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Background & Purpose: Human resource management in the public sector plays a pivotal role |  gamaneh Yazdani

in enhancing the effectiveness of public organizations and achieving good governance. Despite
the quantitative growth of research in this field in Iran over the past decade, the methodological | © Authors
quality of these studies has rarely been systematically evaluated. The aim of this study is to
provide a critical review of the methodological literature on public sector human resource
management with a special focus on Iran and to identify its main gaps and challenges.

Methodology: This study was conducted using a semi-systematic review approach based on the
PRISMA 2020 framework. Out of 520 initial records, 128 selected sources—including 75
international studies and 53 Persian/Iranian studies—were examined through descriptive and
critical analysis. A six-dimensional conceptual framework encompassing research design and
causal inference, data sources, levels of analysis, methodological diversity, quality of tools and
data analysis, and institutional embeddedness served as the basis for evaluation. The reliability of
qualitative coding was confirmed with Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.87.

Findings: The existing research is predominantly quantitative, cross-sectional, and based on self-
reported data. Control for common method bias is rarely reported, and longitudinal, multilevel,
and genuinely integrated mixed-methods studies are almost absent. The application of emerging
data-driven methods is not observed in the domestic literature. These patterns stem from
institutional and educational constraints and have led to the production of static knowledge with
limited generalizability and explanatory power.

Conclusion: The identified methodological challenges undermine the credibility of produced | ;. civeq:

knowledge and the capacity for evidence-based policymaking in the public sector. Strengthening | pecember 20, 2025
longitudinal and mixed-methods research, utilizing secondary and multi-source data, employing
multilevel models, and reforming methodological training are key pathways to enhance
methodological rigor and generate more applicable and valid knowledge in public sector human
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M ethodological Challengesin Public Sector Human Resource
M anagement Resear ch

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

Human resource management (HRM) in the public sector is a strategic driver of organizational
effectiveness, service quality, accountability, and good governance. Public employees play a
pivotal role in implementing policies and determining the success of administrative reforms and
development programs. In Iran, public-sector HRM research has expanded considerably over the
past decade, addressing issues such as meritocracy, performance management, talent management,
green HRM, smart governance, and workforce sustainability. However, despite this quantitative
growth, limited attention has been devoted to evaluating the methodological quality of existing
studies. International evidence highlights persistent concerns, including the dominance of cross-
sectional designs, weak integration of mixed methods, reliance on self-reported data, limited
multilevel analysis, and insufficient consideration of institutional context. Similar patterns are
evident in Iranian research, restricting the production of robust evidence for policymaking. To
address this gap, this study develops and applies a six-dimensional evaluation framework to
critically examine methodological trends, identify key weaknesses, and propose directions for

strengthening methodological rigor and practical relevance in public-sector HRM research.

M ethodology

This study adopted a semi-systematic critical literature review to examine methodological
developments in public-sector human resource management (HRM) research. An adapted
PRISMA 2020 framework guided the search, screening, and selection processes to ensure
transparency and reproducibility. Publications published between 2015 and 2025 were
systematically retrieved from major international databases (Scopus, Web of Science, Google
Scholar, and JSTOR) and Iranian databases (SID, Magiran, Noormags, Civilica, and Irandoc)
using English and Persian Boolean search strings. Eligible sources included empirical, quasi-
empirical, review, and meta-methodological studies addressing methodological aspects of public-
sector HRM, while purely theoretical, non-peer-reviewed, and methodologically unclear
publications were excluded. From 520 initial records, 128 sources (75 international and 53 Iranian)
met the inclusion criteria. Data were analyzed through descriptive classification based on a six-
dimensional evaluation framework and critical comparison with international methodological
standards. Qualitative coding was conducted using MAXQDA, descriptive analyses were
performed in Excel, and inter-coder reliability was confirmed with a Cohen's kappa coefficient of
0.87.

Findings

Analysis of the 128 selected sources identified six recurring methodological deficiencies that
collectively weaken the credibility, explanatory power, and policy relevance of public-sector
human resource management (HRM) research in Iran. These shortcomings are rooted in both
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institutional constraints—including bureaucratic complexity, restricted access to organizational
data, and political influences—and academic factors such as publication pressures, the dominance
of quantitative traditions, and limited training in advanced research methods. First, quantitative
cross-sectional survey designs overwhelmingly dominated the literature, accounting for
approximately 70-78% of the reviewed studies. Structural equation modeling (SEM) and partial
least squares SEM were the principal analytical techniques, while rigorous controls for common-
method bias were rarely implemented. Heavy reliance on single-wave, self-reported data produced
static findings that inadequately captured the dynamic effects of administrative reforms, digital
transformation, and changing institutional environments. Second, although 15-18% of studies
claimed to employ mixed-methods designs, genuine methodological integration remained limited.
Qualitative and quantitative components were rarely combined through deep triangulation or meta-
inference, reducing the complementary strengths of mixed-methods research and limiting its
contribution to theory development and practical problem-solving. Third, longitudinal,
experimental, and quasi-experimental research designs were largely absent. Fewer than 6% of the
studies used longitudinal or panel data, and advanced techniques such as latent growth modeling
were virtually nonexistent. Consequently, long-term effects of HR policies and organizational
change have remained insufficiently examined. Fourth, dependence on self-reported questionnaires
was pervasive, with more than four-fifths of the studies relying exclusively on employee
perceptions. Multi-source research designs and the use of secondary administrative data were rare,
while procedures for controlling common-method bias were reported only in a small proportion of
studies, limiting the reliability and validity of research findings. Fifth, multilevel analysis and
institutional contextualization were seriously underdeveloped. Most studies focused exclusively on
individual-level variables, with very limited attention to organizational or policy-level factors. No
study employed multilevel modeling to examine interactions across different analytical levels,
despite the complex institutional nature of public organizations. Finally, emerging methodological
approaches—including Q-methodology, fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis, organizational
social network analysis, scenario planning, advanced Delphi techniques, and artificial intelligence-
based analytics—were virtually absent. In contrast to recent international developments, Iranian
public-sector HRM research remains largely dependent on conventional cross-sectional survey
methodologies. Overall, these methodological patterns have produced a body of knowledge that is
predominantly descriptive, static, and insufficiently equipped to generate robust evidence for
evidence-based policymaking, administrative reform, and the evolving challenges of public-sector
human resource management.

Conclusion

Despite substantial quantitative growth, Iranian public-sector HRM scholarship continues to
exhibit recurring methodological limitations: dominance of single-source cross-sectional
quantitative designs, extensive reliance on self-reports, scarcity of longitudinal and multilevel
studies, superficial mixed-methods practice, and neglect of institutional context. Theoretically, this
concentration on individual-level variables has hindered the development of dynamic, multilevel
theories capable of explaining the complex realities of public organizations. Methodologically,
elevated risks of common-method bias and restricted generalizability from single-organization
samples diminish the credibility of findings. From a policy standpoint, decision-makers require
robust, temporally sensitive evidence to design administrative reforms and evaluate policy
effectiveness—an evidence base the current literature only partially supplies. This study makes



M ethodological Challengesin Public Sector Human Resource ... | Danaeifard & Y azdani

contributions at three complementary levels. Theoretically, it systematically maps methodological
patterns and clarifies how over-emphasis on cross-sectional, individual-level designs impedes
comprehensive theory building. Methodologically, it supplies a six-dimensional analytic
framework and practical checklist usable by journal reviewers, thesis supervisors, and research
evaluators. Practically and policy-wise, it offers concrete guidance for researchers, policymakers,
and public HR managers seeking more credible evidence. Recommended pathways include small-
scale longitudinal and multi-wave designs, genuine mixed-methods research with deep integration,
systematic use of secondary administrative data and multi-source designs, multilevel modeling and
configurational approaches, and incorporation of emerging data-driven and Al-supported methods.
Strengthening advanced methodological training, fostering university—agency data-sharing
partnerships, and advancing open-science practices can further elevate rigor.Ultimately, improving
methodological rigor is essential not only for advancing public-sector HRM scholarship but also
for strengthening evidence-informed governance and sustainable public administration reforms in
Iran.

Keywords: Human resource management, Public sector, Methodological challenges, Critical
review, Methodological rigor, Institutional context.
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1. MAXQDA

2. Cohen’s Kappa

3. Structural Equation Modeling: SEM

4. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling: PLS-SEM
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1. Common Method Bias

2. Harman’s single-factor test

3. Marker Variable

4. Confirmatory Factor Analysis with Latent Method Factor
5. Triangulation

6. Meta-inference
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