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Abstract

This study aimed to design and explain a comprehensive indigenous merit-based selection model for managerial appointments in the
Ministry of Sports and Youth of the Islamic Republic of Iran. This applied qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis. The
participants consisted of 13 experts, including university faculty members and sports managers, who were selected through purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed following the
Braun and Clarke thematic analysis framework using MAXQDA software. Reliability was confirmed through inter-coder agreement with
a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.75, and validity was established through expert review and participant confirmation. The analysis yielded
94 open codes, 16 basic themes, 8 organizing themes, and one overarching theme. The organizing themes included social legitimacy and
trust, psychological capabilities, strategic leadership competencies, specialized sports and youth competencies, policy-making and
governance competencies, social and communication competencies, innovation and transformational competencies, and meritocracy and
evaluation. Together, these dimensions formed a comprehensive framework for managerial selection and appointment within the Ministry.
The findings indicate that implementation of the proposed model can enhance transparency, improve managerial effectiveness, strengthen
public trust, and increase the quality of decision-making within the Ministry of Sports and Youth. The model provides a scientifically
grounded and context-specific framework for human resource management and managerial selection in the sports and youth sector.

Keywords: Merit-Based Selection, Meritocracy, Human Resource Management, Ministry of Sports and Youth, Managerial Competencies, Thematic

Analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Human resources are widely recognized as the most valuable strategic asset of modern organizations, and the
effectiveness of organizational performance largely depends on the quality of individuals selected for
managerial and executive positions. In contemporary public administration, merit-based selection has emerged
as a fundamental principle for ensuring organizational effectiveness, transparency, accountability, and
sustainable development. Merit-based selection refers to the process of recruiting and appointing individuals
according to their competencies, qualifications, expertise, and professional capabilities rather than personal
relationships, political affiliations, or other non-professional considerations (Haider, 2019; Shahriari et al.,
2024).

The growing complexity of organizational environments and the increasing expectations of stakeholders have
intensified the need for competency-based approaches to human resource management. In public sector

organizations, where managerial decisions directly affect citizens’ welfare and public trust, the implementation



of meritocratic systems has become particularly important. Research has demonstrated that merit-based
recruitment contributes positively to public service motivation, organizational commitment, and governmental
performance (Meyer-Sahling et al., 2021). Furthermore, merit principles have been associated with enhanced
organizational effectiveness, especially when integrated with diversity management and inclusive governance
practices (Park & Liang, 2020).

Competency-based human resource management has gained considerable attention as an effective framework
for aligning organizational needs with individual capabilities. According to competency-based perspectives,
successful managers must possess a combination of technical expertise, leadership abilities, behavioral
competencies, and strategic capabilities. Such an approach facilitates the identification, assessment, and
development of personnel who are capable of achieving organizational goals in dynamic environments (Emese
& Agota, 2022). Similarly, competency-based human resource development models emphasize continuous
evaluation, learning, succession planning, and professional growth as essential components of sustainable
organizational performance (Talaei et al., 2022; Teymouri et al., 2022).

Recent studies have highlighted the multidimensional nature of merit-based selection. Aboagye et al. proposed
a competency-based evaluation framework emphasizing managerial roles, environmental challenges, and
professional competencies as critical determinants of effective managerial performance (Aboagye et al.,
2024). Likewise, Pinto-DelaCadena et al. demonstrated that multi-criteria decision-making methods can
improve personnel selection processes by providing systematic and objective mechanisms for evaluating
candidates across multiple competency dimensions (Pinto-DelaCadena et al., 2024). These findings suggest
that merit-based selection requires comprehensive models capable of integrating diverse competency
indicators into a coherent framework.

In educational and governmental settings, merit-based systems have also attracted substantial scholarly
attention. Camo et al. found that professional readiness, continuous learning, and career development
significantly influence the successful implementation of merit-based programs (Camo et al., 2024). Similarly,
Maleki Hasanvand et al. identified individual, professional, and organizational factors as important
determinants of merit-based teacher selection (Maleki Hasanvand et al., 2023). In another study, Keramati
Tolouei et al. emphasized the importance of aligning recruitment systems with organizational strategies and
competency requirements to enhance human resource effectiveness (Keramati Tolouei et al., 2023).

Within the Iranian context, meritocracy and competency-based management have become important priorities
in public sector reform initiatives. Sarshar and Samiei proposed a process-oriented model of meritocracy
consisting of competency identification, competency assessment, merit-based appointment, competency
retention, and competency development (Sarshar & Samiei, 2020). Furthermore, Motazediyan et al. argued
that meritocracy contributes not only to organizational effectiveness but also to social justice and ethical

governance in public institutions (Motazediyan et al., 2022). Despite these developments, several studies have

reported persistent challenges in implementing merit-based appointment systems within governmental



organizations. Factors such as political influence, personal relationships, and non-professional considerations
continue to undermine meritocratic principles in some administrative contexts (Farhadinejad et al., 2022).
The Ministry of Sports and Youth of the Islamic Republic of Iran occupies a unique position within the
governmental structure due to its responsibility for national sports development, youth affairs, public health
promotion, and social engagement. Achieving these objectives requires managers who possess not only
specialized knowledge in sports and youth affairs but also strategic leadership capabilities, policy-making
competencies, communication skills, and innovative thinking. Recent evidence suggests that competency-
based management can significantly improve performance and economic outcomes within sports organizations
(Kim, 2025). However, despite the importance of managerial appointments in this sector, no comprehensive
indigenous model has been developed specifically for merit-based selection within the Ministry of Sports and
Youth.

Moreover, studies have shown that effective competency systems require robust evaluation mechanisms,
continuous professional development, and institutional support structures (Anniza, 2023). The absence of such
integrated frameworks may limit the effectiveness of meritocratic practices. Consequently, the development
of a context-specific model tailored to the unique characteristics of the Ministry of Sports and Youth appears
necessary. Therefore, the present study aimed to design a comprehensive merit-based selection model for the
Ministry of Sports and Youth of the Islamic Republic of Iran using thematic analysis.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design with a developmental purpose and utilized thematic analysis
as the primary methodological approach. The research population consisted of experts with extensive
experience and specialized knowledge in sports management, public administration, and human resource
management. Thirteen participants, including 8 university faculty members and 5 sports managers, were
selected through purposive sampling. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved and no new
concepts emerged from the interviews.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to explore participants’ perspectives
regarding the characteristics, competencies, and requirements of merit-based managerial selection within the
Ministry of Sports and Youth. Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s thematic analysis framework. The analysis process involved familiarization with the data, generation
of initial codes, identification of themes, theme review, theme definition, and report preparation.

To enhance research rigor, several strategies were implemented. Reliability was assessed through intercoder
agreement, resulting in a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.75, indicating acceptable reliability. Validity was
established through expert review, member checking, and continuous researcher engagement with the data.

MAXQDA software was used to facilitate data organization, coding, and thematic analysis.



Findings

The thematic analysis resulted in the identification of 94 open codes, 16 basic themes, 8 organizing themes,
and one overarching theme representing the comprehensive merit-based selection model for the Ministry of
Sports and Youth.

The first organizing theme, Social Legitimacy and Trust, comprised two basic themes: political and
organizational legitimacy, and public and social trust. Participants emphasized the importance of credibility,
transparency, accountability, adherence to regulations, public confidence, and ethical conduct as essential
criteria for managerial appointments.

The second organizing theme, Psychological Capabilities, included psychological and emotional stability as
well as motivation and personal commitment. Key indicators encompassed emotional regulation, resilience,
self-awareness, adaptability, responsibility, commitment to public service, and ethical integrity.

The third organizing theme, Strategic Leadership Competencies, consisted of strategic leadership and team
management, together with macro and operational management capabilities. Participants highlighted
competencies such as strategic planning, resource allocation, crisis management, performance evaluation,
conflict management, and inspirational leadership.

The fourth organizing theme, Specialized Sports and Youth Competencies, incorporated specialized
knowledge of sports and youth affairs and professional executive experience. Important indicators included
expertise in sports policy, youth affairs, federation management, sports development, talent management, and
national-level executive experience.

The fifth organizing theme, Policy-Making and Governance Competencies, included regulatory and policy-
making competencies as well as policy implementation capabilities. Participants stressed the importance of
evidence-based policy-making, stakeholder management, interorganizational coordination, monitoring, and
execution of national programs.

The sixth organizing theme, Social and Communication Competencies, comprised communication and
media governance along with youth and civil society engagement. Key competencies included negotiation
skills, public communication, media relations, social networking, stakeholder engagement, and collaboration
with non-governmental organizations.

The seventh organizing theme, Innovation and Transformational Competencies, consisted of managerial
modernization and managerial creativity. Participants emphasized organizational agility, technological
adaptation, change management, innovation, and creative problem-solving as critical requirements for
contemporary leadership.

The eighth organizing theme, Meritocracy and Evaluation, included merit-based appointment systems and
competency monitoring and development. Important indicators involved transparent appointment procedures,

elimination of subjective selection practices, continuous evaluation, performance monitoring, competency

improvement, and organizational learning.



Overall, the findings revealed that merit-based selection within the Ministry of Sports and Youth extends
beyond technical qualifications and requires a multidimensional framework encompassing ethical,
psychological, strategic, professional, social, governance, and developmental competencies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that merit-based selection in the Ministry of Sports and Youth is a
multidimensional and complex phenomenon that cannot be adequately explained through traditional
recruitment criteria alone. The identified model highlights the necessity of integrating professional expertise
with leadership capabilities, psychological competencies, social legitimacy, communication skills, innovation,
governance capacities, and continuous evaluation mechanisms.

The prominence of social legitimacy and trust suggests that managerial effectiveness within the Ministry
depends not only on technical competence but also on the ability to gain public confidence and maintain
organizational credibility. Given the Ministry’s extensive interaction with athletes, youth populations, media
organizations, and governmental institutions, managers must possess strong ethical foundations and
demonstrate accountability in their decision-making processes.

The identification of psychological capabilities underscores the importance of emotional resilience,
adaptability, and commitment in contemporary public administration. Managers operating within complex and
politically sensitive environments require the capacity to manage uncertainty, respond effectively to crises,
and maintain motivation under pressure. These competencies contribute significantly to leadership
effectiveness and organizational stability.

Strategic leadership competencies emerged as another critical component of the proposed model. The findings
indicate that successful managers must be capable of formulating long-term visions, allocating resources
effectively, coordinating complex initiatives, and leading multidisciplinary teams. Such competencies are
essential for achieving national objectives related to sports development and youth empowerment.

The study also revealed the central role of specialized knowledge and professional experience in sports and
youth affairs. While general managerial skills are important, effective leadership within the Ministry requires
a deep understanding of sector-specific challenges, policies, and institutional structures. Specialized expertise
enables managers to make informed decisions and implement programs aligned with national priorities.
Policy-making, governance, communication, and innovation competencies further reflect the evolving
expectations placed upon public sector leaders. Modern managers are expected to engage stakeholders, manage
public narratives, promote collaboration, and drive organizational transformation. Consequently, merit-based
selection systems must assess candidates across a broad spectrum of competencies rather than relying
exclusively on seniority or educational credentials.

Finally, the emergence of meritocracy and evaluation as a distinct dimension highlights the importance of
establishing transparent, evidence-based appointment systems supported by continuous monitoring and

professional development. Merit-based selection should be viewed as an ongoing organizational process rather



than a single recruitment event. Sustainable meritocracy requires institutionalized evaluation systems,
competency development programs, and mechanisms for continuous improvement.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a comprehensive indigenous framework for managerial selection
within the Ministry of Sports and Youth of the Islamic Republic of Iran. By integrating eight major competency
domains, the model offers a scientifically grounded basis for improving transparency, accountability,
managerial effectiveness, and organizational performance. The implementation of this framework may
contribute significantly to strengthening meritocratic practices and enhancing the overall quality of governance

within the sports and youth sector.
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