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Abstract

Succession planning is one of the human resource management policies that plays a strategic role in
attracting, retaining, and developing academic leaders. The present study aimed to develop a succession-
planning model grounded in a knowledge-management approach for public universities. This study
employed a qualitative grounded theory approach and semi-structured interviews with 16 university
presidents, faculty members, and administrative executives from public universities in Iran. Qualitative
data extracted from the interviews were analyzed through three stages of open, axial, and selective coding.
The findings revealed 26 general categories, organized in a paradigmatic, data-driven model. Causal
factors included the talent pool (identifying talent, identifying needs, forming and maintaining talent
pools), training and preparing employees, human resource management, motivation, and universities'
missions. The axial category was succession planning with a knowledge management approach (sharing
knowledge, recording and maintaining knowledge, creating and developing knowledge). Background
characteristics included psychological factors, employee knowledge and skills, organizational support,
organizational structure, leadership style, resistance to change, specialization, and cultural factors
(organizational culture and cultural influence). Intervening categories included political factors (policy-
making in universities and the exercise of presidents' preferences in public universities), legal factors
(government laws, regulations, and board of trustees approvals), and environmental factors (the internal
and external environments of universities). The findings showed that national and international
consequences (internationalization of university services and elite development of society), behavioral
consequences (justice, job satisfaction, meritocracy, development of organizational intelligence), and
functional consequences (organizational promotion and growth of universities, improving staff
performance, reducing recruitment costs, and crisis management) are achieved through strategies for
optimizing performance evaluation indicators and standardizing managerial jobs based on knowledge
management indicators, systems thinking, participatory management, use of emerging technologies
(knowledge management information systems, artificial intelligence, creativity, and innovation), and
futurism. The results of this research can serve as an applied model for policymakers and deans of public
universities in Iran. The emphasis on a holistic approach to succession planning is a distinctive feature of
this research.
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Extended abstract

1. Introduction

In the contemporary world, organizations strive
to outperform competitors and ensure long-term
sustainability by creating a competitive
advantage (Gomez, Gonzalez & Baena, 2024).
Succession planning is an important factor in
ensuring  competitiveness,  flexibility, and
organizational  sustainability = (Maseke &
Muadinohamba, 2024). According to Banu,
Omar, and Ismail (2024), universities and higher
education institutions can use succession
planning as a strategy to build required
institutional ~ sustainability  and  provide
continuous learning opportunities that support
human capital development. In organizations
such as higher education institutions that provide
educational services, the success of succession
planning depends on the practices of retaining
and  transferring  employee  knowledge.
Succession planning is a roadmap designed to
retain valuable talents within organizations
(Okwakpam, 2019). Banu et al. (2024)
acknowledged that succession planning has a
significant impact on employees' decisions to stay
or leave the organization. When an employee
leaves the organization, the organization incurs
significant costs. This cost is not only about the
loss of individual skills but also about the loss of
knowledge employees have acquired during their
time in that organization. Succession planning
ensures that knowledge transfer occurs (Atwood,
2020). In Iranian public universities, there has
always been a problem: whenever a director or
head of a unit retires, resigns, or a management
position is transferred to another person, the
department's performance begins to weaken. The
lack of succession planning in some universities
has left personnel in charge of key positions,
especially leaders, unable to gradually transfer
power, responsibilities, relationships, and
financial affairs related to those positions in a
planned manner. As a result, the successors are
unable to obtain details of the previous person's
work, which makes it difficult to carry out
subsequent tasks. The departure of key
individuals can lead to a lack of tacit knowledge
essential for the success and development of
universities. On the other hand, organizational
knowledge is constantly changing and must be

continually updated, and managers must address
issues related to its absorption and transfer.
Iranian public universities face difficulties with
this method because they are governed by boards
of trustees and lack a systematic approach. The
approaches used in public universities are few,
temporary, and reactive. Succession planning for
success requires a holistic approach, meaning that
it should not be limited to identifying and
selecting suitable successors but should focus on
transferring and preserving vital knowledge.
Looking at the regulations and approvals of the
boards of trustees of Iranian public universities, it
is clear that most higher education institutions
and public universities, as knowledge-based
organizations, lack any planning, formal
operational policies, and legal requirements for
training, mentoring, and coaching of newly hired
and talented employees who voluntarily or
legally replace vacant positions.

On the other hand, the general policies of the
country's administrative system have emphasized
the knowledge orientation of human resources,
the improvement and promotion of their
knowledge, expertise, and skills. Also, to achieve
the goals of the Seventh National Development
Plan, which aim to provide skilled and
specialized human resources, universities, as one
of the main custodians and actors of the country's
higher education system, need to train and
educate knowledge-based human resources
(Seventh National Development Plan Law,
1402). According to Banu et al. (2024), this
statement indicates that universities, as a strategic
issue, must have the necessary human resources
to advance their affairs without any gaps at any
level, stratum, or category. Although succession
planning has been widely studied in recent years,
there is currently no holistic approach to it in
Iranian ~ public  universities.  Therefore,
considering the current situation in Iranian public
universities as knowledge-based organizations,
conducting this research seems necessary. In this
qualitative research, a data-based method has
been used to provide a detailed understanding of
the model's conditions and implementation
context, aided by the proposed strategies. This
conceptual model provides human resource
managers, policymakers, and researchers with a
new perspective on succession planning in
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universities and higher education institutions, as
well as an understanding of its importance. In this
regard, an attempt was made to develop a
paradigmatic model of succession planning with
a knowledge management approach in Iranian
public universities, first by reviewing recent
studies on succession planning in these
universities and then by drawing on the opinions
of human resource management experts.

2. Research Methods

The present study used a grounded theory
approach. The key elements of this approach,
presented by Strauss and Corbin (1998), include
theoretical sampling, open, axial, and selective
coding, recall, and theoretical saturation.
Conceptualization of data is the first step in this
analysis. Subcategories are linked to the main and
axial category under a series of relationships.
Also, the relationships between them and the
main category are determined based on the
paradigmatic model and pattern. The sampling
method and sample selection method for data
collection were based on theoretical sampling. In
this study, the opinions of 16 experts (two women
and 14 men) were used to achieve theoretical
adequacy and data saturation.

3. Results

Review and analysis of the findings show that
succession  planning with a knowledge
management approach is realized through
adaptation to the talent pool, employee training
and preparation, human resource management,
motivation, and the mission and responsibilities
of universities. The talent pool includes
identifying talent, identifying needs, and forming
and maintaining the talent pool; motivation
includes creating motivation for recording job
knowledge and enhancing job motivation. The
main axis of succession planning with a
knowledge management approach includes
sharing knowledge, recording and maintaining
knowledge, and creating knowledge, which is
achieved through strategies for evaluating
managers’ performance based on knowledge
management indicators, standardizing university
management jobs according to these indicators,
and using emerging technologies, including
knowledge management information systems,
artificial intelligence, creativity, and innovation,

as well as futurism, participatory management,
and systems thinking. The basis of these
strategies lies in psychological factors, employee
knowledge and skills, organizational support,
leadership  style, organizational  structure,
resistance to change, specialization, and cultural
factors—including organizational culture and
cultural influence. In addition, political factors
(policy-making in  universities and the
preferences of public university presidents), legal
factors (government laws, regulations, and
approvals of boards of trustees), and
environmental factors (the internal and external
environment of universities) act as intervening
variables and, at times, obstacles and deterrents
that cast a shadow on succession planning
strategies with a knowledge management
approach. These strategies, in their interactions
with contextual characteristics and interfering
factors, have national, international, behavioral,
and functional consequences. National and
international ~ consequences  include  the
internationalization of university services and the
development of society's elite; behavioral
consequences include fairness, job satisfaction,
meritocracy, and the development of
organizational intelligence; functional
consequences include the promotion and
organizational growth of the university,
improving the performance of university
employees, reducing recruitment costs, and crisis
management.

4. Conclusion

In summary, the categories of the paradigm
model resulting from the open, axial, and
selective coding stages, as well as the
relationships between them, can be expressed as
the following propositions: talent pool, employee
training and preparation, human resource
management, motivation, mission, and
accountability of universities are the causal
factors of succession planning with a
management approach in public universities. The
focus of succession planning with a knowledge
management approach in public universities is
based on knowledge sharing, knowledge
recording and maintenance, and knowledge
creation. Strategies for evaluating managers'
performance based on knowledge management
indicators, standardizing university management
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jobs using these indicators, and leveraging
emerging technologies, futurism, participatory
management, and systems thinking are part of a
knowledge management approach to succession
planning in public universities. Psychological
factors, employee knowledge and skills,
organizational ~ support, leadership  style,
organizational structure, resistance to change,
specialization, and cultural factors provide the
necessary context and foundation for succession
planning  strategies with a  knowledge
management approach in public universities.
Political, legal, and environmental factors are
hindering succession planning strategies with a
knowledge management approach in public
universities. Implementing succession planning
strategies with a knowledge management
approach in public universities, influenced by
contextual characteristics and intervening factors,
will have national and international, behavioral,
and performance consequences. Given the
complexity of future challenges in Iranian higher
education, it is important that succession
planning with a knowledge management
approach becomes more prevalent in Iranian
public universities. Ideally, a comprehensive
succession plan in Iranian public universities
should be a priority for the Ministry of Science

and widely available to university deans. This
study has focused exclusively on Iranian public
universities, and higher education institutions and
other universities have not been examined.
Focusing on each of the causal, contextual, and
intervening factors, as well as their role in
shaping the strategies and outcomes of the
succession planning model with a knowledge
management approach, could be a topic for future
research. Given the importance of succession
planning with a knowledge management
approach in universities, this topic requires future
qualitative and quantitative research with other
approaches.
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