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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the dimensions, components, requirements, and barriers of succession
planning and to develop an indigenous conceptual model tailored to the characteristics of Iran’s
government bureaucracy. This applied study employed a qualitative approach based on thematic analysis.
The participants consisted of senior and middle managers of government organizations, human resource
managers, and academic experts in Tabriz. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved after 16 semi-structured
interviews. Data were collected through in-depth interviews. To ensure methodological rigor, Lincoln and
Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were applied. The data were
analyzed using MAXQDA 24 through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. The interpretive
analysis showed that effective succession planning in Iran’s government bureaucracy requires a shift from
the logic of “filling vacant positions” to “organizational capability management.” Four major domains
emerged: systemic and holistic dimensions of succession planning, dimensions of successor competency
acquisition, positive outcomes of program implementation, and consequences of the absence of a
succession planning program. The findings further indicated that successor competency extends beyond
technical qualifications and includes individual and personality competencies, political intelligence,
tolerance of ambiguity, technological competencies, information security requirements, and knowledge-
transfer capability. In addition, transparent appointment criteria, procedural justice, independent evaluation
mechanisms, active support from senior managers, a learning-oriented culture, and data-driven monitoring
were identified as essential conditions for model effectiveness. Conversely, informal relationships, distrust,
talent hoarding, and person-dependent processes were found to weaken successor readiness and
increase organizational risk. The proposed model indicates that succession planning in Iranian government
organizations should be designed as an integrated, future-oriented, competency-based, and data-driven
system encompassing the identification of critical positions, talent development, knowledge transfer,
readiness assessment, and fair appointment processes. Institutionalizing such a model can strengthen
continuity of public services, institutional resilience, meritocracy, preservation of organizational knowledge,
and employees’ trust in managerial processes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Succession planning has evolved from a narrowly administrative mechanism for replacing departing
managers into a strategic system for preserving organizational capability, sustaining leadership
continuity, developing human capital, and protecting organizations against the loss of critical
knowledge. Contemporary organizations operate in environments characterized by demographic
change, managerial turnover, technological transformation, uncertainty, and increasing dependence
on specialized knowledge, making the availability of qualified and adequately prepared successors
a strategic rather than merely operational concern. From this perspective, succession planning
involves identifying critical positions and capabilities, recognizing employees with the potential to
assume future responsibilities, systematically developing their competencies, assessing their
readiness, transferring knowledge, and ensuring that organizational performance is not disrupted by
the departure or reassignment of key personnel. Recent evidence has therefore positioned
succession planning as an important instrument of organizational sustainability and business
continuity, particularly where the loss of key employees may threaten the continuity of essential
functions (Lubinda, 2026; Viola & Okey, 2026). Its contribution extends beyond filling vacant positions
because systematic succession arrangements can support long-term organizational success,
strengthen talent sustainability, and reduce institutional vulnerability to leadership transitions (Kipara,
2026; Tyagi et al., 2026). Conceptual work similarly emphasizes that structured succession planning
contributes to organizational continuity by connecting workforce development, leadership
preparation, and knowledge retention rather than treating replacement decisions as isolated events
(Chidi-Abali & Tamunomiebi, 2025). In public-sector settings, this issue becomes particularly
important because discontinuity in leadership or specialized roles may affect not only organizational
productivity but also public-service delivery, institutional accountability, and the continuity of
governmental functions. Practical guidance concerning government succession planning
consequently emphasizes proactive identification of critical roles, systematic preparation of
prospective successors, and orderly transitions rather than responding to vacancies only after they
occur (Bryn, 2026; Neogov, 2023). At the same time, succession planning cannot be separated from
talent management and competency development. Evidence indicates that the relationship between
talent management and succession planning depends on effective mechanisms for identifying
potential, developing employees, and aligning individual capability with organizational requirements
(Sharma et al., 2025). Selection for succession should consequently extend beyond tenure or present
job performance and incorporate leadership capacity, managerial competence, individual strengths,
future potential, and preparedness for the demands of the target role (Odikro et al., 2026). Evidence-
based approaches further indicate that succession decisions should rely on systematic information
concerning employee performance, potential, competencies, and developmental readiness rather
than informal managerial impressions alone (Dawkins & Smith, 2025). In Iran, research has similarly
emphasized meritocracy, talent identification, competency development, and performance
evaluation as important foundations of effective succession systems (Ebrahimi et al., 2026; Seddighi
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et al., 2025). Succession planning is also closely linked to human-capital development because
preparing employees for future responsibilities creates opportunities for professional growth,
strengthens internal capacity, and reduces excessive organizational dependence on external
recruitment (Raeisolsadati, 2025). Development, however, involves more than formal training.
Mentoring, experiential assignments, professional development, and organizational learning provide
mechanisms through which prospective successors acquire the tacit and contextual knowledge
required for higher-level or more complex roles (Ahmadi, 2025). Tacit knowledge sharing is especially
important because a considerable proportion of organizational expertise is embedded in the
experience and judgment of incumbent employees and may be lost when those individuals leave
unless deliberate mechanisms for knowledge transfer are established (Aryani et al., 2025). Despite
these benefits, succession planning is difficult to institutionalize. Systematic reviews have identified
barriers related to insufficient managerial commitment, organizational culture, inadequate resources,
weak formal policies, resistance, communication deficiencies, and ineffective evaluation systems
(Jahwari & Alwi, 2023). Iranian research likewise demonstrates that barriers to succession planning
are multidimensional and may operate at individual, managerial, organizational, structural, and
institutional levels (Abdolrezaei et al., 2024; Abdul Rezaei et al., 2024). These difficulties are particularly
significant within public bureaucracy, where formal rules, hierarchical authority, limited managerial
flexibility, changing leadership, and the interaction between administrative and political processes
may complicate the implementation of succession policies. Professionalization of the public sector
therefore requires succession systems adapted to institutional characteristics rather than the
unmodified adoption of private-sector models (Manzini & Malatjie, 2023). Iranian studies have
identified multiple components of succession planning in public institutions and have emphasized
the need to connect succession with strategy, competencies, organizational processes, and
development mechanisms (Khosrowparviz et al., 2023). Research at the governance level has also
identified institutional and managerial challenges demonstrating that succession planning in Iran
cannot be understood solely as a technical human-resource procedure (Tabarsa et al., 2021).
Moreover, studies of policy implementation indicate that the existence of succession-related policies
does not necessarily guarantee their effective execution unless organizational structure,
transparency, cultural conditions, managerial commitment, and implementation mechanisms are
aligned (Mahdavian et al., 2025). The effectiveness of succession management in bureaucracy-
oriented organizations likewise depends on the way the system is operationalized within actual
organizational conditions (Hosseini, 2025). Systematic analyses of public-sector strategies
consequently recommend integrating individual-, process-, and organization-level approaches
(Kamalpour & Hadipeikani, 2025), while indigenous models highlight the importance of compatibility
between succession planning and organizational culture (Ziaeih Abkenar et al., 2025). Meta-synthesis
evidence further suggests that succession planning should be conceptualized through
interconnected drivers, processes, and outcomes rather than as an isolated appointment mechanism
(Jabbari Markid et al., 2026). Empirical evidence also indicates that formal governance arrangements
and clearer separation of implementation and oversight functions can facilitate institutionalization of
succession planning (Hideaki et al., 2026). Taken together, these studies reveal a need for a context-
sensitive and integrated model that explains not only how successors should be identified and
developed, but also how strategic alignment, political and institutional realities, procedural justice,
technology, knowledge transfer, organizational culture, and security considerations interact within
Iranian government bureaucracy. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the dimensions,
components, requirements, and barriers of succession planning and to develop an indigenous
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gualitative model for moving from reactive replacement toward systemic capability management in
Iranian government organizations.

Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and qualitative in approach, employing a thematic-analysis
strategy to develop an indigenous conceptual model of succession planning within Iranian
government bureaucracy. The participant population consisted of senior and middle managers from
government organizations, human-resource managers, and academic experts in public
administration in Tabriz. Government organizations represented in the study included sectors such
as oil, energy, agriculture, and social security, allowing the inquiry to incorporate perspectives from
organizations with differing operational and managerial requirements. Participants were recruited
through purposive and snowball sampling according to their professional expertise and relevant
managerial experience. Eligibility required at least five years of managerial experience. Sampling
and interviewing continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, which occurred after 16 semi-
structured, in-depth interviews. The interview protocol focused on participants’ experiences and
perceptions concerning the strategic position of succession planning, identification of critical roles,
required successor competencies, organizational and managerial responsibilities, knowledge
transfer, development mechanisms, barriers to implementation, procedural arrangements, and
organizational consequences of the presence or absence of a systematic succession program. The
gualitative rigor of the research was addressed according to the criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Interview data were organized and analyzed using MAXQDA 24.
The analytical procedure involved open, axial, and selective coding. Interview transcripts were
examined line by line during open coding to identify meaningful concepts; conceptually similar codes
were subsequently grouped into subcategories during axial coding; and the relationships among
these subcategories were integrated into overarching core categories during selective coding. This
iterative process was used to construct a contextually grounded model explaining succession
planning as a system of organizational capability management rather than a narrow mechanism for
filling vacant positions.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data produced 415 coded segments, which were condensed into 100 initial
codes, 15 subcategories, and four core categories: (1) systemic and holistic dimensions of
succession planning, (2) dimensions of acquiring succession competencies, (3) positive outcomes
of program implementation, and (4) consequences of the absence of a succession program. The
first category indicated that succession planning should be strategically integrated with human-
resource planning, future-needs analysis, managerial accountability, organizational success
indicators, formal procedures, and transparent appointment pathways. Participants emphasized
senior-management commitment, evaluation of managers according to their success in developing
successors, explicit criteria, the right to appeal, separation between developmental participation and
guaranteed appointment, joint assessment mechanisms, independent appointment committees, and
a formal organizational unit responsible for succession. The second category showed that successor
readiness requires multidimensional competencies. Technical and operational competencies
included identifying jobs according to the consequences of vacancy, operational criticality, legal
sensitivity, and time sensitivity. Individual and personality competencies included ethical and
governance competence, locally relevant political intelligence, mental agility, tolerance of ambiguity,
adaptability, and recognition of generational differences. Technological competencies included
digital capability, integrated talent dashboards, data-based decision-making, and awareness of
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algorithmic bias, while security-related competencies included information protection, identity and
access management, segregation of duties, role-based access control, and management of the
employee life cycle. The third category concerned positive implementation outcomes. These
encompassed transfer of tacit knowledge, mentoring and reverse mentoring, storytelling, transfer of
decision rationales, psychological safety, procedural fairness, sharing of power, challenging
assignments, targeted job rotation, temporary succession, individual development plans, multi-
source assessment, assessment centers, and differentiation between current performance and
future potential. The model also linked succession planning with recruitment, risk management,
organizational capability, and responsiveness to citizens. The fourth category demonstrated that the
absence of a systematic program generates reactive procedures, dependence on individual
managers, gaps between talent lists and actual readiness, excessive reliance on a single successor,
managerial fear of replacement, talent hoarding, distrust of fairness, dominance of informal
relationships, discrepancy between administrative eligibility and genuine readiness, security risks,
and absence of strategic thinking. The central interpretive finding was therefore a distinction between
merely having individuals listed as talents and having individuals genuinely ready to perform critical
roles.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that succession planning in Iranian government bureaucracy is best
understood as a systemic capability-management process rather than as an administrative
replacement procedure. The proposed model reframes the fundamental managerial problem: the
organization should not merely ask who can occupy a vacant position after a manager leaves, but
which organizational capability would be endangered by the loss of a particular person and how that
capability can be preserved before the vacancy occurs. This distinction explains why strategic
alignment emerged as a central element of the model. Succession planning becomes meaningful
only when critical roles are defined in relation to organizational mission, future requirements,
operational risk, and continuity of public services. Managerial accountability is equally important
because a system in which incumbent managers are not responsible for developing successors may
encourage knowledge concentration, talent hoarding, and resistance to replacement. By
incorporating successor development into managerial evaluation, the organization can gradually
shift from individual ownership of expertise toward shared institutional capability. The findings also
clarify why a conventional competency framework is insufficient for the Iranian public-sector context.
Technical knowledge and managerial skill remain essential, but successor readiness additionally
depends on ethical competence, ambiguity tolerance, adaptability, digital competence, information-
security awareness, and political intelligence. Political intelligence in this model should not be
interpreted as political favoritism; rather, it refers to the capacity to understand complex formal and
informal institutional relationships while maintaining professional judgment and continuity of
organizational service. The identification of procedural justice as another central component is
particularly important. Transparent criteria, independent or multi-party evaluation, separation of
developmental status from guaranteed appointment, and meaningful opportunities for review can
increase employee confidence in the legitimacy of the succession system. Without such safeguards,
an ostensibly merit-based program may become perceived as another mechanism for reproducing
informal power relationships. The findings further show that readiness is developmental rather than
static. Employees cannot become genuine successors merely by appearing on a talent list. They
need exposure to challenging assignments, targeted job rotation, mentoring, temporary
responsibility, assessment, and systematic transfer of tacit knowledge. Consequently, the gap
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between “talent identification” and “role readiness” represents one of the most important practical
risks identified in this study. Digital talent systems may reduce subjectivity and improve continuous
monitoring, but they must be accompanied by data governance, security controls, protection of
privacy, and safeguards against algorithmic bias. Overall, the proposed indigenous model integrates
strategic, competency-based, cultural, technological, security, developmental, and procedural
dimensions into a single framework. Its principal contribution lies in shifting the conceptual center of
succession planning from the continuity of positions to the continuity of organizational capability.
Such a shift can reduce dependence on individual actors, preserve institutional knowledge, improve
the preparedness of potential successors, strengthen organizational learning, support merit-based
human-resource governance, and enhance the resilience of government organizations during
managerial transitions. In conclusion, effective succession planning in Iranian government
bureaucracy requires an integrated, future-oriented, transparent, and data-informed system that
identifies critical capabilities, develops multiple qualified successors, protects knowledge,
institutionalizes fair decision-making, and continuously evaluates genuine readiness for future roles
rather than reacting to vacancies after organizational capability has already been placed at risk.
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