Open Access

Public Organization Management

Vol. -(-), (Series -): ---/ 2025

d https://doi.org/

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Proposing a Model of Quiet Ambition in Public Sector Organizations:
A Grounded Theory Approach

Mohammad Hakkak!*

1. Professor, Department of
Public Administration, Faculty of
Management and Economics,
Lorestan University,
Khorramabad, Iran.

2. Ph.D. student, Department of
Public Administration, Faculty of
Management and Economics,
Lorestan University,
Khorramabad, Iran.

3. Ph.D. student, Department of
Public Administration, Faculty of
Management and Economics,
Lorestan University,
Khorramabad, Iran.

4. Ph.D. student, Department of
Public Administration, Faculty of
Management and Economics,
Lorestan University,
Khorramabad, Iran.

Correspondence
Mohammad Hakkak

E-mail: hakkak.m@Iu.ac.ir

Received: 20/July/2024
Accepted: 13/oct//2024

How to cite

Hakkak, M., Hasanvand, F., &
Koraei, M., & Fathi, M. (2026).
Proposing a Model of Quiet Ambition
in Public Sector Organizations: A
Grounded Theory Approach. Public
Organization Management, 8(29), 1-
13.

, Faezeh Hasanvand?®, Mehdi Koraei®l®, Mehdi Fathi*

EXTENDEDABSTRACT

Introduction

Rapid environmental transformations and the imperative to enhance
effective governance have rendered the role of public sector organizations
increasingly central to the achievement of overarching national objectives.
As primary actors in the creation of public value, these organizations are now
more than ever dependent on the effective utilization of their human capital.
Within the public management literature, organizational innovation capacity
and performance effectiveness are closely intertwined with employees' and
managers' intrinsic motivation and levels of ambition. Ambition, as a
fundamental driver of human behavior, plays a pivotal role in career
advancement and performance improvement. However, in certain
organizational contexts particularly within bureaucratic and conservative
environments the overt expression of ambition is not always feasible. Under
such conditions, individuals' advancement-oriented aspirations may operate
in subtle and less visible ways, a phenomenon referred to as "quiet ambition."
This concept denotes employees' internalized drives for growth, innovation,
and superior performance that, due to structural pressures and dominant
organizational norms, do not find direct or explicit expression. Consequently,
rather than engaging in overt action, individuals may resort to indirect
strategies to advance their professional goals. Although such patterns may
mitigate overt conflict in the short term, over time they risk undermining
proactive behavior and diminishing the likelihood of performance that
exceeds formal expectations. Within the context of Iranian public sector
organizations, hierarchical structures, complex administrative procedures,
and a prevailing tendency toward risk aversion create conditions in which
ambition is more likely to flow through the hidden layers of organizational
behavior than to manifest openly. Despite existing scholarly attention to
motivation, organizational ambition, and political behavior, the status-
related and political dimensions of organizational life and their implications
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for the actualization of human potential remain in need of deeper conceptual
and empirical elaboration. Recent research indicates that career ambition
cannot be fully understood solely through explicit and measurable goals;
rather, a substantial portion of it is formed at the level of implicit motivations
and latent aspirations. In the domain of Iranian public administration,
existing theoretical frameworks have largely failed to capture the
multidimensional and context-dependent nature of this phenomenon. In
particular, the interplay of structural, cultural, and individual factors in
shaping or suppressing quiet ambition has not yet been systematically
investigated. Moreover, commonly employed quantitative approaches
possess limited capacity to identify the hidden motivational layers of this
phenomenon, thereby highlighting a significant theoretical and
methodological gap. Accordingly, the primary aim of the present study is to
design and validate a conceptual model for explaining the process of
formation, emergence, and persistence of quiet ambition within Iranian
public sector organizations. Employing a grounded theory approach, this
research seeks to develop the proposed model based on empirical field data.
Subsidiary objectives include identifying causal conditions, explaining
contextual factors such as bureaucracy and conservative organizational
culture, examining employees' indirect strategies, and analyzing the
individual and organizational consequences of this phenomenon. Ultimately,
the study aims to offer practical recommendations for activating the hidden
capacities of human resources and enhancing the quality of public services.

Mothodology

The present study was conducted within the interpretivist-constructivist
paradigm, employing a qualitative approach based on grounded theory
methodology. The selection of grounded theory was justified by four primary
reasons aligned with the research objectives: (1) the exploratory nature of the
phenomenon and the absence of a comprehensive theoretical framework; (2)
the necessity of generating a context-sensitive and indigenous theory rooted
in the realities of Iranian public organizations; (3) the suitability of the
paradigmatic model for explaining the complex interaction of multiple
factors; and (4) the sensitive and covert nature of the topic, which required
flexible and in-depth interview techniques. In terms of purpose, the study is
applied, and with respect to its methodological orientation and data
collection procedures, it falls within the category of descriptive—exploratory
studies. The study population comprised senior and middle managers of
Iranian public sector organizations. This population was selected because
managers, due to their organizational position, are both exposed to the
ambitions of subordinates and may themselves employ quiet ambition
strategies for career advancement or survival, a dual position that renders
them a rich source of data. Participants consisted of 12 managers with a
minimum of seven years of managerial experience and doctoral-level
education in management or economics. Sampling was conducted using
purposive and theoretical strategies. Purposive sampling ensured the
selection of participants based on pre-defined criteria relevant to the research
guestions, while theoretical sampling involved the simultaneous collection
and analysis of data, with subsequent samples selected based on emerging




conceptual gaps. Inclusion criteria included: (1) a minimum of seven years
of managerial experience; (2) a doctoral degree in management or
economics; (3) professional background in human resource management or
organizational behavior; and (4) diversity across public organizations.
Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The primary
data collection instrument was the in-depth semi-structured interview. The
interview protocol comprised four main sections: (1) demographic and
contextual questions; (2) questions regarding lived experiences of ambition;
(3) questions concerning underlying factors and contexts; and (4) questions
addressing the consequences of quiet ambition. Content validity was
assessed through expert review by three academic specialists in
organizational behavior. Interviews ranged from 45 to 90 minutes and were
transcribed verbatim with participants' informed consent. Data analysis was
conducted using Atlas.ti software following the systematic grounded theory
approach developed by Strauss and Corbin, proceeding through three coding
stages. In open coding, transcripts were analyzed line by line and broken into
initial concepts using constant comparison. In axial coding, open codes were
grouped into main and sub-categories based on conceptual similarities, and
relationships were established using the paradigmatic model along six
dimensions: core phenomenon, causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. In selective coding, the
core category was linked to other categories, and narrative relationships were
refined to allow the final model to emerge. To ensure trustworthiness, four
criteria were applied. Credibility was established through member checking
and external audit. Dependability was assessed using Cohen's kappa
coefficient for inter-coder agreement; a portion of interviews was
independently recoded by a second coder, yielding a kappa value of 0.750,
classified as "excellent." Transferability was facilitated through thick
description of the research context, participant characteristics, and
procedures. Confirmability was ensured through comprehensive
documentation of all research stages, including audio files, transcripts, the
coding process, and analytical memos.

Fingdings

Analysis of data from 12 in-depth interviews resulted in the identification of
302 initial codes organized into 37 sub-categories and six main categories
centered on the core phenomenon of quiet ambition. The paradigmatic model
indicates that "quiet ambition™ emerges under the influence of three primary
causal conditions. First, "ambition-averse and conservative organizational
culture,” in which overt expression of advancement aspirations is met with
negative reactions. Second, “relationship-based and non-meritocratic
promotion systems," wherein technical competencies are supplanted by
informal relationships and political affiliations. Third, the "politicized
organizational climate and external influence,” which diverts decision-
making from rational pathways. These causal conditions are intensified
within a context characterized by "rigid, multi-layered hierarchical
structures,” “collectivist national culture with high power distance,” and
"ambiguity in performance evaluation criteria," and are further exacerbated
by intervening conditions such as "controlling and authoritarian leadership
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styles," "absence of psychological safety," "limited opportunities for growth
and promotion,” and "low levels of organizational trust.” In response,
participants adopt a range of adaptive and covert strategies, classified into
five categories: (1) "strategic self-regulation and behavioral management,"
the conscious regulation of speech and action to avoid being perceived as
ambitious; (2) "impression management and feigned humility," maintaining
an image of neutrality and satisfaction while covertly pursuing advancement;
(3) "informal networking and quiet lobbying," establishing informal
relationships with key individuals without attracting attention; (4)
"acquiescent silence and career self-censorship,” the deliberate withholding
of ideas and aspirations; and (5) "intelligent environmental scanning and
political monitoring," the continuous analysis of power dynamics and precise
timing of actions. The findings reveal a "dual paradox" in consequences. At
the individual level, quiet ambition yields short-term benefits such as "job
security,” "gradual, low-risk advancement,” and "reduced interpersonal
conflict,” but in the long term leads to "psychological burnout and erosion of
intrinsic motivation," "feelings of inauthenticity and identity duality,” and
“reduced job satisfaction." At the organizational level, although it may
contribute to "superficial stability" in the short term, it simultaneously results
in "the erosion of organizational trust," "diminished capacity for innovation
and creativity," "weakening of social capital,” "decline in decision-making
quality," "increased political maneuvering and unethical behaviors," and
ultimately, "reduced productivity and organizational performance."

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that quiet ambition should be interpreted as a rational,
adaptive response to inequitable administrative structures, imbalanced power
relations, and a lack of managerial legitimacy. In such contexts, talented
employees, instead of openly expressing motivations for advancement, resort
to strategies of concealment and career self-censorship to protect themselves
from political costs and professional ostracism. In terms of alignment with
existing literature, the results are consistent with the findings of Murphy and
Denisi and Chen and Wang regarding the role of transparency and justice in
promotion systems, and corroborate the findings of Rainey and Karimi et al.
on informal power networks. The identification of "job insecurity" aligns
with Hobfoll et al., and "fear of envy" and "lack of transparency" correspond
with Blader et al. and Foster et al. The emphasis on a "politicized climate" is
consistent with Vigoda-Gadot and Drory, and the "erosion of trust" aligns
with Dirks and De Jong. However, this study distinguishes itself by
conceptualizing quiet ambition not as a unidimensional individual construct
but as a phenomenon constructed through the complex interaction of
structural, cultural, political, and individual factors. Second, using a
qualitative approach, it has uncovered the hidden and paradoxical
dimensions, including the survival-burnout paradox and the stability-
innovation decline paradox, overlooked in quantitative studies. Third, by
focusing on the specific context of Iranian public organizations and
identifying categories such as "institutional merit-underappreciation” and
"cultural aversion to ambition," this study makes a distinctive contribution.
Based on empirical findings, the following practical recommendations are
proposed: (1) fundamentally redesigning performance evaluation and
promotion systems toward a transparent, merit-based model; (2) launching




an "organizational transparency dashboard"; (3) designing a nine-month
transformational leadership development program; (4) executing a three-
month cultural campaign titled "Transparent Ambition, Collective Progress";
(5) revising performance appraisal regulations with an emphasis on
perceived justice; (6) creating specialized and horizontal career paths; (7)
establishing a permanent "Organizational Health Taskforce™; and (8)
implementing a "Quarterly Organizational Trust Monitoring System." By
expanding the conceptual boundaries of career ambition and illuminating the
hidden, paradoxical, and context-dependent dimensions of quiet ambition
within Iranian public organizations, this study contributes to enriching the
organizational behavior literature and provides a foundation for
reconsidering human resource policies, meritocratic systems, and managerial
interventions.

KEYWORDS
Silent ambition, implicit career ambition, hidden activism, Iranian
government organizations, data-based theory.
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