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Abstract

The present study is a qualitative investigation aimed at examining the reduction of career plateauing
among human resources in the Water and Wastewater Company of Sistan and Baluchestan Province.
Data collection continued until the point of theoretical saturation. The sampling method used was
theoretical sampling, and interviews were conducted with experts. A total of 16 interviews were carried out,
and the primary data were gathered through semi-structured interviews in the qualitative section.
Subsequently, data analysis was conducted using the qualitative thematic analysis method, specifically
the Sandelowski and Barroso meta-synthesis approach. The researcher seeks to answer the question:
what is the model for reducing career plateauing among human resources in the Water and Wastewater
Company of Sistan and Baluchestan, as one of the non-governmental companies affiliated with the Ministry
of Energy? The findings revealed that career plateauing refers to the phenomenon whereby occupying a
position for five years without promotion leads to a sense of stagnation. However, according to many
researchers, holding a position for three to five years results in career plateauing. Career plateauing
represents stagnation in the career path and is considered a normative aspect of working life, pointing to
a state of halted professional advancement. Frequently, employees in organizations are compelled to
perform tasks they are not interested in, leading to stagnation and inactivity. Organizations, by forming
professional teams and delegating responsibilities to operational levels, aim to downsize and reduce
managerial layers.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Career plateauing, a widespread and complex organizational phenomenon, has drawn considerable
scholarly attention due to its adverse effects on employee motivation, organizational performance,
and job satisfaction. It typically occurs when employees perceive a stagnation in their career
progression, either in terms of vertical mobility or skill development opportunities, leading to
psychological disengagement and decreased productivity (Heilmann et al., 2018; Hossain, 2018). First
introduced in organizational behavior literature in 1977, the concept has since evolved to include
both structural and content plateaus—where the former refers to the lack of upward promotional
opportunities, and the latter concerns the perceived lack of challenge or learning in one's current job
role (Andarami & Enayati, 2019; Jiang, 2016).
Several studies underscore that career plateauing can manifest as a latent yet critical threat to both
individual well-being and organizational efficacy, especially in public and service-oriented
organizations where hierarchical mobility is often limited (Dirk et al., 2020; Ozer, 2021). According to
(Baghban et al., 2018), in institutions such as law enforcement and utility companies, employees
frequently encounter systemic barriers that hinder their vertical advancement, resulting in frustration,
disengagement, and in some cases, deviant behaviors. Moreover, structural changes in
organizational design—such as delayering and flattening of management hierarchies—have
intensified this trend, exacerbating feelings of redundancy and inertia among mid-level employees
(Hakak Mohammad, 2022; Kwon, 2022).
Research by (De Dlercq, 2021) highlights that employee responses to career plateauing are
contingent on organizational context and individual personality traits, suggesting that managerial
support, communication openness, and perceived organizational justice may mitigate its negative
consequences. Similarly, (Karen, 2021) notes that certain managerial interventions—such as
mentorship programs and career counseling—can play a pivotal role in helping employees navigate
through plateau phases. In high-context cultural environments like Iran, where seniority and formality
often dominate organizational dynamics, the experience of career stagnation can be more
pronounced and socially sensitive (Iranzadeh et al., 2021; Jalil Tahmasebi, 2021).
The problem is particularly salient in the context of Sistan and Baluchestan Province, a region
characterized by socio-economic limitations and infrastructural constraints. The Water and
Wastewater Company in this province, as a semi-public utility organization under the Ministry of
Energy, has been grappling with high employee turnover, frequent transfer requests, and declining
engagement levels—symptoms commonly associated with career plateauing (Jamshidi Nasirmaleh,
2020). Despite possessing significant institutional and physical resources, the organization has
faced persistent challenges in retaining talent and cultivating long-term commitment among its
workforce.
Against this backdrop, the present qualitative study aims to develop a localized and empirically
grounded model for reducing career plateauing among human resources in the Water and
Wastewater Company of Sistan and Baluchestan. Drawing upon contemporary theoretical models
and expert interviews, this study seeks to answer the following questions: What are the key
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dimensions influencing career plateauing in this organization? How can these factors be addressed
strategically? And to what extent can an integrated intervention model be validated within the local
organizational context?

Methods and Materials

This research adopts a qualitative methodology with a grounded theory approach using semi-
structured interviews. Theoretical sampling was employed to recruit 16 experts with significant
knowledge and experience in organizational behavior and human resource management,
specifically within the context of public utility companies. Data collection continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

Thematic analysis was applied following the Sandelowski and Barroso meta-synthesis method.
Interview transcripts were coded using MAXQDA software, progressing through open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding. Through iterative analysis, major categories, subcategories, and
corresponding conceptual codes were developed. The causal conditions, intervening variables,
contextual factors, strategies, and outcomes were identified and organized within Strauss and
Corbin’s paradigm model.

Findings

The open coding process resulted in the extraction of 231 primary codes, which were then
consolidated into 57 main concepts. These concepts were categorized into several core domains,
including individual and personality traits, managerial factors, organizational dynamics, deviant
behaviors, environmental limitations, and systemic constraints.

Axial coding connected these categories under broader causal, contextual, and intervening
conditions. For instance, personal traits like conscientiousness, optimism, and work ethic were
identified as mitigating factors against career plateauing. Simultaneously, structural issues such as
limited promotion paths, lack of job enrichment, and an ineffective reward system were major
contributors to plateauing experiences.

At the core of the model was the phenomenon of "positive deviant behaviors"—constructive yet
unconventional actions taken by employees in response to stagnation. Conditions fostering such
behaviors included transformational leadership, social capital, organizational trust, and innovation
support systems. Strategic responses identified by participants included the development of internal
mentoring systems, enhanced career path transparency, regular performance feedback, and
promotion of participatory decision-making.

The research also emphasized the mediating role of organizational silence, which was shown to
amplify the negative effects of career stagnation on employee engagement and strategic thinking.
Conversely, the creation of a supportive environment through leadership involvement and formal
recognition mechanisms was seen as a buffer against these risks.

The outcome of the model indicated multiple positive consequences from targeted interventions:
increased job satisfaction, enhanced organizational commitment, reduced stress and burnout,
improved job performance, higher innovation levels, and greater trust within teams. The study
ultimately proposed a comprehensive intervention model incorporating structural, procedural, and
behavioral strategies to reduce career plateauing in the target organization.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study confirms that career plateauing in the Water and Wastewater Company of Sistan and
Baluchestan is not merely a function of static promotion systems but a systemic phenomenon
shaped by interrelated personal, managerial, and organizational factors. The persistence of
plateaued careers in this context reflects a combination of underdeveloped leadership strategies,
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inadequate training systems, and rigid bureaucratic structures. These findings reinforce the
argument that employee disengagement often stems from perceived organizational neglect rather
than individual deficiencies.

Notably, the identified role of positive deviant behaviors presents a novel perspective, suggesting
that employees are not passive recipients of structural limitations but can respond creatively when
the organizational climate is conducive. This aligns with contemporary views that emphasize
employee agency and resilience in navigating career challenges.

Furthermore, the study supports the notion that leadership style significantly influences career
perceptions and employee behavior. The presence of transformational and participatory leadership
was shown to reduce the sense of stagnation by fostering clarity, recognition, and developmental
support. The lack of these elements, conversely, intensified disengagement and accelerated
turnover intentions.

From a strategic standpoint, the integration of career counseling, clear succession planning, and
inclusive leadership practices emerged as critical components in mitigating plateau-related risks.
The localized model developed through this research offers a practical roadmap for policymakers
and HR managers in similar semi-public service organizations to design responsive career
development systems that align with organizational goals and employee aspirations.

In conclusion, addressing career plateauing requires a comprehensive and context-sensitive
strategy that encompasses not only structural reforms but also cultural and behavioral interventions.
The proposed model, grounded in empirical data and expert insight, contributes to the growing body
of knowledge on sustainable human resource development in constrained institutional environments.
It underscores the importance of transforming organizational systems to accommodate evolving
employee needs and enhance long-term workforce engagement.
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