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Abstract
The significant growth of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) within the
economic ecosystems of developing countries has amplified the importance of talent
management as a critical form of organizational capital. However, the unique
characteristics of these organizations, such as size and age, present fundamental
challenges to the processes of talent management. The present study aims to investigate
the challenges of talent management in SMEs from the viewpoint of female managers.
To achieve this objective, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 13
female managers employed in talent management roles within these companies. The
data were subsequently analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal six main
themes: environmental, cultural, economic, and organizational structural challenges, as
well as challenges related to the organizational management's mindset and the individual
characteristics of talented employees. The results indicate that in addition to the
common environmental and internal challenges of talent management, female managers
face fundamental issues stemming from the mindset of senior executives, including a
lack of support for and trust in their managerial approaches. Furthermore, they contend
with challenges related to the personality traits and high expectations of talented
individuals, which significantly complicates the talent management process for them.
Keywords: Talent, Talent Management, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
(SMEs), Female Managers.

! Ph.D. Candidate in Media Management, Department of Media Management and Business
Communications, Faculty of Business, College of Management, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran,
karimik@ut.ac.ir

2 Associate Professor, Department of Media Management and Business Communications, Faculty
of Business, College of Management, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

(Corresponding Author), sharifee@ut.ac.ir

* Associate Professor, Department of Leadership and Human Capital, Faculty of Public
Administration and Organizational Sciences, College of Management, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran, anargesian@ut.ac.ir

Society Culture Media/ Vol 14. No 56. Autumn 2025/ 241-271



Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 56, Autumn 2025 242

Introduction

SMEs, which constitute over 90% of all businesses (UNIDO, 2004), play a pivotal
role in employment generation (Festing, 2007). The efficacy of these enterprises
critically depends on the talent and creativity of their workforce. This dependency,
compounded by inherent characteristics such as small size, the absence of a cohesive
organizational structure, and a reliance on key personnel, presents fundamental
challenges for managers in effectively navigating talent management in SMEs
(Deshpande & Golhar, 1994; Hornsby & Kuratko, 1990). This study aims to be the
first to identify and investigate these significant challenges from the viewpoint of
female managers. The presence of women in managerial roles, particularly within
innovative ecosystems, has seen a notable increased (Nidhil and Garima, 2023). This
causes both opportunities and distinct challenges for businesses and for the female
managers(Goncalves, M. et al 2025; Dabaghi & Esmaieli, 2024). Undoubtedly, the
unique characteristics of women not only foster specific management styles but also
give rise to challenges. This subject is not only novel in a practical sense but also
represents a new and underexplored area in academic research. The majority of
existing studies in this field have predominantly focused on large organizations.
Therefore, acknowledging this theoretical gap, the present study seeks to make a
significant contribution to the field by addressing this issue.

Purpose

The present study tries to identify talent management challenges from the viewpoint
of female managers within SMEs in Iran. The central research question is: What are
the talent management challenges in Small and Medium-sized Enterprises from the
perspective of female managers?

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research methodology, utilizing a thematic
analysis strategy. Data were collected through 13 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with female managers actively involved in talent management within
SMEs. Participants were selected using a combination of purposive and snowball
sampling techniques. Data analysis was conducted based on Braun and Clarke's
(2006) six-phase model, facilitated by MAXQDA software. To ensure the
trustworthiness (validity and reliability) of the research, several strategies were
implemented, including repeated data immersion by the researcher, peer debriefing

with an independent expert, and member checking.
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Findings

The data analysis resulted in the identification of 6 main themes, 16 sub-themes, and

50 distinct codes. The main themes are as follows:

e Environmental Challenges: This includes intense competition with large,
established corporations (e.g., Digikala), the migration of skilled professionals
("brain drain"), a scarcity of qualified talent in the labor market, and a growing
propensity among talents for self-employment.

e Individual Characteristics of Talent: This theme encompasses the high
expectations of talented individuals regarding compensation and benefits, which
often exceed the capacity of SMEs; their preference for employment in larger
companies; and deficiencies in complementary skills (both soft and hard)
alongside their technical expertise.

e Organizational Culture: The prevalence of a "silo" culture, where organizational
units operate in isolation with limited effective interaction, which hinders
synergy and organizational learning.

e  Organizational Economic Conditions: Financial constraints and the high costs
associated with the recruitment, training, and retention of talent severely limit
the company's ability to offer competitive compensation packages.

e Organizational Structure: The existence of hierarchical structures, inefficient
regulations, bureaucracy, and a lack of process transparency, all of which serve
to demotivate talent and create a protracted and arduous recruitment process.

e Organizational Management Mindset: This includes a lack of trust and a non-
strategic view of talent management from senior leadership, gender and
religious biases in personnel evaluation, and managerial deficiencies such as

micromanagement and fear of talent attrition.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that female managers in Iranian SMEs confront a
complex and multi-layered array of challenges in talent management. On one hand,
these challenges are rooted in the inherent limitations of SMEs, such as weak
employer branding, financial constraints, and vulnerability to competitors and the
phenomenon of migration. On the other hand, the individual characteristics of
talented employees, including high expectations and an imbalance of skills,
complicate their management. At the organizational level, a silo culture,

bureaucratic structures, and the traditional, sometimes discriminatory, mindset of
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senior management impede the effective implementation of talent management

strategies.

Novelty

The novelty of this research lies in its focus on the perspective of female managers
and its provision of an indigenous analysis of these challenges within the Iranian
ecosystem. These findings can assist managers and policymakers in designing and
implementing tailored strategies that are appropriate for the context of creative
industries and SMEs.
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