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Abstract

This study aimed to explore managers’ lived experiences of the concept of invisible employees
in governmental organizations and to interpret its psychological, structural, and cultural
dimensions within the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. A qualitative design within an
interpretive paradigm was employed. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s (1978) descriptive
phenomenological method. Participants consisted of 14 managers from different levels of the
Ministry, selected purposefully based on managerial experience, direct exposure, and
positional diversity. Semi-structured interviews were conducted as the primary data collection
tool, and data trustworthiness was ensured through Guba and Lincoln’s (1985) four criteria of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The results showed that, from the
managers’ perspectives, invisible employees represent a psychological detachment
manifested in functional passivity and avoidance behaviors. This detachment often arises from
bureaucratic overload, seniority-based promotion, unclear career paths, and uninspired
leadership. The consequences occur at three levels: organizational (loss of creativity and tacit
knowledge), group (indifference and burnout), and individual (psychological distress and loss
of meaning in work). The phenomenon of invisible employees is a deep organizational
pathology rooted in structural rigidity, weak leadership, and cultural dysfunction. Managers
view the solution as a multidimensional transformation—moving from process-oriented
management to human-centered leadership. Establishing merit-based promotion systems,
transparent career development, appreciation culture, and psychological safety are key steps
toward restoring engagement and vitality in public organizations.

Keywords: /nvisible employees; Lived experience; Psychological withdrawal; Presenteeism;
Human-centered leadership; Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance
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In contemporary organizational environments, the human factor is regarded as the cornerstone of
competitiveness and innovation (Yang et al., 2024). However, in many public institutions—especially
those governed by bureaucratic systems—the vitality of this human factor often diminishes due to
psychological detachment and motivational depletion (Lemon & Tackett, 2025). The phenomenon
known as invisible employees represents a subtle yet destructive manifestation of disengagement,
where individuals are physically present in their organizations but psychologically and emotionally
withdrawn from their roles (Gostick & Elton, 2006, 2019).

Invisible employees are characterized by minimal behavioral engagement, cognitive withdrawal, and
emotional detachment, often functioning at the lowest acceptable performance level (Mousavi et al.,
2020). They fulfill formal obligations but lack genuine enthusiasm, creativity, and sense of purpose.
This hidden disengagement contributes to declining productivity, deteriorating organizational trust,
and the erosion of social capital (Aydin, 2023). The concept has become increasingly relevant as
organizations face not only absenteeism but also presenteeism—a condition where employees
attend work despite low energy, motivation, or health, resulting in reduced overall efficiency (Liu et
al., 2025).

According to organizational behavior literature, invisible employees emerge from complex
interactions between structural, managerial, and psychological factors (Afrahi et al., 2022).
Structurally, bureaucratic rigidity, procedural overload, and promotion systems based on seniority
rather than merit suppress employee initiative and innovation (Masri et al., 2021). Managerially,
uninspiring leadership and the absence of supportive communication foster alienation and cynicism
among employees (Shayestahrad & Chenari, 2022). Psychologically, learned helplessness and
perceived injustice lead to a gradual erosion of meaning in work (Aydin, 2023).

Several theoretical frameworks can explain this phenomenon. The psychological contract theory
suggests that when organizations fail to meet implicit expectations such as fairness and appreciation,
employees reciprocate by reducing their engagement and emotional investment (Fathi Chagheni,
2022). Similarly, social exchange theory posits that when individuals perceive inequity in the
organizational relationship, they restore balance by minimizing their contributions (Gibney et al.,
2009). Moreover, conservation of resources theory highlights that employees under continuous
stress adopt resource-saving behaviors, such as cognitive withdrawal or reduced effort, to preserve
psychological energy (Huang et al., 2022).

Recent studies have linked invisibility to organizational cronyism, where favoritism in promotions and
rewards undermines trust and encourages disengagement (De Clercq et al., 2022). This alignment of
loyalty over competence results in alienation, particularly among capable employees who perceive
systemic injustice (Mousavi et al., 2024). In public institutions, such practices create a self-reinforcing
cycle of silence, mistrust, and demotivation (Sadri Nia et al., 2022). Furthermore, technological
advancements have added new dimensions to disengagement. Digital overload, constant
connectivity, and blurred boundaries between work and rest have been shown to exacerbate mental
exhaustion and next-day procrastination (Li et al., 2024).

Research within Iranian governmental organizations has indicated that invisible employees are often
a by-product of deeply rooted administrative inertia (Salimi et al., 2021). Employees operating under
repetitive routines and constrained autonomy gradually internalize passivity, leading to emotional
exhaustion and loss of purpose (Manteghi, 2019). In such contexts, invisibility becomes not merely
an individual coping mechanism but a systemic issue reflecting organizational inefficiency and lack
of human-centered leadership (Mousavi et al., 2020).
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In line with these perspectives, the current study seeks to explore managers’ lived experiences of
the phenomenon of invisible employees within the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance in Iran.
By focusing on the perceptual, psychological, and managerial dimensions of invisibility, this study
aims to illuminate how this phenomenon develops, how it manifests, and what implications it holds
for organizational effectiveness and employee well-being.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative research was conducted using a descriptive phenomenological approach based on
Colaizzi’'s (1978) framework. The study adopted an interpretive paradigm to explore the lived
experiences of managers and their subjective understanding of invisible employees. Participants
included 14 managers at various hierarchical levels within the Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance, selected through purposive sampling based on managerial experience, tenure, and direct
exposure to employee disengagement. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews that
encouraged participants to describe real experiences and perceptions. Each interview lasted
between 60 and 90 minutes, was recorded with consent, and subsequently transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis followed Colaizzi's seven-step process: familiarization, extraction of significant
statements, formulation of meanings, clustering of themes, development of exhaustive descriptions,
identification of the fundamental structure, and validation by participants. Credibility, dependability,
and transferability were ensured through Guba and Lincoln’s (1985) criteria.

Findings

The thematic analysis of managers’ narratives revealed that invisibility among employees arises as
a progressive psychological and organizational process. Three overarching dimensions emerged:
structural rigidity, managerial detachment, and psychological withdrawal.

At the structural level, participants highlighted that bureaucratic constraints, unclear promotion
systems, and limited career mobility created an environment of stagnation. Over time, employees
lost motivation to innovate and adopted passive behaviors to avoid conflict or failure. Additionally,
redundant administrative layers and performance evaluations focused on compliance rather than
creativity intensified feelings of futility and disengagement.

At the managerial level, lack of inspirational leadership, inconsistent feedback, and limited
recognition were frequently cited. Managers observed that when leadership fails to provide meaning,
acknowledgment, and emotional connection, employees begin to perceive their efforts as unnoticed
or irrelevant. This lack of appreciation fostered emotional numbness and led to what one participant
termed “psychological absenteeism.” Managers further noted that invisible employees are not
inherently resistant but rather become emotionally silent due to prolonged exposure to indifferent
managerial practices.

At the psychological level, invisibility was associated with loss of self-efficacy, exhaustion, and
emotional dissonance. Participants described how employees who initially demonstrated high
engagement eventually experienced disillusionment due to persistent injustice or lack of growth. This
gradual decline in enthusiasm was often accompanied by self-preservative behaviors such as
minimalism, avoidance of responsibility, and surface-level participation in teamwork.

The findings also revealed that the consequences of invisibility manifest across three interconnected
layers. On the individual level, employees experience lowered self-esteem, anxiety, and a diminished
sense of identity. On the group level, indifference becomes contagious, eroding trust and
cooperation. On the organizational level, creativity, knowledge-sharing, and collective energy
deteriorate, producing what managers referred to as a “silent organizational climate.”
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Participants also identified several triggers of invisibility: managerial favoritism, rigid control systems,
lack of merit-based recognition, and the absence of psychological safety. Furthermore, gender
dynamics and generational differences were found to shape how invisibility was expressed; younger
employees tended to disengage faster due to unmet expectations for growth and autonomy, while
older employees adopted passive compliance as a survival strategy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that invisible employees represent an advanced stage of disengagement, rooted
not in individual laziness but in systemic failure to nurture meaning, recognition, and trust. The finding
that invisibility stems from long-term structural and managerial deficiencies aligns with prior studies
emphasizing the detrimental effects of bureaucracy and inequity on motivation and performance
(Masri et al., 2021; Sadri Nia et al., 2022). Within the conservation of resources framework, invisibility
can be seen as a defense mechanism against emotional exhaustion: when employees sense that
their contributions are undervalued, they conserve energy by withdrawing cognitively and
emotionally (Huang et al., 2022).

The study also reinforces the view that leadership style plays a critical role in either mitigating or
exacerbating invisibility. Transformational and human-centered leadership—characterized by
empathy, communication, and empowerment—can reverse the process by restoring meaning and
belonging (Lemon & Tackett, 2025; Shayestahrad & Chenari, 2022). Conversely, transactional or
authoritarian leadership fosters fear, dependence, and emotional detachment, which accelerate
psychological withdrawal (Aydin, 2023).

The prominence of bureaucratic and cultural factors in this study supports the argument that
invisibility is not merely a behavioral issue but an organizational pathology reflective of outdated
administrative mindsets (Manteghi, 2019; Mousavi et al., 2020). The recurrence of favoritism and
cronyism in the managers’ accounts mirrors findings from (De Clercq et al., 2022) and (Fathi Chagheni,
2022), both of which linked perceived organizational injustice to silence and disengagement.
Invisibility, in this sense, becomes a silent protest—a nonverbal expression of resistance against
structural inequity and managerial neglect.

Furthermore, the data reveal that invisibility propagates through social contagion: disengaged
employees demotivate others, creating a collective state of apathy and reduced productivity. This
finding echoes (Afrahi et al., 2022), who described work disengagement as a “viral” organizational
condition spreading through emotional mimicry and shared hopelessness. Addressing this contagion
requires a systemic reorientation of culture—from compliance and hierarchy to trust, transparency,
and recognition.

This study expands the conceptual understanding of invisible employees by demonstrating that they
are not simply unproductive individuals but indicators of organizational dysfunction. They reflect an
underlying misalignment between employees’ intrinsic motivations and the system’s extrinsic
controls. Therefore, remedying invisibility requires more than supervision or sanctions; it demands
redesigning organizational structures, leadership philosophies, and value systems toward human-
centered paradigms (Liu et al., 2025; Yang et al., 2024).

In conclusion, the phenomenon of invisible employees represents a deep-seated organizational and
cultural challenge that undermines both performance and psychological well-being. While invisible
employees appear passive, they symbolize the cumulative failures of bureaucratic inertia,
managerial insensitivity, and neglected human potential. To address this, organizations—especially
in the public sector—must transition from process-oriented management to purpose-driven
leadership. Building transparent evaluation systems, promoting meritocracy, fostering appreciation,
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and ensuring psychological safety can transform invisibility into engagement. Ultimately, recognizing
and re-engaging invisible employees is not only a managerial responsibility but also an ethical
imperative for sustaining organizational vitality and human dignity.
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