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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain the causal conditions influencing the development and application
of educational leaders’ soft skills through an artificial intelligence approach in schools of Mazandaran
Province. This qualitative study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm. The participants
comprised 13 experienced educational administrators, educational technology specialists, and experts in
educational leadership in Mazandaran Province, who were selected through purposive sampling until
theoretical saturation was reached. Data were collected using in-depth semi-structured interviews and
analyzed according to Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory approach. The analytical process involved
open, axial, and selective coding, through which initial concepts were extracted, classified according to
their conceptual similarities, and integrated around a central category. The credibility of the findings was
enhanced through continuous comparison of the data, repeated examination of the codes, and expert
review. Because of the qualitative nature of the study, no statistical inferential tests were performed, and
the study’s inferences were derived from the systematic analysis of interview data. The analysis generated
146 open codes and three major axial categories. The first category, “leaders’ individual skills and
emotional intelligence,” encompassed self-awareness, empathy, active listening, effective communication,
flexibility, trust building, constructive conflict management, and participative leadership. The second
category, “experiential capital and continuous learning,” included experience in managing complex
situations, crisis management, leadership of diverse and multigenerational teams, continuous training,
receptiveness to feedback, learning from mistakes, and practical skill development. The third category,
“organizational support and facilitating technological infrastructure,” comprised a supportive
organizational culture, team trust, developmental resources, managerial support, and access to artificial
intelligence tools and data-driven systems. During selective coding, these categories were integrated under
the central concept of the causal conditions contributing to educational leaders” success in applying soft
skills. The development of educational leaders’ soft skills in the artificial intelligence era results from the
systemic interaction of human competencies, experiential and continuous learning, and a supportive
technology-enabled organizational environment. Accordingly, leadership development programs should
integrate soft-skills training, emotional intelligence, experiential learning, and artificial intelligence
literacy.

Keywords: Causal conditions, soft skills, educational leaders, artificial intelligence, emotional
intelligence, continuous learning, organizational support.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence has transformed educational systems by reshaping decision-
making, data analysis, instructional planning, resource allocation, and organizational communication. Schools
are increasingly expected to operate in environments characterized by technological complexity, continuous
change, extensive data generation, and diverse stakeholder expectations. Under these conditions, educational
leadership can no longer be confined to administrative supervision, regulatory compliance, and routine
planning. Educational leaders must be able to interpret data, manage technological change, maintain ethical
accountability, motivate personnel, facilitate collaboration, and preserve the human dimensions of schooling.
The professional development of school principals must consequently be aligned with the social, cultural,
organizational, and technological contexts in which leadership is practiced (Brauckmann et al., 2023).
Artificial intelligence offers substantial opportunities for improving educational planning, predicting emerging
needs, personalizing learning processes, and supporting evidence-based managerial decisions (Ahmadvand et
al., 2023). Nevertheless, access to intelligent technologies alone does not guarantee effective leadership,
because the value of technological outputs depends on leaders’ capacity to interpret, communicate, and apply
them responsibly.

Artificial intelligence can automate routine tasks and strengthen information processing, but its increasing use
simultaneously raises the importance of distinctly human competencies. Research on the effects of artificial
intelligence on managerial skills indicates that while information collection and repetitive analytical activities
may become automated, complex problem-solving, strategic judgment, coordination, change management, and
interpersonal decision-making become more important (Giraud et al., 2023). Leadership in the artificial
intelligence era therefore requires an integrated combination of technological literacy, ethical judgment,
adaptability, systems thinking, and interpersonal competence (Bock & von der Oelsnitz, 2025). Artificial
intelligence may also transform leadership development through personalized feedback, competency
assessment, simulated management situations, and data-informed learning pathways (Vargas Portillo, 2025).
However, these possibilities can be realized only when leaders are willing to learn continuously, accept
feedback, critically evaluate algorithmic recommendations, and retain responsibility for decisions affecting
teachers, students, and school communities.
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Within this context, soft skills have emerged as central components of educational leadership. Soft skills
encompass self-awareness, emotional intelligence, empathy, active listening, effective communication,
teamwork, conflict management, adaptability, critical thinking, creativity, trust building, and participative
leadership. Unlike technical skills, which relate primarily to specialized knowledge and measurable
procedures, soft skills determine how leaders apply their professional knowledge in complex interpersonal
situations. Studies of educational managers have identified human, communicative, and relational abilities as
essential dimensions of leadership competence (Abar et al., 2023). Similarly, organizational models of soft-
skills development emphasize that such competencies should be cultivated through systematic, needs-based,
and continuous learning rather than isolated training programs (Boustani Rad et al., 2023). Soft skills are
particularly significant in schools because educational leaders interact with teachers, students, families,
administrative personnel, and external stakeholders whose interests and expectations may differ considerably.
Effective educational leadership requires the creation of trust, psychological safety, cooperation, shared
purpose, and constructive responses to conflict. For this reason, soft skills have been described as pillars of
leadership success, enabling educational leaders to motivate employees, communicate organizational goals,
facilitate collective participation, and translate technical knowledge into coordinated action (Adeoye, 2025).
The integration of twenty-first-century competencies into educational environments likewise highlights
communication, collaboration, creativity, critical thinking, and adaptability as foundational capabilities for
educational professionals and leaders (Rosin et al., 2025). Peace-oriented management perspectives further
emphasize dialogue, empathy, respect for differences, and non-confrontational conflict resolution as
prerequisites for effective administration (Ilich et al., 2025). In public organizations, emotional intelligence,
communication, creativity, critical thinking, and collaboration have also been prioritized as major soft skills
associated with improved managerial performance (Rostamzadeh Ganji & Afsharinejad, 2025).

The relationship between artificial intelligence and educational leaders’ soft skills is reciprocal. On the one
hand, artificial intelligence can supportthe development of communication, problem-solving, critical thinking,
and collaboration through intelligent simulations, conversational systems, personalized feedback, and
interactive learning environments (Heydarpour et al., 2025). It can also assist in preparing future educators
to respond to emerging professional demands, provided that technological training remains connected to
human guidance and ethical reflection (Raissouni et al., 2025). Bibliometric evidence indicates a growing
research interest in using artificial intelligence to develop communication, teamwork, and problem-solving
skills in educational settings (Alvarado-Bravo et al., 2025). On the other hand, the responsible adoption of
artificial intelligence depends on leaders’ ability to communicate transparently, manage resistance, understand
stakeholders’ concerns, and balance technical efficiency with fairness, privacy, professional autonomy, and
human dignity. A comprehensive taxonomy of artificial intelligence in educational leadership therefore
emphasizes the interdependence of data governance, managerial responsibility, ethical decision-making, and
human judgment (Sposato, 2025).

Soft skills are not exclusively innate qualities; they can be strengthened through experience, reflection,
feedback, practice, and professional learning. Professional development models based on soft skills
demonstrate the interconnected importance of leadership, personal development, creativity, professional
ethics, communication, and collaborative competence (Karami Nejad et al., 2020). Reviews of soft-skills
education in the digital age similarly emphasize active learning, authentic practice, technological integration,
and continuous development (Abadi, 2025). Experience in managing crises, diverse teams, interpersonal
conflicts, and organizational change enables leaders to transform conceptual knowledge into practical wisdom.
Nevertheless, experience produces development only when accompanied by reflection, feedback acceptance,
and behavioral revision. Research on startup owners has highlighted analytical thinking, self-management,
creativity, problem-solving, and uncertainty management as important components of professional soft skills
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(Hosseini et al., 2025). Lifelong learning has also been associated with managers’ critical thinking and
innovative behavior (Sadeghi et al., 2024), while the ability and willingness to participate in teamwork have
been linked to improved learning outcomes in the digital era (Bazargan, 2025).

Despite increasing attention to artificial intelligence and soft skills, many studies have examined technological
competencies, leadership qualities, experiential learning, and organizational support separately. Consequently,
limited knowledge is available about how individual, experiential, organizational, and technological conditions
interact to shape educational leaders’ soft skills in the specific context of Iranian schools. This gap is
particularly important because effective leadership is context-dependent, and models developed in universities,
commercial organizations, or general public institutions cannot necessarily be transferred directly to schools.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify and explain the causal conditions associated with educational
leaders’ soft skills through an artificial intelligence approach in schools of Mazandaran Province.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative design grounded in the interpretive paradigm. Grounded theory was selected
because the study sought to discover and explain the underlying causal conditions associated with educational
leaders’ soft skills in an artificial intelligence-oriented environment. The participants consisted of 13 experts,
including experienced educational managers, educational technology specialists, and scholars with expertise
in educational leadership and school administration in Mazandaran Province. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling based on their professional experience, subject-matter knowledge, and direct
familiarity with educational management and technological developments. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved and additional interviews no longer generated substantively new concepts.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview questions explored
participants’ perceptions of why some educational leaders are more successful in applying soft skills, the
individual characteristics underlying such success, the role of managerial experience and continuous learning,
the effects of organizational culture and institutional support, and the contribution of technological and
artificial intelligence-based resources. Interviews were conducted in an interactive manner, allowing the
researcher to use probing questions to clarify participants’ experiences and obtain detailed examples. The
interview data were transcribed and analyzed through the three stages of open, axial, and selective coding.
During open coding, meaningful statements were identified, compared, and converted into initial codes. In
axial coding, conceptually similar codeswere organized into subcategories and major categories. In selective
coding, the main categories were integrated around a central phenomenon representing the causal conditions
of educational leaders’ success in developing and applying soft skills. Credibility was strengthened through
continuous comparison of the data, repeated review of codes and categories, expert examination, and attention
to conceptual consistency throughout the analytical process.

Findings

The systematic analysis of the interviews generated 146 open codes. The most frequently recurring concepts
included self-awareness, emotional intelligence, empathy, active listening, effective communication,
flexibility, feedback acceptance, conflict management, trust building, diverse managerial experience,
continuous training, learning from mistakes, supportive organizational culture, team cooperation, and access
to technological tools. Through axial coding, these concepts were organized into three major categories:
individual skills and emotional intelligence of the leader, experiential capital and continuous learning, and
organizational support with facilitating technological infrastructure.

The first category, individual skills and emotional intelligence, represented the internal foundation of
successful soft-skills performance. Its major components included self-awareness, empathy with personnel,
active listening, strong communication skills, adaptability, receptiveness to feedback, constructive conflict
management, participative leadership, employee motivation, and trust building. Participants indicated that
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educational leaders must first understand and regulate their own emotions before they can effectively recognize
employees’ concerns, respond to interpersonal tension, and maintain constructive relationships during
technological and organizational change.

The second category, experiential capital and continuous learning, described the developmental process
through which individual potential becomes observable leadership competence. Its components included
diverse professional and managerial experience, management of complex and crisis situations, leadership of
multigenerational or heterogeneous teams, continuous interpersonal-skills training, practical exercises,
learning from mistakes, reflective practice, and feedback-based improvement. The participants emphasized
that soft skills are not fixed attributes and that they become more refined through repeated exposure to
challenging situations, deliberate reflection, and continuous professional development.

The third category, organizational supportand facilitating technological infrastructure, represented the external
context enabling leaders to develop and apply soft skills. Its components included a supportive organizational
and team culture, managerial backing, mutual trust, access to educational and developmental resources,
opportunities for professional learning, collaborative work environments, and access to artificial intelligence-
based and data-driven tools. Participants explained that leaders are more likely to demonstrate empathy,
participation, creativity, and feedback acceptance in organizations where experimentation is supported,
mistakes are treated as learning opportunities, and technological tools are accompanied by adequate training
and ethical guidance.

During selective coding, the three categories were integrated around the central concept of the causal
conditions contributing to educational leaders’ success in soft skills. The resulting model demonstrated that
leadership success is produced through a dynamic and non-linear interaction among internal human
competencies, experiential and learning processes, and supportive organizational and technological conditions.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that educational leaders’ soft skills in the artificial intelligence era emerge from a
multilevel system rather than from a single personal characteristic or technological intervention. Individual
and emotional competencies form the internal basis of leadership, experience and continuous learning
transform these capacities into practical skills, and organizational and technological conditions determine
whether these skills can be effectively expressed. Weakness in any of these dimensions may disrupt the entire
developmental process. Forexample, advanced technological infrastructure cannot compensate for the absence
of empathy, ethical judgment, or effective communication, while emotionally intelligent leaders may remain
limited when they lack opportunities for professional learning or organizational support.

The prominence of self-awareness and emotional intelligence indicates that educational leadership remains
fundamentally human despite the increasing use of intelligent systems. Artificial intelligence can generate
analyses, predictions, and recommendations, but educational leaders remain responsible for interpreting those
outputs, communicating decisions, recognizing contextual complexities, and protecting trust and fairness.
Empathy and active listening are particularly important when teachers and employees experience uncertainty
about technological change. Leaders who understand these concerns can present technology as a supportive
resource rather than a threat and can involve personnel in decision-making.

The role of experiential capital confirms that softskills develop through practice rather than through theoretical
instruction alone. Crisis management, team leadership, conflict resolution, and feedback acceptance expose
leaders to the complexities of human behavior and require them to revise their assumptions. Artificial
intelligence can strengthen this learning through simulation and personalized feedback, but it should
complement rather than replace authentic interpersonal experience. Effective leadership-development
programs should therefore combine formal instruction, scenario-based exercises, mentoring, reflective
practice, collaborative problem-solving, and supervised use of intelligent tools.
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Organizational support was also essential because soft skills require environments characterized by trust,
participation, and psychological safety. In highly centralized or punitive settings, leaders may avoid
experimentation, conceal errors, and restrict employee participation. Supportive cultures, by contrast, facilitate
feedback, innovation, and collaborative learning. Technological infrastructure becomes valuable when it is
accessible, understandable, ethically governed, and aligned with educational objectives. Without clear policies,
training, and institutional trust, artificial intelligence may create resistance and undermine professional
autonomy.

In conclusion, the development of educational leaders’ soft skills in the artificial intelligence era requires
simultaneous investment in human competencies, experiential learning, organizational culture, and
technological capacity. Educational systems should avoid technology-centered development strategies that
overlook emotional intelligence, ethical responsibility, and interpersonal leadership. An integrated approach
can prepare educational leaders who are technologically informed, emotionally competent, reflective,
collaborative, and capable of using artificial intelligence in ways that improve school management while
preserving the human foundations of education.
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