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ABSTRACT
This study aims to explore and identify the key strategies employed to manage organizational change in public sector organizations, focusing

on the contextual practices within Iranian governmental institutions. This qualitative research utilized semi-structured interviews with 18
participants from various public sector organizations in Tehran, selected through purposive sampling. The participants included senior
managers, mid-level administrators, and organizational development officers who had direct involvement in change management initiatives.
Data were collected until theoretical saturation was achieved and analyzed using thematic analysis facilitated by NVivo software. Themes
and subthemes were generated through iterative coding, comparison, and interpretation to capture the strategies, challenges, and
mechanisms used in managing change processes. The analysis revealed three major themes: (1) Strategic Planning and Leadership,
including vision alignment, leadership communication, resource allocation, and policy integration; (2) Human Resource and Cultural
Readiness, encompassing employee empowerment, training, motivation, trust, and resistance management; and (3) Operational and
Systemic Alignment, involving process reengineering, performance monitoring, technology integration, and stakeholder engagement.
Participants emphasized the importance of clear communication, cross-functional coordination, and cultivating internal change champions.
Cultural inertia, bureaucratic rigidity, and limited resources were cited as key obstacles. Strategies that integrated leadership support with
employee involvement and systemic adjustments were viewed as most effective. Managing change in public sector organizations requires a
multidimensional approach that combines strategic leadership, human-centered practices, and systemic coordination. Empowering
employees, aligning vision with action, and embedding feedback mechanisms are essential for sustaining organizational transformation.
These findings provide actionable insights for policymakers and practitioners seeking to implement effective change strategies in complex
governmental settings.

Keywords: Organizational change; public sector; change management strategies; qualitative research; leadership; employee empowerment;
Iran; NVivo analysis.

Introduction

In today’s volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world, the capacity of public sector organizations
to adapt to change has become a vital determinant of their effectiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability. Public sector
organizations are increasingly under pressure to improve performance, ensure transparency, embrace digital
transformation, and respond to socio-economic and political challenges such as globalization, demographic shifts,
and citizen expectations for better services (Kuipers et al., 2014). Managing change in this context requires not only

structural and procedural adjustments but also significant shifts in organizational culture, leadership styles,
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communication patterns, and stakeholder engagement strategies (Fernandez & Rainey, 2006). Yet, unlike private

#enterprises, public organizations face unique challenges that complicate the change management process,
including rigid bureaucratic structures, political interference, low risk tolerance, and resistance from public
employees accustomed to stability (Van der Voet, 2014).

Organizational change in the public sector can take multiple forms, from digital government initiatives and civil
service reforms to inter-agency collaboration, decentralization, and new policy implementation (Pollitt & Bouckaert,
2017). However, the success of these initiatives hinges not merely on the strategic direction taken but on how the
change is managed at all levels of the organization. Change management is defined as a structured approach to
transitioning individuals, teams, and organizations from a current state to a desired future state (Hiatt, 2006). Within
public sector institutions, this process is inherently complex due to multi-stakeholder environments, conflicting
interests, and constrained resources (Cameron & Green, 2019). Therefore, understanding the specific strategies
employed to manage change in public sector organizations is essential for fostering more adaptive and resilient
institutions.

The literature on organizational change offers a rich theoretical landscape, ranging from Lewin’s (1947) classic
three-step model (unfreeze-change-refreeze) to Kotter’s (1996) eight-step framework, which emphasizes urgency,
coalition-building, and vision communication. These models, while foundational, often assume conditions that are
more typical in the private sector, such as centralized authority and a profit motive. In contrast, the public sector
operates under different logics, including political accountability, public value creation, and procedural fairness
(Osborne, 2006). As a result, researchers have increasingly called for context-specific studies that explore how
change is managed in bureaucratic and hierarchical systems (Fernandez & Pitts, 2007).

Recent empirical research has begun to unpack the distinctive features of public sector change. For example, a
study by Kuipers et al. (2014) found that leadership commitment, employee involvement, and the presence of
change agents were critical to the success of change initiatives in governmental organizations. Similarly, Van der
Voet (2016) highlighted that transformational leadership—characterized by vision articulation, individualized
consideration, and intellectual stimulation—significantly influences employees’ openness to change in public
agencies. However, the literature also underscores numerous barriers, including limited autonomy, procedural
rigidity, and cultural inertia (Oreg & Berson, 2011). These findings point to the need for deeper qualitative
investigations into the lived experiences of public managers and employees as they navigate complex change
processes.

One of the critical gaps in the current literature is the lack of attention to the nuanced strategies that public sector
organizations deploy in response to internal and external change drivers. While many studies focus on outcomes
or leadership styles, few delve into the strategic and operational tools used to initiate, manage, and institutionalize
change (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). Moreover, most of the existing research has been conducted in Western
contexts, limiting its applicability to regions with different administrative cultures and governance systems. In
countries such as Iran, where public sector reform is entangled with political dynamics, religious norms, and
historical legacies of centralized planning, understanding how organizational change is actually managed remains
a largely underexplored domain.

This study aims to fill this gap by qualitatively exploring the strategies for managing organizational change in
public sector organizations in Tehran. Drawing on semi-structured interviews with 18 participants from various

government departments, this research seeks to identify the practical mechanisms—both formal and informal—
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used to facilitate change. The study is grounded in the assumption that successful change management involves
not only top-down directives but also bottom-up engagement, cultural adaptation, and systemic alignment

(Fernandez & Rainey, 2006). By focusing on the Iranian public sector, the research contributes to a more diversified
and contextual understanding of organizational change, providing empirical insights that can inform both local and
international reform efforts.

Another rationale for this study is the growing emphasis on public sector agility and innovation in the face of
contemporary challenges such as digital transformation, environmental sustainability, and pandemic recovery
(OECD, 2020). These challenges require public organizations to not only adopt new technologies and policies but
also rethink their internal processes, governance models, and relationships with citizens. Change management,
therefore, is not a one-time intervention but an ongoing process of learning, adaptation, and co-creation (Heeks &
Bailur, 2007). Identifying the strategies that facilitate this process can help public managers build more resilient
organizations capable of navigating uncertainty and complexity.

Furthermore, the study adopts a grounded, empirical lens by using thematic analysis and NVivo software to
identify patterns and themes from participants’ narratives. This methodological approach allows for a deep and
situated understanding of how public officials interpret and enact change. In particular, it helps to capture the tacit
knowledge, everyday practices, and contextual constraints that often go unrecorded in quantitative or prescriptive
models. By elevating the voices of those directly involved in managing change, the study generates practice-
informed insights that are both relevant and actionable.

In conclusion, managing change in public sector organizations is a multifaceted endeavor that requires a blend
of leadership, strategy, cultural readiness, and systemic support. While theories and models provide useful
scaffolding, the actual practice of change management is deeply embedded in organizational contexts, stakeholder
relationships, and local challenges. This study contributes to the field by exploring these dynamics through the lived
experiences of public sector actors in Tehran. By identifying the strategies that facilitate or hinder change, the
research aims to inform future reform efforts, improve organizational resilience, and ultimately enhance public

service delivery.

Methods and Materials
Study Design and Participants

This study employed a qualitative research design to explore the strategies used for managing organizational
change in public sector organizations. A qualitative approach was deemed appropriate due to its strength in
capturing in-depth insights into participants' lived experiences, perspectives, and contextual understanding of
complex organizational dynamics. The study focused on 18 individuals from various public sector organizations in
Tehran, selected through purposive sampling. Participants included mid- to senior-level managers, policy
implementers, and organizational development specialists who had direct involvement in or oversight of change
management processes within their respective institutions.

The selection criteria emphasized participants with at least five years of experience in the public sector and a
history of participating in organizational change initiatives. The sample size was determined based on the principle
of theoretical saturation, whereby data collection was concluded when no new themes or insights emerged from

successive interviews.
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#Data Collection
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews to allow for both guided and flexible exploration of
relevant topics. An interview guide was developed based on a review of existing literature on change management
in public administration. The guide included open-ended questions about participants' experiences with change
initiatives, perceived challenges, implemented strategies, stakeholder involvement, and perceived outcomes.
Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and was conducted face-to-face in a private setting at
participants' workplaces or a neutral venue, ensuring confidentiality and comfort. All interviews were audio-recorded

with participants' informed consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data analysis

The data analysis process followed the principles of thematic analysis. Transcribed interviews were imported
into NVivo software (version 12) for systematic coding and categorization. Initial open coding was conducted to
identify recurring concepts and patterns. Codes were then grouped into broader categories and themes through
constant comparison and refinement, guided by both inductive insights and relevant theoretical frameworks.

To ensure trustworthiness, the study employed several strategies, including member checking, peer debriefing,
and maintaining a detailed audit trail. Triangulation was achieved by comparing responses across participants from
different departments and organizational levels to enhance the credibility of findings. All procedures were carried
out in accordance with ethical research standards, and participants were assured of the confidentiality and voluntary

nature of their participation.

Findings and Results

Theme 1: Strategic Planning and Leadership

Vision Alignment emerged as a foundational subcategory, as participants emphasized the need for aligning
organizational change with a clear and shared mission. A common thread was the articulation of long-term direction
to minimize ambiguity. One manager stated, “Without a unified vision, every department goes in its own direction.
Change feels disconnected.” Successful efforts were described as those where leaders clearly communicated the
future state and how every role contributed to it.

Leadership Communication played a pivotal role in sustaining momentum during change initiatives. Effective
strategies included transparent updates, regular meetings, and opportunities for feedback. As one participant
shared, “We needed to hear what was happening. When there was silence from the top, rumors took over.” Open
channels of communication cultivated a sense of involvement and reduced resistance.

Resource Allocation was cited as a critical enabler or barrier depending on the context. Interviewees reported
that change efforts often stalled due to insufficient budgeting, lack of personnel, or delayed procurement of digital
tools. One participant noted, “We had great ideas but no budget. It was like planning a wedding without a venue.”
Successful cases involved advance planning for both human and material resources.

Change Champions were identified as key actors in legitimizing change internally. These individuals, often
respected mid-level managers or informal leaders, helped mobilize support. One participant explained, “People
trusted him, so when he supported the change, they followed.” Empowering such figures created internal

momentum and minimized top-down resistance.
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Policy Integration involved aligning organizational strategies with broader government policies and legal
frameworks. Several respondents reported difficulties when departmental changes clashed with national policies.

“We had to pause everything until we got the green light from the ministry,” one leader commented. Integration with
formal policy ensured continuity and legitimacy.

Risk Anticipation and Contingency Planning emerged as a proactive strategy. Interviewees emphasized the
importance of anticipating obstacles and having backup plans. For example, one executive said, “We had three
scenarios ready in case the new system failed. That saved us when things didn’t go as planned.” This foresight
enabled adaptive responses under pressure.

Interdepartmental Coordination was described as essential for cross-functional changes. Participants noted that
isolated changes created bottlenecks. As one administrator put it, “We redesigned our unit’'s process, but the
department next door kept the old system. It was chaos.” Task forces and coordination meetings helped to
synchronize changes across departments.

Theme 2: Human Resource and Cultural Readiness

Employee Empowerment was a prominent subcategory, highlighting the need to involve staff in decision-making
processes. Participants stated that empowerment increased ownership and accountability. One said, “When we
were allowed to make decisions, we worked harder to make it succeed. It felt like our project, not just theirs.”

Training and Capacity Building were viewed as prerequisites for successful change. Respondents reported that
insufficient training led to confusion and resistance. “They gave us new software but no training. We were lost for
weeks,” said one technical staff member. Effective organizations invested in ongoing training, mentoring, and peer
learning.

Organizational Culture either facilitated or obstructed change efforts. In some agencies, strong traditional values
hindered innovation. One participant explained, “People here are used to routines. The moment you say ‘change,’
you see panic.” Conversely, cultures that celebrated learning and innovation experienced smoother transitions.

Motivation and Morale influenced change engagement levels. Leaders reported that recognizing staff
contributions, providing incentives, and attending to burnout had a positive impact. “When my manager
acknowledged my effort publicly, it made me want to do more,” shared a junior employee. Ignoring emotional well-
being was cited as a cause of disengagement.

Trust in Leadership was repeatedly linked to change acceptance. Respondents stressed the role of consistent
and fair leadership in building trust. One interviewee remarked, “People follow leaders they trust. If leadership keeps
changing their mind, no one takes them seriously.” Transparent behavior was key to maintaining credibility.

Resistance Management involved actively engaging those who were skeptical or opposed to the change. Tactics
included listening sessions, direct conversations, and empathy from leaders. One participant said, “At first, | was
against the change. But when my concerns were heard and addressed, | started to support it.” Managing resistance
constructively helped to turn obstacles into opportunities.

Theme 3: Operational and Systemic Alignment

Process Reengineering was a common strategy mentioned by participants. Changes were often accompanied
by efforts to streamline bureaucratic procedures. “We reduced a 10-step approval process to just four. That alone
improved efficiency dramatically,” reported one senior planner. Simplifying workflows helped embed change more

sustainably.
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Performance Monitoring ensured that progress was tracked and course corrections were made as needed.
”Several organizations used dashboards, KPls, and routine evaluations. One participant shared, “The scorecards
kept everyone on track. You couldn’t ignore the numbers every week.” Such practices increased accountability and

visibility.

Technology Integration facilitated automation and improved information flow. Respondents discussed the
transition from manual systems to digital platforms. “Introducing an internal portal saved hours of paperwork,” one
IT officer explained. However, legacy systems often posed a challenge, requiring phased implementation strategies.

Stakeholder Engagement extended beyond internal staff to include external partners and the public. Transparent
communication and collaboration with these groups built broader support. One director said, “We held town hall
meetings to explain the change. That helped reduce public complaints.” Engaging stakeholders helped align
expectations and gather feedback.

Feedback Mechanisms were crucial in iterating and refining change initiatives. Organizations used post-change
surveys, internal suggestion systems, and direct communication to gather insights. “We had a feedback box, and
surprisingly, most ideas were very practical,” noted one HR manager. Responsiveness to feedback strengthened

employee confidence in leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study shed light on the complex interplay of leadership, cultural readiness, and operational
systems in managing organizational change within public sector organizations in Tehran. The data reveal that
successful change management is not contingent upon a single strategy but rather on the synchronization of
multiple dimensions: strategic planning, human resource engagement, and systemic alignment. These themes and
their associated subcategories align closely with and expand upon existing scholarship, offering both validation and
localized insight into change practices in bureaucratic environments.

1. Strategic Planning and Leadership

The centrality of vision alignment, leadership communication, and resource allocation reinforces existing
literature on the importance of clear direction and competent leadership in public sector change. As Fernandez and
Rainey (2006) argue, articulating a clear vision and setting achievable goals are fundamental to securing
organizational buy-in. Participants in the current study echoed this, emphasizing the need for shared purpose and
coherence across departments. Moreover, transparent and frequent communication was described as a means to
combat uncertainty and foster trust—a finding consistent with Kuipers et al. (2014), who identified internal
communication as a pivotal enabler of change readiness.

The role of change champions also emerged as a critical component, paralleling Kotter’s (1996) identification
of "guiding coalitions" in effective change processes. These individuals acted as credible intermediaries between
top leadership and frontline staff, often shaping perceptions and behaviors in favor of transformation. Similarly, the
study's emphasis on policy integration and contingency planning echoes the work of Armenakis and Harris
(2009), who contend that change strategies must be context-sensitive, legally compliant, and adaptable in the face
of resistance or failure. The emphasis on interdepartmental coordination is particularly notable in public sector
settings where siloed operations can hinder cross-functional collaboration (Van der Voet, 2014). Participants’
narratives reveal that structured coordination mechanisms, such as task forces or shared metrics, mitigate the risk

of fragmentation and enhance systemic coherence.
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2. Human Resource and Cultural Readiness
The study found that employee empowerment, training, and motivation were perceived as vital drivers of

successful change, aligning with the extensive body of literature on participative management. Empowerment was

not only motivational but also strategic, as it allowed employees to innovate within their own roles—supporting
research by Fernandez and Pitts (2007), who emphasized the role of employee discretion in navigating uncertain
environments. Furthermore, continuous training and capacity building were highlighted as essential, especially
when technical or procedural shifts occurred. This is supported by Oreg and Berson (2011), who identified skill
readiness as a moderator of resistance in public sector organizations.

The importance of organizational culture was also a recurring theme. Many participants referenced a prevailing
reluctance to change that stemmed from deeply entrenched routines—a barrier well documented by Pollitt and
Bouckaert (2017), who noted that path dependency in the public sector often stifles reform. Overcoming this inertia
required sustained efforts to boost trust in leadership and manage resistance constructively. The significance of
psychological and emotional dynamics in resistance management parallels the findings of Cameron and Green
(2019), who stress that change is as much about emotion as it is about logic. Encouragingly, the study revealed
that empathetic leadership and inclusive decision-making were effective in transforming opposition into support,
providing further empirical validation of transformational leadership's role in change receptivity (Van der Voet, 2016).
3. Operational and Systemic Alignment

The third theme—operational and systemic alignment—underscored the need to reengineer workflows, adopt
performance metrics, and embrace digital tools as part of the change process. The emphasis on process
reengineering resonates with Osborne and Gaebler's (1992) "reinventing government" framework, which
advocates for leaner, more responsive bureaucracies. Participants reported that simplifying bureaucratic
procedures not only improved service delivery but also reduced staff frustration and resistance.

Performance monitoring through KPIs and dashboards emerged as a vital mechanism for accountability and
transparency, confirming the findings of OECD (2020), which stressed that performance frameworks are integral to
continuous improvement in the public sector. Likewise, the push for technology integration reflects global trends
in digital governance and e-administration (Heeks & Bailur, 2007). However, the study also highlighted the barriers
posed by outdated legacy systems and insufficient technical training—a point echoed by Dwivedi et al. (2017), who
warned that digital transformation in the public sector is often impeded by infrastructure deficits and skill gaps.

Stakeholder engagement and feedback mechanisms were also viewed as critical for both legitimacy and
learning. Engagement with external stakeholders—particularly citizens and partner organizations—helped ensure
that change initiatives were grounded in public needs and expectations. This aligns with Osborne’s (2006) "new
public governance" paradigm, which advocates for collaborative relationships between government and civil
society. Internal feedback systems, such as suggestion boxes or pulse surveys, facilitated real-time adaptation and
gave employees a voice in shaping the change process. These participatory approaches reinforce the notion that

successful public management is increasingly dialogical rather than hierarchical.
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