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Abstract:

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of Bank Maskan employees and managers regarding prosocial rule-breaking and to explain
its perceived nature, contextual conditions, processes, and consequences within the banking environment. This qualitative study employed
an interpretive phenomenological approach. Fourteen frontline employees and managers from Bank Maskan branches were recruited through
criterion-based purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews until saturation was
reached and were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method. The trustworthiness of the findings was established according to Guba and
Lincoln’s criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Analysis of participants’ experiences yielded five main
categories and 18 components. Prosocial rule-breaking emerged through the interaction of “motivational drivers,” including helping
customers, enhancing organizational productivity, supporting colleagues, and protecting organizational interests and reputation, with “agentic
readiness,” comprising empathy, moral ownership, and professional identity. Bureaucratic regulations, time urgency and pressure, regulatory
ambiguity, and social pressures and interactions created contextual conditions conducive to such behavior. Employees managed the tension
between formal requirements and human or organizational considerations through neutralization, role-conflict management, risk assessment,
and pragmatic interpretation of rules. The perceived consequences were inherently dual: prosocial rule-breaking could strengthen social
capital, customer trust, and employees’ internal satisfaction, while simultaneously generating psychological strain, anxiety, and fear of
organizational monitoring. Prosocial rule-breaking in banking should not be understood merely as organizational misconduct; rather, it may
function as an adaptive strategy for resolving tensions between rigid regulations and employees’ human and professional responsibilities.
Accordingly, introducing regulated flexibility, controlled managerial discretion, and revised supervisory mechanisms may help transform
covert rule violations into accountable and legitimate service facilitation.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Contemporary organizations operate in environments characterized by increasing complexity, accelerated technological and
institutional change, heightened stakeholder expectations, and persistent pressure for rapid and flexible service delivery. Under
such conditions, strict bureaucratic structures and highly standardized procedures may not always be sufficiently responsive to
exceptional, ambiguous, or time-sensitive situations. Human resource flexibility has therefore become an important

organizational capability, enabling employees to adapt their knowledge, skills, and behavior to changing circumstances and to
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respond more effectively to operational demands (Alizadeh & Minaei, 2023; Sabuhari et al., 2020). This shift is particularly
relevant in service organizations, where frontline employees frequently encounter situations that cannot be fully anticipated by
formal procedures. Employees consequently function not merely as passive implementers of organizational rules but as active
agents who interpret situations, exercise professional judgment, and attempt to reconcile institutional requirements with the
needs of customers and other stakeholders (Dong, 2019; Eskandari et al., 2019).

One behavioral manifestation of this tension is prosocial rule-breaking, generally understood as the intentional violation of
a formal organizational rule, policy, or procedure primarily to benefit the organization, customers, colleagues, or other
stakeholders. Unlike conventional organizational deviance, which is commonly associated with self-interest or harmful
intentions, prosocial rule-breaking is characterized by an ostensibly constructive motive (Malik & Mishra, 2023; Vardaman et
al., 2014). The literature increasingly treats rule-breaking as a heterogeneous organizational phenomenon whose meaning
depends on the actor's intention, situational context, decision process, and consequences rather than on formal noncompliance
alone (Gill, 2026). Accordingly, prosocial rule-breaking has also been discussed within the broader domain of positive deviance,
in which employees depart from established norms in an effort to achieve beneficial organizational or social outcomes (Sharma
& Chillakuri, 2023).

Prosocial rule-breaking is especially relevant in service-intensive and highly bureaucratic organizations. Frontline
employees may recognize that literal compliance with a procedure can delay services, create unnecessary burdens for
customers, reduce organizational efficiency, or conflict with their understanding of professional responsibility. Evidence from
service settings indicates that employees sometimes circumvent rules to improve customer service, increase work efficiency,
or assist colleagues (Ghosh & Shum, 2019). Public service motivation may similarly encourage employees to prioritize
perceived stakeholder welfare over strict procedural compliance in exceptional circumstances (WeiRmdller et al., 2022). At the
same time, bureaucratic structures, managerial expectations, peer behavior, and organizational flexibility can influence whether
employees perceive discretionary rule-breaking as acceptable or necessary (Chen & Hu, 2026; Fleming, 2020).

The phenomenon nevertheless has a fundamentally paradoxical character. Beneficial intentions do not automatically
guarantee beneficial consequences. Rule-breaking may facilitate faster problem solving, innovation, customer satisfaction, and
organizational responsiveness, yet repeated departure from formal rules may also create inconsistency, weaken procedural
fairness, increase regulatory exposure, and normalize discretionary misconduct (Lv et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2023). Employees
must therefore negotiate a difficult boundary between responsible discretion and unauthorized deviation. Ethical climate and
leadership are particularly important in shaping this boundary. Leaders influence employees' understanding of acceptable
conduct and provide social cues through which formal and informal behavioral expectations are learned (Banks et al., 2021;
Ng et al., 2021). Moreover, psychological safety, moral identity, compassion, and perceptions of leadership can affect
employees' willingness to engage in prosocial rule-breaking (Ahmed & Khan, 2024; Khan et al., 2023). Organizational
monitoring may further modify employees' moral judgments and discretionary behavior by changing their perceptions of risk
and accountability (Zhang et al., 2026).

These issues become particularly significant in banking institutions because banks combine strong regulatory requirements
with intensive customer interaction. Banking employees must comply with financial, administrative, credit, and supervisory
procedures while simultaneously responding to customers whose circumstances may be urgent, exceptional, or insufficiently

addressed by standardized regulations. In the Iranian context, previous research has generally examined rule-evasion as a social
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or organizational pathology related to structural, cultural, supervisory, and institutional weaknesses (Moradiet al., 2025; Saeedi
& Niazi, 2025; Shahlaei Manesh et al., 2014). Far less attention has been devoted to situations in which employees themselves
interpret deviation from a rule as an ethically defensible attempt to help customers, support colleagues, protect organizational
interests, or maintain service effectiveness. Consequently, a phenomenological investigation is required to understand how
banking employees experience such situations, how they interpret the boundary between violation and responsible facilitation,
and what consequences they associate with their actions. The present study therefore aimed to explore the lived experiences of
banking employees regarding prosocial rule-breaking and to identify its motivational drivers, agentic readiness, contextual
conditions, behavioral processes, and perceived consequences in the Khorasan Razavi Branch Management of Bank Maskan.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on an interpretive phenomenological strategy. The
phenomenological approach was selected because the central purpose was to obtain an in-depth understanding of the meanings
that employees attributed to their lived experiences of prosocial rule-breaking, particularly in situations involving conflict
between formal banking regulations and perceived ethical, human, or organizational necessities. The participants consisted of
14 frontline employees and managers working in Bank Maskan branches who had direct experience of performing or observing
prosocial rule-breaking. Participants were recruited using criterion-based purposive sampling supplemented by snowball
sampling. Eligibility criteria included at least five years of administrative experience in the banking system, direct experience
with situations involving rule deviation for benevolent purposes, and willingness to describe such experiences.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interviews began with broad questions concerning
participants' everyday experiences in the banking environment and gradually focused on specific situations in which a formal
rule or procedure had been disregarded, modified, or circumvented to benefit a customer, colleague, or the organization.
Interviews were continued until data saturation was achieved and the final interviews yielded no substantively new codes or
themes. With participants' consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim immediately after completion. Data
were analyzed using the seven-stage Colaizzi method, involving repeated reading of participants' descriptions, extraction of
significant statements, formulation of meanings, clustering meanings into themes, development of an exhaustive description,
identification of the fundamental structure of the phenomenon, and validation of findings through reference to participants'
accounts. Trustworthiness was addressed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability procedures,
including prolonged engagement, participant validation, detailed documentation of the analytic process, rich contextual
description, and expert review.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews resulted in five main categories comprising 18 components: motivational drivers, agentic
readiness, contextual/environmental factors, the process of prosocial rule-breaking, and perceived consequences.

The first category, motivational drivers, consisted of four components: helping customers, organizational productivity,
supporting colleagues, and protecting organizational interests or reputation. Participants described deliberately departing from
prescribed procedures when they believed that literal compliance would impose unnecessary hardship on customers, delay
urgent financial processes, increase administrative inefficiency, create difficulties for colleagues, or damage customers'
perceptions of the bank. These motives indicated that perceived beneficiary-oriented outcomes were central to the decision to

break rules.
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The second category, agentic readiness, comprised empathy, moral ownership, and professional identity. Empathy was
reflected in employees' sensitivity to customers' financial, housing, and personal difficulties. Moral ownership referred to a
perceived personal responsibility for resolving customer problems and accepting responsibility for the consequences of
discretionary decisions. Professional identity reflected employees' understanding of their role as being broader than procedural
compliance; several participants regarded themselves as facilitators of housing provision and as representatives of the bank's
social and developmental mission. These characteristics increased employees' readiness to exercise discretionary judgment
when rules conflicted with perceived human or professional obligations.

The third category concerned contextual and environmental factors and included bureaucratic rules, time urgency and
pressure, regulatory ambiguity, and social pressures or interactions. Participants frequently described complex, outdated,
repetitive, or inflexible procedures as major triggers of prosocial rule-breaking. Time-sensitive loan applications, workload,
staffing constraints, administrative deadlines, and rapidly changing market conditions intensified pressures to circumvent
conventional processes. Ambiguous regulations and differences in the interpretation of directives created additional
discretionary space. Social relationships, influential customers, local expectations, and interpersonal obligations also shaped
decision contexts.

The fourth category described the process through which prosocial rule-breaking occurred. Four components were
identified: neutralization, role conflict, risk assessment, and pragmatic interpretation. Employees used neutralization strategies
to cognitively justify their actions, for example by emphasizing that no one would be harmed, that the rule was unsuitable for
the specific situation, or that the action ultimately benefited the organization or customer. Role conflict emerged from tension
between being a compliant employee and a compassionate problem solver. Before acting, employees assessed the likelihood
of detection, inspection, disciplinary consequences, managerial support, and the seriousness of the deviation. Pragmatic
interpretation involved emphasizing the perceived purpose or “spirit” of a regulation rather than its literal wording and
identifying alternative or flexible routes for achieving desired outcomes.

The fifth category concerned perceived consequences. Prosocial rule-breaking was associated with increased social capital
through customer trust, loyalty, improved interpersonal relationships, and enhanced perceptions of the bank. At the individual
level, participants also reported internal satisfaction, pride, and a sense of usefulness after successfully resolving customers'
problems. However, these positive experiences coexisted with psychological strain, chronic anxiety, fear of supervisory
inspections, concern about disciplinary consequences, and emotional exhaustion. Thus, the consequences were consistently
described as dual rather than uniformly beneficial.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that prosocial rule-breaking in the banking context is a complex adaptive behavior emerging from the
interaction between benevolent motivation, individual moral agency, institutional constraints, and cognitive evaluation.
Employees did not describe rule-breaking as an automatic rejection of organizational authority. Rather, it generally emerged
when they perceived a discrepancy between formal procedures and what they regarded as an appropriate, humane, or
organizationally effective response. Helping customers and protecting organizational effectiveness therefore acted as important
motivational foundations, while empathy, moral ownership, and professional identity provided the psychological readiness
required to act beyond formal procedures.

The results also demonstrate that organizational context plays a decisive role. Bureaucratic rigidity, regulatory ambiguity,

workload, urgency, and social pressures created situations in which employees perceived strict compliance as practically or
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ethically problematic. Prosocial rule-breaking can therefore be interpreted partly as an informal mechanism through which
employees compensate for insufficient formal flexibility. This interpretation does not imply that unauthorized rule violations
should be legitimized. Instead, it suggests that repeated benevolent deviations may signal deficiencies in existing procedures,
particularly where employees regularly encounter exceptional cases that regulations do not adequately accommodate.

Another important finding concerns the cognitive process preceding the behavior. Participants experienced role conflict and
actively evaluated risks before acting. Neutralization and pragmatic interpretation enabled them to preserve a positive moral
self-concept while departing from formal requirements. Consequently, prosocial rule-breaking should not be regarded simply
as spontaneous misconduct. It may involve deliberate moral reasoning in which employees compare procedural compliance
with anticipated consequences for customers and the organization. Nevertheless, such reasoning remains inherently vulnerable
to subjectivity. A decision that one employee interprets as compassionate flexibility may be perceived by another as unjustified
preferential treatment.

The dual consequences identified in the study further demonstrate this ambiguity. Prosocial rule-breaking may strengthen
customer trust, social capital, and employees' sense of professional usefulness, but it can simultaneously produce anxiety, fear
of monitoring, and psychological exhaustion. Employees may therefore experience an unusual combination of moral
satisfaction and administrative insecurity. This tension is especially important in banking, where even well-intentioned
procedural deviations can carry financial, legal, and reputational risks.

Overall, the study suggests that prosocial rule-breaking in Bank Maskan should neither be treated exclusively as misconduct
nor uncritically celebrated as constructive flexibility. It is better understood as a context-dependent adaptive response to tension
between bureaucratic compliance and perceived human and professional responsibility. Effective organizational management
should therefore seek to reduce the structural conditions that force employees into this dilemma by clarifying ambiguous
regulations, introducing controlled discretionary mechanisms for exceptional cases, and ensuring that supervisory systems
distinguish appropriately between opportunistic violations and documented professional judgment. Transforming recurring
informal workarounds into transparent and accountable forms of regulated flexibility may allow the organization to preserve
both procedural integrity and responsive service delivery.
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