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Abstract
This study aims to systematically identify and explain the structural, behavioral, and contextual

determinants of elite selection failure in governmental organizations using the Trident Model.
This applied qualitative study was conducted in two phases: document analysis and semi-
structured interviews. The research population consisted of management scholars and senior
executives from five governmental organizations in Fars Province. Using purposive sampling
and theoretical saturation, 18 participants were selected. Data were collected through
document review and a validated interview protocol containing seven main and fourteen
subsidiary questions. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s thematic analysis. Validity and reliability were ensured through expert review and
three-coder agreement. Results revealed that elite selection failure is produced by the dynamic
interaction of three core domains: structurally, inefficient recruitment systems, weak
meritocracy, defective performance evaluation, centralized decision-making, and outdated
hiring processes; behaviorally, preference for personal relations, elite-averse leadership,
organizational distrust, anti-elite attitudes, and resistance to change; and contextually, political
pressures, influence of powerful groups, weak governance support, anti-elite public culture,
and elite migration. These factors collectively generate a self-reinforcing cycle of elite
exclusion. The proposed Trident Model demonstrates that sustainable reform of elite selection
requires simultaneous structural, behavioral, and institutional interventions, and that isolated
reforms are insufficient for lasting effectiveness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary public administration, elite selection and talent management are widely recognized
as foundational determinants of organizational effectiveness, governance quality, and long-term
national development. A substantial body of international research demonstrates that organizations
capable of systematically identifying, attracting, and retaining high-potential human capital achieve
superior innovation capacity, institutional resilience, and public value creation (Gallardo-Gallardo et
al., 2020; Kravariti & Johnston, 2020). However, public organizations—particularly within developing
and transitional governance systems—continue to struggle with persistent structural inefficiencies,
behavioral pathologies, and contextual constraints that undermine merit-based recruitment and
advancement. These weaknesses generate organizational stagnation, erode institutional trust, and
accelerate the outflow of highly skilled professionals (Malekpour Afshar et al., 2022; Sajadi, 2024).
Prior studies in human resource management identify outdated recruitment systems, weak
performance evaluation mechanisms, politicized appointment processes, and insufficient strategic
alignment between organizational needs and individual competencies as primary barriers to effective
elite selection (Asgari Deh Abadi, 2023; Nowruzian et al., 2020; Zareatkaar et al., 2020). Moreover,
leadership behaviors characterized by risk aversion, fear of competency, preference for personal
loyalty, and resistance to innovation further marginalize talented professionals and suppress
organizational learning (Mohammadiyari & Sepahvand, 2023; Shiri et al., 2022). These organizational
dysfunctions are amplified by broader environmental pressures such as political interference, weak
governance support structures, and anti-elite cultural discourses that delegitimize expertise and
merit (Bayat & Erfani, 2024; Soori & Khajeh Sarvi, 2021; Wells et al., 2021). Collectively, these factors
generate a self-reinforcing cycle of elite exclusion and institutional decline, which ultimately
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manifests in rising talent migration and declining public sector performance (Ding et al., 2020; Sajadi,
2024). In response to this multifaceted crisis, contemporary scholarship increasingly emphasizes
integrative analytical frameworks capable of simultaneously addressing organizational structures,
managerial behavior, and environmental conditions (Kaliannan et al., 2023; Mohammadi et al., 2025).
The present study contributes to this agenda by employing the Trident Model—conceptualizing elite
selection failure as the interaction of structural, behavioral, and contextual forces—to provide a
comprehensive explanation of why elite selection remains ineffective within governmental
organizations.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted an applied qualitative design. Data collection occurred in two sequential
phases. First, an extensive document analysis was conducted covering academic literature, policy
reports, and institutional guidelines related to human resource management, elite recruitment, and
public sector governance. This phase informed the conceptual development of the interview
framework. In the second phase, semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with
academic experts in management and senior executive managers from five governmental
organizations in Fars Province. Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on
advanced education, extensive managerial experience, expertise in elite management, and active
involvement in human resource decision-making. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, yielding eighteen participants. The interview protocol included seven core questions and
fourteen follow-up questions. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using
Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis approach. Reliability was ensured through triangulation, expert
validation, and inter-coder agreement among three independent coders. The resulting themes were
organized using the Trident Model into structural, behavioral, and contextual domains.

Findings

Data analysis revealed that failure of elite selection in governmental organizations emerges from a
deeply interdependent system of structural, behavioral, and contextual factors. Structurally,
participants reported widespread deficiencies in recruitment frameworks, including outdated hiring
criteria, weak competency alignment between job requirements and elite capabilities, lack of
transparency in recruitment and promotion, politicized appointment mechanisms, insufficient
technological integration in recruitment processes, and ineffective performance evaluation systems
disconnected from reward and compensation structures. These structural weaknesses were further
compounded by centralized decision-making, bureaucratic rigidity, limited delegation of authority,
and prolonged recruitment cycles that discouraged high-potential candidates. Behaviorally, the
findings identified persistent patterns of managerial resistance to elite empowerment, fear of
professional threat, reliance on informal networks, favoritism, exclusionary leadership practices, lack
of trust in meritocratic systems, organizational cynicism, and strong resistance to innovation. These
behaviors fostered an unsafe professional climate for elites, reduced motivation, suppressed
creativity, and accelerated withdrawal of high-capacity personnel. Contextually, the analysis
uncovered powerful external constraints including political interference, dominance of influential
interest groups, inconsistent national elite policies, insufficient governance support mechanisms,
unstable macro-policies, and pervasive anti-elite cultural narratives. Together, these contextual
pressures marginalized independent elites, constrained professional mobility, and weakened long-
term institutional planning. The interaction of these three domains created a self-perpetuating cycle
in which structural flaws encouraged dysfunctional managerial behavior, while environmental
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pressures reinforced both, ultimately producing chronic elite exclusion and declining organizational
capacity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that elite selection failure within governmental organizations cannot be
attributed to isolated technical weaknesses or individual leadership deficiencies; rather, it reflects a
systemic governance pathology rooted in the dynamic interaction between organizational structures,
managerial behavior, and socio-political environments. The Trident Model provides a robust
explanatory framework by revealing how each domain amplifies the effects of the others, generating
an institutional ecosystem that systematically excludes talent. Structural reforms alone, such as
modernizing recruitment systems or introducing new evaluation tools, are unlikely to succeed unless
accompanied by deep behavioral transformation in leadership culture and supportive contextual
governance conditions. Similarly, leadership development initiatives cannot produce sustainable
change in the absence of institutional transparency, merit-based advancement mechanisms, and
political insulation of administrative processes. The model underscores the necessity of
comprehensive reform strategies that simultaneously redesign recruitment architectures, cultivate
meritocratic leadership values, and stabilize the broader governance environment. Ultimately,
sustainable elite integration into public organizations requires not only technical modernization but
also moral, cultural, and political realignment. By articulating these interconnected pathways, this
study offers a coherent roadmap for policymakers and organizational leaders seeking to restore
meritocracy, rebuild institutional trust, and reverse the long-term erosion of public sector human
capital.
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