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Abstract

This study aims to design and propose a transformative, indigenous model for combating administrative corruption based
on the teachings of Nahj al-Balaghah, emphasizing managerial empowerment within Iran’s administrative system. The study
employed a mixed-method design (qualitative—quantitative). In the qualitative phase, systematic content analysis of Nahj al-
Balaghah and semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in public management and Islamic sciences were conducted. In the
guantitative phase, data were collected using a researcher-made questionnaire from 200 public-sector managers and
employees in Tehran and analyzed through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The Soft Operations Research method
known as SODA (Strategic Options Development and Analysis) was applied to validate and graphically map the conceptual
model. Results revealed that informational transparency (B=0.62), public accountability (f=0.49), and managerial
empowerment (indirect f=0.35) had significant effects in reducing administrative corruption. The findings further confirmed
that Imam Ali’s managerial principles in Nahj al-Balaghah—particularly those emphasizing justice, transparency,
accountability, and the selection of competent officials—offer a practical ethical framework for administrative reform and
integrity enhancement. Integrating the ethical and managerial teachings of Nahj al-Balaghah with modern management
principles provides an effective approach to counter administrative corruption. The proposed model highlights managerial
empowerment as a transformative variable linking ethical governance with operational transparency, offering a strategic
roadmap for policymakers to institutionalize integrity, justice, and accountability within Iran’s administrative system.
Keywords: Administrative corruption, Nahj al-Balaghah, managerial empowerment, transparency, accountability,
administrative transformation
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Administrative corruption remains one of the most complex and deep-rooted challenges to governance systems
worldwide, threatening socio-economic development, justice, and public trust. It undermines organizational
efficiency, misallocates resources, and erodes institutional legitimacy. In developing nations such as Iran,
corruption has been identified as a structural barrier to implementing effective administrative reforms and
realizing developmental goals (Partovi et al., 2024). The persistence of this phenomenon has prompted
policymakers to look beyond conventional deterrence mechanisms toward moral and structural approaches
that integrate ethics, transparency, and accountability (Agu et al., 2024).

Within global governance theories, three primary perspectives on corruption are typically recognized:
economic, institutional, and ethical-cultural. The economic perspective links corruption to concentrated
resources and lack of competition; the institutional approach attributes it to weak oversight and legal
inefficiencies; and the ethical-cultural view identifies moral decay and weak value systems as root causes (Al-
Faryan, 2024). In the Islamic governance context, the ethical dimension is paramount, as corruption is seen
not merely as administrative deviation but as a moral transgression against justice and divine trust (Alvani &
Islam Panah, 2018). The Nahj al-Balaghah, one of the most profound Islamic sources, encapsulates
governance principles derived from the letters and sermons of Imam Ali (a.s.), emphasizing justice,
transparency, accountability, and selection of virtuous officials (Bagheri Fard, 2023).

Recent Iranian studies have reinforced the multifaceted nature of corruption, suggesting that effective reform
requires both ethical and structural interventions. For instance, (Moghadam, 2023) analyzed corruption from
the perspective of Nahj al-Balaghah and judicial practice, highlighting injustice, misuse of authority, and weak
monitoring systems as primary drivers. Similarly, (Dorudian et al., 2023) found that existing anti-corruption
policies in Iran are overly administrative and lack moral depth, thereby limiting their long-term impact. In
response, a paradigm shift toward empowering ethical leadership and managerial integrity has been
recommended (Ahmadi et al., 2023).

The link between managerial empowerment and administrative integrity has also been validated in
international studies. (Rosen, 2022) demonstrated that empowering managers through professional ethics
training, transparent feedback systems, and accountable decision-making substantially reduces corruption
tendencies. Empowerment, in this sense, is not merely delegation of authority but cultivation of moral
consciousness and self-efficacy among managers. This conclusion aligns with (Utami & Barokah, 2024), who
found that corporate anti-corruption disclosures in Asia-Pacific firms enhance public credibility and
institutional trust.

In Islamic governance theory, Nahj al-Balaghah provides an ethical and structural framework that bridges
modern managerial approaches with timeless principles of justice and responsibility. Imam Ali’s letter to Malik
al-Ashtar stands as a complete charter of ethical administration, advising leaders to avoid favoritism, monitor
subordinates, ensure public accountability, and uphold the welfare of citizens (Alvani & Islam Panah, 2018).
As (Safaei Shakib et al., 2023) observed, managerial ethical strategies and moral environments significantly
reduce corruption when mediated by “ethical piety.”

In line with these theoretical foundations, (Partovi et al., 2024) identified structural corruption components in
contemporary Iran, including concentration of power, non-competitive bureaucracy, and lack of institutional
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transparency. These findings correspond with (Rahpeyma et al., 2024), who analyzed corruption in
managerial elections of sports federations, revealing that informal networks and unethical decision-making
processes impede institutional reform.

Furthermore, Nahj al-Balaghah not only emphasizes individual morality but also promotes organizational
justice and systemic oversight. (Bagheri Fard, 2023) demonstrated that its teachings are directly applicable to
modern administrative challenges, advocating transparency and accountability as essential pillars of ethical
governance. Complementary studies such as (Mohammadi Barzili et al., 2018) also confirmed that lack of
ethical training and fair reward systems remain key enablers of corruption in governmental organizations.
Globally, governance studies echo similar conclusions. (Agu et al., 2024) emphasized that the success of anti-
corruption policies depends on the triad of transparency, accountability, and public trust. (Su et al., 2023)
supported this view by showing that participatory auditing and citizen engagement in decision-making
significantly decrease corruption across countries with strong governance systems.

From a theoretical perspective, (Al-Faryan, 2024) applied principal-agent theory to explain how information
asymmetry between officials and oversight bodies enables corruption. Bridging this gap through transparency
and managerial empowerment strengthens institutional accountability. Similarly, (Niazi, 2023) highlighted
that e-government initiatives reduce direct human interaction in bureaucratic processes, thereby minimizing
opportunities for bribery and nepotism.

In comparative policy contexts, (Rahmat et al., 2024) proposed a model of legal protection for whistleblowers
and justice collaborators, arguing that empowering individuals to report misconduct reinforces systemic
transparency. Correspondingly, (Tungga et al., 2025) emphasized the importance of proportional justice in
anti-corruption law enforcement, suggesting that combining punitive and educational strategies enhances
governance efficiency. Finally, (Taghavi et al., 2024) underscored that anti-corruption legislation in Islamic
systems must align with cultural and geopolitical contexts rather than adopt uniform international frameworks.
These empirical and theoretical insights collectively indicate that corruption cannot be curbed through punitive
measures alone. Instead, ethical leadership, managerial empowerment, and moral governance frameworks such
as Nahj al-Balaghah are indispensable for fostering sustainable administrative integrity in Iran and beyond.
Hence, the present study aims to develop a transformational model for combating administrative corruption
based on the teachings of Nahj al-Balaghah, emphasizing managers’ empowerment as the core mediating
construct.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-method design combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. In the
qualitative phase, systematic content analysis of Nahj al-Balaghah and semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 15 experts in public administration and Islamic studies, selected through purposive sampling.
Thematic analysis was performed to extract key constructs of ethical governance, transparency, accountability,
and managerial empowerment.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-designed questionnaire derived from the qualitative results was
administered to 200 managers and employees across government institutions in Tehran. Cronbach’s alpha
(0.87) confirmed internal consistency, and construct validity was assessed via exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses. Data were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to determine causal
relationships among variables. Finally, the Strategic Options Development and Analysis (SODA) method, a
soft operations research technique, was used to visually map cognitive relationships among corruption
dimensions and empowerment factors, integrating expert opinions into the final conceptual model.

Findings

Data analysis revealed that informational transparency had the highest direct effect on reducing administrative
corruption (path coefficient = 0.62). Public accountability also demonstrated a significant positive impact (path
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coefficient = 0.49), while managerial empowerment exerted an indirect effect (path coefficient = 0.35) through
its mediating influence on ethical decision-making.

The study identified four major dimensions of administrative corruption derived from Nahj al-Balaghah: (1)
prevention (avoiding favoritism, monopoly, and flattery), (2) supervision and evaluation (ensuring fairness,
public oversight, and complaint monitoring), (3) punishment (applying swift and fair disciplinary measures),
and (4) structural integrity (merit-based appointments, organizational discipline, and ethical responsibility).
Among these, the structural dimension exhibited the strongest overall influence on corruption reduction,
followed by prevention, supervision, and punishment dimensions. The SODA mapping process further
revealed a robust interconnection between empowerment components—such as participative leadership,
ethical training, trust-building, and delegation of authority—and the four anti-corruption dimensions.
Integrating the results from qualitative and quantitative analyses led to the development of a comprehensive
transformational model illustrating how ethical empowerment mediates the relationship between transparency
mechanisms and administrative integrity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reaffirm that combating administrative corruption requires a multidimensional and
ethically grounded approach. Structural reforms alone are insufficient without empowering managers to
internalize integrity, justice, and responsibility as guiding principles. The strong effect of informational
transparency underscores the importance of open data systems and digital accountability mechanisms in
reducing opportunities for misconduct. Equally, public accountability strengthens civic oversight and
reinforces public trust in government institutions.

The mediating role of managerial empowerment is particularly significant, as it highlights the transformative
potential of leadership ethics. When managers are empowered to act with autonomy, equipped with moral
training, and held accountable for their actions, they become agents of reform rather than passive enforcers of
compliance. This moral empowerment aligns with the governance philosophy of Imam Ali (a.s.) in Nahj al-
Balaghah, where justice, honesty, and fairness are inseparable from effective leadership.

The integration of religious-ethical teachings with modern management theories provides a unique
contribution to administrative science. It bridges the gap between normative ideals and practical governance
mechanisms, enabling the design of anti-corruption models that are culturally authentic and operationally
viable. The model developed in this research demonstrates that ethical empowerment not only enhances
transparency and accountability but also transforms the administrative culture from within.

Moreover, the findings validate the argument that corruption is as much a moral and cognitive issue as it is an
institutional one. Empowerment initiatives that nurture ethical reasoning and professional competence can
gradually shift organizational behavior toward collective integrity. This process contributes to building “moral
capital” within public institutions—an often-overlooked yet vital component of sustainable governance.
Practically, the proposed model serves as a strategic roadmap for policymakers seeking to institutionalize
transparency, accountability, and justice within Iran’s administrative system. It suggests that educational
programs based on Nahj al-Balaghah, electronic monitoring systems, and participatory management structures
can jointly establish an environment resistant to corruption.

In conclusion, the study establishes that the teachings of Nahj al-Balaghah offer not only moral guidance but
also an actionable governance framework capable of transforming administrative ethics. By integrating these
teachings with contemporary concepts of managerial empowerment, governments can cultivate an
administration grounded in justice, transparency, and social responsibility—Ilaying the foundation for a
sustainable and corruption-resistant system.
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