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Abstract

This fundamental-a d research was conducted to explicate the
diversity of employees’ lived experiences and explore the structural
awareness of self-compassion within public organizations. Utilizing a
qualitative phenomenographic strategy, data were collected through in-
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depth, semi-structured interviews with 23 information-rich participants,
selected via purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data analysis was performed using the
“anatomy of awareness” approach and Sjostrom and Dahlgren’s seven-
step analytical model. The findings revealed seven distinct descriptive
categories agency, adaptability, flexibility, self-awareness, growth and
learning, adherence to principles, and self-kindness. These categories
were organized within the research’s “outcome space” into a three-level
hierarchical structure comprising: 1) internal foundations,2)
psychological capabilities, and3) agency, and ethical
orientation. The fundamental innovation of this study%g the design of
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1. Introduction

Public organizations currently confront unprecedented challenges,
including severe budget constraints, inflexible bureaucratic structures,
and escalating citizen expectations, all of which impose immense
pressure on the workforce. The nature of public sector employment is
frequently entangled with role ambiguity, political friction, and ethical
paradoxes, rendering employees highly susceptible to occupational
stress, emotional exhaustion, and alienation. In such milieus, traditional
human resource management paradigms—primarily reliant on external
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control mechanisms and financial incentives—have diminished in
efficacy. Modern organizational behavior paradigms, therefore,
emphasize the imperative of fortifying internal psychological capital as
a sustainable locus of resilience and growth. This study investigates the
phenomenon of self-compassion, aiming to explore its structural
conceptualization and manifestation within the rigid bureaucratic
context of Iranian public organizations.

Research Questions

To address prevailing theoretical and methodologic
seeks to answer the following questions:

aps, this study

e What are the qualitative differences

employees experience self-compa
e How do these employees conceptuallze omenon of
self-compassion?

enging conditions?
can be formulated to effectively

dynamic psychologi construct comprising three dialectical
dimensions: self-kifidness versus self-judgment, common humanity
versus isolation, and mindfulness versus over-identification. In
contemporary organizational contexts, suffering and stress are
inevitable operational byproducts that significantly impact employee
well-being and institutional productivity (Dutton et al., 2014). Recent
literature indicates that self-compassion operates as a critical
psychological buffer in the workplace, enhancing job satisfaction,
resilience, and emotional regulation, while concurrently mitigating
compassion fatigue and burnout (Reizer, 2019; Kotera & Van Gordon,
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2021). Despite a growing body of quantitative research validating its
positive correlates, a substantial epistemological gap persists regarding
the qualitative etiology of this phenomenon. Existing literature largely
fails to articulate how self-compassion is experientially conceptualized
and strategically deployed by employees within highly structured, rule-
bound public organizations. Thus, phenomenographic exploration is
vital to unearth the underlying qualitative variations and operational
mechanisms of self-compassion in this specific context.

3. Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative res [ inned by a
phenomenographic strategy. Phenom map the

comprehend a specific phenomenon (Ma : rating within
an interpretivist paradigm from a second- rspective, the

perceptions and lived
mployees within Iranian
osive and snowball sampling, 23
iverse hierarchical levels were

experiences of it. The%?’ﬂlatl
t

public organizations plo
information-ric i

echniques to elicit deep reflections on
cribed verbatim, the data were rigorously
)m and Dahlgren’s (2002) seven-step
el: familiarization, compilation, condensation,
preliminary comparison, naming of categories,
outcome space. Trustworthiness was ensured

to credibility, dependability, confirmability,

analyzed us
phenomenograph
preliminary groupin
and construction of t
through strict adhere
and transferability

4. Results

The phenomenographic analysis uncovered seven qualitatively distinct
ways public sector employees experience self-compassion. These
diverse conceptions form the *“outcome space” of the phenomenon,
structured hierarchically across three levels of escalating complexity.
At the foundational level, termed “internal foundations,” self-
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compassion is experienced as an intrapersonal mechanism comprising
(1) self-kindness and (2) self-awareness and realistic evaluation. The
intermediate level, “psychological capabilities,” denotes a more
sophisticated understanding where self-compassion functions as an
adaptive strategy, encompassing (3) emotional adaptability and (4)
flexibility in thought and action. At the most advanced conceptual level,
“agency, growth, and ethical orientation,” self-compassion transcends
intra-psychic boundaries to become a proactive, outwardly directed
resource. This includes (5) inclination toward continuous growth and
learning, (6) compassion and adherence togrinciples, and (7)
responsible agency. This structural hierarchy icates that as
employees’ comprehension of self-compassion matures, Nt evolves from
a restorative emotional coping mecha
professional and ethical responsibility.

5. Discussion
These findings introduce ns to organizational
behavior within publigh b hile extant literature
predominantly fram If-comgpassion as a passive coping mechanism
for stress abateffient,

operating at th
merely surviv Ive friction or political discord; they actively
leverage self-com n to establish secure psychological boundaries.
This enables them §to navigate ethical paradoxes and excessive
workloads without sucumbing to apathy or emotional exhaustion. The
phenomenological tranSition from basic self-care to responsible agency
proves that self-comipassion is intrinsically linked to public service
motivation and ethical resilience.

6. Conclusion

This study empirically establishes that self-compassion is not a
psychological luxury, but a structural necessity for maintaining
workforce resilience in the public sector. The hierarchical outcome
space illustrates that cultivating self-compassion directly enhances



behavioral adaptability and responsible agency. To harness this
psychological capital, a paradigm shift in public sector human resource
management is required. Bureaucracies must pivot from rigid, punitive
surveillance toward facilitative leadership frameworks and growth-
centric evaluation metrics. By institutionalizing a psychologically safe
environment conducive to learning, public administrators can cultivate
advanced tiers of self-compassion among personnel, thereby fostering
a more resilient, ethical, and operationally effective administrative
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