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Objective: The main goal of this research is to design the internal relationships 
between the causes and strategies of political behavior in the public sector using 
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM). 
Method: In this study, through the review of previous research literature and using 
the opinions of experts in the field of public management and organizational 
behavior, six causal and strategic variables affecting political behavior in the 
public sector were identified. These variables were classified using Interpretive 
Structural Modeling (ISM), which includes six steps, and through the use of a 
questionnaire. 
Findings: The research findings indicated that the environmental factors variable 
serves as the basis of the model, influencing all other variables. At the next level, 
individual and structural factors are positioned, which affect freedom of speech 
and adherence to the law, and in turn, these factors influence meritocracy. 
Conclusion: Managers should create a suitable environment for guiding public 
sector units with inhibitory organizational structures towards empowered 
organizational structures, fostering freedom of speech, adherence to the law, and 
meritocracy. 
Keywords: Political behavior, public organizations, strategic factors, causal 
factors, meritocracy. 

1 Introduction 

ne of the concepts that has a close relationship with 
power is politics or political behavior. Political 

behavior is an act carried out by individuals or groups with 
the intentional and conscious aim of influencing others in 
order to increase and protect their own interests, at the 

expense of the organization or its members, especially when 
faced with conflicting solutions. Such behavior damages 
efficiency and effectiveness, both at the individual and 
organizational levels (Ramezani Rad et al., 2021; Sanaie et 
al., 2023). Political behaviors are considered integral 
components of public organizations. These behaviors cause 
discord and administrative harm, leading to reduced 
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organizational productivity (Taheri & Ataiee, 2022). 
Political behavior in organizations, while potentially serving 
the interests of individuals, groups, or the organization, is 
ultimately detrimental, according to experts and researchers. 
In most organizational roles, it negatively impacts 
performance, and employees evaluate these behaviors 
negatively due to their potential effects in hindering 
professional or personal goals within the organization 
(Coelho Junior et al., 2020; Lerman et al., 2017). Political 
behavior is a common phenomenon in any organization and 
cannot be studied separately from the political behavior 
within them. Generally, it is impossible to eliminate political 
behaviors in organizations, but awareness of their 
manifestation can assist managers in reducing their 
destructive effects (Gholami et al., 2021; Tatari et al., 2019). 

The existence of vague goals for organizations, resource 
scarcity, the increasing strategic role of human resources in 
organizations, the importance of employee job satisfaction, 
the development of management knowledge with an 
emphasis on effective human resource participation, 
environmental changes and turbulent conditions, the 
increasing complexity of decision-making processes, and the 
lack of rational methods for today's complex conditions, 
improvement and reconstruction programs of organizations, 
and the importance of the satisfaction of groups and 
stakeholders in performance and productivity of the 
organization. It is now said that organizational success 
depends on critical factors such as the competitive 
competence of the organization and the ability of senior 
managers to employ constructive and beneficial political 
behavior. According to researchers, the serious realities of 
political behavior have invalidated some human aspirations 
for ideal organizations with logical behavior (Zhou & 
Hoever, 2014). Despite varying perspectives and dimensions 
regarding political behavior, studies and research indicate 
that desirable and effective political behavior in 
organizations is essential to enhance human and 
organizational productivity, and is now discussed as 
managing political behavior in organizational behavior 
trends. However, political behavior, like other aspects of 
organizational dynamics, is not a simple process and varies 
from one organization to another (Abun et al., 2022; Meydan 
& Köksal, 2019). The more an organizational culture 
emphasizes a win-lose approach, the greater the motivation 
of employees for political behavior. If it is perceived that one 
party can achieve its goals at the expense of another, or if the 
nature of these goals is such that both parties cannot achieve 
them, then that situation is called a zero-sum game, and in 

these conditions, political behavior intensifies (Bello et al., 
2021; Poon, 2003; Tatari et al., 2019). 

When individuals’ power sources are threatened, they 
will exhibit political behaviors. In other words, conflicts 
over power, conflict, consensus, and personal profit-seeking 
lead individuals to strategically and informally pursue their 
goals, which determines the formation of political behavior 
in organizations. Political behavior is a strategic, goal-
oriented, rational, and conscious process for achieving 
personal interests or promoting organizational status and 
positions, including deliberate influential actions to support 
or increase personal or group interests (Lerman et al., 2017). 
Humans engage in work in organizations to meet their needs 
and interact with others, creating conditions conducive to the 
emergence of political behavior (Coelho Junior et al., 2020; 
Malik et al., 2019). Political behavior, on one hand, realizes 
the goals of the organization and, on the other, prevents 
achieving these goals. In political behavior, individuals 
strive to either comply with or oppose the broader goals of 
the organization through positive and negative behaviors 
(Tatari et al., 2019). This research will discuss the design of 
internal relations between the causes and strategies of 
political behavior in the public sector using Interpretive 
Structural Modeling (ISM). 

2 Methods and Materials 

2.1 Study Design and Participants 

Considering Sanders' Onion Model (2003), this research 
is applied in nature and aims to design the internal 
relationships between the causal and strategic dimensions of 
political behavior in Iranian public organizations using 
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM). The research is 
descriptive-survey in terms of nature and method. In this 
study, data were collected through the review of existing 
literature and interviews with experts, and a questionnaire 
aligned with the research hypotheses was employed. The 
population of this research consists of managers of 
government offices and members of the scientific board, 
who were selected using a purposive sampling method. This 
type of sampling is known as "purposive." In this research, 
16 experts were chosen for sampling. 

2.2 Data Analysis 

Interpretive Structural Modeling is an appropriate 
technique for analyzing the impact of one element on other 
elements and is one of the tools that show the interaction 
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between different variables. This methodology examines the 
order and direction of complex relationships among 
elements of a system. Using this tool, the researcher can 
overcome the complexity between variables. This method is 
used to identify and demonstrate relationships between 
different components that may have complex relationships. 
The steps of Interpretive Structural Modeling are as follows: 

1. Identification of variables impacting the system; 
2. Creation of a self-interaction matrix; 
3. Determination of the initial reachability matrix; 
4. Calculation of the final reachability matrix and the 

set of output and input variables; 

5. Determination of the levels of variables; 
Development of the interpretive structural model. 

3 Findings and Results 

In this research, initially, the causal and strategic 
components of political behavior in Iranian public 
organizations were identified using the opinions of experts 
in the field of public management and organizational 
behavior. 

Table 1 

Causal and Strategic Components of Political Behavior in Public Organizations 

Dimension Component Related Items for Each Component 
Causal 
Factors 

Individual Manager's indifference towards employees' desires and career fate following decisions, adapting to the godfather role, 
high ambition of the manager, arrogance of the leader in the organization, cautiousness of the godfather, strictness of 
the godfather, decisiveness of shadow management.  

Environmental Organizational void of leadership, ability to eliminate traces of illegal activities in the organization, ambiguity of the 
political and financial evaluation system in the organization, ability to violate organizational laws, normalization of 
crime in the organization, legitimization of family interests, existence of a belief system above the law in the 
organization, existence of a despotic environment in the organization, culture of law evasion in the organization, 
presence of submissive and needy employees towards the master.  

Structural Creating unlimited organizational power structures based on rewarding subordinates; changing organizational rules and 
norms in self-interest, altering the identity of existing employees to benefit the family, possessing unlimited power 
based on individual expertise, changing the existing pattern of interests in favor of the family, culture of non-meritocracy 
in appointments, creating an atmosphere and extensive propaganda to increase the godfather and his group in the 
organization. 

Strategic 
Factors 

Freedom of 
Speech 

Ability of knowledgeable individuals to express opinions in the organization, enhancing organizational growth and 
maturity, transparency in economic, political, administrative, social, and cultural activities in the organization, overt 
communication for clarification, continuous monitoring and oversight, confrontation with the existing power structure 
in the organization, encouraging organizational whistleblowing.  

Meritocracy Creating a healthy competitive environment, presence of independent and integrated inspection, active majority 
participation in organizational decision-making, transforming majority stance into power, organizational employees' 
sensitivity to ethical standards, obliging managers to be accountable to subordinates for their actions and behavior, 
utilizing external experts like consultants.  

Adherence to 
the Law 

Monitoring compliance with organizational laws and regulations under all conditions, commitment and respect to 
organizational laws and regulations, obliging unity among organizational employees and existing ethical standards in 
organizations as a law. 

 
After identifying the foundational indices of the 

phenomenon under study, an n×n square matrix of the 
existing indices is designed. This matrix is essentially the 
ISM questionnaire. In this step, experts compare criteria in 
pairs and respond to pairwise comparisons based on the 
following definitions using letters V, A, X, O: 

V: Factor i in the row causes the realization of factor j in 
the column. 

A: Factor j in the column causes the realization of factor 
i in the row. 

X: Both the row and column factors cause the realization 
of each other (factors i and j have a bilateral relationship). 

O: There is no relationship between the row and column 
factors. 

 

 

 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8992


 Khazaei Poul et al.                                                       International Journal of Innovation Management and Organizational Behavior 3:4 (2023) 44-52 
 

 47 
E-ISSN: 3041-8992 
 

Table 2 

Self-Interaction Matrix of Variables Affecting Political Behavior 

Variables / Factors Structural 
Factors 

Individual 
Factors 

Environmental 
Factors 

Freedom of 
Speech 

Adherence to the 
Law 

Meritocracy 

Structural Factors - X A V V V 
Individual Factors 

 
- A V V V 

Environmental 
Factors 

  
- V V V 

Freedom of Speech 
   

- X V 
Adherence to the Law 

    
- V 

Meritocracy 
     

- 
 
To achieve the initial reachability matrix, the 

aforementioned symbols from the previous step are 
converted into zeros and ones according to the following 
rules: 

If the i.j entry in the structural self-interaction matrix is 
V, in the i.j entry of the initial reachability matrix, one is 
placed and zero in the j.i entry. 

If the i.j entry in the structural self-interaction matrix is 
A, in the i.j entry of the initial reachability matrix, zero is 
placed and one in the j.i entry. 

If the i.j entry in the structural self-interaction matrix is 
X, one is placed in both the i.j and j.i entries of the initial 
reachability matrix. 

If the i.j entry in the structural self-interaction matrix is 
O, zero is placed in both the i.j and j.i entries of the initial 
reachability matrix. 

In Interpretive Structural Modeling, the influence power 
is derived from the sum of numbers in each column or the 
total of inputs, and the degree of dependence is derived from 
the sum of numbers in each row or the total of outputs. The 
transformation of symbols into zeros and ones according to 
the mentioned rules is shown as follows: 

Table 3 

Formation of the Initial Reachability Matrix 

Variables / Factors Structural 
Factors 

Individual 
Factors 

Environmental 
Factors 

Freedom of 
Speech 

Adherence to the 
Law 

Meritocracy 

Structural Factors - 1 0 1 1 1 
Individual Factors 1 - 0 1 1 1 
Environmental 
Factors 

1 1 - 1 1 1 

Freedom of Speech 0 0 0 - 1 1 
Adherence to the Law 0 0 0 1 - 1 
Meritocracy 0 0 0 0 0 - 

Table 4 

Formation of the Influence Power and Dependency Matrix 

Variables / Factors Structural 
Factors 

Individual 
Factors 

Environmental 
Factors 

Freedom of 
Speech 

Adherence to the 
Law 

Meritocracy Influence 
Power 

Structural Factors 1 1 0 1 1 1 5 
Individual Factors 1 1 0 1 1 1 5 
Environmental 
Factors 

1 1 1 1 1 1 6 

Freedom of Speech 0 0 0 1 1 1 3 
Adherence to the 
Law 

0 0 0 1 1 1 3 

Meritocracy 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
Dependency 3 3 1 5 5 6 - 
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In this step, after calculating the input and output matrix 
of each variable in the third step and considering transitivity 
in relationships, the final reachability matrix is obtained. 
Accessibility is such that if variable A influences B, and B 
influences C, then it can be concluded that A affects C. This 
matrix shows the degree of dependency and influence power 
of each variable. In Interpretive Structural Modeling, the 

influence power is derived from the sum of numbers in each 
column or the total of inputs, and the degree of dependence 
is derived from the sum of numbers in each row or the total 
of outputs. The intersection between the two sets is 
determined using the output and input sets for each variable 
in the final reachability matrix. The final reachability matrix 
of the current study is shown in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Formation of the Final Reachability Matrix 

Variable Input Output Intersection 
Structural Factors 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3 1, 2 
Individual Factors 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3 1, 2 
Environmental Factors 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 3 3 
Freedom of Speech 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 5 5 
Adherence to the Law 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 4, 5 
Meritocracy 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 6 

 
In the level determination stage, variables with fewer 

inputs are less affected by other variables and are therefore 
placed on the same level. In this stage, when the highest-

level factors are identified in the first iteration, they must be 
removed from the table. This process continues until the 
level of all factors is determined. 

Table 6 

Final Accessibility Matrix - Level One 

Row Variable Input Output Intersection Level 
1 Structural Factors 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3 1, 2 

 

2 Individual Factors 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3 1, 2 
 

3 Environmental Factors 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 3 3 
 

4 Freedom of Speech 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 5 5 
 

5 Adherence to the Law 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 4, 5 
 

6 Meritocracy 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 6 1 
 
In the current study, according to the data in the above 

table, the variable of meritocracy, which has fewer inputs, is 
placed at level one and is not shown in the subsequent table 
in the next stage. 

Table 7 

Final Accessibility Matrix - Level Two 

Row Variable Input Output Intersection Level 
1 Structural Factors 1, 2, 4, 5 1, 2, 3 1, 2 

 

2 Individual Factors 1, 2, 4, 5 1, 2, 3 1, 2 
 

3 Environmental Factors 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 3 3 
 

4 Freedom of Speech 4, 5 1, 2, 3, 5 5 2 
5 Adherence to the Law 4, 5 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 4, 5 2 

 
In the current study, according to the data in the above 

table, the variables of freedom of speech and adherence to 
the law, which have fewer inputs, are placed at level two and 
are not shown in the subsequent table in the next stage. 
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Table 8 

Final Accessibility Matrix - Level Three 

Row Variable Input Output Intersection Level 
1 Structural Factors 1, 2 1, 2, 3 1, 2 3 
2 Individual Factors 1, 2 1, 2, 3 1, 2 3 
3 Environmental Factors 1, 2, 3 3 3 

 

 
In the current study, according to the data in the above 

table, the variables of structural factors and individual 
factors, which have fewer inputs, are placed at level three 
and are not shown in the subsequent table in the next stage. 

Table 9 

Final Accessibility Matrix - Level Four 

Row Variable Input Output Intersection Level 
3 Environmental Factors 3 3 3 4 

 
In the current study, according to the data in the above 

table, the variable of environmental factors is placed at level 
four. 

In this stage, considering the levels of factors and the final 
reachability matrix, the interpretive structural model is 
drawn. The final model, depicted in Figure 1, is designed in 

five levels. This model indicates that variables at lower 
levels have a more hierarchical influence on other variables. 
As shown in Figure 1, the variable of environmental factors 
serves as the basis of the model and influences all variables 
of the research. 

Figure 1 

Final Model 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

   

    

 

 

 

 

 

Environmental 

Structural Individual 

Freedom of Speech Adherence to Law 

Meritocracy 
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4 Discussion and Conclusion 

The main objective of this research is to design the 
internal relationships between causes and strategies of 
political behavior in the public sector, utilizing Interpretive 
Structural Modeling (ISM). ISM provides an orderly and 
directed framework for complex issues and offers decision-
makers a realistic view of their situation and the variables 
involved. The ISM process involves identifying variables, 
defining their internal relationships, establishing order, and 
explaining complex issues from an institutional perspective. 
In this paper, based on expert opinions and literature review, 
six influential variables on political behavior in the public 
sector were identified. Then, based on their impact, these 
variables were classified into five levels. The results, based 
on the interpretive structural model of the study depicted in 
Figure 1, indicate that the variable of environmental factors, 
as the basis of the model, influences all other variables. At 
the next level, individual factors and structural factors are 
positioned, influencing freedom of speech and adherence to 
the law, which in turn affect meritocracy. Political behaviors 
in organizations cannot be eliminated, and a manager 
expecting no one to engage in such behaviors displays 
naivety. However, political maneuvers can and should be 
controlled to be confined within logical and constructive 
limits. Political behaviors, as one of the components of 
organizations, create a divisive and harmful work 
environment with increasing negative consequences, such as 
poor performance at individual and organizational levels, 
limiting information sharing, creating communication 
barriers, increasing stress and workload, forming negative 
attitudes towards work, perception of injustice, etc. Based on 
these consequences, attention to the prevalence of political 
behavior in the organization and the factors affecting it is 
essential for prevention and limitation. Interviewees referred 
to a set of conditions that facilitate the phenomenon under 
study and influence behaviors and actions, noting that 
contextual conditions affect the central category and its 
outcomes. In this research, the categories of implementation 
and participation are widely recognized as influential 
contextual factors of identified behavior, and the results of 
the previous research (Sanaie et al., 2023) regarding the 
impact of political behaviors on managerial decisions, 
internal trust, and participation in decision-making confirm 
the views of the interviewed professors. This issue is 
emphasized in units with inhibitory organizational 
structures, necessitating strict and inflexible rules, 
enforcement of laws, resistance to change, emphasis on 

unilateral decision-making, disrespect for expert opinions, 
alienation of organizational members, lack of systemic 
thinking, and absence of an environment conducive to 
creativity and innovation. Interviewees proposed strategies 
for controlling, managing, and addressing the central 
phenomenon, meaning that whenever a specific action or 
inaction is chosen in response to an issue or for maintaining 
a position by an individual or group, consequences arise. 
Some of these consequences are desired, and some are 
unintended. A consequence can be singular or multiple, 
short-term or long-term, visible to the person but hidden 
from others, immediate or gradual, reversible or irreversible, 
predictable or unpredictable, and its impact can be limited or 
extensive. In this research, freedom of speech, meritocracy, 
and adherence to the law are identified as effective strategic 
factors of political behavior, and the results of research by 
Malik and colleagues (2019) on political behaviors and 
meritocracy confirm the views of the interviewed professors 
(Malik et al., 2019). In this research h, tensions induced by 
the leader, success in achieving godfather goals, and 
corruption are among the effective consequences of political 
behavior, as confirmed by the research of Sanaei and 
colleagues (2022) regarding power sources in relation to 
inhibitory organizational structures and political behaviors 
(Sanaie et al., 2023). Considering the research findings on 
the causal conditions affecting political behavior based on 
the godfather theory, factors such as individual, 
environmental, and structural characteristics of the godfather 
are recognized as influential. Political behavior in 
organizations is inevitable and includes activities aimed at 
achieving specific goals such as gaining, developing, and 
using power and other resources to create personal 
superiority. To properly manage political behaviors in 
organizations, it is best to behave in a way that others do not 
perceive your motives as political, even if they are not; grant 
independence to subordinates, take responsibility and avoid 
coercion, provide conditions for public and open opposition, 
and refrain from secretive activities. Considering the 
research findings on effective strategies for political 
behavior based on the godfather theory, freedom of speech, 
meritocracy, and adherence to the law are recognized as 
effective strategic factors. Meritocracy should not be 
considered a limited issue. If we aspire to revive a 
meritocratic system or claim to have a meritocracy school, 
we should not limit our thinking and attitudes to a single 
aspect or issue. Rather, we should broadly outline the 
process of meritocracy and view it from various angles. The 
lack of meritocracy in Iran's social system, rooted in 
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historical, cultural, and economic reasons, is due to disbelief 
and the absence of meritocratic thinking. One of the best 
mechanisms that can be suggested is the assessment center 
mechanism. By using the assessment center process, many 
of the proposed solutions can be implemented, as this 
process aims to select competent and capable managers, 
leading to increased self-control, continuous feedback, 
managerial participation in developing evaluation indices 
and meritocracy, and attention to proactive supervision.  
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