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Abstract

This study aimed to design and explain a grounded model for developing professional managers in an
organization affiliated with the Presidential Institution. The study employed a pragmatic paradigm and an
exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, systematic grounded theory was
used, and 20 senior managers and public administration experts were selected through purposive
judgmental and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding in MAXQDA 2020. In the
quantitative phase, the population consisted of approximately 500 senior managers, middle managers,
and supervisors, from whom 222 participants were selected through simple random sampling. A 60-item
researcher-developed questionnaire was administered, and the data were analyzed using SPSS 26 and
SmartPLS 3 through partial least squares structural equation modeling. The qualitative phase identified
the “structure for developing professional managers” as the central category, comprising educational
guidance, continuous evaluation, managerial skill development, leadership skill development, and
individual skill development. In the quantitative phase, 11 of 19 hypotheses were supported. Organizational
training orientation positively affected educational guidance (3=0.501, p<0.001), performance-based
rewards affected continuous evaluation (8=0.399, p<0.001), and inspirational behavior affected managerial
skills (8=0.652, p<0.001) and leadership skills (3=0.680, p<0.001). Internship under senior managers
positively affected succession planning (8=0.448, p<0.001) and meritocracy ($=0.451, p<0.001).
Succession planning had the strongest effect on organizational public image (3=0.874, p<0.001). The
model showed acceptable fit, with SRMR=0.077 and GoF=0.56. Developing professional managers in
public organizations requires an integrated system linking training, evaluation, competency development,
internship, succession planning, meritocracy, and professional networking within the
organizational and contextual conditions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The increasing complexity of public organizations, rapid technological change, growing stakeholder
expectations, and heightened demands for accountability have transformed managerial work from a
predominantly administrative function into a multidimensional professional role. Contemporary
managers are expected not only to coordinate resources and implement organizational policies but
also to lead change, motivate employees, make evidence-informed decisions, resolve conflicts,
develop talent, communicate across organizational boundaries, and maintain ethical and
professional standards. Professionalism is therefore regarded as a central characteristic of effective
management because it combines competence, responsibility, ethical conduct, and the capacity to
perform managerial roles consistently in changing organizational environments (Batool et al., 2016).
From this perspective, developing professional managers cannot be reduced to isolated training
courses or promotion based on seniority; rather, it requires an integrated system of selection,
competency development, experiential learning, assessment, career planning, succession
management, and continuous feedback. Previous studies have accordingly emphasized that
professional managerial development should combine formal learning with practical experience and
technologies that allow managers to acquire competencies through participation in realistic
organizational situations (Baklashova, 2014; Khan et al., 2015). Organizational education based on
competency development can further align managerial learning with actual job requirements and
organizational objectives (Pour Moazen, 2011). A related stream of research has highlighted the
importance of identifying explicit managerial competency frameworks. Managers increasingly
require a combination of technical, interpersonal, conceptual, leadership, communication, problem-
solving, and adaptive competencies (Nikitina & Lapina, 2018). Studies conducted in Iranian
organizations have similarly demonstrated the value of context-specific competency models for
identifying the capabilities required for managerial effectiveness (Arasteh et al., 2018; Jennifer et al.,
2020; Shabani et al., 2018). However, competencies alone do not guarantee the development of
professional managers because organizational structures and human resource systems determine
whether individuals have opportunities to acquire, practice, and demonstrate these competencies.
Merit-based selection and appointment are particularly important because ineffective recruitment
may introduce individuals into managerial career paths whose competencies do not correspond to
organizational requirements. Research on professional managers in governmental organizations
has therefore emphasized systematic, competency-based selection (Araqi & Darvishi, 2019), while
evidence on merit-based managerial appointments indicates that appointment systems can be
associated with organizational performance (Lin et al., 2020). At the same time, contemporary
evidence concerning discrimination in recruitment illustrates that formal selection procedures may
still be affected by biases that restrict equal access to employment and advancement opportunities
(Schwitter et al., 2025).
Succession planning, managerial learning, and organizational support constitute additional
foundations of professional manager development. Succession planning creates continuity by
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identifying managerial talent, assessing developmental needs, and preparing individuals for future
responsibilities; it has consequently been recognized as an important mechanism for developing
managerial human capital in governmental organizations (Ghorbani et al., 2022). Organizational
learning theory further suggests that facilitation, knowledge sharing, experience, and interaction can
enhance the translation of knowledge into practice (Berta et al., 2015). Continuous assessment is
equally important because professional development requires systematic information regarding
competency gaps, progress, and the effectiveness of developmental interventions (Gaeta et al.,
2012). These developmental mechanisms are increasingly influenced by technology. Managerial
innovation capability has become central to organizational adaptation in technology-intensive
environments (Cheng & Li, 2018), while recent research on the microfoundations of technology and
innovation emphasizes the importance of individual capabilities and behaviors in producing
organizational innovation outcomes (Palmie et al., 2023). Hands-on development experiences can
be particularly effective in building a specialized workforce because experiential participation allows
individuals to transform abstract knowledge into operational capability (Labrador et al., 2024).
Emerging training-management technologies also demonstrate how increasingly sophisticated
systems can support robust and adaptive learning processes (Gamiz et al., 2025).

Professional management nevertheless remains strongly dependent on leadership, organizational
culture, compensation, ethics, and the institutional context in which managers operate.
Transformational leadership and organizational culture have been associated with employee
performance, highlighting the importance of inspirational leadership and supportive organizational
environments (Rojak et al., 2024). Professional managers may also face competing institutional
expectations and hybrid roles, requiring them to reconcile professional identities with managerial
responsibilities in different organizational contexts (Sirris, 2019). Bureaucratic structures, ambiguous
internal policies, resistance to change, and problematic organizational cognition may conversely
constrain professional managerial behavior (Sharifzadeh & Vishaghali, 2021). Approaches that
systematically organize work responsibilities and experience also underline the developmental value
of meaningful managerial assignments (Khoshvaghti, 2018). Compensation systems represent
another important contextual mechanism because linking rewards to performance may reinforce
desired behaviors and improve organizational outcomes (Omaliko & Akwuobi, 2023). Governance
arrangements, internal control, leadership style, and organizational reputation may similarly
influence employee engagement and perceptions of the organization (Koeswayo et al., 2024).
Professional development must also incorporate ethics. Studies of professional ethics in managerial
and command positions indicate that managerial professionalism should integrate competence with
ethical responsibility and appropriate conduct (Amini Mussiabadi et al., 2024; Ashtari Larki et al.,
2024). Furthermore, contemporary professional-development models increasingly conceptualize
development as a systematic process involving planning, implementation, evaluation, and
continuous improvement rather than as a collection of disconnected interventions (Rezaei et al.,
2024). Such managerial systems may ultimately affect organizational reputation and attractiveness
because employees' perceptions of organizational practices can contribute to wider judgments about
organizational legitimacy and reputation (Rosa et al., 2025). Despite these advances, previous studies
have commonly addressed competencies, training, succession planning, innovation, ethics,
selection, or leadership separately, leaving a need for an integrated and context-sensitive model
capable of explaining causal conditions, contextual and intervening factors, developmental
strategies, and organizational consequences. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design and
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explain a grounded model for developing professional managers in an organization affiliated with the
Presidential Institution.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a pragmatic paradigm and an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design.
The qualitative phase was fundamental in purpose, inductive in logic, and conducted using the
systematic grounded theory approach, whereas the quantitative phase was applied, deductive,
descriptive-correlational, and survey-based. The study was conducted in an organization affiliated
with the Presidential Institution in Tehran over the period from winter 2022—-2023 to winter 2024—
2025. In the qualitative phase, participants consisted of senior managers with more than 10 years of
managerial experience in organizations affiliated with the Presidential Institution and university
professors or specialists in public administration holding doctoral degrees and having at least 10
years of teaching or research experience. Participants were selected through purposive judgmental
and, where necessary, snowball sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation.
Saturation was reached by the eighteenth interview, but two additional interviews were conducted to
ensure theoretical adequacy, resulting in 20 interviews.

Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews based on a protocol
addressing the characteristics of professional managers, causal conditions of managerial
development, contextual and intervening factors, developmental strategies, and consequences.
Interviews were recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using MAXQDA 2020.
Open, axial, and selective coding were applied through constant comparison. Credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability were supported through member checking, expert
review, documentation of analytical procedures, and retention of audit materials. Cohen's kappa was
0.74, and test-retest coding reliability was 90%.

The quantitative population comprised approximately 500 senior managers, middle managers, and
supervisors employed in the selected organization and its affiliated units in Tehran. A sample of 222
participants was selected through simple random sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire
was constructed from the qualitative findings, literature review, and expert feedback. It consisted of
demographic questions and 60 items measuring 20 constructs on a five-point Likert scale. Content
validity was evaluated by 12 experts, with CVR values ranging from 0.83 to 1.00. Construct validity
and reliability were assessed through the measurement model. Quantitative data were analyzed
using SPSS 26 and SmartPLS 3. Descriptive statistics, confirmatory measurement assessment, and
variance-based structural equation modeling were used to evaluate the proposed relationships.
Findings

The qualitative analysis identified the “structure for developing professional managers” as the central
phenomenon. It comprised educational guidance, continuous evaluation, development of managerial
skills, development of leadership skills, and development of individual skills. The principal causal
conditions were effective selection, skills development, a clearly defined career path, and an optimal
performance-based reward system. Contextual conditions comprised interpersonal communication
skills, managerial capacity, leadership capability, and individual competencies. Intervening
conditions included bureaucratic culture, nontransparent internal policies, lack of internship
opportunities, access to educational resources, instability of senior management, managerial
support, financial limitations, rapid technological change, crisis preparedness, regulatory pressures,
lack of motivation, talent competition, resistance to change, work-life balance, and managerial
attitudes. Major strategies included professional networking, succession planning, meritocracy, self-
development, cooperation with educational institutions, interactive and brainstorming sessions,
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participation in interorganizational projects, learning groups, and reciprocal mentoring. Outcomes
were classified as performance, human, organizational, and financial consequences.

The quantitative sample consisted of 222 participants, of whom 64.9% were men and 35.1% were
women. The largest age group was 45-55 years (36.0%), 35.1% held master's degrees, and 32.0%
had 15-20 years of occupational experience. All construct means exceeded the scale midpoint of
3.00. The highest means were observed for communication skills (M=4.14), meritocracy (M=4.10),
organizational public image (M=3.99), and succession planning (M=3.97). No missing, duplicated,
or out-of-range responses were identified. KMO was 0.910, while Bartlett's test was significant
(x*=2961.020, df=190, p<0.001).

Two indicators with loadings below 0.70 were removed from the initial measurement model. All
remaining loadings exceeded 0.70. Cronbach's alpha, rho_A, and composite reliability exceeded
0.70 for all constructs, and AVE values ranged from 0.695 to 0.879, supporting convergent validity.
Discriminant validity was also confirmed.

Of the 19 structural hypotheses, 11 were supported and 8 were not supported. Organizational
training orientation positively predicted educational guidance (f=0.501, p<0.001), and performance-
based rewards positively predicted continuous evaluation (3=0.399, p<0.001). Inspirational behavior
toward subordinates predicted managerial skills development (f=0.652, p<0.001) and leadership
skills development (=0.680, p<0.001). Innovation enthusiasm did not significantly predict active
learning. Internship under senior managers positively predicted succession planning ($=0.448,
p<0.001) and meritocracy (p=0.451, p<0.001). Continuous evaluation did not significantly predict
meritocracy. Managerial skills (3=0.193, p=0.035) and individual skills (=0.596, p<0.001) positively
predicted professional networking, whereas leadership skills did not. Succession planning predicted
employee motivation (3=0.329, p<0.001) and had the strongest significant effect in the model on
organizational public image ($=0.874, p<0.001). Meritocracy positively predicted employee
motivation (=0.225, p=0.002) but did not directly predict organizational public image. Professional
networking and employee motivation also did not directly predict organizational public image. Rapid
technological change neither moderated the relationship between innovation enthusiasm and active
learning nor directly predicted planning of relevant training courses.

The model explained 74.3% of the variance in managerial skills development and 75.1% of the
variance in organizational public image. R? values were 0.462 for leadership skills development,
0.399 for professional networking, 0.251 for educational guidance, 0.238 for succession planning,
0.217 for employee motivation, and 0.159 for continuous evaluation. All Q2 values were positive. The
SRMR value was 0.077 and the GoF value was 0.56, indicating acceptable overall model quality.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that professional manager development is best understood as an
integrated organizational process rather than an isolated educational intervention. The qualitative
model shows that professionalization develops through the interaction of recruitment and selection,
learning opportunities, continuous evaluation, managerial and leadership competency development,
career management, organizational context, and strategic human resource practices. The
guantitative findings further indicate that organizational conditions can translate into concrete
developmental outcomes through specific mechanisms. A training-oriented organizational climate
strengthened educational guidance, while performance-linked rewards were associated with
stronger continuous evaluation. These results suggest that development becomes institutionalized
when learning and performance management are embedded in routine organizational practices.
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Inspirational capability emerged as a particularly important developmental factor because it strongly
predicted both managerial and leadership competencies. This suggests that professional managers
are developed not only by acquiring technical knowledge but also through behavioral modeling,
influence, motivation, and interaction with others. Similarly, internship under senior managers was
associated with both succession planning and meritocracy, demonstrating the importance of
experiential learning and direct exposure to experienced executives. Such arrangements can provide
opportunities for transferring tacit knowledge, evaluating potential successors, and preparing
individuals for higher managerial responsibilities.

The strong effect of individual skills on professional networking indicates that communication, active
learning, and interpersonal competencies are central to managers' capacity to establish productive
professional relationships. By contrast, leadership skills alone did not significantly predict networking,
implying that formal leadership capability may not automatically translate into broader professional
connectivity. The nonsignificant relationship between continuous evaluation and meritocracy also
suggests that merely operating an evaluation system does not guarantee merit-based advancement
unless assessment results are genuinely incorporated into appointment and promotion decisions.
Succession planning emerged as one of the most consequential elements of the final model. It
positively influenced employee motivation and produced the strongest direct effect on organizational
public image. This indicates that a visible and credible succession system may signal organizational
stability, career opportunity, continuity, and commitment to managerial quality. Meritocracy also
contributed to employee motivation, although its direct effect on public image was not significant.
These findings suggest that some internal managerial practices may influence external or overall
organizational outcomes indirectly rather than through immediate direct pathways.

Rapid technological change did not have the expected direct or moderating effects. This finding
suggests that technological turbulence alone is insufficient to generate active learning or systematic
redesign of training programs. Organizations may require additional absorptive capacity, learning
infrastructure, managerial support, and deliberate technology-development integration before
technological change can become a meaningful driver of professional development.

Overall, the final model portrays professional manager development as a contextual, multilevel, and
cumulative process. Effective selection, a developmental career system, managerial education,
experiential learning, leadership, competency development, succession planning, meritocracy, and
professional networking should operate as mutually reinforcing components rather than independent
initiatives. The substantial explanatory power of the model for managerial skills development and
organizational public image, together with acceptable predictive and overall model quality, supports
the usefulness of integrating grounded qualitative insights with quantitative validation. The study
therefore concludes that developing professional managers in public organizations requires an
institutionalized development architecture that systematically connects talent identification, training,
work experience, assessment, career progression, leadership development, succession
mechanisms, and organizational outcomes.
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