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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to develop an integrated model for retaining knowledge workers by systematically
linking employee retention with succession planning in the Endowment and Charity Affairs
Organization of Iran. This applied study adopted a qualitative and exploratory design. Participants
comprised 12 experts and senior managers of the Endowment and Charity Affairs Organization with
an average of 23 years of work experience, selected through purposive snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis. A total of 313 initial codes were
extracted using MAXQDA and subsequently reviewed, integrated, conceptualized, and organized into
main and sub-themes. Trustworthiness was established according to Guba and Lincoln’s criteria. The
proposed model was further validated through expert review and inter-coder agreement, which
reached 85%. Analysis of the relationships among the themes revealed an integrated five-dimensional
retention model comprising a positive and belonging-oriented organizational culture, motivational and
compensation systems and job security, a platform for participation, teamwork, and effective
knowledge utilization, a platform for professional learning and development, and supportive and
empowering leadership. Supportive and empowering leadership and professional learning and
development emerged as the dimensions exerting the strongest and most direct influence on
knowledge-worker retention, whereas the effects of the remaining dimensions were partly transmitted
through these mechanisms. A reciprocal and reinforcing relationship was also identified between
succession planning and retention. Succession planning strengthened commitment and intention to
remain by establishing visible career-development pathways and future organizational roles, while
sustained retention preserved organizational knowledge and created the human-capital foundation
required for knowledge transfer and successor development. Sustainable retention of knowledge
workers in public organizations requires a systemic and multidimensional approach in which
succession planning is embedded within retention policies. Particular emphasis should be placed on
trust-based leadership, continuous professional development, effective utilization of expertise,
organizational belonging, and equitable compensation to ensure both workforce continuity and the
development of future organizational talent.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Knowledge workers constitute a critical component of organizational human capital
because their professional expertise, analytical capabilities, accumulated experience,
problem-solving capacity, and ability to create and transfer knowledge directly contribute
to organizational continuity and effectiveness. In contemporary organizations, particularly
public institutions whose performance depends heavily on specialized expertise and
institutional memory, the departure of knowledge workers may lead not only to staffing
shortages but also to the loss of tacit knowledge, interruption of professional processes,
weakened organizational learning, and increased replacement and training costs.
Consequently, retaining knowledge workers should not be treated merely as an operational
human resource concern; rather, it represents a strategic requirement for preserving
organizational capacity and sustaining long-term performance. From this perspective,
succession planning has increasingly been conceptualized as an integrated mechanism
through which organizations can simultaneously identify critical positions, recognize high-
potential employees, develop competencies, preserve organizational memory, and prepare
future leaders (1). The close association between succession planning and talent retention
Is particularly important because employees are more likely to remain in organizations
when they perceive credible opportunities for development, advancement, and future
leadership responsibilities (2).

Contemporary succession planning extends beyond identifying a replacement for a
departing manager. It is a systematic and continuous process involving talent identification,
competency assessment, leadership development, career planning, organizational learning,
and preparation of employees for future strategic roles. Effective succession planning
therefore requires alignment with human resource development and broader organizational
strategy. Leadership strategy and succession planning should operate in an integrated
manner so that organizations can build a sustainable pipeline of individuals capable of
assuming future responsibilities (3). At the same time, succession planning constitutes a
strategic investment characterized by uncertainty, because organizations allocate
substantial resources to employees whose future performance, retention, and suitability for
leadership positions cannot be guaranteed in advance (4). This uncertainty increases the
importance of linking succession planning with retention practices so that investments in
talent development ultimately remain within the organization.



Rapid technological, demographic, and organizational transformations have further
increased the importance of strategic workforce planning. Data-driven and predictive
approaches can support organizations in identifying workforce gaps, anticipating future
competency requirements, recognizing potential successors, and improving organizational
development decisions (5). Moreover, succession planning may contribute to broader
organizational outcomes by strengthening adaptability and the organization's capacity to
respond to environmental change and innovation demands (6). In this context, succession
planning becomes closely associated not only with leadership continuity but also with
organizational resilience and the preservation of knowledge-based capabilities.

The issue is especially significant in public organizations. Government institutions
frequently operate within formal administrative structures, regulatory constraints,
hierarchical decision-making processes, and relatively rigid promotion systems. These
contextual conditions can complicate both employee retention and succession planning.
Evidence from governmental organizations has demonstrated that successful succession
planning depends on a combination of managerial, organizational, cultural, and human
factors (7). Research in Iranian government offices has similarly identified structural and
implementation challenges that may prevent formal succession policies from becoming
effective organizational practices (8). Studies specifically addressing Iranian public
organizations have further highlighted institutional, managerial, and implementation
barriers that require context-sensitive succession planning models (9). Accordingly,
qualitative approaches have been used to identify the contextual components of succession
planning in governmental organizations and to develop models that reflect their distinctive
administrative environments (10).

Evidence from different public and professional contexts also demonstrates that
succession planning is inherently context-dependent. In Iranian public hospitals, leadership
support, talent identification, professional development, and organizational infrastructure
have been recognized as major prerequisites for successful succession planning (11).
Systematic evidence concerning nursing management similarly emphasizes early talent
identification and structured developmental opportunities for potential future managers
(12). Studies of health-system succession planning have also demonstrated that inadequate
succession arrangements may undermine leadership continuity and broader institutional
strengthening (13). Furthermore, succession planning has been proposed as a mechanism
for broadening access to leadership opportunities in government institutions and creating
more systematic pathways toward managerial roles (14).
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The relationship between succession planning, human resource development, and
talent management has also been emphasized in knowledge-intensive educational
Institutions. Talent management and succession planning can provide an integrated
platform for identifying, developing, and retaining employees with high professional
potential (15). Research on universities indicates that effective succession planning depends
on individual competencies, managerial support, organizational structures, and appropriate
developmental mechanisms (16). Evidence from Malaysian public universities likewise
suggests that supportive organizational conditions are essential for developing future
leaders (17), while models developed for fourth-generation universities underscore
continuous competency development and future-oriented talent preparation (18).
Nevertheless, institutional culture and structural characteristics may hinder effective
implementation, as demonstrated in family-owned educational institutions (19).

A competency-based approach is therefore central to succession planning because
potential successors must be identified according to transparent professional and
managerial criteria rather than merely tenure or informal preferences. Competency-based
succession models emphasize systematic identification, assessment, and development of
individuals who possess or can acquire the capabilities required for future roles (20).
Likewise, the success of succession planning in strategically sensitive industries has been
associated with interconnected organizational and managerial factors rather than any single
intervention (21). Succession planning is also increasingly connected to organizational
sustainability because the preservation of human capital, leadership capability, and
organizational knowledge can reduce vulnerability arising from the loss of key employees
(22). Furthermore, learning and succession-related practices are associated with employees'
organizational attitudes and commitment, reinforcing the importance of considering
developmental experiences in retention policies (23). Talent management may therefore
serve as a mechanism linking succession planning to organizational sustainability by
integrating identification, development, and retention of valuable human resources (24).
Corporate governance research similarly demonstrates that succession planning may be
associated with broader organizational performance when incorporated into long-term
governance and human capital strategies (25).

Despite the expanding literature on succession planning, most previous studies have
concentrated on leadership replacement, talent identification, competency development, or
organizational continuity, while comparatively limited attention has been paid to the
reciprocal relationship between succession planning and the retention of knowledge



workers, particularly in Iranian public organizations. This gap is especially relevant to the
Endowment and Charity Affairs Organization of Iran, where continuity of specialized
administrative, legal, cultural, and organizational knowledge depends substantially on
retaining experienced and knowledgeable personnel. Accordingly, the present study aimed
to design an integrated model for retaining knowledge workers through a succession
planning approach in the Endowment and Charity Affairs Organization of Iran.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative-exploratory in methodological
orientation. The study population consisted of experienced experts and senior managers of
the Endowment and Charity Affairs Organization of Iran. Participants were selected
through purposive snowball sampling, and recruitment continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Twelve experts and senior managers participated in the study,
with an average professional experience of approximately 23 years. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews designed to explore the characteristics of
knowledge workers, factors contributing to their organizational loyalty and retention,
barriers to their continued employment, the relationship between retention and succession
planning, and the components required for an effective succession planning system.

The interview data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke's six-phase thematic
analysis procedure. The analytical process included familiarization with the data,
generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming
themes, and producing the final thematic structure. MAXQDA software was used to
organize and manage the qualitative data. A total of 313 initial codes were extracted from
the interview transcripts and subsequently compared, merged, categorized, and organized
into sub-themes and overarching themes. Trustworthiness was established through
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability procedures. Model validation
involved expert review and consensus validation, together with assessment of agreement
between two coders. Inter-coder agreement was calculated at 85%. Ethical principles,
including informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation, and anonymization of
participants, were observed throughout the research process.

FINDINGS

The analysis revealed several interconnected findings concerning knowledge
workers and their retention. Knowledge workers were characterized by continuous learning
and knowledge updating, professional expertise, innovation and idea generation, analytical
and cognitive capabilities, high work quality and productivity, adaptability, professional
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responsibility, and effective organizational interaction. Compared with other employees,
their work was more strongly based on current knowledge, specialized expertise, analytical
reasoning, problem solving, innovation, and the capacity to transform knowledge into
practical organizational outcomes.

Analysis of the factors associated with knowledge-oriented performance produced
three broad areas: individual competencies and capabilities, application of knowledge in
organizational practice, and organizational and environmental conditions. Participants
emphasized that possessing specialized knowledge alone was insufficient; knowledge
workers were distinguished by their ability to analyze information, solve problems,
produce practical solutions, make professional decisions, share knowledge, and apply
expertise effectively within organizational processes.

Regarding loyalty and retention, three major categories were identified: individual
and career development, organizational culture and leadership, and welfare, security, and
rewards. Transparent career progression, professional learning, autonomy, meaningful
work, participatory leadership, trust, respect, fair compensation, job security, and flexible
working conditions were repeatedly identified as factors encouraging knowledge workers
to remain in the organization.

The principal retention challenges involved weaknesses in motivational and
compensation systems, organizational culture and psychological climate, and management
and leadership. Lack of effective recognition, financial dissatisfaction, perceived injustice,
organizational distrust, inadequate use of expert capabilities, ineffective performance
evaluation, absence of merit-based promotion, weak succession planning, and
inappropriate leadership were identified as major factors undermining retention.

The final retention model comprised five main dimensions and 13 sub-themes. The
five dimensions were: positive and belonging-oriented organizational culture; motivational
and compensation systems and job security; a platform for participation, teamwork, and
effective knowledge utilization; a platform for learning and professional development; and
supportive and empowering leadership. Analysis of the relationships among these
dimensions indicated that supportive and empowering leadership and professional learning
and development had the strongest and most direct influence on knowledge-worker
retention, whereas the remaining dimensions exerted part of their influence through these
two central mechanisms.

A reciprocal and reinforcing relationship between succession planning and
knowledge-worker retention was also identified. Succession planning strengthened



organizational commitment and retention by providing employees with visible career-
development opportunities, developmental pathways, and prospects for future
organizational roles. Conversely, retaining knowledge workers preserved organizational
knowledge and experience and created the human-capital foundation necessary for
mentoring, knowledge transfer, and the development of future successors. An effective
succession planning system was found to require five major components: identification and
development of talent; design and institutionalization of a succession planning system;
continuous evaluation, monitoring, and revision; managerial support and strategic
leadership; and a supportive cultural and motivational environment.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that sustainable retention of knowledge workers cannot be
achieved through isolated financial or administrative interventions. Rather, it depends on
an integrated system in which organizational culture, compensation and security,
participation, professional development, and leadership reinforce one another. The
prominence of supportive and empowering leadership suggests that employees' direct
experience with managers constitutes a central mechanism through which organizational
policies are translated into retention outcomes. Trust, autonomy, recognition,
responsiveness to professional needs, and meaningful delegation appear particularly
important for employees whose organizational value derives from expertise and intellectual
contribution.

Professional learning and development also emerged as a central mechanism.
Because knowledge workers' professional identity and value depend on continuous
updating of knowledge and competencies, limited developmental opportunities may be
perceived as professional stagnation. Providing training, career advancement,
developmental assignments, mentoring, and opportunities to acquire new competencies
can therefore simultaneously strengthen employee capabilities and encourage long-term
organizational attachment.

The identified importance of participation and effective knowledge utilization
further indicates that retention depends not only on what employees receive from the
organization but also on whether they can meaningfully contribute to it. Knowledge
workers are more likely to experience professional value when their expertise is
recognized, their ideas influence organizational decisions, and their knowledge is
incorporated into actual work processes. Failure to utilize expertise may therefore weaken
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both motivation and organizational commitment even when employment conditions are
otherwise stable.

The most distinctive contribution of the study is the identification of succession
planning and retention as mutually reinforcing rather than separate human resource
processes. Succession planning can encourage retention by signaling that the organization
recognizes employees' potential and intends to invest in their future. At the same time,
succession planning itself cannot function effectively when knowledgeable and
experienced employees continuously leave the organization. Retention preserves the
organizational memory, professional expertise, and mentoring capacity needed to develop
future successors. This cyclical relationship suggests that public organizations should not
design retention and succession planning as independent programs.

Overall, the proposed five-dimensional model provides a contextualized framework
for managing knowledge-worker retention in the Endowment and Charity Affairs
Organization of Iran. Sustainable retention requires a positive and belonging-oriented
culture, equitable motivational and compensation mechanisms, job security, meaningful
participation and knowledge utilization, continuous professional learning, and supportive
and empowering leadership. Embedding these dimensions within a systematic succession
planning process can help preserve organizational knowledge, strengthen employee
commitment, develop future leaders, and support continuity of institutional performance.
The model therefore provides an operational foundation for integrating talent retention,
professional development, knowledge preservation, and succession planning within public-
sector human resource management.
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