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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a context-specific model of artificial intelligence—enabled succession planning for Islamic Azad University
branches in Tehran Province. This applied study adopted a qualitative design based on thematic analysis. The participants comprised 18
academic experts and professionals in human resource management, public administration, public policymaking, and organizational
behavior, who were selected through purposive sampling. Eligibility criteria included at least ten years of relevant academic or professional
experience, experience in university or human resource management, familiarity with succession planning, and sufficient knowledge of
organizational applications of artificial intelligence. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews addressing succession planning
practices, successor identification criteria, competency assessment, employee development, technological requirements, organizational
culture, and implementation challenges. Theoretical saturation was reached after the sixteenth interview, and two additional interviews
were conducted to confirm data stability. The data were analyzed according to Braun and Clarke’s six-stage thematic analysis procedure
using MAXQDA 22. Trustworthiness was enhanced through continuous code review, expert evaluation, comparison of the extracted
themes with the theoretical foundations, and recoding of selected interviews. The Cohen’s kappa coefficient was 0.678, indicating an
acceptable level of coding agreement. The analysis generated six overarching themes, 21 organizing components, and 94 indicators. The
principal dimensions were training and development, institutionalization strategy, evaluation and monitoring, cultural-organizational
factors, technology-oriented factors, and strategic planning. The findings indicated that artificial intelligence can support succession
planning through human resource data analysis, identification of high-potential employees, competency-based ranking, prediction of
successor readiness, personalized development planning, career-path design, and continuous performance monitoring. The proposed
model therefore shifts succession decisions from subjective and informal judgments toward a systematic, transparent, competency-based,
and data-driven process. Effective implementation of artificial intelligence—enabled succession planning requires robust technological and
information infrastructures, senior management support, transparent promotion and appointment proccdurcs, institutionalized
meritocracy, a learning-oriented culture, intergenerational knowledge transfer, clearly defined career pathways, and compliance with
ethical principles relating to employee privacy, fairness, accountability, and data confidentiality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Succession planning has become a strategic requirement for organizations operating in environments
characterized by technological disruption, workforce mobility, managerial turnover, retirement of experienced
personnel, and increasing competition for leadership talent. Organizations can no longer rely on informal

replacement practices or reactive appointments when key managerial positions become vacant. Instead, they



require a systematic process for identifying critical positions, recognizing high-potential employees,
developing leadership competencies, preserving institutional knowledge, and preparing qualified individuals
to assume future responsibilities. Succession planning therefore extends beyond the immediate replacement of
departing managers and constitutes an integrated component of talent management, leadership development,
organizational continuity, and long-term sustainability (Bano et al., 2022; Thakur, 2022).

Effective succession planning enables organizations to reduce leadership gaps, maintain operational stability,
preserve specialized knowledge, and align human capital development with strategic priorities. It also creates
visible career opportunities for employees and can strengthen organizational commitment, motivation, and
talent retention. Employees are more likely to remain in an organization when they perceive that advancement
pathways are transparent and that the organization is willing to invest in their professional development.
Accordingly, succession planning contributes not only to the availability of future leaders but also to the
retention and development of talented employees who might otherwise leave because of limited career
prospects (Musale, 2025). The integration of talent management and succession planning is particularly
important because talent management provides the mechanisms for identifying, attracting, developing, and
retaining capable employees, while succession planning connects these mechanisms to the future requirements
of strategically important positions. Through this relationship, talent management can strengthen the
contribution of succession planning to organizational sustainability (Samuel & Mohd Isa, 2024).

Previous research has also associated succession planning with organizational performance. Succession
management practices can improve institutional capability by creating a pool of qualified candidates, reducing
dependence on emergency recruitment, and strengthening preparedness for managerial transitions. In insurance
organizations, succession management practices have been linked to improved organizational performance
through employee development, career management, and systematic preparation for leadership roles
(Kajwang, 2022). Similarly, evidence from commercial banks suggests that succession planning practices can
contribute to profitability and institutional continuity by ensuring that qualified employees are available when
important positions become vacant (Simkhada, 2023). These findings indicate that succession planning
should be regarded as a strategic investment in organizational capacity rather than as a limited administrative
procedure.

Nevertheless, succession planning involves uncertainty and risk. Organizations may invest considerable time
and resources in developing employees who may later leave, fail to achieve the expected level of competence,
or be unavailable when leadership vacancies arise. The results of succession investments may also depend on
organizational conditions, the quality of candidate assessment, the stability of strategic priorities, and the extent
of senior management commitment. Succession planning can therefore be understood as a risky organizational
investment whose costs are relatively immediate, whereas its outcomes are uncertain and often realized over a

longer period (Hambrick & Lee, 2025). This uncertainty increases the need for accurate assessment systems,



continuous monitoring, and evidence-based decisions concerning the selection and development of potential
SuCCessors.

Leadership support is another major determinant of succession planning effectiveness. Senior managers must
recognize succession planning as a strategic responsibility, allocate adequate resources, participate in talent
identification, and support the development of future leaders. Organizational stewardship, leadership
commitment, and a climate that encourages initiative and responsibility can strengthen the institutionalization
of succession planning (Bin Muhamad Stamam et al., 2024). Training and transformational leadership are
also important because the identification of talented individuals is insufficient unless they are given structured
opportunities to acquire managerial knowledge, decision-making capacity, interpersonal skills, and practical
leadership experience. Training can reinforce succession management and improve broader organizational
capability when it is aligned with the future competency requirements of managerial positions (Puspitasari &
Riyanto, 2020).

Best practices in succession planning emphasize the identification of critical positions, development of
competency frameworks, systematic assessment of potential successors, mentoring, job rotation, leadership
training, and periodic evaluation of readiness. However, these practices must be adapted to organizational size,
structure, culture, and available resources (Bano et al., 2022). Succession planning is therefore not a
universally standardized intervention but a context-sensitive process. Formal succession systems should be
consistent with institutional policies, governance structures, promotion procedures, and organizational values.
In this regard, succession planning also intersects with corporate governance because decisions about
leadership succession influence authority, accountability, strategic control, and the distribution of
organizational power (Luan et al., 2018).

The importance of contextual adaptation is especially evident in universities. Higher education institutions are
complex, knowledge-intensive organizations in which managerial continuity directly affects teaching,
research, student services, resource allocation, and institutional development. Universities contain multiple
professional groups, administrative levels, academic units, and decision-making structures. Consequently,
succession planning in universities must account for academic culture, administrative regulations, institutional
autonomy, professional expertise, and the distinctive competencies required for university leadership.
Research on succession planning in universities has identified senior management support, organizational
culture, formal structures, merit-based selection, employee development, evaluation mechanisms, and
regulatory conditions as major factors influencing implementation (Kaykhosravi et al., 2023). Studies of
public universities have similarly highlighted the importance of leadership development policies, managerial
participation, organizational support, and structured preparation of future leaders (Keerio & Ahmad, 2024).
In Iranian public organizations, succession planning may be constrained by bureaucratic structures, unstable
managerial appointments, inadequate meritocracy, unclear career pathways, limited talent databases, and

insufficient integration between performance evaluation and promotion. These problems can weaken employee



trust and allow subjective or nonprofessional considerations to influence appointments (Rajaei & Deminejad,
2025). Such challenges are particularly important in large university systems because the absence of a
transparent and integrated succession model may result in repeated managerial discontinuity, loss of
institutional knowledge, and delayed preparation of qualified employees for critical positions.

Recent advances in artificial intelligence provide new opportunities to address some of these limitations.
Artificial intelligence can process large volumes of human resource data, identify patterns, compare employee
qualifications with competency requirements, detect skill gaps, and support predictions about future readiness.
Data-driven methods have demonstrated their value in analyzing complex systems and detecting dynamic
bottlenecks that may not be visible through conventional evaluation methods (Lai et al., 2021). Applied to
human resource management, similar analytical principles can help organizations identify potential shortages
in leadership pipelines, recognize employees with high development potential, and monitor progress across
multiple indicators.

Artificial intelligence can also support personalized training, career-path design, performance analysis, and the
ranking of candidates according to their compatibility with specific managerial roles. These capabilities may
increase the speed, consistency, and transparency of succession decisions. Moreover, the integration of
succession planning with digital adaptability can strengthen organizational innovation and responsiveness in
technologically changing environments (Zafar et al., 2025). However, the use of artificial intelligence in
succession planning also raises concerns regarding data quality, privacy, algorithmic bias, explainability,
accountability, and excessive reliance on automated recommendations. Accordingly, artificial intelligence
should operate as a decision-support mechanism within a broader ethical, managerial, and organizational
framework rather than as an autonomous substitute for professional judgment.

The present study was therefore conducted to design an artificial intelligence—enabled succession planning
model for Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran Province.

Materials and Methods

This applied study used a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis. The research population
consisted of academic experts and professionals with relevant experience in human resource management,
public administration, public policymaking, organizational behavior, university management, succession
planning, and organizational applications of artificial intelligence. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling. Eligibility criteria included at least ten years of relevant academic or professional
experience, familiarity with succession planning, experience in human resource or university management,
and sufficient knowledge of the use of artificial intelligence in organizational processes.

A total of 18 experts participated in the study. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The
interview protocol was developed on the basis of the research objective, theoretical foundations, and the main
issues identified in succession planning and artificial intelligence applications. Interview questions focused on

the current conditions of succession planning, criteria for identifying potential successors, methods of




competency evaluation, development of future managers, technological and informational requirements,
organizational and cultural barriers, ethical considerations, and strategic requirements for implementing an
artificial intelligence—enabled succession system.

Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Saturation was obtained after the sixteenth
interview, when no new concept capable of producing an additional theme emerged. Two further interviews
were conducted to confirm the stability and adequacy of the collected data, resulting in a final sample of 18
participants. All interviews were prepared for analysis and coded using MAXQDA 22,

Data analysis followed the six stages of thematic analysis: familiarization with the data, generation of initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and preparation of the final
report. Interview transcripts were read repeatedly, meaningful units related to the research purpose were
extracted, and initial codes were generated. Similar codes were then grouped into basic themes. Conceptual
relationships among the basic themes were examined to create organizing themes and overarching dimensions.
Several procedures were used to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, including repeated examination
of interview data, continuous review of codes, comparison of extracted themes with the conceptual foundations
of the study, and consultation with experts. A portion of the interviews was recoded after a specified interval
to assess coding reliability. Cohen’s kappa coefficient was calculated as 0.678, indicating an acceptable level
of coding agreement.

Findings

The thematic analysis produced a comprehensive model consisting of six overarching dimensions, 21
organizing components, and 94 indicators. The six principal dimensions were training and development,
institutionalization strategy, evaluation and monitoring, cultural-organizational factors, technology-oriented
factors, and strategic planning.

The training and development dimension included managerial capability, mentoring, meritocracy, and
succession development. The extracted indicators emphasized managerial competence, decision-making and
problem-solving skills, administrative integrity, continuous development of future managers, targeted
management education, mentoring, intergenerational knowledge transfer, formation of succession committees,
and integration of artificial intelligence into professional development. This dimension demonstrated that
successor identification must be accompanied by systematic competency development and practical
preparation for future managerial responsibilities.

The institutionalization strategy dimension comprised legality, transparency, talent identification, governance,
and professional ethics. Its indicators included revision of appointment and promotion regulations, senior
management support, alignment of policies and administrative rules, establishment of a formal succession
system, transparency of managerial selection criteria, transparency of promotion pathways, creation of a
database of potential successors, early identification of talented employees, organizational accountability,

effective oversight, and ethical management of succession decisions. These findings showed that succession



planning must be embedded in formal structures and procedures rather than remain dependent on temporary
managerial preferences.

The evaluation and monitoring dimension consisted of fairness, organizational productivity, and evaluation.
Indicators in this dimension emphasized employee trust in a fair advancement process, organizational justice,
managerial accountability, improved efficiency, faster decision-making, competency-based assessment,
performance evaluation, and continuous monitoring of successor readiness. The findings indicated that
succession planning requires multidimensional evaluation and that artificial intelligence can facilitate the
analysis of performance, competencies, and developmental progress.

The cultural-organizational dimension included employee motivation, responsibility, experience, and learning
culture. Relevant indicators included job satisfaction, professional development, willingness to accept future
responsibilities, reduction of bureaucratic barriers, transfer of experience between generations, mentoring,
balance between experience and innovation, continuous learning, and development of a culture supportive of
knowledge sharing. This dimension revealed that cultural acceptance is essential for the effective
implementation of succession planning.

The technology-oriented dimension contained organizationally focused artificial intelligence applications and
technological infrastructure. Indicators included analysis of employee performance data, interpretation of
reports, role-based evaluation, ranking of candidates according to résumé and competency compatibility,
analysis of attendance and work-related records, use of artificial intelligence in recruitment and assessment,
and development of integrated human resource information systems. Weak informational infrastructure was
identified as a major implementation barrier.

The strategic planning dimension included reduction of occupational stress, career-path design, flexibility, and
organizational acceptance. Indicators emphasized personalized development pathways, improvement of
employee well-being, transparent managerial career routes, alignment of career pathways with formal policies,
future orientation, change management, reduction of resistance among current managers, and acceptance of
succession systems by employees. This dimension demonstrated that artificial intelligence—enabled succession
planning must be aligned with long-term human resource strategies and organizational change processes.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that artificial intelligence—enabled succession planning is a multidimensional
organizational system rather than a narrowly technological intervention. Its successful implementation depends
on the interaction of human development, institutional rules, evaluation mechanisms, organizational culture,
technological capacity, and strategic direction. Artificial intelligence can strengthen succession planning, but
it cannot compensate for unclear promotion procedures, weak leadership commitment, inadequate data, or a
culture resistant to talent development.

Training and development emerged as a central component because potential successors require more than

favorable performance records. They must acquire leadership, ethical, analytical, and interpersonal



competencies and must be exposed to mentoring, job-based learning, and gradual responsibility. The model
therefore positions artificial intelligence as a mechanism for identifying competency gaps and personalizing
development rather than merely ranking candidates.

The institutionalization dimension indicates that succession planning should be formally embedded in
university policies, governance mechanisms, and appointment procedures. Transparent criteria and
documented processes are necessary to reduce subjective appointments and build employee trust. Talent
databases and succession committees can provide continuity across managerial changes and ensure that
succession planning remains an ongoing organizational responsibility.

Evaluation and monitoring are equally important because successor readiness changes over time. A reliable
system must combine performance data, competency assessment, developmental progress, ethical conduct,
and expert judgment. Artificial intelligence can integrate these sources and generate timely analytical reports,
but final decisions should remain subject to human review. This combined approach can improve accuracy
while reducing the risks of automated bias or incomplete interpretation.

The cultural-organizational findings show that succession planning requires managers to transfer knowledge,
support younger employees, and accept the gradual distribution of responsibility. Resistance may occur when
managers perceive successor development as a threat to their authority. Therefore, communication, trust,
organizational learning, and recognition of mentoring activities should be incorporated into implementation
strategies.

Technological infrastructure is a necessary but insufficient condition. Artificial intelligence depends on
accurate, standardized, secure, and integrated data. Poor-quality records may produce misleading
recommendations and undermine confidence in the system. Universities must therefore strengthen human
resource information systems, define data governance standards, protect employee confidentiality, and develop
the analytical literacy of managers and human resource professionals.

Finally, succession planning must be connected to strategic workforce planning, career development, and
change management. Clear career pathways can motivate employees and help them understand the
requirements of future leadership roles. Organizational flexibility is also required because managerial
competencies and institutional needs may change as technology, educational policies, and stakeholder
expectations evolve.

Overall, the proposed model provides an integrated framework for transforming succession planning in Islamic
Azad University branches from a fragmented and subjective process into a systematic, transparent,
competency-based, and data-informed system. Artificial intelligence can support the identification of talent,
prediction of readiness, personalized development, performance monitoring, and strategic decision-making.
However, its effectiveness depends on ethical governance, senior management support, merit-based
procedures, cultural readiness, reliable technological infrastructure, and the continued involvement of qualified

human decision-makers.
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