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Abstract:

This study aimed to develop and explain a media literacy model for primary school principals in Hormozgan Province and to identify its
underlying dimensions, components, and indicators from the perspective of educational management experts. This applied qualitative study
employed an emergent grounded theory approach. The research population consisted of educational management experts holding doctoral
degrees and possessing scholarly publications, research experience, and professional expertise in the field. Using purposive and theoretical
sampling, 15 experts were selected until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding procedures. The credibility of the findings was confirmed through expert consensus,
brainstorming sessions, and content validity ratio assessment. The inferential findings revealed a comprehensive media literacy model
comprising 5 major dimensions, 18 components, and 116 indicators. The identified dimensions included individual factors, educational
factors, organizational and managerial factors, technology, and cultural and indigenous factors. Key components encompassed individual
awareness and knowledge, information technology skills, attitudes toward media, critical thinking and analytical abilities, specialized
training, organizational support, access to emerging technologies, artificial intelligence, social acceptance of media literacy, and family and
community involvement. Expert prioritization demonstrated that individual factors represented the most influential dimension in shaping
principals’ media literacy competencies, followed by educational, organizational-managerial, technological, and cultural dimensions. The
findings indicate that media literacy among primary school principals is a multidimensional construct influenced by personal, educational,
organizational, technological, and socio-cultural determinants. The proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for enhancing
principals’ media competencies, improving educational decision-making, promoting responsible media engagement, and strengthening
school leadership effectiveness. Sustainable development of media literacy requires continuous professional learning, technological
infrastructure, institutional support, and consideration of local cultural and environmental contexts.
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Extended Summary

Introduction
In recent decades, the concept of literacy has undergone a substantial transformation, extending beyond the traditional
abilities of reading and writing to encompass a wide range of competencies required for effective participation in contemporary

society. Among these competencies, health literacy and mental health literacy have emerged as critical determinants of
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individual well-being, educational success, and social functioning. Health literacy refers to the capacity to access, understand,
evaluate, and apply health-related information for informed decision-making, while mental health literacy specifically focuses
on knowledge, beliefs, and skills that facilitate the recognition, management, and prevention of mental health problems
(Paakkari & Okan, 2019). Educational institutions are increasingly recognized as strategic settings for promoting both health
literacy and mental health literacy because they influence not only students but also teachers, administrators, families, and the
broader community.

Growing concerns regarding the prevalence of mental health challenges among children and adolescents have intensified
interest in school-based mental health promotion programs. Research has demonstrated that improving mental health literacy
contributes to greater awareness of psychological disorders, reduced stigma, enhanced help-seeking behavior, and improved
psychosocial outcomes among young people (Saboohi et al., 2025; Simkiss et al., 2020). Schools have therefore become central
environments for implementing mental health literacy interventions and fostering supportive educational climates. However,
the effectiveness of such initiatives often depends on the preparedness and competencies of school leaders. School principals
are responsible for shaping organizational culture, allocating resources, coordinating support services, and establishing policies
that influence student well-being and mental health outcomes. Consequently, their level of mental health literacy significantly
affects the implementation and sustainability of mental health promotion efforts (Weist et al., 2025).

The literature indicates that educational professionals require not only mental health knowledge but also positive attitudes
toward mental health, critical thinking skills, and the ability to identify and respond appropriately to students’ psychological
needs (Sibanda et al., 2022). School-based mental health literacy training programs have been shown to improve referral
practices and strengthen connections between schools and specialized mental health services (Baxter et al., 2022). Furthermore,
contemporary perspectives emphasize that mental health literacy should be viewed within a broader organizational and
systemic framework rather than solely as an individual competency (Kirchhoff et al., 2022).

Another important development concerns the growing integration of digital technologies into educational and health
contexts. Digital health literacy has become essential for navigating vast quantities of online information, identifying credible
resources, and making informed health-related decisions. Studies have highlighted the importance of digital health literacy
among educators and demonstrated its relationship with effective information management and health promotion practices (Lau
et al., 2022; Rangnow et al., 2024). Emerging technologies, particularly artificial intelligence, have further transformed
opportunities for mental health education and support by enabling personalized interventions, early identification of mental
health concerns, and improved access to information and services (Cui, 2024). Interactive digital interventions have also proven
effective in enhancing health literacy, learner engagement, and educational outcomes among students (Weng et al., 2025).

In addition, social and environmental factors play an important role in shaping mental health literacy. School climate, family
relationships, community support, and social attitudes toward mental health significantly influence help-seeking behavior and
psychological well-being (Lesmana & Chung, 2024; Wang et al., 2024). Research has also demonstrated associations between
health literacy and quality of life, social participation, and resilience across diverse populations (Sirisuwan et al., 2022). Despite
the growing body of evidence, relatively limited attention has been devoted to identifying and modeling the dimensions and
components of mental health literacy among school principals. Existing studies have primarily focused on students or teachers,
leaving a significant gap regarding the factors that contribute to mental health literacy among educational leaders. Therefore,

the present study sought to develop a comprehensive model of mental health literacy for school principals through an
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exploratory qualitative approach informed by expert perspectives (Haugen, 2023; Khazaee & Ohadi Iranbod, 2018; Otten et
al., 2023; Pendl et al., 2023; Rahimi & Tavassoli, 2019; Schulenkorf et al., 2021).

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied qualitative design using an emergent grounded theory approach. The research population
consisted of experts in educational management, health promotion, and mental health who possessed doctoral degrees,
professional experience, and scholarly expertise relevant to the study topic. Participants were selected through purposive and
theoretical sampling procedures. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in the participation of
15 experts.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to explore perceptions, experiences, and recommendations
regarding the essential dimensions of mental health literacy among school principals. Interview questions focused on
knowledge requirements, professional competencies, organizational conditions, technological capacities, and social influences
associated with mental health literacy in educational settings.

Data analysis was conducted using the three stages of grounded theory coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. During open coding, interview transcripts were reviewed line by line and conceptual labels were assigned to significant
statements. Similar concepts were then grouped into categories through axial coding. In the selective coding phase, broader
themes and dimensions were identified and integrated into a coherent conceptual framework. To enhance trustworthiness,
expert review, iterative analysis, consensus discussions, and content validation procedures were employed throughout the
research process.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data resulted in the identification of a comprehensive mental health literacy model for school
principals. Initially, a large number of primary concepts were extracted from interview transcripts. Through the coding and
refinement process, these concepts were consolidated into a structured framework consisting of five major dimensions, eighteen
components, and one hundred sixteen indicators.

The first dimension, individual factors, included components related to personal awareness and understanding of mental
health, attitudes toward mental health issues, information-processing abilities, self-efficacy, and critical thinking skills.
Participants emphasized that principals must possess sufficient knowledge to recognize common mental health concerns,
evaluate information critically, and make informed decisions regarding student well-being.

The second dimension, educational factors, encompassed specialized training opportunities, access to up-to-date educational
resources, and support for lifelong learning. Experts highlighted the importance of continuous professional development in
enabling school leaders to remain informed about emerging mental health issues, intervention strategies, and evidence-based
practices.

The third dimension, organizational and managerial factors, included institutional support, health-promoting school culture,
policy development, leadership commitment, and the establishment of supportive structures. Participants stressed that effective
mental health literacy extends beyond individual competencies and requires organizational environments that prioritize
psychological well-being.

The fourth dimension, technology, incorporated access to digital resources, digital health literacy, secure online

environments, technological infrastructure, and artificial intelligence applications. Experts identified technological competence
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as a critical requirement for contemporary school leaders who must navigate digital information ecosystems and utilize
technology-based mental health resources effectively.

The fifth dimension, social and cultural factors, included family engagement, community participation, social acceptance of
mental health concepts, and contextual cultural considerations. Participants emphasized that mental health literacy is shaped
by broader social environments and that collaboration among schools, families, and communities is essential for successful
mental health promotion.

Collectively, these dimensions formed an integrated conceptual model describing the individual, educational,
organizational, technological, and socio-cultural foundations of mental health literacy among school principals.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that mental health literacy among school principals is a multidimensional construct that extends
far beyond basic knowledge of mental health issues. The proposed model suggests that effective mental health literacy emerges
from the interaction of personal competencies, educational opportunities, organizational support systems, technological
capabilities, and social influences. This perspective reinforces the notion that school leaders play a pivotal role in creating
environments that promote psychological well-being and support mental health initiatives.

The prominence of individual factors highlights the importance of awareness, critical thinking, and informed decision-
making in school leadership. Principals who possess strong mental health literacy are better equipped to recognize student
needs, support staff members, and facilitate access to appropriate services. At the same time, the identification of educational
factors underscores the necessity of ongoing professional development and access to evidence-based resources. Mental health
literacy cannot remain static; rather, it requires continuous updating in response to evolving educational and societal challenges.

The findings further indicate that organizational conditions significantly influence the development and application of
mental health literacy. Supportive leadership structures, clear policies, and positive school cultures provide the foundation
necessary for sustainable mental health promotion efforts. Schools that prioritize psychological well-being are more likely to
foster positive outcomes for students and staff alike.

The emergence of technology as a major dimension reflects the realities of contemporary educational environments. Digital
health literacy, responsible use of online information, and familiarity with artificial intelligence applications are increasingly
important competencies for school principals. These capabilities enable leaders to navigate complex information landscapes,
identify credible resources, and implement innovative approaches to mental health support.

Finally, the inclusion of social and cultural factors emphasizes that mental health literacy is not solely an individual or
institutional phenomenon. Family relationships, community engagement, and cultural attitudes shape perceptions of mental
health and influence help-seeking behaviors. Consequently, successful mental health literacy initiatives require collaboration
among schools, families, and community stakeholders.

In conclusion, the present study provides a comprehensive model of mental health literacy for school principals that
integrates individual, educational, organizational, technological, and social dimensions. The model offers a valuable framework
for guiding professional development, policy formulation, and future research aimed at strengthening mental health promotion
within educational settings. By enhancing the mental health literacy of school leaders, educational systems can create more

supportive, inclusive, and psychologically healthy learning environments for all members of the school community.
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