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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and explain the dimensions, components, and indicators constituting the shadow management environment in
Iran’s public sector. This exploratory qualitative study employed conventional content analysis based on the Graneheim and Lundman
approach. Participants consisted of 15 public administration experts holding the academic rank of assistant professor or higher, with scholarly
experience in shadow management, hidden management, and political behavior, as well as senior managerial or executive experience in
governmental or public organizations. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling, and semi-structured interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to
assess the reliability and consistency of the coding process, yielding a value of 0.81, indicative of a high level of agreement. Analysis of 15
interviews and 155 meaning units generated 72 open codes, 20 axial codes, and five selective codes. The five principal dimensions identified
were parallel and hidden institutional structures, hidden networks of power and communication, covert decision-making, a hidden cultural-
normative environment, and a hidden economy and budgeting system. These dimensions indicated that shadow management operates through
multiple power centers, loyalty-based appointments, informal lobbying and influence networks, unequal access to information, decision-
making outside formal administrative procedures, prioritization of political considerations over technical criteria, normalization of bypassing
bureaucratic procedures, organizational silence, and nontransparent resource allocation. Shadow management in Iran’s public sector
represents a multilayered and network-based organizational environment operating alongside formal administrative structures. Its
mechanisms can undermine transparency, accountability, organizational justice, and the effectiveness of decision-making and resource
allocation. ldentifying its dimensions provides a basis for mapping actual organizational power structures, strengthening oversight
mechanisms, and developing strategies for the constructive management of informal networks within public organizations.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Public organizations are formally governed through hierarchical structures, codified rules, defined responsibilities,
administrative procedures, and legally recognized decision-making mechanisms. Nevertheless, the actual distribution of
influence within organizations does not necessarily correspond to their formal organizational charts. Alongside official
authority, informal relationships, interpersonal networks, privileged access to information, political alliances, and unofficial
channels of communication may substantially shape organizational decisions and resource allocation. When these informal
arrangements move beyond ordinary social interactions and become persistent mechanisms through which individuals or
groups without corresponding formal authority influence organizational processes, they constitute what has been described as
shadow management or phantom management. Shadow management therefore refers to a sphere in which real influence is
exercised through unofficial actors, hidden relationships, and informal structures operating alongside or behind the formal
administrative system (Hasheminia & Hasheminia, 2020; Oroma et al., 2026; Rezman et al., 2017).

The significance of shadow management derives from the distinction between formal authority and actual organizational
influence. Individuals who hold no senior formal position may nevertheless exercise considerable influence because of their
access to senior decision-makers, strategic information, external political actors, financial resources, or influential

organizational networks. Research on informal hierarchy has demonstrated that power relations within organizations can
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emerge independently of formal leadership positions, particularly under conditions of task complexity and intensive
interpersonal interaction (Oedzes et al., 2019). Accordingly, understanding how organizations actually function requires
attention not only to official roles and procedures but also to the informal networks through which information, influence, and
organizational opportunities circulate.

Informal organizational relations are not inherently dysfunctional. They can facilitate communication, accelerate
coordination, resolve bureaucratic obstacles, and allow organizations to respond flexibly to unexpected problems. Effective
communication skills among public-sector managers can similarly support coordination across different organizational levels
and improve interpersonal interaction (Feyz et al., 2020). Contemporary approaches to governance also emphasize networking,
responsiveness, information exchange, and organizational adaptability as important conditions for effective public
administration (Kaiser, 2024). The critical distinction therefore lies between informal relationships that complement formal
processes and shadow arrangements that displace, manipulate, or circumvent accountable organizational mechanisms.

Shadow management becomes problematic when informal networks systematically influence appointments, distribute
advantages, control information, redirect organizational resources, or determine decisions outside accountable administrative
processes. Under such conditions, a discrepancy emerges between the individual formally responsible for a decision and the
actors who actually shaped it. Informal structures may therefore generate ambiguity concerning authority, responsibility, and
accountability. Research on political behavior in the public sector similarly suggests that organizational politics consists of
interconnected causes, strategies, and patterns of influence that may substantially affect formal administrative processes
(Khazaei Poul et al., 2023). Meta-synthesis research on shadow-management-based political behavior has further illustrated
that such behavior encompasses constructive, destructive, and ambiguous forms and cannot be adequately understood through
a single-dimensional perspective (Khazaei Poul et al., 2024).

An important manifestation of shadow management involves networks based on loyalty, personal affiliation, and strategic
relationships. Within such networks, opportunities may depend less on formally defined qualifications and more on closeness
to influential organizational actors. Studies drawing on the metaphor of the “Godfather” have emphasized the interaction of
power, influence, loyalty, leadership, relationship management, and control of communication in maintaining informal
structures of organizational authority (Kiakojouri, 2025; Kiakojouri et al., 2025). The Godfather theory applied to the public
sector similarly highlights how networks of personal allegiance can coexist with formal structures and influence the distribution
of positions, resources, and decision-making opportunities (Kiakojouri & Cheriani Zanjani, 2025).

Shadow management may also become culturally institutionalized. Repeated reliance on personal relationships and informal
shortcuts can gradually generate organizational norms in which official procedures are regarded as ineffective and informal
access becomes normalized. Under such circumstances, shadow management is no longer confined to isolated influential
individuals but becomes embedded within organizational expectations and routines. Theoretical discussions of shadow
management have emphasized its behavioral and organizational dimensions and the importance of recognizing hidden
processes that shape observable organizational conduct (Ashtari & Asghari Pari, 2025). From an ethical perspective, clearly
defined professional standards may also be necessary for distinguishing legitimate networking from influence practices that
undermine organizational integrity (Kialashki et al., 2024).

Financial and economic processes constitute another important dimension. Informal control over budgets, organizational

assets, projects, financial opportunities, and intermediary transactions can both strengthen and reproduce hidden networks of
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influence. Research addressing shadow financial operations has emphasized the importance of institutional control, transparent
governance, and managerial strategies for preventing financial intermediaries from participating in nontransparent activities
(Kuznyetsova et al., 2022). Moreover, hidden decision-making has been studied as a process through which unofficial
objectives and control mechanisms may coexist with formally declared organizational goals and subsequently influence
organizational outcomes (Anikeeva et al., 2023). In public-sector contexts, such processes are particularly important because
the resources involved are public resources and decision-makers are expected to remain accountable to legal and administrative
oversight mechanisms.

Another central concern is the relationship between shadow management, transparency, and institutional legitimacy. Where
important decisions are informally formulated and only formally ratified afterward, accountability becomes difficult because
the origins and rationale of decisions cannot easily be reconstructed. Evidence from public institutions has suggested that
opaque managerial practices and the displacement of decisions from transparent legal-administrative mechanisms may
undermine the rule of law, transparency, and institutional legitimacy (Sorensen & Olsson, 2020). Consequently, understanding
shadow management in the public sector requires an integrated analysis of hidden structures, informal power networks, covert
decision-making mechanisms, organizational norms, and nontransparent resource flows. Despite increasing attention to
informal power and political behavior, limited empirical research has comprehensively identified these interconnected
dimensions within the specific institutional context of Iran’s public sector. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify and
characterize the dimensions, components, and indicators of the shadow management environment in Iran’s public sector.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an exploratory qualitative design using conventional content analysis to identify the structure and
characteristics of shadow management in Iran’s public sector. Data analysis followed a coding process consisting of open,
axial, and selective coding. The study population consisted of experts in public administration who held the academic rank of
assistant professor or higher and had conducted scholarly work in areas related to shadow management, hidden management,
organizational godfather structures, or mafia-related political behavior. Participants were also required to have senior
managerial or executive experience in governmental or public-sector settings, including ministries, national organizations,
governorates, or policymaking institutions. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted until theoretical saturation was reached, meaning that additional interviews no longer generated substantively
new information. Saturation was achieved after interviewing 15 experts. The interview protocol explored the meaning and
manifestations of shadow management, influential actors, informal relationships and networks, sources of power, hidden
decision-making processes, appointments, unwritten norms, organizational performance, corruption-related mechanisms, and
potential strategies for managing shadow structures. Interviews were analyzed line by line, and meaningful statements were
progressively condensed into open codes, axial categories, and selective dimensions. The consistency and reliability of the
coding process were evaluated using Cohen’s kappa coefficient. The resulting kappa value was 0.81, indicating a high level of
agreement and supporting the dependability of the coding procedure.

Findings

Analysis of the 15 expert interviews yielded 155 meaningful statements. Through systematic qualitative analysis, these
statements were reduced to 72 open codes, which were subsequently organized into 20 axial codes and five selective codes

representing the principal dimensions of the shadow management environment in Iran’s public sector. The five dimensions

=z ®

ol 48,5 &yg0 (CCBY-NC 4.0) Lales b illas 331 oy ygos dllia ol L]l odi g5 4 Blaie dllie pl Ll Goi> (olos VF+0 © Dl 3> g jore



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\Fe 0 Jbgv.ge;%o)u‘(}.ue)}i

were parallel and hidden institutional structures, hidden networks of power and communication, covert decision-making, a
hidden cultural-normative environment, and a hidden economy and budgeting system.

The first dimension, parallel and hidden institutional structures, consisted of four components: the multiplicity of parallel
and extra-formal institutions, ambiguity in boundaries of authority and responsibility, loyalty- and network-based appointment
systems, and institutions or processes relatively insulated from ordinary oversight mechanisms. The indicators included the
establishment of parallel decision-making structures, overlapping organizational mandates, interference by informal power
centers in managerial appointments, circulation of elites within closed networks, and weaknesses in accountability
arrangements.

The second dimension, hidden networks of power and communication, included informal influence and lobbying networks,
relationship-oriented patron-client structures, informal information channels, and hidden cross-institutional alliances. Relevant
indicators included influencing decisions through unofficial channels, establishing informal advisory circles parallel to formal
committees, dependence of administrative processes on lobbying, unequal access to strategically important information, and
the circulation of information through private communication networks rather than formal organizational systems.

The third dimension, covert decision-making, comprised decision-making outside the formal administrative cycle,
predominance of political considerations over technical criteria, deliberate ambiguity in administrative processes, and
oralization and avoidance of documentary records. Findings indicated that some important decisions could be shaped in
informal settings prior to formal meetings, while verbal instructions, ambiguous regulations, politically oriented resource
allocation, prolonged procedures, and limited written documentation could reduce the traceability of decisions and weaken
administrative accountability.

The fourth dimension, the hidden cultural-normative environment, included institutional distrust and reliance on personal
relationships, legitimization of bypassing formal rules, normalization of bureaucratic circumvention, and organizational silence
and self-censorship. The data suggested that repeated dependence on personal connections could normalize the perception that
formal channels are ineffective, while bypassing procedures could gradually be interpreted as a managerial skill rather than an
organizational deviation. Fear of personal or occupational consequences could additionally discourage criticism and reinforce
silence.

The fifth dimension, hidden economy and budgeting, comprised supra-institutional budgeting and opaque budget lines,
directional transfer of public assets, shadow economic activity parallel to government, and nontransparent interinstitutional
resource transfers. Indicators included resource allocation outside ordinary budgetary mechanisms, unequal financial reporting
requirements, preferential asset transfers, participation of non-economic institutions in commercial activities, and movement
of resources through arrangements with limited traceability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that shadow management in Iran’s public sector is best understood as a multidimensional
organizational environment rather than as an isolated form of informal influence. Its operation involves an interconnected
configuration of institutional structures, power networks, decision-making processes, cultural norms, and economic resources.
The five identified dimensions suggest that shadow management becomes sustainable when informal influence is embedded
simultaneously in organizational structure, interpersonal relations, behavioral expectations, and resource allocation.

Parallel institutional structures provide a structural foundation for shadow influence because ambiguity in authority permits

formal and informal centers of power to coexist. Hidden networks then connect influential actors, facilitate privileged
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information flows, and support loyalty-based relationships. These networks can subsequently influence the decision-making
process, shifting important stages of policy or administrative formulation away from documented procedures. When such
practices are repeated, they may become culturally normalized, increasing reliance on personal relationships and reducing
confidence in formal organizational mechanisms. Access to financial and budgetary resources can further consolidate these
networks by enabling the distribution of opportunities and reinforcing dependency relationships.

The results also indicate that informal organization should not automatically be equated with dysfunctional shadow
management. Informal communication can facilitate coordination and reduce bureaucratic delays. The critical issue concerns
the point at which informal relations cease to complement formal administration and instead become mechanisms for unequal
access, unaccountable influence, preferential resource allocation, or circumvention of institutional controls. Thus, the defining
characteristics of problematic shadow management are not informality itself but opacity, unequal influence, weak
accountability, and the displacement of professional and legal criteria.

The identification of 72 indicators across 20 components provides a detailed representation of how shadow management
may be manifested in practice. This framework can help public-sector managers distinguish formal organizational charts from
the actual distribution of influence within their institutions. It also highlights the importance of documenting major decisions,
clarifying organizational authority, strengthening transparent appointment procedures, improving financial accountability, and
developing mechanisms through which informal networks can be recognized without allowing them to substitute for formal
governance.

In conclusion, the shadow management environment in Iran’s public sector consists of five interdependent dimensions:
parallel and hidden institutional structures, hidden power and communication networks, covert decision-making, hidden
cultural-normative patterns, and hidden economic and budgeting mechanisms. These dimensions collectively form a
multilayered system operating alongside formal administration and influencing organizational authority, information
circulation, appointments, decision-making, and resource distribution. Recognizing these dimensions provides a basis for
mapping the actual structure of organizational power, strengthening transparency and accountability, and distinguishing

constructive informal coordination from hidden influence that undermines formal governance.
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