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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the conditions and factors affecting meritocracy with an emphasis on social
responsibility in the appointment of managers in the National Iranian Gas Company. This applied study
employed a qualitative descriptive-exploratory design. The study population consisted of human resource
managers and experts from the headquarters and provincial gas companies of the National Iranian Gas
Company, as well as university faculty members specializing in human resource management. Participants
were selected through purposive judgmental sampling and, where necessary, snowball sampling.
Theoretical saturation was achieved after 13 interviews; however, interviews continued to 15 participants
to ensure data adequacy. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed
using open and axial coding based on grounded theory logic with the assistance of MAXQDA 18. Data
analysis revealed three major dimensions affecting meritocracy: causal conditions, contextual conditions,
and intervening conditions. Causal conditions comprised social responsibility factors, individual factors,
organizational factors, and justice orientation. Contextual conditions consisted of educational-cultural
factors, organizational evaluation, and appointment-related factors. Intervening conditions included non-
regulated appointments, prevailing organizational conditions, and environmental factors. Key components
included promoting social responsibility, integrity, relevant work experience, standardized evaluation,
succession planning, transparency, non-discrimination, assessment centers, non-political appointments,
control of rent-seeking and external interference, and attention to technological change. Responsible
meritocracy in managerial appointments requires an integrated approach in which individual
competencies, social responsibility, justice, evaluation systems, succession planning, and appointment
transparency are simultaneously strengthened, while irregular appointments and political or external
interference are effectively controlled.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Meritocracy in managerial appointments has become an increasingly important concern in
contemporary organizations, particularly in large public and strategic enterprises where managerial
decisions directly affect organizational performance, employee trust, stakeholder relations, and the
broader social legitimacy of the organization. A merit-based appointment system assumes that
individuals are selected and promoted according to their knowledge, competencies, professional
experience, ethical qualities, and demonstrated ability to perform managerial responsibilities rather
than through informal relationships, political influence, personal preferences, or non-professional

considerations. In this sense, managerial competency is a multidimensional construct that
encompasses not only technical and administrative capabilities but also behavioral, strategic,
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interpersonal, ethical, and decision-making capacities (Mohammadi, 2025). Recent studies have
similarly emphasized that managerial effectiveness depends on a combination of professional
competence, practical experience, problem-solving capacity, and the ability to respond to complex
organizational conditions (Rai et al., 2025). The importance of such competencies is particularly
evident in organizations operating in strategic industries, where managerial roles require the
integration of technical knowledge, organizational leadership, environmental awareness, and
responsiveness to multiple stakeholder groups. Evidence also suggests that managerial
competencies are closely associated with organizational development, opportunity recognition,
performance improvement, and the capacity to adapt to changing business conditions (Ogbara &
Chukwunwa, 2025). Therefore, meritocracy should not be viewed merely as a personnel selection
mechanism but as an integrated human resource management philosophy through which
organizations identify, develop, assess, and appoint individuals with the greatest potential to
contribute to sustainable organizational effectiveness.

The increasing emphasis on corporate social responsibility has further expanded the meaning of
managerial merit. Organizations are no longer evaluated solely on the basis of economic and
operational achievements, but also on how responsibly they address the interests of employees,
communities, customers, regulators, the environment, and other stakeholders. Accordingly, social
responsibility has increasingly been conceptualized as an important managerial competency rather
than a peripheral organizational activity. Individual competencies required for effective corporate
social responsibility include ethical judgment, stakeholder engagement, systems thinking,
anticipation of social consequences, strategic awareness, and the ability to implement responsible
organizational change (Osagie et al., 2016). Ethical competencies have likewise been identified as an
essential component of responsible professional performance, especially in contexts in which
organizational decisions have significant social consequences (Olaeta, 2017). This perspective
suggests that a competent manager is not merely one who achieves operational objectives but one
who accomplishes those objectives through ethical, transparent, equitable, and socially responsive
practices. The educational dimension of social responsibility is equally important. Research has
shown that social responsibility can be developed as a professional competency through systematic
education and training, including in petroleum-related professional environments (Tymkiv, 2018).
More recent evidence has also indicated that corporate social responsibility education can reinforce
sustainability orientation, responsible leadership competencies, and organizational climates
supportive of environmentally and socially responsible behavior (Cheekatla & Muddangala, 2026).
These findings imply that social responsibility should be incorporated not only into managerial
development programs but also into the criteria used to identify and appoint future managers.

The literature on managerial competency development also emphasizes the necessity of
contextualization. Competency systems cannot be effectively transferred from one organization or
sector to another without considering differences in organizational mission, technology, structure,
culture, and strategic priorities. Studies in lIran’s oil-related industries have highlighted the
importance of developing locally appropriate managerial competency models and linking them with
organizational training and development systems (Moradi et al., 2025). Similarly, the development of
core competency models for strengthening managerial training systems in the National Iranian Oil
Products Distribution Company has underscored the need to align managerial development with
sector-specific requirements (Naimati et al., 2025). Research in the petrochemical sector has also
demonstrated the importance of identifying strategic competencies specifically suited to senior
managerial roles in technologically intensive and strategically important industries (Nili Ahmadabadi
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et al., 2025). Furthermore, competency models developed for managers in specialized organizational
settings suggest that managerial competencies should be defined according to the nature of the role,
organizational mission, and environmental complexity (Vali-Soltani & Vali-Soltani, 2025).
Professional leadership competencies similarly involve more than administrative authority and
include leadership, communication, developmental, and professional capabilities (Shirkani, 2025).
Experience, skill, and competency also function together in enabling managers to operate across
organizational, professional, and social boundaries (Messenger & Bloisi, 2020). Innovation and
entrepreneurial competencies have additionally been associated with improved organizational
performance and adaptability (Aftab et al., 2022). Cognitive and social capabilities may also
contribute indirectly to managerial effectiveness because flexibility in thinking and the processing of
social information influence individuals’ responses to complex and changing situations (Enayati
Shabkolai et al., 2023; Pourmaveddat et al., 2021). Despite these developments, comparatively limited
attention has been given to integrating social responsibility explicitly into merit-based managerial
appointment systems in large Iranian strategic organizations. This gap is particularly significant for
the National Iranian Gas Company, where managerial decisions have broad organizational,
economic, regional, and social implications. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the
conditions and factors affecting meritocracy with an emphasis on social responsibility in the
appointment of managers in the National Iranian Gas Company.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in orientation because it sought to identify and organize the factors required
for developing a practical model of meritocracy with an emphasis on social responsibility in
managerial appointments. In terms of data collection, the study followed a non-experimental,
descriptive-exploratory design and adopted a qualitative approach. The qualitative strategy was
selected because the phenomenon under investigation was multidimensional and context-
dependent and required an in-depth exploration of the experiences, perceptions, and professional
judgments of individuals familiar with managerial appointment and human resource practices. The
study population consisted of human resource managers and experts working at the headquarters
and provincial gas companies of the National Iranian Gas Company as well as university faculty
members with expertise in human resource management, managerial competency, meritocracy, and
social responsibility. Participants were selected using purposive judgmental sampling, and snowball
sampling was used where necessary to identify additional knowledgeable experts. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Initial saturation became evident after the
thirteenth interview; however, two further interviews were conducted to confirm the stability and
completeness of the emerging categories. Accordingly, 15 experts ultimately participated in the
study. Data were collected primarily through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interview questions
addressed managerial merit, individual qualifications, social responsibility, ethical behavior,
organizational conditions, appointment procedures, justice, training, performance evaluation,
succession planning, and internal and external barriers to merit-based appointments. Relevant
organizational and theoretical materials were also reviewed to enrich interpretation. All interview data
were transcribed and repeatedly reviewed. Data analysis was conducted according to grounded
theory coding procedures with the assistance of MAXQDA 18. Open coding was first used to extract
initial meaning units and concepts from the interview texts. Similar and overlapping codes were then
compared, merged, and grouped into higher-order concepts. During axial coding, relationships
among concepts and categories were examined, redundant codes were eliminated, and the major
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conditions influencing merit-based managerial appointments were organized into an integrated
categorical structure. Constant comparison was maintained throughout the analytical process.
Findings

The participants included 15 experts with substantial professional and academic experience in
human resource management and managerial appointment. Twelve participants were men and three
were women. Three participants were aged 35—-44 years, eight were aged 45-54 years, and four
were aged 55 years or older. Five participants held master’s degrees and ten held doctoral degrees.
Nine participants were managers or human resource experts from the National Iranian Gas
Company or provincial gas companies, whereas six were university academics specializing in human
resource management or related management fields. In terms of professional experience, three
participants had 10-15 years of experience, seven had 16-25 years, and five had more than 25
years. Theoretical saturation was observed after the thirteenth interview, while the final two
interviews mainly confirmed previously extracted concepts.

The qualitative analysis organized the factors affecting meritocracy with an emphasis on social
responsibility into three major dimensions: causal conditions, contextual conditions, and intervening
conditions. The causal conditions comprised four categories: social responsibility factors, individual
factors, organizational factors, and justice orientation. Social responsibility factors included
promoting a culture of social responsibility, prioritizing social responsibility, reviewing candidates’
records of social activities, appointing individuals familiar with social responsibility, and providing
social responsibility education. Individual factors included positive professional records, relevant
work experience, relevant educational qualifications, interests, talent, motivation, integrity,
postgraduate education, relative seniority, and attention to organizational rank and position.
Organizational factors included ethical and religious values, an appropriate organizational culture,
organizational citizenship behavior, adequate facilities and equipment, development of experienced
younger employees, standardized evaluation systems, succession planning, forecasting employee
career progress, productivity orientation, annual evaluations, teamwork culture, organizational
commitment, and a service-oriented approach. Justice orientation included compliance with rules
and regulations, rejection of recommendation-based appointments, competition, avoidance of
gender, ethnic, and other forms of discrimination, transparency, and equal access to organizational
opportunities and resources.

The contextual conditions consisted of three categories: educational-cultural factors, organizational
evaluation, and appointment-related factors. Educational-cultural conditions included diverse
training programs, development of specialized personnel, appropriate training, differentiated training
according to organizational levels, and employee participation in social responsibility activities.
Organizational evaluation included annual employee ranking, appropriate promotion opportunities,
competency screening, development of employee information databases, and use of assessment
centers. Appointment-related factors included explicit administrative regulations, transparency in
appointments, diversified work experience, an appropriate succession system, integrated
appointment criteria, and non-political appointments. These findings indicated that meritocracy
requires a supportive organizational infrastructure in which employees’ abilities are systematically
developed, documented, assessed, and linked to transparent promotion pathways.

The intervening conditions comprised three categories: non-regulated appointments, prevailing
organizational conditions, and environmental factors. Non-regulated appointments included
intervention by local authorities, administrative corruption and rent-seeking, appointments outside
formal procedures, external interference, internal factional networks, political influence, and
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intervention by non-local authorities. Prevailing organizational conditions included centralized
decision-making, lack of transparency, shortage of qualified individuals, absence of appropriate
appointment criteria, inadequate knowledge of employee capabilities, unsuitable working conditions,
frequent managerial turnover, and organizational routine and stagnation of creativity. Environmental
factors included societal cultural values, laws and regulations, inadequate understanding of social
responsibility, and technological change. Overall, the findings demonstrated that merit-based
appointment is not determined solely by candidate qualifications but is shaped by the interaction
between personal competencies, ethical and social responsibility characteristics, organizational
systems, fairness mechanisms, appointment procedures, and contextual pressures.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that meritocracy in managerial appointments should be understood as a
multidimensional organizational system rather than a narrow selection procedure. The identification
of social responsibility as a causal component demonstrates that managerial merit in the National
Iranian Gas Company extends beyond technical competence and professional experience. A merit-
based manager is expected to possess awareness of social consequences, ethical responsibility,
commitment to stakeholders, and the capacity to integrate organizational objectives with broader
social obligations. This interpretation is particularly relevant in the gas industry because managerial
decisions may influence employees, local communities, public services, economic activities,
environmental conditions, and institutional trust. Therefore, social responsibility should be
incorporated directly into managerial competency profiles and appointment standards rather than
treated as a separate organizational program.

The importance of individual factors further suggests that appointment decisions should rely on a
comprehensive assessment of candidates. Relevant experience, educational fit, talent, motivation,
integrity, and professional record were all recognized as significant, whereas seniority or
organizational rank alone were not sufficient to establish merit. This implies that organizations should
avoid one-dimensional appointment models and instead use combined competency profiles that
evaluate professional, behavioral, ethical, and developmental attributes. The findings related to
organizational factors similarly demonstrate that the presence of capable individuals is insufficient
unless the organization has mechanisms for recognizing and developing them. Standardized
evaluation, succession planning, career development, teamwork, organizational commitment, and a
strong ethical culture create the institutional infrastructure through which individual merit can be
translated into appropriate appointment decisions.

Justice orientation emerged as another essential dimension of the model. Transparency,
competition, non-discrimination, compliance with regulations, equal opportunity, and resistance to
recommendation-based decisions indicate that meritocracy depends not only on who is appointed
but also on how the appointment is made. A technically qualified individual appointed through a
process perceived as unfair or politically influenced may still weaken trust in the overall system.
Therefore, procedural fairness is integral to the legitimacy of merit-based management. The findings
concerning contextual conditions reinforce this conclusion. Training systems, competency
databases, annual rankings, assessment centers, succession programs, and explicit appointment
regulations provide the operational mechanisms required to institutionalize meritocracy and reduce
dependence on subjective judgments.

At the same time, the intervening conditions reveal significant risks to the sustainability of a merit-
based system. Political influence, rent-seeking, informal networks, external pressures, centralization,
lack of transparency, and repeated managerial changes can undermine even well-designed
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competency frameworks. Accordingly, establishing meritocracy requires both the development of
positive organizational systems and the active control of mechanisms that permit non-professional
interference. Technological change and broader cultural and regulatory conditions also mean that
managerial competency criteria cannot remain static. The organization must periodically review its
competency model and appointment procedures in response to emerging technologies, changing
stakeholder expectations, and evolving social responsibilities.

In conclusion, the study shows that meritocracy with an emphasis on social responsibility in
managerial appointments within the National Iranian Gas Company is shaped by the interaction of
causal, contextual, and intervening conditions. Social responsibility, individual qualifications,
organizational support, and justice orientation constitute the principal causal foundations, while
educational-cultural development, systematic organizational evaluation, and transparent
appointment mechanisms provide the necessary context for implementation. Conversely, irregular
appointments, unfavorable organizational conditions, political or external interference, and broader
environmental pressures can weaken merit-based decision-making. The central implication is that
improving managerial appointments requires an integrated human resource system that
simultaneously develops competencies, institutionalizes social responsibility, ensures fairness,
strengthens assessment and succession mechanisms, and limits informal and non-professional
influence. Such an approach can enhance the credibility of appointment decisions, strengthen
employee trust, improve organizational effectiveness, and align managerial leadership more closely
with the ethical and social responsibilities of a strategic public enterprise.
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