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Abstract  
This study explored the manifestation of self-leadership in practice among high school 
principals and Heads of Departments (HODs) in Bindura District, Zimbabwe. It was 
undertaken against the backdrop of persistent challenges facing public schools, including 
resource shortages, declining staff morale, inadequate leadership preparation, and 
increasing institutional pressures. Although self-leadership has been widely recognised 
as a strategy for strengthening organisational effectiveness, limited research has 
examined how it is enacted within Zimbabwean school contexts. The study therefore 
aimed to explore how self-leadership manifests in the daily leadership practices of school 
managers within resource-constrained educational environments. Guided by the 
interpretivist paradigm, the study adopted a qualitative case study design. Data were 
collected through semi-structured interviews with 12 participants, comprising four 
principals and eight HODs purposively selected from four public high schools in Bindura 
District. Data were analysed thematically using Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework. 
The findings revealed that self-leadership manifested through collaborative teamwork, 
delegation, context-responsive decision-making, innovative resource utilisation, and self-
regulation. These practices enabled leaders to distribute responsibilities, strengthen 
organisational adaptability, sustain school operations, and manage emotional and 
professional demands within challenging school environments. However, the findings 
also revealed tensions associated with emotional labour, accountability pressures, 
resource limitations, and organisational constraints. The study contributes to educational 
leadership scholarship by extending self-leadership theory beyond individual self-
regulation to include collaborative, adaptive, and context-responsive leadership practices 
within under-resourced schools. Therefore, it recommends strengthening collaborative 
leadership cultures, distributed leadership, emotional well-being support, adaptive 
decision-making, and innovation-oriented leadership development programmes. The 
study concludes that self-leadership is a multidimensional and contextually embedded 
process essential for sustainable and effective school management in contemporary 
educational environments.  
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Introduction 
Leadership is widely recognised as a critical factor influencing school effectiveness, 
organisational performance, teacher motivation, and learner achievement across 
educational contexts. Effective school leadership contributes to improved teaching and 
learning, institutional stability, and positive school culture, whereas weak leadership often 
results in poor organisational functioning, low staff morale, and declining academic 
outcomes (Ahlström & Aas, 2024; Delport et al., 2021). In Zimbabwe, public high schools 
continue to face significant challenges, including inadequate resources, teacher 
shortages, poor infrastructure, declining teacher morale, absenteeism, and reduced 
public confidence in government schools (Mavura et al., 2022). These challenges have 
been intensified by socio-economic instability, placing substantial pressure on school 
leaders to sustain institutional effectiveness under difficult conditions. Furthermore, many 
school principals and heads of department assume leadership responsibilities without 
adequate leadership and management preparation, often resulting in weak accountability 
systems, ineffective decision-making, and reliance on traditional hierarchical leadership 
approaches. Consequently, there is increasing recognition that conventional leadership 
models may be insufficient for addressing the complexities of contemporary school 
management. Within this context, self-leadership has emerged as an important 
framework for strengthening educational leadership. Self-leadership refers to the process 
through which individuals influence and regulate themselves through self-motivation, goal 
setting, constructive thinking, and behavioural strategies to achieve desired outcomes 
(Kang et al., 2022). In educational settings, self-leadership promotes adaptability, 
resilience, accountability, and reflective leadership practices, which are particularly 
important in resource-constrained school environments. However, despite growing global 
interest in self-leadership, limited research has explored how it is enacted in practice 
within Zimbabwean public schools. 
 
Despite the recognised importance of effective school leadership, Zimbabwean public 
high schools continue to experience persistent managerial and institutional challenges 
that negatively affect educational quality and organisational effectiveness. School leaders 
frequently operate within contexts characterised by inadequate funding, poor 
infrastructure, shortages of qualified teachers, declining staff morale, and increasing 
public dissatisfaction with public education (Chimbunde & Moreeng, 2023). In Bindura 
District, many parents have increasingly transferred their children from public to private 
schools due to declining confidence in the quality and effectiveness of government 
schools. Furthermore, many school leaders assume leadership positions without 
adequate professional training or leadership development opportunities, resulting in 
inconsistent management practices, weak curriculum implementation, and ineffective 
school administration (Justice, 2023). These challenges are compounded by bureaucratic 
constraints, resistance to innovation, and limited institutional autonomy. Although self-
leadership has been widely recognised internationally as an approach that enhances 
adaptability, accountability, innovation, and organisational resilience (Dilber et al., 2022), 
limited research has examined how self-leadership is practically enacted within 
Zimbabwean public schools. Existing studies have largely focused on business or non-
educational contexts, while the few African educational studies have insufficiently 
explored the lived leadership practices of school managers (Trusler, 2018; Delport et al., 
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2021). Within Zimbabwe specifically, research on self-leadership remains limited and has 
mainly focused on church-affiliated institutions rather than public high schools (Masengwe 
& Magwidi, 2021). Consequently, little is known about how principals and heads of 
department enact self-leadership through teamwork, delegation, innovative problem-
solving, self-regulation, and context-responsive decision-making within challenging 
school environments. 
 
Despite the growing global interest in self-leadership, particularly within organisational 
and business management studies, limited research has examined its application within 
educational leadership in African and Zimbabwean contexts. Existing educational studies 
have largely focused on school principals while paying insufficient attention to HODs, 
despite their significant role in instructional leadership, curriculum implementation, and 
school management (Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022; Tlali & Matete, 2021). Furthermore, 
little research has explored how self-leadership is practically enacted through leadership 
styles, decision-making, collaboration, adaptability, and resource management within 
resource-constrained public schools. In Zimbabwe specifically, studies investigating self-
leadership among school leaders in public secondary schools remain scarce. This study 
therefore addressed this gap by exploring how self-leadership manifests in practice 
among principals and HODs in public high schools within Bindura District, Zimbabwe. The 
study is significant because it contributes to the growing body of knowledge on 
educational leadership and self-leadership within under-researched African contexts. By 
examining the lived experiences and leadership practices of principals and HODs, the 
study provides contextually grounded insights into leadership approaches that may 
strengthen school effectiveness, resilience, collaboration, and innovation in challenging 
educational environments. The findings further contribute to policy and practice by 
informing leadership development programmes and educational interventions aimed at 
enhancing adaptive leadership, self-regulation, teamwork, and strategic resource 
utilisation in schools. 
 
Aim of the study 
The aim of this study was to explore how self-leadership manifests in practice among high 
school principals and HODs in Bindura District, Zimbabwe. 
 
Methodology  
The study adopted a qualitative research approach to explore the manifestation of self-
leadership practices among school managers in Zimbabwean public high schools. 
Qualitative research is concerned with understanding social phenomena from the 
perspectives of participants and generating rich, contextualised descriptions of human 
experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). This approach was deemed suitable because 
the study aimed to gain detailed insights into how school leaders experienced and applied 
self-leadership principles in their daily management practices rather than measuring 
variables quantitatively. The qualitative approach enabled the researcher to explore 
complex leadership behaviours, interpersonal processes, and contextual realities shaping 
self-leadership practices within schools. Furthermore, it facilitated flexibility in engaging 
participants and allowed deeper probing into their experiences, perceptions, and 
leadership practices within the Bindura District educational context.  
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The study employed a qualitative case study design to generate an in-depth 
understanding of self-leadership practices within the real-life context of Zimbabwean 
public high schools in Bindura District. According to Yin (2018), a case study design 
enables researchers to explore complex social phenomena within bounded systems and 
real-world settings. The bounded system for this study consisted of four purposively 
selected public high schools in Bindura District. The design was appropriate because it 
allowed the researcher to investigate how self-leadership manifested through 
collaborative teamwork, delegation, innovative resource utilisation, self-regulation, and 
context-responsive decision-making within specific school environments. The case study 
design further enabled the researcher to obtain detailed contextual information regarding 
the leadership experiences of principals and HODs while allowing connections to be 
drawn between participants’ lived realities and the broader educational challenges facing 
Zimbabwean schools.  
 
The population for the study comprised principals and HODs from public high schools in 
Bindura District, Zimbabwe. Purposive criterion sampling was employed to select 
participants who possessed relevant leadership experience and direct involvement in 
school management practices. Purposive sampling enabled the researcher to select 
information-rich participants capable of providing detailed insights into self-leadership 
practices within schools (Campbell et al., 2020). The final sample consisted of 12 
participants drawn from four public high schools, comprising four principals and eight 
HODs. Participants were selected based on their leadership positions, professional 
experience, active involvement in school management, and willingness to participate in 
the study. The inclusion of both principals and HODs allowed the study to capture multiple 
leadership perspectives and provided a more comprehensive understanding of how self-
leadership manifested across different levels of school management within the 
Zimbabwean educational context.  
 
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which served as the primary data 
collection method for the study. Semi-structured interviews were selected because they 
allowed the researcher to maintain consistency across interviews while simultaneously 
providing flexibility to probe participants’ responses and explore emerging issues in 
greater depth (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). An interview schedule containing open-ended 
questions guided the interviews and focused on participants’ experiences, perceptions, 
and practices related to self-leadership within school management. The interviews 
enabled participants to discuss how self-leadership manifested through teamwork, 
delegation, self-regulation, decision-making, and innovative leadership practices in their 
schools. Furthermore, the use of semi-structured interviews facilitated the collection of 
rich and detailed qualitative data that reflected participants’ lived experiences within the 
complex and resource-constrained educational environment of Bindura District.  
 
The data generated from the semi-structured interviews were analysed thematically using 
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework for thematic analysis. Thematic analysis 
was considered appropriate because it enabled the researcher to identify, analyse, and 
interpret recurring patterns and themes within the qualitative data. The analysis process 
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involved familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of interview transcripts, 
generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining 
and naming themes, and finally producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Through 
this analytical process, the researcher identified themes relating to the manifestation of 
self-leadership in practice, including collaborative teamwork, delegation, context-
responsive decision-making, innovative resource utilisation, and self-regulation. Thematic 
analysis allowed the researcher to interpret participants’ experiences systematically while 
linking the findings to existing literature and the theoretical frameworks underpinning the 
study. Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the University of Johannesburg, 
while permission to conduct the research was secured from the Zimbabwean Ministry of 
Primary and Secondary Education. Ethical principles of voluntary participation, informed 
consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and non-maleficence were strictly observed 
throughout the study. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, their 
right to withdraw at any stage without penalty, and the procedures used to protect their 
identities and responses. Pseudonyms were used during data presentation to maintain 
anonymity and ensure that participants could not be identified. The researcher also 
ensured that all interview data were securely stored and used solely for academic 
purposes. Furthermore, trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking, 
reflexivity, and the inclusion of verbatim quotations to ensure accurate representation of 
participants’ perspectives and experiences.  
 
Data Presentation 
This section presents the key themes that emerged from the data. To ensure 
confidentiality, participants are identified using codes, where “P” indicates Principals and 
“H” indicates Heads of Department. 

1. Collaborative Teamwork 

Participants highlighted collaborative teamwork as a prominent expression of self-
leadership. They described how collaboration was evident in teaching practice, 
particularly through team-teaching. One participant observed: “You see HODs 
themselves supervising. You see lessons, teachers teaming up to teach different topics. 
Maybe a geography teacher inviting a biology teacher to teach a related topic. And it goes 
on like that. It’s part of teamwork.” (P2) Team-teaching was also seen as a way of 
supporting colleagues who struggled in lesson delivery: “Team teaching for our teachers 
and those who are facing problems we will also assist them so that at the end of the day 
we promote good teaching and learning for our students.” (H1) Collaboration was also 
emphasised in relation to decision-making. One participant explained: “I consult my 
colleagues then we come up with a decision together. (P1) Similarly, particpant H8 
described seeking ideas from colleagues in order to solve challenges collectively: “I 
normally do is to seek help from my colleagues, look for ideas from my colleagues so that 
we can collectively solve that problem.” (H6) This spirit of teamwork was also reflected in 
departmental practices, where collaboration was seen as an essential component of 
professional life. As one participant noted: “In our department, we’ve got teamwork. It 
doesn’t mean I know everything. What I don’t know, I consult my colleagues and then we 
solve the things together.” (H4) Another participant linked teamwork to better decision-
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making processes: “…if you have got teamwork or you collaborate with your teachers, it 
helps you in making sound decisions… You have to consult so that when you come up 
with the best solution to a particular situation.” (P3) Participants also highlighted teamwork 
as a collective commitment to departmental success. One remarked: “…I cannot achieve 
it alone; we have to achieve it as a department, yes.” (H2) Collaboration was described 
in the context of exam administration, where responsibilities were shared rather than left 
to individual teachers: “…so when it comes to that we work as a team, we don’t say 
because it’s Ma’am S… having the Biology learners so this Biology paper… she should 
see to it herself that everything runs perfectly, we work as a team…” (H7) 

2. Delegation  

The participants described delegation as a vital element of their leadership practice, often 
emphasising that responsibilities must be distributed, but accompanied by supervision 
and accountability. One participant explained that delegation is only effective when it is 
paired with oversight, ensuring that leaders remain informed and accountable: 
“Delegation is key, but it has to go hand in hand with supervision. At the end of the day, 
you should still have everything at your fingertips.” (P2) Another described how 
responsibilities were shared across the school using an organogram, duty rosters and 
defined roles for staff and learners: “Our organogram includes the deputy head, senior 
teachers, HODs, and teachers on duty. Everyone understands their role and 
responsibilities. Even the students know how they are expected to behave, and they are 
well disciplined.” (P1) Partcipant P3 stressed that leadership cannot be done alone, 
making it essential to involve staff and committees in carrying out responsibilities: “That’s 
part of delegation. You can’t do it on your own. So you have to involve the members of 
staff, many members, or even the committees.” (P3) Delegation was also evident at 
departmental level, where specific members were tasked with responsibilities, such as 
exams, social issues, or IT, rather than leaving all duties to the HOD: “By making sure 
that… the responsibilities of the HOD, most of them are undertaken by the people in the 
department. For example, there is a member responsible for exams… another one 
responsible for IT.” (H5) Another participant reinforced that leadership requires 
distributing tasks among colleagues, rather than centralising them in one individual: “It 
doesn’t mean I do everything, I delegate my colleagues. I delegate… and then it works.” 
(H4) 

3. Context-Responsive Decision-Making 

Participants explained how self-leadership skills influenced their ability to make 
responsive decisions in diverse school contexts. They described decision-making as a 
process that balances firmness, critical thinking, flexibility and a focus on outcomes, 
showing how leadership adapts to complex and shifting circumstances. One participant 
described how self-leadership informed tough decisions, regarding discipline, particularly 
in relation to drug abuse in schools: “For instance, with drug and substance abuse, we 
have made very serious decisions, including ensuring that learners involved in such 
activities are expelled from the school through the procedures provided by the Ministry.” 
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(P3) Another emphasised that responsive decision-making required the capacity for 
critical-thinking, in order to address challenges effectively within the department: “You 
need to be able to think critically and make sound decisions so that you can tackle the 
problems that arise within the department.” (H4) Context responsive decision-making was 
also said to enhance the reputation of schools and open opportunities for staff 
progression, demonstrating its wider impact beyond the institution: “The influence is 
positive because others follow you. They come to learn from you, and my deputy heads 
are now being considered for headship posts. That is a result of all those self-leadership 
skill” (P2) 

 
Another participant stressed that self-leadership promotes sound and confident decision-
making, leading to outcomes that benefit the whole school: “You find that you become a 
good decision-maker, making decisions that are ultimately for the good of the school. 
These self-leadership skills also help you believe in yourself and avoid 
procrastination.”  (P1) Responsive decision-making was also linked to creating an 
enabling environment where colleagues are given space to express themselves and 
exercise professional autonomy: “I’m not rigid… we are people. We are human beings at 
the end of the day. So… what has worked… is give a person their freedom to be a master 
of their own universe. And then they’ll make lemonade out of lemons.” (P4) The data also 
revealed that effective decision-making produced tangible results for schools. One 
participant explained that decisions rooted in commitment and discipline were reflected 
in improved school outcomes: “Commitment and meeting deadlines affect the actual work 
done on the ground. Ultimately, it shows in the results because of the skills we put into 
practice.” (H8) Responsive decision-making was described as enabling leaders to expand 
the curriculum and promote teamwork in the process: “…for a start it was a mammoth 
task to introduce new subjects… but as a leader who wants to have a broader curriculum, 
I managed to introduce Heritage Studies… we now have Heritage Studies and we 
encourage to have teamwork… everyone achieves more as a team and not alone.”  (H2) 

4. Innovative Resource Utilisation  

The participants highlighted that many school leaders engaged in innovative practices to 
address resource shortages and generate income for their schools. Half of the 
participants described initiatives that included income-generating projects, improvisation 
and creative problem-solving, all aimed at sustaining school operations and improving 
teaching and learning conditions. One participant explained how schools reduced 
expenditure by producing their own furniture through in-house projects: “And then we’ve 
got metalwork… because we no longer buy chairs. We are making our own chairs. We 
are making our own boarding stuff here, only buy mattresses.” (P4) Another described 
how improvisation in the absence of resources had become a regular strategy for solving 
departmental challenges, particularly in practical subjects: “We find that we are always 
improvising, and it works. We solve most of the problems in the department through 
improvisation. Every time, we have to think critically about how to handle a practical 
lesson, what should I do and how do I do it?” (H4) Income-generating projects were also 
emphasised as critical to supplementing limited budgets. As one participant noted: 
“Introducing of income-generating projects, which are now assisting the school a lot.” (P2) 
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For others, resource utilisation required innovative thinking and unconventional solutions. 
One participant described introducing a driving school to supplement resources: “You 
also need to think outside the box to supplement school resources, I am the one who 
introduced the idea of a driving school at this school”. (H2) Another participant echoed 
this, stressing the importance of innovation in creating new income streams, such as 
poultry projects: “You also need to be innovative, identify income generating projects like 
at the school I am in charge of poultry project that is raising money for the school.” (H5) 
One participant highlighted sustainability by explaining how their school embarked on 
self-reliant initiatives, like producing uniforms: “We have a number of income generating 
activities at the school. We sew our own uniforms.” (P1) 

5. Self-Regulation 

The findings highlighted that self-regulation was regarded by participants as a vital self-
leadership skill in their day-to-day work. Leaders described the importance of managing 
their emotions, remaining calm during crises and maintaining professionalism, in order to 
make sound decisions and sustain healthy working relationships. One of the participants 
stressed that calmness and objectivity were essential when making decisions and 
consulting with colleagues: “The important thing, first of all is to be calm and look at things 
objectively. Not to speak too quickly, make sound decisions and also consult my 
colleagues then we come up with a decision together.” (P1) Participants also emphasised 
the need to remain calm in moments of crisis, with one reflecting: “So I think, the first, the 
most important thing first is to calm yourself, before you take any decisions or move…” 
(H4) Another participant explained that conflicts could be avoided by quietly reflecting 
before acting rather than reacting with outbursts: “Normally we don’t have those 
outbursts. We have that attitude of looking at something quietly, assessing, before taking 
action.” (P2) Emotional control was also expressed in more constrained terms, with one 
participant describing the need to suppress feelings in certain contexts: “You have to 
suppress your feelings because, in this school, and especially as a woman, you are not 
always free to express yourself. The moment you start saying that something is not right, 
you are made to feel threatened.” (H3) Others highlighted the importance of temperance 
and diplomacy, noting that confrontation was not always the best response: “You should 
always be a temperate person. It is not always good to confront people because others 
may not know who is wrong between the two of you. You need to be diplomatic and know 
how to deal with people.” (H8) This point was echoed by another, who explained that 
calming down was necessary when clashing with colleagues: “When there’s a crisis, let 
us say I’ve clashed with a member of the department, at times; I will make sure that I calm 
down.” (H7) Another participant added that professionalism requires separating personal 
emotions from the workplace: “That one is a difficult one, but the basic principle is that 
whenever you come to work, you have to leave your feelings at home. Just be 
professional.” (H5) 
 
Discussion of the Findings  
The findings indicate that collaborative teamwork is understood as a key expression of 
self-leadership in school contexts, where leadership is enacted through shared 
responsibility rather than individual authority. Participants’ descriptions of team-teaching, 
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shared decision-making, and collective problem-solving suggest that collaboration 
functions as a relational strategy through which leaders manage complexity and distribute 
cognitive and emotional labour. From a self-leadership perspective, collaboration aligns 
with behaviour-focused strategies such as self-cueing and self-goal setting (Jamaluddin 
et al., 2025). Leaders demonstrated self-discipline by intentionally seeking input, 
consulting colleagues, and engaging in joint practices to achieve shared objectives. This 
reflects recognition of personal limitations and a deliberate choice to enhance 
effectiveness through collective effort (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Reframing “not knowing 
everything” as an opportunity for shared learning illustrates constructive thought 
strategies, where leaders adopt positive cognitive frames to support adaptive action (Van 
Zyl, 2014). In this way, collaboration enables self-leadership by supporting humility, 
flexibility, and reflective regulation of both behaviour and thinking. However, the findings 
also suggest that collaboration can constrain self-leadership when collective processes 
slow decision-making or dilute accountability. Shared responsibility may create ambiguity 
around ownership of outcomes, requiring leaders to balance inclusivity with decisiveness. 
This tension highlights that collaboration is not inherently empowering, but demands 
careful self-regulation to ensure effectiveness without eroding leadership clarity. 
 
From a transformational leadership perspective, collaborative practices strongly reflect 
inspirational motivation, as leaders encourage staff to pursue shared goals through 
consultation and collective commitment (Yang et al., 2025). Elements of individualised 
consideration are also evident, as leaders listen to colleagues’ perspectives and 
incorporate diverse contributions, fostering inclusion and mutual respect (Platania et al., 
2025). Team-building thus becomes a mechanism for strengthening professional 
relationships and enhancing organisational capacity (Edo & Johnson, 2024). 
Collaborative teamwork further reflects intellectual stimulation, particularly through team-
teaching and collegial problem-solving. By encouraging interdisciplinary engagement and 
shared experimentation, leaders create spaces for innovation and reflective practice 
(Figueiredo-Belchior & Chagas, 2026). Yet these practices require sustained coordination 
and emotional investment, which may increase leaders’ workload and challenge the 
sustainability of self-leadership. Collaborative teamwork operates as both an enabling 
and constraining condition for self-leadership. While it supports shared learning, 
adaptability, and collective accountability, it also introduces tensions related to decision-
making speed, role clarity, and personal responsibility. Effective self-leadership in this 
context therefore involves balancing collaboration with purposeful direction. 
 
The findings indicate that delegation is understood by participants as an essential but 
carefully regulated leadership practice, requiring a balance between trust and oversight. 
Rather than relinquishing responsibility, leaders emphasised the importance of 
supervision and accountability, suggesting that delegation functions as a disciplined form 
of self-leadership through which complexity is managed without loss of control. From a 
self-leadership perspective, delegation aligns with behaviour-focused strategies, 
particularly self-monitoring and self-discipline (Jamaluddin et al., 2025). Leaders 
described regulating their own involvement by deciding when to distribute tasks and how 
to maintain awareness of outcomes. This reflects an intentional effort to align delegated 
responsibilities with broader school goals (Larsen, 2024). In this sense, delegation 
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enables self-leadership by preventing overload and supporting strategic focus. However, 
the data also imply that maintaining supervision requires ongoing cognitive and emotional 
investment, which may constrain leaders’ capacity for sustained self-regulation. 
 
Participants further described delegation as embedded within formal school structures 
such as organograms, duty rosters, and departmental roles. These systems support 
accountability and clarity, reinforcing behaviour-focused strategies through routine and 
role definition (Kubheka et al., 2025). At the same time, reliance on formal structures may 
limit flexibility, particularly in rapidly changing contexts where rigid role boundaries restrict 
adaptive responses. From a transformational leadership perspective, delegation reflects 
both inspirational motivation and individualised consideration. By involving staff in 
committees and assigning leadership roles, participants fostered shared purpose and 
collective commitment (Curșeu et al., 2025). Delegation was also framed as a 
developmental process, where entrusting responsibilities to colleagues signalled 
confidence in their abilities and created opportunities for leadership growth (Mathebula & 
Barnard, 2020). Yet the findings suggest that unequal capacity among staff may 
complicate this process, requiring leaders to carefully calibrate delegation to avoid 
uneven workload distribution or reduced accountability. 
 
Delegation with supervision also supports intellectual growth and professional autonomy, 
as teachers are encouraged to innovate and refine their practice within guided 
parameters. As Mirkhan et al. (2024) argue, effective leadership involves creating 
environments where responsibility is shared but direction remains clear. However, the 
expectation to continuously monitor delegated tasks may limit leaders’ ability to fully 
disengage, reinforcing a cycle of partial control that can strain self-leadership over time. 
Thus, delegation emerges as both an enabling and constraining condition for self-
leadership. While it supports distributed responsibility, professional growth, and 
organisational efficiency, it also introduces tensions related to trust, monitoring, and 
sustainability. Effective self-leadership in this context therefore requires ongoing 
negotiation between empowerment and accountability. 
 
The findings indicate that decision-making operates as a central expression of self-
leadership in complex and shifting school contexts. Participants described the need to 
exercise firmness in disciplinary matters, apply critical thinking to departmental 
challenges, and remain flexible in allowing professional autonomy. These accounts 
suggest that decision-making is not merely procedural, but a reflective and adaptive 
process shaped by contextual demands and ethical judgement. From a self-leadership 
perspective, decision-making aligns with behaviour-focused strategies such as self-
monitoring, self-discipline, and self-goal setting (Sjöblom et al., 2022). Participants’ 
emphasis on developing confidence, avoiding procrastination, and acting decisively 
illustrates deliberate self-regulation aimed at aligning personal conduct with institutional 
priorities. This internal discipline enables leaders to respond effectively under pressure. 
However, the data also imply that sustained decisiveness can be emotionally demanding, 
particularly when leaders must balance firmness with relational sensitivity, potentially 
constraining self-leadership over time. 
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Collaborative decision-making further reflects self-leadership through recognition of 
personal limits and intentional engagement with others to enhance outcomes (Kwon et 
al., 2025). Involving colleagues supports reflective judgement and shared ownership, yet 
may also slow processes and complicate accountability, requiring leaders to carefully 
regulate inclusivity and efficiency. Flexibility in decision-making illustrates constructive 
thought strategies, as leaders reframe rigid rules into opportunities for professional 
autonomy and growth (Neck & Houghton, 2006). From a transformational leadership 
perspective, participants’ accounts of addressing sensitive disciplinary issues, such as 
substance abuse, reflect idealised influence, where ethical and principled decisions 
establish behavioural standards for the school community (El-Achi et al., 2025). Decision-
making also aligns with intellectual stimulation, as leaders encouraged problem-solving, 
curriculum expansion, and innovative responses to challenges (Chiosom & Livinus, 
2021). Collaborative intellectual engagement further reinforced staff participation, 
enhancing motivation and collective efficacy (Musengamana et al., 2024). 
 
Inspirational motivation was evident where decisive leadership encouraged professional 
aspiration among staff, including deputies pursuing leadership roles. By modelling 
confidence and foresight, leaders demonstrated what could be achieved through 
purposeful action, fostering shared ambition and commitment (Orkamo et al., 2025). At 
the same time, the expectation to consistently make sound decisions heightens 
accountability pressures, underscoring the demanding nature of self-leadership in high-
stakes environments. Therefore, context-responsive decision-making emerges as both 
an enabling and constraining condition for self-leadership. While reflective, collaborative, 
and ethical decision-making strengthens institutional performance and collective 
responsibility, it also requires sustained emotional, cognitive, and ethical regulation. Self-
leadership in this context is therefore characterised by continuous negotiation between 
decisiveness, inclusivity, and adaptability. 

The findings indicate that innovative resource utilisation functions as a critical self-
leadership practice through which school leaders respond to persistent resource 
constraints. Participants described a range of adaptive strategies, including in-house 
furniture production, uniform sewing, poultry projects, and income-generating initiatives 
such as driving schools. These practices suggest that innovation is not peripheral, but 
central to leadership in under-resourced contexts, where survival and sustainability 
depend on creative problem-solving. From a self-leadership perspective, innovative 
resource utilisation aligns with all three categories of self-leadership strategies outlined 
by Manz (1986). The establishment and maintenance of projects reflect behaviour-
focused strategies, particularly self-goal setting, initiative, and self-monitoring (Neck & 
Houghton, 2006). Leaders acted proactively, without external prompting, indicating strong 
internal regulation and responsibility for institutional continuity. At the same time, the data 
suggest that sustaining such initiatives requires ongoing effort and vigilance, which may 
intensify leaders’ workload and constrain reflective capacity. 

Participants also described satisfaction derived from solving practical problems through 
improvisation, reflecting natural reward strategies that reinforce motivation by linking 
effort to meaningful outcomes (Ying et al., 2023). In this sense, innovation enables self-
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leadership by sustaining intrinsic motivation under adverse conditions. However, reliance 
on intrinsic rewards may also normalise the expectation that leaders continually 
compensate for systemic funding inadequacies through personal effort and ingenuity. 
Constructive thought strategies were evident in participants’ emphasis on “thinking 
outside the box” and reframing limitations as opportunities. By cognitively reinterpreting 
scarcity as a stimulus for creativity, leaders demonstrated adaptive thinking that supports 
self-leadership in complex environments. This aligns with wider literature documenting 
income-generating initiatives as survival strategies in resource-constrained schools (Ho 
& Chen, 2026; Sott & Bender, 2025). Yet such reframing may also obscure structural 
inequalities, shifting responsibility for resource provision from the state to individual 
schools and leaders. 

From a transformational leadership perspective, innovative resource utilisation strongly 
reflects intellectual stimulation. Leaders who introduced unconventional initiatives 
encouraged experimentation, creativity, and collaborative problem-solving (Kilag et al., 
2024). These practices fostered cultures of innovation and shared ownership, supported 
by inspirational motivation through visions of sustainability and collective responsibility. 
At the same time, innovation required leaders to manage risk, uncertainty, and 
stakeholder expectations, further increasing the cognitive and ethical demands of 
leadership. Innovative practices also reflected individualised consideration and idealised 
influence. By delegating project leadership and recognising staff strengths, leaders 
created opportunities for professional growth and capacity building (Huang et al., 2022). 
Modelling resilience and creativity strengthened trust and inspired others, consistent with 
idealised influence (Ariratana et al., 2016). However, the success of such delegation 
depended on leaders’ continued oversight, reinforcing the tension between 
empowerment and control. Innovative resource utilisation emerges as both an enabling 
and constraining condition for self-leadership. While it supports institutional sustainability, 
intrinsic motivation, and entrepreneurial thinking, it also risks intensifying leaders’ 
responsibilities and masking systemic funding failures. Self-leadership in this context is 
therefore characterised by adaptive creativity coupled with sustained personal and 
organisational strain. 

The findings indicate that self-regulation functions as a core self-leadership practice 
through which school leaders manage emotional demands, maintain professional 
relationships, and exercise sound judgement. Participants consistently emphasised 
remaining calm, avoiding impulsive reactions, and regulating emotions, particularly during 
conflict or crisis. These accounts suggest that self-regulation is not simply emotional 
restraint, but an intentional leadership strategy shaped by contextual pressures and 
relational expectations. From a self-leadership perspective, self-regulation aligns with 
behaviour-focused strategies such as self-observation, self-cueing, and self-discipline 
(Jamaluddin et al., 2025). Participants’ descriptions of controlling emotions and 
maintaining composure illustrate deliberate behavioural regulation aimed at preventing 
unproductive responses. As Neck and Houghton (2006) argue, effective self-leadership 
requires aligning immediate reactions with long-term professional goals. In this way, self-
regulation enables self-leadership by supporting consistency, ethical conduct, and 
reflective decision-making. However, the data also imply that sustained emotional control 
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requires continuous cognitive and emotional effort, which may constrain leaders’ capacity 
for openness or emotional release. 
 
Constructive thought strategies were evident in participants’ tendency to reframe conflict 
as an opportunity for reflection and dialogue rather than escalation. This adaptive framing 
supports problem-solving and collaboration, reinforcing self-leadership through cognitive 
regulation (Daud, 2020). Yet such reframing may also mask unresolved tensions when 
leaders feel compelled to suppress emotions rather than address underlying issues. From 
a transformational leadership perspective, self-regulation contributes to idealised 
influence and individualised consideration. Leaders who demonstrate composure and 
professionalism position themselves as role models whose behaviour inspires trust and 
respect (Baquero, 2023). Diplomatic responses and attentive listening further reflect 
individualised consideration, fostering cooperation and relational stability. Research 
indicates that emotionally regulated leaders are more effective in inspiring others and 
sustaining teamwork (Daud, 2020; Kiplimo, 2023). Importantly, the findings also highlight 
how self-regulation is shaped by contextual power dynamics. Participants noted that 
expressing dissent, particularly for women, could invite threat or marginalisation, requiring 
emotional suppression as a protective strategy. This reveals a constraining dimension of 
self-leadership, where self-regulation serves less as empowerment and more as survival 
within restrictive organisational cultures. Self-regulation emerges as both an enabling and 
constraining condition for self-leadership. While it supports professionalism, ethical 
conduct, and relational trust, it may also intensify emotional labour and limit authentic 
expression. Self-leadership in this context therefore involves navigating a delicate 
balance between emotional discipline and personal well-being. 
 
Limitation of the Study 
Although the study generated rich and contextually grounded insights into self-leadership 
practices among school managers in Zimbabwe, several limitations were acknowledged. 
Firstly, the study was confined to four public high schools within Bindura District, which 
limits the generalisability of the findings to other districts or educational contexts in 
Zimbabwe. Secondly, the study relied solely on qualitative data generated through semi-
structured interviews, meaning that the findings reflected participants’ subjective 
experiences and perceptions. Thirdly, the use of purposive sampling and the relatively 
small sample size of 12 participants may have excluded alternative perspectives from 
other school leaders outside the selected schools. In addition, participants may have 
provided socially desirable responses during interviews due to the sensitive nature of 
leadership and management issues within schools. Despite these limitations, the study 
provided valuable insights into the manifestation of self-leadership practices in 
Zimbabwean school management and contributed meaningfully to the growing body of 
literature on self-leadership in educational contexts. 
 
Contributions of the Study 
This study makes a significant contribution to the growing body of scholarship on self-
leadership within educational management by demonstrating how self-leadership is 
practically enacted through collaborative teamwork, delegation, adaptive decision-
making, innovative resource utilisation, and self-regulation in under-resourced public 
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schools. Existing scholarship on self-leadership has largely conceptualised the concept 
as an intrapersonal process centred on self-regulation, self-motivation, and behavioural 
control (Manz, 1986; Neck & Houghton, 2006). However, the findings of this study extend 
these traditional understandings by illustrating that self-leadership within school 
management is not only individualistic, but also relational, strategic, contextual, and 
organisationally enacted. The study therefore advances a broader conceptualisation of 
self-leadership that incorporates collaborative influence, emotional regulation, distributed 
responsibility, adaptive leadership, and context-responsive practices within educational 
environments. 
 
A key contribution of the study lies in its integration of the identified themes into a coherent 
framework of practical self-leadership enactment. The findings reveal that collaborative 
teamwork, delegation, context-responsive decision-making, innovative resource 
utilisation, and self-regulation are interconnected leadership dimensions rather than 
isolated practices. Collaborative teamwork enabled leaders to distribute emotional and 
cognitive responsibilities while strengthening collective engagement and organisational 
cohesion. Delegation functioned as a mechanism for balancing empowerment with 
accountability, whereas context-responsive decision-making reflected leaders’ ability to 
exercise adaptive judgement in response to ethical, institutional, and contextual 
demands. Innovative resource utilisation highlighted leaders’ creativity and 
entrepreneurial approaches in sustaining school operations under conditions of scarcity. 
Self-regulation emerged as the foundational intrapersonal mechanism that enabled 
leaders to manage emotional pressure, maintain professionalism, and navigate 
workplace conflict effectively. Collectively, these findings demonstrate that self-leadership 
within schools is behavioural, emotional, strategic, relational, and deeply shaped by 
contextual realities. 
 
The study further contributes theoretically by refining Manz’s Self-Leadership Theory and 
Bass’s Transformational Leadership Theory within the context of under-resourced public 
schools in Zimbabwe. The findings indicate that self-leadership within challenging 
educational contexts extends beyond internal behavioural regulation to include emotional 
labour, collaborative problem-solving, distributed responsibility, and survival-oriented 
innovation. The study therefore challenges idealised and individualistic assumptions 
embedded within traditional self-leadership theory by revealing that school leaders 
frequently practise self-leadership under conditions characterised by resource shortages, 
institutional instability, administrative overload, and emotional strain. 
 
Additionally, the findings reveal important intersections and tensions among the identified 
leadership practices. While collaboration, delegation, innovation, and emotional 
regulation strengthened organisational functioning and resilience, they also intensified 
leaders’ emotional and cognitive burdens. Excessive emotional suppression, continuous 
adaptation, and compensating for systemic inadequacies often contributed to leadership 
strain and emotional exhaustion. Consequently, the study highlights that self-leadership 
is not a stable or purely empowering process, but rather a continuous negotiation between 
accountability, adaptability, emotional labour, and institutional survival. From a policy and 
practical perspective, the study underscores the need for leadership development 
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programmes that prioritise emotional intelligence, adaptive leadership, collaboration, 
innovation, delegation, and self-regulation alongside traditional managerial 
competencies. Educational institutions and policymakers are therefore encouraged to 
establish supportive organisational structures and distributed leadership cultures that 
promote sustainable and human-centred school leadership within increasingly 
demanding educational contexts. 
 
Conclusion 
This study explored how self-leadership is manifested in practice within public schools 
through collaborative teamwork, delegation, adaptive decision-making, innovative 
resource utilisation, and self-regulation. The findings revealed that self-leadership 
extends beyond internal self-management and becomes visible through practical 
leadership actions, interpersonal engagement, and organisational problem-solving within 
complex educational contexts. School leaders demonstrated self-leadership by 
encouraging teamwork, sharing responsibilities, delegating tasks strategically, 
responding flexibly to contextual challenges, and maintaining emotional control in 
demanding situations. The study further showed that self-leadership is relational, context-
responsive, and deeply embedded within organisational processes. Collaborative 
teamwork strengthened collective problem-solving and shared accountability, while 
delegation promoted staff participation and professional development. Context-
responsive decision-making enabled leaders to address uncertainty with flexibility and 
ethical judgement. Innovative resource utilisation reflected leaders’ creativity in 
responding to systemic limitations, whereas self-regulation helped leaders maintain 
professionalism and emotional stability. These findings contribute to educational 
leadership scholarship by conceptualising self-leadership as a practical and enacted 
process grounded in collaboration, emotional regulation, adaptive thinking, and 
organisational interaction. However, the findings also highlighted challenges associated 
with self-leadership in practice. Collaboration may delay decision-making, delegation 
requires constant monitoring, and emotional regulation can contribute to leadership strain. 
The study therefore emphasises the importance of supportive organisational cultures and 
leadership development programmes that strengthen collaboration, emotional 
intelligence, innovation, and adaptive leadership. Ultimately, the study concludes that 
self-leadership is a collective, adaptive, and context-responsive process essential for 
effective and sustainable school management in contemporary educational 
environments.  
 
Recommendations 
 
The findings indicate that strengthening self-leadership among school leaders requires 
organisational support rather than relying solely on individual effort. Based on the findings 
of this study, the following recommendations are proposed. 
 
Strengthening Collaborative Leadership Cultures in Schools 
 
The findings of this study demonstrate that collaborative teamwork is a key manifestation 
of self-leadership within Zimbabwean public schools. Collaboration enabled school 
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leaders to share responsibilities, strengthen decision-making, promote professional 
learning, and enhance organisational resilience in resource-constrained contexts. 
Schools should therefore foster collaborative leadership practices by creating 
opportunities for shared decision-making, professional dialogue, team teaching, and 
cross-departmental collaboration. Such practices may strengthen collective responsibility 
while reducing the cognitive and emotional demands placed on individual leaders. 
However, schools should also ensure that collaborative structures are supported by 
clearly defined roles and accountability mechanisms, as the findings indicated that 
collaboration may create role ambiguity and delay decision-making if not effectively 
coordinated. These findings suggest that collaborative leadership should be viewed as 
an important organisational strategy for strengthening self-leadership within challenging 
school environments. 
 
Promoting Effective Delegation and Distributed Leadership 
 
The study found that delegation was an essential self-leadership practice that enabled 
principals and HODs to manage increasing leadership responsibilities while promoting 
staff participation in school management. Participants emphasised that delegation was 
most effective when accompanied by appropriate supervision and accountability. Schools 
should therefore strengthen distributed leadership by encouraging principals and HODs 
to delegate responsibilities strategically while maintaining oversight of delegated tasks. 
Such an approach has the potential to reduce leadership overload, strengthen 
organisational efficiency, and develop leadership capacity among teachers and middle 
managers. At the same time, delegation should be supported by clear communication 
and defined responsibilities to ensure that accountability is maintained and 
responsibilities are not merely transferred without adequate support. 
 
Enhancing Context-Responsive Decision-Making Capacity 
Educational policymakers, district education authorities, leadership training institutions, 
and school management teams should strengthen context-responsive decision-making 
capacities among school leaders by providing targeted training and institutional support 
focused on adaptive leadership, ethical decision-making, critical thinking, problem-
solving, and reflective judgement. This recommendation may be implemented through 
leadership development workshops, simulation-based leadership training, reflective 
dialogue forums, case-study learning, mentorship programmes, and collaborative 
leadership networks where school leaders analyse complex school challenges and share 
adaptive leadership strategies. Schools should also encourage participatory decision-
making practices that balance decisiveness with consultation and contextual 
responsiveness, thereby ensuring that school decisions remain both inclusive and 
practical. In addition, educational authorities should provide school leaders with greater 
policy flexibility to respond effectively to local realities while maintaining accountability 
standards. The significance of this recommendation lies in the study’s finding that school 
leaders frequently operate within uncertain and rapidly changing educational 
environments that require continuous judgement, flexibility, emotional regulation, and 
ethical responsiveness. The findings further revealed that prolonged decision-making 
under pressure may contribute to emotional strain, decision fatigue, and cognitive 
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overload among school leaders. Strengthening context-responsive decision-making 
capacities would therefore enhance leadership confidence, organisational adaptability, 
institutional resilience, and sustainable leadership effectiveness within complex 
educational contexts. 
 
Supporting Innovation and Sustainable Resource Utilisation 
 
Innovation emerged as an important expression of self-leadership, with participants 
demonstrating considerable creativity in addressing resource shortages through income-
generating projects, improvisation, and locally developed solutions. These findings 
suggest that schools should continue to encourage innovative approaches to resource 
utilisation while creating supportive environments in which school leaders can develop 
sustainable initiatives that strengthen teaching and learning. However, the study also 
indicates that innovation should not become a substitute for adequate institutional 
support. Excessive reliance on individual leaders to compensate for systemic resource 
shortages may contribute to increased workload and leadership strain. Supporting 
innovation should therefore complement, rather than replace, broader efforts to improve 
school resources and institutional capacity. 
 
Prioritising Emotional Regulation and Leadership Well-Being 
 
The findings highlight self-regulation as a fundamental component of self-leadership, 
enabling school leaders to manage conflict, remain professional, and make thoughtful 
decisions under pressure. However, participants also described the emotional demands 
associated with maintaining composure in challenging organisational environments. 
Schools should therefore recognise emotional well-being as an important component of 
effective leadership by fostering supportive organisational cultures that encourage 
reflection, professional dialogue, and constructive management of workplace challenges. 
Creating environments where school leaders feel supported may strengthen their 
capacity to sustain effective self-leadership while reducing the emotional burden 
associated with continuous leadership responsibilities. 
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