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Abstract

Career plateau refers to a condition in an individual’s professional
trajectory in which opportunities for vertical promotion, job
enrichment, or participation in organizational decision-making
become significantly constrained. This quantitative study, grounded in
social exchange theory and the three-dimensional model of career
plateau, examines the relationship between three types of career
plateau (structural, content, and pervasive) and job satisfaction among
employees of the Department of Cooperatives, Labor, and Social
Welfare in Isfahan Province. The population consisted of 529
employees in 2021, from which a sample of 223 individuals was
selected using multistage random sampling based on Morgan’s table.
Data were collected through a standardized five-point Likert
questionnaire and analyzed using SPSS and AMOS. Structural
equation modeling results indicated that all three dimensions of career
plateau were negatively and significantly associated with job
satisfaction, with pervasive plateau exhibiting the strongest negative
correlation. Descriptive analyses also revealed that overall job
satisfaction was at a moderate level and that significant differences
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existed based on employment type and the alignment between
educational qualifications and job roles. These findings underscore the
importance of reducing structural, content-related, and participatory
barriers within public organizations to enhance employees’ job
satisfaction.

Keywords: career plateau; structural plateau; content plateau;
pervasive plateau; job satisfaction; public sector employees.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Job plateauing has become a notable issue in contemporary
organizations, particularly in public-sector bureaucracies where
hierarchical structures, centralized authority, and limited promotion
opportunities are common. Structural reforms, downsizing, and the
shift toward flatter hierarchies have reduced employees’ prospects for
vertical advancement and long-term career development. Under such
conditions, employees may experience stagnation despite their
experience and professional competence, which can negatively
influence their attitudes, motivation, and work behaviors. Job
satisfaction, as a central component of quality of work life, plays an
important role in employees’ psychological well-being, productivity,
and organizational commitment. Given the theoretical and practical
significance of this issue, the present study examines how the three
dimensions of job plateauing—structural, content, and inclusive
plateauing—affect job satisfaction among public-sector employees in
Iran.

Literature Review

Classical research conceptualizes job plateauing through two primary
dimensions. Structural plateauing refers to the absence of
opportunities for vertical advancement due to hierarchical constraints,
while content plateauing reflects the lack of challenge, variety, and
learning opportunities within the job. Recent studies have introduced a
third dimension, inclusive (or centrality) plateauing, which captures
employees’ exclusion from organizational power networks,
information flows, and decision making processes. This dimension has
gained increasing attention as a critical form of plateauing,
particularly in bureaucratic settings.

Theoretical frameworks such as Social Exchange Theory
emphasize that employees experience higher satisfaction when they
perceive fairness and reciprocity in the exchange of resources,
opportunities, and rewards. Job plateauing disrupts this balance,
leading to perceptions of inequity and reduced satisfaction. Similarly,
Adams’ Equity Theory highlights the role of perceived fairness in
shaping job attitudes. Schein’s three dimensional career model further
suggests that blocked advancement paths, lack of challenge, and
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marginalization within organizational structures directly influence
employees’ professional identity and job experience. Although
international studies have examined these dimensions extensively,
research in Iran has rarely addressed all three dimensions
simultaneously, particularly within public-sector contexts.

Methodology

This study employed a quantitative survey design. The statistical
population consisted of 529 employees working in the Departments of
Cooperatives, Labor, and Social Welfare in Isfahan Province in 2021.
Using stratified multistage sampling and Morgan’s table, 223
employees were selected, and 217 valid questionnaires were analyzed.
Data were collected using the Job Plateauing Scale developed by Luo
et al. (2014) and the short-form Job Satisfaction Scale by Panigrahi
and Al Nashash (2019). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and
AMOS. Confirmatory factor analysis was used to assess the validity
of measurement models, and structural equation modeling (SEM) was
applied to test the hypothesized relationships. Group differences were
examined using independent-samples t tests and one way ANOVA.

Results

Descriptive findings indicated that structural and inclusive plateauing
were above the midpoint of the scale, whereas content plateauing was
below the midpoint. Job satisfaction was slightly below average,
suggesting relatively low satisfaction among employees. Measurement
models demonstrated acceptable fit indices for both constructs.

SEM results showed that all three dimensions of job plateauing
had significant negative effects on job satisfaction: content plateauing
(B =-0.27), structural plateauing ( = —0.28), and inclusive plateauing
(B=-0.51). Among these, inclusive plateauing exhibited the strongest
negative effect, indicating that exclusion from decision making
processes and organizational power structures plays a central role in
reducing job satisfaction. Group comparison tests revealed that
permanent employees reported lower job satisfaction than non-
permanent employees, and employees whose job roles aligned with
their educational background reported higher satisfaction. Significant
differences were also observed across organizational positions, with
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experts and senior experts reporting the lowest satisfaction and
department heads reporting the highest.

Discussion

The findings confirm that job plateauing—across structural, content,
and inclusive dimensions—significantly reduces job satisfaction
among public-sector employees. These results align with Social
Exchange Theory and Equity Theory, suggesting that plateaued
employees perceive an imbalance in the exchange relationship with
the organization, leading to reduced satisfaction. The strong effect of
inclusive plateauing highlights the importance of participation,
perceived fairness, and access to organizational decision making
structures. In hierarchical public organizations, exclusion from these
processes may foster feelings of powerlessness, marginalization, and
diminished professional identity, thereby intensifying dissatisfaction.
The results are consistent with previous studies emphasizing the
negative consequences of plateauing on motivation, commitment, and
well-being.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that job plateauing is a key determinant of
reduced job satisfaction in public-sector organizations. The three
dimensions collectively explain a substantial portion of the variance in
job satisfaction, with inclusive plateauing exerting the strongest
influence. These findings underscore the need for clear career
development pathways, enhanced employee participation in decision
making, and improved alignment between job roles and employees’
educational backgrounds. Strengthening organizational justice and
revising promotion and participation systems may help mitigate the
negative effects of plateauing and improve job satisfaction among
public-sector employees.
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1. outlier’s cases

2. Panigrahi & Al-Nashash

3. Statistical Package for Social Sciences
4. Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS)
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. Principal Component Analysis
. items wording

. Hierarchical plateau

. Inclusive plateau

. Job content plateau
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