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se mentoring. In terms of purpose, the study is
plied, and in terms of data nature, it is qualitative
d using the grounded theory method (Strauss and
Corbin’s systematic approach). The research field consisted of senior
managers in the automotive industry. Among them, 15 participants
were selected through purposive and snowball sampling methods. The
required data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured
interviews, and theoretical saturation was used to determine the number
of interviews. The findings indicate that three categories of factors (1)
digital transformation pressures and the competitive environment, (2)
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gaps in strategic knowledge and skills, and (3) structural and managerial
misalignment—act as causal conditions for the transformation of
managers’ mental models within organizations. The results also show
that the phenomenon of mental model transformation emerges through
a three-stage process: “cognitive conflict, unfreezing, and
reconstruction.” Contextual conditions (top management commitment
and support, organizational culture, and performance management
systems), as well as intervening conditions (individual, interactive, and
process-related facilitators and barriers), influence the realization of
this transformation. Finally, the strategies (resistance management,
experiential learning, institutionalizatioh,of interactive platforms, and
purposeful program design) and the indiividual and organizational
outcomes of the proposed mode| were identifigd and elaborated.
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1.Introduction A\

The rapid evolutiqn of Indbstry 4.0, particularly within the automotive
sector, & it

al hierarchical management models

orkforce. While technical proficiency is a
try leaders, technical skills alone are insufficient
eated mental models rooted in mass production and
ies. This research posits "Reverse Mentoring" as a
t for cognitive transformation rather than a mere
for digital skill transfer. By positioning senior
executives as leafners, reverse mentoring induces a positive “cognitive
dissonance,"” facilitating the unlearning of control-oriented paradigms
and the adoption of agile, participative leadership styles. Through a
qualitative analysis of managerial interactions within the Iranian
automotive industry, this paper explores how reverse mentoring bridges
the gap between traditional professional loyalty and the Gen Z demand
for instant purpose and horizontal communication. Consequently, the
study seeks to answer the following research question: How can an
evidence-based framework be designed for reverse mentoring to
facilitate the successful transformation of experienced managers'
mental models in the automotive industry? Ultimately, this research



YO 0,San 5 Jgl oking 3 (S0 515 pb o 55 93 3 i) 35 3 U3 okt 3 S0 5

illuminates the "black box" of how senior managers reconstruct their
foundational assumptions, transforming the generational divide into an
organizational asset for successful digital transformation.

2.Literature Review

In management literature, mental models, first highlighted by Senge
(1990), are internal representations that shape how managers perceive
the world and make decisions. While they help process complex
information efficiently, over time they can become rigid due to past
successes, creating “cognitive rigidity” and limiting learning to
correcting errors without challenging underlying assumptions (Argyris,
1977). In the automotive industry, traditional mental models rooted in
mass production and rigid hieragchies face cogpitive dissonance when
confronted with Industry 4.0 i ing unlearning and
adoption of agile, digital-oriented .
2021; Di Paola et al., 2023). Global eW ws' that most digital
transformation initiatives fail
resistance and entrenched menta of senior managers
(Vuchkovski et ak, 2023). Traditional @p-down knowledge transfer
also struggles irht‘ era of t ological change, as senior
managers may | ertise 1 erging domains while younger
employees possess ne kills ans, 2017).Reverse mentoring
emerges as a stratégi h to address this challenge, positioning
senior ma S a Iearne and younger employees as mentors. This
gnitive dissonance, helping leaders revisit
control-oriented to participatory mental
U etal., 2020). Despite its theoretical promise,
y in the Iranian automotive context—have
ise process through which reverse mentoring
ior managers’ strategic mental models. This research
ap by identifying core factors, contextual conditions,
t facilitate the transformation of managerial mental
reverse mentoring, providing a comprehensive
ganizational learning and digital agility.

and strategies
models throu
framework fo

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative, developmental-applied approach and
employed Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory to develop a context-
specific conceptual framework. A total of 15 experienced managers,
with an average of more than 25 years of professional experience,
participated in the study. Participants were selected using purposive and
snowball sampling techniques. Semi-structured interviews continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved at the 13th interview. Two
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additional interviews were conducted to confirm data saturation and
ensure the adequacy of the findings. Data analysis followed the
grounded theory coding process, including open, axial, and selective
coding. In the open coding phase, initial concepts such as cognitive
rigidity, hierarchical constraints, knowledge humility, and mental
unfreezing were identified. In the axial coding phase, these concepts
were organized into categories linking causal conditions, contextual
and intervening factors, strategies, and outcomes. Finally, in the
selective coding phase, all categories were integrated to form a coherent
theoretical framework.

4. Results

In this study, qualitative data wekg analyzed u
Strauss and Corbin’s systematic
coding: open, axial, and selecti
extracted directly from interview t
analysis. Key concepts included cogmi
hierarchical constraints, and menta
blocks for the theoyy of managegial mentalimodel transformation. Axial
Coding: Concepts I subcategories and main
categories, structlie ing a digmatic model. The central
phenomenon was identi as the"facilitation of managerial mental
model tﬁsfor subcategories including cognitive
dlssonanc nta unfree ing,\and reconstruction/ institutionalization

gerlal . Axial coding also classified causal
rs, intervening variables, strategies, and
ual, interactive, and procedural facilitators, as
tive Coding: In the final stage, all categories were
grated around the core phenomenon, forming a
eptual model. Iterative refinement ensured that the
resulting framéwork accurately reflected empirical data. Validation was
conducted withfparticipants and domain experts to enhance theoretical
richness, whilglinter-coder reliability reached 84%, confirming
consistency concept extraction. The final paradigm model
demonstrates how reverse mentoring can systematically facilitate
cognitive transformation among Senior managers, supporting
continuous learning, digital agility, and cross-generational knowledge
transfer in organizational settings.

grounded theory with

ing three stages of
ing. Concepts were
hrough line-by-line
, knowledge humility,
forming the building

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Transforming managers’ mental models is essential for competitiveness
in the digitally-driven automotive industry. This study provides a
framework linking drivers, enablers, strategies, and outcomes for
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cognitive transformation through reverse mentoring. outcomes for
cognitive transformation through reverse mentoring. The process is a
cognitive journey: conflict and destabilization lead to unfreezing and
reflection, then reconstruction and institutionalization of new beliefs.

. Practical recommendations:

o Revise selection and evaluation to prioritize cognitive flexibility
and learning self-efficacy.

» Establish safe spaces for reflection and coaching.

« Implement structured reverse mentoriag programs.

e Align incentives with learning outcomes organizational agility.

indings, potential
gy\requiring future
vidence-based guide
| learning, and digital

Limitations: qualitative design,
social desirability bias, and evolvi
updates. Despite this, the study o
to foster cognitive transformation,
agility in automotiye firms.
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