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Abstract

Given that succession planning is a smart talent management strategy that can help retain talent within an
organization, this study aimed to investigate some key components of succession planning based on a
high-performance work system in the National Iranian Oil Company during the year 2022. This research is
developmental in purpose and employs a mixed-methods approach, incorporating both qualitative and
quantitative data. The components examined were derived from 32 articles relevant to the research topic
and expert consultations using the Delphi method. Subsequently, a questionnaire—validated by both
organizational and academic experts—was used to assess the alignment of identified components with
empirical findings through statistical techniques. The statistical population for the Delphi phase consisted
of organizational experts and specialists, university faculty members, managers of state-owned
enterprises, and managers within the National Iranian Oil Company. Data were collected using a
questionnaire; the initial expert questionnaire contained 89 items and was distributed in two rounds to a
panel of 20 specialists after being approved by the academic supervisor and advisor. To ensure the
accuracy of the findings, content validity was employed, and reliability was assessed using the Kappa
coefficient. Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale: Strongly Agree (5), Agree (4), Neutral (3),
Disagree (2), and Strongly Disagree (1). Data analysis was conducted using descriptive and inferential
statistics via SPSS version 26. Based on the findings, structural-contextual factors were identified,
including indicators such as organizational structure, human resource management, stakeholders, policies
and regulations, and competitive advantage. Therefore, it can be concluded that succession planning is
implemented for the organization’s strategic roles, and that critical and key positions typically comprise
about 20 percent of the organization’s jobs.

Keywords: Succession planning, work system, organizational structure, human resource management,

competitive advantage.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today’s dynamic and competitive organizational environments, effective talent management is

recognized as a strategic imperative for sustaining operational continuity and achieving long-term
performance. Among various human resource strategies, succession planning plays a pivotal role in
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enabling organizations to identify, nurture, and retain high-potential individuals for leadership
positions. It is not merely a process of replacement but a strategic effort to ensure leadership
continuity and maintain institutional knowledge over time (Amirkhani et al., 2016; Hosseini et al., 2018).
Succession planning becomes even more critical in public sector organizations, where bureaucratic
constraints and high leadership turnover challenge the development and retention of managerial
talent (Kamali et al., 2024).

High-performance work systems (HPWS) have emerged as a comprehensive framework for
enhancing organizational performance by aligning human resource practices with strategic goals.
These systems are characterized by coherent and mutually reinforcing practices such as
competency-based recruitment, continuous employee development, participatory decision-making,
and performance-based compensation (Mitchell et al., 2013; Saha et al., 2017). HPWS aims to improve
employees’ knowledge, skills, motivation, and discretionary effort, thereby fostering a high-
involvement and high-commitment workforce (Graziadio, 2015). Research suggests that
organizations implementing HPWS are better equipped to identify and prepare successors for critical
roles by providing systematic training, career path planning, and feedback mechanisms
(Ravichandran, 2017; Richardson & Thompson, 1999).

While the relevance of HPWS to succession planning is widely acknowledged, there is still a gap in
understanding how specific structural and contextual components interact to support the succession
process, especially in state-owned enterprises. The National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC), as a
major strategic organization in the energy sector, faces increasing challenges due to global
sanctions, demographic transitions, and managerial retirements. Despite its size and strategic
importance, few empirical studies have addressed the specific drivers of effective succession
planning in this organization using a system-based perspective.

Previous research has indicated that the effectiveness of succession planning depends on multiple
internal and external factors, including organizational structure, HRM practices, stakeholder
engagement, regulatory frameworks, and competitive positioning (Latifi et al., 2016; Sadighi Avansar,
2023; Shahabi, 2024). For instance, Shahabi (2024) developed a thematic model of succession
planning for public agencies, emphasizing the need for a holistic view that integrates competency
mapping, structural alignment, and policy coherence. Similarly, Tabatabai Moghadam (2010) found
that dysfunctional policies and opaque evaluation mechanisms were key barriers to effective
succession in top management.

This study was conducted to explore and validate the structural-contextual components of
succession planning within the framework of HPWS in NIOC. It contributes to the literature by offering
a grounded and expert-informed model that reflects the operational realities of large, public-sector
oil companies. The study also seeks to address the existing disconnect between strategic HRM
design and practical succession mechanisms by leveraging the theoretical integration of HPWS
principles.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a developmental and exploratory design using a mixed-methods approach.
Initially, a qualitative phase was conducted through a systematic content analysis of 32 research
articles related to succession planning and HPWS, with a focus on public and oil-sector
organizations. The extracted codes and themes were used to construct a preliminary framework,
which was then refined using the Delphi method.

The Delphi phase involved two rounds of expert consultation with 20 panel members, including HR
specialists, academic faculty members, and senior managers from NIOC and other state-owned
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enterprises. The Delphi questionnaires were designed with 89 items across 22 sub-components and
assessed using a five-point Likert scale.

In the quantitative phase, the validity of the identified components was statistically analyzed using
descriptive and inferential techniques in SPSS version 26. Content validity was assessed through
expert review, and reliability was confirmed using the Kappa agreement coefficient. Variables with a
mean rating of 4 or higher and consensus agreement (Kendall's coefficient > 0.6) were retained in
the final model.

Findings

The results of the content analysis and Delphi rounds led to the identification of five key structural-
contextual components influencing succession planning in NIOC: organizational structure, human
resource management, stakeholders, policies and regulations, and competitive advantage.

1. Organizational Structure: Experts emphasized the need for flexible, layered, and
responsive structures that align with strategic succession objectives. Structural clarity and
vertical transparency were deemed essential for facilitating internal promotions and
identifying talent pools.

2. Human Resource Management:. The HRM component was found to be central to
succession planning. Specific practices such as competency-based recruitment, performance
evaluations, targeted training programs, and structured career paths were repeatedly
highlighted as necessary enablers of the succession process.

3. Stakeholders: Inclusion of internal and external stakeholders in succession decisions was
seen as vital. These include upper management, unions, regulatory bodies, and professional
networks. Stakeholder alignment was identified as a mechanism to reduce resistance and
enhance legitimacy.

4. Policies and Regulations: A consistent regulatory framework that supports merit-based
advancement, transparency, and accountability was considered indispensable. Experts noted
the limitations posed by outdated promotion policies and lack of legal backing for succession
mandates.

5. Competitive Advantage: Succession planning was also linked to the organization’s broader
strategic orientation. Participants suggested that investing in succession capability could
differentiate NIOC in a competitive labor market, retain talent, and ensure leadership stability
during crises.

In the Delphi analysis, all five components achieved a consensus threshold with Kendall’s coefficient
of 0.841, indicating strong expert agreement. Among them, HRM practices and organizational
structure were rated as the most critical determinants. In contrast, cultural alignment and service
climate, which were initially included, were excluded in the second round due to low mean ratings.
Discussion and Conclusion

This study explored the foundational elements of succession planning in the context of high-
performance work systems in the National Iranian Oil Company. The findings indicate that a
successful succession planning model must extend beyond isolated HR initiatives and instead
integrate structural and strategic dimensions. The identification of five structural-contextual factors
reflects a multi-layered understanding of succession readiness and organizational resilience.
Organizational structure emerged as a crucial enabler for succession by fostering clarity in roles,
decision-making, and career progression. Without such structural integrity, talent may remain
underutilized, and leadership gaps may emerge during transitions. Likewise, HRM practices were

VO



Personal Development and Organizational Transformation

confirmed as the operational backbone of succession planning, reinforcing the importance of a
systematic, competency-based, and inclusive approach to developing future leaders.

The importance of stakeholders, policies, and competitive advantage demonstrates that succession
is not merely an internal HR process but a broader organizational strategy requiring cross-functional
coordination and strategic alignment. In this regard, succession planning can be seen as a lever for
enhancing organizational agility, promoting diversity, and improving institutional memory.
Ultimately, the research affirms that succession planning, when embedded within a high-
performance work system, can provide organizations like NIOC with the strategic flexibility and
human capital readiness needed to face external shocks, demographic transitions, and leadership
voids. It also underscores the necessity of adopting a systems-thinking perspective in public-sector
talent management, particularly in knowledge-intensive and high-risk industries.
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