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Abstract

Considering the challenges faced by Iranian public organizations in confronting social traps—which lead
to reduced productivity and diminished public trust—this study aims to design and present a
comprehensive model for managing these traps. The proposed model seeks to identify influential factors
and provide practical solutions to enhance decision-making processes and organizational interactions.
This research adopts a qualitative approach using the grounded theory methodology. Data were collected
through in-depth interviews with experts and subsequently analyzed. Purposeful and snowball sampling
methods were employed to select participants. Initially, several key individuals in the fields of public
administration, information technology, law, and social sciences—who were familiar with the concept of
social traps—were selected as the initial core group. Based on their recommendations, other experts were
identified and invited for interviews (total of 22 participants). The coding process was conducted in three
phases: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. To validate the research findings, Lincoln and
Guba’s (1985) evaluation criteria—credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability—were
applied. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using agreement between two coders, with the reliability level
reaching 85 percent. Ultimately, the final model of the study was confirmed and validated through expert
opinions. The findings revealed that managing social traps in Iranian public organizations requires attention
to seven key dimensions: cognitive, behavioral, psychological-emotional, organizational, managerial,
social, and ethical-value. By offering a comprehensive model for managing social traps, this research
provides a significant innovation in analyzing this phenomenon within Iranian public organizations.
Considering the multifaceted cognitive, behavioral, and organizational dimensions, the model presents
novel and practical strategies for improving organizational interactions and enhancing transparency and
efficiency in public institutions.

Keywords: Social traps, multidimensional organizational aspects, preventive strategies, organizational
culture, imitative behaviors.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The phenomenon of social traps, where individuals or groups engage in behavior that yields short-
term benefits but leads to long-term collective detriment, has gained increasing attention in

organizational management literature, particularly concerning public sector institutions. This is
especially relevant in Iranian public organizations, where complex decision-making processes,
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hierarchical structures, and stakeholder multiplicity create fertile grounds for the emergence of social
traps (Lazem & Gracanin, 2010). Such traps manifest when individuals act in self-interest, overlooking
the broader and long-term repercussions on the organization and society (Volchik et al., 2018). The
prevalence of social traps has contributed to declining productivity—as evidenced by a drop in labor
productivity in Iran from 4.1% in 2010 to 3.6% in 2019 (Daliri, 2019)—and growing public mistrust,
as reflected in Iran’s 147th ranking out of 180 countries in the 2022 Transparency International’s
Corruption Perceptions Index (Rahimzadeh et al., 2022).

These traps are often exacerbated by groupthink, where dissent is suppressed and critical thinking
is discouraged, resulting in organizational stagnation and missed opportunities for innovation (Parks,
2020). The pressures of organizational conformity can demotivate employees, undermine trust in
leadership, and foster decision-making detached from empirical evidence (Igbal et al., 2022).
Moreover, rigid hierarchies in Iranian public organizations obstruct the upward flow of information,
stifling inclusive decision-making and reinforcing maladaptive behavioral norms (Killingsworth &
Eschenbacher, 2018).

Cultural factors such as peer pressure, suppressive norms against dissent, and a preference for
consensus further entrench these patterns (Naznen et al., 2022). On the micro level, employees may
self-censor and avoid conflict, while interdepartmental silos hinder knowledge exchange and holistic
decision-making (Andina-Diaz et al., 2023). To counteract these systemic dysfunctions, scholars
have emphasized fostering diversity, promoting critical thinking, and encouraging open
communication as preventive strategies (Coldwell, 2019). Leadership plays a pivotal role, serving not
only as role models for critical inquiry but also as facilitators of transparent decision-making and
feedback culture (Hadziahmetovic & Salihovic, 2022; Molavi & Haji Naghi, 2024). When embedded
effectively, such reforms reduce social traps, boost organizational efficiency, and enhance citizen
trust in governance (Erlingsson et al., 2022).

Despite prior studies highlighting contributing factors—such as Akbari Emami et al.'s (2024)
emphasis on conflicting priorities and weak informal communication networks (Akbari Emami et al.,
2024), and Tavakolian Ardakani’'s (2022) insights into toxic workplace climates and low
organizational commitment (Tavakolian Ardakani, 2022)—a comprehensive model integrating the
cognitive, emotional, structural, and ethical dimensions of social trap management in Iranian public
institutions has been lacking. This study addresses this gap by proposing a multidimensional
conceptual framework grounded in systemic compatibility theory.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory methodology to
explore and construct a conceptual model for managing social traps in Iranian public organizations.
The research was exploratory and interpretivist in nature, focusing on systemic understanding
through inductive reasoning. Data collection was conducted via in-depth semi-structured interviews
with 22 purposefully selected experts using snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was
reached. Participants included senior civil servants, academic scholars in public administration and
social sciences, IT specialists, and legal experts, all with over ten years of experience and substantial
familiarity with organizational dynamics and social trap theory.

Interviews were recorded with consent, transcribed, and analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software.
The analysis followed the classic three-stage coding process: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. In total, 122 open codes were derived from 920 semantic units. These were
subsequently clustered into 20 axial codes and categorized under 7 core dimensions: cognitive,
behavioral, psychological-emotional, organizational, managerial, social, and ethical-value.
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To ensure methodological rigor, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were applied. Inter-coder reliability reached an acceptable
agreement level of 85%, confirming the consistency of the thematic extraction.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews revealed a seven-dimensional framework necessary for addressing social
traps in public sector organizations. Each dimension encapsulated distinct but interrelated strategies
and behavioral patterns:

1. Cognitive Dimension — Included awareness of the consequences of social traps, correcting
faulty beliefs, and enhancing individual social awareness. Misguided acceptance of group
norms and uncritical thinking were frequently reported.

2. Behavioral Dimension — Focused on collective behavioral norms, discouraging imitative
behavior, and promoting rational decision-making. Participants emphasized the need for
fostering independence and critical reasoning.

3. Psychological-Emotional Dimension — Encompassed strategies to reduce stress, boost
self-confidence, and manage emotions in high-pressure group settings. Emotional resilience
was viewed as a crucial buffer against peer pressure.

4. Organizational Dimension — Addressed transparency in communication, strengthening
organizational culture, and clarifying roles and responsibilities. Ambiguity in responsibilities
and opaque processes were linked to frequent trap formation.

5. Managerial Dimension — Included preventative policy-making, training managers to detect
social traps, and reinforcing monitoring systems. Effective management practices were
considered central to breaking the chain of trap reinforcement.

6. Social Dimension — Emphasized fostering positive interpersonal relations, cross-functional
collaboration, and conflict resolution mechanisms. Horizontal integration across departments
was identified as a key structural weakness.

7. Ethical-vValue Dimension — Highlighted adherence to ethical standards, promotion of
organizational values, and commitment to corporate social responsibility. A culture of integrity
was seen as foundational to sustainable reform.

This multi-tiered classification underpinned the theoretical model of “systemic compatibility,”
suggesting that successful social trap management requires alignment across all seven dimensions
to foster adaptability, trust, and innovation in decision-making processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The research underscores the multifaceted nature of social traps and the necessity of a systemic,
integrative approach to their management. Rather than isolating problems within individual behaviors
or departments, the proposed framework holistically connects cognitive misjudgments, emotional
vulnerability, structural ambiguity, managerial inefficiencies, social isolation, and ethical lapses. The
systemic compatibility theory posits that organizations must cultivate adaptive capacity by enhancing
critical thinking, emotional resilience, and institutional coherence. Misalignment across these
dimensions fosters conditions for groupthink, imitative behavior, and disempowerment.

Key takeaways include the vital role of leadership in modeling and institutionalizing ethical and
participatory practices, and the strategic importance of cross-departmental integration to mitigate
siloed decision-making. The findings also illuminate the potential of technology—especially in
enabling transparent communication channels and feedback systems—as a facilitator of open and
rational decision-making. Ultimately, the model contributes both theoretically and practically to public
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sector management by offering actionable pathways for cultural and structural reform aimed at
restoring trust and efficiency in governance.
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