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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and prioritize the factors affecting the psychological capital of secondary school principals in Abdanan
County. This applied-developmental study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 experts in education and educational management, selected through purposive and
theoretical sampling. The interview data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. The qualitative findings were subsequently
used to develop a structured questionnaire for the quantitative phase. The questionnaire was administered to educational administrators
and personnel in Abdanan County, and valid data obtained from 50 respondents were analyzed using the nonparametric Friedman test.
The qualitative analysis yielded 174 statements, 39 subcategories, and 12 main factors affecting principals’ psychological capital:
organizational knowledge, religiosity, relationships with colleagues, personality, ethics, research and development, emotions,
psychological well-being, support, environment, outlook on life, and self-perception. The Friedman test indicated a statistically significant
difference among the rankings of these factors (3>=40.95, p=0.025). Organizational knowledge received the highest priority, followed by
religiosity, ethics, psychological well-being, relationships with colleagues, environment, research and development, personality, emotions,
self-perception, support, and outlook on life, respectively. The psychological capital of school principals is a multidimensional construct
influenced by individual, emotional, relational, organizational, environmental, and value-based resources. The leading position of
organizational knowledge suggests that knowledge updating, professional development, in-service education, experience sharing, and
collaborative learning should constitute the core of principal-development policies. Programs designed to strengthen professional ethics,
psychological well-being, constructive workplace relationships, and organizational support may further enhance principals’ hope, self-
efficacy, optimism, and resilience. Accordingly, educational authorities should consider the identified priority structure when designing
interventions and allocating resources for the development of school principals’ psychological capital.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Schools are among the most influential social institutions for developing human capital, transmitting
knowledge, cultivating social values, and preparing students for responsible participation in society. The
effectiveness of schools depends not only on curricula, instructional resources, and teachers’ competencies,
but also on the quality of school leadership. School principals are responsible for coordinating educational
activities, managing human resources, responding to institutional expectations, supervising teaching and
learning, maintaining relationships with families, and addressing the psychological and organizational needs
of staff and students. In this respect, effective schools are characterized by purposeful leadership, coherent
organizational processes, constructive relationships, and a capacity for continuous improvement (Nourian &
Shahbazi, 2013). Principals also function as professional and behavioral role models whose decisions,
attitudes, and interpersonal conduct influence teachers’ motivation, students’ learning climate, and the wider
organizational culture of the school (Lunenberg et al., 2007). Consequently, the psychological capacities of
school principals constitute a critical but sometimes overlooked foundation of educational effectiveness.

The contemporary school environment exposes principals to multiple and often competing demands. They
must manage administrative pressures, limited resources, changing educational policies, interpersonal
conflicts, accountability requirements, technological developments, and the emotional consequences of
working with teachers, students, and families. These demands can deplete psychological resources and increase
the risk of stress, disengagement, burnout, and ineffective decision-making. Professional development may
improve principals’ capacity to respond to such challenges, but its effectiveness depends on whether training
produces meaningful changes in beliefs, professional behavior, and workplace practice (Borg, 2018).
Similarly, multilevel systems of professional support demonstrate that sustained training, feedback, coaching,
and contextual assistance can strengthen the ability of educational personnel to manage complex work
situations (Grasley-Boy et al., 2019). Therefore, understanding the positive psychological resources that help
principals remain effective, adaptive, and motivated is essential for both leadership development and school
improvement.

Psychological capital has emerged as one of the central constructs in positive psychology and positive
organizational behavior. Positive organizational behavior emphasizes measurable, developable, and
manageable psychological capacities that can improve individual and organizational performance (Luthans,
2002). Psychological capital refers to a positive developmental state that is commonly represented by four
interrelated dimensions: self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans & Avolio, 2007). Self-efficacy
reflects confidence in one’s ability to mobilize cognitive and behavioral resources to perform difficult tasks
successfully. Hope includes goal-directed motivation and the ability to generate alternative pathways toward
desired outcomes. Optimism concerns positive but realistic expectations regarding present and future success.
Resilience refers to the capacity to recover, adapt, and continue functioning after adversity, failure, or intense
pressure (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). Together, these dimensions create a psychological resource that is more
powerful than each component considered separately.

A major advantage of psychological capital is its developmental nature. Unlike relatively stable personality
traits, psychological capital is considered state-like and therefore capable of improvement through training,
experience, goal-setting, feedback, supportive relationships, and organizational interventions. Its association
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with performance and satisfaction has been established in organizational research, and its measurement has
been refined across diverse occupational contexts (Luthans et al., 2017). The broader conceptualization of
positive psychological capital also emphasizes that it can be developed and managed at individual, group, and
organizational levels (Luthans et al., 2014). Its applicability has been demonstrated among professional
groups such as physiotherapists, indicating that psychological capital can provide a useful framework for
understanding work-related psychological resources in demanding service environments (Salles & d'Angelo,
2020). The development of context-specific instruments for populations such as patients with cancer further
demonstrates that psychological capital is sufficiently flexible to capture positive coping resources across
different conditions and populations (Cui et al., 2021).

Psychological capital is strongly connected with well-being, mental health, and adaptive functioning.
Individuals with higher psychological capital are more likely to formulate meaningful goals, persist in the face
of obstacles, interpret setbacks as temporary, and use flexible strategies for problem-solving. Psychological
capital may therefore enhance both work performance and the subjective quality of occupational life (Youssef-
Morgan & Luthans, 2015). The satisfaction of basic psychological needs, including autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, is likewise associated with motivation and well-being and may support the development of
positive psychological resources (Tang et al., 2020). In organizational settings, psychological capital and the
satisfaction of basic needs have been linked to employees’ psychological well-being (Mahmoudi &
Sajadinejad, 2022). These relationships are particularly important for principals, whose psychological
functioning may directly influence decision-making, emotional regulation, staff relations, and the overall
climate of the school.

Previous studies have shown that psychological capital is associated with a range of desirable occupational
outcomes. It has been positively related to job attachment and self-evaluation and may reduce dysfunctional
professional behaviors (Aminpour Hassan Kiadeh et al., 2024). It has also been found to be negatively
associated with intention to leave a job and to operate through psychological ownership processes that shape
employees’ attachment to their organization (Mirzaei et al., 2023). Among nurses, greater psychological
capital has been associated with stronger creative tendencies and lower job burnout (Li et al., 2019). These
findings suggest that principals with stronger psychological capital may be more likely to remain committed,
maintain energy under pressure, and engage in constructive and creative problem-solving.

Creativity and innovation represent particularly relevant outcomes in educational leadership. Principals
frequently face ambiguous situations for which routine responses are insufficient. Psychological capital can
increase confidence in experimenting with new practices and reduce fear of failure. Positive psychological
capital has been associated with creativity and role performance in service-oriented settings (Lee & Chu, 2016).
Among female school principals, psychological capital has also shown a positive relationship with creativity
(Haroun Rashidi & Kazemian Moghadam, 2018). In teachers, psychological capital has predicted innovative
behavior directly and indirectly through work vitality (Khosravi et al., 2020). Authentic leadership has
likewise been linked to innovation through the role of psychological capital, indicating that leadership behavior
and positive psychological resources operate together in shaping organizational creativity (Novitasari et al.,
2020). Thus, psychological capital may help principals create schools that are more adaptive, collaborative,
and open to change.

Within educational organizations, psychological capital is influenced by both individual capacities and
contextual conditions. Organizational climate, trust, collaboration, and learning opportunities may strengthen
employees’ hope, efficacy, optimism, and resilience. Organizational climate has been shown to influence
teachers’ informal workplace learning through the mediating role of psychological capital (Aslani et al.,
2023). Similarly, learning empowerment can promote psychological capital by improving skills, increasing
awareness, creating supportive learning environments, and encouraging participation (Mahmoudalilou et al.,
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2023). Psychological capital has also been related to academic performance, engagement, adjustment, intrinsic
motivation, stress reduction, and lower burnout among university students (Li & Che Hassan, 2023). These
findings support the view that psychological capital is not merely an internal characteristic but a resource
shaped through the interaction between individuals and their educational environments.

Psychological capital is also associated with achievement motivation and developmental outcomes. Self-
efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism have been positively related to students’ motivation for achievement
(Saadat et al., 2019). Intervention studies further demonstrate that psychological capital can be strengthened.
A meta-analysis of controlled interventions confirmed that structured psychological and educational programs
can significantly increase psychological capital (Lupsa et al., 2020). Reality therapy has also been effective
in increasing psychological capital and reducing loneliness among single-parent adolescent girls (Gholamali
Lavasani et al., 2024). The relevance of such findings is reinforced by research showing that loneliness reflects
a complex experience of disconnection and unmet relational needs that may weaken psychological adjustment
(Verity et al., 2022). These findings suggest that social connection, positive self-perception, and adaptive
coping can contribute to the development of psychological capital.

Physical, social, and self-regulatory factors may also play important roles. Physical activity has been found to
increase psychological capital both directly and indirectly through perceived social support and self-control
(Lin et al., 2025). Emotional intelligence is similarly connected to psychological capital because it supports
the recognition, understanding, and regulation of emotions in workplace interactions. A systematic review
reported a positive relationship between emotional intelligence and psychological capital and showed that their
interaction may improve performance, job satisfaction, and employee well-being (Tjimuku et al., 2025).
Moreover, psychological capital training for managers has been associated with increased employee work
engagement, indicating that the psychological resources of leaders may transfer to broader organizational
outcomes (Ghaneinia et al., 2015). Taken together, these studies suggest that psychological capital among
principals may be influenced by professional knowledge, personal values, ethical orientation, emotional
competence, social relations, organizational support, environmental conditions, self-regulation, and life
orientation.

Despite the increasing body of research on psychological capital, many studies have focused on its outcomes,
components, or intervention effects, while fewer have attempted to identify and prioritize its antecedents
among school principals within a specific cultural and organizational context. Because the relative importance
of these factors may vary according to local values, organizational structures, leadership expectations, and
available resources, context-sensitive research is necessary. An exploratory mixed-methods design can reveal
locally meaningful dimensions and subsequently determine their relative priority. Accordingly, the present
study aimed to identify and prioritize the factors affecting the psychological capital of secondary school
principals in Abdanan County.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied-developmental in purpose and used an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design.
In the qualitative phase, the study population consisted of faculty members and specialists in education and
educational management in Abdanan County during the 2023-2024 academic year. Participants were selected
through purposive and theoretical sampling. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 experts,
including 20 women and 10 men. In terms of academic rank, 14 participants were assistant professors, 10 were
associate professors, and six were full professors. The interviews continued until sufficient conceptual
coverage and theoretical saturation were achieved.

Qualitative data were analyzed through a structured coding process involving open, axial, and selective coding.
Statements related to the determinants of principals’ psychological capital were identified, compared, grouped,
and integrated into subcategories and main categories. The resulting qualitative framework was used to
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construct a structured questionnaire for the quantitative phase. The quantitative population included senior and
middle-level educational administrators, school principals, and teachers working in primary, lower-secondary,
and upper-secondary schools in Abdanan County. Although the initial sampling plan considered a larger
sample, 50 completed and analyzable questionnaires were included in the final inferential analysis. The
Friedman nonparametric test was used to determine whether the identified factors differed significantly in their
relative importance and to establish their priority ranking.

Findings

The qualitative analysis produced 174 meaningful statements, which were organized into 39 subcategories and
12 main factors affecting the psychological capital of secondary school principals. The identified main factors
were organizational knowledge, religiosity, relationships with colleagues, personality, ethics, research and
development, emotions, psychological well-being, support, environment, outlook on life, and self-perception.
Organizational knowledge included knowledge updating and knowledge sharing. Its subcomponents involved
improving and integrating organizational knowledge, strengthening technical knowledge, using technical
expertise, providing regular training, offering in-service courses, transferring knowledge, sharing professional
experience, creating educational teams, and encouraging collaborative activities. Religiosity included religious
beliefs, religious orientation, workplace spirituality, commitment to religious duties, spiritual intelligence, trust
in God, and gratitude. Relationships with colleagues included constructive interaction, communication skills,
relationship quality, compatibility, public-relations competence, and trust-building. Personality consisted of
warmth, sociability, introversion—extroversion, responsibility, conscientiousness, confidence, and
perfectionism. Ethics included personal morality, moral intelligence, ethical orientation, and ethical leadership.
Research and development included engagement in research activities, valuing organizational research,
supporting research initiatives, and maintaining a positive orientation toward organizational development. The
emotions factor covered emotional regulation, cognitive emotion regulation, emotional intelligence, tolerance
of emotional distress, positive and negative emotions, emotional growth, emotional adjustment, and emotional
maturity. Psychological well-being included anxiety, stress, impulsivity, coping strategies, happiness,
organizational vitality, mental health, subjective well-being, and psychological interventions. Support included
social support, support from friends and significant others, perceived organizational support, managerial
encouragement, recognition, welfare and educational facilities, positive performance appraisal, and the
absence of discrimination. Environment included family conditions, family climate, work environment,
occupational context, and organizational climate. Outlook on life consisted of quality of life, lifestyle, life
meaning, goal-directedness, life satisfaction, job satisfaction, work involvement, and achievement motivation.
Self-perception included self-esteem, self-confidence, metacognitive beliefs, metacognitive awareness, self-
compassion, self-regulation, planning, discipline, problem-solving, conflict resolution, social competence,
mindfulness, and tolerance of ambiguity.

The Friedman test showed a statistically significant difference among the identified factors, with a chi-square
value of 40.95 and a significance level of 0.025. This result indicated that the factors did not have equal
importance and could be meaningfully prioritized. Organizational knowledge ranked first, followed by
religiosity, ethics, psychological well-being, relationships with colleagues, environment, research and
development, personality, emotions, self-perception, support, and outlook on life, respectively. Therefore,
organizational knowledge was perceived as the most influential factor, whereas outlook on life received the
lowest relative ranking among the twelve identified dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the psychological capital of school principals is a multidimensional phenomenon
that emerges from the interaction of professional, cognitive, ethical, emotional, relational, environmental, and
self-regulatory resources. The identification of twelve factors extends the conventional view of psychological
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capital beyond its four core components and provides a contextual explanation of the conditions that may
strengthen or weaken those components in school leadership.

The first-place ranking of organizational knowledge suggests that principals’ confidence, hope, optimism, and
resilience depend strongly on their ability to understand educational systems, apply technical knowledge,
update professional competencies, and exchange experience with colleagues. Knowledge reduces uncertainty,
improves decision quality, and increases the principal’s sense of control over complex situations. Knowledge
sharing also prevents professional isolation and allows principals to learn from collective experience. Thus,
organizational knowledge may operate as a foundational resource that supports all four components of
psychological capital.

The high ranking of religiosity and ethics reflects the importance of values, meaning, moral coherence, and
spiritual orientation in the studied context. Religiosity may strengthen hope, gratitude, trust, and endurance,
particularly when principals encounter circumstances that are not fully under their control. Ethical orientation
may also reduce internal conflict, increase professional integrity, and create trust between principals and school
personnel. Together, these factors provide an interpretive framework through which principals can understand
responsibility, hardship, success, and service.

Psychological well-being and relationships with colleagues also occupied prominent positions. Principals with
better mental health are more capable of regulating stress, tolerating ambiguity, and sustaining effective
functioning under pressure. Constructive relationships provide emotional, informational, and practical
resources and facilitate trust, collaboration, and shared problem-solving. The importance of the organizational
and family environment further confirms that psychological capital cannot be treated as a purely internal
resource. Supportive climates create opportunities for learning, recovery, participation, and recognition,
whereas conflictual or discriminatory environments may deplete positive psychological resources.

Research and development, personality, and emotions occupied intermediate positions. A research-oriented
principal is more likely to analyze problems systematically, test alternatives, and use evidence in decision-
making. Personality may influence the expression of psychological capital, but its lower ranking suggests that
participants regarded developable and contextual factors as more important than relatively stable traits.
Emotional regulation and emotional maturity remain essential because principals must manage conflict,
pressure, and interpersonal sensitivity; however, emotional resources may exert their influence through broader
dimensions such as well-being and relationships.

Self-perception, support, and outlook on life received the lowest relative rankings, but these factors should not
be interpreted as unimportant. Self-confidence, metacognition, self-compassion, mindfulness, and problem-
solving are closely connected to self-efficacy and resilience. Support may function indirectly by strengthening
other resources rather than operating as an isolated determinant. Similarly, outlook on life may influence
psychological capital through life meaning, job satisfaction, and achievement motivation. Its last-place ranking
indicates lower relative priority rather than absence of effect.

Overall, the results show that interventions designed to strengthen principals’ psychological capital should not
focus exclusively on motivational training or positive thinking. A comprehensive strategy should combine
organizational learning, ethical leadership, psychological well-being, constructive collegial relationships,
supportive environments, emotional competence, research orientation, and self-regulation. Educational
authorities can use the identified ranking to allocate resources more rationally, beginning with professional
knowledge development while simultaneously addressing value-based, psychological, and relational needs.
Strengthening these conditions may improve not only principals’ personal functioning but also teacher
engagement, school climate, innovation, and organizational effectiveness.
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