
WHEN LEADERS EAT THEIR YOUNG
The Need for An Inter-Generational Approach to Leadership


 In times of uncertainty, conflict, or lack of nourishment,  a lioness is said to sometimes eat one her cubs. A 
more common occurrence is the practice of a male lion, when taking over a pride,  to kill all the cubs in order to 
bring the lionesses back into heat so that he may sire his own cubs. While these animalistic behaviors seem harsh, 
the brutality of nature requires that only the thoughtless survive. In the human domain though,  such behavior would 
be considered absurd. After all,  one of the hallmarks of humanity is our empathy for, and sense of guardianship over 
our offspring. Yet, in the context of leadership, these traits are seldom celebrated and rarely understood. 

 This decade is seeing the emergence of GenerationX into key leadership positions. President Barak Obama 
is one example. Born in 1961,  at the end of the Baby Boomer Generation, those who rebuilt the world after World 
War 2, Obama constitutes the early GenX leader who rose to prominence at the hand of his more experienced 
forerunners. One of the criticism of his first campaign, was his “lack of experience”,  when compared to his then 
opponent Senator John Mccain, a typical Boomer. 

 So too in the the corporate world, we are on the precipice of a handover between the bold and daring  
leaders who birthed the corporate age, and their offspring, a more relational crew who enjoy consensus. This 
moment of change is a classic case of the S-curve, where the petering  success of the front-runner, is passed into the 
hands of the unproven potential  successor. What makes this change even more interesting is the fact that change 
itself is today so rapid and technology so integral to success,  that GenXers will lead in a time better understood by 
their followers, the Millenials. Conversant with technology and 
adapted to constant change, Millenials hold the innovative 
capacity required for prolonged success. This amounts to a 
double-swop in leadership. First from the “Vision” of the 
Boomers, to the “Cohesion” of the GenXers, then over to the 
“Innovation” of the Millenials. 

 As we know, organizational change is by its’  nature 
tricky and painful. Change of this magnitude can only be 
described as traumatic. So, what are leaders to do? Well, we 
identify three options for the Boomers who hold the keys to the 
kingdom. The first is to “let go and move on”. Given the 
inexperience of their replacements, this is likely to result in a 
sudden drop in stakeholder confidence, and a series of 
expensive decisions as GenXers learn the trade. The second, is 
to “step back and give guidance”. This is the recommended response,  while doing  so without quenching  the 
leadership flare of their successors, and would require a special kind of humility from the Boomers. The third, most 
radical and least recommended, is to “eat their young”. This is done by holding on to power, hogging the 
organization’s resources, and watching their future prospects diminish gradually as one by one their possible 
successors leave the organization. 

 Some would argue that self-preservation is so central to the human condition that option three is a 
reasonable response. While we do acknowledge the power of our mammalian core, the higher faculties of 
humanness such as; foresight, dignity, and altruism convince us that great leaders succeed by succession. The ego-
trip of corporate leadership, typical of the 80s and 90s is a significant high from which to come down. The hope for 
the generation of emerging leaders, is that the hangover from those years of opulence don’t necessitate having  to 
start fresh in an age of austerity. 

About 

Marius Oosthuizen is a Futurist with CUSP Consulting. As a theologian, strategic thinker, and 
entrepreneur, he helps leaders, organisations,  and government departments come to terms with 
change. At CUSP he uses strategic foresight to advise and assist leaders in the public, private, 
and civic sector.
CUSP Consulting  Tel: +27(0)846701723 Email: marius@thecusp.co.za Website: 
www.thecusp.co.za

21 November 2012

mailto:marius@thecusp.co.za
mailto:marius@thecusp.co.za
http://www.thecusp.co.za
http://www.thecusp.co.za

