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ABSTRACT  
The paper analyses the training needs of managers belonging to public and private companies in the 
Region of Sicily (Italy), using focus groups. 52 managers took part in the research, 32 executives 
and 20 employees with intermediate positions in collaboration with senior management. This is a 
qualitative research with explorative purposes whose approach is part of the symbolic 
interactionism paradigm. Data analysis, supported by the Atlas.ti software, have permitted to code 
the meanings underlying the text of the narratives and identifying four “codes families” as key 
themes of the observed reality. It emerges a managerial profile that moving between critical and 
resources, shows an awareness of the need to refine skills that take into account the human factor, 
semantic category that is present across all the thematic areas addressed and on which should think 
and plan a specific management training. 
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1. Introduction 

Company Management now demands higher quality in terms of skills, strategic vision, role 
awareness and development strategies that look to of the health’s manager as a precondition of 
healthy organizations (Campbell Quick, et al., 2000; Gullo, et al., 2015). Patterns aimed to the 
human factor, whose object of study is merely the subject of knowledge itself (Novara and 
Lavanco, 2008), are embedded to the concept of the reflexivity. Similarly, training identifies a 
beneficiary which is also the conductor of training towards who provides it. It refers to a formation 
that means change (Cummings e Worley, 2013; Novara et al., 2017) throughout life, knowledge and 
experience, and which ends up involving the individual in its singularity and subjectivity (Mannino 
et al., 2017; Mannino & Caronia, 2017). The result is a flexible training model from which everyone 
draws what they need, a critical one, because they have learned to adjust and adapt to the life 
context and finally the human training, i.e. attentive to personal variables and responsive to the 
special educational needs (Venza et al., 2007; Mannino & Faraci, 2017). 
The present study stems from a commission by the SDI3 which, in collaboration with the teaching 
Community Psychology at the University of Palermo, captures the training challenges on a human 
scale, requiring an investigation to be carried out into the training needs of managers, of public and 
private companies, in the Region of Sicily.  
In particular, in this paper we will refer to research on focus groups as a proportion of qualitative 
research in exploratory purposes (Morgan & Krueger, 1998; Morgan, 1997; Krueger, 1994; Merton, 
Fiske & Kendall, 1990). In social research, in fact, this technique has been widely applied, 
especially in those disciplines interested in understanding complex situations where the role played 
by the context itself becomes a variable key in interpreting the data collected (CooperThomas & 
Wright, 2013; Mannino et al., 2015; Mannino & Giunta, 2015). Looking at the literally vast 
panorama present on the subject of management (Matzler et al., 2015; Avolio et al., 2009; 
Dulewicz & Higgs, 2005) it is now established that the "human" factor is a fundamental 
requirement of the management-oriented to effective organization. Moreover, in psychological 
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leadership research, it becomes increasingly important to understand how the specificity of the 
organizational and territorial contexts influence the leadership (Liden & Antonakis, 2009; 
Sparrowe, 2014) and how much, instead, can be considered "transversal" to the different contexts 
and, therefore, useful to understand in terms of best practices. It also adds the propensity of some 
disciplines to privilege as partners people who face daily experiences and problems and who 
become the subject of analysis and investigation on the part of the researcher, therefore, interested 
in collecting qualitative data and narratives that unfold in interactive contexts, thus explaining 
specific feelings and behaviours within the context (Silverman, 2013; Pellerone et al., 2016).  

With regard to the co-operation requested by the SDI, the analysis of demand has justified an 
investigation, as demand is the proponent, the body trainer, both potential beneficiaries and the 
managers in training. It has defined the investigation both as a moment of reflection of the SDI on 
the methods and the content which had led, up to that moment, to the provision of training, as well 
as exploration and acceptance of a new demand for training on the part of managers. 
 
 
2. Exploratory Research with Corporate Executives 

In the light of the objective shared with the client, a series of focus groups were proposed: 
1. groups of managers only, both with and without any training experience; 
2. groups of managers and transitional roles in cooperation with management. 

A total of 40 Sicilian companies from Palermo, Catania, Trapani and Agrigento and specialised in 
various types of activities (the field of municipal utilities, waste collection, training and 
communication) were contacted to participate in the research; they participated in the focus groups 
with a total of 52 people, 32 managers and 20 employees who hold intermediate positions in 
collaboration with senior management. The subjects involved were between 34 and 62 years of age 
(the mean age was 45 years), held a degree (n=41), had graduated from secondary school with the 
equivalent of A-Levels (n=11), and were mostly male (n=38) .  
The groups extent is that of the mini group (Greenbaum, 1998) having covered a range between 5-7 
participants per group. The decision was prompted by a desire to put each participant in a position 
to have as much time to present their considerations, in view of the complexity of the proposed 
activity and the likely involvement of the participants who did anticipate, therefore, a longer time 
for debate (Zammuner, 2003). Recruitment was managed directly by the SDI using time included in 
a lunch break as an incentive, so as not to hinder any of the managers’ work commitments and to 
offer them lunch at the end of each focus group. The lunch break was also an opportunity to break 
the ice, immediately creating a friendly and welcoming atmosphere. The place that hosted the 
meetings was not close to their places of work, although it was for the managers involved, and was 
a common point for professional meetings. 

On average, the duration of the focus groups was 90 minutes. 
The table of questions submitted to the groups can be attributed to the questioning route method, 

a rather structured format that is, on the one hand, likely to soften the spontaneity of the discussion, 
but on the other hand, guarantees a comparison between the responses of the participants; in the 
specific case of our study, this methodological framework was crucial in addressing the 
heterogeneity between and within groups, whilst linking consistent and non chaotic data to the 
research objectives (Table 1). The mode of conduct was, for this reason, rather directive and 
supported by the observation of an verbalizing assistant. 
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Tab. 1. Questioning Route  
 

TYPE OF 
QUESTION QUESTIONS 

Ice-breaker 
Questions  

What do you do in life (your professional role), and for how 
many years have you held this role? 

Introductory 
Question 

We try to gage the Manager’s profile: what are, in everyone's 
opinion, the characteristics of the manager (his skills, his 
knowledge, his qualities, his flaws)? 

Transitional 
Questions 

What are the critical situations that a manager should be 
prepared to face? 
- Give a few examples of a critical event which you have 
come across? 
- Which skills did you exercise to overcome this 
situation? 

What has been your greatest success (one of which you are 
proud) and which skills have you used to achieve that result? 

Significant 
Questions 

What should give you management training? 
Some of you have no other training experiences 
- Those of you who have done some training, what would you 
advise others who have not already done any training? And 
vice versa, those without any training experience behind them, 
what would you like to ask those who have done some 
training? 
- For those who have had some training: name some positive 
and negative aspects. 
- Who will be next to do it: expectations 

Closing Question What colour is leadership? If we were to use a metaphor, you 
could say that "Leadership is the colour ...." 

      
 

Results 

The approach used for data analysis is attributed here to the qualitative analysis that is deeply rooted 
in the symbolic interactionism perspective (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Chamberlain-Salaun et al., 
2013). This aims to understand a range of opinions on the topic discussed, as well as the meanings 
that underlie the narratives which identify the possibility of arriving at a key to understanding and 
interpreting the observed reality, by virtue of the relationships between the categories of meaning 
which emerge from the research. In our study, this step was assisted by Atlas.ti software (7.0 
version, Muhr, 1997) which, based on the principles of Grounded Theory (Glauser & Strauss, 1967; 
Charmaz, 2006), organizes data according to a network model. 
Specially, in order to analyze textual materials (obtained by typing out what has been said by focus 
group) a code is assigned to pieces of a selected part of the track as more interesting for the 
research. During this process, the research team proceeds to create wider meaning categories, 
putting together the codes with the same conceptual core and creating code families. 
Overall, 35 codes and 4 code families have been identified through the level of agreement between 
two independent judges who have us allowed to evaluate comprehensiveness and mutual exclusivity 
among them. 
The first map is the profile of the ‘manager type’ and is clear from the discussions in focus groups 
(Map 1). Participants define the "manager type" as a precursor and as someone who can 
"acknowledge signals" and advances compared to the present, and is able to "look forward and 
beyond", since he owns a design expertise that allows him to ‘provide incentives’ to other 
employees. This almost prophetic image of the manager is well rendered by the quote from one of 
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the participants: «Do you know why my father was lucky and yours was not? Because where your 
father saw a field full of stones, my father saw a field full of roses ... » 
 

 
 
In this aspect, alongside more specific ‘technical skills’ that give us an executive planner, is one 
who knows ‘how to manage time and space’ and ‘how to plan activities’ in the short term, in order 
to do the job in an efficient way. The codes that define leadership and the facilitator of human 
factors are significant in terms of occurrences. In the first case, it expressly refers to a guide similar 
to a ‘coach’ or a ‘conductor’, as opinion leaders who are able to influence the moods and the results 
of the team, therefore expressing a role but maintaining a leading and authoritative behaviour and 
showing an ‘aptitude to democratic control’. 

The most characteristic aspect of the manager type is, however, what we may see on the right side 
of Map 1. The role of the Human Factor Facilitator seems to focus on employees as people before 
professionals, so it is primarily called managing relationships. Of this competence, individuals’ 
motivation plays a part as individuals are, therefore, ‘heard’ even when they do not communicate 
visibly and they are encouraged to develop an association with respect to the organization; always 
being part of the human factor it is the ability to develop groupship (like being part of a whole 
group) from the differences in roles and responsibilities of each other that are brought to light as 
they make a well-matched team, if only in respect of these differences. 

Finally, still within the management of the human factor, we find the ‘comparison with all those  
you work with’ in an attitude of collective learning that in the name of a recognized 
interdependence between the parties (Moscato et al., 2016) to say face-to-face to the leaders 
themselves, ‘is one from which one can learn’. 

 
It is evident that the portrait of this manager seems flawless, which is why the conductor, during the 
group discussion, focused on this point and wondered if the ruling can be considered free from any 
‘defects in the role’. 
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Map 2 exemplifies those personal or role playing defects by providing a caricature of the manager. 

What, more obviously, undermines the position of the perfect Manager is the experience of 
loneliness, associated too much or too little with the dilemma of the delegate that in both cases can 
produce errors of assessment: in other words, a manager overloaded with commitments of which he 
is unable to fulfill or an excessive delegation to collaborators. One participant, citing the text of 
Blanchard (2002), recalls that he was surprised when he discovered that the main manager of the 
book «was perfectly free and so good at delegating that things were being done by themselves». 

This sense of loneliness – indicated yet as a risk factor in other studies (Campbell Quick et al., 
2000) – strongly affects the responsibility not shared with middle management or above and the 
absence of supervision so that executives feel, at times, ‘adrift’ and maintain that ‘without any 
feedback you can fail’. Everything here tells the importance of a monitoring system for the other 
executive positions, as has been confirmed in many financial fields (Cornelli et al., 2013). Again, 
while respecting the roles, collaboration with others is vital, even when it comes to making 
important decisions.  

It is thought that personality characteristics in defining the defects of leadership occupy a small 
corner, by referring, for example, to impulsivity, superficiality in ‘underestimating or 
overestimating a problem’, or the lack of optimism and determination ‘that are expressed in the 
inability to see’ an opportunity behind a problem. Almost like a game of mirrors, yet another 
interesting aspect emerges in conceiving the defects of the manager, as flaws in the system highlight 
relationships between politics, business and markets.  
This combination is different in the case of a public or a private company, especially in the first 
case, where it is clear that political interference by reducing the autonomy of the manager ‘brings 
out the bad character’. They are part of defects of the system, ultimately, as well as aspects of the 
organisation which we could attribute to an inconsistent organisational culture, where parts and the 
whole of it are not moving towards the same goals. 

Map 3 shows, in a composite way, what the participants classify as "a critical event" and, 
conversely, which solutions you need to practice to be able to cope. Critical events have been 
derived from field experiences that executives will have faced in the course of their careers and 
which have been retold in group discussions, by enabling an honest comparison between the 
participants, beneficial, according to everyone, to further enrich any experiential baggage. 
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Critical issues and solutions seem to amalgamate as a single semantic map in which we find the 
critical illustrated in the lower part, and possible solutions in the upper part of the graph (Map 3). 
Therefore a critical event can be related to the production if this is aligned to high standards. In the 
event of this, however, it adversely affects the limited cooperation between sectors (for example, 
the technical and the organisational) but can, however, find a solution if you look to optimise the 
organisation. This expression means that participants have to ‘rationalize tasks’ and ‘improve 
vertical and horizontal lines of communication’, both on a micro and macro level (i.e. between 
individuals and departments), ‘to invest in training’ for all members of the company, conveying 
tasks and efforts on common and shared goals. 
Another critical area is the absence of charisma that is, from seeing it falter, in some circumstances 
thought to be the guide and driver of the group, also coinciding with personal issues pertaining to 
the privacy of the manager, the fact that life that is not always possible to keep away from the office 
and is affected, thereby influencing job performance. The lack of charisma that is associated with 
the difficulty to motivate groups can be fixed by focusing on the ‘human and communicative factor’ 
which highlights how are important the ‘group collaboration’ and ‘to work together’, sharing tasks 
and ‘drawing on all personal resources’. In this case, personal resources represent the map code in 
itself, since they include both the personal qualities such as assertiveness and determination in 
advancing the company, as well as the technical, organisational and communicative skills acquired 
directly in the field of employment. 
Map 4 gathers the considerations of the executives regarding their training needs, who in retrospect 
are consistent with the image of managers that, together with management techniques and strategies 
of the trade, aim to ripen those transversal skills that are resource in coping with personal 
difficulties as well as work difficulties. 
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The training model that participants say they marry is that of life-long learning, something that 
affirms the right to education as non-depleting for an adult of a certain age and outlines the 
complementary nature between the right to education and the right to work, between learning in 
formal and informal contexts. The model is, in fact, associated with activities and training content 
that recall the recognition of the person as a whole, not only as a container of technical skills related 
to areas of knowledge, but also transversal skills to contextualize, creatively, in life and in work. 
The outdoors and techniques of stress management are some examples of training activities aimed 
at improving "mutual reliance" and self-control. Such activities are associated with technical 
knowledge and non technical knowledge that involve a greater knowledge and relationship 
management, especially those aimed at teamwork and conflict management, and more general 
human factors where listening, observing, empathy and communication must ‘grow’ because - as 
recalled by the participants themselves – ‘the company is made up of people’. 
  
 
4. Discussion 
The results provide a list of priorities that can be summarized in four points: 
• according to Mannino, Schiera (2017) and Mannino et al., (2017) in clinical field, research 
participants consider the human factor, in all its facets, to influence organizational personal skills. 
• training needs are expressed strongly in this direction and can be linked to content and activities 
that disregard indoctrination on management, suggesting wider training on a human scale; 
• the element of leadership would seem central to the role of authoritative guidance that the 
executive sums up, while considering the management of power, as well as passive learning, mostly 
in relation to the personality of the individuals; 
•  the critical event which the manager can encounter is seen as an event all round with respective 
solutions; this aspect, on the one hand, reveals a linear thinking that moves based on semantically 
opposite and complementary concepts (absence / present teamwork, absence / present personal 
qualities, etc.), on the other hand, it could refer to a specific mode of problem solving for the 
executive who – as formulated by the participants – must be able to see ‘an opportunity behind a 
problem’ (cfr. par. 4), meaning every situation is potentially educational. 
The first line is build following a training model focused on the knowledge transformation (Novara 
et al., 2017) to address a possible change, first from the movements of knowledge itself.  
Consideration, finally, must be given to the content revealed by our study and its ability to have an 
impact on management training. As part of the action research, we cannot assume that it is just 
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enough to identify symptoms to operate treatment (Novara et al., 2016a); rather, the information 
presented is the exploratory research offering the ability to rethink and plan research in the future. 
If we assume the idea that knowledge is not the discovery but the invention (Samson, 1999), since it 
does not lead to something previously that existed, we can understand the value of the research with 
focus groups and its implication on the service offers towards the territory (Novara et al., 2016b). 
Even the metaphors used in the closing by our participants4  are metaphors that strongly show the 
desire to leave the dark period that the world economy is going through, using it as a primary 
responsibility of management to cope with the unpredictability of events by creatively recombining 
old and new skills, personal and group skills, as well as character and organizational aspects. 
 
Limitations 
Surely, the present research is not free from restrictions.  
We focused on the self-perceptions of individuals within the organization but it was not possible to 
analyze other important variables in this context. Our research was deliberately exploratory but the 
results raise a number of interesting questions that merit further investigation. A more systematic 
analysis would be advisable in regards to how relationships between managers and employees are 
implicated in the development of perceptions of management and organizational events. The 
research could also compare organizations of different types and different cultures to see if there are 
differences in the perception of management and training needs. 
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