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Abstract:

The objective of this study is to identify the dimensions and components of human resource development in non-governmental organizations.
The present research follows a qualitative methodology based on the meta-synthesis approach. The statistical population consisted of experts
and specialists in non-governmental organizations. A total of 15 experts with the highest level of experience related to the research topic
were selected through a purposive judgmental sampling method. Data collection was conducted through in-depth semi-structured interviews.
To ensure data credibility, criteria such as credibility (or trustworthiness), member checking, data source triangulation, negative case analysis,
and transferability were employed. For data analysis, the three-stage coding method—open coding, axial coding, and selective coding—was
applied. Furthermore, to determine the components and dimensions of human resource development, the fuzzy Delphi method and
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) were used to identify internal relationships among variables. The findings revealed the identification
of 78 indicators, 11 components, and 3 main dimensions, including individual, organizational, and environmental dimensions. Moreover, the
results from Interpretive Structural Modeling indicated that individual dimensions ranked at the first level, while organizational and
environmental dimensions occupied the second and third levels, respectively. It can be concluded that human resource development in non-
governmental organizations is primarily influenced by individual dimensions, followed by organizational and environmental dimensions.
Therefore, policymakers should place greater emphasis on the personal and individual characteristics of human resources.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Human resource development (HRD) has become a foundational pillar in enhancing organizational performance,
particularly in knowledge-based and mission-driven environments such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs). In today’s
rapidly changing world, organizations that seek sustainability and competitiveness must prioritize the development of their
human resources as a key driver of strategic success. As Nilammadi et al. (2024) affirm, organizations that invest in their human
capital and align their strategic goals with their human resource capabilities are more likely to adapt and thrive in a digital,
knowledge-centric era (Nilammadi et al., 2024). HRD in NGOs is especially critical, given their reliance on skilled volunteers
and staff who often work in high-pressure and resource-limited environments.

In NGOs, where formal authority is often minimal and work is guided by shared values and voluntary commitment, effective
human resource strategies must accommodate flexibility, empowerment, and intrinsic motivation. Eknath and Janardhan (2020)
emphasize that HRD extends beyond technical training to include personal growth, leadership development, and organizational
learning (Eknath & Janardhan, 2020). Similarly, Khorasani et al. (2016) contend that HRD must focus on both individual
capabilities and systemic organizational practices to build collective resilience and performance (Khorasani et al., 2016).

The role of NGOs in societal development has also heightened the importance of HRD within these organizations. NGOs
serve as vital civil society actors in delivering public goods, advocating for human rights, and mobilizing grassroots
engagement. According to Lewis et al. (2020), NGOs are not only service providers but also social innovators that need
competent, values-driven, and well-supported human resources to remain relevant and effective (Lewis et al., 2020).
Furthermore, NGOs are increasingly held accountable to diverse stakeholders—beneficiaries, donors, governments—which
makes human capital their most valuable asset in sustaining legitimacy and impact (Ali, 2020) (Ali, 2020).

Despite this importance, HRD in NGOs often suffers from a lack of systematic planning and institutional frameworks.
Kaloudis (2017) notes that many NGOs operate with underdeveloped HR structures, resulting in inefficient use of talent and
high turnover (Kaloudis, 2017). Alshahan (2021) further points out that NGOs face challenges in strategic HR management,
especially due to resource constraints and the voluntary nature of their workforce (Alshahan, 2021). These challenges are
compounded by organizational cultures that may resist formal management practices, leading to fragmented and ad hoc
approaches to staff development.

Prior studies have attempted to explore the sociological and structural challenges of HR practices in NGOs. Blour Foroush
et al. (2023) highlight the psychosocial stressors and institutional dysfunctions that can arise when HR systems are misaligned
with organizational missions (Blour Foroush et al., 2023). Ghorbani et al. (2023) underscore the necessity of strategic planning

and sustainable participation mechanisms in building capacity within NGOs (Ghorbani et al., 2023). Moreover, Gholami et al.
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(2023) recommend that HRD initiatives be rooted in an understanding of organizational, job-related, and personal dimensions
that collectively shape workforce performance (Gholami et al., 2023).

Given the increasing visibility and impact of NGOs in Iran and other developing countries, there remains a significant gap
in localized frameworks for HRD tailored to the unique contexts of NGOs. As Brunt and McCourt (2012) argue, international
models of participation and empowerment must be reconciled with local practices and values to ensure meaningful development
outcomes (Brunt & McCourt, 2012). This study seeks to address this gap by identifying the key dimensions and components of
HRD in Iranian NGOs through a qualitative meta-synthesis and interpretive structural modeling approach. The findings aim to
inform both academic discourse and practical implementation by providing a comprehensive, evidence-based model of HRD
suited for the specific cultural, operational, and structural realities of NGOs.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a meta-synthesis methodology to extract and integrate findings from existing literature and
expert interviews concerning HRD in NGOs. The study population consisted of experts and practitioners with extensive
experience in NGO operations in Iran. Fifteen participants were selected via purposive and judgmental sampling, ensuring
diversity in background, managerial experience, and academic qualifications. Data collection was conducted through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews, which allowed for rich, nuanced insights into HRD practices and challenges.

To ensure data trustworthiness, the study applied criteria such as credibility, member checking, triangulation of data sources,
and negative case analysis. Data were analyzed using a three-stage coding process—open, axial, and selective coding—to
identify themes, subthemes, and relationships. In the second phase, fuzzy Delphi technique was used to validate the extracted
components, followed by Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) to determine the structural relationships among the
dimensions and components of HRD.

Findings

The analysis resulted in the identification of 78 primary indicators, grouped into 11 components and categorized into three
major dimensions: individual, organizational, and environmental. These three dimensions represent the core domains
influencing HRD in NGOs.

At the individual level, key components included motivation, personal traits, communication skills, empathy, responsibility,
and problem-solving ability. Organizational dimensions encompassed systems of recruitment and employment, training and
development, performance evaluation, promotion mechanisms, and institutional culture. Environmental dimensions included
factors such as political environment, legal frameworks, cultural context, economic conditions, and interactions with local
communities, donors, and government agencies.

The ISM analysis revealed that the individual dimension held the strongest influence (Level 1), followed by the
organizational dimension (Level 2), and finally the environmental dimension (Level 3). This hierarchy indicates that personal
attributes and behaviors are the most foundational for HRD in NGOs, whereas organizational structures and environmental
factors exert more distal but still significant influences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the study reaffirm the centrality of the individual in driving effective HRD in NGOs. The prominence of the
individual dimension suggests that capacity-building efforts should begin with empowering individuals through targeted
training, leadership development, and role clarity. This aligns with the assertion of Eknath and Janardhan (2020) that HRD is

fundamentally about unlocking human potential and aligning it with organizational goals.
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The organizational dimension’s placement in the second tier underscores the role of institutional frameworks in sustaining
human capital. Clear recruitment policies, structured training programs, performance evaluation systems, and promotion
mechanisms are vital to maintain staff engagement and retention. These findings are consistent with Alshahan (2021), who
emphasizes the strategic role of HRM in ensuring that qualified, motivated individuals are recruited and retained in NGOs.

The environmental dimension, while ranked third, is by no means negligible. External factors such as funding stability,
political support, cultural attitudes, and technological infrastructure shape the operating context for HRD initiatives. The
dynamic and often volatile environment in which NGOs operate necessitates adaptive and responsive HR practices that are
grounded in context-sensitive strategies. The work of Kaloudis (2017) supports this by demonstrating how environmental
instability can erode HR systems if not properly anticipated and managed.

One of the key insights of this study is the interdependence of these three dimensions. HRD in NGOs cannot be viewed as
a linear or isolated process; rather, it must be seen as an ecosystem where individual capacities are nurtured within
organizational structures that are responsive to environmental conditions. This integrative perspective corresponds with the
holistic HRD models advocated by scholars such as Lewis et al. (2020) and Cavanagh et al. (2017), who stress the importance
of alignment between individual, organizational, and societal factors.

Furthermore, the study highlights the importance of institutionalizing HRD practices in NGOs that are often informal or
under-resourced. Building systems for career development, providing incentives for continuous learning, and fostering a culture
of feedback and reflection are essential steps in professionalizing the sector. As Brunt and McCourt (2012) argue, NGOs must
"walk the talk" by ensuring that their internal HR practices reflect their external values and missions.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the growing literature on human resource development in NGOs by offering a
validated, context-sensitive model grounded in empirical data. The proposed framework underscores the primacy of the
individual as the foundation for HRD, while also accounting for the crucial roles of organizational systems and environmental
realities. The findings offer actionable insights for NGO leaders, policymakers, and development practitioners seeking to
enhance organizational capacity through strategic HRD interventions. Future research may further refine this model through
comparative studies across cultural or regional contexts, and explore its applicability in different types of NGOs, including

those focused on health, education, humanitarian aid, and advocacy.
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