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Modern organizations face complex managerial and behavioral challenges, and
a major concern for management is identifying the hidden vulnerabilities that
threaten growth and efficiency. The Shrine Pigeons phenomenon—an
indigenous, metaphorical concept within Iranian organizational culture—refers
to a pattern of specific patronage-based relationships and performative behaviors
wherein individuals maintain their positions not by creating genuine value, but
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behavior, outward loyalty, and normalized discrimination—is sustained by weak
oversight, relationship-oriented culture, closed HR structures, and external
pressures. Its consequences encompass reduced individual trust and motivation
alongside decreased organizational productivity, innovation, and hidden costs,
notably driving talent drain and operational decline. This study offers the first
mixed-methods case investigation of this indigenous metaphor in a major Iranian
quasi-governmental enterprise, proposing practical recommendations.
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1) Introduction: In contemporary organizations, especially large public and quasi-
governmental sectors, managers face complex structural, cultural, and behavioral challenges.
Examining employee behavioral dynamics is increasingly vital in management research. A
persistent yet under-researched concern is latent managerial pathologies that gradually erode
organizational growth, suppress innovation, undermine efficiency, and threaten long-term
sustainability. A distinctive manifestation of such dysfunction in Iran is the “Shrine Pigeons”
(Kaboutaran-e Haram) phenomenon. This indigenous metaphor describes specific supportive
relationships and performative behaviors where individuals maintain or advance positions
without generating genuine value or measurable contribution. Instead of merit, competence, or
actual performance, they secure status through proximity to power centers, informal networks,
strategic displays of loyalty, and impression management. In large quasi-governmental
industrial enterprises like Mobarakeh Steel Company—a strategic pillar of Iran’s industrial
landscape—this dynamic severely undermines meritocracy, employee motivation,
organizational trust, innovation, and operational performance. Despite its cultural
embeddedness and prevalence, systematic empirical research on this indigenous dysfunction
remains scarce, leaving a notable gap in management literature.

2) Objective: The primary objective of the present study was to conduct a comprehensive
pathology of the “Shrine Pigeons” phenomenon within Mobarakeh Steel Company of Isfahan.
More specifically, the research sought to identify the harmful dimensions and constitutive
components of this phenomenon, uncover the key structural, cultural, and environmental
obstacles that enable and sustain its continuity, and examine its multi-level consequences on
both individual employees and the organization as a whole. In addition, the study aimed to
develop practical, contextually grounded recommendations capable of disrupting this
detrimental cycle and fostering a healthier organizational environment based on transparency,
accountability, and genuine meritocracy.

3) Method: This research employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design, which
is particularly suitable for investigating under-theorized and culturally embedded
organizational phenomena. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured in-depth interviews were
conducted with 15 senior managers, mid-level experts, and key organizational informants.
Participants were selected through a combination of purposive and snowball sampling strategies
and interviews continued until conceptual saturation was achieved (saturation reached at the
thirteenth interview, with two additional interviews conducted for confirmation). The
qualitative data were systematically analyzed using thematic analysis supported by Attride-
Stirling’s thematic network approach and managed through MAXQDA 2020 software. This
process enabled the extraction of core dimensions, underlying mechanisms, barriers to change,
and multi-level consequences. Building directly upon the qualitative findings, the quantitative
phase involved the design of a researcher-made questionnaire. Initially, between two and four
items were generated for each of the 16 extracted themes, resulting in a pool of 48 items. After
rigorous content validity assessment by seven experts in management and organizational
behavior (CVR > 0.79, CVI > 0.80), pilot testing on 40 respondents, and item reduction based
on factor loadings and conceptual clarity, the final instrument consisted of 16 items—one
strongest and most representative item per theme—measured on a six-point Likert scale. The
constructs of “Challenges,” “Shrine Pigeons Phenomenon,” and “Consequences” were modeled
as reflective. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.779 to 0.847, while composite
reliability (CR) values exceede0.85 for all major constructs. The questionnaire was
administered to a stratified random sample of 385 employees across different organizational
levels and units. Data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling
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(PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS, with 5000 bootstrap subsamples. Model evaluation included
assessment of factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), Fornell-Larcker criterion,
Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT), variance inflation factors (VIF), R%, Q% SRMR, and
complementary predictive measures.

4) Findings: The integrated qualitative and quantitative results demonstrated that the

“Shrine Pigeons” phenomenon constitutes a self-reinforcing and harmful organizational cycle
composed of four interrelated components: (1) specific supportive relationships encompassing
kinship ties, hometown affiliations, comradeship from shared service backgrounds, and other
informal networks; (2) demonstrative and conservative behaviors oriented toward visibility,
impression management, and risk avoidance rather than substantive contribution; (3) the
prioritization of apparent loyalty and personal allegiance over actual competence, expertise,
and performance outcomes; and (4) the progressive normalization of discrimination and
informal relations, whereby previously exceptional or questionable practices gradually become
accepted as ordinary organizational reality. This cycle is sustained by a constellation of
structural and cultural barriers, including weak independent monitoring and insufficient
transparency in decision-making processes, a deeply entrenched relationship-oriented culture
that places high value on personal loyalty, a relatively closed human-resource structure
characterized by limited managerial rotation, an evaluation and incentive system that remains
largely subjective and unfair, and external socio-political pressures arising from political,
provincial, and factional influences. Consequences of the phenomenon appear at two distinct
yet interconnected levels. At the individual level, employees experience decreased
organizational trust, reduced intrinsic work motivation and job satisfaction, elevated emotional
exhaustion, and increased intention to leave the organization (talent drain). At the
organizational level, the effects include declined operational efficiency and productivity,
diminished innovation and creativity, weakened inter-departmental cohesion and collaboration,
and elevated hidden costs associated with waste, project delays, rework, and suboptimal
decision-making. Among these outcomes, talent drain and the decline in operational
productivity emerged as the most critical, both of which directly threaten the organization’s
competitive advantage and long-term sustainability in a demanding industrial environment.
Structural model results, fully consistent with the Fornell-Larcker matrix, showed significant
paths from Challenges to the Phenomenon (B = 0.713) and from the Phenomenon to
Consequences (B = 0.752), with satisfactory explanatory and predictive power.
5) Conclusion: This study constitutes the first comprehensive mixed-methods investigation of
the “Shrine Pigeons” metaphor within a major Iranian quasi-governmental industrial
organization. Combining the interpretive depth of qualitative inquiry with quantitative
modeling, the research provides a robust empirical and theoretical account of this culturally
specific organizational dysfunction. The findings highlight the critical need for simultaneous
structural and cultural interventions to disrupt this vicious cycle. Practical recommendations
derived from the data focus on establishing mandatory transparency in human-resource
processes, independent oversight mechanisms, objective multi-source performance appraisals,
mandatory managerial rotation in sensitive positions, and continuous monitoring via early-
warning indicators of perceived justice and talent retention. Collectively, these measures foster
an organizational culture anchored in fairness, accountability, competence, and genuine
meritocracy. Future research should validate and refine this framework across other industrial
sectors, organizational settings, and comparative cultural contexts, advancing theoretical
understanding and actionable remedies for relationship-oriented pathologies in organizational
life.
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