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EXTENDEDABSTRACT

Introduction

Public organizations occupy a distinctive position in society because their decisions affect
administrative justice, the implementation of law, the distribution of public resources, and
citizens’ trust. Within these organizations, managers sometimes face situations in which
defending professional judgment, protecting employees’ rights, questioning an unfair
decision, or resisting an improper request may endanger their career prospects,
relationships, reputation, or access to organizational resources. Such situations make social
courage a significant managerial concern. Courage should not be equated with fearlessness,
impulsive opposition, or an unconditional willingness to take risks. It entails deliberate
action toward a valued purpose despite a perceived possibility of harm. In public
organizations, the meaning and consequences of that action are closely tied to hierarchy,
formal authority, informal power, and the response of supervisors and colleagues. Its central
question concerns the process, conditions, strategies, and consequences of managerial social
courage in public organizations.

Previous scholarship has described courage as intentional conduct directed toward an
important goal in the presence of risk. Workplace social courage places particular emphasis
on potential damage to social relationships, standing, or professional reputation. It is related
to moral courage, employee voice, whistleblowing, and psychological safety, yet none of
these constructs fully captures its meaning. Moral courage emphasizes the ethical purpose
of an action; social courage emphasizes the interpersonal and reputational risk involved.
Employee voice concerns the communication of ideas, concerns, or suggestions, but voice
need not always be costly or courageous. Whistleblowing typically involves reporting
wrongdoing through an appropriate channel, whereas socially courageous action may also
involve defending a colleague, documenting a problem, disagreeing with a superior, or
facilitating responsible dialogue. However, much of this literature relies on variable-
centered designs and is less explicit about the sequence connecting ethical readiness,
assessment of danger, strategy selection, organizational response, and subsequent action.
Research in the Iranian public-sector context has addressed related issues such as
managerial courage, organizational silence, and whistleblowing, but a process-oriented
explanation integrating individual, relational, and organizational dimensions remains
valuable. The study therefore adopts a grounded-theory approach to develop a context-
sensitive account rather than treating courage as an isolated personal characteristic.

Methodology

The research employed a qualitative, exploratory design using the systematic grounded-
theory strategy associated with Strauss and Corbin. The field comprised public
organizations in Tehran Province, Iran. Data were generated through semi-structured
interviews with thirteen managers, employees, and key informants who could describe
relevant organizational experiences and the circumstances surrounding courageous or
inhibited action. Participants were between thirty-five and sixty years of age; eleven were
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men and two were women. Recruitment began with purposive sampling and was extended
through snowball and theoretical sampling as emerging analytical questions required further
perspectives. Interviews explored situations involving professional disagreement, defense of
legal or ethical principles, anticipated personal costs, reactions from colleagues and
superiors, coping strategies, and perceived consequences. Data collection and analysis
proceeded iteratively, allowing developing categories to inform subsequent attention to the
field. Theoretical saturation was assessed through the stabilization of categories and their
relationships. As supplementary evidence, the proportion of newly emerging codes in
interviews ten through twelve was four percent according to a procedure informed by Guest
and colleagues’ method. Interview material was analyzed in MAXQDA using constant
comparison and open, axial, and selective coding. Open coding identified meaningful
incidents and initial concepts; axial coding examined relationships among causal conditions,
contextual circumstances, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes; and selective
coding integrated these elements around the central category. Trustworthiness was
considered using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria. Reported test—retest agreement was eighty-six
percent, while agreement between coders was ninety percent. The study aimed at an
analytically grounded account of experiences within its research setting rather than
statistical generalization to all public managers.

Findings

The analysis produced a core category termed “risk-laden ethical agency,” a theoretical
formulation of managerial social courage in public organizations. This category has three
interrelated dimensions. The first is ethical agency grounded in professional and legal
responsibility: managers act because they regard the issue as connected to fairness, law,
integrity, or their professional obligations. The second is the conscious acceptance of
possible costs for organizational improvement: individuals recognize the prospect of
disadvantage yet consider action justified by the importance of the issue. The third is a
collective orientation toward the public interest and organizational justice: action extends
beyond private advantage to the protection of colleagues, institutional integrity, and fair
treatment. Six causal categories were identified: ethical and justice-oriented foundations;
lived experience and social upbringing; professional and cognitive competence; personal
independence and integrity; reform-oriented motivation and concern for collective welfare;
and religious beliefs and values. Religious commitments emerged as a source of
responsibility and perseverance for some participants and should not be interpreted as a
universal requirement for courage. Six contextual categories shaped opportunities for
action: social support and supportive groups; a dialogue-oriented organizational climate;
accountable and supportive managers; a reinforcing cultural, social, and media environment;
positive feedback and the example of courageous individuals; and the hierarchical setting of
public organizations. Three domains of intervening or inhibiting conditions were also
identified. Economic pressures included financial dependence and concern over
employment or benefits. Cultural pressures included conformity, silence, fear of exclusion,
and an emphasis on personal security. Organizational and behavioral pressures included
overt sanctions and covert retaliation, such as exclusion from meetings, restricted
information, blocked promotion, stigmatization, and damage to professional standing.
Organizational benefits, housing, vehicles, loans, or appointments could become sources of
dependence when their possible withdrawal discouraged dissent. The model further
identified seven strategies through which participants sought to make action feasible and
effective: building internal networks and collective action; careful documentation,
disclosure, and referral to oversight bodies; breaking organizational silence and creating
dialogue; listening, empathy, and employee empowerment; emotional and communication
management in sensitive situations; training, experience-sharing, and cultural development;
and modifying the mode of action when organizational pressures intensified. A manager
may choose an appropriate audience, collect evidence, enlist colleagues, or shift from oral
objection to formal documentation while maintaining the underlying ethical purpose. Six
categories were used to organize outcomes in the study. Positive individual consequences
included peace of conscience, meaning, professional identity, internal satisfaction, and
confidence.

Positive organizational consequences included procedural improvement, transparency,
accountability, learning, and fewer violations. Positive collective and social consequences
included greater willingness to raise concerns, strengthened social capital, and
encouragement of others. Negative consequences for the actor included psychological
pressure, isolation, professional exclusion, reputational attacks, and depleted resilience.
Negative organizational consequences included collective fear, conservatism, diminished
innovation, weakened accountability, and deeper silence. The sixth category captured the




conditional and dual nature of outcomes: similar courageous actions may lead to
constructive change or to personal and organizational deterioration depending on how the
organization responds. The resulting paradigm therefore connects antecedent readiness,
contextual opportunities, inhibiting pressures, strategic action, and outcomes in a process
that can either reproduce or weaken silence.

Discussion & Conclusion

The findings suggest that ethical and professional readiness is an important foundation for
managerial social courage but is not sufficient to ensure its expression or persistence. The
translation of readiness into action depends on organizational relationships, opportunities
for dialogue, the distribution of power, and the costs that actors expect to bear. It can
precede courage by reducing isolation and spreading the burden of action, but successful
courageous action may also strengthen trust and create supportive networks for future
interventions. Organizational response is another pivotal element of the proposed
explanation. Supportive reactions can connect courageous action to correction, collective
learning, and institutional trust. Punitive reactions can undermine the actor’s confidence,
discourage colleagues from speaking, and reinforce silence. Negative outcomes should
therefore not automatically be attributed to courage itself; they may reflect the
organization's treatment of the person who acted. The findings also illuminate the distinctive
importance of dependence on organizational privileges in public-sector settings. When
access to benefits, promotions, positions, or housing is perceived as contingent on
compliance, formally available opportunities for voice may not translate into genuine
freedom to raise concerns. Finally, the identified strategies show that socially courageous
behavior can be prudent, relational, and adaptive. Documentation, collective engagement,
respectful dialogue, and careful communication do not necessarily weaken courage; they
may help preserve the purpose of the action while limiting avoidable harm. This
interpretation shifts attention from celebrating exceptional individuals toward understanding
the institutional conditions that enable responsible disagreement.

Managerial social courage is best understood as an ethical and managerial capacity
emerging from the interaction of personal responsibility, professional competence,
organizational context, and anticipated risk. For public-sector leadership, the practical
implication is that encouraging courage requires more than exhortations to be principled.
Organizations should create credible avenues for professional disagreement, protect those
who raise substantiated concerns from retaliation, improve transparency in appointments
and allocation of benefits, and distinguish responsible criticism from misconduct. Senior
managers can signal the legitimacy of voice by responding constructively to disagreement
and by ensuring that corrective proposals are assessed on their merits. Human-resource
practices can reduce undue dependence on discretionary privileges and support fair access
to career opportunities. Training should address documentation, communication, ethical
judgment, collective problem-solving, and the management of difficult conversations. The
research was conducted in public organizations in one province and involved thirteen
participants, so its categories cannot be assumed to describe all sectors or regions. The
gender composition was uneven, limiting separate interpretation of women managers’
experiences. Purposeful and snowball recruitment may have concentrated participants
within related professional networks. Retrospective interviews may be affected by selective
recall or self-censorship, particularly where organizational criticism is sensitive. Moreover,
although the model describes continuity and erosion, participants were not followed
longitudinally. Future research could examine transferability across regions and between
public and private organizations, investigate gender and managerial-level differences, and
employ longitudinal designs to track how supportive or punitive experiences influence later
actions. Quantitative or mixed-method studies could also develop measures derived from
the identified dimensions and examine associations with ethical leadership, organizational
justice, psychological safety, employee silence, and administrative integrity. Overall, the
study suggests that a healthy public organization is not one in which courage is constantly
demanded from isolated individuals, but one in which responsible ethical agency can be
expressed, heard, and sustained without unnecessary personal sacrifice.
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Table 3. An Example of the Open, Axial, and Selective Coding Process (Interview 10)
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Figure 1. Paradigmatic Model of Managers’ Social Courage in Public Organizations
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