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ABSTRACT

The global educational ecosystem is shaped by successive generations of
learners, educators, and administrators-each with their own unique needs and
preferences. For educational systems to adapt effectively and intelligently to
ongoing changes, it is essential to understand the preferences and approaches
of school leaders across generational lines. This study explores the behavior
of school principals based on their generational diversity, using a qualitative
narrative research method and thematic analysis. Twelve principals from
Generations X and Y were purposefully selected from the provinces of Alborz
and Tehran. The findings are categorized into eight major dimensions of
management: systems thinking, decision-making, system development and
enhancement, conflict management, crisis management, capital management,
managerial priorities, and preferred leadership styles. Results show the
greatest generational overlap in knowledge management within the dimension
of system development. Conversely, no shared perspectives or approaches
were observed between generations regarding their managerial priorities and
preferred styles. Overall, the most significant commonalities were found in
strategic thinking, crisis management, and the management of both spiritual
and material resources.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Generational differences in education and training remain insufficiently
explored in Iran. There are notable discrepancies between the value
systems of teachers (second generation) and students (third generation)
(Hajizadeh Enari, 2015). It is therefore essential to adopt effective
educational strategies to bridge the generational gap (Solimanpour,
2016) and consider intergenerational education approaches (Aflaki
Fard et al., 2012). Differences in teaching strategies for elementary
students of the Alpha generation further highlight this need (Yousfi
Hamdani et al., 2021). Additionally, the necessity of designing tailored
curricula for Generation Z has been emphasized (Parvazi Moghadam et
al., 2022). In recognition of the impact of generational differences on
management and leadership styles-as well as numerous studies
addressing such differences in education-this research aims to analyze
management styles in educational organizations through the lens of
generational typology.

Research Questions

Does management style in educational organizations vary based on
generational gaps?

Literature Review

Existing studies indicate that generational gaps have a significant and
direct relationship with the occurrence of social issues among teenagers
in Tehran (Minaghi Kakah et al., 2022). According to Niknam et al., the
formation of an attractive and dynamic work environment is partly due
to effective interactions between managers and employees. Findings
from Jabri et al. (2018) demonstrate that parent education-delivered by
schools-plays a key role in reducing the generational gap and fostering
mutual understanding. Bakhtiari and Nasiri (2017) found that the use of
mobile applications such as Telegram and Instagram contributes to the
generational divide between mothers and daughters.

In another study, Aflaki Fard et al. (2012) proposed a conceptual
framework for intergenerational education, encompassing eight
dimensions of values: individual, familial, economic, political, social,
artistic, scientific/theoretical, religious, national, and global. Fathi and
Mutlag (2010) also emphasized that ignoring the generational gap in
the context of globalization can transform it into a pressing social issue,
leading to disconnection and its associated consequences.
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Research conducted by Asoba and Mefi (2022) on the managerial
behaviors of Generation X and Millennial managers revealed that
Generation X tends to be technology-oriented and adheres to strict
performance standards, while Millennials are more relationship-driven,
collaborative, and self-assured. Similarly, Sharma and Kaur (2019)
emphasized the need for organizations to recognize and address
generational differences in the workplace, underlining the importance
of adopting strategies that accommodate the varying needs and
expectations of different generational cohorts.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach to achieve its objective:
analyzing management styles in educational organizations based on
generational differences. The research methodology consisted of two
parts-narrative analysis and thematic analysis. Data were collected through
narrative interviews and document analysis, focusing on the behavioral
patterns of school principals categorized by generational cohorts.

A purposive and judgmental sampling method was used. Narrative
interviews were conducted in two phases-initially with six principals,
followed by six more-from schools in Tehran and Karaj, ensuring both
data saturation and diversity within the sample. The data gathered from
participants’ narratives were analyzed using Castleberry and Nolen’s
(2018) five-step model: compiling (editing or transcribing), disassembling,
reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. Subsequently, the behavioral
differences of school principals were examined in relation to generational
diversity, and the alignment of their behaviors with generational gaps in
the organization was evaluated.

Results

For Generation X managers, the analysis identified 20 open codes, 14
subcategories, and 8 main categories. For Generation Y managers, 31
open codes, 17 subcategories, and 8 main categories were extracted.
Additionally, 19 subcategories and 8 main categories were recognized
as common between both generations.

Importantly, managers from both generations showed no shared
opinions or approaches in the areas of knowledge management,
particularly in system development, priority setting, and preferred
management styles. However, the most significant commonalities were
observed in strategic thinking, crisis management, and the management
of intellectual and material capital. The subsequent sections elaborate
on these core categories shared between the two generational groups.
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Discussion

The findings suggest that Generation X managers tend to follow a
traditional approach, grounded in established principles and institutional
norms. Although they acknowledge the need for change, they view it as a
complex process that demands specific conditions. Conversely,
Generation Y managers-shaped by extensive social and technological
transformations-demonstrate a stronger inclination toward change and
adopt more flexible and adaptive management styles. They believe that
optimal performance occurs when leaders understand individual needs,
personalize their leadership methods, and exhibit intergenerational
sensitivity. Such characteristics are essential for addressing 21st-century
challenges and are best implemented through situational leadership.

Conclusion

Educational organizations and schools are complex systems comprising
multigenerational human resources, each with distinct traits. Effective
management in such settings requires a comprehensive understanding
of these generational dynamics. A critical factor in today’s educational
leadership is the presence of younger generations-both as managers and
employees-who bring different expectations, behaviors, and value
systems than their predecessors. Therefore, leaders must adopt adaptive
and inclusive management styles to address the varying needs and
preferences of a multigenerational workforce.
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