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Abstract
Iran’s higher education system, as one of the core i ice institutions,
faces profound challenges\in creating public valughmanaging workforce

1g leadership style among a
ears old) and to develop a

context—sensitive‘moc‘ Data collected through semi-structured
interviews with 2 agers ic,YAzad, and Payam Noor universities

in Lorestan and Farsrovi ed using classical thematic analysis.
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pathic control, and cognitive reframing, this
alance organizational objectives with employees’
principal outcome of the study is the indigenous
model, which provides an integrated framework
illustrating how healing leadership influences organizational commitment and
reduces burnout. This el offers a practical foundation for policymaking
aimed at facilitating the transition toward human-centered university
governance and the sustainable creation of public value.
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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

Iran’s higher education system, as one of the country’s largest public service
institutions, operates under an intense convergence of structural,
psychological, and technological pressures. Persistent employee burnout,
growing mental health concerns, economic austekity, and accelerated
digitalization have increasingly undermined traditional hiekarchical leadership
models. These pressures are further amplifi i ange. A new
cohort of university managers—predomin eNof 40—has
entered leadership roles, shaped by digital

exhaustion for both leaders
Leadership practices ingtaniag universit ve historically emphasized
task control, compliand@\and formakauthority™Although recent scholarship

indicates a gra‘ flin towa al and servant leadership, these
approaches remai mited capacity to address accumulated
psychological strain, emati ngagement, and declining intrinsic

study advance i rship as a necessary evolution in public
university gov ing leadership extends beyond service-oriented
models by explici sing on repairing psychological strain, fostering
emotional trust, and enabling cognitive—emotional renewal in high-pressure
organizational environments.

Drawing on principlgsfrom clinical psychology—such as active empathy,
emotional regulation;"and cognitive reframing—alongside human resource
management constructs like psychological capital (PsyCap), healing
leadership reframes employee mental health and resilience as strategic
organizational assets. The study argues that sustainable public value in higher
education cannot be achieved solely through performance indicators or
structural reforms; it requires leadership practices that actively restore
psychological safety and intrinsic motivation, particularly within digitally
mediated work contexts.
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Research Questions
This study addresses the following questions:
1. How do new-generation university managers conceptualize and enact
healing leadership in public higher education institutions?
2. What mechanisms are used to support employees’ psychological
recovery under chronic stress?
3. What observable behaviors and cognitive—emotional competencies
constitute healing leadership in university settings?
4. How do managers perceive the effects healing leadership on
employee well-being, organizational function and public service

2. Literature Review
2.1. From Control-Oriented to Human-Ce
Classical leadership theories—trait-based, transacti d authoritarian—
are increasingly misaligneth, with contempera anizational realities
characterized by digital tragsformation, Iversity, and heightened
psychological risk (Norghouse, 20 Human3eentric leadership approaches
have emerged i oR8e, refra ership as a relational and meaning-

%nt lea i sizes service, empowerment, and

oriented process.
Chamyet a 1), yet its primary focus on moral

centric paradigm
and resilience-buildin
particularly relevant in

rounding emotional repair, psychological safety,
(Andenoro & Nagel, 2012). This orientation is
iversity contexts, where intellectual labor is closely
intertwined with emotional demands and identity-related stressors.

2.2. Theoretical Foufidations of Healing Leadership

Healing leadership integrates techniques from clinical psychology—active
listening, non-judgmental presence, emotion regulation, and cognitive
reframing—uwith organizational constructs such as perceived organizational
support and psychological capital. PsyCap, comprising hope, efficacy,
resilience, and optimism, has been consistently linked to job satisfaction,
engagement, and performance (Luthans et al., 2007). Empirical studies
indicate that leadership practices fostering PsyCap reduce burnout and
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enhance commitment and adaptive performance (Sarwar et al., 2023;
Maluegha et al., 2024).

Healing leadership does not imply therapeutic intervention by managers.
Rather, it refers to psychologically informed leadership behaviors that
stabilize emotional climates, prevent escalation of distress, and facilitate
recovery through routine managerial interactions.

2.3. Iranian Context and Research Gaps

Leadership research in Iran reflects a gradual shift toward ethical and values-
based models, with servant leadership demonstratingicultural congruence with
Iranian—-Islamic norms and positive associations with | eaningfulness and
performance (Rahimian et al., 2018; Beheshti & moodi, 2025).
Nevertheless, three gaps persist: limited in ical insights
into leadership models; scarce attention 0N\ university
managers as distinct change agents; and the
digital leadership practices with mental health an enhance public
value. This study addresses these gaps through
gualitative model.

owball sampling yielded 20 participants, with
ved after 17 interviews. The final sample included
6 departmental managers (12 men, 8 women), with a
an average of four years of leadership experience.

Data were collected®through semi-structured interviews lasting 30-45
minutes, focusing leadership experiences, emotional challenges,
psychological support practices, and digital tools. Initial coding was supported
by Grok-3 Al, while final theme development was conducted by the researcher
with two expert supervisors in clinical psychology and human resource
management. Reliability was ensured through peer review and inter-coder
agreement (87% on 25% of the data). Validity was strengthened through
triangulation, member checking, audit trails, and reflexive analysis. Ethical
standards were strictly observed.

theoretical saturati
4 senior, 10 middle, al
mean age of 35.3 years
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4. Results

Analysis revealed substantial thematic convergence, with approximately 75%
frequency across core dimensions of healing leadership. Four interrelated
themes emerged. Emotional trust-building (85%) reflected the delegation of
responsibility combined with emotional feedback to enhance psychological
safety. Active empathy (90%)—primarily non-judgmental listening—served
as the central mechanism of emotional stabilization. Leader emotional self-
regulation (85%) involved practices such as clgnitive reframing and

captured the strategic use of digital tools for remote stpport, emotional
monitoring, and resilience-building, ticularly pi brid work
environments.

These findings were synthesized into t i heel, a 16-
dimension spider-web model mapping leadership p a 0-100% scale
based on participant patterns  suggested

complementary strengths: asized empathy and
psychological safety, v@&ale hted structural clarity and
digital coordination. L\

AN

_ A\
5. Discus
The findin dership as a strategic mechanism for
enhancing publi r education by linking employee well-being to

organizational
contributes theoreti
leadership and practica
development. Healing |
recalibrates them withi

d service quality. The Digital Healing Wheel
y integrating digital practices into human-centric
by offering an evaluative framework for leadership
dership does not replace control mechanisms but
otionally supportive environments.

6. Conclusion

Sustainable excellence in Iran’s public higher education system cannot be
achieved through authoritarian or purely performance-driven leadership
models. Healing leadership, grounded in psychological insight and digitally
enabled practices, is essential for fostering resilient academic institutions. The
Digital Healing Wheel offers policymakers, administrators, and scholars a
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theoretically robust and practically applicable tool for leadership selection,

training, and evaluation, positioning mental health and intrinsic motivation at
the core of public value creation.
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