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Abstract

The objective of the present study is to design a model of pluralistic ignorance in public organizations. This
research was conducted using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis method. The statistical
population in the qualitative phase of the study (Delphi stage), aimed at monitoring the components
obtained through thematic analysis, consisted of 15 experts and scholars familiar with the fields of
behavioral management and human resources in universities and public organizations. In the first phase
of this study, the theoretical foundations of pluralistic ignorance were examined. In the second phase, data
collection was carried out using a variety of tools and methods, including library research and the use of
books, dissertations, and academic journals (covering articles and theses published between 2010 and
2024 Gregorian calendar, and from 1390 to 1403 in the Iranian calendar, available on reputable domestic
and international databases). The results indicated that, according to the influence-dependence power
map, all variables related to antecedents and consequences exhibit high influence and high susceptibility
to influence. Therefore, these are considered linkage variables. Only the variables of the spiral of silence
(C1), perceived organizational support vacuum (C12), groupthink (C14), and group identity (C16)
demonstrated high dependence and lower influence power, and are thus classified as dependent variables.
Ultimately, a model of antecedents and consequences was developed and presented.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Pluralistic ignorance is a nuanced and complex social-psychological phenomenon wherein
individuals mistakenly believe that their private thoughts, beliefs, or behaviors are different from
those of others in the group, even though their outward behavior aligns with the assumed group
norm. In public organizations—especially those that operate under hierarchical and bureaucratic
constraints—this misperception is amplified due to lack of open dialogue, restricted feedback loops,
and power asymmetries (Bjerring et al., 2014; Fuller, 2023). The phenomenon often leads to group
members remaining silent or conforming publicly despite private disagreement, which in turn
reinforces the very norm that is falsely perceived as dominant (Halbesleben et al., 2005; Munsch et
al., 2014).
In recent years, pluralistic ignorance has gained increasing attention in the context of organizational
behavior, particularly as it relates to organizational silence, groupthink, and ethical climate. The
misalignment between perceived and actual beliefs can lead to significant dysfunctions within public
sector entities, including weak decision-making, reduced innovation, lower organizational
commitment, and impaired job satisfaction (Ersen et al., 2023; Mohammadi et al., 2022). This is
particularly true in environments where dissent is implicitly discouraged and conformity is rewarded.
As studies show, in such climates, employees often suppress their genuine concerns or criticisms,
wrongly assuming that their peers endorse the status quo (Sakr, 2023; Sargent & Newman, 2021).
The antecedents of pluralistic ignorance have been discussed in relation to factors such as low
psychological safety, lack of assertiveness, absence of organizational support, and communication
voids (Kettaf, 2024; Yazdani et al., 2024). Similarly, its consequences span from emotional exhaustion
and stress to burnout, disengagement, and exit intentions (Matsson, 2023; Munsch & O'Connor,
2018). Notably, the role of leadership style has been emphasized in both facilitating and mitigating
this phenomenon. Toxic leadership and unidirectional communication foster pluralistic ignorance,
whereas inclusive and empowering leadership can curb it (Mehdizadeh et al., 2023; Zhang, 2024).
Despite the growing body of literature, there remains a lack of integrated frameworks that delineate
both the antecedents and consequences of pluralistic ignorance in public organizational contexts.
Furthermore, few studies have examined this issue through interpretive-structural modeling (ISM),
which can reveal the hierarchy and interdependencies among the contributing factors. Addressing
this gap, the present study aims to design a comprehensive model of pluralistic ignorance in public
organizations in Iran, specifically focusing on contextualized variables in provinces such as Kerman,
Hormozgan, and Sistan and Baluchestan.
Methods and Materials
This research employed a qualitative methodology using thematic analysis followed by an
interpretive-structural modeling (ISM) approach. In the first phase, theoretical foundations were
explored through extensive literature review, including sources published between 2010 and 2024.
In the second phase, key antecedents and consequences were identified from prior studies and
refined through expert interviews with 15 specialists in organizational behavior and public
administration.
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A Delphi technique was employed in iterative rounds to verify and filter the thematic codes extracted.
Based on these results, a structural self-interaction matrix (SSIM) was developed, followed by the
reachability matrix and level partitioning through the ISM process. Variables were mapped and
prioritized based on their driving and dependence powers. A MICMAC (cross-impact matrix
multiplication applied to classification) analysis was also conducted to classify the variables into
independent, dependent, and linkage categories. Data were further validated through expert
consensus and limited pilot testing.

Findings

The analysis resulted in the identification of 21 antecedents and 22 consequences of pluralistic
ignorance within public organizations. Antecedents were categorized into three main groups:
individual (e.qg., lack of assertiveness, learned helplessness), organizational (e.g., toxic leadership,
interactional injustice), and environmental (e.g., communication gaps, groupthink). Notably,
variables such as “spiral of silence,” “perceived lack of organizational support,” “group identity,” and
“minority influence” emerged as central linkage elements in the ISM model.

Using the ISM framework, variables were distributed across seven hierarchical levels. For example,
foundational antecedents such as “autonomy” and “shyness” appeared in the lowest levels,
indicating root causes. In contrast, “group identity,” “false uniqueness,” and “pseudo-consensus”
were located at higher levels, representing systemic outcomes shaped by preceding factors.

On the consequences side, factors such as “environmental sustainability behavior,” “organizational
indifference,” “false perception of norms,” “exit behavior,” and “cognitive fatigue” were identified.
These consequences were also mapped hierarchically, with behavioral outcomes at the surface level
and deeper psychological or cultural consequences embedded in lower levels. The MICMAC
analysis further showed that most antecedents and consequences were linkage variables—
possessing both high driving power and high dependence—except for a few like “spiral of silence”
and “group identity,” which were categorized as dependent due to their low influence but high
susceptibility to other variables.

The final graphical models offered a structured view of the causal and feedback loops between
antecedents and consequences, clearly illustrating how misperceived norms propagate through
various organizational layers and reinforce dysfunctional outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide robust empirical evidence that pluralistic ignorance in public
organizations is driven by an intricate network of psychological, structural, and contextual factors.
The presence of root causes such as low assertiveness and organizational silence, when left
unaddressed, facilitates the institutionalization of groupthink and the internalization of pseudo-
norms. These, in turn, result in a cascade of negative outcomes, from emotional disengagement to
weakened ethical standards and organizational decay.

One of the key insights of this research is the identification of linkage variables that operate as both
causes and effects within the system. This suggests that pluralistic ignorance is not a linear process
but a recursive one, sustained by self-reinforcing mechanisms. For example, organizational silence
reinforces false consensus, which further discourages dissent, thereby perpetuating the spiral of
silence. This cycle creates a reality in which employees align their outward behavior with a perceived
norm that no one actually endorses—a finding aligned with classical theories of social conformity
and norm misperception.

The ISM and MICMAC methodologies proved particularly valuable in illustrating the layered nature
of the phenomenon. Unlike binary or correlational models, these techniques enabled the researchers

Yy



Sl Jg% 3 53p drugi

to delineate not only the influence pathways but also the levels at which interventions should be
prioritized. This can guide policymakers and managers in targeting high-leverage variables such as
leadership quality, communication structures, and organizational support systems.

Moreover, the study highlights that the antecedents of pluralistic ignorance are deeply embedded in
organizational culture. Thus, mitigating this issue requires more than surface-level interventions. It
calls for systemic cultural change, where openness, feedback, and psychological safety are actively
promoted. Leadership training, team-based reflection practices, and inclusive decision-making
mechanisms are crucial steps in this direction.

In sum, this research offers a pioneering framework for understanding the anatomy of pluralistic
ignorance in public organizations. By modeling its antecedents and consequences through
interpretive-structural techniques, it not only enriches the theoretical discourse but also provides
actionable insights for administrative reform. Reducing pluralistic ignorance is not just a
psychological necessity but an organizational imperative—one that influences the integrity,
resilience, and effectiveness of the public sector.
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