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Abstract

The present study aims to design a localized model of complexity leadership in Iranian public sector organizations.
Given the dynamic and multifaceted challenges these organizations face, the need for a context-specific model
tailored to their cultural and structural characteristics has become increasingly critical. From a methodological
standpoint, this research combines both fundamental and applied approaches: the fundamental dimension focuses
on identifying key components and developing a conceptual model of complexity leadership, while the applied
dimension examines the current state within Iranian public organizations. The research methodology is based on
a qualitative meta-synthesis using Sandelowski and Barroso’s (2007) seven-step framework and systematic content
analysis. Out of an initial pool of 383 studies, 29 qualitative studies were selected for in-depth analysis, resulting
in the extraction of 160 final codes, grouped into 29 concepts and 5 main categories. These categories include: (1)
leadership traits and competencies, (2) environmental and organizational factors, (3) analytical and strategic
approaches, (4) organizational actions and dynamics, and (5) indigenous organizational culture and context. To
validate the findings and achieve expert consensus, a four-round Delphi method was employed, with Kendall's
coefficient of concordance used to measure agreement levels. The Kappa coefficient of 0.753 indicated a high
level of reliability for the extracted codes. The findings suggest that effective complexity leadership in Iranian
public organizations requires a multidimensional, contextual, and adaptive model that simultaneously addresses
structural, cultural, cognitive, and environmental variables. By offering a localized model, this study contributes
to the enrichment of the theoretical literature and provides practical insights to enhance the capacity of
organizational leaders in navigating complexity and making decisions under uncertainty.

Keywords: Complexity Leadership, Public Sector Organizations, Indigenous Model, Meta-Synthesis,
Qualitative Content Analysis, Delphi Method.

Citation: Keivani, Sh., Lotfollahi Haghi, M., Heidari, M., & Rostamzadeh, R. (2025). Designing an Indigenous
Complexity Leadership Model in Iran’s Public Sector Organizations. Journal of Development Studies and Resource
Management, 3(11), 13-34

#. Corresponding author: Mahrookh Lotfollahi Haghi, Email: m.lotfollahi@iau.ac.ir



https://sanad.iau.ir/journal/jdsrm
mailto:m.lotfollahi@iau.ac.ir

Development Studies and Resource Management

In today's turbulent and dynamic environment,
public sector organizations are facing
unprecedented  complexities caused by
technological, political, economic, and
ecological disruptions. These uncertainties have
rendered traditional, linear ~management
approaches ineffective, particularly in
governmental institutions that often adhere to
bureaucratic and rigid structures. In this
context, the concept of complexity leadership
has emerged as a response to the growing need
for adaptive, nonlinear, and multidimensional
decision-making frameworks.

The paradigm shift from deterministic systems
to complex adaptive systems (CAS) has paved
the way for leadership theories that emphasize
adaptability, emergence, nonlinearity, and self-
organization. Drawing on this theoretical
foundation, the present research aims to address
the gap in the literature by designing an
indigenous model of complexity leadership
tailored to the cultural, structural, and
bureaucratic characteristics of lranian public
organizations. Unlike generic Western models,
this localized approach seeks to offer a
contextually relevant solution that
acknowledges the unique features of Iran’s
organizational environment.

This study adopts a mixed-purpose approach,
combining fundamental research aimed at
conceptual development with applied research
that assesses the current state of complexity
leadership in lIran's public sector. The core
methodological framework is based on a
gualitative meta-synthesis using Sandelowski
and Barroso’s (2007) seven-step model,
alongside systematic content analysis.

The research process began with a
comprehensive search across both national and
international databases from 2000 to 2025,
using keywords such as “complexity
leadership,” “public sector complexity,” and
“adaptive systems.” From a total of 383
qualitative studies, a final set of 29 studies were
selected through rigorous screening based on
relevance, quality, and duplication checks.
These texts were coded to yield 160 final codes,
grouped into 29 concepts and eventually 5 main
categories. To enhance the validity of the
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findings, the study employed a four-round
Delphi method, involving 33 academic and
professional experts. The Kendall’s coefficient
of concordance and Kappa index (0.753)
confirmed a high degree of consensus and
reliability in the extracted components.

The proposed indigenous complexity leadership
model is structured around five main categories
that together form a comprehensive framework
for effective leadership in Iran's public sector.
The first category, Leadership Traits and
Competencies, includes critical attributes such
as emotional and ethical dimensions of
leadership, cognitive flexibility, the ability to
make sense of ambiguity, trust-building within
organizations, and promoting dynamic,
multidirectional communication  networks.
These capabilities enable leaders to respond
thoughtfully and sensitively in complex and
uncertain environments.

The second category, Environmental and
Organizational Factors, addresses the external
and internal elements that influence
organizational behavior and adaptability. This
includes the organization’s capacity to respond
to environmental changes, structural constraints
and enablers, mechanisms of emergence and
transformation, and multiple layers of
organizational  complexity—ranging  from
behavioral and structural to psychosocial
dimensions. These factors form the contextual
backdrop within which complexity leadership
operates.

The third category, Analytical and Strategic
Approaches, focuses on how leaders apply
systems thinking and strategic flexibility to
navigate complexity. Key aspects here include
data-driven decision-making, embracing digital
transformation, and operating effectively under
conditions of uncertainty without relying solely
on rigid planning methods. Tools such as
qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) and
dynamic configuration modeling support
leaders in forming adaptive strategies grounded
in evidence and context.

The fourth category, Organizational Actions
and Dynamics, highlights the practical and
interactive elements of leadership within
complex systems. This includes conflict
management, supporting emergent
organizational behaviors, fostering distributed
cognition, conducting adaptive leadership
practices, redistributing power as necessary,
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and navigating paradoxes that naturally arise in
dynamic systems. These actions enable the
organization to remain responsive and
innovative amid continuous change.

The fifth and final category, Indigenous
Organizational Culture and Context, is
particularly vital in this study, as it focuses on
the cultural, structural, and ecological
characteristics specific to Iranian public sector
institutions. It emphasizes the importance of
transdisciplinary ~ leadership ~ knowledge,
effective  policy development, systemic
simulation of organizational behavior, and the
alignment of leadership practices with the
country’s cultural norms and regulatory
systems.Taken together, these five categories
are synthesized into a unified and practical
complexity leadership model that integrates
adaptive, administrative, and enabling
leadership roles, as proposed in Uhl-Bien and
Marion’s theoretical framework. Furthermore,
the model recognizes and facilitates co-
evolutionary interactions between formal
bureaucratic systems and informal adaptive
networks, ensuring a dynamic and resilient

approach to leadership in complex public sector
environments.

The research findings affirm that Iranian public
sector organizations require a context-sensitive,
flexible, and holistic model of leadership that
moves beyond hierarchical, control-based
paradigms.  The  proposed  indigenous
complexity leadership model provides a
blueprint that aligns with the realities of Iran’s
administrative culture, offering leaders tools to
navigate ambiguity, foster innovation, and
leverage emergent behaviors for sustainable
governance. By incorporating both local
contextual variables and universal theoretical
constructs, this study bridges the gap between
theory and practice in leadership under
complexity. It contributes not only to the
academic literature on complexity theory and
leadership in non-Western settings but also
offers  practical insights for Iranian
policymakers and managers to enhance
organizational resilience and strategic agility.
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