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Abstract:

This study aims to identify and explain the factors influencing the competencies of strategy-oriented holding companies in Iran’s
petrochemical industry. This applied study adopted a qualitative exploratory design using thematic analysis. Data were collected through
document analysis and semi-structured interviews with 17 academic experts and senior managers and consultants in the petrochemical
industry, selected via purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted using
MAXQDA software, and trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability criteria. The
findings revealed that the competencies of strategy-oriented holdings are shaped by six overarching themes: macro-environmental factors,
strategic governance, business value-creating factors, supporting factors, cultural and relational factors, and organizational strategic factors.
These themes were further articulated through 27 organizing themes and 113 basic themes, reflecting the complex and multi-level nature of
holding company competencies. The study concludes that the competencies of strategy-oriented holding companies emerge from the dynamic
interaction of environmental, strategic, structural, managerial, and cultural factors, providing a conceptual foundation for developing practical
frameworks to enhance sustainable competitiveness in the petrochemical industry.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In contemporary competitive environments, organizational success is increasingly determined not by the mere possession
of tangible assets, but by the ability to develop, integrate, and renew strategic competencies. The resource-based view of the
firm emphasizes that sustainable competitive advantage arises from valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources,
particularly intangible capabilities embedded within organizational routines and knowledge systems (Barney, 1991). Building
on this perspective, the concept of core competencies highlights collective learning, coordination of diverse skills, and the
integration of multiple technological streams as the foundation of long-term competitiveness (Hamel & Prahalad, 1996).

Subsequent theoretical developments extended this view by introducing dynamic capabilities, which stress the
organization’s capacity to sense opportunities and threats, seize strategic opportunities, and continuously reconfigure resources
in response to environmental change (Teece, 2007). In technology-intensive and capital-intensive industries, such as
petrochemicals, these dynamic and adaptive competencies are particularly critical due to rapid technological evolution, volatile
global markets, and increasing regulatory and sustainability pressures (Christensen et al., 2015; Schilling, 2017).

Holding companies represent a distinctive organizational form in which value creation depends not only on the performance
of individual subsidiaries, but also on the strategic role of the corporate center in coordinating, guiding, and integrating business
units. Strategic-oriented holdings go beyond passive ownership and financial control, actively shaping corporate strategy,
managing portfolios, and creating synergies across subsidiaries (Khashaei & Valian, 2022). Research suggests that the
competencies of holding companies are multi-level and systemic, emerging from the interaction of governance structures,
managerial capabilities, organizational culture, and environmental conditions (Hammouch et al., 2021).

In the petrochemical industry, the importance of holding company competencies is amplified by high capital intensity, long
investment cycles, dependence on advanced technologies, and exposure to global competition. Studies conducted in Iran have
mainly focused on managerial or individual competencies, demonstrating the critical role of senior managers’ strategic
competencies in organizational performance (Dari et al., 2015; Nili Ahmadabadi et al., 2025). Other research has developed
and validated competency models for managers in public and industrial organizations, emphasizing the integration of
individual, managerial, and organizational dimensions (Jafarzadeh Kouchaki et al., 2024; Kandorani et al., 2025; Khakpour et
al., 2024).

However, despite these contributions, there remains a notable gap in the literature regarding the organizational-level
competencies of strategy-oriented holding companies, particularly in the petrochemical sector. Existing evidence from large
Iranian petrochemical holdings indicates challenges such as project delays, weak coordination among subsidiaries, and
governance inefficiencies, which are closely linked to deficiencies in strategic and organizational competencies (Persian Gulf
Holding, 2023). Moreover, recent global trends toward digitalization, sustainability, and skill transformation further underscore
the need for comprehensive competency frameworks tailored to the petrochemical industry (Gruzina et al., 2024; Pinto & Uchil,

2024; Roberson et al., 2025).
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Given this context, a systematic identification of the factors shaping the competencies of strategy-oriented holding
companies is essential for both theory development and managerial practice. This study addresses this gap by exploring the
determinants of holding company competencies in the Iranian petrochemical industry through a qualitative, exploratory
approach.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied qualitative research design with an exploratory orientation, using thematic analysis as the
primary methodological approach. Data were collected through two complementary methods: documentary analysis and semi-
structured interviews. Documentary sources included strategic reports, industry documents, and relevant organizational
materials to provide contextual grounding for the study.

The empirical data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 17 experts, comprising academic
scholars with expertise in strategic management and competencies, as well as senior managers and consultants with extensive
experience in the petrochemical industry. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, followed by snowball sampling,
to ensure access to information-rich cases. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and was conducted face-to-face. Interviews were transcribed verbatim
and analyzed using MAXQDA software. Data analysis followed the six-step thematic analysis process, including
familiarization with data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing
the final report. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability, supported
by expert review and methodological transparency.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of a comprehensive competency framework for strategy-oriented
holding companies in the petrochemical industry. In total, 113 basic themes were extracted from the data, which were organized
into 27 organizing themes and further integrated into six overarching themes.

The first overarching theme, macro-environmental factors, captures the influence of economic and political orientations,
global technological trends, and corporate governance regulations on holding company competencies. The second theme,
strategic governance factors, encompasses key managerial competencies, leadership and talent development, resource and
capital management, strategic control, and knowledge management systems.

The third overarching theme, business value-creating factors, includes innovation and technological development, integrated
marketing and market creation, competitive performance, and realized synergies across subsidiaries. The fourth theme,
supporting factors, highlights the role of digitalization, data analytics, branding, social responsibility, and centralized
specialized services.

The fifth overarching theme, cultural and relational factors, reflects the importance of stakeholder management,
relationships between the holding and subsidiaries, integrated organizational culture, and effective internal communication.
Finally, the sixth theme, organizational strategic factors, covers strategic architecture design, intelligent portfolio management,
optimal organizational structure, continuous performance improvement, and strategic thinking and formulation.

Together, these findings reveal that holding company competency is a systemic and multi-dimensional construct, shaped by
the interaction of internal capabilities and external environmental conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that the competencies of strategy-oriented holding companies in the petrochemical industry cannot
be reduced to isolated managerial skills or structural mechanisms. Instead, they emerge from the dynamic alignment of
governance, strategy, culture, resources, and environmental adaptation. The six overarching themes identified in this study
highlight the necessity of viewing holding company competency as an integrated organizational capability rather than a static
set of attributes.

The results indicate that effective holding companies move beyond traditional financial control toward strategic leadership,
value creation, and capability development across their portfolios. Strategic governance mechanisms, leadership development,
and knowledge integration play a central role in enabling holdings to coordinate subsidiaries and realize synergies. At the same
time, innovation, digital transformation, and intelligent portfolio management are essential for sustaining competitiveness in a
volatile global petrochemical market.

Cultural cohesion and stakeholder relationships further reinforce holding company competency by fostering trust, alignment,
and collective learning across organizational boundaries. Importantly, the findings suggest that holding company competency
is not a fixed state, but a continuous process of adaptation and renewal, requiring ongoing assessment and strategic
reconfiguration.

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive conceptualization of the factors shaping the competencies of strategy -
oriented holding companies in the petrochemical industry. By offering an integrated framework grounded in expert insights,
the research contributes to advancing theoretical understanding and provides a foundation for developing practical strategies
aimed at enhancing governance quality, organizational effectiveness, and sustainable competitive advantage in complex
industrial holdings.
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