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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and empirically test an integrative framework of leader development by
conceptualizing leadership as a learning process centered on reflection, meaning-making, practical
wisdom, and the transfer of learning into action. An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was
conducted in Tehran. In the qualitative phase, 24 university academics, senior and middle managers, and
leadership development specialists were selected through purposive sampling, and data were collected
using semi-structured interviews and analyzed through reflective thematic analysis and constant
comparison. In the quantitative phase, 384 managers from governmental, public, and private organizations
in Tehran were selected using multistage sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire derived from
the qualitative findings was used. Construct validity and reliability were assessed through confirmatory
factor analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted, and HTMT. Structural
equation modeling and bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples were used to test the hypothesized
relationships and indirect effects. Developmental experiences significantly predicted reflection (3=0.61,
p<0.001). Reflection significantly predicted meaning-making (8=0.53, p<0.001) and practical wisdom
(B=0.29, p<0.001). Meaning-making significantly predicted practical wisdom (=0.47, p<0.001) and
learning transfer into action (8=0.21, p<0.001). Practical wisdom significantly predicted learning transfer
(B=0.58, p<0.001), while learning transfer was the strongest direct predictor of leader development
(B=0.63, p<0.001). The direct effect of developmental experiences on leader development was not
significant (8=0.08, p=0.051), whereas the sequential indirect effect through reflection, meaning-making,
practical wisdom, and learning transfer was significant (3=0.11, p<0.001). The final model explained 61.4%
of the variance in leader development. Leader development is better understood as a cyclical learning
process in which experience becomes developmentally effective only when it is reflected upon, interpreted
through meaning-making, transformed into practical wisdom, and translated into leadership action.

Keywords: Leader development, leadership learning, reflection, meaning-making, practical wisdom,
learning transfer
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Leadership development has increasingly moved beyond the traditional conception of leadership as
a relatively stable set of personal traits, competencies, or behavioral techniques. Contemporary
organizational environments are characterized by uncertainty, digital transformation, shifting
stakeholder expectations, ethical complexity, and rapidly changing knowledge requirements, all of
which make fixed competency-based models increasingly insufficient. From this perspective,
leadership development is better understood as an ongoing learning process through which leaders
interpret experience, reconsider assumptions, reconstruct meaning, exercise context-sensitive
judgment, and translate learning into more effective action. Recent research has increasingly
connected leadership with individual, team, and organizational learning, emphasizing that leadership
effectiveness depends not only on directing others but also on creating and participating in processes
of continuous professional learning (Baydar & Demirci, 2026; Boyask & Smith, 2026; Kareem et al.,
2025; Soriano & Bautista, 2025). Accordingly, an important theoretical question is not merely what
effective leaders possess, but how individuals progressively become more reflective, adaptive, and
practically wise leaders through experience.
A substantial body of research has demonstrated that leadership is associated with knowledge
sharing, organizational learning, innovation, professional development, and organizational
performance. Transformational leadership can facilitate knowledge sharing and create conditions
conducive to organizational learning, while empowering, inclusive, and entrepreneurial forms of
leadership can strengthen learning capabilities and convert them into innovation and constructive
extra-role behavior (Hoang & Le, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2024; Rajabi Farjad et al., 2024; Takeed et al.,
2025). Similarly, learning-centered and innovative leadership have been associated with stronger
learning cultures, professional competence, and organizational adaptation (Rofiq, 2024;
Worapongpat, 2024; Zandi & Sadeghi, 2024). However, much of this literature examines how leaders
facilitate learning among employees or within organizations rather than how leaders themselves
learn through practice. This distinction is important because extensive experience does not
necessarily generate leadership development unless experience is cognitively and interpretively
processed.
Reflection represents one of the principal mechanisms through which experience can be converted
into learning. Developmentally significant events, including failures, conflict, challenging
assignments, unexpected outcomes, critical feedback, and ambiguous decisions, may disturb
established assumptions and prompt leaders to reconsider the logic underlying their actions.
Research on paradoxical leadership suggests that exposure to competing demands can promote
transformative learning when individuals develop the capacity to reconsider established cognitive
frames (Khan et al., 2025). Research on transformational leadership for deeper learning similarly
underscores the importance of moving beyond routine problem solving toward deeper
reconsideration of established practices (Sliwka et al., 2024). Yet reflection alone may remain
incomplete unless leaders construct meaning from experience. Meaning-making allows leaders to
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integrate events into broader interpretations of identity, values, responsibility, organizational
purpose, and relationships. Visionary and learning-centered approaches to leadership likewise
emphasize the importance of connecting learning with shared purpose and interpretive direction
(Candrasari et al., 2025; Zandi & Sadeghi, 2024).

The conversion of reflection and meaning into effective leadership action additionally requires
practical wisdom. Leadership frequently involves situations in which no universal rule can determine
the most appropriate response. Leaders must weigh competing interests, short- and long-term
consequences, ethical obligations, human relationships, and organizational constraints. Thus,
development involves more than acquiring knowledge; it requires the capacity to judge what should
be done in a particular context. The growing emphasis on virtue, fairness, trust, communication, and
psychologically supportive learning environments reinforces the importance of such context-
sensitive judgment (Edwards & Franklin, 2025; Igbal et al., 2025; Zaman et al., 2024). This requirement
has become even more salient under digital transformation and artificial intelligence, where leaders
must continuously reinterpret emerging technologies and their organizational and human
implications (Asiabar et al.,, 2025; Chowdhury, 2025; Vargas Portillo, 2025). Digital leadership
competencies, continuous upskilling, flexible learning, and organizational learning are therefore
increasingly regarded as central elements of contemporary leadership development (Gladys et al.,
2025; Rahimi & Al Hashim, 2025; Rezanegad Karimi et al., 2025; Samsudin et al., 2025; Tusmiarifudin
& Syamsul, 2024; Zhan et al., 2024).

Despite these developments, the literature remains conceptually fragmented. Studies have
separately examined leadership style, learning organizations, professional learning communities,
feedback seeking, organizational voice, ambidexterity, self-efficacy, and organizational learning (Cui
& Wang, 2025, Mirghafouri et al., 2024; Ozdogru et al., 2025; Singer-Coudoux et al., 2024).
Transformational leadership has also been linked to organizational learning, entrepreneurship, and
sustainable competitive advantage (Pajouhan et al., 2024; Renalwin, 2025), while educational
leadership research has highlighted the importance of learning quality, equity, and professional
development (Nikouei & Mirshakari, 2025; Tan & Gilimiis, 2024). Nevertheless, relatively limited
attention has been devoted to integrating developmental experience, reflection, meaning-making,
practical wisdom, and behavioral transfer into a unified process model of how leaders themselves
develop. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and empirically test an integrative framework
that conceptualizes leadership as a learning process in which developmental experiences are
transformed into leadership development through reflection, meaning-making, practical wisdom, and
the transfer of learning into leadership action.

Methods and Materials

The study adopted an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design and was conducted in Tehran.
The qualitative phase included 24 participants selected through criterion-based purposive sampling
from university faculty members specializing in organizational behavior, human resource
management, and leadership development, senior and middle managers, and professionals involved
in executive education, coaching, and leadership development. Participants were required to
possess at least a master's degree, at least 10 years of relevant professional or academic
experience, and direct experience in leadership development, management education, or executive
practice. Semi-structured in-depth interviews lasting approximately 55 to 90 minutes were conducted
until conceptual saturation was achieved. Saturation was observed after the twenty-first interview,
and three additional interviews were undertaken to confirm conceptual adequacy.

A



Personal Development and Organizational Transformation

The quantitative phase involved 384 managers from governmental, public, and private organizations
in Tehran. Participants were selected through multistage sampling and were required to have at least
three years of managerial experience and a bachelor's degree. A researcher-developed
guestionnaire was constructed on the basis of the qualitative findings and the conceptual dimensions
identified during framework development. The instrument assessed developmental leadership
experiences, critical reflection, reflective self-awareness, meaning-making, leadership identity
reconstruction, practical wisdom, contextual sensitivity, practical judgment, transfer of learning into
leadership action, and leadership development. ltems were rated on a five-point Likert scale. Content
validity was examined by 10 experts, and a pilot study involving 40 managers outside the final sample
was used to assess clarity and preliminary psychometric performance.

Qualitative data were analyzed through reflective thematic analysis and constant comparison.
Meaning units were coded, conceptually similar codes were organized into themes, and relationships
among themes were progressively refined into a process framework. Quantitative analysis included
descriptive statistics, exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, reliability and validity
assessment, and structural equation modeling. Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability, average
variance extracted, and the HTMT ratio were used to assess measurement quality. Model fit was
evaluated using x#df, RMSEA, CFI, TLI, GFIl, AGFI, and SRMR. Indirect effects were examined
using 5,000 bootstrap resamples.

Findings

The qualitative analysis generated five overarching themes and 17 organizing themes. The five
overarching themes were developmental and disruptive experiences, reflection and leadership self-
reconsideration, meaning-making and reconstruction of interpretive frameworks, practical wisdom
and context-sensitive judgment, and transfer of learning into leadership action. The qualitative
findings indicated that leadership development was not triggered by experience alone. Rather,
experience became developmentally meaningful when leaders critically reconsidered their
assumptions, interpreted the experience in relation to identity and values, exercised situational
judgment, and subsequently modified their leadership behavior.

In the quantitative phase, 235 participants were men and 149 were women. The mean age was
43.27 years with a standard deviation of 7.96, and mean managerial experience was 11.84 years
with a standard deviation of 6.31. All principal constructs demonstrated acceptable descriptive
distributions, with mean scores ranging from 3.66 to 3.89. Developmental leadership experiences
had the highest mean of 3.89, followed by contextual sensitivity at 3.88 and meaning-making at 3.84.
Leadership identity reconstruction showed the lowest mean at 3.66, while overall leadership
development had a mean of 3.79.

The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory psychometric properties. Standardized factor
loadings ranged from 0.68 to 0.90. Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranged from 0.84 to 0.92,
composite reliability values ranged from 0.89 to 0.94, and average variance extracted ranged from
0.60 to 0.69. HTMT values ranged from 0.31 to 0.82, supporting discriminant validity. The structural
model also demonstrated adequate fit, with x*/df = 2.22, RMSEA = 0.056, CFI = 0.937, TLI = 0.930,
GFI =0.904, and SRMR = 0.052.

Structural path analysis showed that developmental experiences strongly predicted reflection (8 =
0.61, p<0.001). Reflection significantly predicted meaning-making (8 = 0.53, p <0.001) and practical
wisdom (B = 0.29, p < 0.001). Meaning-making significantly predicted practical wisdom (B = 0.47, p
< 0.001) and transfer of learning into action (B = 0.21, p < 0.001). Practical wisdom was a strong
predictor of learning transfer (8 = 0.58, p < 0.001), and learning transfer was the strongest direct
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predictor of leadership development (B = 0.63, p < 0.001). Practical wisdom also directly predicted
leadership development (B = 0.22, p < 0.001). In contrast, the direct effect of developmental
experiences on leadership development was not statistically significant (3 = 0.08, p = 0.051). The
complete sequential indirect effect from developmental experiences through reflection, meaning-
making, practical wisdom, and learning transfer to leadership development was significant (8 = 0.11,
p < 0.001). The final model explained 61.4% of the variance in leadership development.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings support a process-based conception of leadership development in which experience
serves as necessary but insufficient developmental material. The absence of a significant direct
relationship between developmental experiences and leadership development suggests that simply
accumulating managerial responsibilities, difficult assignments, or years of experience does not
automatically produce more developed leaders. Development depends on how experience is
processed.

Reflection emerged as the first critical conversion mechanism. It enables leaders to distance
themselves from immediate action, reconsider assumptions, recognize their own contribution to
outcomes, and identify alternative interpretations. Meaning-making then extends reflection by
integrating experience with leadership identity, values, relationships, and purpose. Practical wisdom
transforms this reconstructed understanding into context-sensitive judgment, enabling leaders to
determine not merely what can be done, but what should be done under particular circumstances.
Finally, learning must be translated into observable changes in decision-making, communication,
use of power, conflict management, feedback behavior, and responsiveness to contextual demands.
The significant sequential mediation provides empirical support for viewing these mechanisms as
interconnected stages rather than isolated leadership competencies. Reflection, meaning-making,
and practical wisdom were empirically distinguishable yet functionally interdependent. This
distinction is theoretically important because it clarifies the internal architecture of leadership
learning: reflection re-examines experience, meaning-making interprets it, practical wisdom
evaluates appropriate action, and learning transfer converts judgment into changed leadership
practice.

The findings also have implications for leadership development programs. Conventional
interventions focused predominantly on classroom instruction and standardized competency
acquisition may be insufficient unless they incorporate opportunities for challenging experience,
structured reflection, identity and meaning exploration, judgment under ambiguity, and subsequent
behavioral experimentation. Leadership development should therefore be designed as a recurring
cycle in which new action generates new experience, which in turn activates further reflection and
learning.

In conclusion, the study conceptualizes leadership development as a continuous, cyclical learning
process rather than a linear accumulation of competencies. Its principal contribution lies in
integrating developmental experience, reflection, meaning-making, practical wisdom, and behavioral
transfer within a single empirically supported framework. The model suggests that leaders develop
not merely because they experience more, but because they become increasingly capable of
reflecting on experience, constructing meaning from it, exercising wise contextual judgment, and
translating that judgment into more deliberate and adaptive leadership action.
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