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Abstract

This study aimed to design and conceptualize a merit-based selection model for physical education managers in the Ministry of Education
of the Islamic Republic of Iran based on the perspectives of sport management scholars and sport administrators. This applied qualitative
study employed thematic analysis as its methodological framework. The participants consisted of 15 experts, including faculty members
in sport management and physical education as well as experienced sport managers, selected through purposive and snowball sampling
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using the Braun and Clarke
thematic analysis procedure with MAXQDA software. Reliability was established through inter-coder agreement and Cohen’s kappa
coefficient, while validity was confirmed through expert review. The analysis yielded 107 open codes, 16 basic themes, 8 organizing
themes, and one overarching theme. The organizing themes comprised ethical-value competencies, individual and personality
competencies, managerial and leadership competencies, specialized physical education competencies, educational competencies,
communication and social competencies, knowledge and technological competencies, and structural and meritocracy requirements. The
findings indicate that effective merit-based selection of physical education managers requires an integrated combination of ethical integrity,
professional expertise, leadership capability, educational competence, social effectiveness, technological literacy, and adherence to
organizational regulations and meritocratic principles. The proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for evaluating, selecting,
and appointing physical education managers within the educational system. Its implementation can strengthen meritocracy, enhance
managerial effectiveness, improve decision-making quality, and contribute to the overall development of physical education administration
in educational organizations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Merit-based selection has emerged as one of the most important principles of contemporary public
administration and human resource management, particularly in governmental organizations where managerial
decisions directly influence organizational effectiveness, public trust, and service quality. Modern public

institutions operate in increasingly complex environments characterized by rapid technological change, rising



stakeholder expectations, and growing demands for transparency and accountability. Under such conditions,
the selection and appointment of managers based on competence rather than personal, political, or informal
considerations have become essential prerequisites for organizational success. Meritocracy promotes fairness,
professionalism, efficiency, and institutional legitimacy while reducing favoritism and administrative
inefficiency (Christensen et al., 2017; McCandless & Ronquillo, 2020; Peters, 2015). Empirical evidence
indicates that merit-based recruitment and promotion systems contribute positively to governmental
performance, organizational productivity, and public trust by ensuring that leadership positions are occupied
by qualified individuals possessing the necessary knowledge, skills, and ethical characteristics (Egeberg et al.,
2019; Mulaphong, 2023; Oliveira et al., 2024). Furthermore, meritocracy has been associated with improved
governance outcomes, reduced corruption, stronger institutional capacity, and enhanced public service quality
(Oliveira et al., 2024; Suzuki & Demircioglu, 2021). Despite these advantages, implementing merit principles
remains challenging in many public organizations due to political influences, subjective judgments, and
organizational barriers (Foley et al., 2022; Kettl, 2015; Mohamed Al-Saba, 2023). The literature also
suggests that effective merit-based systems require comprehensive competency frameworks that integrate
ethical, managerial, professional, interpersonal, and organizational dimensions (Matthias et al., 2025; Wong
et al., 2025). Within educational systems, merit-based selection becomes even more critical because
educational managers significantly influence learning outcomes, organizational culture, and student
development. In the field of physical education, managerial roles require a unique combination of educational,
athletic, leadership, and administrative competencies. Research has highlighted the importance of professional
competencies, strategic thinking, managerial skills, and specialized sports knowledge among physical
education managers (Cheragh Birjandi et al., 2018; Montazeralieh et al., 2023; Pourkarimi et al., 2016).
Previous studies have proposed competency models for public managers, educational administrators, teachers,
and organizational leaders (Asadi et al., 2019; Asgari, 2019; Dastani & Montazer, 2022; Maleki Hasanvand
et al., 2023; Safari & Zamahani, 2022). Other investigations have examined merit-based selection systems
in public institutions and educational settings (Ghobadi et al., 2019; Hosseini Pour Ghasemabadi et al.,
2023; Sarshar & Samiei, 2020). International studies have also explored meritocratic recruitment,
competency-based personnel selection, and administrative appointment systems in diverse governmental
contexts (Heidary Dahooie et al., 2018; Kim, 2021; Mufoz, 2019; Murti et al., 2023; Vermeulen et al.,
2014). Nevertheless, despite growing scholarly attention to meritocracy and competency-based management,
a comprehensive and context-specific model for the merit-based selection of physical education managers
within the Ministry of Education of the Islamic Republic of Iran has remained largely absent. Addressing this
gap was the primary motivation for conducting the present study.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design with a thematic analysis approach. The research was

developmental in purpose and aimed to identify and conceptualize the dimensions of merit-based selection



among physical education managers in the Ministry of Education. Participants consisted of 15 experts selected
through purposive and snowball sampling strategies. The sample included nine faculty members specializing
in sport management and physical education and six experienced sport administrators. Participant recruitment
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews that allowed participants to express their experiences,
perceptions, and professional insights regarding merit-based managerial selection. Interview guestions focused
on identifying the competencies, characteristics, qualifications, and organizational requirements necessary for
selecting effective physical education managers. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
subjected to detailed qualitative analysis.

Data analysis followed the thematic analysis framework developed by Braun and Clarke. The analytical
process involved repeated reading of interview transcripts, initial coding, identification of basic themes,
development of organizing themes, and construction of overarching thematic structures. MAXQDA software
was used to facilitate coding and data management. To ensure reliability, an independent coder reviewed the
data, and intercoder agreement was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, which indicated acceptable
reliability. Credibility and validity were enhanced through expert review and member-checking procedures.
Findings

The thematic analysis resulted in the extraction of 107 open codes, 16 basic themes, 8 organizing themes, and
one overarching theme representing the merit-based selection model for physical education managers in the
Ministry of Education.

The first organizing theme was ethical-value competencies, which encompassed professional ethics, religious
and moral commitment, justice orientation, honesty, accountability, trustworthiness, work integrity,
transparency, respect for human dignity, ethical role modeling, and avoidance of favoritism and informal
influence.

The second organizing theme was individual and personality competencies, including self-confidence,
psychological stability, resilience, flexibility, self-control, self-awareness, stress tolerance, realism,
motivation, organizational commitment, responsibility, perseverance, and dedication to educational missions.
The third organizing theme was managerial and leadership competencies, consisting of team leadership,
conflict management, participatory decision-making, strategic influence, operational planning, resource
allocation, time management, problem-solving, crisis management, performance evaluation, organizational
control, and future-oriented thinking.

The fourth organizing theme was specialized physical education competencies, including expertise in sport
sciences, exercise physiology, injury prevention, physical fitness, school-based physical education, training

principles, practical sport management experience, and understanding of students’ athletic needs.



The fifth organizing theme was educational competencies, which included holistic education, student-
centered development, moral education, educational justice, attention to individual differences, behavioral
management, promotion of teamwork, and creating positive learning environments.

The sixth organizing theme was communication and social competencies, comprising effective
communication with schools, parents, educational authorities, and sport organizations, negotiation skills,
organizational coordination, social accountability, stakeholder engagement, and interorganizational
networking.

The seventh organizing theme was knowledge and technological competencies, including data analysis,
evidence-based decision-making, continuous learning, scientific updating, research orientation, digital literacy,
use of management information systems, virtual education technologies, and data-driven management.

The eighth organizing theme was structural and meritocracy requirements, encompassing adherence to
regulations, administrative procedures, organizational justice, transparency in appointments, competency-
based evaluation systems, continuous performance monitoring, professional supervision, and promotion based
on merit criteria.

Together, these themes formed a comprehensive and integrated framework that explains the multidimensional
nature of merit-based selection in educational sport management.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that merit-based selection of physical education managers is a complex and
multidimensional phenomenon extending beyond traditional recruitment criteria. The proposed model
indicates that effective managerial selection requires a balanced integration of ethical integrity, personal
characteristics, leadership capabilities, specialized expertise, educational commitment, communication
effectiveness, technological proficiency, and institutional support mechanisms.

One of the most significant contributions of the model is its emphasis on ethical and value-based competencies
as foundational elements of managerial effectiveness. This finding suggests that technical expertise alone is
insufficient for leadership positions within educational organizations. Instead, managers must embody moral
values, accountability, fairness, and integrity to gain legitimacy and foster trust among stakeholders. Such
competencies are particularly important in educational settings where managers serve as role models for
teachers, students, and the broader community.

The prominence of individual and personality competencies highlights the importance of psychological
readiness and personal maturity in educational leadership. Physical education managers frequently encounter
organizational challenges, stakeholder conflicts, resource limitations, and rapidly changing educational
demands. Consequently, resilience, emotional stability, and self-awareness become essential attributes that
enable managers to navigate complexity and maintain organizational effectiveness.

The identification of managerial and leadership competencies reinforces the view that successful physical

education administration requires sophisticated leadership skills. Effective managers must coordinate teams,




allocate resources efficiently, resolve conflicts, evaluate performance, and guide organizational development.
These capabilities enable managers to transform strategic objectives into practical outcomes and ensure
alignment between organizational goals and operational activities.

Specialized physical education competencies emerged as a distinctive component of the model. Unlike general
educational administrators, physical education managers require domain-specific knowledge related to sport
sciences, physical development, safety, training methodologies, and athletic program administration. This
finding underscores the necessity of aligning managerial appointments with professional expertise and
practical experience within the field of physical education.

The inclusion of educational competencies further emphasizes the dual administrative and pedagogical
responsibilities of physical education managers. Beyond managing programs and personnel, these leaders
contribute directly to students’ holistic development, character formation, and educational experiences.
Therefore, understanding educational principles and developmental needs is essential for effective leadership.
Communication and social competencies also play a central role in managerial success. Educational
organizations operate within extensive stakeholder networks involving schools, families, communities, and
governmental agencies. Managers who communicate effectively and build collaborative relationships are
better positioned to mobilize resources, resolve challenges, and promote organizational objectives.

Moreover, the increasing importance of knowledge and technological competencies reflects the evolving
nature of contemporary educational management. Data-driven decision-making, digital literacy, and
continuous professional learning have become indispensable components of effective leadership in modern
educational systems.

Finally, the findings indicate that individual competencies alone cannot guarantee successful meritocracy.
Organizational structures, transparent procedures, competency-based evaluation systems, and accountability
mechanisms are equally necessary. Merit-based selection can only be institutionalized when supported by fair
policies, objective assessment procedures, and systematic performance monitoring.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and implementing
merit-based selection in the context of physical education management. By integrating ethical, personal,
managerial, educational, technological, and structural dimensions, the model offers a holistic perspective on
managerial competence and selection. Its application can contribute to strengthening meritocracy, improving
leadership quality, enhancing organizational performance, and advancing the effectiveness of physical
education administration within the Ministry of Education. The model may also serve as a valuable foundation
for developing competency-based recruitment, evaluation, promotion, and professional development systems

for educational sport managers.
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