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ABSTRACT

In today's rapidly changing world, organizations need strategies that, in
addition to flexibility, strengthen employees' self-leadership capabilities to
adapt to changes and new technologies. The aim of the current study is to
examine human resource development through self-leadership. The research
method is qualitative with a thematic analysis strategy. The statistical sample
comprises 14 experts in the field of human resource management from public
universities and educational centers in Tehran province with theoretical
knowledge of the subject and with executive backgrounds and practical
human resource management experience, who were selected using a
purposive snowball sampling method. The criterion for ensuring the adequacy
of the statistical sample size is theoretical saturation. The data collection tool
is a semi-structured interview. The data analysis method is based on thematic
analysis through three stages of conceptualization, sub-categorization, and
main categorization. Based on the findings, adopting a self-leadership
approach with four main themes including personal training and development,
career development, development of positive personal behaviors, and
organizational development plays a role in human resource development at
both individual and organizational levels. To ensure the continuity of the role
of employees' self-leadership, a fifth theme titled systemic and organizational
support for self-leadership strategies was identified. The findings indicate that
a self-leadership approach focusing on individual and organizational
development provides an effective roadmap for human resource development
in an era of rapid change. However, the continued success of this strategy
requires comprehensive support from organizational systems.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The field of management studies has traditionally focused on how
supervisors and leaders influence and control their followers. This top-
down perspective has been the dominant paradigm for understanding
workplace dynamics and employee direction. However, a significant
shift is occurring, to introduce a new viewpoint that concentrates on
how individuals manage and lead themselves. This concept, known as
self-leadership, represents a fundamental change in understanding
influence within organizations, moving the focus from external control
to internal agency. Self-leadership is defined as “the process of
influencing oneself” and encompasses a comprehensive approach to
self-influence. This includes guiding oneself toward intrinsically
motivating tasks as well as managing oneself to complete necessary but
unappealing duties. In practice, self-leadership allows an individual to
simultaneously play the roles of both leader and follower, shifting their
focus from an external superior to an internal choice-based perspective.
This approach has gained urgency due to sudden and continuous
changes in the modern work environment, such as digitalization, remote
work, and the gig economy, which have rendered traditional
hierarchical controls less effective.

Literature Review

Scholars have identified three key dimensions of self-leadership: self-
regulation, self-management, and self-motivation. Self-regulation
involves continuously monitoring one’s progress and steering it toward
a desired state. Self-management focuses on reinforcing constructive
and positive behavioral skills. Self-motivation includes initiatives to
arouse oneself to advance goals and enhance personal goal-setting
actions. These three dimensions are closely linked to three foundational
theories: self-regulation theory, social-cognitive theory, and self-
determination theory, all of which emphasize individual agency. Self-
regulation theory suggests that individuals monitor their behavior to
minimize the gap between their current state and desired goals, enabling
them to adjust actions to align with objectives. Bandura’s (YEAR)
Social-cognitive theory argues that internal motivational processes
facilitate goal-directed activities and are influenced by the interaction
of personal, environmental, and behavioral factors, with self-efficacy
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playing a crucial role. Self-determination theory posits that intrinsic
motivation is contingent on satisfying psychological needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. While human resource
development (HRD) focuses on improving performance through
training and organizational development, the specific link between self-
leadership and HRD has been underexplored. This study aims to fill this
gap by investigating how self-leadership can serve as an effective
strategy for HRD in educational organizations.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis as its primary
method to identify patterns within the qualitative data. The research
followed Braun and Clarke’s (YEAR) six phases of thematic analysis:
familiarizing with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining themes, and producing the report. An
inductive approach was used, meaning themes were derived directly
from the data collected through semi-structured interviews. The study
is applied in nature with a focus on the practical role of self-leadership
in HRD within educational organizations in Tehran province. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 14 human resource experts
from public universities and educational centers, including vice-
chancellors, managers, and specialists. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling, ensuring they had both theoretical
knowledge and practical experience in HRM. The sample included 12
men and 2 women, with 9 holding PhDs and 5 holding master’s degrees.
Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, which
occurred after the 11th interview. Trustworthiness was established
using Lincoln and Guba’s (YEAR) four criteria: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability, with specific actions
taken to meet each criterion.

Results

The thematic analysis of the interviews identified 215 initial concepts,
which were subsequently refined into 22 sub-themes and finally into 5
main themes. These main themes represent how self-leadership can
influence human resource development at both individual and
organizational levels. The five main themes are: (1) self-leadership in
training and individual development, (2) self-leadership in career path
development, (3) self-leadership in developing positive personal
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behaviors, (4) self-leadership in organizational development, and (5)
systemic and organizational support for self-leadership strategies.

The first theme includes sub-themes such as self-awareness and self-
goal-setting, self-based learning, access to coaching and mentoring, and
continuous feedback. For instance, one participant stated that
encouraging employees to set specific, measurable learning goals and
regularly tracking progress increases their confidence and sense of
belonging and commitment. The second theme covers individual career
planning, providing opportunities for new skill development, increasing
job resilience, and creating professional support networks. The third
theme focuses on positive thinking strategies, self-reward, intrinsic
motivation, and mental imagery. The fourth theme emphasizes creating
a learning culture, talent attraction and retention, and fostering
transformational leadership. Finally, the fifth theme emphasizes
flexible structures, expanding formal and informal learning
opportunities, empowering employees in learning decisions, and
creating a culture of continuous feedback. These results demonstrate
that self-leadership enriches HRD by designing self-development-
based programs and policies.

Conclusion

The rise of remote work, the gig economy, and digital technologies has
shifted work roles from hierarchical supervision to individual self-
management and accountability. This transformation necessitates a
revision of HRD strategies, as traditional leadership methods are no
longer sufficient. This study provides a comprehensive framework,
addressing a gap in previous research, by extracting self-leadership
strategies that effectively develop human capital in educational
organizations. The five main themes derived from the data show that
self-leadership operates at both individual and organizational levels,
with systemic support ensuring its continuity.

Findings related to self-leadership in training align with research by
Curral and Marques-Quinteiro (2005), which showed that strategies
like self-goal-setting turn learning into an active process. The theme of
career path development is supported by studies like Aslani and
Hozouri (2013) who found that professional support networks enhance
an individual’s ability to adapt to labor market changes. Regarding
positive personal behaviors, research by Neck et al. (1999) confirms
that positive self-talk and mental imagery significantly improve
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individual performance. Furthermore, the role of self-leadership in
organizational development is consistent with studies showing its
positive link to a learning culture, talent retention, and transformational
leadership. Ultimately, strengthening self-leadership not only leads to
individual growth and organizational effectiveness but also paints a
new vision for human capital development that is fully compatible with
the demands of the modern business world. This study builds a bridge
between theory and practice, enabling HR professionals to take more
confident and deliberate steps toward comprehensive workforce
development.
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