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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to design and explain a managerial competency model based on a sustainable human resource management
(HRM) approach in government organizations in Ardabil Province. This research was interpretivist in philosophy, exploratory in purpose,
and qualitative in design. It employed a grounded theory strategy using the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 15 university professors and senior managers in government organizations. The analysis involved
open, axial, and selective coding. Peer debriefing and member validation ensured credibility, while inter-coder agreement assessed reliability.
Findings revealed 14 main and 33 subcategories forming a paradigm model. The core phenomenon comprised general (behavioral) and
functional (task-related) competencies. Causal conditions included competitive advantage, future-oriented management, and public value
management. Contextual conditions involved perceived organizational support, organizational culture, and systems thinking among
managers, while intervening conditions encompassed traditional culture, risk aversion, and political or social constraints. Strategies emerged
as organic and mechanical organizational competencies. The main outcomes were sustained employee performance (behavioral and job-
related) and sustainable organizational performance (economic, green, and social). The results demonstrate that institutionalizing managerial
competencies within a sustainable HRM framework enhances efficiency, social accountability, environmental and economic sustainability,
and the overall effectiveness of government organizations. The proposed model provides a strategic foundation for competency-based
selection, evaluation, and development of public sector managers.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In today’s dynamic and complex public sector environment, managerial competency has become one of the most crucial
determinants of organizational performance and sustainability. Competency is generally defined as a set of interrelated
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and personal attributes that enable individuals to perform tasks effectively and responsibly within
their organizational context (Lopez-Fernandez & Romero-Fernandez, 2025). The concept has evolved into a foundational
framework for human resource management (HRM), emphasizing not only technical proficiency but also behavioral and ethical
dimensions of leadership (Pourfaraj et al., 2023).

In public organizations, where transparency, accountability, and public trust are vital, managerial competencies play a
central role in ensuring that governance is both effective and ethically grounded (Yamani et al., 2012). The presence of
competent managers facilitates efficient resource utilization, better decision-making, and the alignment of organizational goals

with societal expectations (Vaez et al., 2020). However, despite ongoing administrative reforms, Iran’s public sector continues
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to face structural challenges in institutionalizing meritocracy due to political influence, traditional bureaucracy, and insufficient
performance evaluation systems (Asadi et al., 2019).

Globally, the emphasis on competency models has expanded to include sustainability principles, resulting in the emergence
of Sustainable Human Resource Management (SHRM). This approach integrates environmental, social, and economic
dimensions into HRM practices, aiming to balance short-term performance with long-term organizational and societal well-
being (Kiani et al., 2020). Recent research suggests that merging managerial competency frameworks with SHRM principles
enhances employee retention, organizational innovation, and ethical leadership (Hamzavi et al., 2023).

In the Iranian context, studies have demonstrated that competency-based management models can significantly improve
organizational effectiveness when they are culturally localized and aligned with indigenous administrative norms (Danayi Fard
& Zangui Nejad, 2011). Nevertheless, many existing models remain fragmented or overly technical, failing to capture the
behavioral, contextual, and ethical nuances necessary for sustainable leadership in public institutions (Ebrahimi et al., 2020).
Consequently, there is a pressing need to develop a holistic competency framework that reflects both global sustainability
trends and the sociocultural realities of Iranian public management (Dehghan Pour Farashah et al., 2022).

According to (Rostami et al., 2023), cultural and behavioral competencies have emerged as vital factors in shaping
managerial effectiveness in governmental institutions, while (Arai et al., 2023) emphasized the role of strategic, ethical, and
value-oriented competencies in leadership development. In addition, (Soveidi & Dosti, 2025) found that aligning managerial
competency development with sustainability goals can strengthen organizational resilience and promote innovation in strategic
decision-making. Similarly, (Naimati et al., 2025) reported that designing blended learning frameworks focused on core
competencies could facilitate sustainable human capital growth in state-owned enterprises.

Empirical evidence also supports the link between managerial competency and employee outcomes such as job satisfaction,
motivation, and commitment. For example, (Moradi et al., 2025) highlighted that training programs based on competency-
based learning models foster not only technical skills but also emotional intelligence and adaptive leadership. Likewise, (Rai
et al., 2025) argued that the success of complex projects—especially in developing contexts—depends heavily on the presence
of multi-dimensional managerial competencies including cognitive, social, and digital skills.

Despite these findings, the literature reveals that the integration of managerial competency models with sustainable HRM
remains underdeveloped in Iran. Previous studies have focused primarily on traditional skill-based frameworks without
incorporating long-term sustainability factors or addressing the contextual barriers such as bureaucratic rigidity, political
constraints, and cultural resistance (Viousavi et al., 2019; Vaez et al., 2020). As a result, many public organizations still struggle
to link managerial development initiatives to strategic objectives and sustainability outcomes.

To fill this research gap, the present study aimed to design a competency model for public sector managers in Ardabil
Province using a sustainable HRM approach. By employing grounded theory methodology, the research sought to identify
causal, contextual, and intervening factors influencing managerial competencies, as well as their strategies and outcomes. This
study contributes to the growing body of literature on competency-based governance and sustainable leadership by offering a
locally validated, empirically grounded framework applicable to Iranian administrative systems (Liang & Kakemam, 2025;
Mohammadi, Bagheri, & Mohibi, 2025).

Methods and Materials

O

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

J%JM}}W};}&}}ATG&;{‘){'M

This research followed a qualitative design grounded in the interpretivist paradigm. The study employed the grounded theory
method using the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical
sampling to ensure maximum diversity of perspectives. The sample included 15 experts comprising senior managers from
government organizations and university professors specializing in human resource management and organizational behavior.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews. Each interview lasted between 60 to 90 minutes and
focused on participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding managerial competency and sustainability in HRM. Interviews
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data analysis involved three stages of coding: open, axial, and selective. During open coding, key concepts and initial
categories were extracted. Axial coding established relationships among categories, identifying causal conditions, intervening
factors, contextual elements, strategies, and consequences. Finally, in selective coding, the central phenomenon was identified
and integrated into a cohesive theoretical model.

The credibility of the findings was ensured through member checking and peer debriefing, while dependability was
confirmed using inter-coder agreement. Ethical considerations such as informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary
participation were strictly observed throughout the research process.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in the identification of 14 main categories and 33 subcategories, which were organized into a
paradigmatic model. The core phenomenon that emerged was “Managerial Competency with a Sustainable HRM Orientation.”

Causal Conditions:

The causal conditions included competitive advantage, future-oriented management, and public value management. These
elements demonstrated that effective managers are those who can simultaneously pursue organizational efficiency and social
responsibility. Participants emphasized that sustainable management requires forward-thinking, adaptability, and innovation in
public service delivery.

Contextual Conditions:

The contextual conditions comprised perceived organizational support, organizational culture, and systemic thinking among
managers. The findings indicated that a culture emphasizing learning, cooperation, and ethical conduct supports the
development of managerial competencies. Supportive structures and strategic alignment between HR practices and
sustainability goals also enhance competency development.

Intervening Conditions:

Intervening factors such as traditional culture, risk aversion, and political or social constraints were found to hinder the
institutionalization of competency-based management. Many participants described how bureaucratic rigidity and resistance to
change limit the application of innovative leadership practices.

Strategies:

The identified strategies were categorized into two dimensions:

1. Organic Competency Strategies—including leadership development, talent management, mentoring, and
knowledge sharing.
2. Mechanistic Competency Strategies—including performance evaluation systems, competency-based recruitment,

and structured training programs.
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These strategies indicated that sustainable competency development requires a balance between flexibility and formalization
in HR systems.

Consequences:

The outcomes of implementing sustainable managerial competencies were observed at two levels:

e Employee-Level Outcomes: enhanced job satisfaction, increased organizational commitment, improved teamwork,
and strengthened ethical behavior.

e Organizational-Level Outcomes: improved efficiency, innovation, green performance, and enhanced social
legitimacy of public institutions.

Overall, the results suggest that sustainable managerial competency is a multifaceted construct that integrates behavioral,
technical, ethical, and sustainability dimensions into a unified system of leadership effectiveness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore that managerial competency in public organizations cannot be reduced to technical
expertise alone; it is an integrated phenomenon encompassing moral integrity, strategic foresight, and sustainable value
creation. Managers who exhibit systemic thinking and ethical awareness tend to achieve long-term organizational stability and
social trust.

The dual structure of organic and mechanistic strategies identified in this research reveals that sustainable competency
development requires equilibrium between adaptability and institutionalization. Organic strategies encourage innovation and
learning, while mechanistic systems ensure consistency and accountability. This balance enables public organizations to remain
flexible in dynamic environments without losing their structural coherence.

Furthermore, the results demonstrate that sustainability-oriented competencies foster not only organizational efficiency but
also social responsibility and environmental awareness. By embedding ethical decision-making and future-oriented thinking
into managerial practices, public institutions can contribute to both local and national development goals.

This study’s grounded model provides a culturally contextualized understanding of managerial competency in Iran’s
administrative systems. It highlights that structural reforms toward meritocracy must be accompanied by cultural
transformation, continuous learning, and systemic integration of sustainability values into HRM processes.

In conclusion, developing managerial competencies through the lens of sustainable HRM can transform public sector
management from a reactive, rule-based structure into a proactive, value-driven system. Such transformation will not only
enhance the effectiveness of government organizations in Ardabil Province but also serve as a benchmark for similar reforms
across the Iranian administrative landscape.
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