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Abstract

This study aimed to represent the lived experiences of upper secondary school principals regarding the
role of professional and personal competencies in enhancing managerial performance. This qualitative
study employed a descriptive phenomenological design. The participants comprised 17 upper secondary
school principals from Kurdistan, Alborz, West Azerbaijan, and East Azerbaijan provinces, selected
through criterion-based purposive sampling. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews lasting 45-63 minutes. Meaning saturation was achieved after the fifteenth interview, although
two additional interviews were conducted to ensure completeness. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi's
seven-step method, involving the extraction of significant statements, formulation of meanings,
organization of thematic clusters, and identification of the fundamental structure of the participants’
experiences. Trustworthiness was established using Lincoln and Guba'’s criteria, member checking, peer
review, and the Holsti inter-coder agreement coefficient, which was 0.83. Analysis of the principals’ lived
experiences revealed five interrelated competency domains: managerial knowledge and expertise,
managerial experience and background, communication and interpersonal skills, decision-making and
problem-solving ability, and personality and ethical characteristics. These competencies did not function
independently; rather, optimal managerial performance emerged from their dynamic and multilayered
interaction. Managerial knowledge without practical experience, experience without effective
communication skills, and decision-making without an ethical framework were perceived as insufficient.
Communication skills facilitated the practical application of knowledge and experience, whereas
personality and ethical characteristics provided a value-based framework for managerial decisions. Self-
efficacy and organizational commitment further operated as motivational forces supporting the effective
use of other competencies. Divergent findings indicated that extensive managerial experience did not
necessarily increase self-efficacy when principals encountered emerging challenges, while constructive
stakeholder interaction could serve as a supportive mechanism and reduce, rather than intensify,
occupational strain.

Keywords: lived experiences; professional and personal competencies; managerial performance; school
principals; upper secondary schools; phenomenology.
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School leadership is a central determinant of educational effectiveness because school principals
operate at the intersection of instructional improvement, organizational management, human
resource development, stakeholder relations, and educational policy implementation. In
contemporary educational systems, principals are no longer expected merely to perform
administrative and supervisory duties; rather, they are required to act as instructional leaders,
organizational facilitators, decision-makers, change agents, and developers of professional capacity.
This expanded role is particularly important in upper secondary schools, where principals must
respond simultaneously to academic expectations, adolescent developmental needs, teachers’
professional concerns, parental demands, and increasingly complex organizational and
technological environments. Evidence suggests that effective educational leadership can enhance
instructional quality and contribute to improved school and student outcomes, particularly when
leadership practices are coherent and aligned with the instructional mission of the school (Gao et al.,
2025; Kemethofer et al., 2025). Transformational leadership has likewise been associated with
improved school functioning and greater teacher job satisfaction, reinforcing the importance of
principals’ leadership capacities in shaping organizational effectiveness (Moradmand, 2025).
Managerial performance in educational settings is a multidimensional construct that extends beyond
compliance with formal responsibilities. It includes planning, organizing, decision-making, problem-
solving, communication, staff development, conflict management, ethical judgment, and the capacity
to respond constructively to emerging challenges. Contemporary approaches to school principal
evaluation therefore emphasize the need for multidimensional and evidence-based assessment
systems capable of capturing professional, behavioral, and contextual aspects of managerial work
(Tavakkolifar et al., 2026). Similarly, research on school performance has indicated that effectiveness
should be assessed through a broad range of indicators, including innovation, responsiveness,
organizational learning, and the quality of internal processes (Namdar et al., 2022). Such evidence
suggests that understanding managerial performance requires identifying the competencies that
enable principals to translate their formal authority into effective organizational action.

Professional and personal competencies constitute an important foundation of managerial
performance. Competence generally refers to an integrated combination of knowledge, skills,
abilities, attitudes, and individual characteristics that enables effective job performance. In the
context of school leadership, these competencies may include managerial knowledge, leadership
skills, communication abilities, decision-making capacity, self-efficacy, ethical orientation, and
readiness for continuous professional development. Research has demonstrated that principals’
competencies are associated with their job performance and that motivation may strengthen the
relationship between competence, work environment, and performance (Safrizal et al., 2025).
Similarly, self-directed learning readiness has been linked to competency-based job performance,
suggesting that effective principals must continually update their professional knowledge and adapt
to changing educational conditions (Camur & Gogus, 2025). Professional development approaches
such as group coaching may further improve school leadership performance by promoting reflection,
collaborative learning, and the continuous refinement of leadership practices (Slettbakk & Aas, 2025).
Managerial knowledge and professional expertise are especially important because principals must
understand educational management principles, regulations, curriculum planning, human resource
management, instructional processes, and the psychological characteristics of students. However,
professional knowledge is increasingly required to include digital and innovative leadership
capabilities. Digital transformation has changed communication, monitoring, instructional
coordination, information management, and decision-making within schools, making technological
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adaptability an emerging dimension of effective leadership (Al Khorj, 2026). At the same time,
managerial competence cannot be reduced to formal knowledge. The lived experiences of
educational managers indicate that a substantial proportion of practical managerial knowledge
develops through direct engagement with organizational problems, crises, interpersonal tensions,
and context-specific challenges (Ettehad et al.,, 2021). Studies examining the experiences of
educational practitioners have similarly emphasized the value of context-specific professional
learning and the role of workplace conditions in shaping individuals’ understanding of their
responsibilities (Iran & Ahmadi Aliabadi, 2022; Nikkhah Farkhani et al., 2022).

Communication and interpersonal competence represent another critical dimension of effective
school leadership because principals depend on productive relationships with teachers, students,
parents, administrative personnel, and local communities. Leadership effectiveness is strengthened
when principals can communicate clearly, listen actively, negotiate, resolve conflict, motivate others,
and create supportive working environments. Transformational leadership and positive work
environments have been shown to influence employee performance even in crisis-affected
educational settings, illustrating the importance of relational leadership practices (Al Achi et al., 2025).
Nevertheless, evidence suggests that the relationship between managers’ communication skills and
organizational performance may vary across settings, indicating that communication effectiveness
depends on contextual and organizational conditions (Amraei et al., 2022).

Decision-making and problem-solving abilities are also fundamental because school principals
frequently confront ambiguous, time-sensitive, and high-pressure situations. Research has
demonstrated an association between principals’ decision-making patterns and their performance
(Akhsh & Karami, 2024), while executive cognitive functions have also been identified as predictors
of managerial performance (Ghaemi et al., 2022). These findings highlight the importance of cognitive
flexibility, prioritization, situational analysis, and responsibility for decisions. Nevertheless,
managerial decisions are not exclusively cognitive. Personal and ethical characteristics provide a
value framework that influences how principals interpret problems and choose among alternative
courses of action. Professional ethics and moral intelligence have been associated with school
principals’ performance (Moradi et al., 2019), while moral intelligence has also been linked with job
performance through psychological mechanisms such as self-esteem (Rahimi Kalour & Kazemzadeh,
2021).

Other personal capacities, including emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, organizational commitment,
and spiritual intelligence, may further influence leadership effectiveness. Emotional intelligence
dimensions such as self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship
management have been found to contribute to school leadership (Neppel & Azzari, 2026). Spiritual
intelligence has likewise been associated with job performance in educational settings (Asadzadeh
Hir et al., 2019, Yektaei et al., 2015). Personality characteristics and leadership styles may also jointly
contribute to job performance (Ahmadian & Keshavarz, 2025). Moreover, school leadership should be
understood within the complex ecology of education, in which individual competencies interact with
organizational, social, cultural, and policy conditions (Day & Sun, 2026). Consequently, studying
principals’ lived experiences can illuminate how professional and personal competencies operate
together in real managerial situations. Phenomenological investigations of school principals have
demonstrated the value of accessing managers’ experiential knowledge in identifying less visible
dimensions of their professional roles (Mahmoodaliloo et al., 2024). Accordingly, the present study
aimed to represent the lived experiences of upper secondary school principals regarding the role of
principals’ professional and personal competencies in enhancing managerial performance.
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Methods and Materials

This applied qualitative study employed a descriptive phenomenological design to explore the
common essence of school principals’ experiences concerning professional and personal
competencies and their contribution to managerial performance. The participants consisted of 17
upper secondary school principals, including 10 men and 7 women, selected from Kurdistan, Alborz,
West Azerbaijan, and East Azerbaijan provinces using criterion-based purposive sampling.
Participants had between 10 and 20 years of managerial experience, with an average of
approximately 14 years. Thirteen participants held master’s degrees and four held doctoral degrees.
Their academic backgrounds included educational administration, curriculum planning, educational
psychology, and related fields. Participants represented various types of schools, including public,
private, exemplary public, Shahed, and gifted schools.

Eligibility criteria included holding at least a master's degree and having at least 10 years of school
management experience, while experience as a deputy principal or in administrative positions within
the education system was considered an additional desirable criterion. Data were collected through
individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in settings selected by the participants.
Each interview lasted approximately 45—-63 minutes. Meaning saturation was achieved after the
fifteenth interview, but two additional interviews were conducted to confirm that no substantially new
concepts emerged.

Interview data were analyzed using Colaizzi’'s seven-step descriptive phenomenological method.
The process included repeated reading of interview transcripts, identification of significant
statements, formulation of meanings, organization of meanings into thematic clusters, development
of a comprehensive description, identification of the fundamental structure of the phenomenon, and
validation of the findings through feedback from participants. Trustworthiness was established
according to credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria. Member checking
was conducted with five participants, peer review was used during coding and theme development,
detailed contextual descriptions were prepared, and an audit trail was maintained. Approximately
30% of the interviews were independently coded by two researchers, and the Holsti agreement
coefficient was 0.83, indicating acceptable coding reliability.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews revealed that professional and personal competencies were experienced
by school principals as a major antecedent of enhanced managerial performance. The findings were
organized into five interconnected subthemes: managerial knowledge and expertise, managerial
experience and background, communication and interpersonal skills, decision-making and problem-
solving ability, and personality and ethical characteristics.

The first subtheme, managerial knowledge and expertise, comprised mastery of educational
management principles, knowledge of educational regulations, curriculum planning knowledge,
familiarity with contemporary teaching methods, human resource management competence, and
knowledge of educational psychology. Participants described professional knowledge as providing
the conceptual and regulatory foundation for appropriate managerial action. However, they
emphasized that theoretical knowledge alone was insufficient unless it was combined with practical
experience.

The second subtheme, managerial experience and background, included school management
experience, deputy principal experience, administrative experience within the education system,
experience of managerial crises, and experience interacting with diverse stakeholders. Experience
was described as a source of practical knowledge that enabled principals to recognize patterns,
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maintain composure under pressure, and respond more rapidly to complex situations. Nevertheless,
the findings also indicated that extensive experience did not invariably lead to higher self-efficacy.
Some highly experienced principals reported feeling less confident when confronted with unfamiliar
challenges, particularly those involving digital technologies and social media.

The third subtheme concerned communication and interpersonal skills. Effective communication with
teachers was among the most frequently emphasized competencies. Active listening, negotiation
and conflict resolution, motivating others, and establishing networks with the local community were
also identified. Participants described communication skills as a facilitating mechanism through
which managerial knowledge and practical experience could be implemented. Effective stakeholder
interaction was also associated, in some cases, with reduced occupational strain because supportive
relationships with parents and other stakeholders created a sense of shared responsibility.

The fourth subtheme was decision-making and problem-solving ability, including rapid decision-
making in crises, creative problem-solving, prioritization, analysis of complex situations, and
acceptance of responsibility for decisions. Participants emphasized that effective managerial
performance required the ability to make timely decisions despite incomplete information and
competing demands.

The fifth subtheme consisted of personality and ethical characteristics, including responsibility,
honesty and transparency, commitment to justice, patience and tolerance, organizational
commitment, and self-efficacy. These attributes functioned as a value-based framework for
managerial behavior. Participants indicated that ethical principles influenced the direction of
decisions, while organizational commitment and self-efficacy served as motivational forces
supporting the effective application of other competencies. Overall, the findings demonstrated that
the five competency domains operated through dynamic interaction rather than as isolated
capacities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that effective managerial performance in upper secondary schools
emerges from the integration of professional and personal competencies rather than from any single
managerial attribute. Managerial knowledge provides principals with conceptual, regulatory, and
technical foundations, while experience enables them to adapt this knowledge to authentic
situations. Communication skills make it possible to translate managerial intentions into coordinated
action, decision-making and problem-solving abilities support timely responses to complex
challenges, and personality and ethical characteristics provide the motivational and normative
framework within which managerial behavior occurs.

A patrticularly important finding was the reciprocal relationship between knowledge and experience.
Professional knowledge without practical application may remain abstract, whereas experience
without continuous learning may become increasingly inadequate when managers encounter novel
circumstances. The experiences of participants suggest that effective principals develop
professional judgment by repeatedly connecting theoretical knowledge with practical situations. This
explains why long managerial tenure was not automatically associated with stronger self-efficacy.
Rapid technological and social changes may render some established routines less effective,
requiring even experienced principals to adopt a learning-oriented mindset.

Communication skills also appeared to function as an enabling competency. Principals may possess
substantial knowledge and experience, but their ability to use these capacities depends considerably
on whether they can establish trust, manage conflict, negotiate with stakeholders, and motivate
school personnel. The finding that stakeholder interaction could reduce rather than increase
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occupational strain further indicates that relationships are not inherently stressful. When
communication is collaborative and reciprocal, stakeholders may become resources for problem-
solving and emotional support.

The findings also reveal that decision-making cannot be separated from ethical and personal
characteristics. School management frequently involves choices affecting students, teachers,
families, and organizational resources. Consequently, technical competence alone does not ensure
appropriate managerial judgment. Responsibility, fairness, honesty, patience, and commitment
influence both the selection of decisions and the manner in which they are implemented. Ethical
characteristics therefore appear to function as a regulatory framework for the use of other
professional competencies.

Self-efficacy and organizational commitment further emerged as motivational mechanisms that
support the activation of professional competencies. A principal who possesses knowledge and skills
but lacks confidence or commitment may not consistently apply those capacities when facing
difficulty. Conversely, strong self-efficacy and commitment can encourage persistence,
responsibility, and willingness to mobilize available competencies. Nevertheless, the finding that
experienced managers may experience reduced self-efficacy in unfamiliar circumstances
demonstrates that self-efficacy should be understood as context-dependent rather than as a fixed
personal trait.

Overall, the study indicates that professional and personal competencies form an interconnected
and dynamic system underlying managerial performance in upper secondary schools. Effective
principals combine professional knowledge, accumulated experience, communication competence,
cognitive problem-solving capacity, and ethical-personal characteristics in response to the changing
demands of their schools. Accordingly, approaches to principal selection, evaluation, and
professional development should move beyond isolated indicators such as years of service or
administrative knowledge and instead adopt an integrated competency framework. Strengthening
managerial performance requires sustained professional learning, opportunities for experiential
development, systematic improvement of communication and decision-making skills, ethical
leadership development, and support for adaptive self-efficacy. Such an integrated approach can
contribute to more responsive, accountable, and effective school leadership and ultimately
strengthen the organizational capacity of upper secondary schools.
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