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Abstract

The phenomenon of "career mist," denoting ambiguity in the future
career path, is among the emerging challenges within government
organizations. This study was conducted to explain the formation
process of this phenomenon among employees of government
organizations. Utilizing the grounded theory method, in-depth semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 25 employees of the North
Khorasan Governor's Office. Sampling was performed purposefully
and theoretically, and the data were analyzed through three stages of
open, axial, and selective coding. The findings culminated in the
presentation of a paradigmatic model, indicating that causal conditions
(politicization, heavy bureaucracy, influence of ethnic structures)
within a specific contextual setting (centralized structure and
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conservative culture) lead to the core phenomenon of "career mist."
Influenced by intervening conditions (psychological capital, material
limitations), employees adopt strategies ranging from self-
development to psychological withdrawal. The consequences of this
process extend beyond the individual and organizational levels,
ultimately undermining local governance. This study demonstrates
that "career mist" is not merely a human resource challenge but a risk
to governance efficiency, positioning the revision of career
development mechanisms and the establishment of transparency as
governance imperatives.

Keywords: Human resource management, Career path, Career mist,
Government employees, Grounded theory.

1. Introduction

Contemporary career landscapes are defined by protean and
boundaryless models (Briscoe & Hall, 2006; De Vos & Soens, 2008),
yet stable, hierarchical public sectors face the distinct challenge of
"career mist"---a state of ambiguity and uncertainty about one's
professional future (Kato & Suzuki, 2006). This phenomenon is linked
to career anxiety (Agun et al., 2021) and uncertainty (Hamilton et al.,
2025), impacting well-being and organizational commitment. While
moderators like career adaptability exist (Li et al., 2023), the
formation of career mist in Iran's unique public sector context remains
understudied. Iranian research has touched on related issues like role
ambiguity (Arizisamani, 2020) and job insecurity (Mirmohammadi et
al., 2020) but not directly on career mist, revealing a significant gap.
This research addresses this gap by asking: What process and factors
shape career mist among Iranian government employees?
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Research Question

What process and factors shape career mist among Iranian
government employees? How do individual, organizational, and
environmental factors interact to sustain it?

2. Literature Review

Career mist, a construct introduced in Japan (Kato & Suzuki, 2006),
describes a subjective experience of career path ambiguity. It is
distinct from related concepts like career anxiety (affective) and career
uncertainty (objective) (Yalgin & Koyuncu, 2024; Aimaiti & Wang,
2025). Studies link it to reduced organizational commitment (Kato &
Suzuki, 2006). In postmodern career theory, a lack of self-direction in
unsupportive environments increases mist risk (De Vos & Soens,
2008). In bureaucratic settings, opaque promotions and rigid structures
foster this phenomenon (Oztiirk & Yildirim, 2023). Career
adaptability has been identified as a key resource for navigating career
ambiguity (Li et al., 2023; Ouyang et al., 2025; Xu et al., 2025).
Within the Iranian context, studies have examined related constructs
such as role ambiguity (Arizisamani, 2020; Mohammadi, 2016),
career success (Naghiziyan et al., 2024; Rajabpour & Soheili-Nik,
2021), career adaptability (Karami & Nasiri, 2020; Rahimi, 2020), and
job insecurity (Mirmohammadi et al., 2020). However, these studies
predominantly employ quantitative methodologies and have not
specifically explored the construct of "career mist" as a distinct, multi-
dimensional phenomenon shaped by the unique structural and cultural
context of Iran's public sector.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative, grounded theory approach (Corbin &
Strauss, 2015) within an interpretive paradigm (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Participants were 25 employees (17 men, 8 women) of North
Khorasan Provincial Government, selected through purposive and
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theoretical sampling. Data from in-depth interviews were analyzed
through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA.
Theoretical saturation determined the sample size. Trustworthiness
was ensured via member checking, rich description, and audit trails.
The imbalanced gender composition (68% male, 32% female) is
acknowledged as a limitation, potentially affecting the transferability
of findings to contexts with different gender distributions.

4. Results

Analysis produced a paradigmatic model. Causal conditions included
administrative  (politicization, bureaucracy, mission conflict),
economic (inadequate income), HR (lack of transparent promotion
systems), and socio-cultural factors (influence of ethnic networks,
gender biases). Contextual conditions were structural (centralization,
permanent employment laws), cultural (conservatism, risk aversion),
and geographic (regional deprivation, distance from decision-making
centers). Intervening conditions like psychological capital (hope,
resilience), social capital, and material constraints moderated the
experience. In response, employees adopted strategies ranging from
active (self-development, networking, specialization) to passive
(minimalism, psychological withdrawal, forming informal support
coalitions). The consequences were multi-level: individual (elite
attrition, burnout), organizational (stagnation, emergence of parallel
informal success systems), and institutional (eroded governance
capacity, weakened advisory role, diminished social capital), creating
a reinforcing feedback loop that sustains career mist.
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