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Abstract

Meritocracy, as a foundational principle for the equitable distribution
of opportunities and resources, confronts complex challenges in Iran,
rooted in structural inequalities, power structures, and socio-cultural
dynamics. This research utilizes a qualitative thematic meta-analysis to
examine findings from 30 Persian-language articles (2001-2025),
analyzing meritocracy through the lens of three structural themes: 1)
Structural Inequalities (informed by: economic and resource
distribution, educational and human capital opportunities, gender and
social discrimination, development and productivity), 2) Power
Structures (informed by: decision-making and appointments, laws and
oversight, power concentration and decentralization, elite participation
and circulation), and 3) Socio-Cultural Dynamics (informed by: values
and doctrines, motivations and participation, relational networks and
tendencies). The methodology involved open, axial, and selective
coding of facilitating factors (e.g., income distribution justice, rule of
law, promotion of a meritocratic culture) and inhibiting barriers (e.g.,
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gender discrimination, corruption, cronyism), organized at the
structural level. Across the corpus, 93 structural-level facilitating
factors and 103 inhibiting barriers were identified. Findings indicate
that structural inequalities operate in a unilaterally negative fashion,
constraining equal access. While power structures are dualistic,
inhibiting barriers predominate, undermining transparency. Similarly,
socio-cultural dynamics are dualistic, yet relation-centric tendencies
prevail, diminishing the motivation for individual merit-based effort.
The interaction of inhibiting barriers across the three themes—
particularly barriers of economic inequality, power concentration, and
cronyism—creates a negative feedback loop that severely restricts
meritocracy and impedes social justice. Policy recommendations
propose redistributive policies to reduce inequalities, ensuring the
independence of oversight institutions and reforming appointment
structures to dilute concentrated power, and promoting ethical and
religious education aligned with meritocratic values to shift cultural
dynamics. In Iranian society, implementing these macro-level solutions
can strengthen the systemic framework of meritocracy, enhance
productivity, reduce corruption, and contribute to the realization of
social justice.

Keywords: Meritocracy, Structural Inequalities, Power Structures,
Socio-cultural Dynamics, Social Justice, Thematic Qualitative Meta-
Analysis.
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Extended Abstract

V. Introduction

Meritocracy, as the foundational principle for the equitable distribution
of opportunities and rewards based on individual merit, confronts
profound structural challenges in Iran. Despite its emphasis within
legal, religious, and long-term strategic frameworks, its practical
implementation remains weak, perpetuating administrative inefficiency
and fostering social discontent. While classical and contemporary
sociological theories—from Young's social stratification and Sandel's
critique of meritocratic tyranny to Weber's efficient bureaucracy and
Bourdieu and Passeron's analysis of social reproduction—debate its
merits and flaws, the specific structural barriers within Iran's unique
context require deeper investigation. Prior domestic studies have
highlighted issues such as relation-based appointments but often lack a
comprehensive sociological structural analysis. Addressing this gap,
this study investigates how structural inequalities, power structures, and
socio-cultural dynamics at the macro level facilitate or inhibit
meritocracy in Iran. Employing a qualitative thematic meta-analysis of
30 Persian-language articles (2001-2025), it systematically codes
facilitating factors and inhibiting barriers across these three themes,
aiming to provide a holistic structural diagnosis and actionable policy
pathways to strengthen meritocratic practices and advance social
justice.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical and Empirical Foundations

Theoretical discourse on meritocracy spans from Young's foundational
yet cautionary formulation to contemporary critiques (Sandel, 2020;
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) and Weberian ideals of bureaucratic
efficiency. In Iran, this concept is rendered more complex by its
integration with religious doctrines and national development
frameworks. While empirical studies within Iran have proliferated, they
predominantly maintain a micro or meso-level analytical focus.

2.2. Categorization of Domestic Empirical Research

Analysis of the domestic empirical literature reveals three principal
thematic strands: 1) Model-Oriented Studies identifying organizational
facilitators;  2) Barrier-Focused  Critiques highlighting  structural
impediments such as nepotism, cronyism, and corruption; and
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3) Cultural-Religious Examinations linking meritocracy to Islamic
values.

2.3. ldentified Research Gap

Although these studies provide valuable insights within specific sectors
or organizational contexts, a significant scholarly gap persists. There is
a conspicuous lack of a macro-sociological and structural analysis that
integrates the complex interplay between the three aforementioned
themes in shaping the systemic dysfunction of meritocracy in Iran.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design and Article Selection

This study employed a qualitative thematic meta-analysis to
systematically integrate and interpret findings from existing research.
A comprehensive search of major Persian databases using keywords
related to meritocracy in Iran (2001-2025) yielded an initial pool of 60
articles. Through sequential screening based on relevance and
methodological rigor, 30 articles were selected for final analysis.

3.2. Data Coding and Thematic Synthesis

Data analysis followed a structured three-phase coding process.
First, open coding extracted 196 initial codes pertaining to facilitating
and inhibiting factors. Next, axial coding synthesized these codes into
three overarching macro-sociological themes: structural inequalities,
power structures, and socio-cultural dynamics. Finally, selective
coding organized the factors within these themes into specific
conceptual categories.

3.3. Quality Appraisal and Methodological Rigor

The selected articles were evaluated using established criteria for
qualitative research. The corpus demonstrated methodological
diversity, providing a rich foundation for the meta-synthesis.

4. Findings

4.1. Overview of Extracted Factors

The analysis identified a total of 196 macro-structural factors. Of
these, 93 were facilitating factors and 103 were inhibiting barriers,
indicating a systemic preponderance of constraints over enablers for
meritocracy in lran.
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4.2. Structural Inequalities: A Unilaterally Inhibiting Force

This theme operates primarily as a negative, one-sided force. Deep-
seated inequalities in economic resources, access to education,
gender/social discrimination, and national productivity restrict equal
opportunity, overshadow individual merit, and create a self-
perpetuating cycle of disadvantage. Inhibiting factors within this theme
are overwhelmingly dominant.

4.3. Power Structures: The Dominance of Inhibiting Barriers
Although power structures exhibit a dual capacity, inhibiting barriers
are predominant. Factors like politicized decision-making, lack of
transparency, high power concentration, and corruption obstruct elite
circulation and severely undermine institutional transparency and fair
competition.

4.4. Socio-Cultural Dynamics: The Primacy of Relation-Centric
Tendencies

This theme also presents a dual nature but is characterized by
the predominance of relation-centric tendencies. Informal networks, a
weakened culture of meritocracy, and social dissatisfaction with unfair
selections reduce motivation for merit-based effort and reinforce non-
transparent practices.

4.5. Synergistic Negative Cycle: The Core Finding

The most critical finding is the synergistic interaction among inhibiting
barriers across all three themes. Barriers from structural inequalities,
power structures, and socio-cultural dynamics reinforce each other,
creating a self-reinforcing negative cycle that systemically constrains
meritocracy and impedes social justice in Iran.

5. Discussion & Conclusion

5.1. Synthesis and Theoretical Dialogue

This study synthesizes disparate empirical findings into a coherent
macro-sociological framework. The findings engage with critical
theoretical traditions: the unilaterally negative role of structural
inequalities aligns with Bourdieu's social reproduction; the dominant
inhibiting nature of power structures reflects Weberian concerns; and
the dual yet relation-centric socio-cultural dynamics echo Sandel's
critique of meritocratic tyranny.
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5.2. Contribution and Positioning within the Literature

The primary contribution of this meta-analysis is its macro-structural
and integrative perspective, which transcends the prevalent
organizational-level focus of prior domestic studies. By demonstrating
how the three themes interact to form a synergistic negative cycle, it
provides a more holistic explanation for the systemic failure of
meritocracy in Iran, filling a significant literature gap.

5.3. Conclusion and Policy Implications

In conclusion, meritocracy in Iran is systemically constrained by a self-
reinforcing cycle. Breaking this cycle requires targeted macro-level
interventions: 1)  Redistributive  policiesto  mitigate  structural
inequalities; 2) Institutional reforms to ensure oversight independence
and transparent appointments, thereby diluting concentrated power;
and 3) Cultural-educational initiatives to promote meritocratic values
over relational tendencies. Implementing these interdependent
strategies is essential for fostering a dynamic meritocracy, enhancing
social justice, and achieving sustainable development in Iran.
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