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Abstract

The present study aimed to develop a model of employee motivation in Tehran’s public universities based on job embeddedness and to identify the
dimensions, components, and indicators affecting university employees’ motivation. This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and thematic
analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s methodology. The study population included university professors specialized in public administration and human
resource management, academic staff, administrative staff, and senior and operational managers working in Tehran’s public universities. Purposeful and
information-rich sampling was employed, and theoretical saturation was achieved after conducting 11 semi-structured interviews. Data analysis was
carried out through six stages including familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and preparing the report. The analysis process resulted in the extraction of 184 initial codes, 9 sub-themes, and 5 main themes. The
findings indicated that the employee motivation model had a multidimensional structure consisting of five main themes including motivation and reward,
career growth and development, leadership and management, organizational belonging and identity, and work environment and welfare. Furthermore,
nine sub-themes were identified, including job motivation, reward and incentive systems, growth and promotion opportunities, organizational culture
and patterns, individual characteristics and roles in career advancement, managerial style and behavior, organizational justice, organizational commitment
and belonging, and workplace conditions and atmosphere. The results demonstrated that factors such as organizational justice, meritocracy, participative
leadership style, performance-based reward systems, organizational belonging, career advancement opportunities, positive interpersonal interactions,
and supportive work environments played decisive roles in enhancing employee motivation. In addition, job embeddedness was found to play a significant
mediating role in strengthening the relationship between organizational factors and employee motivation. The findings suggest that university employee
motivation is not merely dependent on financial factors but is shaped by a complex interaction of individual, managerial, organizational, and environmental
factors. Establishing fair reward systems, emphasizing meritocracy, developing supportive organizational cultures, providing clear career advancement
pathways, and improving welfare and workplace conditions can strengthen job embeddedness, increase motivation, and reduce turnover intentions among
employees in public universities. Therefore, the proposed model can serve as a practical framework for human resource management and policymaking
in higher education institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Employee motivation has become one of the most important constructs in organizational behavior and human
resource management because organizational effectiveness, sustainability, and competitiveness are strongly
dependent on the quality and motivation of human resources. In knowledge-based organizations such as
universities, employee motivation is even more critical because academic institutions are responsible for
education, research, innovation, and the development of future generations. Motivated employees demonstrate
higher productivity, stronger organizational commitment, greater creativity, and more effective interpersonal
interactions, whereas low motivation is associated with burnout, turnover intention, reduced performance, and
organizational inefficiency (David et al., 2025; Torres et al., 2025). Recent studies have emphasized that
employee motivation is not solely dependent on financial incentives, but rather emerges from a combination
of organizational, psychological, managerial, and environmental factors (Aslani et al., 2025; Zaeni et al.,
2024).

In modern organizations, leadership style has been identified as one of the major determinants of employee
motivation. Transformational, entrepreneurial, and participative leadership styles have been shown to improve
intrinsic motivation, organizational commitment, innovation, and employee performance (Alshahrani et al.,
2025; Sharma, 2024). Guzman et al. demonstrated that positive leadership styles significantly influence
employee motivation and organizational commitment in academic institutions (Guzman et al., 2025).
Similarly, Aman reported that leadership style directly affects employee performance through motivational
and behavioral mechanisms (Aman, 2025). Leadership practices based on fairness, participation, trust, and
support create positive organizational climates in which employees feel respected and valued. Such
organizational conditions strengthen employees’ attachment to their institutions and increase their willingness
to contribute to organizational goals. Conversely, authoritarian and inequitable management approaches may
reduce motivation and increase organizational conflict and dissatisfaction.

In addition to leadership, psychological and individual factors also play a substantial role in employee
motivation. Research has shown that self-esteem, intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, locus of control,
independence, and meaning in life significantly contribute to employees’ willingness to perform and engage

in organizational activities (Lee & Anderson, 2025; Torres et al., 2025). Lee and Anderson found that



perceived independence positively affects life satisfaction through motivation, highlighting the importance of
autonomy and psychological empowerment in occupational settings (Lee & Anderson, 2025). Likewise,
Aslani et al. demonstrated that meaning in life improves job performance through intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation (Aslani et al., 2025). These findings indicate that employees are more motivated when they
perceive their work as meaningful and when organizations provide opportunities for growth, participation, and
self-development.

Another influential factor in employee motivation is the reward and compensation system. Fair compensation
and recognition systems have consistently been associated with employee satisfaction, organizational loyalty,
and performance (David et al., 2025; van Zyl & Magau, 2024). van Zyl and Magau reported that incentive
schemes significantly increase employee productivity spillovers and improve organizational outcomes (van
Zyl & Magau, 2024). In educational institutions, unequal rewards, unclear promotion systems, and lack of
recognition may lead to frustration and reduced motivation among employees. Thus, organizations must
establish transparent and merit-based reward systems to sustain motivation and organizational attachment.
Organizational commitment and job embeddedness have also received increasing scholarly attention in recent
years. Employees who feel psychologically connected to their organizations usually demonstrate greater
loyalty, stronger commitment, and higher work engagement (Hotama, 2025; Zulkifli et al., 2024). Zulkifli et
al. reported that organizational commitment and motivation significantly influence employee loyalty and
performance in Islamic banking institutions (Zulkifli et al., 2024). Likewise, Hotama found that work-life
balance, self-esteem, and motivation positively affect organizational commitment among Generation Z
employees (Hotama, 2025). In universities, where employees continuously interact with students, faculty
members, and administrators, job embeddedness can create stronger emotional and professional bonds between
employees and the institution. Employees who perceive themselves as integral members of the university are
more likely to remain committed and motivated even under difficult working conditions.

Despite the growing body of research on employee motivation, many previous studies have focused on isolated
motivational factors and have not developed comprehensive models specifically designed for university
employees. Moreover, most existing studies have been conducted in industrial, commercial, or healthcare
contexts rather than academic environments (Appah, 2025; Putri, 2025). Universities possess unique
structural, cultural, and interpersonal characteristics that require context-specific motivational frameworks.
Furthermore, current economic challenges, increasing professional expectations, generational changes, and
organizational complexities have intensified the need for more comprehensive motivational models in higher
education settings. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop a model of employee motivation in Tehran’s
public universities based on job embeddedness and to identify the dimensions, components, and indicators
influencing university employees’ motivation.

Methods and Materials



The present study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s
methodology. The study population consisted of university professors specialized in public administration and
human resource management, academic staff members, administrative personnel, and senior and operational
managers working in Tehran’s public universities. Purposeful and information-rich sampling was used to select
participants who possessed sufficient expertise and experience regarding employee motivation and
organizational management. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, which
occurred after conducting 11 semi-structured interviews.

The interviews focused on identifying the dimensions and factors influencing employee motivation in
universities based on job embeddedness. Each interview was analyzed immediately after completion, and the
coding process was continuously refined throughout data collection. Data analysis followed the six stages
proposed by Braun and Clarke, including familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and preparing the final report.

The analysis process resulted in the extraction of 184 initial codes, 9 sub-themes, and 5 main themes. To
enhance trustworthiness, the researchers employed prolonged engagement with the data, member checking,
peer review, and continuous comparison of interview findings. The final thematic network was developed to
illustrate the relationships among the identified themes and sub-themes related to employee motivation in
Tehran’s public universities.

Findings

The findings revealed that employee motivation in Tehran’s public universities has a multidimensional and
complex structure consisting of five main themes, including motivation and reward, career growth and
development, leadership and management, organizational belonging and identity, and work environment and
welfare. These five themes were further categorized into nine sub-themes and 184 initial codes.

The first main theme, motivation and reward, included two sub-themes: job motivation and reward and
incentive systems. Participants emphasized that employees are motivated when they experience fairness,
recognition, responsibility, participation in organizational processes, and performance-based rewards.
Meritocracy and equitable compensation systems were repeatedly identified as central motivational factors.
Employees expressed dissatisfaction when organizational rewards were distributed equally regardless of effort
or competence. Both financial and emotional rewards, including appreciation, respect, and acknowledgment,
were considered important contributors to motivation.

The second main theme, career growth and development, included the sub-themes of career advancement
opportunities, organizational culture and patterns, and individual characteristics and roles in professional
growth. Participants stressed the importance of clear promotion pathways, professional development
opportunities, job redesign, training programs, and supportive organizational cultures. Employees reported

higher motivation when they perceived opportunities for growth, learning, and future career advancement.



Individual characteristics such as self-awareness, work conscience, responsibility, and intrinsic motivation also
contributed significantly to professional development and organizational attachment.

The third main theme, leadership and management, included the sub-themes of managerial style and
organizational justice. The findings demonstrated that participative and supportive leadership styles positively
influence employee motivation. Employees preferred managers who trusted them, valued their opinions,
delegated authority, and created collaborative work environments. In contrast, authoritarian management
approaches, discrimination, and unfair treatment were perceived as highly demotivating. Organizational justice
emerged as one of the strongest themes in the study, with participants emphasizing the importance of fairness
in promotions, workload distribution, rewards, and interpersonal treatment.

The fourth main theme, organizational belonging and identity, included the sub-theme of organizational
commitment and belonging. Employees indicated that emotional attachment to the university increased their
willingness to work harder and remain committed to organizational goals. Participants emphasized that
organizational support, respect, and psychological security strengthened their sense of belonging and loyalty.
The fifth main theme, work environment and welfare, included the sub-theme of workplace conditions and
atmosphere. Employees highlighted the importance of safe, clean, organized, and aesthetically pleasing work
environments. Welfare facilities, transportation services, recreational programs, and positive interpersonal
relationships were identified as significant factors influencing motivation and job satisfaction. Participants also
stressed that supportive and respectful organizational climates enhanced both motivation and job
embeddedness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that employee motivation in public universities is a
multidimensional phenomenon influenced by the interaction of managerial, organizational, psychological,
environmental, and individual factors. The study confirmed that employee motivation cannot be reduced to
financial incentives alone, but rather depends on broader organizational experiences involving fairness,
belongingness, participation, professional growth, and supportive leadership. The identified themes illustrate
that university employees seek not only economic security but also respect, autonomy, meaningful work, and
recognition within their organizations.

One of the most significant findings was the central role of organizational justice and merit-based reward
systems in employee motivation. Employees perceived fair compensation, equal treatment, and transparent
promotion systems as essential prerequisites for maintaining motivation and organizational commitment. This
finding highlights the importance of creating equitable organizational structures that reward effort,
competence, and professional contributions.

The findings also emphasized the substantial influence of leadership styles on employee motivation.
Participative, supportive, and transformational leadership approaches were associated with stronger

motivation, higher organizational attachment, and greater collaboration among employees. Managers who




valued employees’ perspectives, encouraged participation, and created trust-based relationships contributed
positively to workplace motivation. In contrast, authoritarian and discriminatory managerial behaviors
weakened employees’ motivation and increased dissatisfaction.

Another important finding concerned the role of organizational belonging and job embeddedness. Employees
who perceived themselves as valued members of the university demonstrated stronger loyalty and greater
willingness to contribute to organizational goals. This suggests that universities should strengthen employees’
emotional and professional attachment by promoting supportive organizational cultures and fostering
interpersonal relationships.

The findings further revealed that workplace welfare and environmental conditions significantly influence
employee motivation. Employees reported greater motivation when working in environments characterized by
safety, order, cleanliness, respect, and social support. These findings indicate that improving physical and
psychological workplace conditions can positively influence employee morale, motivation, and retention.
Overall, the study suggests that public universities should adopt comprehensive and human-centered
motivational strategies. Universities need to move beyond traditional administrative approaches and establish
systems that prioritize justice, participation, professional development, supportive leadership, and employee
well-being. Such strategies can enhance motivation, strengthen organizational commitment, reduce turnover

intentions, and ultimately improve organizational effectiveness and academic performance.
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