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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and rank the key factors influencing the management of social traps in Iranian public
organizations. A mixed-methods design was employed. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis was conducted on 22
semi-structured interviews with experts in management, humanresources, sociology, and psychology to identify key factors.
In the quantitative phase, the fuzzy DEMATEL method was applied using data from 12 of the same experts to rank the
identified factors. Qualitative data were analyzed using MAXQDA 2020, and quantitative data were analyzed with
MATLAB. Thematic analysis yielded 920 semantic units categorized into 122 initial codes, 21 sub-themes, and 7 main
themes: social, ethical-value-based, organizational, psychological-emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and managerial. Fuzzy
DEMATEL results revealed that the social factor (D+R=4.132) and the ethical-value-based factor (D+R=3.722) were the
most influential, while the managerialfactor(D+R=1.530) showed the least influence and interaction. This study proposes
a conceptual, localized, and multidimensional model for managing social traps in Iranian public organizations. By
emphasizing the strengthening of social relationships, ethical values, organizational reforms, and training programs for
critical thinking, the model can help reduce inefficiencies, enhance public trust, and improve the quality of public services.
Keywords: Social traps, Public organizations, Social relationships, Ethical values, Organizational culture
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social traps representsituations in which individuals or groups pursue short-term personal gains at the expense
of long-term collective welfare, resulting in organizational inefficiency, ethical erosion, and loss of public
trust. These dilemmas are particularly salient in public organizations, where complex bureaucratic structures
and diffused responsibilities often exacerbate misaligned incentives and collective action failures (Cumming,
2018; Hardin, 1968). Garrett Hardin first conceptualized the “tragedy of the commons,” showing how rational
self-interest can paradoxically produce collective ruin in shared-resource systems, while Robert Axelrod
emphasized that sustained cooperation emerges only under conditions of trust, reciprocity, and enforceable
norms (Axelrod, 1984). These theoretical foundations underscore why public organizations in contexts like
Iran—marked by hierarchical bureaucracy, entrenched informal norms, and low transparency—may be
especially prone to social traps (Andina-Diaz et al., 2023; Samadi Ghorbani, 2022).

The mechanisms sustaining social traps in public bureaucracies are multifaceted. Weak social capital and
limited informal networks reduce strategic consensus and encourage siloed decision-making, as shown by
Seyed Akbari Imami et al., who found that public managers often avoid information sharing and collaboration,
perpetuating decision inertia and fragmentation (Akbari Imamietal., 2024). Simultaneously, the erosion of
ethical values fosters opportunistic behavior and collective disengagement, aligning with Max Bazerman and
Ann Tenbrunsel’s notion of “ethical blind spots,” where actors overlook the moral consequences of their
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choices (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011). Daniel Kahneman also highlights the role of fast, intuitive
judgments in reinforcing such traps, as these cognitive biases drive actors to prioritize immediate payoffs over
distant collective outcomes (Kahneman, 2011).

Additionally, cultural and psychological conditions can intensify susceptibility to social traps. Authoritarian
leadership styles and toxic workplace environments have been linked to disengagement and cognitive
distraction (Igbal et al., 2022; Rasool et al., 2021), while lack of social resilience leaves organizations
vulnerable to cascading failures during crises (Hajilou & Rostami, 2024). Organizational cultures marked by
low legitimacy and opacity further weaken collective oversight, as demonstrated by G. O. Erlingsson et al.,
who showed that institutional legitimacy mitigates the corruption-facilitating effects of social traps
(Erlingsson et al., 2022).

International evidence also reinforces the relevance of these dynamics. Anna Andina-Diaz et al. described the
“bureaucracy trap,” wherein rigid procedures and accountability gaps produce chronic inefficiency and stifle
reform efforts (Andina-Diaz et al., 2023). M. Nikitara et al. showed that poor conflict management practices
entrench organizational dysfunction and escalate interpersonal tensions (Nikitara et al., 2024), while 1. U.
Inwang et al. found that adopting proactive conflict management strategies can enhance administrative
effectiveness and reduce decision-making deadlock (Inwang et al., 2024). Similarly, David A. Coldwell
reported that toxic organizational environments, increasingly prevalent during the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, foster “entropic citizen behavior” that undermines collaboration (Coldwell, 2019).

In Iran’s public sector, these challenges are exacerbated by low transparency, fragmented oversight, and
inadequate performance feedback loops, which S. Samadi Ghorbani identifies as barriers to anti-corruption
efforts (Samadi Ghorbani, 2022). R. Yazdani et al. highlight that adopting data-driven tools and algorithmic
decision support can mitigate such dysfunctions by increasing visibility into operational processes (Yazdani
etal., 2022). Building on this literature, the present study aimed to systematically identify and rank the key
factors influencing social trap management in Iranian public organizations, using a mixed -methods design to
develop a localized and multidimensional framework that integrates social, ethical, psychological,
organizational, cognitive, behavioral, and managerial dimensions.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a sequential exploratory mixed-methods approach. In the qualitative phase, 22 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with experts in public administration, human resources, sociology, and
organizational psychology, selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework was applied using MAXQDA 2020 to
identify semantic units, initial codes, subthemes, and main themes.

In the quantitative phase, the fuzzy DEMATEL method was employed to evaluate the causal relationships and
interaction intensities among the identified themes. Twelve of the interviewed experts participated in this stage.
Data were analyzed using MATLAB to calculate the prominence (D+R) and relation (D—R) scores of each
theme.

Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded 920 semantic units, which were coded into 122 initial codes, organized under 21
subthemes and grouped into 7 main themes: social, ethical-value-based, organizational, psychological-
emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and managerial. These themes represented the multidimensional structure of
factors underlying social traps in Iranian public organizations.

The fuzzy DEMATEL results revealed that the social factor had the highest prominence (D+R =4.132) and
strong causal influence on other factors, followed by the ethical-value-based factor (D+R =3.722). These two
factors were positioned as primary drivers in the causal diagram. In contrast, the managerial factor showed the
lowest prominence (D+R = 1.530) and mainly received influence from other dimensions rather than exerting
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it. The psychological-emotional and cognitive factors occupied intermediate positions, acting as mediating
enablers that facilitated the transmission of effects between the core social-ethical cluster and the
organizational-managerial cluster.

These results indicate that while structural reforms and managerial practices are important, they remain
insufficientunless rooted in robust social relationships and ethical value systems that shape employee behavior
and organizational culture.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore thatsocial and ethical-value-based factors are the central leverage points for managing
social traps in Iranian public organizations. This aligns with Garrett Hardin’s model of collective action
dilemmas, which stresses that without mutual trust and shared norms, individualistic behaviors override
collective welfare (Hardin, 1968), and with Robert Axelrod’s theory that cooperation emerges only when
actors anticipate future interactions under a stable norm system (Axelrod, 1984). In the Iranian context, where
informal networks are weak and institutional trust is fragile, strengthening social capital is pivotal. This
resonates with Seyed Akbari Imami et al.’s finding that the absence of informal relational ties hinders strategic
consensus and perpetuates decision traps (Akbari Imami et al., 2024).

The study also confirms the critical role of psychological and cognitive mechanisms. Daniel Kahneman’s work
shows that fast, intuitive decision-making fosters short-termism and susceptibility to social traps (Kahneman,
2011), while Max Bazerman and Ann Tenbrunsel demonstrate how ethical blind spots obscure the harmful
consequences of choices (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011). These findings explain why employees operating
under stress, low psychological safety, or toxic cultures may unwittingly reinforce collective dysfunction. This
echoes David A. Coldwell’s model of “entropic citizen behavior,” which links toxic environments to
collaboration breakdowns (Coldwell, 2019), and N. Hadziahmetovic & N. Salihovic’s finding that transparent
communication and participatory leadership counteract disengagement (Hadziahmetovic & Salihovic, 2022).
Interestingly, managerial factors exerted the least direct influence, suggesting that formal leadership practices
alone cannotresolve social traps without concurrent cultural and relational transformation. M. H. Rahmati and
A. Pilehvari similarly observed that structural inefficiency in Iran’s manufacturing sector stems less from
managerial incompetence than from deeper systemic inertia (Rahmati & Pilehvari, 2019). This aligns with
Elinor Ostrom’s principle that sustainable collective governance requires nested, participatory, and transparent
institutions rather than top-down managerial control (Ostrom, 1990, 2009).

Practically, these results highlight that policies aimed at preventing social traps should prioritize building trust-
based networks, reinforcing ethical norms, and fostering open communication, while embedding managerial
reforms within these socio-cultural foundations. G. O. Erlingsson et al.’s evidence that institutional legitimacy
reduces corruption in low-corruption contexts (Erlingsson et al., 2022), combined with S. Samadi Ghorbani’s
observation that lack of transparency sustains dysfunction (Samadi Ghorbani, 2022), further underscores that
relational and ethical renewal are prerequisites for managerial effectiveness.

In conclusion, this study provides a localized, multidimensional framework for understanding and managing
social traps in Iranian public organizations. By empirically showing that social and ethical-value-based factors
drive other dimensions, it suggests that reform efforts must move beyond technical fixes and engage the
cultural-psychological foundations of organizational behavior. Strengthening social capital, promoting ethical
leadership, and institutionalizing transparency can collectively break the self-reinforcingcycles of social traps,
thereby enhancing public trust, organizational vitality, and the quality of public service delivery.
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