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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to develop and explain a comprehensive model of emotional agency in
the workplace by identifying its causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategies,
and consequences among employees and managers of municipalities in Golestan Province.

Methods and Materials: This applied-developmental study employed a qualitative grounded theory
design. The study population consisted of employees and managers working in municipalities of
Golestan Province. Seventeen participants were selected through purposive and convenience sampling,
with recruitment continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews and analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Credibility was
enhanced through prolonged engagement and member checking, while coding reliability was assessed
using inter-coder agreement. The inter-coder agreement coefficient was 0.84, indicating adequate
reliability of the qualitative analysis.

Findings: Analysis yielded 203 open codes and resulted in a paradigmatic model of emotional agency.
The causal conditions comprised understanding the causes and sources of emotions, the ability to
express emotions, emotional meaning-making of experiences, emotional learning, and development of
internal emotional-control capacities. Contextual conditions included shared emotional beliefs and
values, norms governing emotion management and expression, professional identity, and psychological
safety. Empathy enhancement, development of collaboration, and emotional leadership emerged as
intervening factors. The principal strategies comprised emotional self-regulation, emotional flexibility,
reframing emotional situations, managing negative thoughts, and strengthening positive emotions. The
identified consequences included goal-directed action, emotional innovation, development of
professional capabilities, personal growth and transformation, and continuous learning and
development of emotional competencies.

Conclusion: Emotional agency in the workplace is a multidimensional, contextual, and relational
phenomenon emerging from the interaction between individual emotional capacities and
organizational-social conditions. Strengthening emotional regulation, psychological safety, empathy,
collaboration, and emotional leadership can facilitate purposeful action, professional development,
emotional innovation, and continuous growth of employees’ emotional competencies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Emotions constitute a fundamental component of
organizational life and influence how employees interpret
events, interact with colleagues and clients, make decisions,
respond to organizational demands, and pursue professional
goals. Contemporary organizational research increasingly
rejects the traditional assumption that emotions are merely
disruptive forces that should be separated from rational
action. Instead, emotions are understood as integral to
cognition, judgment, motivation, learning, interpersonal
relations, leadership, and organizational change (Ashkanasy
& Dorris, 2017; Zietsma et al., 2019). In increasingly
complex workplaces, employees are frequently required to
manage contradictory expectations, changing
responsibilities, interpersonal tensions, public demands, and
uncertain  organizational  conditions.  Under these
circumstances, the ability to recognize, interpret, regulate,
and purposefully use emotional experiences becomes an
important dimension of effective professional functioning
(Abrahamsen et al., 2026; Kroon et al., 2026).

Within this conceptual development, emotional agency
has emerged as an important construct for explaining how
individuals actively engage with emotions in workplace
settings. Emotional agency refers to employees’ capacity to
become aware of emotions, reflect on their meaning,
influence their emotional experiences, express emotions
appropriately, and employ emotions as resources for
purposeful professional action. Unlike approaches that
conceptualize employees as passive recipients of emotional
experiences, emotional agency emphasizes intentionality
and the possibility of actively shaping emotional responses
and emotional environments. Research on emotional agency
at work has demonstrated that the construct encompasses
both emotional competence and the capacity to influence
emotions during professional interactions and organizational
activities (Hokka et al., 2022). An integrative perspective

further suggests that emotional agency should not be reduced

to an individual psychological capacity because it develops

through the interaction of personal competencies,

professional  practices, social relationships, and
organizational contexts (Hokka et al., 2023).

Emotion regulation represents an important foundation of
emotional agency but does not fully encompass it. Whereas
emotion regulation primarily concerns the modification,
management, or expression of emational responses,
emotional agency extends to the intentional use of emations
in decision-making, professional development, interpersonal
influence, and goal-directed action. Research conducted in
professional settings has shown that employees actively use
various emotional regulation strategies to navigate
occupational demands and maintain effective functioning
(Abrahamsen et al., 2026). From a professional human
agency perspective, emotional regulation is also associated
with intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-
reflection, suggesting that the management of emotions is
closely connected to broader forms of professional agency
(Han, 2024). Similar evidence from Iranian educational
settings has indicated that emotional self-regulation can
function as an antecedent of professional agency and
autonomy (Viadani, 2023).

Emotional agency is also closely related to professional
identity and career development. Emotional experiences
may strengthen commitment, provoke reflection, alter
perceptions of professional roles, or encourage individuals
to reconsider their relationship with their work. Professional
identity, agency, emotion, and resilience are therefore deeply
interconnected (Day, 2018). Likewise, research on emotional
careers has demonstrated that emotions can shape
professional aspirations, career-related decisions, and
employees’ engagement with organizational career systems
(Gustafsson & Kéarreman, 2024). Emotions can additionally
become resources for resistance, decision-making, and
modification of institutional practices, indicating that they
may facilitate rather than constrain professional action
(Benesch, 2018).
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The social and relational dimensions of emotional agency
are equally important. Emotions are rarely experienced
independently  of interpersonal relationships  and
organizational structures. Collective emotion regulation
research indicates that emotional processes can emerge at the
group and organizational levels and influence coordination,
organizational cognition, and collective action (Fink &
Yolles, 2015). Trust also appears to be particularly important.
Emotional agency developed within work communities may
contribute to recovering from breaches of trust,
strengthening belonging, and facilitating workplace learning
(Vanhanen et al., 2026). Leadership is another influential
factor because leaders shape emotional climates through
communication, empathy, support, and their responses to
difficult situations. Emotionally responsive leadership can
therefore contribute to environments in which employees are
more capable of managing and constructively expressing
emotions (Zaidi, 2025).

In addition to its interpersonal implications, emotional
functioning may be associated with wider organizational
outcomes. Training emotional competencies in the
workplace has been shown to strengthen employees’ ability
to recognize, understand, and manage emotions, indicating
that relevant capacities can be developed rather than being
fixed traits (Mehler et al., 2024). Emotion regulation has
also been linked to social competence, perceived social
support, and employees’ quality of working life (Mohannad
Razzag et al., 2025), while emotional labor has been
associated with employees’ mental health in governmental
organizations (Hajeb, 2022). Organizational emotions may
further influence innovation by shaping employees’
willingness to generate, communicate, and implement new
ideas (Ngo & Phung, 2025). Nevertheless, much of the
existing literature has examined emotional competence,
emotion regulation, trust, leadership, professional identity,
or organizational emotions separately. A  more
comprehensive, context-sensitive framework is therefore

needed to explain how emotional agency emerges, the

conditions that shape it, the strategies through which it is
enacted, and its consequences in public-sector workplaces.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a
comprehensive model of emotional agency in the workplace
among employees and managers of municipalities in
Golestan Province.

1. Materials and Methods

This study was applied-developmental in purpose and
employed a qualitative research strategy based on grounded
theory. The substantive focus was the development of a
model of emotional agency through identification of its
dimensions, components, antecedent conditions, contextual
influences, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. The study population consisted of employees
and managers working in municipalities in Golestan
Province, Iran. Participants were selected using purposive
and convenience sampling according to their organizational
experience, familiarity with the research phenomenon, and
willingness to participate. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was reached, which occurred after 17
participants had been included.

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews.
Because of participants’ occupational commitments, the
interviews were administered in the form of open-ended
written questions distributed electronically. Participants
were provided with the questions through email or
organizational user panels and were given approximately
two weeks to submit their responses. Before participation,
the purpose of the study and the use of the data were
explained. Confidentiality, anonymity,  voluntary
participation, and the right to withdraw were observed
throughout the research process.

Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement
with the research field and member checking. Participants
were consulted again to verify the accuracy and
completeness of the interpretations. Reliability was
evaluated using inter-coder agreement. An independent
researcher familiar with the study domain participated in

coding, and agreements and disagreements between coders
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were compared. The resulting inter-coder agreement
coefficient was 0.84, indicating satisfactory coding
reliability.

Data analysis followed the grounded theory procedure of
open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding,
interview texts were repeatedly reviewed and divided into
meaningful units, from which initial codes were extracted.
Conceptually similar or overlapping codes were
subsequently integrated. During axial coding, open codes
were organized into higher-order categories according to
conceptual relationships and similarities. Finally, selective
coding was used to organize the axial categories into a
paradigmatic model consisting of causal conditions,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences.

Findings

The analysis resulted in 203 open codes that were
progressively organized into axial and selective categories.
The final paradigmatic model demonstrated that emotional
agency in the workplace was formed through five major sets
of components: causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

The causal conditions consisted of five axial categories:
understanding the causes and sources of emotions, the ability
to express emotions, emotional meaning-making of
experiences, emotional learning, and development of
internal capacities for emotional control. Understanding
emotional causes included recognizing sources of anger,
occupational stress, job insecurity, positive motivation, and
the effects of colleagues’ behavior and personal expectations
on emotional experiences. Emotional expression involved
communicating  concerns,  defending  professional
viewpoints, sharing emotional experiences, reducing tension
through dialogue, and expressing feelings without fear of
judgment. Emotional meaning-making included interpreting
failure as an opportunity for learning, reconsidering negative
feedback, reflecting on previous emotional reactions, and
using emotional experiences for future decision-making.

Emotional learning referred to modifying emotional

responses through experience and developing skills for
recognizing and managing emotional triggers. Internal
emotional-control capacities included resilience, patience,
emotional flexibility, assertiveness, self-control, and
emotional maturity.

Four contextual conditions were identified: shared
emotional beliefs and values, norms governing emotional
management and expression, professional identity, and
psychological safety. These categories reflected the
importance of empathy, mutual respect, trust, responsibility,
fairness, transparency, professional authenticity, alignment
between individual and professional values, and
organizational support for open expression.

Three intervening conditions emerged: strengthening
empathy, developing collaboration, and emotional
leadership. Empathy involved recognizing the emotional
states of colleagues and citizens and responding
appropriately to them. Collaboration included sharing
emotional experiences, strengthening collective morale,
building mutual trust, and facilitating constructive dialogue.
Emotional leadership included calming emotionally charged
situations, providing emotional support, creating safe
conditions for expression, managing team emotional
climates, and converting negative collective emotions into
constructive energy.

Five strategies were identified: emotional self-regulation,
emotional flexibility, reframing emotional situations,
managing negative thoughts, and strengthening positive
emotions. These strategies included controlling anger,
maintaining effective judgment under pressure, adapting
emotional responses to changing circumstances, interpreting
criticism as constructive feedback, transforming work
pressure into motivation, avoiding catastrophic thinking,
using relaxation and self-care, cultivating hope, emphasizing
meaningful work, and promoting positive interactions.

Finally, five consequence categories were identified:
goal-directed action, emotional innovation, development of
professional growth  and

capabilities,  personal

transformation, and continuous learning and development of
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emotional competencies. The model therefore indicated that

emotional agency ultimately supports  purposeful
professional behavior, greater willingness to accept
responsibility, innovative emational responses, professional
empowerment, broader self-awareness, and continued
emotional and interpersonal development.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that emotional agency is not a
single individual skill but a dynamic process produced
through the interaction of emotional awareness, expression,
interpretation, learning, self-regulation, organizational
conditions, and interpersonal relationships. Employees
become emotionally agentic when they are able not only to
experience emotions but also to understand their origins,
reinterpret their meaning, regulate their intensity, and
convert them into resources for purposeful action.

The identified causal conditions suggest that emotional
agency begins with conscious engagement with emotional
experience. Employees who can identify why they are angry,
anxious, disappointed, motivated, or hopeful are better
positioned to select appropriate behavioral responses.
Emotional  expression  further  transforms internal
experiences into interpersonal resources, particularly when
employees can communicate concerns and professional
viewpoints constructively. Meaning-making and emotional
learning extend this process by enabling individuals to use
previous emotional experiences as sources of professional
development rather than treating them as isolated events.

The contextual findings demonstrate that emotional
agency cannot be adequately understood without
considering organizational culture. Shared emotional values,
acceptable norms of expression, professional identity, and
psychological safety establish the conditions under which
emotional competencies can be enacted. An employee may
possess strong emotional regulation skills but may still avoid
expressing concerns or proposing alternatives in an
environment characterized by blame, fear, or interpersonal

distrust. Conversely, supportive environments can transform

emotional expression into learning, dialogue, and
constructive participation.

Empathy, collaboration, and emotional leadership appear
to operate as relational mechanisms that strengthen
emotional agency. These factors connect individual
emotional  capacities to collective  organizational
functioning. When employees recognize the emotional
conditions of others, share experiences, and receive
emotionally responsive leadership, difficult emotions can be
processed collectively rather than becoming sources of
withdrawal or conflict. Emotional leadership is particularly
important because leaders can determine whether emotional
experiences are ignored, suppressed, intensified, or
constructively integrated into organizational action.

The strategies identified in the model show how
emotional agency is translated into observable behavior.
Self-regulation protects decision-making from impulsive
emotional responses, while emotional flexibility allows
employees to adapt to changing circumstances. Reframing
enables them to reinterpret criticism, failure, occupational
pressure, and conflict in ways that preserve action and
learning. Management of negative thoughts reduces the
cognitive amplification of emotional distress, whereas
strengthening positive emotions supports hope, persistence,
meaning, and constructive interpersonal engagement.

The consequences indicate that emotional agency has
developmental as well as performance-related implications.
Goal-directed action represents the transformation of
emotional experience into purposeful behavior. Emotional
innovation reflects the ability to tolerate the emotional risks
associated with new ideas, disagreement, uncertainty, and
possible failure. Professional capability development and
personal transformation indicate that repeated engagement
with emotional challenges can expand employees’
confidence, judgment, leadership capacity, and self-
awareness.  Continuous development of emotional
competencies further suggests that emotional agency is
recursive: effective use of emations generates experiences

from which employees can continue learning.




Sl g (9% bty

Overall, the proposed model conceptualizes emotional
agency as a contextual, relational, developmental, and
action-oriented organizational phenomenon. Emotional
agency emerges through the interplay of individual
emotional capacities and organizational conditions, is
strengthened through empathy, collaboration, and
emotionally responsive leadership, and is enacted through

regulation, flexibility, reframing, management of negative

cognition, and cultivation of positive emotions. Its outcomes
extend beyond emotional control to include purposeful
action, innovation, professional empowerment, personal
growth, and continuous learning. The model therefore
provides an integrated framework for understanding how
employees can actively transform workplace emotions into
resources for effective professional functioning and

organizational development.
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