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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and rank the key factors in managing social autism in Iranian
government organizations and to propose a localized, practical conceptual model. A mixed-
methods approach was applied. In the qualitative phase, 17 experts—including senior and
middle government managers, HR specialists, academic researchers, and organizational and
autism psychologists—were interviewed using semi-structured questions. Thematic analysis
with MAXQDA 2020 identified 151 semantic units grouped into 62 initial codes, 18 sub-themes,
and 5 main themes. In the quantitative phase, the same experts evaluated and ranked the
factors using a fuzzy DEMATEL questionnaire, with calculations performed in MATLAB. Five
key dimensions were identified: leadership and management, communication and interactions,
cultural and structural, individual and behavioral, and strategic and cognitive. Among them,
leadership and management (D+R=7.133) and communication and interactions (D+R=6.798)
were the most critical and influential dimensions for managing social autism. Other factors were
of moderate but relevant importance. The study offers a culturally adapted model for managing
organizational social autism, emphasizing trust and organizational support, strengthening
communication skills, reforming rigid hierarchical structures, and implementing mentorship
programs. Applying this framework can reduce organizational isolation, enhance inter-
organizational cooperation, and improve public service quality. However, cultural resistance
and limited resources may hinder implementation, requiring further research and tailored
interventions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Government organizations in developing contexts face increasing pressure to improve
accountability, transparency, and responsiveness, yet many remain constrained by internal isolation
and rigid administrative hierarchies. This organizational isolation, conceptualized as social autism,
describes the tendency of institutions to withdraw from external interaction, resist feedback, and
maintain inward-looking policies that limit responsiveness and innovation (Toopasfandiari et al.,
2024). Such dynamics are particularly pronounced in Iranian public sector organizations, where long-
standing bureaucratic traditions, centralized power, and resistance to change hinder the
development of open communication and collaborative decision-making (Farzaneh et al., 2023).
Scholars have warned that this inwardness contributes to reduced public trust, slower adaptation to
societal needs, and decreased quality of public service delivery (Deutschmann et al., 2024; Sajjad &
Shahbaz, 2020).
Existing research highlights several root causes of social autism in organizations. One fundamental
barrier is weak communication competence among managers and employees. Ineffective
communication can lead to unresolved conflicts, low trust, and the creation of “silent” workplaces
where feedback and dialogue are suppressed (Feyz et al., 2020; Sumaiya et al., 2022). At the same
time, digital transformation and automation have altered workplace dynamics, introducing new
complexities and requiring advanced interpersonal and technological skills to maintain meaningful
interactions (Chuang, 2022; Cwinn et al., 2022). Leadership style also plays a crucial role.
Transformational and participative leaders create psychological safety, promote inclusion, and
encourage constructive dialogue, whereas authoritarian and hierarchical approaches exacerbate
social withdrawal (Boikanyo & Naidoo, 2023; Northouse, 2021; Waldman & Sparr, 2023).
Cultural and structural factors further shape social autism. Closed and non-participatory cultures
restrict diverse viewpoints and discourage interdepartmental cooperation (Kaveh et al., 2022; Pinzone
et al., 2020). Rigid hierarchies and centralized decision-making interrupt horizontal information flows
and reduce collaboration across units (Pouryazdani Kojour et al., 2021; Zamani Tuni & Koohkan, 2024).
Recent studies in Iranian government organizations also underline how inadequate succession
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planning, unclear career pathways, and lack of competency-based development perpetuate
disengagement and isolation (Khodaparast et al., 2024; Kiakojouri, 2024; Mohammadi et al., 2025).
Additionally, injustice in promotion and opportunity distribution creates alienation and weakens
employees’ willingness to engage socially (Amin & Asher, 2025).

Despite growing recognition of these issues, the literature lacks a coherent, localized conceptual
model for diagnosing and addressing social autism in government organizations (Toopasfandiari et
al., 2024). Most existing frameworks are either descriptive or adapted from private-sector contexts,
making them ill-suited to public bureaucracies with distinct cultural and structural realities (Kiakojouri,
2024). Moreover, empirical studies integrating both qualitative exploration and quantitative
prioritization of factors remain limited, leaving decision-makers with insufficient evidence to guide
targeted interventions (Farzaneh et al., 2023). Responding to these gaps, the present study aims to
build a context-specific, evidence-based model that identifies and ranks the key factors influencing
social autism management in Iranian government organizations.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods design combining qualitative exploration with quantitative
analysis. In the qualitative phase, 17 experts—including senior and middle-level public managers,
HR specialists, academic researchers, and organizational psychologists—were purposefully
selected to capture diverse perspectives. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather in-
depth insights into the manifestations, drivers, and potential solutions for social autism in government
settings. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis with MAXQDA 2020, leading to the extraction
of 151 semantic units consolidated into 62 initial codes, 18 sub-themes, and 5 overarching
dimensions.

In the quantitative phase, the previously identified factors were evaluated and prioritized using the
Fuzzy Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) method. The same panel of
experts rated the interrelations and significance of each factor through structured questionnaires.
Fuzzy logic was applied to handle uncertainty in expert judgments, and calculations were performed
using MATLAB to determine causal relationships and aggregated impact scores (D+R) for each
dimension.

Findings

The study identified five primary dimensions critical to managing social autism in Iranian government
organizations: (1) leadership and management, (2) communication and interactions, (3) cultural and
structural, (4) individual and behavioral, and (5) strategic and cognitive. Among these, leadership
and management emerged as the most influential with an aggregated impact score of D+R =7.133,
followed closely by communication and interactions (D+R = 6.798). The other dimensions—
cultural and structural, individual and behavioral, and strategic and cognitive—were also significant
but carried relatively lower influence.

Within the leadership and management dimension, key elements included supportive and inclusive
leadership styles, fostering trust and psychological safety, promoting openness to feedback, and
enabling participatory decision-making. The communication and interactions dimension
encompassed advanced interpersonal skills, active listening, conflict resolution, team-based
collaboration, and the integration of external stakeholder feedback into organizational processes.
The cultural and structural dimension emphasized creating transparent and participatory cultures,
flattening hierarchies, encouraging cross-unit information flows, and aligning organizational norms
with adaptive and innovative practices. The individual and behavioral dimension highlighted personal
growth factors such as self-awareness, resilience, risk-taking, and the reduction of workplace
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isolation through mentoring and peer support systems. Finally, the strategic and cognitive dimension
involved linking employees’ work to organizational mission and public values, ensuring meaningful
engagement, and developing responsive strategies to meet societal needs.

Fuzzy DEMATEL analysis revealed a clear causal chain, showing leadership and management as
the central driver influencing all other dimensions, particularly communication and cultural openness.
This suggests that enhancing leadership capabilities can indirectly strengthen cultural adaptability,
reduce isolation, and improve organizational connectivity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore the centrality of leadership in mitigating organizational social autism.
Transformational and participative leadership behaviors appear essential for fostering psychological
safety and trust, which in turn empower employees to communicate openly and engage with both
internal and external stakeholders (Northouse, 2021; Waldman & Sparr, 2023). This aligns with prior
research showing that supportive leadership reduces workplace withdrawal and encourages
collective problem-solving (Boikanyo & Naidoo, 2023; Rasool et al., 2021). The present study adds
contextual depth by demonstrating that in Iranian government agencies, leadership must also
navigate entrenched hierarchical norms and cultural resistance to change (Khodaparast et al., 2024;
Kiakojouri, 2024).

Another important implication is the pivotal role of communication development. Strengthening
interpersonal skills and establishing robust channels for horizontal and cross-unit interaction can
counteract information silos and silent organizational climates (Feyz et al., 2020; Sumaiya et al., 2022).
Integrating external feedback loops and promoting dialogue with beneficiaries and stakeholders can
further enhance responsiveness and legitimacy (Hartmann et al., 2021; Kaplan et al., 2021). The
study’s integration of these elements into a prioritized framework offers a practical roadmap for public
managers seeking to build more socially connected and adaptive institutions.

The cultural and structural findings highlight the urgency of shifting from rigid, control-oriented
models toward participatory and flexible organizational systems. This is consistent with literature on
organizational culture as a determinant of social cohesion and adaptability (Kaveh et al., 2022;
Pinzone et al., 2020). The recommended interventions—such as flattening hierarchies, fostering
transparency, and strengthening interdepartmental collaboration—resonate with global public sector
reform trends while respecting the Iranian context (Pouryazdani Kojour et al., 2021; Zamani Tuni &
Koohkan, 2024).

At the individual level, supporting personal development, mentoring, and conflict management
training can equip employees to overcome isolation and actively contribute to organizational dialogue
(Georgakopoulos et al., 2022; John-Eke & Akintokunbo, 2020). Meanwhile, connecting individual goals
to broader public values and organizational mission (strategic and cognitive dimension) enhances
meaning and alignment, reducing disengagement (Farzaneh et al., 2023; Toopasfandiari et al., 2024).
This study contributes to both theory and practice by offering a locally adapted, empirically validated
model that integrates leadership, communication, culture, individual behavior, and strategic
alignment. It moves beyond descriptive discussions of organizational isolation to provide an
actionable roadmap, with leadership as the central lever for systemic change. For Iranian
government organizations—often criticized for rigidity and weak stakeholder engagement—the
model provides evidence-based pathways to build openness, trust, and collaborative capacity.

In conclusion, addressing social autism requires a multi-level, systemic approach. Strengthening
leadership competencies, embedding inclusive communication, reshaping organizational culture and
structure, and supporting individual engagement collectively can help public institutions overcome
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isolation and reconnect with their societal mission. By ranking these factors and revealing their
causal interconnections, this study equips decision-makers with actionable insights to design
interventions tailored to the unique administrative and cultural context of Iran’s government sector.
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