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Background & Purpose: Merit-based recruitment and selection is a fundamental principle in
Iran’s administrative system, and the Administrative and Recruitment Organization of Iran, as the
central policymaking authority in public sector employment, is responsible for ensuring the
provision of competent human resources for public administration. This study aims to diagnose
the current challenges of the public sector recruitment and selection system and to propose
strategies for improving its effectiveness.

Methodology: This qualitative study is grounded in an interpretivist paradigm and employs an
inductive approach. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with experts in public
sector recruitment and selection and subsequently analyzed using thematic analysis. A purposive
sampling technique was utilized, resulting in a total of 22 interviews through which theoretical
saturation was achieved.

Findings: The analysis identified 101 codes, which were grouped into three main themes and
seven subthemes. The main themes included (1) challenges related to assessment tools and
methods, with the subthemes of written examinations and employment interviews, (2) challenges
related to recruitment actors, with the subthemes of interviewers and applicants, and (3)
challenges related to governance and institutional factors, with the subthemes of requesting
executive agencies, legal and structural constraints, and policy-related challenges. The key
problems identified were the absence of competency-based examinations, insufficient
standardization of interviews, cognitive biases among interviewers, declining willingness of elite
and high-calibre candidates to join the public sector, weak public sector human resource
planning, legal restrictions, and fragmented recruitment policies.

Conclusion: The results showed that the public sector recruitment and selection system faces
simultaneous challenges in three dimensions: assessment tools, actors, and institutional
structures. From a theoretical perspective, by moving beyond a one-dimensional view, this
research provides an integrated and systemic pathological framework for recruitment and
selection management in the public sector. From a practical perspective, by accurately
identifying bottlenecks, this study presents a policy package, including the establishment of
standardized assessment centers, professionalization of interview panels, and revision of the
implementation procedures of Chapter 6 of the Civil Service Management Law, as an operational
roadmap to improve the effectiveness of this system.
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Pathology of the Recruitment and Selection M anagement System in
Iran’s Public Sector

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

Merit-based recruitment and selection constitutes a foundational pillar of an efficient and
accountable public administration. In Iran, the Administrative and Recruitment Organization of
Iran operates as the central policymaking authority for public sector employment. To ensure
meritocracy and fairness in employment, centralized recruitment examinations have been
implemented since 2014. However, empirical evidence and organizational experiences reveal
profound shortcomings, including non-merit-based evaluations, overly protracted recruitment and
selection processes, often extending up to 18 months, and the attrition or withdrawal of elite and
high-calibre candidates at intermediate stages of the recruitment and selection process.
Consequently, a rigorous diagnosis of the public sector recruitment and selection system is
essential to identify the fundamental challenges confronting this system and to determine how its
effectiveness can be improved. This study aims to systematically diagnose the current
multidimensional challenges embedded within the public sector recruitment and selection
management system and to propose strategic solutions to enhance its effectiveness. The primary
research question guiding this study is. What are the fundamental challenges facing the
recruitment and selection system in Iran’s public sector?

M ethodology

This qualitative study is grounded in an interpretivist paradigm, utilizing an inductive approach to
explore the intricacies of public sector recruitment and selection. The expert population comprised
recruitment specialists, specifically executive managers of employment examinations at the central
organization and human resources directors across national executive agencies. A purposive
sampling technique was employed to select participants with deep operational knowledge. Data
were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 22 interviews. For data analysis, thematic analysis
based on the King, Horrocks, and Brooks (2019) framework was utilized, encompassing open
coding, subordinate theme generation, and overarching theme development. To ensure the
robustness and quality of the research, Lincoln and Guba's trustworthiness criteria (credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability) were rigorously applied throughout the process.

Findings
Thematic analysis of the transcribed interviews yielded 101 distinct open codes, which were
systematically categorized into three main themes and seven subthemes:

1. Chalenges Related to Assessment Tools and Methods: This main theme comprises two
subthemes:
a) Challenges of Written Examinations; Existing written examinations in the public



b)
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sector primarily focus on theoretical knowledge, rote memorization, and test-taking
skills, and fail to adequately assess practical skills, analytical thinking, and job-related
problem-solving capabilities. Key challenges diminishing the validity of written
examinations include the absence of a sound scientific competency model, the use of
identical questions across distinct job positions, insufficient alignment with job
specifications and actual agency needs, the administrative monopoly of the testing
agency, and substantial time lags between an agency’s recruitment request and the
examination date due to the requirement of reaching a minimum number of
participating agencies.

Challenges of Employment Interviews (Supplementary Assessment): At this stage,
genuine merit-based selection is further impeded by systemic issues such as a lack of
standardization and procedural uniformity, absence of transparent evaluation metrics
for scoring, disproportionately low weight assigned to interviews in final selection
decisions, insufficient interview duration relative to the expected assessment scope,
the confounding influence of extraneous factors (e.g., physical appearance, tone of
voice, and socia rapport), and the absence of widespread, structured utilization of
standardized assessment centers.

2. Challenges Related to Recruitment Actors: This main theme encompasses two subthemes:

a)

b)

Challenges Related to Interviewers: Findings reveal that interview panels frequently
suffer from a shortage of trained and professional interviewers. Assessors lack of
essential knowledge and skills precipitates cognitive biases, perceptual errors, and
evaluation flaws. Moreover, persona prejudice, subjective bias, potential conflicts of
interest, and interviewer fatigue resulting from consecutive sessions severely
compromise decision-making independence and rigor.

Challenges Related to Applicants: Key challenges in this domain involve a widening
disconnect between academic instruction and actual job requirements, a critical
shortage of qualified applicants for specialized roles and specific regions,
misrepresentation of credentials, and most alarmingly, declining willingness of elite
and high-calibre candidates to enter the public sector, accompanied by their growing
preference for private-sector employment or emigration.

3. Challenges Related to Governance and Institutional Factors: This structural main theme is
differentiated into three subthemes:

a)

b)

<)

Challenges Related to Requesting Executive Agencies: Many executive agencies are
plagued by deficient strategic human resource planning, inadequate job analysis and
design, a passive recruitment posture, and an inability to accurately forecast future
human capital demand.

Lega and Structural Constraints: The system is severely constrained by highly
cumbersome and prolonged procedures for securing recruitment permits from the
Administrative and Recruitment Organization of Iran, extended recruitment timelines
lasting up to 18 months because of existing statutory requirements, and legal
impediments restricting the deployment of innovative assessment tools and flexible
hiring mechanisms.

Policy-Related Challenges: Macro-level challenges include the fragmentation of
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human capital management policies, institutional dispersion of recruitment
management across multiple entities, ambiguity and complexity of recruitment
guidelines and policies, frequent policy shifts, and a pervasive failure to evaluate
policy effectiveness.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the public sector recruitment and selection system simultaneously
faces multi-layered challenges across its assessment mechanisms, human actors, and institutional
structures. From a theoretical perspective, by transcending traditional and single-factor analyses,
this research significantly contributes to the existing literature. It introduces a comprehensive and
systemic pathological framework for human capital governance in the public sector, elucidating
the interconnected nature of recruitment failures from tool design to policy formulation. From a
practical perspective, by accurately identifying bottlenecks, this study provides strategic
recommendations for reforming the recruitment and selection management system in the public
sector. Key dtrategic recommendations include the mandatory deployment of standardized
employment assessment centers to replace traditional, unstructured interviews, thereby ensuring
the competency-based evaluation of candidates. Furthermore, professionalizing interview panels
through rigorous and mandatory training programs is essential to mitigate cognitive biases and
evaluation errors. Additionaly, this study advocates for substantial structural and legal reforms.
Such procedural modernization is imperative to inject flexibility into the recruitment and selection
process, align public sector hiring with modern talent acquisition strategies, eliminate fragmented
policies, and ultimately rebuild the public sector’s employer brand to attract and retain high-
performing human capital.

Keywords: Employment examinations, Supplementary assessment, Public sector, Recruitment
and selection, Human capital governance, Recruitment and selection management system.
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1. On-Campus College Recruitment and Job Fairs

2. Screening

3. Dessler & Chhinzer

4. NEO-FFI and NEO-PI-R

5. Myers-Briggs Type Indicator

6. DISC Profile

7. Job knowledge test

8. Honesty or integrity tests

9. Statistics Canada’ s Workplace and Employee Survey
10. Mann & Chowhan
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1. Stromberg Dexterity Test
2. Minnesota Rate of Manipulation Test
3. Purdue Pegboard
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1. Greenan, Lanfranchi, L'Horty, Narcy & Pierné
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1. Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill
2. King, Horrocks & Brooks
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1. Lincoln & Guba
2. Credibility

3. Confirmability
4. Dependability

5. Transferability
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