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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and test a structural model for predicting the consequences of strategic influence-accumulation behavior in
the education system of Sistan and Baluchestan Province. This applied study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design.
In the qualitative phase, 20 experts in educational management, university faculty members, and experienced educational administrators
and specialists were recruited through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed according to systematic grounded theory using open, axial, and selective coding. In the quantitative
phase, the statistical population comprised 6,354 administrators, deputies, and experts working in the provincial education system. Based
on Cochran’s formula, 383 participants were selected through proportionate stratified random sampling. Data were collected using a
researcher-developed 77-item questionnaire scored on a five-point Likert scale. Face and content validity were established through expert
judgment, construct validity was assessed using confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability was verified by Cronbach’s alpha. Quantitative
data were analyzed using structural equation modeling. Contextual conditions had a significant positive direct effect on strategies ($=0.25,
t=3.13), causal conditions on the central phenomenon ($=0.37, t=4.71), intervening conditions on strategies (3=0.28, t=3.62), the
central phenomenon on strategies (3=0.41, t=5.37), and strategies on consequences (B=0.38, t=4.88). Significant indirect effects were
also observed for contextual conditions on consequences (=0.09), causal conditions on strategies (3=0.15) and consequences (3=0.06),
intervening conditions on consequences (3=0.11), and the central phenomenon on consequences (3=0.16; p<0.01). The goodness-of-
fit indices confirmed the adequacy of the proposed structural model. The consequences of strategic influence-accumulation behavior
emerge through the interaction of causal, contextual, and intervening conditions and the mediating roles of the central phenomenon and
organizational strategies. Transparent appointment procedures, merit-based human resource practices, objective performance evaluation,
and participative management may reduce deviant behavior, occupational burnout, and productivity loss while promoting organizational
health.

Keywords: Strategic influence-accumulation behavior; organizational consequences; organizational political behavior; meritocracy; education system;

structural equation modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational organizations operate through both formal administrative structures and informal networks of
influence, interpersonal exchange, political behavior, and impression management. Although appointments,
promotions, performance evaluations, and access to organizational opportunities are expected to be based on
professional competence and transparent criteria, these decisions may also be affected by personal
relationships, political alliances, exaggerated praise, and employees’ attempts to gain the support of influential
managers. Perceived organizational politics can intensify task and relationship conflicts and weaken the quality
of intra-organizational relationships, particularly when employees believe that organizational decisions are
governed by personal interests rather than objective standards (Tavassoli Sirmandi et al.,, 2025).
Organizational justice is therefore central to employee satisfaction and trust because fair procedures, equitable
resource allocation, respectful interpersonal treatment, and transparent communication communicate that
genuine performance is valued (Lee & Rhee, 2023). In contrast, perceived injustice and ambiguity can
encourage employees to rely on informal influence strategies to secure occupational advantages.

The present study conceptualized these behaviors as “strategic influence-accumulation behavior,” referring to
deliberate and gradually developed actions through which employees accumulate relational credit, managerial
support, and political influence for possible conversion into future occupational benefits. Such behavior may

involve exaggerated praise, ingratiation, impression management, coalition building, conformity, and



calculated proximity to powerful individuals. From a pragmatic perspective, flattery can function as a strategic
solidarity-oriented action designed to reduce interpersonal distance and influence the recipient’s attitudes
(Danziger, 2020). However, sincere praise and instrumental flattery differ in their perceived authenticity,
reward value, and underlying motivation (Fujiwara et al., 2023). Leaders who are overly receptive to flattering
messages may misjudge employee competence, allocate resources inequitably, and reward individuals who are
skilled in self-presentation rather than those who demonstrate superior performance (Rogers et al., 2023).
Impression management provides a major theoretical foundation for understanding strategic influence
accumulation. Employees use ingratiation, self-promotion, exemplification, and other self-presentational
strategies to shape how supervisors and colleagues evaluate them. Such strategies may influence performance
appraisal, career advancement, recruitment outcomes, and access to organizational opportunities (Al-Shatti &
Ohana, 2021). Nevertheless, impression-management profiles differ in their consequences; moderate and
context-appropriate use may support career success, whereas intensive or visibly manipulative use may
damage credibility and relationships (Debus et al., 2024). Impression management may also function as a
double-edged process because maintaining a favorable image consumes self-control resources and can
eventually contribute to counterproductive behavior (Ni et al., 2023). Moreover, employees who observe
ingratiating colleagues may interpret their behavior as unfair or opportunistic and respond through workplace
ostracism (Cheng et al., 2024).

Organizational politics constitutes another core component of the phenomenon. Political environments are
characterized by competition over scarce resources, unclear decision criteria, unequal access to information,
and attempts to influence those who control rewards. Perceived organizational politics has been associated
with knowledge hiding and weakened organizational citizenship behavior, although political skill may modify
employees’ reactions to such environments (Kaur & Kang, 2023). Knowledge-hiding behavior in educational
institutions is similarly linked to competition, distrust, power relations, and informal organizational dynamics
(Fauzi, 2023). Organizational politics may also reduce employees’ positive affect (Zhou & Sun, 2024) and,
when combined with supervisor-initiated incivility, contribute to workplace deviance (Nauman et al., 2023).
These findings imply that strategic influence accumulation is not merely an individual communication style
but is embedded in broader structures of power, resource dependence, and organizational uncertainty.
Domestic evidence similarly indicates that organizational flattery can weaken meritocracy and distort human
resource management processes (Aram, 2025). Organizational ingratiation may mediate the relationship
between job adaptability and promotion, suggesting that advancement can be influenced by employees’
capacity to manage relationships and impressions rather than by competence alone (Tahmasbi Aghbolaghi et
al., 2019). Individual, managerial, structural, cultural, and environmental factors have all been identified as
antecedents of organizational flattery (Mosleman et al., 2023). Status frustration, economic pressure, social

learning, and observing others’ advancement through political behavior may further normalize flattery and

produce psychological strain, career stagnation, and organizational anomie (Fazzeh et al., 2021). Job



insecurity may also strengthen competition and aggressive intentions, with flattery shaping the way employees
respond to perceived occupational threats (Geramian et al., 2025).

The organizational culture surrounding managers is particularly influential. When managers reward agreement
and praise but discourage professional criticism, employees learn that conformity is safer and more beneficial
than honest feedback. Flattery may consequently produce managerial overconfidence, undermine legal and
procedural discipline, and reduce decision quality (Fallah Noushabadi et al., 2020). Recommended
organizational responses include strengthening truth-telling, reducing employees’ fear and excessive
dependency, connecting managers with competent personnel, and preventing praise from becoming an
informal performance criterion (Mohammadpour et al., 2022). Ritualized flattery can also obstruct
accountability and consultative decision-making by insulating powerful actors from critical information
(Danziger, 2021).

The phenomenon must also be understood in relation to social capital and organizational communication.
Trust-based social capital supports professional collaboration among teachers and facilitates knowledge
exchange and collective problem-solving (Ozbilen & Cekic, 2022). However, when informal networks become
exclusive alliances for exchanging favors, they can turn relational capital into a mechanism of privilege. Media
and communication systems within educational organizations may reinforce these patterns by selectively
representing loyalty, performance, and legitimacy (Kazemi & Ahmadzadeh, 2024). Flattering communication
can also shape attitudes and prosocial responses in virtual environments, demonstrating that influence-
accumulation behavior may extend beyond face-to-face interactions to organizational media and digital
networks (Quach et al., 2024). Despite this growing body of research, previous studies have generally
examined flattery, impression management, organizational politics, justice, and social capital separately. A
comprehensive model explaining how causal, contextual, and intervening conditions produce strategic
influence-accumulation behavior and how this behavior generates organizational consequences in the
education system remains underdeveloped. Accordingly, this study aimed to develop and test a structural
model for predicting the consequences of strategic influence-accumulation behavior in the education system
of Sistan and Baluchestan Province.

Materials and Methods

This applied study used an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. The qualitative phase was conducted
using the systematic grounded theory approach. Participants included educational management experts,
university faculty members, experienced administrators, and specialists working in the Department of
Education of Sistan and Baluchestan Province. Twenty participants were selected through purposive sampling,
and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Semi-structured interviews were used
to obtain detailed accounts of the antecedents, manifestations, organizational strategies, and consequences of
strategic influence-accumulation behavior. Interview data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective

coding. Concepts were first extracted from interview transcripts, then grouped into subcategories and major



categories, and finally integrated into a paradigmatic model comprising causal conditions, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, the central phenomenon, strategies, and consequences.

In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of 6,354 administrators, deputies, experts, school
principals, and school deputies employed within the provincial education system. Using Cochran’s formula, a
sample of 383 participants was selected through proportionate stratified random sampling. Data were collected
using a researcher-developed 77-item questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings. The instrument
assessed six principal constructs: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, the central
phenomenon, strategies, and consequences. Items were scored on a five-point Likert scale. Face and content
validity were evaluated by educational management and human resource experts. Construct validity was
examined through confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. Data were
analyzed through descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and structural equation modeling with
maximum-likelihood estimation. Multivariate outliers, normality, multicollinearity, residual distribution,
direct effects, indirect effects, and model-fit indices were examined before interpreting the structural
relationships.

Findings

The qualitative analysis generated six major categories. Contextual conditions included structural factors,
managerial factors, situational factors, and autocratic leadership. The central phenomenon consisted of
unrealistic praise, organizational political behavior, and employee ingratiation. Causal conditions comprised
self-interest, organizational injustice and ambiguity, managers’ preference-based decision-making, insufficient
employee competence, and power-seeking. Intervening conditions included Machiavellian and power-oriented
personality characteristics, a culture of flattery and managerial praise-seeking, and external environmental
patterns that normalized political advancement. Organizational strategies sustaining the phenomenon included
weak career-development models, insufficient transparency in operational processes, and managerial
challenges characterized by relationship-based rather than rule-based decision-making. Merit-based
appointments, objective performance evaluation, and participative management were identified as strategies
for reducing the phenomenon. The principal negative consequences were deviant organizational behavior,
occupational burnout, and reduced productivity, whereas reducing the phenomenon was associated with
meritocracy, human resource maturity, organizational health, dynamism, and sustainable development.
Descriptive findings showed mean scores of 45.71 for contextual conditions, 58.10 for causal conditions, 40.33
for the central phenomenon, 33.94 for intervening conditions, 38.26 for strategies, and 39.04 for consequences.
No multivariate outliers were identified because the maximum Mahalanobis distance of 17.582 was below the
critical value of 20.52. All skewness and kurtosis values were within the acceptable range of —2 to +2.
Tolerance coefficients ranged from 0.700 to 0.985, and variance inflation factors ranged from 1.016 to 1.428,

indicating no multicollinearity. Residual plots supported normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity.



All correlations among the study variables were positive and significant at the 0.01 level. Consequences
correlated most strongly with strategies (r=0.45), followed by the central phenomenon (r=0.33), contextual
conditions (r=0.28), intervening conditions (r=0.27), and causal conditions (r=0.24). The structural model
demonstrated acceptable fit: ¥>=614.38, df=244, y*df=2.52, RMSEA=0.063, NFI=0.92, NNFI=0.90,
CFI=0.94, GFI1=0.93, AGFI=0.91, and IF1=0.92.

All hypothesized direct paths were positive and statistically significant. Contextual conditions predicted
strategies (f=0.25, t=3.13), causal conditions predicted the central phenomenon (=0.37, t=4.71), intervening
conditions predicted strategies (f=0.28, t=3.62), the central phenomenon predicted strategies (=0.41, t=5.37),
and strategies predicted consequences (p=0.38, t=4.88). Significant indirect effects were also observed.
Contextual conditions affected consequences through strategies (f=0.09, t=3.48). Causal conditions affected
strategies through the central phenomenon (f=0.15, t=4.89) and affected consequences through the sequential
mediation of the central phenomenon and strategies ($=0.06, t=2.73). Intervening conditions affected
consequences through strategies (=0.11, t=3.96), while the central phenomenon affected consequences
through strategies (=0.16, t=5.14).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that strategic influence-accumulation behavior is a multilevel and self-reinforcing
organizational process rather than an isolated interpersonal act. Individual motives such as self-interest and
power-seeking interact with organizational injustice, managerial subjectivity, limited professional competence,
structural centralization, and authoritarian leadership. These conditions increase the likelihood that employees
will engage in exaggerated praise, political alignment, and calculated ingratiation. Once such behaviors
become visible and rewarded, they shape organizational strategies by weakening transparent career
development, objective evaluation, accountability, and rule-based management.

The strongest direct path was from the central phenomenon to organizational strategies, indicating that
recurring praise-seeking, political behavior, and ingratiation can gradually alter the functioning of human
resource systems. The significant path from strategies to consequences further demonstrates that negative
outcomes do not arise solely because employees flatter managers; rather, they emerge when organizational
procedures begin to reward such behavior. Weak transparency, relationship-based appointments, and
inadequate evaluation systems translate political and ingratiating behavior into deviance, burnout, declining
commitment, inefficient resource use, and reduced productivity.

The indirect effects confirm the mediating role of organizational strategies. Contextual and intervening
conditions influenced consequences primarily by reshaping managerial and operational practices. Causal
conditions first strengthened the central phenomenon, which then affected strategies and ultimately
organizational outcomes. This sequence suggests that effective intervention should not focus only on changing
individual attitudes. Sustainable improvement requires modification of the systems through which influence is

converted into promotion, protection, information access, and organizational privilege.



Overall, the proposed model provides an empirically supported explanation of how strategic influence-
accumulation behavior develops and produces harmful outcomes in the education system. Transparent
appointment procedures, measurable competency standards, independent performance evaluation,
participative decision-making, protected channels for professional criticism, and equitable access to
development opportunities can interrupt the cycle. By reducing the organizational value of flattery and political
alignment while increasing the value of competence, integrity, and evidence-based performance, educational

organizations can strengthen meritocracy, employee trust, organizational health, and long-term productivity.
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