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Background and purpose: Self-disabling transpires in circumstances where an individual’s capabilities are at
risk. As a form of avoidance behavior, self-disabling results in a decline and deterioration of performance. To
remain competitive within a dynamic environment, organizations are compelled to foster the empowerment of
their managerial staff. The objective of this study is to identify themes associated with self-disabling and the
empowerment of managers within the context of the University of Medical Sciences.

Research method: The methodology employed in this study is thematic analysis. Data were collected through
semi-structured, in-depth interviews, which were subsequently analyzed utilizing open and axial coding
techniques. The research population comprised fifteen experts—including managers, employees, elites, and
qualified specialists affiliated with Iranian government organizations—until data saturation was achieved.

Findings: Self-disabling, as the overarching theme, encompassed five thematic categories of self-disabling
drivers: individual self-disabling, self-disabling contexts, self-disabling consequences, and self-disabling barriers.
These categories comprised a total of twenty-three organizing themes, which, in turn, encompassed one hundred
seventy-three components structured as fundamental themes.

Conclusion: The factors contributing to self-handicapping, and its contextual influences, impede individual
performance. Conversely, facilitating factors such as social skills can enhance self-efficacy. The repercussions of
this phenomenon include diminished mental health and a decline in service quality. To foster the empowerment,
proactive measures should be undertaken to mitigate self-handicapping behaviors.
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Introduction

Self-handicapping constitutes a defensive cognitive-behavioral strategy whereby individuals
intentionally or inadvertently over state obstacles prior to engaging in a performance task
in order to safeguard self-esteem. This approach involves attributing potential failure
to external causes while simultaneously claiming recognition for successes, thereby
providing immediate psychological reprieve; however, it often results in adverse long-term
consequences, including diminished performance, motivation, and well-being. Originally
conceptualized by Jones and Berglas (1978) and subsequently elaborated upon within
Covington’s self-worth protection framework, self-handicapping has been extensively
studied within student and athletic populations but remains infrequently examined within
healthcare leadership contexts. In medical sciences universities, managerial decisions exert
direct influence on service quality, patient safety, and institutional reputation. Within such
high-stakes, bureaucratic environments characterized by role ambiguity, hierarchical rigidity,
and continuous performance assessments, defensive behaviors such as self-handicapping can
significantly undermine both individual leaders’ efficacy and organizational effectiveness.
Conversely, empowerment—defined as the enhancement of self-efficacy, professional
autonomy, and participatory decision-making—serves as a potent countermeasure, fostering
resilience, innovation, and engagement. Despite its significance, limited knowledge
exists regarding the cultural and organizational factors that shape the prevalence of self-
handicapping and empowerment among managers in Iranian public health institutions.

This qualitative investigation endeavors to examine the multi-level interactions between
self-handicapping and empowerment within an Iranian University of Medical Sciences
setting. The study aims to identify antecedents, behavioral patterns, contextual facilitators
and barriers, as well as the repercussions of these phenomena, integrating findings into a
comprehensive thematic framework. The theoretical basis draws upon constructs such as self-
esteem (Abdel-Khalek, 2016), perfectionism (Stewart & George-Walker, 2014), performance
anxiety (Coudevylle et al., 2020), and attributional style (Want & Kleitman, 2006). Prior
research suggests that rigid control mechanisms, punitive performance evaluations, and
insufficient psychological safety may institutionalize self-handicapping behaviors (Shin &
Park, 2021), whereas empowerment initiatives—particularly in leadership roles—have the
potential to disrupt these cycles by augmenting competence, fostering trust, and promoting
more adaptive coping mechanisms.

Research Methodology

The study employed a thematic analysis methodology guided by Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six-phase framework. A total of fifteen participants—comprising senior managers,
middle managers, administrative personnel, and subject-matter experts (nine, three, and
three individuals respectively)—were purposively sampled until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data collection consisted of semi-structured, in-depth interviews with durations
ranging from 60 to 90 minutes, yielding comprehensive narratives regarding participants’
experiences related to performance challenges, avoidance behaviors, organizational enablers
and barriers, as well as empowerment practices. The interview transcripts were subjected
to open coding, resulting in the generation of 173 initial codes, which were subsequently
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aggregated into 23 organizing themes and ultimately synthesized into five overarching
themes. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, measures such as member checking,
external audits by qualitative research specialists, and reflexive journaling were implemented
to mitigate potential researcher bias.

Findings

The analysis identified a primary overarching theme, “Self-Handicapping Drivers,”
which includes personal vulnerabilities and organizational stressors such as anticipated
performance deficiencies, low self-esteem, emotional fragility, persistent fear, behavioral
instability, and systemic issues like role ambiguity and politicized management practices.
The second theme, “Individual Self-Handicapping Patterns,” was subdivided into behavioral
manifestations (e.g., procrastination, withdrawal from teamwork), emotional expressions
(e.g., exaggerating difficulties, self-compassion utilized as avoidance, internalized shame),
and cognitive patterns (e.g., negative self-talk, rumination, diminished concentration). The
third theme, “Contextual Facilitators of Self-Handicapping,” delineates conditions that
predispose individuals to such behaviors, including self-deprecating attitudes, negative
past experiences, social deficiencies, perfectionism, maladaptive emotional processes,
cultural prejudices, and organizational policies that suppress employee voice. The fourth
global theme, “Barriers to Self-Handicapping,” also serve as facilitators of empowerment
and encompass strong interpersonal relationships, well-developed social skills, individual
capacities such as resilience and adaptability, and organizational supports like supportive
norms, decentralization, and ongoing learning opportunities. The final theme pertains to
the “Consequences” of self-handicapping, which may serve protective functions—such as
maintaining self-concept and shielding from criticism—and security-related functions—
such as preserving job satisfaction and alleviating perceived workload stress—yet, these
behaviors also engender significant individual and organizational detriment, including
deterioration of mental health, decreased productivity, diminished service quality, and
heightened organizational cynicism. Network analysis of the thematic structure revealed
that “Individual-Organizational Damage” was the most central and interconnected node,
notably linked to deficiencies in individual capabilities and social skills, indicating these as
priority targets for intervention.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that self-handicapping among healthcare manager results from the
dynamic interplay of psychological factors such as low self-esteem and fear of failure,
interpersonal dynamicsinfluencedbysocial trustandnormsofcollaboration,and organizational
structures characterized by bureaucratic rigidity and insufficient support systems. This
interaction is further intensified within the cultural context of Iran, where collectivist norms
elevate the significance of public image and group acceptance in performance evaluations.
Consequently, the study observed that group-oriented empowerment initiatives—including
collaborative decision-making, peer mentoring, and team-building activities—were more
effective in mitigating self-handicapping behaviors than strategies focused solely on
individuals. The data additionally support the concept of an “Empowerment Paradox,”
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whereby targeted yet modest empowerment practices—such as conferring limited decision-
making authority in specific operational domains—induced disproportionately substantial
reductions in defensive behaviors, indicating a non-linear relationship between the scope of
empowerment and behavioral outcomes.

The practical implications of these findings span multiple levels. At the individual level,
healthcare managers could benefit from an Al-enabled competency development system
that integrates performance analytics, psychometric assessments, and 360-degree feedback
to customize skill enhancement programs. Organizationally, the establishment of cross-
departmental task forces could address systemic obstacles, clarify roles and responsibilities,
and facilitate process improvements aimed at reducing role-related stress. Implementing an
ongoing organizational mental health monitoring system would enable early identification
of burnout and support timely intervention. At the national policy level, the creation of a
National Center for Health Management Innovation could coordinate leadership development
initiatives, adapt empowerment models to align with local cultural factors, and serve as a
hub for the translation of research into practice within the health sector.

This research presents several innovations: it is the first to delineate a culturally specific
thematic network linking self-handicapping and empowerment among Iranian healthcare
managers; it synthesizes individual psychological variables with organizational and cultural
factors within a comprehensive model; and it employs qualitative network mapping
techniques to inform intervention design. The resulting model can guide multi-level policy
and practice initiatives, aiding healthcare organizations in disrupting self-handicapping
cycles and fostering sustainable managerial effectiveness.

In conclusion, self-handicapping in healthcare management should not be regarded solely
as an individual deficiency or a fixed personality trait; rather, it is a systemic phenomenon
arising from layered interactions among personal vulnerabilities, interpersonal climates, and
organizational structures. Interventions must therefore adopt a dual approach, simultaneously
equipping individuals with adaptive skills and resilience while redesigning organizational
cultures and systems to remove contextual triggers. By addressing both dimensions, medical
universities and similar bureaucratic organizations can safeguard their leadership talent
against the self-defeating consequences of self-handicapping and harness empowerment
strategies to promote enduring organizational excellence. The thematic framework
established in this study lays the groundwork for longitudinal research to evaluate the
enduring effects of empowerment strategies on reducing defensive behaviors and enhancing
managerial performance, ultimately contributing to more effective, resilient, and innovative
healthcare systems.
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