ethical values and moral beliefs, are relatively developed 

because leaders are ‘selves-in-relation-to others’ (Cunliffe, 2009). 

In other words, leaders create their social realities according to their 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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relations and relationships, and their moral compass is shaped by their 

relationships with others (Eubanks, Brown, & Ybema, 2012; Mayer, 

Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012).

Our interest lies in understanding how the background (historical, 

ethnic and cultural) of individual leaders are inherent to their identities 

and values, since both motivate behaviors and decisions (Meglino 

& Ravlin, 1998; Russell, 2001; Russell & Stone, 2002) and how 

leaders make meaning of their relevant histories. According to these 

assumptions, I initially built my research guided by three theories. 

Social learning, social identity and psychodynamic theories helped me 

preliminarily understand how leader identities, values and behaviors 

are developed. Social learning theory (or social cognitive theory) 

proposes that individuals model behaviors that are observed and imitated 

(Bandura, 1969, 1989); this behavior modeling begins in infancy, when 

children imitate the behaviors of their models. Social identity theory 

describes how individuals’ sense of identity can be associated with a 

collective group to which they are connected (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 

Turner & Tajfel, 1986), and the behaviors and attributes of individuals 

are identified with the group’s fundamental existence (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989; van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003). In the context of our dissertation, 

the emotions, behaviors and values of an intergroup that has a common 

collective history can be a salient part of group members’ identity 
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(Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang, 2012). Finally, psychodynamic 

theory defends the position that during childhood, individuals develop 

emotional and unconscious processes that influence the development of 

their emotions, personalities and behaviors (Kets de Vries, 2011; Kets de 

Vries & Cheak, 2014; McLeod & Kettner-Polley, 2016). In this context, 

leaders integrate the behaviors imprinted from their formative years 

(Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013). Members of a group will share national, 

religious, cultural or ethnic views, and if that group has a collective 

history, emotions and values may be passed on from parents to children 

and affect children’s sense of identity (Coles, 2011; Lev-Wiesel, 2007; 

Tcholakian et al., 2019; Volkan, 2001).

With these key theories in the foreground and considering that 

historical narratives and collective traumas are processed primarily 

through narratives and discourses, I was prompted to bypass the 

cognitive essentialist approaches to understand the role of the 

transmission of collective trauma in leadership. I subsequently identified 

the profound influence of historical narratives of collective traumas on 

leader meaning-making, leader identities, and leader values. Narratives 

are key instruments that allow individuals to deeply and critically think 

of the meanings relevant to their formative and historical development, 

stories, and events, and this process clarifies how past knowledge 

influences the construction of new knowledge (Ricoeur, 2004a). 
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Narratives help individuals interpret and develop their self-construction 

and create meaning based on their lived experiences (Bruner, 2004) 

and pave the way for self-reflexive processes that enable individuals to 

question their social realities and make sense of their lived experiences 

in relation to their histories (Cunliffe, 2009). Through narratives, 

individuals construct their realities and develop a sense of self in relation 

to others (families and communities) (Shotter & Cunliffe, 2002; Sims, 

2003; Thomas & Linstead, 2002).

Narrative approaches give us the tools to assess the way 

individuals interpret and make meaning of their experiences and 

identity (Cunliffe, 2009), thereby connecting to the key possibilities that 

individuals have to reflectively and reflexively think about themselves 

in a way that supports ‘looking from within’ and questioning their 

assumptions and actions (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012; Merleau-Ponty, 

1964; Ricoeur, 2004b; Sartre, 1956/1992). This leads to “the central idea 

– that if we know who to be, then what to do falls into place – forms the 

basis about how we understand the world, how to be in the world, how 

we bring who we are to what we do, and how we can act in ethical ways” 

(Cunliffe, 2009, p. 94).

Narratives offer a reflexive space to question, clarify and make 

meaning of troubling events, such as collective traumas, based on 

relationships (i.e., family or community-based relations) (Cunliffe, 2009) 
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and can lead to “an ‘awakening’ of the senses” (Carroll & Levy, 2010, p. 

217; Chia & Morgan, 2016, p. 57). Discourses about collective traumas 

with family, community members, or relevant social experiences allow 

descendants to structure their identities and their understanding of the 

world, which is a socially constructive process.

As my research evolved, I paid great attention to the theory of 

social construction, which is relevant to leader development, because it 

aligned and resonated with our position that leaders are relational; that 

is, their identities, values and behaviors are jointly constructed through 

the world that forms the basis for their shared assumptions about reality 

through lived experiences. This subjective ontology helped in exploring 

and understanding who leaders are, how their reality is socially 

dependent, and how they gain knowledge and experience in relation to 

their lived experiences and social realities.

1.3 Main objectives of this research

This dissertation examines the topic of historical collective traumas as 

they relate to leaders and leader development. To determine the scope, 

I established three distinct research objectives: 1) clarifying the main 

constructs (leader development, collective traumas, historical narratives, 

historical consciousness), 2) promoting the use of historical constructs 

in studying leader identity and values, and 3) assessing the relevance of 

historical narratives and historical consciousness to leader development 
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and for leadership executives. I explain these areas briefly and provide 

the research question(s) related to each.

1.3.1 Clarifying constructs such as collective traumas, historical 
narratives, and historical consciousness in the study of leader 
development, leader identity and leader values

Leader development is an “ongoing process of personal development and 

incorporates an interpersonal focus, which considers the development 

of individual leaders” (McDermott, Kidney, & Flood, 2011, p. 358), 

whereas leadership development focuses on ways in which the 

“collective capacity of organizational members engage in leadership 

roles and processes” (Day, 2001, p. 582). Leader development is part of 

the concept of leadership, and leadership is embedded in management 

and organizational behavior. Scholars have extensively assessed how 

leadership is either trait-driven (Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009; 

Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; Peterson, Walumbwa, Byron, & Myrowitz, 

2008; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009) or behavior-driven (Avolio 

& Gardner, 2005; Judge, Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002; Yukl, 2012). 

However, as we focus mostly on leader development, we understand 

that this concept focuses primarily on the individual, with “core personal 

skills that include self-awareness, self-regulation, self-motivation and 

a shift toward “relational dialogue”” (McDermott et al., 2011, p. 359). 

The need to understand leader development has become more complex 
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given that organizations today face even greater complexities driven 

by technological revolutions and globalization, increased challenges 

in innovations and reinventions, and unpredictable and complex 

workplaces (Drath et al., 2008; O’Connell, 2014). Due to these 

impediments and constant changes in the market, there is a greater need 

to ensure that leaders are equipped not only to perform better but to 

encourage self-development, agile and constructive teams, and ingrained 

morals and values (Fairholm, 1995). However, there still lacks clarity 

regarding how leaders develop the capacity to integrate these capacities 

for themselves and for their teams and what sources feed leader behavior 

patterns (Popper & Mayseless, 2007).

Avolio and Hannah suggest that all formative experiences that 

individuals accumulate throughout their life are factors that contribute 

to leader development (Avolio & Hannah, 2008) and that through life 

experiences, the “individual interprets and finds meaning out of these 

experiences” (Avolio & Hannah, 2008, p. 334), which, in turn, enhance 

herself and her development. This process leads to an increased sense 

of self-identity and self-awareness (Branson, 2007; Hall, 2004; Hogg, 

2001; Shamir & Eilam, 2005), which emerge particularly when leaders 

develop ‘narrative competence’ (Gergen, 2005) and critically derive 

meaning from their experiences. One element missing from leadership 

studies and leader development is the role that historical narratives and 
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historical collective traumas play in meaning-making, self-awareness, 

leader identities and values.

Collective traumas, which form part of collective memories 

and historical narratives, are triggered by remembered or deposited 

memories of events and stories (Kimbles, 2006) and can shape the 

identity and development of leaders. Individuals who are members of 

or are associated with a community or group may be influenced by the 

historical essence of the group, the memorial events and ceremonies 

(Schiff, Noy, & Cohler, 2001b). These collective memories leave a mark 

on the collective consciousness of group members and form part of group 

members’ identity (Hirst & Echterhoff, 2008; Ricoeur, 2004a; Schiff 

et al., 2001b; Wohl & Branscombe, 2009; Wohl, Branscombe, & Klar, 

2006). Collective memories can be described as ‘ghosts’, as part of the 

remembered or unremembered past relevant in the present (Coles, 2011; 

Fraiberg, Adelson, & Shapiro, 1975), “which shape the world, ideas and 

ideologies of individuals” (Chinnery, 2010, p. 398).

Historical consciousness is a phenomenon that has attracted 

numerous management and organizational theorists as a way to 

understand how organizations develop their cultures, identities and 

knowledge by forging historical thinking, historical culture, memory 

and narratives (Booth & Rowlinson, 2006; Clark & Rowlinson, 2004; 

Kieser, 1994; Nordgren, 2016; Rowlinson, Casey, Hansen, & Mills, 
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2014; Suddaby, 2016; Wadhwani et al., 2018). Thanks to the call to 

action for a critical ‘historical turn’ (Booth & Rowlinson, 2006; Clark 

& Rowlinson, 2004), scholars have placed greater importance on the 

function of historical narratives in management and organizational 

research (Brunninge, 2009; Durepos & Mills, 2011) to stimulate critical 

management reflections in organizational actors and to better understand 

how organizations assist organizational actors in stimulating critical 

management reflections. It is acknowledged that organizations can be 

better understood by means of historical contexts (Foster, Coraiola, 

Suddaby, Kroezen, & Chandler, 2017; Foster, Suddaby, Minkus, & 

Wiebe, 2013). With organizational scholars’ growing interest in how 

history and memory shape organizations and organizational actors (Clark 

& Rowlinson, 2004; Tennent, Gillett, & Foster, 2019; Wadhwani et al., 

2018), questions linger as to what this means for the study of leaders and 

their leadership and the intrinsic role that history, memory and historical 

narratives have in shaping leader decision-making (Brunninge, 2009; 

Wadhwani et al., 2018).

The knowledge of leader development is thus limited in 

integrating collective traumas and historical narratives and enhancing 

leadership theories by forging collective histories and traumas. To 

address these limitations in our research, we raised the following 

question:
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1.  How does the transgenerational transmission of collective trauma 

reflect upon leaders, their values and their behaviors?

This question is addressed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. Through 

a conceptual analysis, I explore the research literature by proposing a 

model that incorporates three specific theories to help understand what 

can potentially be transmitted to leaders, and I underline propositions 

as a critical basis for future research on collective traumas and leader 

development. This chapter provides the framework and the basis by 

which the remaining chapters evolved and developed.

1.3.2 Stimulating the use of historical constructs in studying leader 
identity, values and actions 

Life stories and trigger events can play a significant role in the 

development of leaders, as noted above (Avolio & Hannah, 2008), and 

formative, lifespan processes (Day, 2011) and developmental experiences 

shape leader development and identity (Murphy & Johnson, 2011). 

Most research on leadership or leader development tends to take a more 

positivistic and essentialist approach and explore the principles and 

techniques of what makes a good or bad leader. In contrast, there is recent 

research indicating that social construction is vital in understanding 

who leaders are (Cunliffe, 2009) and how leaders gain knowledge and 

experience in relation to their lived experiences and social realities. As 

touched upon in the previous section, leaders can be best understood by 
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assessing them and their lives as ‘beings-interpreted’ (Ricoeur, 1992); 

human beings are understood when their experience and identity are 

interpretive, thus implying that leaders, similar to human nature, are not 

fixed, and we make ourselves who we are by imagining who we will be, 

as self-conscious reflective individuals (Cunliffe, 2008, 2009).

Keeping in mind subjective philosophy in relation to leader 

development and leadership studies, we have yet to find significant 

literature that explores methods and processes that use historical contexts 

to understand and interpret the development of leaders. To address this 

gap, we raised the following questions:

2.  What do leaders assess when they reflect on the transmission of their 

historical or collective traumas?

3.  How do historical narratives shape individuals in their role as 

leaders?

These questions are addressed in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. In Chapter 3, 

we empirically explore how historical consciousness is developed 

in leaders who are descendants of a specific and common collective 

trauma: the Armenian genocide. Research participants (leaders from 

different countries and organizations) have the opportunity to reflect on 

their collective trauma and the role that their history has played in their 

development. In Chapter 4, we examine the psychodynamic forces that 

reveal deeper consequences of leadership behavior and emotions that are 



18

On becoming historically conscious leaders

related to early experiences and stem from ethnic inheritances and ethnic 

identity. Ethnicity or ethnic inheritances can be understood when leaders 

focus on their collective histories, and through a relational (Cunliffe 

& Eriksen, 2011), social constructionist understanding, we assume 

that leadership is co-constructed not only through historical narratives 

but also through ethnic identities by exposing ethnic inheritances 

interpreted through leaders’ past experiences (Rüsen, 2012a, 2012b). 

In Chapter 5, we perform a similar empirical study, but the context is 

different from that of the previous studies. We introduce the concept 

of transgenerational transmission of collective trauma and assess how 

executives in an executive educational program reflect on, write about 

and interpret their own historical narratives that are relevant to their 

role as leaders. The findings of these studies indicate that leaders use 

rhetorical history, their unremembered and remembered events and 

stories relevant to their collective traumas and conduct self-reflection 

and self-interpretive processes that infuse the process of historical 

consciousness.

1.3.3 Historical narratives and historical consciousness relevant to 
leader development and leadership studies

Our research helps extend the theory of leader development, specifically 

with regard to leader identities, by connecting historical narratives and 

historical consciousness to the study of leaders. Leader identity is key in 
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the leader development process (Day et al., 2014; Lord & Hall, 2005) 

and underlies the relations and relationships of individuals within their 

social environments. Considering that historical narratives engage 

multifaceted relations among individuals, we propose and encourage the 

use of history in the study of leaders and leadership. Since history is not 

only learned but also inherent (Ahonen, 2005; Clark, 2014), by eliciting 

historical accounts and collective memory, leaders can reproduce 

and reformulate narratives that help them reveal how they perceive 

and identify themselves based on temporal experience. Historical 

consciousness and historical narrative permit examination, questioning, 

and validation, which support identity construction (Lührmann & Eberl, 

2016). Consequently, leader identity is developed and constructed in 

relation to others, not just in the professional realm but also vis-à-vis 

the perceived experiences during one’s formative and developmental 

years; these experiences also incorporate historical narratives passed on 

through generations. Historical consciousness integrates self-reflexive 

practice that supports both the critical assessment of historical narratives 

and the development of new narratives and expectations for the leader 

implicated (Fournier & Grey, 2000; Tennent et al., 2019).

The ‘historical turn’ has led to new opportunities and perspectives 

on how to integrate consciousness and reflexive practices in executive 

management learning to encourage the development of moral 
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organizational actors (Cunliffe, 2002; Tennent et al., 2019). The ‘uses of 

the past’ (Wadhwani et al., 2018) have an important role in leadership 

practice and executive education because they help develop sensitivities 

that are generally overlooked by leadership studies and mainstream 

management teaching (Chia & Morgan, 2016). Despite the relevance 

of ‘the uses of the past’ and the increased attention given to history in 

management and organizational studies (Tennent et al., 2019), we lack 

research results on the use of historical consciousness in leaders and 

executives. To critically observe behavioral changes (Ahonen, 2005; 

Seixas, 2004, 2013) or the opportunities that historical consciousness 

offers to leaders and executives, scholars can propose a more critical 

approach to historical pedagogy in order to equip these individuals 

with new or unused lenses that can help them be aware of their lived 

experiences, be aware of their assumptions, contradictions, values and 

beliefs, and efficiently use them in the development and implementation 

of organizational strategies (Chia & Morgan, 2016; Cunliffe, 2002; Kets 

de Vries & Korotov, 2007).

Consequently, we assert that leadership studies should consider 

what historical consciousness offers and encourage leaders and 

executives to become critical learners; consequently, we raise the 

following questions:

4.  What is the relevance of inciting historical consciousness in 
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leadership studies and in management and executive educational 

programs?

5.  What is awakened in management executives when they are given the 

opportunity to think about the transgenerational transmission of their 

collective traumas?

We attempt to address these questions in Chapters 3 and 5. In the 

former chapter, we attempt to show the important function that historical 

consciousness can have in inciting self-reflexive processes (Stutz & 

Sachs, 2016) and providing opportunities for executives to critically 

understand their moral position as leaders. By exposing or revisiting 

their historical narratives and collective memories, leaders have the 

opportunity to develop a clearer understanding of their ideological 

position within their inherited histories and to evaluate their role in the 

construction of moral and ethical organizational members. In the latter 

chapter, we enter a pedagogical executive environment to test how the 

topic of the transmission of collective trauma can incite ‘learning from 

the past’ and reveal reflective and reflexive opportunities that executive 

educational program participants achieve. We also test how the relevant 

critical questions are raised to support the decision-making process in 

organizations.

1.4 Research design and chapter overview

To address the research questions listed in the previous sections, I use 
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various sources to apply the narrative research methods. The context 

of narrative research allowed me to situate stories from personal 

experiences, historical contexts, and sociocultural circumstances 

(Creswell, 2013). Through narratives, I identified participants’ epiphanies 

and turning points through reflexive opportunities that changed their story 

line, the unfolding of their experiences according to their personal, social 

and historical contexts (Ricoeur, 2004a, 2004b), and the relevant themes 

of these lived experiences. Throughout the data collection process, I was 

in contact with the research participants to clarify the meaning of their 

stories and to contemplate their responses and emotions. Consequently, 

I noticed how stories were told, deconstructed, and reconstructed 

and ‘narrative competencies’ were developed (Czarniawska, 2000; 

Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Riessman, 2005, 2013).

The narrative approach used in this research refers to the use of 

historical collective traumas and the meanings participants make from 

their experiences or their memories of collective trauma. The narrative 

analysis methods allowed us to address the experiences and stories of 

individual participants and to address the essence and meaning that 

individuals ascribed to their experiences from collective traumas, such 

as the Armenian genocide, to grasp the nature and agency of traumas as 

human experiences and to understand how common historical traumas 

are relevant in developing or constructing personal values and beliefs 
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(Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012; Merleau-Ponty, 1964).

I combined various data collection methods to ensure an in-

depth understanding of the narratives in relation to collective traumas 

and historical consciousness. It was essential to conduct more than 

one interview with participants and to utilize reflection papers, role 

biographies and focused group discussions not only to understand 

common experiences but also to identify and interpret key features 

and themes. In addition to using multiple instruments, I attempted to 

diversify the data sample with one group of participants with a common 

history and collective trauma (the Armenian genocide) and one group 

comprising a variety of participants with diversified histories and 

collective traumas (such as the Singapore riots, the Holocaust, World 

War II, the Somalian civil war, the Anti-Sikh riots, and Apartheid). A 

mix of ethnicity, geography, profession, gender and age groups was 

also ensured in the study presented in Chapter 5. Finally, as the key 

researcher and a descendant of collective trauma, I was placed in a 

unique position to empathize with, feel the emotions of and even identify 

with some of the responses of participants perhaps differently than 

other researchers. I did not integrate my self-reflexive processes into the 

interpretation of the data, but I acknowledge being able to understand 

the context of the stories, regardless of the specific traumas described. 

Consequently, the narratives were not objectified but rather interpreted. 
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Research participants interpreted their historical events and memories 

and were subsequently embodied in their narrative; the participants’ 

emotions played an important part in their narratives. Given my personal 

experience with collective trauma, I ensured that the interview questions, 

the methodologies and the transcripts were reviewed and assessed by my 

supervisors and discussed thoroughly throughout the development of the 

studies and findings. I acknowledge that I played a key role in generating 

meaning and emotions from research participants because the interviews, 

the relevant questions and my presence during the interviews implicitly 

triggered research participants to access their collective memories, 

historical events and historical consciousness.

This dissertation incorporates similar research methods in the 

following chapters; however, it is important to differentiate these methods 

based on their different learnings and contributions. Chapter 2 presents 

a conceptual analysis of the meaning of transgenerational transmission 

of collective trauma in developing leader values. This chapter explores 

the sustainable life that collective traumas have through narratives 

and stories, traditions and rituals, and community commemorations 

(Tcholakian et al., 2019). The analysis presents three theoretical channels 

through which transmission can be processed: social learning theory, 

social identity theory and psychodynamics. To guide our manuscript 

and our research, we offer propositions regarding the ways in which 
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collective trauma can bring meaning to leader development studies, 

specifically regarding leader identities and values.

On the basis of the propositions offered in Chapter 2, Chapter 

3 attempts to empirically explore ways in which leaders make ‘use of 

the past’ (Wadhwani et al., 2018) by stimulating an awareness of their 

historical narratives of collective trauma and embracing a ‘process of 

learning’ (Rüsen, 2004a; Seixas, 2004). Specifically, we explore what 

a selected historic event – the Armenian genocide – means to leaders 

who are third-generation descendants and what implications this event 

has for the construction of their social realities, their values and their 

beliefs. According to the interpretation of leaders’ genocide narratives 

collected from two separate interviews with forty leaders of Armenian 

descent from various countries, leaders develop critical historical 

awareness and sensitivity, identify values from temporal experience, 

and draw meanings relevant to their leadership values and abilities 

from a historical context (Bruner, 2004; Ricoeur, 2004a). Our findings 

indicate that historical consciousness is a complementary means to help 

advance our understanding of leaders and leadership; the intrinsic role 

that history, memory and historical narratives can play in shaping leader 

decision-making, leader identities and leader values; and the underlying 

motivations that are associated with their behaviors and actions.

Our research sample allowed us to expand our understanding of 
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leaders and leadership by exploring how leaders identify with their ethnic 

inheritances and how they understand their self (Shotter & Cunliffe, 

2002; Sims, 2003; Thomas & Linstead, 2002). In Chapter 4, we use the 

same sample as in Chapter 3 (forty leaders of Armenian descent) to see 

how their ‘ethnic lenses’ (way of seeing) emerge, how the process of 

identity work is revealed, and how self-awareness is developed. Through 

a narrative analysis, the goal of this chapter is to better equip leader and 

leadership studies in understanding how ethnic inheritances and ethnic 

identity can be used as reference points to uncover consequences to 

leadership behavior. Through narrative reflexive work, leaders have the 

opportunity to become consciously authentic and to be active participants 

in the development of their morally conscious authentic selves.

In Chapter 5, we come full circle on the topic of the transmission 

of collective trauma by assessing how this phenomenon can incite 

historical consciousness in executive students by creating opportunities to 

reflect on and engage with their past histories. With a sample of sixty (60) 

international executive participants in 2 separate cohorts from a renowned 

business school and with a variety of origins, geographic backgrounds, 

ages and genders, we learned how professionals with different collective 

histories identify values and behaviors that may be associated with their 

historical references and narratives. The topic was addressed both on a 

general classroom level and through small focus groups. A selected group 
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of eighteen (18) executives who made specific references through their 

reflections (papers) and narratives were additionally interviewed. We 

conclude by presenting how the use of history in management executive 

education programs is a pertinent instrument for executives to connect, 

interpret and build expectations in relation to their professional actions 

and decisions. This ‘process of learning’ (Rüsen, 2004a; Seixas, 2004) 

allows executives to critically engage in self-reflexive processes that can 

better sensitize them to address human practices of management and 

lead teams more consciously and authentically.

Finally, in Chapter 6, we consolidate the key learnings and 

position them within a wider theoretical context, and we highlight 

the key contributions of our research to the field of management and 

organizational studies. We present the limitations of this dissertation, the 

possibilities for future research and the relevant implications of forging 

history and ethnicity in the field of leaders and leadership.
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Chapter Title Method Sample
Journal 

Publication 
Status

Collective traumas and 
the development of 
leader values: 
A currently omitted, 
but increasingly
urgent, research area

Introduction1

Conceptual
analysis

Articles on 
the topic

Published in
Frontiers in 
Psychology 
in 2019

2

Historical consciousness 
in leaders: How the 
historical narratives 
of leaders shape their 
worldview

Narrative 
analysis 

40 leaders of 
organizations 
from different 
geographic 
locations

Revise and 
resubmit 
request from 
Organization

3

Ethnicity in a leader: 
How leaders make 
sense of their ethnic 
inheritances

Narrative 
analysis 

40 leaders of 
organizations 
from different 
geographic 
locations

Under
review with 
Journal of 
Management 
Inquiry

4

What is so important 
about my history? 
Historical conscious-
ness in leader-leaning 
executive education

Narrative 
analysis 

60 executive 
students from 
different 
geographic 
locations 

18 additional 
interviews 
and reflection 
papers

Revise and 
resubmit with 
Academy of 
Management 
Learning & 
Education 
Journal

5

Discussion and 
conclusions

6

1.5 Thesis research output
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