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Abstract:

The present study was conducted with the aim of explaining managers’ perceptions and lived experiences of vertical mobility
within organizational structure, with emphasis on the Social Security Organization in the southwest region of the country. This
study adopted a qualitative approach and employed Colaizzi’s phenomenological method to explore the nature and dimensions
of managerial mobility from the perspective of managers who had experienced such situations. The participants included 21
managers of the organization (18 men and 3 women), selected through purposive sampling. Data collection was carried out
through semi-structured interviews, each lasting between 40 and 90 minutes. Data analysis was conducted in seven stages based
on Colaizzi’s framework. The findings revealed that vertical mobility (both promotion and demotion) is influenced by a set of
individual, organizational, and extra-organizational factors. In terms of promotion, themes such as managerial competencies,
career trajectory, organizational performance, trust from senior managers, and political and cultural variables emerged as
prominent. In contrast, in cases of organizational demotion, managers’ lived experiences highlighted issues such as regulatory
structures, intra-organizational pressures, and personal requests. The results of this research may assist decision-makers in the
field of human resources in improving managerial appointment and mobility processes.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Vertical mobility in organizational structures, encompassing both promotions and demotions, has long been recognized as
a critical mechanism within human resource management and organizational behavior research. Such mobility shapes not only
the formal positions and responsibilities of managers but also profoundly influences their professional identity, psychological
well-being, and organizational commitment. In particular, promotions are often perceived as milestones of career success and
recognition of competencies; however, they may also introduce new challenges, including increased workload, heightened
stress, and role conflicts (Wang et al., 2018). Demotions, on the other hand, are typically associated with negative psychological
consequences such as diminished self-esteem, perceived organizational rejection, and heightened turnover intentions (Zhou et
al., 2021).

Scholarly inquiry into these phenomena highlights the multifaceted nature of vertical job mobility. For instance, promotions
tend to enhance job satisfaction and confidence when supported by transparent evaluation processes and organizational support,
yet they can simultaneously increase psychological strain (Shao & Ding, 2022). Similarly, research emphasizes that in contexts
where bureaucratic and hierarchical structures dominate—such as public sector organizations—demotions often carry long-
lasting and severe impacts on managers’ professional identity and social standing (Kim & Fernandez, 2019). This suggests that
vertical mobility cannot be reduced to structural changes but must be understood as a lived experience embedded within
organizational, cultural, and political contexts.

The literature underscores several critical determinants of vertical mobility outcomes. Studies in Chinese firms revealed that
promotions reshape leadership behavior and positively influence organizational culture when accompanied by managerial
adaptability (Chen & Zhang, 2021). Other research in the public sector showed that senior managers experiencing upward
mobility contribute to organizational transparency and performance, provided the process is merit-based (Prat & Guo, 2022).
At the same time, lack of transparency and organizational justice in promotion processes often generates mistrust, inequity
perceptions, and reduced organizational commitment (Keller & Droz, 2021). Conversely, forced transfers and demotions evoke
psychological distress, identity loss, and alienation from the organization (Khan, 2021; Sarker & Sultana, 2022).

While most international studies focus on either upward or downward mobility separately, few explore both experiences
together, particularly within public organizations in developing contexts. In Iran, limited research has examined the lived
experiences of managers facing demotions, highlighting themes of exclusion, reduced motivation, and erosion of professional
identity (Rezaei & Kaviani, 2023). Moreover, studies on job mobility across sectors suggest that career satisfaction and
professional growth are contingent not only on the direction of mobility but also on contextual factors such as political
interference, cultural expectations, and organizational justice (Bayat, 2022; Ng & Feldman, 2020). In addition, the design of
organizational structures and their integration with knowledge management practices significantly shape empowerment

opportunities and the fairness of mobility processes (Mahdizadeh Rostam et al., 2024).
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Comparative evidence from multinational enterprises further demonstrates that lateral transfers, though not vertical, create
unique challenges in adapting to diverse work cultures while simultaneously enhancing flexibility and learning (Arthur & Miller,
2021). These insights underscore that mobility processes, whether horizontal or vertical, function as critical junctures for
managerial adaptation. Furthermore, organizational agility and innovation performance in public services are closely tied to
structural design and the fairness of mobility policies (Almazrouei et al., 2024). Therefore, analyzing vertical mobility in
hierarchical public organizations such as Iran’s Social Security Organization is vital for understanding how structural,
individual, and extra-organizational factors shape the lived experiences of managers and influence human resource
development.

Against this backdrop, the present study aimed to explore managers’ perceptions and lived experiences of vertical
mobility—including both promotions and demotions—in the Social Security Organization of southwest Iran. Using Colaizzi’s
phenomenological method, this research sought to uncover the psychological, organizational, and socio-cultural dimensions of
mobility processes and contribute to the development of fairer and more transparent policies in human resource management.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative approach grounded in Colaizzi’s phenomenological methodology to capture the lived
experiences of managers who had undergone vertical mobility. The participants included 21 managers (18 men and 3 women)
from the Social Security Organization in southwest Iran, selected through purposive sampling to ensure relevance and richness
of data. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of five years of managerial experience and at least one experience of vertical
mobility—either promotion or demotion.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 40 and 90 minutes. Questions focused on the
participants’ experiences, challenges, and perceived consequences of vertical mobility. Interviews were recorded with informed
consent and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological framework. This involved reading and re-reading
transcripts, extracting significant statements, formulating meanings, clustering themes, and developing comprehensive
descriptions of participants’ experiences. The credibility of findings was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing,
and adherence to Lincoln and Guba’s four trustworthiness criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews revealed that vertical mobility, whether upward (promotion) or downward (demotion), was
shaped by a constellation of individual, organizational, and extra-organizational factors. From the participants’ accounts, eight
overarching themes, twenty thematic clusters, and numerous meaning units were identified.

Promotions were primarily attributed to managerial competencies, career trajectory, organizational performance, and trust
from senior leaders. Participants highlighted personal traits such as decisiveness, emotional intelligence, perseverance, and
ethical conduct as key enablers of upward mobility. Professional skills including effective communication, problem-solving,
conflict management, and technical expertise also emerged as critical factors. In addition, organizational performance
indicators such as strategic planning, team building, and systemic thinking reinforced their credibility for higher positions.
Trust and recognition by senior management further acted as catalysts for promotion, while external factors such as political
influence, cultural biases, and even kinship ties were reported as intervening conditions.

The experience of promotion was described as a multifaceted phenomenon. On the one hand, it generated feelings of pride,

motivation, and professional growth. On the other hand, it was often accompanied by heightened stress, greater performance
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expectations, and anxieties about role adaptation. Some managers reported an increased sense of responsibility and belonging,
while others emphasized the pressure to meet inflated expectations and navigate political complexities.

Demotions, conversely, were associated with structural and regulatory processes as well as personal decisions. Several
participants reported demotions arising from formal disciplinary procedures linked to organizational regulations, often leaving
them with feelings of injustice and stigmatization. Others recounted voluntary demotions requested due to work overload,
family pressures, or burnout, which were generally viewed with less negativity and more understanding among peers.

The lived experience of demotion was predominantly negative, marked by reduced self-confidence, professional isolation,
diminished organizational commitment, and in some cases, crisis of identity. Managers described feeling excluded from
decision-making processes and alienated from colleagues. Yet a minority who requested voluntary demotions reported relief
from stress and a better balance between professional and personal life.

The findings further highlighted overlapping factors influencing both promotions and demotions. Cultural dynamics such
as nepotism, gender stereotypes, and political interventions were recurrently mentioned as shaping both upward and downward
mobility. The role of organizational justice, transparency, and fairness in mobility processes emerged as a central determinant
of whether managers perceived their experiences positively or negatively.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study reveal that vertical mobility is not a linear or purely administrative process but a complex
phenomenon deeply embedded in personal, organizational, and socio-cultural contexts. Promotions, while often perceived as
recognition of competencies, also brought with them psychological pressures and heightened expectations. This finding aligns
with prior research highlighting that promotions increase both job satisfaction and job stress (Wang et al., 2018), and that the
quality of the experience depends on the degree of organizational support and transparency (Keller & Droz, 2021; Shao & Ding,
2022).

Similarly, the predominantly negative experiences associated with demotions confirm the findings of studies showing that
demotions contribute to diminished well-being, decreased motivation, and stronger turnover intentions (Kim & Fernandez,
2019; Zhou et al., 2021). Consistent with (Sarker & Sultana, 2022) and (Rezaei & Kaviani, 2023), participants emphasized
feelings of injustice and social exclusion as central themes, underscoring the importance of transparent evaluation systems and
supportive organizational cultures. The accounts of voluntary demotions in this study add nuance to the literature, suggesting
that under certain circumstances, downward mobility can be reinterpreted as a coping mechanism for reducing stress and
achieving work-life balance.

Cultural and political influences emerged as pervasive in shaping mobility processes, corroborating evidence that in many
public organizations, external pressures compromise merit-based systems (Bayat, 2022). This resonates with studies showing
that when promotions or demotions are politically motivated or culturally biased, employees’ trust and organizational
commitment decline (Ng & Feldman, 2020). The findings also affirm that structural design and knowledge management
practices significantly influence fairness and empowerment in mobility decisions (Mahdizadeh Rostam et al., 2024). Moreover,
they highlight that in contexts similar to Iran’s Social Security Organization, where bureaucratic structures and hierarchical
cultures prevail, fairness and transparency are indispensable for minimizing negative outcomes.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by integrating both upward and downward mobility experiences within a

single organizational context. It underscores that while promotions can be sources of pride and growth, they also generate new
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psychological burdens; and while demotions are largely detrimental, under certain voluntary conditions they may be reframed
as adaptive decisions. These findings support broader evidence that mobility outcomes depend not only on the direction of
movement but also on the interplay of structural, cultural, and individual factors (Almazrouei et al., 2024; Arthur & Miller,
2021).

In conclusion, vertical mobility in public sector organizations must be understood as a holistic and context-sensitive
phenomenon. For promotions to function as true rewards and drivers of professional development, organizations must ensure
transparency, fairness, and post-promotion support. Likewise, in cases of demotion, especially involuntary ones, organizations
must provide psychological and professional support to mitigate negative effects on managers’ identity and commitment. The
findings suggest that organizational justice, cultural sensitivity, and political neutrality are essential to sustaining trust and
performance in mobility processes. By incorporating these insights into policy and practice, human resource managers can
design more equitable systems of appointment and mobility that foster both organizational effectiveness and managerial well-

being.
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