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Abstract

Background: The higher education system needs to succession management based on academic environments and its professional
dynamics.
Objectives: The present study aimed to modeling succession management at medical universities based on grounded theory.
Methods: Through reviewing the related texts, articles and 12 semi-structured interviews with faculty members of medical univer-
sities in three stages of open, axial and selective coding, the data were analyzed.
Results: The results were indicative of twelve general categories as follows: main phenomenon (meritocracy, management skills
and strategic management), causal conditions (organizational structure, human resources management, beliefs of senior manager
and rules); strategies (career path development, knowledge-based management, productivity management, financial resources
management, organizational stability and academic independence); underlying conditions (complexity, research orientation, in-
teractions within the educational groups, the crisis of shortage of capable directors, native provincial management, appointment
of directors from within universities, detecting talents, policy-making councils, non-competitive rewards, key positions, organiza-
tional misconduct, political atmosphere, and pressures to the university); interventional conditions (organizational culture and
environment, managerial experience, physical fitness and knowledge capacity) and consequences (improving satisfaction, ethics
management, using academic models, dynamic universities, increasing organizational motivation and the existence of counseling
culture).
Conclusions: This study suggested a succession management model in medical sciences universities. According to the findings,
special differences such as meritocracy, environmental complexity, managers’ scientific and professional maturity, the centrality
of science in production, the political sensitivities of the community and the use of proprietary scientific models of succession
management in universities can be found between the establishment of succession management in higher education compared to
other organizations.
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1. Background

In the 21st century, one of the actions that has brought
about fundamental transformations in the human re-
sources of organizations is the implementation of succes-
sion management (1). According to International Insti-
tute of Kernn Frie, succession management is among the
prominent issues that organizations face in the future (2).
Succession management refers to the process by which the
organization’s human capacities are identified for key oc-
cupations and positions in the future (3). The goal of suc-
cession management is identifying talented individuals in
organizations (4). The main reasons behind the need for

succession management are developments in the fields of
science, technology and innovation, as well as access to
higher levels of productivity (4, 5). Modern approaches
to succession management are seen as career paths de-
velopment and an approach based on knowledge-based
management (6). Therefore, with this approach, there ex-
ist various academic models in succession management,
of which mentoring and leader channel can be named
(7), while the latter is suitable when entering career paths
without boundaries and diverse career paths (focus on val-
ues) (8). In higher education, given the principle that the
results of other areas of management cannot be general-
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ized to this area, one should look for other models that are
specifically applicable to the levels of intellectual maturity
and the viewpoints of faculty members (9). Hence, the suc-
cession management models presented by (4, 10) can be
named.

The implementation of succession management and
talent identification in educational institutions, especially
universities, is of paramount importance (11). However,
it should be noted that various studies have shown that
there is a significant difference between the status quo and
the desirability of succession and talent management in
state universities (12) due to factors such as the lack of use
of succession management, lack of effective strategies for
recruiting valuable directors, lack of succession manage-
ment programs, talent and brain drain, skill and science
gap, and most importantly, changes in culture and perfor-
mance of institutions, to name but a few (13).

The present study aimed to modeling succession man-
agement among the faculty members of medical uni-
versities of Iran through a qualitative method based on
grounded theory. The conceptual framework of the model
was a deductive approach in qualitative research based on
Strauss and Corbin’s systematic approach (2015).

1.1. A Review of Academic Concepts in the Field of Succession
Management in Higher Education

The results of numerous studies about the reasons be-
hind the failure of succession management are indicative
of a clear gap between the existing and desirable succes-
sion management, which can be attributed to issues such
as inappropriate organizational culture, lack of systematic
approaches, lack of meritocracy and unclear job promo-
tion model (14), limiting the development of individuals to
access higher positions and management responsibilities,
identifying and introducing people without using credi-
ble methods, or lack of support (15) and lack of direct ef-
fective support of the senior management of the organi-
zation (16). Other obstacles include the lack of adequate
time allocation by directors, lack of focus on the process
of talent detection and succession management as their
main responsibilities, and lack of necessary skills in this re-
gard (2). Other studies have reported that some of the spe-
cific constraints facing government agencies in the imple-
mentation of succession management programs are po-
litical pressure on government agencies, bureaucracy and
redundant administrative formalities, directors’ instabil-
ity, ineffectiveness of HRM, attention to public values and
specific conditions and restrictions on government agen-
cies (17). Role ambiguity, inappropriate training of employ-
ees, lack of attention to meritocracy, inappropriate per-
formance evaluation and indifference culture, lack of job
placement and lack of equal opportunity for promotion

are among the most important challenges of deployment
of succession management in universities (18).

Despite the above-mentioned factors reported by pre-
vious studies in the area of deployment of succession man-
agement, some solutions have also been proposed for the
successful deployment of succession management in uni-
versities, including the formation of successor reserve and
transformational leadership in the higher education sys-
tem (19). The significance of these factors stresses the need
for the implementation of succession management and
talent management as the goals of the strategic plan of
universities (20).

Implementation of a strategic plan based on the es-
tablishment of succession management in higher educa-
tion requires the use of scientific models and the executive
guarantee of the model for the operation of the model (21).
With the introduction of succession management to the
universities’ strategic plans, the best predicting aspects
of the deployment of succession management are orga-
nizational commitment and learning, organizational cul-
ture, teamwork and team learning, systemic thinking, par-
ticipatory leadership, systemic thinking, and meritocracy
development (22). Some other strategies have been sug-
gested by researchers, including empowerment and talent
management (23), human resources management, and fi-
nancial management (24).

The strategies resulting from the deployment of suc-
cession management can be affected by various underly-
ing conditions, which have been addressed in various stud-
ies (25). The accreditation requirements, curriculum de-
velopment, educational strategies and educational needs
have been addressed (26) and a succession management
model has been reported based on mentoring model (27,
28). In addition, the leader channel model has been
stressed in some studies for the succession management
in universities (29).

With the acceptance of this perspective, universities,
as a complex environment (30), use four key indicators of
human resource output, including staff ethics, organiza-
tional climate, job abandonment rate, commitment, and
job satisfaction, which have been introduced to the succes-
sion management model in universities. The acceptance of
these underlying factors in strategies for deploying succes-
sion management in public universities should not result
in anything else but the employment of university prin-
cipals from the efficient human resources by succession
management (11). Some of the other consequences of de-
ploying succession management are the minimization of
the outcomes of leadership crisis in universities (31), re-
ducing the costs of academic organizations through pre-
venting the faulty test-error cycle (19), avoiding the chal-
lenges of leadership weakness (24), more organizational

2 J Clin Res Paramed Sci. 2020; 9(1):e99978.

http://jcrps.com


Pourmirza Kalhori R et al.

efficiency (32), protection of key expertise and knowledge
of the organization (33), and strengthening the positive or-
ganizational culture and helping the organization to sur-
vive (8).

2. Objectives

The present study aimed to present a model for suc-
cession management for medical universities based on the
identification of organizational components affecting the
deployment of succession management.

3. Methods

This qualitative research was conducted based on
grounded theory. Moreover, the conceptual framework
of the present study was a deductive approach based
on Strauss and Corbin’s (34) systematic approach (2015),
and was designed through collecting extensive data based
on the concept of succession management and focusing
on higher education documents including articles, text-
books, and semi-structured interviews. Data were col-
lected in two stages through a comprehensive review
of credible documents in the Scopus Citation database,
PupMed, ISI and ISC, and selection of 29 articles which were
more closely related to the concept of succession manage-
ment in higher education were selected for open coding
systematic literature review attempts to identify, appraise
and synthesize all the empirical evidence that meets pre-
specified eligibility criteria to answer a given this research
question. The reliability of the analyzed documents was
assessed by the intercoder reliability (ICR) using the Law-
she formula (83.87%). In the second stage, the required data
were gathered using 12 semi-structured interviews with
faculty members (8 male and 4 female) holding manage-
rial positions, and data collection continued in both steps
until data were saturated. The duration of each interview
was 25 minutes. Moreover, the reliability of the interviews
was analyzed through peer debriefing, and the inter-rater
reliability measured 85.35%.

After going through three stages of open, axial and
selective coding, the data were analyzed and controlled
by four co-workers of research to received more validity.
The content analysis of the documents was carried out in
three stages of open, axial and selective coding, as a re-
sult of which 456 primary open source codes were identi-
fied, which were reduced to 277 non-repeated open source
codes. Then, the non-repeated open codes were reduced
to 26 axial and eight selective codes. In the analysis of
semi-structured interviews during three stages, open, piv-
otal and selective coding were conducted. After writing

the texts of the interviews line by line, the collected data
were converted into textual data, which were then open
coded with full precision. In this stage and residueal
stages, textual data and coding of data, controlled by four
co-workers of research. At the initial stage of open cod-
ing, 484 primary open source codes (concepts) were iden-
tified, which were then reduced to 381 non-repeated open
codes. Later, the non-repeated open codes were reduced to
33 sub-categories and 10 selected codes (main categories).
It should be noted that the categories were considered that
saturated the conceptual space of concepts as much as pos-
sible. Finally, in the pivotal coding, the identified codes
fell into six categories based on the systematic approach
of grounded theory: causal conditions, underlying condi-
tions, intermediate/interventional conditions, central cat-
egory, deployment strategies, and consequences. The chart
of the paradigm model for deploying succession manage-
ment in the university of medical sciences was designed
based on the systematic approach to grounded theory (Fig-
ure 1).

4. Results

Base of extracted model the three subcategories of
meritocracy, management skills and strategic manage-
ment, as the core subcategories of the Phenomenon-
oriented of organizational factors affecting succession
management in medical universities. The causal condi-
tions of requirements for Succession management in this
model made up the categories of organizational struc-
ture, HRM, the beliefs of senior university executives, or-
ganizational rules. The underlying conditions included
three categories; specialized characteristics (the complex-
ity of academic environment, research orientation and in-
teractions within the educational groups); management
factors (the Crisis of the shortage of capable directors,
native provincial management, appointment of directors
from within the universities, finding talents in univer-
sities, policy-making councils, non-competitive rewards,
identifying key positions); behavioral factors (organiza-
tional misconduct); and political issues (political atmo-
sphere and pressures from outside the university).

Intermediate/interventional conditions in this model
divided to potential of the effectiveness of succession man-
agement and organizational factors. The potential of the
effectiveness of succession management consist of man-
agerial experience, physical fitness and knowledge capac-
ity and organizational factors included organizational cu-
lure and organizational environment.

In suggested concept for succession management
in medical universities Strategies consist of laying the
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Figure 1. The proposed conceptual model for the succession management in medical universities

groundwork for universities and managerial efficacy. Or-
ganizational stability of directors and academic indepen-
dence there were subcategories for organizational stabil-
ity and directors and academic independence factor fol-
lowed by the development of career path, knowledge-
based management, productivity management and finan-
cial resource management. Finally, in the dimension of
succession management consequences, there were two
categories; personal) improve satisfaction and ethics man-
agement participatory leadership) and organizational (us-
ing academic models, creating dynamic universities, in-

creasing organizational motivation and advancement of
counseling culture in the academic management) issues.
These factors illustrated in Figure 1.

5. Discussion

Based on the components and exploratory dimensions
of the proposed model in the present study, the theoreti-
cal fundamentals stressed in succession management can
be used based on documents, and the concepts and ex-
ploratory dimensions of the interviews can be explored.
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It should be noted that the fundamentals of succession
management are based on talent detection (35). The key
informants expressed that “choosing a competent person
is a major factor in deploying succession management in
universities.” Many scholars and researchers believe that
the concepts of talent management and succession man-
agement overlap (10), which can be considered equivalent
and interchangeable. Hence, it can be said that despite the
differences in this twofold relationship, they can be used
interchangeably. The component of managerial skills with
87 mentions is one of the requirements of the process of
training directors, and the focus should be placed on the
skills and capabilities that are needed in the organization’s
future business (2). The repeated iteration of the sentence
“having expertise and academic mastery over the subject
of management” and “need for innovative, innovative” in
interviews was an emphasis on the existence of triple tech-
nical, human and perceived skills in the candidates for
succession management. The importance of this compo-
nent has been demonstrated in some models (10). Inter-
views with informants under expressions such as “using a
long-term approach to considering people’s performance
is a good way to replace surrogacy,” as for the dimension
of causal conditions, consist of three categories, HRM, the
beliefs of senior university executives and organizational
rules have been repeatedly used in previous studies. Not
only is the organizational structure based on succession-
oriented organization stressed in industry sector, it is of
prime importance in higher education organizations (4,
23, 36). HRM that is in the organization’s strategy and the
governing rules, which are not only included in the docu-
ments (2, 3, 7, 12), but also interviews with informants un-
der expressions such as “the strategies and tactics of de-
ploying succession management is highly influenced by
HRM”. The component of the beliefs of senior university
executives with 39 mentions, as the support at the highest
level of organization and organizational units, is one of the
pillars of deploying succession management in all organi-
zations (7). More to the point, the lack of support as the
most important factor in the failure succession manage-
ment (16). In interviews, it was concluded that “university
administrators were too busy, there was a lack of attention
to the future and succession programs.”

In qualitative projects based on grounded theory, the
underlying conditions are specific factors that influence
both strategies and the general environmental factors that
affect strategies, and they are known as intermediary con-
ditions (37).

Interaction means the actions, activities and move-
ments of two or more individuals, or animals or objects
such as cars, and the related behaviors of people affect-
ing communication through each other is called ‘social in-

teraction’ (38). The belief that “faculty members’ lobby-
ing affects succession,” is examples of social interaction
that should be addressed in complex academic environ-
ments. Indigenous provincial management with 8 men-
tions and the appointment of directors from within uni-
versities with 8 mentions should be given special atten-
tion in the macro academic planning. These two factors
were described by interviewees as “the deployment of suc-
cession management is negatively influenced by the ar-
rival of non-native officials” and “the director himself must
have grown in the system.” Althouh these components
have not been specifically stressed in higher education in
other studies, the design of the succession management
model based on indigenous organizational indexes has
been recommended in a study done (39). In this model,
the role of policy-making councils in universities with 2
mentions was introduced under expressions such as “the
impact of policy-making councils on succession manage-
ment in medical universities” which were not addressed in
previous studies.

Rewards include the positive work outcomes for indi-
viduals or a pleasing message for a person’s desired behav-
ior in order to increase the likelihood of repetition (40).
However, the non-competitive rewards that have been in-
troduced to some higher education systems such as med-
ical science universities, apart from the conventional re-
wards, are regarded as negative factors in deploying suc-
cession management. These factors were described by the
interviewees as “the non-competitive payments leave ad-
verse effects on succession management because it can cre-
ate the opportunity for some to pull strings to get the de-
sired position.”

The components of organizational misconduct of the
director for survival with 5 mentions in the managerial po-
sitions and the false dependence of the educational orga-
nization on the current director with 4 mentions were de-
scribed by the interviewees as “the lack of succession man-
agement causes damage to the system because of taking
away the accumulation of managerial experiences of the
current director and failure to transfer them to the new di-
rector.” Organizational misconduct is referred to any delib-
erate action by the members of the organization that vio-
lates the organizational and social core norms (41).

The two components of the political atmosphere with
8 mentions and pressures from outside the university with
11 mentions had a special position both in citations and in-
terviews, which was not clearly conceivable in earlier stud-
ies in the industry sector (42). Universities are also faced
with the effects of political climate, so that their institu-
tional autonomy, the reduction of policies and academic
freedom are among the underlying factors that need to be
considered in the strategies for the deployment of succes-
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sion management at universities (23). The most important
belief of the interviewees in this regard was that “taking
the opinions of irrelevant upstream sectors into account
for the selection of directors has adverse effects and dis-
rupts the succession management,” which should be given
special attention. Nevertheless, having accepted the ef-
fects of politics on universities, there are more recent arti-
cles that have proposed political decision-making models
based on the interaction between stakeholders, including
professors, students, and faculty members inside and out-
side universities (43).

The intermediate conditions in this model were been
organizational culture with 9 mentions and organiza-
tional environment with 11 mentions in previous studies,
but the component of management experience under ex-
pressions such as “effective work experience in universi-
ties is helpful” and “the review of the managerial work
record is essential for succession” was stressed in the in-
terviews. The component of physical and mental fitness
with 2 mentions was described by the interviewees as “hav-
ing the ability to work in the field of management,” and
“being young,”. Moreover, interpretations turning around
pivots such as “the selection of directors and their posi-
tions should be consistent with their education” and “hav-
ing academic expertise for the managerial position” led to
the discovery of the academic capability component with
16 mentions in the model, as one of the mediating con-
ditions for the deployment of succession management in
universities.

In this suggestion model based on qualitative data de-
signs, the foundations of strategies are specific actions or
interactions that result from the main phenomenon (42).
The career path is a means by which an organization can
sustain or increase the current productivity of its employ-
ees (44), and knowledge-based management is the pro-
cess of creating, verifying, presenting, distributing and
applying knowledge in the field of management (35). In
interviews, some specific interpretations were presented
for knowledge-based management by the interviewees, in-
cluding “succession management in medical universities
will transfer knowledge and management experiences to
others.” The interviewes also believed that appropriate ca-
reer paths are required for successful succession manage-
ment in universities. In addition, the financial resources
management was interpreted by the interviewees as “fi-
nancial experience is necessary” and “time and resources
are less wasted through financial resources management.”
The component of organizational stability of directors in
this model was emphasized by the interviewees. The sta-
bility or instability of government executives is also one of
the reasons for directors to succeed in implementing long-
term programs and policies of the organization (45). More-

over, stability and continuity and management is one of
the main dimensions of the Cheryl’s succession manage-
ment model in universities (46).

By examining the specialized functions of higher edu-
cation institutions, it can be easily seen that management
in educational and higher education organizations differ
from other organizations (47). In addition, the biggest
problem in managing universities may be the complex
and unstable environment and the lack of organization in
universities (48). Empowerment and talent management
in succession management in universities are affected by
an intervening condition by the title of academic auton-
omy, which results in academic freedom and a reduction
in politicization (23).

Conditions such as increased satisfaction, ethics man-
agement, participatory leadership, application of aca-
demic models, the establishment of dynamic universi-
ties, an increase in organizational motivation, and the
existence of consulting culture in the academic manage-
ment. Although these components have been repeatedly
addressed and stressed in previous studies, the compo-
nents of dynamic university with 24 mentions, such as
“avoiding the neglect of previous management programs,
avoiding favoritism,” were extracted from the interviews.

5.1. Conclusions

Based on the results of the present study, the succes-
sion management model consisted of six dimensions and
35 components. By deploying this model, the strategies
of career path development are facilitated, and universi-
ties’ knowledge-based management is institutionalized in
terms of executive programs, re-training programs for di-
rectors and knowledge-based research products, produc-
tivity management and managing financial resources to-
wards maintaining human and financial capitals. The or-
ganizational stability of directors provides the selected di-
rectors with an opportunity to implement the organiza-
tion’s goals in higher education and to realize academic
autonomy based on academic and research independence.
In the continuation of the deployment of succession man-
agement model in universities, the fruits are a rise in the
satisfaction of faculty members, staff and students, gover-
nance of ethics management in key positions of universi-
ties, increasing the participatory leadership style in faculty
members as personal outcomes, as well as using the aca-
demic succession management models, such as mentor-
ing, increasing organizational motivation, and establish-
ing dynamic universities with the governance of best di-
rectors and clear job paths for faculty members interested
in key positions.
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