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Abstract:

The aim of this study is to design a model of the factors influencing rule of law orientation in public sector managers, in line with the
implementation of Clause 20 of the General Administrative Policies. This research is applied in terms of its objective, descriptive-exploratory
in nature, and follows a mixed-methods approach. The statistical population in the qualitative phase comprises academic and executive
experts, while in the quantitative phase, it includes managers of public organizations. Data collection tools consisted of in-depth, semi-
structured interviews in the qualitative phase, in which 16 experts were selected through purposive judgmental sampling until theoretical
saturation was reached. In the quantitative phase, data were gathered using a questionnaire that was distributed via stratified random sampling
among 130 managers of public organizations. Data analysis in the qualitative section was conducted using thematic analysis, while structural
equation modeling (SEM) was employed in the quantitative section. The findings of the qualitative analysis led to the identification of 66
basic themes, 12 organizing themes, and 4 overarching themes: organizational factors, individual factors, environmental factors, and rule of
law orientation in public managers. The quantitative findings confirmed the goodness-of-fit of the proposed model and demonstrated that
each category of factors (individual, organizational, and environmental) had a positive and significant effect on rule of law orientation among
public sector managers, with organizational factors exerting the greatest influence. The results of this study can be utilized to develop practical
strategies for enhancing public managers’ adherence to legal and judicial regulations and institutionalizing a culture of legality within the
public sector.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In contemporary administrative systems, the adherence to the rule of law is fundamental to institutional legitimacy and civic
trust. Legal compliance in public organizations ensures the protection of citizens' rights, promotes accountability, and supports
good governance (Yusnita, 2024; Zarnegarian, 2024). In this context, the commitment of public sector managers to legal
principles becomes a crucial determinant of administrative effectiveness and societal cohesion (Kiranmayi et al., 2024; Li, 2024).
Rule of law is not merely a normative guideline but a structural requirement that undergirds justice, equality, and social stability
(Bohlouli Zeinab et al., 2024; Fu & Huang, 2024). Drawing on institutional theory, legal adherence is not only an ethical
imperative but also a strategic mechanism for resource access and legitimacy in complex bureaucratic environments
(Deephouse et al., 2017; Klabbers, 2015).

The theoretical underpinnings of rule of law orientation stem from neo-institutional perspectives, where legal compliance is
viewed as a vehicle for organizational legitimacy and operational predictability. Max Weber was among the first scholars to
link bureaucratic functioning with legal rationality, proposing that conformity to legal standards constitutes the bedrock of
modern administrative efficiency (Klabbers, 2015). More recent contributions emphasize that public organizations committed
to legality are more likely to secure societal support and avoid discretionary practices that undermine justice (Deephouse et
al., 2017). Furthermore, the Supreme Leader of Iran has underscored the necessity of legalism among public officials, noting
that even flawed laws must be respected to preserve institutional order and prevent chaos ("Statements of the Supreme Leader,"
2003).

Empirical studies have shown that legal deviance among public managers often stems from both individual-level and
organizational-level deficiencies. Some scholars highlight moral weakness and personal ambition as internal drivers of rule-
breaking behaviors (Manteghi, 2019). Others focus on systemic issues, such as lack of transparency, unequal enforcement of
laws, and anomie in public life (Firoozjaeian & Hashemi, 2016). Structural scholars further argue that legal noncompliance
weakens institutional capacity and jeopardizes civic trust in governance mechanisms (Ahmadvand et al., 2017; Kapiszewski &
Taylor, 2013). Additionally, research by (Varty et al., 2021) has demonstrated that public managers’ attitudes toward legal
compliance are shaped by gender, perceived fairness, and social role expectations. Despite the significance of this issue, little

research has been conducted to systematically identify the enabling factors that foster legal adherence among public managers.
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The present study addresses this gap by designing and validating a model that outlines the individual, organizational, and
environmental factors affecting rule of law orientation among public sector managers in Iran. The research is positioned within
the strategic framework of the General Administrative Policies—specifically Clause 20—which calls for a comprehensive
commitment to legality, accountability, and equitable governance.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a mixed-methods exploratory design encompassing qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
qualitative phase, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 academic and executive experts in the field of
public management. These experts were selected using purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data from the interviews were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding in accordance with grounded theory
principles.

For the quantitative phase, a stratified random sample of 130 public sector managers from four Iranian ministries (Justice,
Social Welfare, Energy, and Industry) was selected from a population of 197. A 66-item questionnaire was developed based
on the qualitative findings. Content and construct validity of the questionnaire were established using expert review, AVE
(average variance extracted), and the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Internal consistency was confirmed via Cronbach’s alpha,
which exceeded the 0.7 threshold for all subscales. The final model was tested through structural equation modeling using PLS
software.

Findings

The qualitative analysis revealed four overarching themes—individual factors, organizational factors, environmental
factors, and rule of law orientation—each comprising a set of organizing and basic themes. Individual factors included
personality traits (e.g., honesty, self-control), ethical values (e.g., justice-seeking, religious commitment), and personal attitudes
(e.g., intrinsic motivation, optimism). Organizational factors encompassed job-related characteristics (e.g., job satisfaction,
perceived responsibility), structural clarity (e.g., defined duties and decentralization), organizational culture (e.g., justice
perception, ethical codes), and internal controls (e.g., performance evaluations, transparency mechanisms).

Environmental factors were divided into two main dimensions: the legal-judicial system and social context. The former
emphasized the agility, decisiveness, and independence of the judiciary in prosecuting non-compliant managers, while the latter
captured public legal awareness, civic monitoring, and normative support for legality. Rule of law orientation was
operationalized in three dimensions: cognitive (knowledge of laws), behavioral (compliance in practice), and attitudinal (belief
in the value and fairness of law).

Quantitative results confirmed the model’s fit and predictive power. Reliability indices, including composite reliability and
Cronbach’s alpha, ranged from 0.752 to 0.949. The GOF (Goodness of Fit) value was calculated at 0.409, indicating a strong
model fit. Convergent and discriminant validity were established through AVE scores above 0.5 and satisfactory Fornell-
Larcker indices. Path analysis demonstrated that all three independent variable categories significantly predicted rule of law
orientation: organizational factors had the strongest effect (B = 0.489, t = 8.454), followed by individual factors (B =0.273,t =
4.691), and environmental factors (B = 0.167, t=3.727).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that the orientation of public sector managers toward legal compliance is shaped by a

multidimensional interplay of individual dispositions, organizational dynamics, and external environmental factors. Legal
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adherence is not solely a matter of personal ethics or professional discipline but a systemic outcome influenced by institutional
structure, social expectations, and legal culture.

At the individual level, internal values such as honesty, responsibility, and self-discipline were found to be pivotal in
fostering lawful behavior. These personal traits act as internal moral compasses that guide managers in navigating complex
bureaucratic contexts. When combined with ethical convictions and cognitive awareness of legal frameworks, these factors
form the foundation of rule-consistent conduct.

Organizational influences, however, emerged as the most powerful predictors of rule of law orientation. This underscores
the critical role of institutional design, including transparency, clear role definitions, and robust accountability systems.
Effective supervisory processes, merit-based appointments, and a well-articulated organizational ethos contribute significantly
to the internalization of legal norms by managers. This highlights the importance of organizational engineering in reinforcing
ethical conduct and curbing arbitrary decision-making.

Environmental factors, while less impactful than the other categories, still played a significant role. A responsive and
authoritative legal system, combined with civic oversight and public legal consciousness, provides the necessary external
pressure and normative backdrop for managerial accountability. In this context, societal support for legality and civic
engagement act as complementary forces to formal regulatory mechanisms.

Overall, the study presents a validated conceptual model that can inform policymaking, training programs, and
organizational reforms aimed at cultivating legal culture among public managers. To operationalize this model, it is essential
that coordinated efforts be undertaken across legislative, executive, and judicial branches. This includes strengthening judicial
enforcement, promoting meritocracy in managerial appointments, and embedding legality as a performance criterion in
administrative evaluations.

Future research could extend the model by investigating its applicability in other administrative contexts or by longitudinally
examining how changes in organizational culture and public policy influence managerial adherence to legal norms. Ultimately,
reinforcing the rule of law in the public sector is a collective endeavor requiring strategic alignment across individuals,
institutions, and society.
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