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Abstract

Background: Succession Planning (SP) is a human capital strategy for the continuity and promotion of the organization to a higher
level and greater productivity. Universities of medical science have not been spared from these transformations; recently, they have
faced various management development challenges. Identifying and eliminating these barriers is necessary for academic SP
organization. To explain the obstacles to SP in the universities of medical sciences in Tehran, Iran.

Methods: The present study has been designed as qualitative conventional content analysis research. Participants were purposively
selected from experts and professionals with managerial and leadership positions, stakeholders, key informants of leadership SP in
universities of medical sciences, high, senior, and middle managers in medical science education, and exemplary successful managers
in the SP from August 2021 to December 2022. Data collection was done through 16 semi-structured, in-depth interviews using
Maximum Variation Sampling. The validity and reliability of the data were obtained using Lincoln and Guba's criteria. Barriers to SP
of educational leaders in universities of medical sciences were extracted.

Results: Three main categories, 14 subcategories, and 75 final codes were discovered. The main categories were trans-
organizational, organizational, and personal obstacles. Trans-organizational factors included a policy of selecting top academic leaders,
inadequate support of top managers, and exogenous political and economic obstacles. Organizational factors included human resource
(HR) management obstacles, challenging positions, a missing link of documentation of rich leadership experiences, relative
incompatibility of organizational culture with the SP, resistance to change, lack of financial resources, and insufficient focus on talent
management. Personal factors included the lack of new management competencies, self-centeredness, insufficient motivation, and an
inefficient attitude.

Conclusion: The succession process requires flat structures, decentralization, delegation, and mutual trust. It is necessary to review
the policies for appointing chancellors of universities and other levels of management of hospitals and public health centers, and to
redefine them based on talent management. Therefore, conducting studies on this issue is suggested to obtain definite results.

Keywords: Medical Education, Personnel Management, Leadership, Population Health Management, Policy Maker

*This work has been published under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license.
Copyright© Iran University of Medical Sciences

Cite this article as: Neisani Samani L, Sohrabi Z, Bigdeli S, Gholipoor A. Obstacles to the Educational Leadership Succession Planning in Iranian
Universities of Medical Sciences: A Qualitative Approach. Med J Islam Repub Iran. 2026 (27 May);40:54. https://doi.org/10.47176/mjiri.40.54

Introduction

The future belongs to organizations that take advantage
of all their opportunities to face new challenges (1). Suc-
cessful organizations seek to recruit, maintain, and devel-
op talents who support their survival by applying appro-
priate procedures, plans, and strategies. Focusing on lead-
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ers’ most vital organizational tasks and supporting human
resources as the most crucial source influencing unex-
pected changes can lead the organization to achieve a
competitive advantage. Hence, the key benefit of success-
ful organizations is that competent people in positions are

Key messages:

1What is “already known” in this topic:

Universities are facing various management development challenges.
Higher education needs new managers with novel capacities to develop
leaders based on new paradigms, and apply suitable approaches in
training proficient managers facing the complex and rapidly changing
environment of higher education. Many personal and organizational
obstacles hinder the proper implementation of succession planning.

— What this article adds:

Effective succession planning in Iranian medical universities is impeded
by some barriers like centralized structures, politicized and unstable
leadership environments, and insufficient managerial soft skills among
academic leaders. Iranian medical universities can improve leadership
transition processes by considering these hindrances.
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vital. Critical for the success of complex organizations in
the scenario of dynamic competition arising from the en-
vironmental changes of the current world, SP is a human
capital strategy for the continuity and promotion of the
organization to a higher level and more productivity (2),
so that it is one of the essential requirements for the sur-
vival and progress of organizations in several frameworks
and models (3).

Universities have not been spared from these transfor-
mations; recently, they have faced various management
development challenges. Higher education needs new
managers with novel capacities to develop leaders and
managers based on new paradigms, have attitudes appro-
priate to the requirements, and apply suitable approaches
in training proficient managers facing the complex and
wide-changing environment of higher education at domes-
tic and global levels efficiently (4).

Because of their unique complexity, multi-purpose en-
terprise, mission of training committed and competent
physicians and paramedics, and providing health services
to members of society, extensive international connec-
tions, and being affected by the globalization process,
universities of medical sciences and medical schools are
among the first-rate organizations to establish succession
plans (1).

A review of the literature shows that many personal and
organizational factors prohibit the practical implementa-
tion of SP. There are administrative obstacles, e.g., failing
to receive support from top university administrators and
cultivate efficient educational leaders, and personal obsta-
cles, such as unwillingness to receive advice, fear of in-
creasing age, retirement, and death, no understanding of
the change of ownership, and the value of organizations
(5). Challenges to SP implementation were the second
theme extracted from 27 articles (16%) in a systematic
review (2021) that examined 174 articles on SP in the last
decade. The first main obstacle to establishing a succes-
sion plan was the managers’ inability to translate their
ideas from the succession plan to the operational plan (6).

The complexity and challenges of leadership SP depend
on the uncertainty of future paths in an educational envi-
ronment and planning for the unknown; however, they are
necessary for continuing academic success and entering
the future (7). Researchers have proposed organizational
obstacles hindering the proper implementation of succes-
sion plans: the unwillingness for a proposed job position,
the incompatibility of individuals’ skills and jobs, limited
development of organizations, ineffective communication,
dishonesty, conflict, and uncertainty in the organization
about successful implementation. Therefore, identifying
and eliminating these obstacles is necessary (5).

Gholipour et al. (2012) examined a diverse set of facili-
tating or inhibiting factors in developing SP, emphasizing
that in terms of the common organizational culture in
some organizations, especially dishonesty in providing
information, factors such as not trusting each other, and
feeling jealousy towards colleagues, along with universal
elements such as not receiving sufficient support from top
managers, calculating cost and benefit, and lack of general
motivation among employees, pose obstacles to SP (8).
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Conducting a critical review, Ngcamu (2019) stated that
little research had been done on the SP of universities and
their challenges. In his review of South African universi-
ties, the weak support of the HR department for university
administrators, weakness of interpersonal communication,
and the destructive contradictions of unethical emails from
senior members to the dean of schools, poor management
of new university chancellors without previous leadership
experience, no access to the primary computer tools, the
lack of members of the university management offices in
protest of the budget deficit, and the occupation of active
positions by retired people without a recruitment call were
the obstacles to implementing a succession plan (9).

There is no formal SP in the Iranian universities of med-
ical sciences. Thus, considering the critical status of suc-
cession in organizational development and the non-
generalizability of the results obtained from other sectors
to universities of medical sciences, the present study aims
to explain the obstacles to SP in universities of medical
sciences in Tehran, Iran.

Methods

Study design

After obtaining the Protection Code of Human Subjects
in Medical Research IR.IJUMS.FMD.REC.1400.394 from
the Ethics Committee of Iran University of Medical Sci-
ences (IUMS), the present qualitative study aimed to ex-
plain the barriers to educational leadership SP in Iranian
universities of medical sciences. Qualitative research
deeply extracts data from the context to describe ongoing
events and explain the facts for upcoming phenomena and
events. Content analysis is employed as a research method
based on the naturalistic paradigm to provide the research
objectives and answer the main research questions In this
technique. If the classification of codes and the formation
of subcategories are derived directly from the text data, it
is conventional content analysis-- an inductive method

(10).

Participants

The research population comprised experts and profes-
sionals (with one of the two inclusion criteria of having
higher education in HR management and lecturing or re-
searching the related courses at universities and being
employed in the managerial levels of the HR field of uni-
versities affiliated to the Ministry of Health, Medicine,
and Medical Education or Science Research and Technol-
ogy); stakeholders including faculty members of universi-
ties of medical sciences; heads, senior and middle manag-
ers of hospitals and medical training centers affiliated to
universities of medical sciences); key informants of the
educational leadership SP in universities of medical sci-
ences; and exemplary successful managers in SP.

Sampling method

Participants were selected via a non-probability purpos-
ive sampling with maximum difference examining differ-
ent individuals with different characteristics to consider all
the influencing factors in the phenomenon (11). Accord-
ingly, after obtaining written informed consent and
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providing an information sheet, the researcher conducted
in-depth interviews with 16 participants (Table 1).

The first interviewee was an educational leader, the
vice-chancellor of a University of Medical Sciences in
Tehran, with 29 years of academic activities and informal
succession experiences in key positions. According to the
first interview data, the researcher invited participants
with different demographic and professional characteris-
tics to participate in the study so that more comprehensive
data and acceptable results could be obtained. Selecting
the second interviewee continued based on the gap in the
data of the first interview, and continued until the re-
searcher reached data saturation.

Data collection

The data was collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews. One-to-one interviews were by prior appoint-
ment. Because of the sampling coincidence with the
COVID-19 pandemic, health protocols were implemented.
Therefore, thirteen interviews were conducted in the in-
terviewees’ offices face-to-face, and three were conducted
virtually through Skype video calls. The researcher rec-
orded each participant’s demographic and professional
characteristics in the individual profile registration form.
After explaining the research subject with an opening
question, the interviewees were asked to introduce them-
selves and their managerial experiences.

The interview questions were open-ended; according to
the research objectives, and the cooperation of an expert
consultant knowledgeable about the subject and method-
ology. The main questions were: “In your opinion, what
are the obstacles to leadership and management SP in uni-
versities?”” and “What obstacles have you realized so far in
the educational leadership SP?”

The subsequent questions were also asked as the inter-
views progressed. Also, the interviewer made follow-up
statements, such as “Please give an example!” to obtain
the interviewees’ in-depth opinions. During and after the
interviews, the researcher controlled the correctness of
each participant’s perceptions of their statements through
member checking. With the interviewees’ consent, the
interviewer recorded their voices with a voice recorder,

Table 1. Characteristics of the interviewees

stored and protected, observing confidentiality and ano-
nymity principles.

Data analysis

Conventional content analysis was used based on the
content analysis of Graneheim and Landman (2004). First,
the researcher carefully investigated the content of each
interview and analyzed it into meaningful components
through decontextualization. Then, based on the similarity
of semantic units, the research team did coding: the prima-
ry codes were sorted according to the conceptual similari-
ty, and new patterns emerged as subcategories and catego-
ries with a general meaning by integrating the similarities.
Via de-contextualization and re-contextualization, the
content was analyzed, and subcategories were extracted
based on the research objectives and questions. Also, ab-
straction and interpretation were two major scientific data
analysis tools (12). Each interview was coded before the
next one. 690 minutes (20 to 40-minute sessions) of inter-
views were conducted in 16 sessions. After each interview
and before starting the next interview, the interview text
was reviewed and analyzed. Data collection and case se-
lection continued until all opinions, knowledge, experi-
ences, and lack of new findings (data saturation stage)
were obtained (Table 2).

Data validity and reliability

The data validity and reliability were obtained using the
four general criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba
(1985), including credibility, transferability, dependabil-
ity, and confirmability (12). Credibility was enhanced
using the integration of semi-structured in-depth inter-
views, member checking, and simultaneous analysis by
the research team; transferability increased through the
thick description, confirmability was promoted through
transcription as soon as possible, peers’ opinions, and re-
view of the texts typed by the participants; and dependa-
bility was enhanced through an inquiry audit.

Results
In this study, 16 expert educational leaders and manag-
ers, and the individuals involved in the succession plan in

Characteristic Level
Education MD (4)
Ph.D. (12)

Professional position

Governance leader of the health system (2)

University chancellor (1)

Deputy (5)

Development office manager (1)
Chairman in educational hospitals (1)
Eligible top educational leader (1)
Department manager (4)

Faculty member (1)

The highest work field

Mean and SD of age (years)
Mean and SD of employment duration (years)

International Affairs Unit (3)

Ministry of Health and Medical Education (2)
Academic Headquarters (4)

Faculty/school affairs (7)

51.7+6.63

21.4+7.90
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Table 2. A selection of the content analysis and extraction of the SP obstacles

Category

Code

The policy of selecting top academic leaders in the  dominance of physician leadership in the health sys-

L universities of medical sciences
Trans-organizational

obstacles

Exogenous political and economic factors

tem, appointment of staff managers

Centralized system of the Ministry of Health and Med-
ical Education, unequal budgeting of similar universi-
ties by the government

HR management-related factors

Challenging and stressful situation

Lack of qualified faculty members, high management
turnover

High work stress in key medical education positions,
the necessity of educational leaders’ accountability in
medical sciences universities to legal organizations

Documentation of rich leadership experiences: The Institutional failure to deliver work and documents

missing link

Organizational obstacles
SP

Resistance to change

Lack of financial resources

Insufficient focus on talent management

during turnover, and no documentation of the common
and valuable experiences of managers

Relative incompatibility of organizational culture with ~ No succession atmosphere in universities, existence of

a culture of secrecy in the selection and announcement
of candidacy

Members and employees compete for key positions,
and negative behaviors, such as obstructing the imple-
mentation of the plan.

Insufficient budgeting for the establishment of the SP
Uncertain outcome of succession for the candidates,
an upward trend to realize succession in the universi-
ties of medical sciences

Lack of new management competence
Self-centeredness

Personal obstacles Insufficient motivation

Inefficient attitude

Inadequate literacy in managerial informatics, holding
a key position without administrative experience

Habit of seeking convenience, preference of faculty
members for individual advancement

The existence of high-paying private, professional
positions for the medical team and negative experienc-
es of registering positions hinder the action.

No belief in the top leaders of the medical education
system, and fear of losing a position

universities of medical sciences in Tehran province, were
invited to participate in the research and be interviewed.

Finally, after combining, reducing, and assimilating the
codes, three main categories, 16 subcategories, and 75
final codes were discovered (Table 2).

Trans-organizational obstacles

The policy of selecting top academic leaders in the
universities of medical sciences

The direct appointment of the chancellors of universities
by the Minister of Health and Medical Education and the
appointment of vice-chancellors and staff managers of
universities under the supervision of the Ministry of
Health, Treatment, and Medical Education were stated by
most of the participants as one of the main policies pre-
venting the succession plan. Physician dominance in the
health system in selecting educational leaders and manag-
ers at the macro level, academic headquarters, and clinical
training programs was also considered a trans-
organizational obstacle to SP.

Participant 2: “Physician dominance in the culture of
our society and universities of medical sciences is a rea-
son for not performing succession. In my opinion, every
plan is affected by the same physician dominance! This
phenomenon is an obstacle to choosing a good education-
al leader...”

The superiority of some selection criteria for education-
al managers, such as scientometric indicators, especially
the H-Index, which sometimes is a prerequisite for candi-
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dacy for critical positions instead of expertise and mana-
gerial skills, hinders succession.

Participant 3: “...a person with a high H-index is the
most eligible. I am afraid I have to disagree with this
opinion,; we had high H-index professors who taught, but
they were not outstanding teachers and could not teach
concepts. Therefore, being scientific is not proof of being
practical”.

Inadequate support of top managers for the succes-
sion plan

The absence of SP at the macro level of the current uni-
versity system and the senior managers’ little attention to
affairs beyond the university, according to most partici-
pants, hinders the formation and implementation of the
succession plan.

Participant 15: “CEOs’ support and acceptance of a
new and complex strategic plan is perhaps the most im-
portant condition for that plan. If they don’t value it or
don’t put this work in the governance priorities, the pro-
gram will stop”.

Exogenous political and economic obstacles

Most participants believed that the influence of the po-
litical and economic climate of the external environment
of the universities of medical sciences has a direct impact
on the management of the university, as a result, on the
succession of their educational leaders.

Participant 7:“Maybe we change people’s organization-
al positions every term! When the top official turns over,
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everything changes! Well, a manager knows me now, and
after four years, when he/she leaves, no one else will know
me!”

Organizational obstacles

HR management obstacles

All participants stated. HR management factors, includ-
ing HR eligibility shortage, high turnover, the generational
difference between a manager and his/her successor, mul-
tiple responsibilities, traditional management training, and
limitations in monitoring and evaluation of leadership,
were stated as the most cited organizational obstacles to
the succession plan.

Participant 5 “One issue that can be challenging is the
opinion of the faculty members or the managers them-
selves, that we are not sufficiently eligible and expert in-
dividuals for these positions. It is also an enormous chal-
lenge— we must choose among ineligible and inefficient
individuals”.

In addition, universities of medical sciences are required
to respond in four areas, including students, faculty mem-
bers, employees, and citizens. Insufficient time for man-
agers at the macro-management level prevents the imple-
mentation of the succession plan.

Participant 7: “We have various plans and programs.
Now, for example, we are on many committees! There are
so many other plans in this university that one gets ex-
hausted and bored with them. It all has an overlap”.

The lack of specialized leadership training before as-
suming most of the key positions and the use of previous
inefficient methods for in-service training of candidates
for positions were the obstacles discussed in HR training
for educational leadership.

Participant 5:“Anyway, the position I had been appoint-
ed to, with receiving no personnel department order,
without receiving even a single file or folder. It means I
came alone to my office one day and started my job!”

Lack of formal and organizational assessment of man-
agers, plan evaluation processes, failure to pursue evalua-
tion results and system reform, and insufficient knowledge
of top leaders regarding the spirit of the organization.

Challenging and stressful positions

Holding key positions in universities, especially the
schools of medicine, nursing, and midwifery, is stressful
because of the high-risk conditions of the patient. The
avoidance of competent managers from taking on chal-
lenging academic conditions reduces the success of the
succession plan.

Participant 15:“... the fields of general surgery, obstet-
rics, and gynecology, or neurology have their own chal-
lenging and stressful conditions, and most of our col-
leagues are afraid to accept the management of these de-
partments. These departments bear much responsibility,
and it is nerve-wracking and stressful because we are
dealing with people’s lives”.

Documentation of rich leadership experiences: The
missing link

A network of necessary documents containing valuable
experiences of educational leaders is not available, and
this is an enormous obstacle to transferring leadership
experiences in the organization.

Participant 4 argued: “It has not been seen that the cur-
rent chancellor of the university gathers ten previous uni-
versity chancellors, or the deputy minister gathers ten
former deputy ministers once a month or once every two
months, discussing the problems, for example, in the do-
main of education and eliciting their experiences”.

Relative incompatibility of organizational culture with
sp

Most participants mentioned issues such as no succes-
sion spirit in universities and no preparation of the organi-
zational culture for succession as obstacles to the SP. Par-
ticipant 8 believed that “in our organizational culture,
there is a fear and concern that if they consider a person
for a position, they don’t announce it until the last mi-
nute”.

Low compatibility of the current organizational culture
in the universities of medical sciences with all aspects of
the succession plan, the existence of secrecy in the selec-
tion and announcement of the candidacy of a position, and
the negative organizational attitude towards the selection
of a chosen class of the organization were other cultural
obstacles to the succession plan.

Resistance to change

Since implementing new plans is considered a transfor-
mation, when the SP is introduced or enforced for the
first time as a strategy for selecting leaders, it will face
organizational resistance. Employees compete for critical
positions, and negative behaviors, such as obstructing the
plan’s implementation by managers, employees, and even
students, may occur.

Participant 8: “Introducing new strategies has always
been a taboo, and I admit it is. I also see it in others: we
fear that if any turnover is going to be made and others
are informed in advance, they may prevent turnovers and
changes and obstruct the flow of implementing new strat-
egies. This matter may have consequences for the person
who is going to make changes”.

Lack of financial resources

The interviewees believed that it is not possible to allo-
cate funds and points to development path candidates to
replace key positions in public medical universities. Most
of them said that insufficient budgeting for establishing
the succession plan prevents its current realization.

Participant 9: “In a medical school, because many of

our deputies are not included in the organizational chart,
we have a series of problems in terms of payment, com-
pensation, and administrative benefits”.
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Insufficient focus on talent management

The respondents stated that the upward trend to realize
succession in universities of medical sciences is slow, and
the readiness of the forces to occupy key positions of con-
centration is not enough. There is no formal development
structure of Iranian academic succession in the universi-
ties of medical sciences. The official procedure of em-
powering talented members is not considered for taking
management positions-- sometimes, the recruitment of
competent internal talents does not occur because they are
not recognized.

Participant 10: “For selecting leaders and managers, of-
ficials consider a certain circle more than they want to do
a talent search. Most of them go based on acquaintance;
they insist on choosing a manager from those who are in
that circle”.

Personal obstacles

There are barriers to SP academic organizations, evolv-
ing in the orbit of individuals. The cases mentioned by the
interviewees were classified into four subcategories.

Lack of new management competencies

Holding a key position without managerial experience
and the necessary expertise to assume the educational
leadership, because of the priority of scientific expertise of
selected university managers, naturally leads to the dimi-
nution of gained managerial capabilities of educational
leaders, especially core leadership competencies for uni-
versities of the third millennium.

Participant 2:“..., the third generation university was
one of our goals, or when Dr. X (the chancellor of the
university) wanted to issue my personnel department or-
der, he said, ‘I expect you to come and establish a
knowledge-based company in your department’. Then the
COVID-19 crisis started, which limited our activities and
programs: we were worried about moving forward! There
was limited time and capacity for me as a head of the de-
partment, let alone for the professors!

Another important point is the insufficient literacy in in-
formatics and media. SP in THE third and fourth-
generation universities, parallel with the smartening of the
government, requires soft and hard leadership skills.

Self-centeredness

Personal obstacles in this subclass include:

a. Faculty members’ self-centeredness—their  prefer-
ence for personal development activities, i.e., advance-
ment from lecturing to professorship, and the priority of
goals and individual needs of the organization’s human
resources for employment; and

b. The managers’ selfishness prevents competent per-
sonnel from conflicts with the implementation and contin-
uation of the succession plan.

Participant 2: “The department faculty members were
engrossed in their work. In our field of study, everyone
wanted to write articles to get points for promotion; they
Jjust wanted their comfort. They believed that I should do
everything as the head of the department, they didn’t get
involved in the department’s affairs”.
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Insufficient motivation

At the lower management levels, the successors’ lack of
interest in the position to which he/she is appointed and
reluctance to manage affairs and lead the educational
flows can prevent the stability and continuity of the suc-
cession plan.

Participant 4: “Maybe a person is not motivated enough
to accept a position. Succession and management basical-
ly have several components: one, there should be the nec-
essary motivation for doing a job. According to the Haw-
thorne effect, people are more interested and successful in
their jobs when they are more professional”.

Inefficient attitude

Most participants cited the lack of belief in succession
planning among the top leaders in the medical education
system as the biggest obstacle to the succession plan. The
non-integrated attitude of the university leaders, the fear
of losing the position, the belief that the position is for a
lifetime, and the sense of ownership towards the position
are the selected codes of the above subcategory.

Participant 12: “...the entire management group does
not have the same attitude about seeing the future well or
asking people to be trained for the future. The issue is not
that a medical school is run by four, five, or seven depu-
ties, a president, and some middle managers. It does not
matter how much and how it is run! But the matter is that
their attitude is not only to see now but also to see tomor-
row, the tomorrows!

Discussion

The present study demonstrates the barriers to the de-
sign, implementation, and continuation of educational
leadership SP in Iranian universities of medical science.
Data analysis classified the barriers into three categories
of extra-organizational, organizational, and personal ob-
stacles. Experts believe that to implement the SP success-
fully, barriers must be identified and eliminated faster in
the organization (14).

Trans-organizational obstacles

The extra-organizational obstacles in this area include
three internal subcategories (Table 2). The selection pro-
cess of school deans and university chancellors, heads of
public hospitals, and directors of medical science educa-
tion boards in the country has been known as a serious
obstacle to the SP. They explained it had been the policy
of the Ministry of Health, Treatment, and Medical Educa-
tion to select staff, key educational leaders of universities
is a direct ministerial appointment. In some situations, the
university’s chancellor appoints deputies, staff managers,
and deans of affiliated medical schools, among the quali-
fied faculty members.

So far, the selection process of university chancellors
and staff assistants based on SP has not been reported in
universities of medical sciences around the world. In some
prestigious universities, such as Harvard, the university
association, comprising officials and professors, chooses
the university chancellor (15). Therefore, the policies
made by the government at the university level are ap-
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pointment-based, and, at the school level, selection-based.
Governance policies cannot be an absolute barrier to the
SP because choosing the chancellor of a university is such
that the highest authority of the health system proposes
him/her to the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolu-
tion.

Inadequate support of CEOs for the SP is abstracted as a
barrier. CEOs can play a prominent role in the successful
implementation of SP (16). Zain al-Dini Bidmeshki et al.
(2012) identified the commitment of senior managers to
SP as the most crucial factor in the progress and estab-
lishment of the plan from the perspective of the employees
of the higher education system (17).

In the present study, the key informants had not yet ex-
perienced a formal SP for educational leaders that had
been fully implemented. Meanwhile, literature indicates
that the existence of a strategic succession plan, training
of people for key positions, and the motivation of macro-
management are very important for any organization’s
progress and success (17).

The content analysis of the interviews showed that the
political and economic factors in the external environment
of universities affect the SP implementation in universities
of medical sciences. Consequently, the economic and po-
litical barriers related to such critical conditions affect
plans. Institutions outside the organization can impose
some political and economic climate on the university,
which in various cases is caused by international political
pressures, thus preventing the establishment and continua-
tion of excellent management programs (15).

Studies on extra-organizational factors affecting SP in
universities of medical sciences are rare. Pourmirza Kal-
hori et al. (2020) showed that the political and economic
arenas are effective on SP. Researchers believe that in the
21st century, concepts derived from globalization will
affect any university leadership program (18). Suriya KV
et al. (2022) showed that political, cultural, and technolog-
ical obstacles are influential in the tendency of organiza-
tions to establish and implement this plan (19).

Organizational obstacles

This study identified seven subcategories of organiza-
tional obstacles (Table 2). In the studies conducted in edu-
cational leadership, many organizational factors affect the
SP. Parfitt stated the barriers to SP in educational envi-
ronments: insufficient number of job opportunities, espe-
cially in task-oriented organizations such as universities of
medical sciences, resistance of the new generation talent-
ed employees to accept some educational career missions,
instability in selection and reward criteria, and limited
evaluation of managers (20). Borborjafari and Ahmadvand
(2016) discussed organizational problems that prevent the
proper implementation of SP: the lack of desire of an in-
dividual for the proposed position, the lack of fitness be-
tween the individual’s skills and the position in question,
ineffective communication, dishonesty, and conflicts and
mistrust in the organization (13).

Experts believe that in an organization, human factors
play a role more than other factors in maintaining and
expanding the level of performance and completing the

organization’s mission, and improving quality depends on
human factors (14). The senior management’s optimistic
view of HR and its capabilities can be seen in cases such
as the organization’s investments in the education and
research of faculty members, delegating authority to them,
and keeping key HR (17).

Lack of qualified HR to hold key positions is the most
significant organizational factor hindering the SP of edu-
cational leaders of universities of medical sciences. In
most cases, the leading expertise of the faculty members is
clinical and non-managerial. Despite the academic capa-
bilities of the educational groups, not all candidates for
educational leadership have the core leadership competen-
cies appropriate to the third-millennium university. This
problem is visible in small and new departments. In addi-
tion, the capacity of academic leadership positions in
health sciences is doubled because of the clinical educa-
tion environment and the provision of services to the peo-
ple. Succession experts believe that the first element to
focus on in the SP is the prediction of required HR (21).

The participants reported a high turnover rate as a chal-
lenge in SP. Studies have shown that the instability of the
educational system landscape leads to people leaving col-
leges. The turnover of heads with an interval of three
years or fewer favors the instability of the outlook and the
tendency of people to leave the organization. Hargreaves
(2005) believed that when a flourishing manager leaves,
various problems arise in the organization, the first of
which is dissociation, and this problem prevents progress
and improvement. He believed a manager should stay in a
position for five years or more. The transfer of leadership,
in this case, causes chaos in the organization (14). It is
noteworthy that an increase in rules and regulations, a
decrease in reimbursement, and a decrease in financial
support for research are observed (22). Shahn and Al-
Suliman (2022) found that the managers’ most significant
challenge is multi-tasking and difficulty balancing aca-
demic and administrative duties (23).

The present study showed that the generational differ-
ence between the manager and successor is one obstacle to
SP. Senior leaders in recent decades have acknowledged
that next-generation skills are challenging because of the
generational gap, the difference in  cognitive-
communication skills, language of dialogue, the succes-
sor’s belonging to the digital era, and the desire for indi-
vidualism. The only factor that reduced the perception of
difference or intergenerational gap was interpersonal rela-
tions between the manager and the successor. The report
of a project in Australia showed that the increase in the
composition of older demographics and academic staff
faced incredible challenges (23).

This study showed that traditional training of managers
is an obstacle to successful leadership SP. In today’s
world, due to the changes in the external environment and
the health needs of people and institutions providing
health services, educational leaders of universities of med-
ical sciences need advanced cognitive-communicative and
functional skills such as problem-solving, critical think-
ing, and teamwork. Hanson (2013) pointed out that the
education and training of organizational leaders have been
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a cookbook approach-- one topic after another has been
presented in order. A review of the literature shows that
the traditional methods of developing leaders have been
linear and are not effective in facing the global economy
and today’s complex world (24).

Another organizational barrier is the challenging key
positions. The significant difference between tenure posi-
tions in universities of medical sciences and other univer-
sities in social accountability is the commitment to protect
and improve people’s health and medical education. Uni-
versity chancellors are required to play a role in health’s
political and social situations. David et al. (2006) indicat-
ed that high incidence of complications such as emotional
exhaustion (25.4%) among the deans of medicine and
nursing schools and leaders of healthcare centers in the
US had a significant correlation with high levels of job
burnout; stress; lack of support resources and adaptability,
increase in abnormal physical and behavioral symptoms
and decrease in job satisfaction of managers and educa-
tional leaders (25).

The missing link of documenting the rich experiences of
leadership was an obstacle that has received less attention
in similar studies in previous years. Research shows that
knowledge transfer is very decisive for managers of or-
ganizations in reducing productivity loss and weakening
competitive advantage. A case study at Kharazmi Univer-
sity of Tehran indicated that the predictive variable of
succession had a direct and positive effect on knowledge
transfer (24). Documenting experience essay writing, ana-
lyzing, organizing, and recording experiences- is a branch
of experience management that plays a significant role in
the success of organizations; however, a comprehensive
and systematic process has not been developed (6).

The participants reported the relative incompatibility of
organizational culture with SP. In most academic envi-
ronments, individuals do not believe in the preference of
choosing the elite. SP should focus on the atmosphere and
organizational culture. For effective SP, organizational
culture must align with each level of the succession plan.
Therefore, organizational culture should be evaluated
along with planning (20). Gholipour et al. (2012) exam-
ined a diverse set of inhibiting factors in developing a
succession plan and emphasized that, in terms of common
organizational culture, especially dishonesty, mistrust, and
jealousy towards colleagues, along with universal factors
such as the need for the support of top managers, create
obstacles to the development of SP (16).

Organizational resistance in this area can occur at all
levels. A systematic review showed that the greatest chal-
lenge to SP is from managers on the verge of retirement
and who see their tenure close, and the envy of the previ-
ous manager to his/her successors is expressed, which is
considered as planning paralysis (26).

The sixth element related to HR management was iden-
tified as the limitation of supervision and evaluation of
managers. SP without evaluation, and the incomplete
feedback and monitoring of HR management plans in the
long term, can make the succession plan ineffective. In a
qualitative study conducted in 11 faculties, the weakness
of monitoring and evaluation outside the organization was
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a key factor in the failure of the university’s strategic
plans (27).

The last organizational factor hindering SP in universi-
ties of medical sciences is the lack of financial resources.
Leadership development requires financial investment and
equalizing faculty members’ functional units. Mosa-
deghrad et al. (2019) aimed to identify the challenges of
planning managers of the University, lack of funds, re-
sources, equipment, and physical space, and lobbying in
the allocation of funds were among the crucial challenges
in strategic planning. If the budget is distributed among
the universities of medical sciences across Iran based on
the characteristics, many problems may be solved (28).

Personal obstacles

The four themes formed the personal obstacles to the
succession plan (Table 2). Many personal barriers prevent
the practical implementation of succession programs (14).

The lack of new management skills is an individual fac-
tor that confronts the succession plan. Two main challeng-
es expressed in this study are: not being armed with media
literacy and informatics, and being ignorant of modern
leadership skills. Therefore, with the rapid advances in
technology and artificial intelligence, physicians and par-
amedics must emphasize traditional management meth-
ods, such as relying on the high emotional intelligence of
physicians and mastery of problem-solving, and acquiring
new management and leadership skills appropriate to the
complex organization of the University of Medical Sci-
ences and its hospitals. Since we are in the era of cross-
product of publication counts and impact factors, educa-
tional leaders of health sciences universities urgently need
the critical skills of consensus-building, conflict resolu-
tion, and high thinking capacity to effectively respond to
changes in the work environment. However, these skills
are the platform of high emotional intelligence that grows
with a strong sense of other-directedness (29).

A preference for personal interests over organizational
interests avoids the advancement of the SP. Seeking con-
venience, trying to promote scientific ranks without ac-
cepting educational leadership positions, and practicing
selfishness by managers can prevent the retention of com-
petent personnel under the subcategory of self-
centeredness from the establishment of the succession
plan. Studies in the Ministry of Sports and Youth showed
that the personality characteristics of the organization’s
individuals predicted the adoption of SP so that people
with more responsibility and flexibility were more recep-
tive to SP (30).

Insufficient motivation of the organization’s people to
change and develop hinders the establishment of the uni-
versity SP. A review of the literature indicates that the
best situation for a project manager is that the people in-
volved in the project want the organization’s goals to be
realized because they feel connected to the project’s out-
comes. Therefore, the motivation of the individual and the
organization is a factor for the progress and success of the
project (31). Alhuwalia et al. (2013) reported that one
obstacle to SP of university leadership is discouragement
and a lack of motivation toward succession (19).
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Conclusion, suggestions for further research, and
limitations

Barriers of official SP in Iranian universities of medical
sciences seem to be considered seriously. It is recom-
mended to review the policies for appointing chancellors
of universities, their deputies, deans of medical schools,
and senior managers of hospitals and public health cen-
ters, and to redefine them based on talent management.
Also, it is suggested that the most qualified officials, as
educational leaders, be appointed from talent pools devel-
oped by the government, such as the extra-organizational
areas related to the succession plan, the approved criteria
and conditions for the selection of the university chancel-
lor, and other high and senior university managers, and the
preference of scientific indicators over the core capabili-
ties of leadership. Therefore, it is suggested to conduct
studies on this issue to obtain definite results. Regarding
exogenous economic and political barriers, half of the
interviewees offered the independence of universities of
medical sciences through the autonomy of peer universi-
ties in curriculum development, attracting professors and
students, and proper budgeting among universities. Cen-
tralized structure in the health system, which integrates the
treatment and health of people with the education of stu-
dents, creates mechanisms contrary to the approach of
empowerment and talent development. The succession
process requires flat structures, decentralization, delega-
tion, and mutual trust.

Organizational and individual factors are barriers to SP,
so they are related to each other in most cases. Therefore,
to eliminate one or more organizational obstacles, one
needs to fix a personal obstacle and vice versa. For exam-
ple, studies have shown a significant relationship between
resistance to change, lack of individual motivation, and
negative attitude and fear of change (37). Therefore, the
study offers the following suggestions:

- Developing a program at universities to reduce the de-
terrent effect of organizational and individual barriers
against the establishment and acceptance of SP in Iranian
universities of medical sciences;

- Developing succession plans for critical jobs in a med-
ical science university;

- Reducing the organizational turnover rate;

- Prohibiting multi-directional management;

- Evaluating managers and selected educational leaders;

- Investing in talent management and the formation of a
pool of committed and loyal talent;

- Seeking to popularize the use of advanced methods of
training human resources based on the principles of adult
learning;

- Encouraging a preventive and trackable succession
plan development;

- Creating a cultural background and promoting profes-
sional ethics;

- Applying change management strategies to reduce or-
ganizational resistance;

- Institutionalizing work delivery and documentation
when transferring positions;

- Strengthening stress management skills for successors;

The study limitations are as follows:

1- One interviewing technique was employed to collect
the data, and no quantitative tools were used. Access to
upstream documents, in most cases, was not possible.
However, the researchers tried to increase the data rich-
ness by selecting samples rich in information and reliable
management understanding, and using semi-structured in-
depth interviews and an extensive professional literature
review.

2- Due to the COVID-19 outbreak, three face-to-face in-
terviews were prevented.
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