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Abstract

This study aims to identify the key factors of praise management using a textual content analysis approach
in order to develop a structured model for handling the phenomenon of flattery in governmental
organizations. This is an applied, qualitative study conducted through textual content analysis. The
research population included 31 Persian and 25 English-language academic articles related to
management, organizational behavior, flattery, and impression management. Snowball sampling was
employed, and data were collected through library research. The data were analyzed using MaxQDA
software and coded into categories. Trustworthiness of the results was ensured using Holsti’'s (2016)
framework, which includes credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The findings
revealed six major criteria and thirty sub-criteria associated with praise management. These criteria are:
1) utilitarianism/hedonism, 2) opportunistic behavior, 3) glass barrier, 4) interpersonal influence, 5)
ingratiation and flattery, and 6) impression construction. Each of these dimensions encompasses
behavioral and cognitive indicators that clarify how praise-related behavior can create managerial traps
and distort decision-making processes within organizations. The study emphasizes that excessive praise,
opportunism, and exaggerated self-presentation, if left unmanaged, may erode organizational performance
and misguide leadership. It is essential to educate stakeholders, train ethical leaders, and implement
control mechanisms to curb excessive praise and ensure sound governance in public sector management.
Keywords: praise management, organizational flattery,
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Praise and commendation are intrinsic elements of social behavior within organizations, often
serving as tools for motivation, affirmation, and relational bonding. However, when used strategically
and excessively, praise can become a mechanism for manipulation, flattery, and opportunism. In
bureaucratic systems, especially within public organizations, the phenomenon of continual praise
directed at managers—regardless of their competencies—has been observed as a behavioral trap
that reinforces hierarchical detachment and hinders authentic communication. This phenomenon,
referred to as the "praise trap," reflects a complex interplay of individual motives, organizational
culture, and structural inefficiencies.
Organizational culture serves as the embodiment of collective values, beliefs, norms, and traditions
that shape institutional behavior and strategic orientation. It reflects the primary concerns of
organizational sociology and directly influences employee behavior and leadership dynamics
(Kiakojouri, 2024). In contemporary organizations, making culture more dynamic and innovation-
driven requires identifying and enhancing its enabling and limiting components (Firouzyar & Kia
Kojouri, 2013). This is particularly essential in the digital era, where alignment with modern
information systems and educational transformation is a necessity for organizational adaptability and
growth (MirTaghian Rudsari & Kiakojouri, 2016).
Modern research has linked organizational culture with a broad range of phenomena, including
digital transformation, employee performance, strategic innovation, and leadership effectiveness.
For instance, studies have emphasized the role of participative and transformational leadership
styles in shaping a digital-ready culture that supports adaptability and innovation (Alotaibi, 2025;
Haris & Nuraeni, 2025; Widodo et al., 2024). Similarly, the emergence of toxic praise culture—
manifested in forms like flattery, sycophancy, or impression management—can distort authentic
feedback channels and reduce organizational transparency (Saharui et al., 2024). This concern is
accentuated in environments where employee advancement relies more on personal allegiance and
manipulation than on meritocratic principles.
The strategic misuse of praise may stem from opportunistic behavior, self-serving tendencies, and
a weakened ethical infrastructure in organizations. According to research, employees who engage
in impression management often attempt to manipulate perceptions to achieve personal gains,
particularly in hierarchical cultures that reward surface-level loyalty over substantive performance
(Nishitha & Kavitha, 2024; Orero-Blat et al., 2024). Organizational settings with unclear performance
standards, rigid hierarchy, and limited transparency are more vulnerable to such behaviors. This
creates an internal organizational culture that promotes duplicity, suppresses dissent, and cultivates
a distorted sense of leadership feedback.
Moreover, when praise becomes decoupled from actual performance and integrity, it can reinforce
the development of a "glass barrier"—a conceptual divide that isolates managers from operational
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realities. As managers are increasingly surrounded by filtered and embellished feedback, they lose
touch with the organizational ground truth. The psychological and strategic consequences of this
include managerial overconfidence, resistance to dissenting views, and emotional detachment from
employees’ realities (Zhdanova, 2024). Scholars have noted that these dynamics weaken resilience
and reduce long-term competitiveness, particularly in rapidly changing digital environments (Velyako
& Musa, 2024).

While impression management and strategic communication have long been studied in the context
of leadership and employee relations, the intersection of praise behavior with structural factors—
such as organizational culture, power asymmetry, and digital transformation—remains
underexplored. Building on this gap, the present study seeks to identify and classify the key factors
influencing praise management within organizations, particularly in public sector settings, using a
textual content analysis approach. It integrates insights from cultural, behavioral, and strategic
perspectives to develop a conceptual framework that captures the multidimensionality of praise
behaviors. This research also builds on analytical models that map causal relationships among
cultural elements in organizations (Kiakojouri, 2024; Vatan et al., 2024).

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design using the textual content analysis method. The
research population consisted of 56 scholarly articles (31 in Persian and 25 in English) related to
organizational culture, impression management, opportunism, and leadership. Sampling was
conducted through the snowball technique. Data collection was performed through systematic
literature review, and the analysis was conducted using MaxQDA software. The research focused
on extracting themes and coding conceptual categories related to praise management behavior in
organizational settings.

The analysis proceeded through several phases: initial coding, axial categorization, and thematic
synthesis. The trustworthiness of the research process was ensured by employing criteria such as
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, as suggested in qualitative
methodologies. The reliability framework developed by Holsti (2016) was used to validate the coding
and interpretation processes.

Findings

The findings identified six primary dimensions influencing praise management behavior in
organizations: (1) utilitarianism/opportunism, (2) opportunistic behavior, (3) glass barrier effect, (4)
influence strategies, (5) flattery/self-promotion, and (6) mental image management. These
dimensions encompassed 30 sub-criteria and provided a comprehensive taxonomy of motivational,
behavioral, and structural factors behind praise behavior.

The “utilitarianism” dimension included hedonistic motives, idealistic utility, rule-based utility, and
pragmatic calculation of gain versus effort. It reflected how praise was used as a cost-benefit strategy
for personal advantage. The “opportunistic behavior” dimension revealed subcategories such as
passive aggression, manipulation, ethical deviation, and deceptive cooperation—all tactics used by
employees to gain managerial favor.

The “glass barrier” concept illustrated how praise, when excessive and strategic, contributes to
isolating managers from feedback, thereby reducing organizational transparency and increasing
mismanagement risk. This was closely linked to the “influence” dimension, which covered verbal and
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non-verbal methods of impression management, including posture, facial expressions, and symbolic
gestures.

The “flattery and self-promotion” dimension encompassed direct and indirect tactics to inflate one’s
value, while the “mental image management” theme captured strategies used by employees to
stage-manage their professional identities and emotional narratives. Altogether, these findings
illustrated how praise behavior is deeply embedded within cultural, psychological, and political layers
of organizational life.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study presents a novel conceptualization of praise management as a strategic, culturally
embedded, and behaviorally driven phenomenon in organizations. The multidimensional model
constructed from the content analysis offers rich insight into how praise functions beyond mere social
etiquette—often serving as a subtle yet powerful tool for career manipulation, political influence, and
psychological control. Unlike conventional theories that treat praise as intrinsically positive, the
findings of this study reveal its ambivalent role in shaping organizational dynamics.

The prominence of utilitarianism in praise behavior reflects a systemic prioritization of individual gain
over collective ethics. In public sector environments where promotion is often tied to loyalty and
image rather than merit, praise becomes a transactional instrument of survival. This underscores the
importance of cultivating ethical leadership and reinforcing cultural values that prioritize integrity,
transparency, and collective accountability.

Moreover, the findings on the glass barrier reveal how strategic praise can unintentionally isolate
leaders, creating asymmetrical information flows and distorted managerial cognition. This has
significant implications for leadership development programs, which must emphasize critical
feedback systems and safeguard channels of dissent. Emotional intelligence, authenticity, and
reflective leadership practices become vital in mitigating these effects.

The study also highlights the performative nature of modern work culture, wherein employees
manage their impressions meticulously through self-presentation, flattery, and curated emotional
displays. While impression management is not inherently negative, its unbalanced application—
especially when incentivized by organizational culture—can erode trust, authenticity, and
psychological safety. As digital tools and remote communication proliferate, the scope for such
managed impressions widens, necessitating stronger cultural checks and performance-based
evaluation metrics.

In conclusion, praise management is not a peripheral behavior—it is a central mechanism through
which power, perception, and privilege operate in modern organizations. If left unchecked, it can
undermine organizational learning, weaken leadership effectiveness, and distort meritocratic
systems. Organizations must therefore move toward cultures of authentic recognition, structured
feedback, and transparent performance metrics. By addressing the root causes of excessive and
manipulative praise, organizations—especially in the public sector—can foster environments of trust,
resilience, and genuine engagement.
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