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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the antecedents, dimensions, strategies, and consequences of organizational
flattery and to develop a context-specific model explaining this phenomenon in government organizations
in Isfahan. This applied-developmental and descriptive-exploratory study employed a qualitative grounded
theory design. The participants were 15 managers, supervisors, and senior experts from government
organizations in Isfahan, selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45—-60 minutes, and sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. The interviews were recorded with participants’ consent, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed through constant comparison. Open, axial, and selective coding procedures were
conducted based on the Strauss and Corbin paradigmatic model. The credibility and dependability of the
findings were enhanced through repeated code review, continuous comparison of concepts and
categories, assessment of conceptual coherence, and intercoder reliability procedures. The analysis
generated six major categories. The causal conditions included self-interest and opportunism, limited
professional competence and practical skills, and job insecurity. The central phenomenon consisted of
ostentatious ingratiation manifested through verbal praise, flattering behavior, impression management,
body language, and digital flattery. Contextual conditions comprised a toxic organizational culture and
sociohistorical environments supportive of flattery. Intervening conditions included authoritarian and
Machiavellian leadership, employees’ need for approval and low self-confidence, weak meritocracy,
information opacity, favoritism, and informal power relations. Organizational actors adopted defensive,
adaptive-survival, and passive strategies, including hypocrisy, informal networking, image management,
strategic silence, and conformity. The major consequences were erosion of social capital and interpersonal
trust, reduced motivation and productivity, normalization of unethical conduct, exclusion of competent
employees, and deterioration of organizational justice. Organizational flattery is a multilevel phenomenon
produced by the interaction of individual vulnerabilities, leadership practices, structural deficiencies, and
cultural norms. Its effective management requires transparent promotion criteria, merit-based performance
evaluation, ethical and participative leadership, psychological safety, free information flow, anonymous
feedback systems, and 360-degree managerial assessment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Organizations are not merely formal systems composed of regulations, job descriptions, hierarchical

positions, and standardized procedures. They are also social arenas in which employees and
managers continually interpret power relations, manage impressions, pursue resources, protect their
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positions, and respond to explicit and implicit expectations. Within these interactions, informal
behaviors can significantly influence organizational decisions, employee advancement, access to
information, perceptions of justice, and the overall quality of workplace relationships. Organizational
flattery is one such behavior. Although it may superficially resemble praise, respect, or interpersonal
support, organizational flattery generally involves exaggerated approval, artificial admiration,
strategic agreement, or performative loyalty intended to create a favorable impression and secure
personal benefits.

A central theoretical issue in understanding flattery concerns its relationship with truth-telling.
Genuine praise is normally grounded in an authentic evaluation of a person’s qualities or
accomplishments, whereas flattery may involve concealing criticism, exaggerating positive
attributes, or expressing agreement that does not reflect the speaker’s actual judgment. From a
social-theoretical perspective, flattery becomes especially consequential when individuals replace
truthful expression with statements that conform to the desires of powerful actors. Under such
conditions, flattery is not simply a linguistic practice but a mechanism through which power is
maintained and uncomfortable realities are excluded from organizational discourse (Diken, 2025).
Leaders surrounded by constant approval may consequently receive distorted information, lose
access to corrective feedback, and develop unrealistic perceptions of their own competence or
organizational performance.

The distinction between sincere praise and instrumental flattery is nevertheless difficult to establish
because both can produce positive emotional responses. Praise and flattery may carry reward value,
particularly for individuals with a strong need for approval or praise-seeking tendencies (Fujiwara et
al., 2023). A recipient may enjoy an admiring message while simultaneously questioning the
speaker’s sincerity. This tension has been described as a relationship between the pleasure of praise
and a hermeneutics of suspicion, whereby individuals interpret flattering messages by considering
both their favorable content and the possible hidden motives of the speaker (Graf, 2023).
Furthermore, compliments do not always generate positive consequences. Compliments containing
implicit negative comparisons may undermine the intended praise and produce embarrassment,
discomfort, or perceived insult (Sezer, 2020). Thus, the consequences of flattery depend not only on
the speaker’s intentions but also on message construction, relational history, organizational context,
and the recipient’s interpretation.

From a pragmatic perspective, flattery can be regarded as a purposeful communicative act designed
to influence an audience. It may be expressed through exaggerated compliments, unconditional
agreement, self-deprecating statements, strategic politeness, or selective emphasis on the
recipient’s positive characteristics (Shanshool, 2024). Within business communication, speakers may
employ specialized expressions, favorable wording, and culturally recognizable forms of praise to
reduce resistance, gain cooperation, or improve their position in an interaction (Hasanzadeh &
Shakeebae, 2023). In organizational environments, these linguistic behaviors may be accompanied
by nonverbal manifestations, including imitative gestures, excessive attentiveness, performative
enthusiasm, and visible displays of loyalty.

Flattery is also historically and culturally embedded. Research on historical Chinese interaction
indicates that flattery can assume a ritual character and function as a socially expected means of
maintaining hierarchy, relational harmony, and deference to authority (Liu et al., 2025). Similarly,
ritualized flattery in political discourse can symbolically elevate leaders, reinforce distance between
rulers and followers, and normalize repeated public approval (Danziger, 2021). These observations
suggest that flattery cannot always be explained as an isolated personal decision. In some contexts,
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it becomes an institutionalized pattern of interaction that individuals reproduce because it is
perceived as necessary, expected, or advantageous.

The historical development of flattery in Iran likewise demonstrates its association with centralized
authority, court relations, occupational insecurity, and dependence on powerful individuals for access
to resources. Historical accounts from the Safavid period to the early Pahlavi era indicate that
sycophancy could serve as a strategy for protection, upward mobility, and proximity to political
authority, particularly where open criticism was dangerous and status depended on personal favor
(Zanganeh et al., 2024). Although contemporary government organizations operate through formal
regulations, remnants of these relational patterns may persist in implicit expectations, deference to
superiors, avoidance of disagreement, and the prioritization of personal connections over
transparent standards.

Imitation may constitute another indirect form of flattery. Individuals or groups can reproduce the
language, preferences, policies, or symbolic practices of powerful actors to signal loyalty and gain
legitimacy. The concept of imitation as the “sincerest form of flattery” has been used to explain how
political actors emulate successful or prestigious models during periods of crisis (Givens & Mistur,
2021). In organizations, comparable behavior may involve imitating a manager’'s vocabulary,
attitudes, appearance, preferences, or decision-making style. Such similarity may be authentic, but
it can also be deliberately constructed to create psychological closeness and improve access to the
managerial inner circle.

Digital communication has expanded the settings in which flattery occurs. Organizational messaging
applications, internal social networks, and online groups allow employees to display agreement
publicly through comments, reactions, emojis, repeated endorsement, and the redistribution of
managerial messages. Research on virtual influencers indicates that flattering communication can
influence attitudes and encourage prosocial behavior even when delivered through digital or
nonhuman agents (Quach et al., 2024). Similarly, studies of flattering virtual agents show that
individuals’ reactions depend partly on self-esteem and the target of message customization (Li et
al., 2023). These findings imply that digital flattery can affect recipients despite their awareness that
the message may be strategically generated. In workplaces, digital records additionally make flattery
visible to colleagues, turning a vertical interaction with a manager into a public performance of loyalty.
Organizational flattery has particularly complex implications for leader—-member relationships.
Employees may use agreement, admiration, personal favors, and impression management to
improve the quality of their exchange with supervisors. The effect of ingratiation, however, depends
on the broader relationship in which it occurs. Research examining leader—-member exchange and
workplace deviance suggests that the consequences of ingratiation cannot be understood
independently of relational quality and managerial interpretation (Saydina & Fitriastuti, 2025). A
supervisor may interpret flattering behavior as loyalty and provide the employee with greater access
to resources, information, or career opportunities. Alternatively, the same behavior may be perceived
as manipulative and reduce trust in the employee.

Flattery also affects employees who merely observe it. When colleagues believe that an employee
receives favorable treatment through ingratiation rather than competence, they may perceive a
violation of procedural or distributive justice. Observed ingratiation can consequently evoke disdain,
social exclusion, and reduced willingness to cooperate with the flattering colleague (Cheng et al.,
2024). Flattery may therefore strengthen an employee’s vertical relationship with a manager while
damaging horizontal relationships with coworkers. Over time, such dynamics can contribute to
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interpersonal distrust, informal conflict, weakened team cohesion, and the formation of competing
political coalitions.

The relationship between flattery and meritocracy is especially significant in public organizations.
When promotion, appointment, performance evaluation, and resource allocation are governed by
transparent and measurable standards, the instrumental value of flattery is limited. Conversely, when
managerial discretion is extensive and advancement depends on subjective impressions, employees
may regard ingratiation as a more effective route to success than professional development.
Evidence concerning the mediating role of organizational flattery in the relationship between human
resource management and meritocracy suggests that flattery can interfere with merit-based
practices and shape how organizational members perceive the fairness of human resource decisions
(Aram, 2025).

Leadership characteristics may either encourage or constrain this behavior. Managers with a strong
need for admiration, intolerance of criticism, authoritarian tendencies, or exaggerated self-
confidence may surround themselves with affirming employees and marginalize dissenting voices.
Analyses of the relationship between flattery, ego, and high-level political decision-making
emphasize that excessive responsiveness to praise may isolate leaders from corrective information
and increase the risk of poorly informed or impulsive decisions (Youvan, 2025). This concern is
especially important in government organizations because managerial decisions influence not only
employees but also the use of public resources, service quality, institutional legitimacy, and citizens’
trust.

Despite growing scholarship on the linguistic, psychological, historical, relational, and digital
dimensions of flattery, an integrated context-specific framework for explaining organizational flattery
in Iranian government organizations remains underdeveloped. Existing studies often address
individual outcomes, dyadic leader—employee relationships, historical manifestations, or isolated
communication practices. They do not fully explain how personal motives, leadership styles,
structural deficiencies, cultural conditions, employee strategies, and organizational consequences
interact within one coherent process. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop a grounded and
context-sensitive model of organizational flattery by identifying its causal conditions, central
manifestations, contextual and intervening conditions, behavioral strategies, and consequences in
government organizations in Isfahan.

Materials and Methods

This study was applied-developmental in purpose and descriptive-exploratory in nature. A qualitative
grounded theory design was employed to generate a conceptual model directly from the experiences
and interpretations of organizational actors. The study population consisted of employees,
supervisors, managers, and senior experts working in government organizations in Isfahan.
Participants were required to have more than 10 years of work experience, substantial familiarity
with administrative relationships and decision-making processes, and sufficient experience of
behavioral and ethical issues in government workplaces.

Participants were selected through purposive sampling followed by snowball sampling. Initial
participants were identified based on their knowledge and experience of organizational relationships.
They subsequently recommended other information-rich individuals who met the inclusion criteria.
Sampling continued until theoretical saturation, defined as the point at which additional interviews
no longer produced substantively new concepts or categories. Saturation was achieved after 15
interviews. Participants represented different organizational positions and institutions, including
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municipal bodies, banking organizations, social security institutions, civil registration offices, taxation
organizations, and a public-sector refinery.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Interview questions explored
participants’ experiences and perceptions of organizational flattery, the conditions under which it
emerged, its verbal and behavioral manifestations, the characteristics of individuals and managers
involved, organizational responses, and its personal and organizational consequences. Follow-up
guestions were used to clarify statements and develop emerging concepts. Each interview lasted
approximately 45-60 minutes. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, reviewed, and supplemented with field notes.

Data analysis occurred concurrently with data collection and followed open, axial, and selective
coding procedures. During open coding, transcripts were examined line by line to identify meaningful
units and assign initial codes. Through constant comparison, conceptually similar codes were
grouped into preliminary concepts. During axial coding, relationships among concepts were
examined, and related concepts were organized into higher-order categories. During selective
coding, the central phenomenon was identified, and all other categories were integrated around it
using the paradigmatic components of causal conditions, central phenomenon, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Repeated code review,
continuous comparison, conceptual refinement, and intercoder agreement procedures were
employed to strengthen the credibility and dependability of the analysis.

Findings

The analysis yielded 58 initial concepts, which were consolidated into 18 axial categories and
organized within six paradigmatic domains. The six domains were causal conditions, the central
phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

The causal conditions comprised three categories. The first was self-interest and opportunism,
reflected in attempts to exploit workplace situations and obtain exceptional opportunities through
proximity to managers. The second was limited skills and competence, including inadequate
professional knowledge and insufficient practical capabilities. The third was job insecurity,
manifested through occupational ambiguity, fear of exclusion, and concern about losing one’s
position within the organizational structure.

The central phenomenon consisted of ostentatious and ingratiating behaviors. These included
exaggerated self-presentation, artificial praise, fabricated admiration, flattering body language, and
behavioral displays designed to attract managerial approval. A modern form of flattery was also
identified, encompassing verbal and digital practices such as supportive comments, excessive
reactions, strategic use of emojis, and public endorsement of managers in online organizational
environments.

Contextual conditions included toxic organizational culture and sociohistorical foundations. Toxic
culture was characterized by intrigue, denunciation of colleagues, authoritarian norms, development
of dependent and professionally weak employees, unquestioned affirmation of managers, and a
pervasive “yes-man” mentality. Sociohistorical foundations included deeply rooted traditions of
flattery, weak rule orientation, low public trust, the economic power of influential individuals, and
social environments in which proximity to authority was considered advantageous.

Five categories were identified as intervening conditions. Leadership style and managerial
characteristics included authoritarian leadership, the silent exercise of power, fear-based
management, managerial self-centeredness, and Machiavellian conduct. Personality-related
conditions included a strong need for approval, low self-confidence, and psychological insecurity.
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Weak meritocracy involved unfair evaluations, unequal access to career opportunities, and the
exclusion of critical employees. Lack of transparency included restricted information circulation,
excessive confidentiality, and hidden decision-making. Relationship orientation and favoritism
involved informal networks, covert power coalitions, patronage, and the simultaneous operation of
flattery and personal connections.

Participants described three groups of strategies. Defensive strategies included hypocritical displays
of morality, the use of religiosity or virtue as a protective mask, and discrepancies between publicly
stated values and actual behavior. Adaptive-survival strategies included informal networking,
impression management, dual behavior under social pressure, and adjustment to influential groups.
Passive strategies consisted of strategic silence, conformity, avoidance of direct opposition, and
alignment with the dominant organizational group.

Three principal groups of consequences emerged. The first was the destruction of social capital and
trust, including stigmatization of flatterers, deterioration of internal trust, increased cynicism, and
interpersonal hostility. The second was reduced motivation and productivity, including diminished
enthusiasm for advancement, lower individual efficiency, and the replacement of achievement
motivation with incentives to flatter. The third was the erosion of ethics and organizational justice,
reflected in the normalization of unfairness, expansion of unethical conduct, deterioration of moral
security, and deprivation of competent employees from organizational opportunities and benefits.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that organizational flattery is a multilevel phenomenon resulting from the
interaction of individual motives, managerial conduct, structural weaknesses, and cultural traditions.
Employees may use flattery intentionally to gain benefits, but they may also adopt it defensively
when they perceive their employment, advancement, or acceptance to depend on managerial favor.
This distinction is important because it demonstrates that organizational flattery cannot be controlled
solely by asking employees to behave more ethically. Its emergence is closely connected to the
conditions created by leadership and human resource systems.

The identification of limited competence as a causal condition suggests that flattery can become a
substitute for professional capability. Where performance is evaluated objectively, employees must
demonstrate knowledge, effort, and measurable results. Where evaluation is subjective, however,
individuals may compensate for weak performance through impression management and
exaggerated loyalty. Organizational tolerance of this substitution gradually discourages competent
employees because they observe that interpersonal maneuvering produces greater rewards than
expertise.

Job insecurity intensifies this process by transforming flattery into a survival mechanism. Employees
who fear exclusion may withhold criticism and repeat managerial preferences even when they
recognize operational problems. This weakens organizational learning because errors, risks, and
failures are not communicated accurately. Managers consequently make decisions based on filtered
information, while employees learn that silence and approval are safer than professional honesty.
The emergence of digital flattery demonstrates that ingratiation has adapted to changing
communication environments. Online organizational groups provide employees with continuous
opportunities to display public endorsement. Such behavior is not limited to influencing the manager;
it also signals alignment to the wider organization. Digital visibility may intensify competition for
managerial attention and normalize exaggerated approval because employees can compare their
public reactions with those of colleagues.
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Toxic culture and sociohistorical conditions explain why flattery can persist even when formal
regulations emphasize merit and equality. Organizational members enter workplaces with culturally
learned expectations concerning authority, disagreement, loyalty, and personal connections. When
these expectations are reinforced by authoritarian managers and opaque procedures, flattery
becomes embedded in daily routines. It is then reproduced not only by individuals who benefit from
it but also by employees who conform because resistance appears risky or ineffective.

The identified strategies demonstrate that organizational actors respond to flattery through
accommodation more often than direct confrontation. Defensive masks, informal networking, image
management, and strategic silence allow individuals to protect themselves, but they also preserve
the conditions that make flattery effective. Employees may recognize the dysfunctionality of the
environment while simultaneously contributing to its continuation. This cycle is likely to remain intact
unless organizations provide safe mechanisms for criticism and ensure that dissent does not result
in occupational punishment.

The consequences show that the apparent short-term advantages of flattery are accompanied by
substantial collective costs. Preferential treatment of flatterers weakens trust in managers, damages
relationships among colleagues, and reduces employees’ belief that effort will be fairly rewarded.
Competent employees may withdraw psychologically, reduce their performance, remain silent, or
seek employment elsewhere. At the organizational level, declining trust and justice can undermine
coordination, innovation, accountability, and service quality.

Overall, the grounded model developed in this study indicates that organizational flattery begins with
personal interests, capability deficits, and insecurity, but becomes influential only when
organizational and cultural conditions reward it. Authoritarian leadership, weak meritocracy,
information opacity, and favoritism increase its value as an advancement strategy. Employees then
adopt defensive, adaptive, or passive responses, and the resulting system erodes trust, motivation,
productivity, ethics, and organizational justice. Effective management of organizational flattery
therefore requires structural rather than merely individual intervention. Government organizations
need transparent career criteria, merit-based assessment, accountable leadership, protected
channels for criticism, equitable access to information, and organizational norms that reward
competence and truthful feedback.
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