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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and explain the training needs of urban managers based on a competency-based approach and to develop an
integrated framework for managerial competency development. This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. The study population
consisted of current and former senior managers of Qom Municipality, of whom 16 were selected through purposive sampling. Data were
collected through individual and group semi-structured interviews. Following recording and transcription, the interviews were analyzed using
Attride-Stirling’s thematic network model. Meaningful units were identified, initial codes were generated and refined, and related codes were
subsequently organized into basic, organizing, and global themes. The trustworthiness of the findings was enhanced through prolonged
engagement with the data, member checking, peer review, systematic documentation of the analytical process, and attention to credibility,
transferability, and confirmability. The analysis yielded three global themes: knowledge, attitudes, and skills. Knowledge comprised five
organizing themes: specialized knowledge; knowledge of laws, duties, and authorities; financial and resource-management knowledge;
knowledge of the urban and social environment; and strategic and foresight-oriented knowledge. Attitudes comprised seven themes:
responsibility and action orientation, citizen-centeredness and accountability, ethical orientation and value-based beliefs, continuous learning
and scientific thinking, organizational commitment and belonging, resilience and flexibility, and belief in professional expertise. Skills
consisted of eight themes: talent development and employee empowerment, team building and participation, negotiation and consensus
building, networking and intra- and inter-organizational interaction, planning and organization, organizational problem analysis and solving,
courageous and decisive decision-making, and organizational synergy and alignment. Urban managers’ training needs are multidimensional
and require the simultaneous development of knowledge, attitudes, and practical skills. Accordingly, municipal training systems should move
beyond fragmented and conventional courses toward competency-gap assessment and integrated, performance-oriented development using
problem-based learning, simulations, coaching, teamwork, case-based exercises, and practice in authentic managerial situations
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Municipalities constitute one of the most important institutional pillars of local governance because they are directly
responsible for delivering public services, managing urban resources, responding to citizens’ needs, and supporting sustainable
economic, social, and environmental development. The increasing complexity of contemporary cities has expanded the
responsibilities of municipal organizations beyond routine administrative functions and has transformed urban management
into a multidimensional process involving strategic planning, resource allocation, stakeholder coordination, public
accountability, organizational leadership, and adaptation to rapidly changing environmental conditions. Accordingly, the
effectiveness of municipal organizations increasingly depends on the competencies of their managers. A systematic review of
municipal administrative management has shown that effective local governance and sustainable development depend on a
combination of administrative, strategic, financial, leadership, and integrative managerial competencies (Uquillas Granizo et
al., 2024). Studies of municipal leadership have likewise demonstrated that core leadership competencies are essential for
transforming local government institutions, responding to organizational challenges, and improving organizational culture and
public-sector performance (Muringa & Shava, 2024).

Managerial competency is a multidimensional concept encompassing the knowledge, skills, attitudes, behaviors, and
personal capabilities that enable managers to perform their roles successfully. Evidence from municipal organizations indicates
that effective managers require more than technical or administrative expertise. Skills such as decision-making, teamwork,
employee motivation, communication, and understanding organizational objectives are particularly important for municipal

leadership (Bolzan et al., 2021). Earlier assessments of municipal directors have similarly indicated that training requirements
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are distributed across several competency domains and cannot be adequately addressed through conventional programs that
focus primarily on the transmission of general administrative knowledge (Marozzi & Bolzan, 2016). Contemporary studies in
other managerial settings have also identified planning, leadership, communication, problem-solving, decision-making, and
resource management as central dimensions of managerial competency (Ogbara & Chukwunwa, 2025; Rai et al., 2025). Within
public organizations, competency frameworks increasingly emphasize the integration of individual, professional, interpersonal,
managerial, and strategic capacities (Soveidi & Dosti, 2025).

The need for such competencies becomes especially important because municipal managers operate in highly dynamic
institutional environments. They must manage limited financial resources, changing regulations, competing stakeholder
interests, evolving citizen expectations, organizational restructuring, and unexpected crises. Human resource management in
municipalities is therefore increasingly characterized by turbulence and the need for innovative managerial practices (Jacobson
& Sowa, 2016). In crisis situations, managers must additionally demonstrate adaptability, emotional control, rapid assessment,
coordination, resilience, and decisive action (Mezina & Tikhonov, 2024). These conditions reinforce the view that managerial
effectiveness depends not only on what managers know but also on their attitudes, behavioral orientations, and ability to
translate knowledge into effective organizational action. Leadership research has similarly emphasized the importance of
behavioral and interpersonal competencies in distinguishing successful managers and leaders (Melvin, 2016; Shea lii, 2015).
Professional leadership competency also requires the integration of managerial knowledge with communication, decision-
making, developmental, and leadership capabilities (Shirkani, 2025).

From a human resource development perspective, managerial training should therefore be based on systematic identification
of competency gaps rather than on predetermined and generalized training courses. Training and development are most
effective when they are linked directly to present and future job requirements and when learning objectives reflect actual
performance expectations (Noe, 2023). Reviews of managerial development programs further suggest that effective
development involves a combination of formal instruction, experiential learning, coaching, feedback, practical application, and
opportunities for reflection (Ullrich et al., 2021). Competency-based training responds to these requirements by organizing
education around observable capabilities and desired job performance. Studies in public-sector human resource development
have demonstrated the utility of competency-based training models for aligning training with organizational and occupational
requirements (Prabawati et al., 2018). Evidence from competency-based training interventions has also indicated positive
effects on professional knowledge, skills, and practical performance (Chen et al., 2022), while organizational studies have
shown that competency-oriented training can improve the implementation of quality-related practices (Kumar Khanna & Gupta,
2014). Blended approaches may further facilitate managerial learning by combining flexible instructional delivery with
opportunities to apply knowledge in workplace contexts (Odendaal, 2017).

In municipal organizations, competency development must also reflect the relational and public nature of urban
management. Managers routinely interact with employees, citizens, city councils, contractors, government organizations,
private-sector actors, and community groups. Effective communication, negotiation, networking, and coordination are therefore
central rather than peripheral managerial capabilities. Research on urban projects has shown that both managerial competency
and communication quality are associated with project outcomes (Ling & Ma, 2014). Ethical orientation and public
accountability are equally important because municipal decisions directly affect public interests and citizens’ confidence in

local institutions. Trust, integrity, fairness, and transparency can contribute to institutional effectiveness and social capital
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(Derakhsheh et al., 2015). lranian studies have also highlighted the contextual nature of managerial competency in
municipalities. Evaluations of Tehran Municipality managers have emphasized the need to identify educational competency
indicators according to managerial responsibilities and organizational levels (Hafezi & Moradi, 2017). Leadership competency
research in Tehran Municipality has further identified individual, interpersonal, organizational, and extra-organizational
dimensions of managerial development (Jamshidi, 2015). Studies of human resource competencies in Tehran Municipality
have similarly pointed to gaps between existing and desired competency levels and the need for systematic development
programs (Norouzi et al., 2015; Norouzi, 2015). Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify the training needs of urban
managers through a competency-based approach by determining the knowledge, attitudes, and skills required for effective
municipal management.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis. The study population consisted of current and
former senior managers of Qom Municipality who had substantial managerial experience across different municipal sectors
and were therefore capable of providing detailed accounts of the competencies required for effective urban management.
Sixteen participants were selected through purposive sampling. Selection focused on individuals whose professional and
managerial experiences could provide rich and relevant information concerning managerial training needs.

Data were collected through individual and group semi-structured interviews. All interviews were conducted with the
participants’ knowledge and consent, recorded, and subsequently transcribed verbatim for analysis. The interview process
focused on participants’ experiences and perceptions regarding the knowledge, attitudes, behavioral orientations, and practical
skills required by municipal managers. Data collection and analysis were conducted iteratively so that emerging concepts could
be continuously compared with previously collected material.

The analytical process followed the Attride-Stirling thematic network model. Meaningful sentences and expressions were
initially identified as units of analysis. Initial codes were generated from the interview transcripts, reviewed, refined, and
grouped on the basis of conceptual similarity. The resulting codes were organized into basic themes. Related basic themes were
subsequently integrated into organizing themes, and the organizing themes were finally grouped into global themes representing
the major dimensions of municipal managers’ training needs. Repeated comparison between transcripts, codes, and emerging
thematic structures was undertaken throughout the analysis.

Several strategies were adopted to strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings. These included prolonged engagement
with the data, allocating sufficient time to the analytical process, reviewing selected codes and themes with participants,
discussing the emerging findings with colleagues, documenting analytical decisions, maintaining the traceability of themes to
the original data, and avoiding the imposition of researchers’ assumptions. Credibility, transferability, and confirmability were
considered throughout the research process.

Findings

The thematic analysis resulted in three global themes representing the principal training needs of urban managers:
knowledge, attitudes, and skills. These three dimensions reflected an integrated competency structure in which managerial
effectiveness required not only the acquisition of information but also appropriate professional orientations and the capacity to
translate knowledge and attitudes into effective managerial behavior.

The first global theme, knowledge, consisted of five organizing themes. The first was specialized knowledge, which included

up-to-date professional knowledge, knowledge directly related to managerial responsibilities, job maturity, and the ability to
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understand the technical requirements of the assigned domain. The second organizing theme was knowledge of laws, duties,
and authorities, including familiarity with municipal laws and regulations, understanding organizational responsibilities,
awareness of managerial authority, and recognition of legal boundaries. The third theme was financial and resource-
management knowledge, which included understanding municipal budgeting, financial issues, revenue sources, financing
opportunities and constraints, and the optimal utilization of available resources. The fourth theme, knowledge of the urban and
social environment, involved understanding the political and social environment, municipal missions, local characteristics,
urban capacities, community characteristics, and citizens’ social needs. The fifth organizing theme was strategic and foresight-
oriented knowledge, encompassing knowledge of strategic municipal objectives, major urban issues, future developments, and
the likely long-term consequences of managerial decisions.

The second global theme, attitudes, contained seven organizing themes. The first concerned a responsible and action-
oriented attitude, reflected in result orientation, initiative, persistence, diligence, active engagement, follow-up, and
commitment to completing assigned responsibilities. The second was citizen-centeredness and accountability, including
attention to public interests, responsiveness to citizens, and concern for public demands. The third was ethical orientation and
value-based beliefs, incorporating integrity, honesty, transparency, justice, trustworthiness, confidentiality, respectful conduct,
and ethical health. The fourth theme involved belief in continuous learning and scientific thinking, including commitment to
training, updating knowledge and skills, using scientific methods, and thinking before acting. The fifth was organizational
commitment and belonging, reflected in attachment to the organization, work conscience, concern for municipal affairs, and
dedication to organizational responsibilities. The sixth involved resilience and flexibility, including emotional control, patience,
adaptability, crisis tolerance, and the ability to continue functioning under difficult conditions. The seventh theme was belief
in professional expertise, reflected in trusting employees, recognizing subordinate competencies, and using expert knowledge
in managerial decision-making.

The third global theme, skills, consisted of eight organizing themes. These were talent development and employee
empowerment; team building and participation; negotiation and consensus building; networking and intra- and inter-
organizational interaction; planning and organization; organizational problem analysis and solving; courageous and decisive
decision-making; and organizational synergy and alignment. Participants emphasized the importance of identifying employees’
potential, delegating authority, supporting professional growth, developing successors, and transferring managerial experience.
They also highlighted teamwork, participatory decision-making, negotiation, communication with internal and external
stakeholders, prioritization of activities, systematic problem analysis, consultation before decision-making, timely and
courageous decisions, and the ability to reduce organizational contradictions and create coordination among units.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the training needs of urban managers cannot be reduced to technical knowledge or
conventional administrative instruction. Instead, effective municipal management depends on the simultaneous development
of knowledge, attitudes, and skills. The identified framework depicts urban management as an integrated professional role
requiring managers to understand their technical responsibilities, legal environment, financial constraints, local social context,
and long-term strategic challenges while also demonstrating responsibility, ethical conduct, citizen orientation, resilience,
organizational commitment, and continuous learning.

The findings concerning knowledge indicate that municipal managers require a broad cognitive foundation that combines

specialized expertise with institutional and contextual understanding. Knowledge of legislation and managerial authority can
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help managers avoid arbitrary actions and improve accountability. Financial knowledge is essential because municipal
managers are expected to prioritize competing projects and allocate scarce resources effectively. Understanding the urban and
social environment enables decisions to reflect local capacities and citizen needs, while strategic and foresight-oriented
knowledge allows managers to move beyond reactive administration toward anticipatory and development-oriented
management.

The attitudinal findings show that managerial effectiveness is also strongly dependent on how managers interpret and
approach their responsibilities. Responsibility, action orientation, ethical conduct, accountability, and citizen-centeredness
shape the manner in which technical knowledge is applied. Continuous learning is particularly important in a changing
municipal environment in which regulations, technologies, social demands, and organizational challenges evolve over time.
Resilience and flexibility also enable managers to sustain effective performance under pressure, while trust in professional
expertise allows them to draw on the distributed knowledge of employees rather than relying exclusively on individual
authority.

The skill dimension reflects the inherently collaborative and networked nature of municipal management. Urban problems
typically involve multiple organizational units and external stakeholders and therefore cannot be solved through isolated
managerial action. Team building, participation, negotiation, networking, and organizational coordination are necessary for
bringing together diverse interests and resources. Similarly, planning, problem-solving, and decisive decision-making enable
managers to convert information into timely and practical action. Talent development and employee empowerment further
indicate that effective urban managers are responsible not only for current performance but also for developing the
organization’s future human capacity.

Overall, the competency framework developed in this study provides a practical basis for restructuring municipal training
and development systems. Training should begin with the assessment of competency gaps and should then be differentiated
according to managerial level, functional responsibility, and individual development needs. Programs should balance
knowledge-oriented, attitudinal, and skill-based objectives and employ active learning methods such as urban case studies,
problem-solving exercises, role-playing, negotiation simulations, decision-making workshops, coaching, mentoring, team
learning, project-based learning, and blended instruction. Training effectiveness should also be evaluated beyond participant
satisfaction or final examinations by examining changes in managerial behavior, decision quality, employee participation,
stakeholder relations, problem-solving capacity, and organizational outcomes. In conclusion, competency-based training offers
a comprehensive and performance-oriented foundation for developing urban managers and can contribute to more responsive,

coordinated, sustainable, and effective municipal governance.
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