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ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

Article type: The aim of this study is to investigate the ethical ideology of relativism
Research Paper in government organizations and to explain the mechanisms of its
formation and consequences. The research method was qualitative and
data-driven based on the systematic model of Strauss and Corbin (1990).
The statistical population included management experts from research
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Published: June 16, 2026 saturation, and a total of 17 in-depth interviews were conducted. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews and library study and
analyzed simultaneously using a three-stage method of open, axial, and
selective coding. To strengthen the validity of the research, expert review,
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Moral ideology moral participant feedback, and coder agreement with a coefficient of 0.79 were
relativism government used. Theoretical saturation was declared when no new data was added
organizations data- to previous findings. The findings showed that the causal conditions of
driven method Strauss the moral ideology of relativism include the weakness of the valuation
and Corben and monitoring system in government organizations, a flexible

environment against ethical violations, and employees' personal and
social experiences of ethical contradictions. The background conditions
also included structural weaknesses in decision-making and transparency,
organizational culture and behavior, psychological and social status of
employees, and organizational structure and resources.
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Introduction

In recent decades, attention to ethics in
organizations has grown significantly as a
fundamental component of sustainability and
efficiency in management and professional
systems, with researchers emphasizing that
the quality of organizational decision-making
largely depends on individuals' ethical
frameworks. Ethical ideology—defined as a
set of beliefs and value principles that shape
how individuals judge right and wrong
behavior—has become a key concept in
explaining ethical behavior in professional
environments, serving as a mental framework
through  which people evaluate the
consequences of their actions and make
ethical decisions in various situations (Robey
et al., 2022; Roszkowska & Melé, 2021). The
importance of this concept becomes
particularly evident when organizations face
complex and competitive conditions, forcing
employees to make decisions in ambiguous
situations that can have significant ethical
implications (Endenich & Trapp, 2020).
Despite the growing body of research
examining the relationship between ethical
ideology and organizational behavior, studies
have shown that ethical ideology, particularly
relativism, can directly and significantly
influence unethical behaviors, with relativism
having a positive and significant relationship
with unethical conduct (Bariab Asiari, 2023).
However, a critical gap exists in the literature:
while previous studies have largely focused
on the direct consequences of ethical ideology
in specific professional contexts such as
auditing, accounting, and sports, there has
been limited systematic investigation into the
mechanisms through which ethical relativism
is formed, sustained, and manifested within
government organizations, particularly in the
context of Iran's public sector. Government
organizations in Iran face unique challenges
including weak value and monitoring systems,
politicized appointments of managers lacking
ethical commitment, flexible organizational
environments that tolerate ethical violations,
double standards in dealing with misconduct,
informal relationships and expediency in
decision-making, and employees' personal

and social experiences of ethical
contradictions, all of which create fertile
ground for the emergence of ethical
relativism. Moreover, the interaction between
individual and organizational factors—
including structural weaknesses in decision-
making and transparency, organizational
culture and behavior, employees'
psychological and social  conditions,
organizational structure and resources,
individual and interpersonal characteristics of
employees, and supportive or deterrent
organizational  systems—remains  poorly
understood. The absence of a localized,
empirically-grounded framework for
understanding and  addressing ethical
relativism in Iran's government organizations
has significant implications for public trust,
organizational effectiveness, and sustainable
development, as ethical relativism can lead to
reduced organizational transparency,
discretionary decision-making,
institutionalized  corruption,  diminished
accountability, a culture of expediency,
normalization  of  violations, reduced
employee trust, value conflicts, moral
exhaustion, and weakened monitoring
systems. Therefore, this research aims to
examine the ethical ideology of relativism in
government organizations and explain the
mechanisms underlying its formation and
consequences, using a qualitative grounded
theory approach following the systematic
model of Strauss and Corbin (1990), to
develop a comprehensive, culturally-adapted
model that can guide policy-making and
strategic  interventions for  promoting
professional ethics, strengthening
accountability, and enhancing sustainable
development in Iran's public sector.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative approach
utilizing the grounded theory methodology
following the systematic model of Strauss and
Corbin (1990) . The statistical population
consisted of experts in the management of
research organizations, who were selected
based on specific criteria including relevant
academic and executive experience in
managing research organizations, managerial
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decision-making experience, deep familiarity
with policy-making processes, holding at least
a master's degree in related fields, and
willingness to participate effectively in in-
depth interviews. Sampling was conducted
using the snowball sampling method |,
continuing until theoretical saturation was
achieved, which resulted in 17 in-depth
interviews . Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and systematic library
studies to complement the interview data. The
interviews were conducted based on a pre-
designed analytical framework over a six-
month period. To enhance the credibility and
trustworthiness of the research, multiple
strategies were employed: expert review
(member checking), participant feedback by
providing interviewees with feedback and
placing them in the research process without
influencing their responses, and inter-coder
agreement with a reliability coefficient of 0.79
calculated between two expert management
researchers who independently coded the
data. Theoretical saturation was confirmed
when analysis of the data revealed that no new
information or concepts emerged from
subsequent interviews, as a high percentage of
data from the final interviews was repetitive.
Data analysis was conducted simultaneously
with data collection through a three-stage
coding process : open coding (breaking down
data, conceptual grouping, and generating
categories and their properties), axial coding
(identifying the main categories including
causal conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, contextual conditions, and
consequences, and relating subcategories to
them based on commonalities and semantic
homogeneity), and selective coding (limiting
coding to variables related to the core category
and integrating hypotheses to form the final
theory). Throughout the analysis, a constant
comparative method was employed to reveal
differences and similarities between codes,
with categories being separated or merged as
the theory emerged through this iterative
process. For validation, the library study
transcripts and interview instruments were
first evaluated using expert opinions, then
through coding validity methods and coder
agreement. The final paradigmatic model was

designed based on the relationships identified
among the categories, following the Strauss
and Corbin framework, and was visually
represented as a systematic grounded theory
model.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal that ethical relativism
ideology in government organizations is
shaped by three causal conditions—weak
value and monitoring systems, a flexible
organizational environment tolerant of ethical
violations, and employees' personal and social
experiences of ethical contradictions—which
interact with contextual factors (structural
weaknesses in decision-making,
organizational culture, employees'
psychological conditions, and resource
constraints) and  intervening  factors
(individual characteristics and organizational
support or deterrent systems) to produce the
central phenomenon of ethical relativism.
This  phenomenon manifests through
weakened transparency, discretionary
decision-making, institutionalized corruption,
reduced accountability, a culture of
expediency, and moral exhaustion. In
response, organizations adopt strategies
focused on prevention and promotion of
professional ethics, social interaction and
support, and monitoring and accountability,
which lead to four categories of
consequences: structural-organizational
(weakened transparency and accountability),
behavioral-ethical (normalization of unethical
behaviors), cultural-normative (erosion of
trust and social capital), and psychological-
individual (moral exhaustion and value
conflict). These findings align with previous
research demonstrating that ethical relativism
directly correlates with unethical behaviors,
while organizational culture and leadership
can either reinforce or mitigate relativist
attitudes, ultimately creating a vicious cycle
where  structural =~ weaknesses  enable
relativism, which in turn reinforces those
weaknesses. The study concludes that
addressing  ethical relativism  requires
simultaneous interventions across structural,
cultural, and individual levels to transform
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ethics from a "justification for violations"
into "fair accountability for decisions."

Conclusion

The study concludes that ethical relativism
ideology in government organizations is a
systematic, processual phenomenon that
emerges from the interaction of structural
weaknesses (weak value and monitoring
systems), organizational culture (tolerance of
ethical violations and expediency), and
employees' lived experiences of ethical
contradictions, ultimately creating a self-
perpetuating cycle where relativism reinforces
the very conditions that gave rise to it. The
findings demonstrate that ethical relativism
manifests through reduced transparency,
discretionary decision-making,
institutionalized  corruption,  diminished
accountability, and moral exhaustion, leading
to four categories of consequences: structural-
organizational (weakened accountability and
effectiveness), behavioral-ethical
(normalization of unethical behaviors),
cultural-normative (erosion of trust and social
capital), and psychological-individual (value
conflict and moral exhaustion). The research
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