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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effects of digital financial literacy and employees’ financial behavior on
reducing financial stress and enhancing workplace well-being among employees of the State Livestock
Affairs Logistics Organization. This applied, quantitative study employed a descriptive-correlational survey
design. The statistical population consisted of 150 employees with at least a bachelor's degree working in
the financial, administrative, information technology, and strategic planning units of the State Livestock
Affairs Logistics Organization. A total of 120 employees were selected through proportionate stratified
random sampling. Data were collected using a structured questionnaire measuring digital financial literacy,
financial behavior, financial stress, and workplace well-being. The measurement model was evaluated
using convergent validity, average variance extracted, Cronbach’s alpha, and composite reliability. Given
the non-normal distribution of the data, the hypothesized relationships were analyzed using partial least
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS. Financial behavior had a significant
negative effect on financial stress (B = -0.220, t = 2.047, p = 0.041) and a significant positive effect on
workplace well-being (B = 0.378, t = 3.483, p = 0.001). Digital financial literacy also exerted a significant
negative effect on financial stress (B = —0.561, t = 5.525, p < 0.001) and a significant positive effect on
workplace well-being (B = 0.222, t = 2.077, p = 0.038). Collectively, digital financial literacy and financial
behavior explained 53.8% of the variance in financial stress and 30.5% of the variance in workplace well-
being. The overall goodness-of-fit index was 0.517, indicating a strong fit of the structural model. Digital
financial literacy and responsible financial behavior constitute important organizational and individual
resources for mitigating employees’ financial stress and enhancing workplace well-being. Accordingly,
targeted interventions focusing on personal financial management, budgeting, saving, expenditure control,
and the informed and secure use of digital financial tools may improve employees’ financial capabilities
and occupational well-being and should therefore be considered within organizational human resource
development programs.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Educational leadership has increasingly moved beyond conventional administrative models centered
on hierarchical control, supervision, and implementation of organizational directives toward
relational, participatory, distributed, and learning-oriented approaches. Contemporary school
leadership is therefore understood as a multidimensional process through which leaders establish
shared purposes, cultivate professional collaboration, mobilize human resources, strengthen
collective efficacy, and create organizational conditions conducive to student learning and school
improvement. From this perspective, leadership is not exclusively embedded in the formal authority
of the principal but is enacted through interactions among administrators, teachers, staff, students,
families, and other stakeholders. Research on distributed leadership has similarly emphasized that
effective school leadership emerges through the distribution of responsibilities, professional
interactions, and collective participation rather than through the isolated actions of a single
administrator (Mifsud, 2024). The importance of trust, collaborative professional cultures, shared
responsibility, and collective efficacy has also been highlighted as a central feature of leadership
capable of producing sustainable school improvement (Elliott et al., 2022).
Within this changing conceptualization of educational leadership, women’s leadership requires
particular attention because women’s managerial experiences are shaped not only by professional
competencies but also by gendered organizational structures, cultural expectations, social
relationships, and patterns of evaluation. Contemporary reviews suggest that female leadership
should not be understood through essentialist assumptions that attribute particular leadership
characteristics inherently to women. Rather, leadership behaviors and outcomes are produced
through the interaction of individual characteristics, professional experience, organizational
arrangements, and socio-cultural environments (Buss et al., 2025). Meta-analytic evidence further
indicates that evaluations of leadership behavior may remain sensitive to gender, meaning that
similar leadership behaviors can be interpreted differently depending on whether the leader is a
woman or a man (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2024). Thus, the central issue is not merely whether
women gain access to managerial positions, but also how their authority is subsequently interpreted,
accepted, challenged, and stabilized.
Role congruity perspectives provide an important framework for understanding this problem.
Traditional gender stereotypes commonly associate women with warmth, care, interpersonal
sensitivity, and communal behavior, whereas conventional leadership stereotypes emphasize
agency, assertiveness, authority, and decisiveness. When these expectations are perceived as
incongruent, women may be evaluated as less naturally suited to leadership or may experience
negative judgments when they display highly assertive leadership behavior. Evidence consistent
with role congruity theory indicates that gender-based expectations continue to influence
professional evaluations and perceptions of competence (Evans et al., 2024). Women leaders may
consequently encounter a double bind in which insufficient assertiveness weakens perceptions of
authority, while strong assertiveness may violate gendered expectations concerning appropriate
female behavior.
These difficulties have also been conceptualized through the glass ceiling, glass cliff, and leadership
labyrinth metaphors. Women may encounter persistent barriers to promotion, restricted access to
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influential professional networks, greater scrutiny, and disproportionate appointment to difficult or
precarious leadership contexts (Timmer & Woo, 2023). Research on female school principals has
likewise identified gender bias, male-centered conceptions of leadership, discrimination, excessive
workloads, and conflicts between professional and family responsibilities as continuing obstacles
(Torres Zamora & Villagra Bravo, 2024). The leadership labyrinth perspective extends this argument
by suggesting that women’s advancement is constrained not by one single obstacle but by
cumulative challenges, negotiations, conflicting expectations, and repeated requirements to
demonstrate professional legitimacy throughout their careers (Cassidy et al., 2021).

Relational dimensions of leadership may be particularly important in addressing these pressures.
Studies in educational settings have emphasized the importance of mentoring, open communication,
networking, collaboration, and professional support in helping women respond to gendered barriers
(Akinola & Naidoo, 2024). Research in Arab educational contexts has similarly demonstrated that
women’s leadership is shaped by socio-cultural expectations, family support, organizational
conditions, and gradual movement toward participatory and relationship-oriented leadership
practices (Hilal et al., 2024). Distributed instructional leadership among female school leaders has
also been associated with collaborative learning environments, attention to student development,
and favorable educational outcomes (Massouti et al., 2024). However, relational leadership can itself
create tensions. The “care paradox” suggests that care can function simultaneously as a valuable
leadership resource and as a gendered expectation that limits women’s freedom to exercise
authority, requiring female leaders to negotiate continually between care and decisiveness (Cotter et
al., 2026). Feminist critiques of educational leadership similarly argue that conventional managerial
models have historically undervalued care, emotional labor, relational work, and gendered power
dynamics (Blackmore, 2013).

Iranian studies reveal comparable multidimensional dynamics. Women’s participation in senior
educational management is affected by organizational structures, socio-cultural attitudes, informal
networks, and gendered expectations (Mohajeri & Mousavi, 2017). Professional empowerment,
organizational trust, experience, psychological resources, and institutional support have been
identified as important components of successful female management (Hajizadeh & Hafezian, 2019).
Other research has shown that success among female educational managers depends on
interacting intra-organizational and extra-organizational factors (Bacheh-Sagha et al., 2022), while
managerial self-belief develops through knowledge, experience, professional learning, attitudes, and
interaction with others (Jamshidi Aval & Maafi Madani, 2023). Work-life balance and family support
also represent important determinants of women’s capacity to continue in demanding managerial
positions (Abbasi et al., 2021). Studies of female school managers have further highlighted
transformational and exemplary leadership behaviors, including role modeling, professional
influence, trust-building, and challenging established processes (Seyedalikhan, 2014; Zeinabadi,
2010). More recent Iranian research has conceptualized female educational leadership through
paradigmatic relationships among causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors,
strategies, and consequences (Ghazaghi et al., 2024). Despite these contributions, less is known
about how these components operate as an integrated post-appointment process through which
women convert formal managerial authority into socially and professionally accepted legitimacy.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a paradigmatic model of women’s leadership in
secondary schools of Kurdistan Province and explain the process through which female school
leaders acquire and stabilize managerial legitimacy.

Methods and Materials
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The study employed a qualitative research design based on the systematic grounded theory
approach. The research field consisted of upper-secondary schools in Kurdistan Province and
relevant managerial and professional levels within the provincial education system. Participants were
selected from two complementary groups: female upper-secondary school principals with direct
experience of school leadership in the cultural and organizational context of Kurdistan Province, and
educational experts or specialists possessing broader managerial, professional, or academic
knowledge of women’s leadership in education.

Sampling began purposively and continued according to theoretical sampling principles. Eligibility
criteria included relevant experience in educational management, administration, or professional
educational roles; familiarity with the cultural, social, and organizational characteristics of Kurdistan
Province; willingness to participate; and the ability to provide detailed accounts of leadership
experiences. In total, 15 participants were included, comprising nine female upper-secondary school
principals and six educational experts and specialists.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews guided by 13 main questions addressing
leadership experiences, motivating conditions, contextual resources, barriers, support systems,
action strategies, and perceived outcomes. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was
reached and additional interviews no longer generated substantively new concepts or categories.
Interview data were analyzed line by line using open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding,
meaning units and initial concepts were identified and grouped into conceptually related categories.
Axial coding was then used to organize relationships among categories according to causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, action strategies, and consequences.
Selective coding integrated the categories around the central phenomenon of women’s leadership
and managerial legitimacy. Methodological rigor was strengthened through procedures addressing
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Findings

The final grounded theory model organized women’s leadership into five major paradigmatic
components. Causal conditions consisted of six categories: intrinsic motivation and self-
actualization, commitment to transformation and service, encouragement and support from others,
gender justice and perceived necessity of women’s participation, achievement orientation and desire
for professional progress, and personal and ethical characteristics. These conditions explained why
women entered and remained engaged in managerial roles and demonstrated that entry into
leadership was often interpreted as a professional and social responsibility rather than merely the
acquisition of organizational status.

Contextual conditions also comprised six categories: family and social-network support,
organizational and professional support, synergistic networks and mentoring, professional
knowledge and empowerment, cultural and attitudinal capacity-building, and spiritual and value-
based resources. These conditions created the resource environment within which women could
sustain leadership, manage competing demands, develop competence, and strengthen their ability
to influence others.

Six intervening conditions complicated the process of leadership stabilization: gender and cultural
stereotypes, structural and bureaucratic barriers, psychological pressure and role conflict,
discrimination and the requirement for repeated demonstration of competence, inadequate
organizational support, and unhealthy competition or jealousy among colleagues. These factors
generated what may be interpreted as a legitimacy deficit, whereby formal appointment did not
automatically result in full acceptance of women'’s authority.
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Participants responded through six groups of strategies: human-centered and participatory
communication, mediation-based conflict resolution, intelligent stabilization and gradual influence,
empowerment and preventive action, role balancing and boundary management, and balancing
assertiveness with kindness. These strategies enabled female managers to reduce resistance, build
trust, maintain organizational discipline, manage conflicting role expectations, and gradually
transform formal authority into accepted leadership.

Seven categories of consequences emerged: improvement in academic and educational
performance, student empowerment and personal development, creation of a safe and empathetic
emotional climate, changes in organizational attitudes and culture, increased professional
satisfaction and pride, transformation of personal identity, and role modeling and legacy-building for
future generations.

Theoretical integration of these findings revealed three cross-cutting mechanisms operating
throughout the paradigmatic model: “double demonstration of competence,” “relational
legitimization,” and “authority—care balance.” Double demonstration of competence reflected the
pressure placed on some women to repeatedly prove capabilities that might otherwise be presumed
in leaders. Relational legitimization explained how trust, visible performance, networking,
participation, dialogue, and mediation transformed formally assigned authority into accepted
influence. Authority—care balance captured the continuous negotiation between decisiveness,
regulation, and managerial boundaries on the one hand and empathy, support, and relational
sensitivity on the other. Together, these mechanisms formed a gendered legitimization cycle in which
initial legitimacy deficits stimulated increased competence demonstration and relational work,
successful performance strengthened acceptance, and accumulated legitimacy could gradually alter
broader perceptions of women’s leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that women’s school leadership in Kurdistan Province is best understood as a
dynamic process of managerial legitimization rather than as a static consequence of formal
appointment. The paradigmatic structure demonstrates that women’s leadership emerges through
continuous interaction among personal agency, family and professional resources, organizational
arrangements, socio-cultural expectations, barriers, and strategic responses. Formal organizational
authority provides an initial position from which leadership can be exercised, but it does not
guarantee that this authority will be recognized as legitimate by teachers, parents, students,
colleagues, or the wider community.

A central contribution of the study is the identification of double demonstration of competence as a
mechanism linking gendered barriers with managerial behavior. When women experience
skepticism regarding their capabilities or face stricter standards of evaluation, successful
performance acquires an additional function: it becomes evidence of their entittement to lead.
Consequently, achievement, accuracy, persistence, and visible effectiveness are not merely
indicators of managerial quality but instruments through which legitimacy is negotiated and
reproduced.

The second mechanism, relational legitimization, demonstrates that managerial legitimacy is
fundamentally social. Trust, participation, communication, networking, mediation, and respectful
treatment of stakeholders enable leaders to move from positional authority toward accepted
professional influence. This finding is particularly relevant to school organizations because principals
depend on the cooperation of multiple stakeholder groups whose engagement cannot be secured
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through administrative authority alone. Relational legitimacy therefore constitutes a form of social
capital through which leadership becomes sustainable.

The third mechanism, authority—care balance, highlights the complexity of women’s leadership in
environments where leaders are simultaneously expected to be decisive and relationally responsive.
Effective leadership did not emerge from abandoning care in favor of authority or from replacing
authority with empathy. Rather, legitimacy was strengthened when female managers combined clear
boundaries and rule enforcement with listening, support, dignity, and interpersonal sensitivity. This
balance was also reflected in the outcomes experienced by students and staff, particularly the
creation of emotionally safer school environments.

The consequences of the model further demonstrate that successful women’s leadership extends
beyond administrative efficiency. Participants associated effective leadership with stronger
educational performance, student development, safer interpersonal climates, greater professional
satisfaction, changes in organizational attitudes, personal growth, and the creation of visible female
leadership models for subsequent generations. Of particular significance is the possibility that
successful leadership can have a recursive cultural effect: when parents, employees, and community
members observe competent and credible female managers, initial skepticism may gradually
decline, thereby improving the conditions under which future women leaders are evaluated.
Overall, the study concludes that the acquisition and stabilization of managerial legitimacy among
female secondary-school leaders in Kurdistan Province is a gradual, relational, and continuously
testable process. Its theoretical contribution lies in integrating the paradigmatic structure of grounded
theory with three mechanisms—double demonstration of competence, relational legitimization, and
authority—care balance—that explain how women respond to legitimacy deficits after assuming
formal managerial positions. The model suggests that sustainable women'’s leadership requires not
only access to managerial posts but also professional empowerment, supportive organizational and
family environments, strong relational networks, equitable evaluation structures, and institutional
conditions that allow women to exercise authority without being constrained by conflicting gender
expectations.
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