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Background & Purpose: Despite the ratification of executive regulations and guidelines for the
recruitment and retention of elites in executive agencies to attract top-talent human capital into
Iran’s administrative system, empirical evidence reveals a profound gap between declared
objectives and actual outcomes. Consequently, the present study aims to identify the strengths,
weaknesses, and barriers to implementing the policy of attracting, employing, and retaining elites
in Iran’s public executive agencies.

Methodology: This qualitative research adopted an inductive approach within an interpretivist
paradigm, utilizing a case study strategy. The participants comprised 23 experts (including public
managers, policy implementers, and recruited elites) selected through purposive sampling. Data
were collected via semi-structured interviews until theoretical saturation was achieved, and
subsequently analyzed using thematic analysis technique.

Findings: The findings indicated that the implementation of this policy possesses certain
strengths, notably the promotion of meritocracy, the systematization of recruitment and retention
processes, and the reinforcement of value-orientation. However, the implementation phase is
hindered by procedural and structural weaknesses. Furthermore, the barriers to implementation
were identified and categorized into two main domains: “incongruent mutual perceptions and
expectations between elites and the administrative apparatus” and “organizational barriers”.

Conclusion: The ineffectiveness of the elite policy is rooted less in legislative vacuums and more
in deficient institutional capacity and flawed implementation design. The success of this policy
necessitates a transition from a rigidly regulatory approach toward a cohesive, transparent, and
supportive administrative framework. Such a system must foster a merit-based environment,
devoid of bureaucratic resistance and politicization.
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Policy of Attracting, Employing, and Retaining Elites in Public Executive
Agencies

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

In the era of digital governance, the sustainable competitive advantage of governments is
inextricably linked to the quality of their human capital. Recognizing this imperative, Iran’s
administrative system has formulated several strategic documents, notably the “2021 Regulation
on the Attraction and Retention of Top Talent,” to facilitate the entry of elites into the public
sector. Empirical evidence, however, indicates a profound gap between the policy’s objectives and
its implementation. While previous literature has largely reduced the failure of elite policies to
individual motivational factors (e.g., brain drain) or macro-structural constraints, there is a
noticeable research gap regarding the systematic and comprehensive evaluation of the
“implementation” phase. To bridge this theoretical and practical gap, the present study aims to
systematically identify the strengths, weaknesses, and barriers to implementing the policy of
attracting, employing, and retaining elites in the country’s executive agencies, thereby providing
an evidence-based roadmap for public policymakers.

Methodology

This qualitative research was conducted using an inductive approach within an interpretivist
paradigm, employing a case study strategy for an in-depth exploration of the policy
implementation context. The statistical population comprised experts involved in the elite policy
ecosystem. Utilizing purposive sampling with maximum variation, 23 participants—including
public managers, policy implementers across ministries, and recruited elites—were selected. Data
collection was carried out through semi-structured interviews until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis approach was employed for data analysis. The
trustworthiness of the findings was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria (credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability). Furthermore, coding reliability was rigorously
validated using Holsti’s coefficient, yielding highly acceptable values of 0.84 for inter-coder
reliability and 0.90 for test-retest reliability.

Findings
The thematic analysis of the interviews culminated in the identification of the policy’s

implementation strengths, weaknesses, and contextual barriers, which were subsequently
categorized into comprehensive analytical themes. Regarding strengths, three prominent main

themes emerged from the empirical data. First Promoting meritocracy encompasses the
enhancement of merit-based selection mechanisms and the provision of structured professional
development programs designed to foster continuous growth. Second ,Systematizing recruitment
and retention involves the establishment of rule-based administrative frameworks, alongside the
continuous tracking and monitoring of elite affairs to ensure policy compliance. Third ,Value-
orientation and support emphasizes the provision of targeted financial and non-financial backing,
as well as granting formal institutional recognition to the elites’ status within the governance

apparatus. Collectively, these strengths indicate that the policy inherently possesses the requisite
structural capacity to initiate a paradigm shift, transitioning the traditional administrative logic



Identifying the Strengths, Weaknesses, ... | Dehghanpour-Farashah et all

toward professional rationality and competence-based governance.
Nevertheless, the practical implementation phase is hindered by procedural and structural
weaknesses .Procedural weaknesses manifest as slow and attritional execution processes that

exhaust applicants, the inappropriate and inefficient utilization of elite capacity (often sidelining
them in peripheral roles rather than assigning them to complex problem-solving), profound
ambiguities in policy implementation, and notable managerial deficiencies in effective talent

stewardship. Conversely ,structural weaknesses are rooted in the inflexible bureaucratic context.

These primarily present as institutionalized conservatism—whereby agencies actively resist
innovation to tenaciously maintain the familiar status quo—coupled with inadequate compensation

systems that reflect a stark inability to compete with the lucrative incentives of the private sector.

Furthermore, the present study identified formidable contextual and external implementation
barriers. The first overarching category of barriers JIncongruent mutual perceptions and
expectations ,signifies a profound rupture in the psychological contract between the elites and the

state. This mismatch encompasses the recruited elites’ sense of entitlement, organizations’
unrealistic expectations regarding immediate elite performance, a disproportionate imbalance
among job applicants across certain agencies, and the elites’ deeply entrenched negative

preconceived image of the public bureaucracy. The second category ,Organizational barriers ,

encompasses pervasive systemic pathologies. These include intense politicization where political
loyalty routinely supersedes professional merit, severe organizational constraints such as chronic
shortages of approved posts and budget allocations, and an unfavorable, isolating organizational
climate deliberately created by incumbent staff members who feel professionally threatened by the

influx of incoming elites.
Conclusion

Conclusion :Theoretically, the findings of this research offer novel contributions to the literature
on public policy implementation and public administration. The results demonstrate that in
developing countries, the failure of elite attraction and retention policies is rarely attributable to
legislative vacuums or an absence of upstream macro-documents. Rather, this failure is the direct
byproduct of deficient institutional capacity, flawed implementation design, and, most importantly,
a profound contradiction and rupture between the “elites’ psychological contracts” and rigid
“bureaucratic realities ”.From a practical and policy perspective, this study suggests that public
policymakers must transcend traditional, strictly regulatory approaches and move toward
architecting a cohesive, transparent, and supportive administrative ecosystem. To optimize the
implementation phase of this policy, executive agencies require comprehensive process re-
engineering; recruitment procedures must become highly agile, decisively eliminating attritional
and time-consuming bureaucracy. Furthermore, the deployment and placement systems for elites
must be strictly needs-based and driven by specialized competencies. This ensures that their
analytical and innovative capacities, instead of being squandered on routine administrative tasks,
are directly harnessed to solve complex, strategic issues within the public sector .In the realm of
retention, the public sector is obliged to design competitive and comprehensive compensation
packages that extend far beyond initial symbolic gestures, guaranteeing clearly defined career
trajectories, psychological safety, and equitable financial incentives. Culturally and contextually,
cultivating an innovative organizational climate and neutralizing any form of politicization in
human resource decisions are absolutely critical for mitigating the professional isolation of elites
and ensuring their successful integration into the organizational fabric. Ultimately, the effective
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governance of top-tier human capital necessitates a fundamental paradigm shift: public
organizations must proactively and flexibly adapt their own structures and procedures to
accommodate and leverage elite capacities, rather than applying institutional pressure to compel
top talents into assimilating with traditional, conservative, and rigidly ossified bureaucratic norms.

Keywords: Policy implementation, Policy implementation barriers, Elite attraction, employment,
and retention, Iran’s executive agencies, Public administration
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