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ABSTRACT

Received: 13 Aug 2025 The objective of this study was to identify and validate the major barriers that hinder merit-
Accepted: 16 Nov 2025 based selection and promotion of managers in a key national public organization. The study
Available Online: 10 Dec 2025 used a qualitative exploratory design. Nineteen experts participated in semi-structured

interviews through snowball sampling, and data were analyzed using a systematic thematic
analysis approach. In the validation phase, a three-round Delphi study with twenty experts
was conducted. Credibility was ensured through expert review, and reliability was
confirmed through a test-retest procedure. The qualitative analysis generated four main
themes, twelve sub-themes, and forty-eight indicators. The themes reflected cultural and
sector management, social barriers, managerial and structural deficiencies, economic and financial challenges,
organizational governance. and ethical and professional issues. In the Delphi phase, all sub-themes were validated. The
highest-rated barriers included absence of a meritocratic culture, financial misconduct and
ineffective resource allocation, and insufficient managerial transparency and accountability.
The findings indicate that deviations from merit-based management stem from a
combination of cultural, structural, financial, and ethical challenges. Addressing these
issues requires systemic reforms such as transparent selection mechanisms, strengthened
accountability structures, enhanced oversight, and comprehensive redesign of human
resource processes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Merit-based management has become a central principle in modern public administration, widely
recognized as a foundation for good governance, organizational performance, and trust in public
institutions. As governments face increasingly complex social, economic, and technological challenges,
the competency of managers directly influences policy implementation, service delivery, and the
legitimacy of the administrative system. International literature consistently emphasizes that managerial
competency frameworks are essential for selecting capable leaders who can adapt to evolving demands,
integrate innovation into decision-making, and ensure accountability within public organizations (1, 2).
Scholars further argue that competency-based systems improve managerial effectiveness and alignment
between organizational strategies and human capital, leading to better public outcomes (3, 4).

Within this broader global trend, the identification and development of managerial competencies
in the public sector has gained notable attention. Studies in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Europe highlight
that competency models enhance transparency and objectivity in managerial selection processes and help
reduce structural inefficiencies (5, 6). Iranian researchers have also contributed extensively to this domain,
stressing the need for systematic frameworks that reflect contextual, cultural, and structural specificities
of the public sector (7, 8). Yet, despite the policy emphasis on meritocracy, significant gaps remain
between the normative goals of competency-based management and the administrative realities
experienced by institutions.

The Planning and Budget Organization of Iran (PBO) holds a central role in national governance,
macroeconomic planning, resource allocation, and oversight of executive bodies. Because PBO
managerial decisions shape the trajectory of public investment, organizational performance, and policy
effectiveness, deviations from merit-based managerial selection have broader systemic consequences (9,
10). Prior studies across sectors—including healthcare, media, education, oil and gas, and public
administration—demonstrate that the absence of competency frameworks leads to reduced performance,
weakened accountability mechanisms, and diminished innovation capacity (11-13). These findings parallel
evidence from Iranian public institutions indicating that politicization, structural rigidity, and inconsistent
human resource management practices undermine competency-based governance (14, 15).

Global research further emphasizes that competency erosion often stems from systemic cultural
barriers such as resistance to change, biases in managerial selection, and institutionalized informal
networks (16, 17). Similar concerns have been documented in other developing administrative systems
where traditional, hierarchical structures limit the adoption of transparent and evidence-based personnel
practices (18, 19). Additionally, recent studies in emerging economies demonstrate the importance of
economic stability, resource sufficiency, and ethical infrastructures in sustaining competency-driven
managerial systems (20-22).

Newer research from 2024—-2025 strengthens the argument that competency models must evolve
to address digital transformation, cross-sectoral policy complexity, and interdisciplinary managerial
expectations (23-25). Scholars stress that organizations must integrate both behavioral and technical
competencies to meet modern governance demands (26-29). Furthermore, studies highlight that ethical



capacity, transparency, and public trust constitute indispensable dimensions of managerial competency in
today’s public sector contexts (30, 31).

Despite extensive scholarly contributions, a significant research gap persists regarding the
systematic identification of barriers to merit-based management in Iran’s public sector—particularly in
highly influential organizations such as PBO. This study addresses this gap by exploring the cultural,
structural, economic, and ethical challenges that undermine competency-based managerial selection in the
organization.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This qualitative study employed an exploratory design to identify the underlying
barriers to merit-based management in the Planning and Budget Organization. Participants
consisted of experts, senior managers, and academic specialists selected through purposive
and snowball sampling. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and analyzed
using thematic analysis. To validate the extracted themes, a multi-round Delphi process
was administered with another panel of experts. Descriptive statistics were used for
prioritizing components during the validation phase. The rigor of the study was ensured
through member checking, triangulation, and iterative refinement of codes and categories.

FINDINGS

Data analysis revealed four main themes, twelve sub-themes, and forty-eight
indicators representing the fundamental barriers to merit-based managerial selection in the
organization.

1. Cultural and Social Barriers: These included the absence of a meritocracy culture,
ethnic and political biases in managerial selection, and resistance to change and
innovation. In the Delphi process, the sub-theme “absence of a meritocracy culture”
received the highest importance rating (mean 3.91), while “resistance to change”
received the lowest rating in the second round.

2. Managerial and Structural Barriers: Prominent issues included lack of
transparency in managerial appointment processes, inefficiencies in managerial
performance evaluation, and the absence of an effective human resource
management system capable of supporting merit-based decisions.

3. Economic and Financial Barriers: Key challenges included ineffective resource
allocation, financial pressures and budget constraints, and corruption or
mismanagement in financial processes. These constraints reduced the organization’s

ability to invest in competency-based selection and development.
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4. Ethical and Professional Barriers: These comprised weak adherence to ethical
standards in managerial appointments, lack of accountability and transparency
among executives, and diminished public trust in organizational decision-making.
Across all four themes, expert consensus supported the validity of the identified

barriers. The final model demonstrated that the challenges inhibiting merit-based
management are systemic, interconnected, and deeply embedded within organizational
processes.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study’s findings illustrate that merit-based managerial selection in the Planning
and Budget Organization is hindered by a combination of cultural, structural, economic,
and ethical barriers. The prominence of cultural and social challenges—particularly the
absence of a shared meritocracy culture—indicates that organizational norms and informal
practices exert influence stronger than formal human resource policies. Such cultural
constraints undermine transparency, fairness, and trust, restricting the implementation of
competency-oriented frameworks.

Structural deficiencies, including weak performance evaluation systems and
nontransparent appointment processes, further exacerbate these cultural obstacles. When
managerial promotion pathways are unclear or inconsistent, competency frameworks
remain symbolic rather than operational. Economic constraints and resource
mismanagement intensify these issues by limiting opportunities for capacity development,
training, and the establishment of robust evaluation mechanisms.

Ethical and professional concerns represent a critical dimension of the challenge.
Without accountability mechanisms, ethical guidelines, and transparent decision-making,
attempts to institutionalize merit-based management become ineffective. Declining public
trust in managerial processes highlights the broader societal repercussions of these
organizational weaknesses.

In conclusion, the study contributes to the growing body of literature emphasizing
that competency-based governance requires more than the articulation of competency
models. It requires organizational transformation, cultural change, structural reform, and
ethical stewardship. For institutions such as the Planning and Budget Organization—whose
decisions shape national governance—the institutionalization of merit-based systems is
essential for enhancing managerial effectiveness, public trust, and long-term administrative
development.
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