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Abstract

This study aimed to validate a succession planning model for elementary school principals with an
emphasis on a learning-oriented approach. This applied study employed a quantitative descriptive-survey
design. The statistical population consisted of elementary school principals, educational deputies, and
human resource experts in the Tehran education system, of whom 384 were selected through simple
random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire based on components
identified in the qualitative phase of the study. Face validity was confirmed by 10 experts, and Cronbach'’s
alpha was 0.76. Data were analyzed using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, confirmatory factor analysis, and
model fit indices. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test indicated significance levels below 0.001 for all 14
constructs. Confirmatory factor analysis supported the 90-item measurement structure, with standardized
factor loadings ranging from 0.532 to 0.821; all freely estimated loadings were significant at p < 0.001.
Model fit indices were satisfactory across all dimensions. NFI ranged from 0.916 to 0.996, RFI from 0.922
to 0.999, IFI from 0.902 to 1.000, TLI from 0.916 to 1.000, CFI from 0.923 to 1.000, and GFI from 0.915 to
1.000. RMSEA ranged from 0.000 to 0.041, SRMR from 0.005 to 0.044, and CMIN/DF from 0.144 to 1.817.
The validated model conceptualizes succession planning for elementary school principals as a
multidimensional, sequential, and learning-oriented process encompassing successor competencies,
organizational needs, developmental prerequisites, implementation stages, organizational and managerial
support, process assessment, and evaluation of success or failure.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Succession planning has become a strategic component of human resource management because
it contributes to leadership continuity, organizational stability, preservation of institutional knowledge,
and the systematic development of individuals capable of assuming key managerial responsibilities.
In contemporary organizations, succession planning is no longer considered a reactive response to
retirement, resignation, transfer, or unexpected managerial vacancy. Instead, it is increasingly

viewed as a continuous and developmental process through which potential successors are
identified, assessed, trained, supported, and gradually prepared for future leadership roles. From
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this perspective, effective succession planning integrates talent management, competency
development, organizational learning, leadership development, and human resource risk
management within a coherent framework (Rothwell, 2010, 2016). Systematic reviews also indicate
that successful succession planning depends on clear identification criteria, senior management
support, developmental opportunities, performance assessment, and integration with broader
organizational strategies (Bano et al., 2022; Siambi, 2022).

The need for succession planning is particularly important in educational organizations because
school leadership directly influences instructional processes, teacher development, school climate,
organizational coordination, and the achievement of educational objectives. School principals are
not merely administrative officers; they are expected to guide teaching and learning, manage human
resources, support teachers, interact with families and stakeholders, respond to environmental
changes, and create conditions conducive to organizational and professional learning. Learning-
focused leadership therefore requires school principals to promote both student learning and the
professional growth of teachers and staff (Portin et al., 2013). At the same time, school principals
face demanding work conditions, multiple responsibilities, and considerable psychological and
organizational pressures, making systematic preparation for leadership roles essential (Toyama et
al., 2022). Leadership style also affects the capacity of schools to implement educational initiatives
and respond effectively to diverse organizational and student needs (Stavrou & Kafa, 2023).
Succession planning in schools should therefore extend beyond the administrative selection of a
replacement. It should involve the identification of individuals with appropriate personal
characteristics, leadership potential, professional competencies, learning capacity, and practical
readiness for school management. Previous studies in educational settings have emphasized that
succession planning requires a multidimensional structure encompassing talent identification,
competency development, organizational support, training, and planned transfer of responsibility
(Jahanshiri et al., 2023). Similar findings in higher education suggest that succession planning is most
effective when identification, development, assessment, and preparation of potential successors are
integrated into a continuous process rather than treated as separate activities (Albad et al., 2020;
Seniwoliba, 2015). Models developed for academic leadership likewise indicate that successors
should be progressively prepared through systematic evaluation, training, and developmental
experiences (Arrieta et al., 2022).

A learning-oriented approach is especially relevant because many managerial competencies cannot
be fully developed through formal instruction alone. Potential successors need opportunities to
observe experienced leaders, assume controlled responsibilities, participate in decision making,
receive feedback, solve authentic problems, and learn through practical experience. Talent mobility
and developmental assignments can strengthen readiness for high-impact leadership positions by
exposing employees to varied responsibilities and organizational situations (Arth, 2011). Moreover,
the relationship between knowledge management, managerial competencies, and succession
planning indicates that leadership development requires not merely access to knowledge but the
ability to transform knowledge into competent managerial action (Mohammadi et al.,, 2017).
Accordingly, a learning-oriented succession model can bridge the gap between identifying leadership
potential and developing actual readiness for managerial responsibility.

Succession planning is also related to organizational resilience and human resource risk.
Unexpected vacancies in key leadership positions may disrupt organizational continuity, especially
when no qualified successor has been prepared in advance (Lambertides, 2009). Human resource
risk management therefore requires organizations to anticipate the possible loss of key personnel
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and establish mechanisms for leadership continuity (Ebrahimi Tabar et al., 2023). Studies in Iranian
organizations have also demonstrated that succession planning can be constrained by structural,
managerial, cultural, and implementation-related barriers (Rajaei & Daminejad, 2025; Shahabi, 2024).
Effective implementation therefore requires organizational commitment, supportive governance,
transparent criteria, and alignment between succession planning and institutional objectives. Recent
research has further emphasized the influence of governance structures on succession planning and
organizational performance (Li et al., 2025), while studies in different organizational settings have
highlighted the importance of fairness, developmental access, and organizational structures in
shaping succession opportunities (Amini Dehghi et al., 2024).

The effectiveness of succession planning also depends on the active participation of senior
managers and current leaders. Existing leaders possess substantial tacit knowledge regarding
organizational routines, decision making, interpersonal relationships, and problem solving;
consequently, they can play an important mentoring and developmental role in preparing
successors. Previous research has identified management support, systematic planning,
identification of capable individuals, competency development, and continuous evaluation as major
success factors in succession planning programs (Etemadian et al., 2019). Similar evidence has
shown that the implementation stage is particularly sensitive to managerial support, organizational
coherence, and continuous monitoring (Hosseini Golafshani et al., 2024). More broadly, talent
management models with a succession orientation indicate that systematic development of human
capital contributes to productivity and organizational effectiveness (Mahfouzi et al., 2019), while
studies in cultural organizations and universities similarly support the multidimensional and
developmental nature of succession management (Bahramzadeh et al., 2025; Ranjbar et al., 2021).
Accordingly, the present study aimed to validate a succession planning model for elementary school
principals with an emphasis on a learning-oriented approach.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quantitative, descriptive-survey design and constituted the validation
phase of a broader model-development process. The statistical population consisted of elementary
school principals, educational deputies, and human resource experts in the Tehran education system
who were directly involved in school management and human resource development processes.
Using simple random sampling, 384 participants were selected and completed the research
guestionnaire. Data were collected through complementary library research and a researcher-
developed questionnaire. The library phase was used to review theoretical foundations and previous
studies and to support the operationalization of the model. The questionnaire was developed on the
basis of themes, components, and indicators identified in the preceding qualitative phase. It
consisted of demographic questions and closed-ended items assessing the main constructs of the
proposed succession planning model. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale.

Face validity was assessed by 10 experts in educational management, human resource
management, and succession planning, who evaluated the clarity, relevance, and appropriateness
of the items. Necessary revisions were made based on their feedback. Internal consistency reliability
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, and the overall coefficient was 0.76, indicating acceptable
reliability. Data analysis was conducted at descriptive and inferential levels. Descriptive statistics
were used to summarize demographic characteristics and item distributions. The Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test was used to assess normality at the construct level. Confirmatory factor analysis was
then conducted to examine the measurement structure of the proposed model. Standardized factor
loadings, unstandardized estimates, standard errors, critical ratios, significance levels, and squared
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multiple correlations were examined. Model fit was assessed using NFI, RFI, IFI, TLI, CFI, GFlI,
RMSEA, SRMR, and the chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio.

Findings

The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test showed that all 14 principal constructs had significance levels below
0.001, indicating non-normal distributions at the construct level. The test statistics ranged from 3.188
to 3.612. Confirmatory factor analysis nevertheless supported the measurement structure of the
proposed model. All 90 questionnaire items had acceptable standardized factor loadings, ranging
from 0.532 to 0.821, and all freely estimated loadings were statistically significant at p < 0.001.

For personal characteristics of the successor, factor loadings ranged from 0.682 to 0.821, with g4
showing the strongest loading. For required successor skills, the loadings ranged from 0.719 to
0.815, with gq12 showing the highest contribution. In the basic need for succession planning
construct, loadings ranged from 0.745 to 0.799, while for situational need for succession planning
they ranged from 0.704 to 0.776. The prerequisites before beginning the succession process had
loadings between 0.640 and 0.777. For the first process step, standardized coefficients ranged from
0.657 to 0.780; for the second step, from 0.692 to 0.780; for the third step, from 0.637 to 0.755; and
for the fourth step, from 0.623 to 0.722.

The organizational and managerial support dimensions were also confirmed. Loadings for
organizational and school responsibilities ranged from 0.626 to 0.771, while loadings for the
responsibilities of senior and former managers ranged from 0.596 to 0.792. The process assessment
construct had loadings between 0.660 and 0.766. The success evaluation construct ranged from
0.532 to0 0.777, and the reasons for process weakness or failure ranged from 0.611 to 0.707.

Model fit indices were satisfactory across all 14 measurement models. NFI ranged from 0.916 to
0.996, RFI from 0.922 to 0.999, IFI from 0.902 to 1.000, TLI from 0.916 to 1.000, CFI from 0.923 to
1.000, and GFI from 0.915 to 1.000. RMSEA values ranged from 0.000 to 0.041 and remained below
0.05 in all models. SRMR ranged from 0.005 to 0.044, well below the 0.08 threshold. The chi-square-
to-degrees-of-freedom ratio ranged from 0.144 to 1.817, remaining below 2.00 for every construct.
These findings collectively confirmed the acceptable factorial validity and overall fit of the proposed
succession planning model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that succession planning for elementary school principals is best understood
as a multidimensional, sequential, and learning-oriented process rather than a simple administrative
replacement mechanism. The validated model begins with identification of the personal
characteristics and professional competencies required of potential successors and then
incorporates both basic and situational needs for succession planning. This distinction is important
because some succession needs emerge from long-term organizational conditions, while others
arise from unexpected vacancies, transfers, retirement, or sudden changes in school leadership.
The confirmed role of prerequisites before implementation demonstrates that succession planning
requires appropriate organizational preparation. Schools and educational authorities need clear
objectives, transparent selection procedures, appropriate information, institutional support, and a
shared understanding of the succession process before candidate development begins. The four
validated implementation steps also demonstrate that successors should not be appointed abruptly.
Instead, the process should move gradually from identifying multiple candidates to evaluating and
ranking them, selecting suitable individuals, providing initial developmental experiences, and finally
delivering more specialized preparation.
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The learning-oriented nature of the model is particularly evident in the emphasis on controlled
responsibility, practical experience, gradual exposure to managerial duties, and continued
professional development. This means that potential successors should be treated as developing
leaders rather than merely as candidates waiting for a vacancy. Their readiness should be
constructed through participation, feedback, mentoring, practical problem solving, and experience
within the real school environment.

The confirmation of organizational, school, and managerial responsibilities further suggests that
succession planning cannot succeed as an individual-level initiative. Senior managers, former
principals, school administrators, and human resource units must collectively support the
development of future leaders. In particular, experienced managers can facilitate the transfer of tacit
knowledge and provide mentoring opportunities that are difficult to replace through formal training
alone.

The validation of process assessment, success evaluation, and failure analysis also demonstrates
that succession planning should operate as a cyclical learning system. The process should not end
with the appointment of a successor. Instead, outcomes should be continuously evaluated,
successful practices should be retained, weaknesses should be diagnosed, and lessons from
unsuccessful transitions should inform future succession cycles. Such feedback can improve
selection criteria, developmental programs, mentoring mechanisms, and organizational support
arrangements over time.

Overall, the findings support a comprehensive model in which succession planning for elementary
school principals integrates individual competencies, organizational needs, developmental
prerequisites, sequential implementation, managerial support, continuous assessment, and
organizational learning. The model therefore reframes succession planning as a continuous
leadership development system that prepares qualified individuals before managerial vacancies
occur. The validated structure can provide a practical framework for educational authorities seeking
to strengthen leadership continuity, reduce managerial disruption, and develop a sustainable pool of
future elementary school principals through systematic and learning-oriented preparation.
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