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Abstract
This study aims to design and validate an indigenous and integrated model of ethical

governance in Iranian public organizations, emphasizing the interaction of ethical leadership,
organizational culture, and supervisory systems. A sequential exploratory mixed-methods
design was employed; the qualitative phase used grounded theory and 11 in-depth expert
interviews to develop a paradigmatic model, followed by a quantitative survey of 400 managers
and employees analyzed through partial least squares structural equation modeling. The
results indicated significant causal relationships among model components, with operational
strategies exerting the strongest direct effect on outcomes, as the “strategies —
consequences” path showed the highest standardized coefficient. Ethical governance emerges
as a systemic phenomenon that requires the simultaneous alignment of ethical leadership, a
supportive organizational culture, and transparent supervisory mechanisms to produce
sustainable improvements in performance and public trust.
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Ethical governance has emerged as a central concern in contemporary public administration due to
increasing organizational complexity, heightened public expectations for transparency and
accountability, and persistent challenges such as corruption and declining institutional trust.
Traditional regulatory and legalistic approaches have proven insufficient to address these
challenges, prompting scholars to emphasize the integration of ethical values into the core of
governance systems (Emmerich, 2013; Rothstein & Varraich, 2017). Ethical governance extends
beyond compliance with formal rules and focuses on embedding justice, responsibility, transparency,
and moral accountability within decision-making processes and organizational structures
(Gontcharov & MacDonald, 2016). Empirical evidence suggests that weak ethical governance
contributes to a vicious cycle of corruption and distrust, whereas robust ethical governance
strengthens legitimacy and sustainable performance in public institutions (Govender, 2022; Osifo,
2012).

Recent studies have further demonstrated that ethical governance is not confined to traditional public
management but has expanded into sectors such as higher education, data ecosystems, artificial
intelligence, biomedical innovation, and digital medicine (Koskinen et al., 2023; Li, 2025; Ou & Guo,
2023; Yuan et al., 2025). These developments underscore the multidimensional and systemic nature
of ethical governance and the need for comprehensive models that integrate human, cultural, and
structural dimensions. In parallel, Islamic political and administrative thought has long emphasized
ethical principles such as justice, trustworthiness, and accountability as foundational to governance
(PourEzzat, 2011; Seyed Bagheri, 2017). Contemporary Iranian studies drawing on the Quran, Nahj al-
Balagha, and modern Islamic political theory highlight the institutional and structural character of
ethics in governance rather than its reduction to individual morality (Kahya et al., 2023; Noorollahi et
al., 2023; Shariati, 2025).

Despite the growing body of literature, existing research often remains fragmented, focusing either
on normative values without operational mechanisms or on managerial controls without sufficient
attention to leadership and culture. Moreover, most empirical models are sector-specific and lack a
holistic, context-sensitive framework suitable for public organizations in Iran (Adeusi et al., 2024;
Berenji Merian et al., 2024; Shafipour Motlagh & Kashani, 2023). This gap highlights the need for an
integrated, empirically validated model that conceptualizes ethical governance as a causal and
systemic phenomenon within Iranian public organizations (Keyhan & Mirtorabi, 2025; Kohya et al.,
2024; Shariati, 2025).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design to develop and validate an
ethical governance model for Iranian public organizations. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory
methodology was used to explore the dimensions, conditions, and mechanisms underlying ethical
governance. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with eleven experts, including
senior public managers and academic specialists in public administration, selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. The interview protocol
was structured around the paradigmatic components of grounded theory, encompassing causal
conditions, the core phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Data credibility was ensured through participant validation, peer debriefing, and
constant comparative analysis.

In the quantitative phase, the model derived from the qualitative analysis was empirically tested using
a correlational survey design. The statistical population consisted of managers and employees from
selected Iranian public organizations, including ministries, public banks, and state-owned industries.
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A stratified random sampling method proportional to organizational size was applied, yielding a final
sample of 400 respondents. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire based
directly on the qualitative categories, comprising 54 items across 18 components. Content validity
was confirmed through expert review, and construct validity and reliability were assessed prior to
structural analysis. Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used to
evaluate both the measurement and structural models.

Findings

Qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of 18 main categories organized into six core
dimensions within a paradigmatic model: causal conditions, the core phenomenon, strategies,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, and consequences. Ethical governance in public
organizations was conceptualized as the core phenomenon, comprising three central pillars: ethical
leadership and management, organizational culture-building and education, and supportive and
supervisory systems. The analysis revealed that deficiencies in organizational culture and
commitment, managerial and structural limitations, and environmental pressures functioned as key
causal conditions shaping the emergence of ethical governance. Contextual conditions included
socio-economic factors, cultural norms, and inefficient organizational structures, while intervening
conditions encompassed the quality of laws and supervision, conflicts of interest, external influence,
and the availability of managerial resources and will.

Quantitative results supported the validity of the proposed model. Reliability and convergent validity
indices for all constructs exceeded accepted thresholds, confirming the adequacy of the
measurement model. Structural model analysis demonstrated that causal conditions had a strong
and significant effect on the core ethical governance components. The core components, in turn,
significantly influenced contextual conditions, indicating their mediating and directional role. Both
contextual and intervening conditions exerted significant, though moderate, effects on strategic
actions. The strongest relationship observed in the model was between strategies and
consequences, indicating that operational strategies such as ethical infrastructure development,
transparent supervision, and accountability mechanisms play a decisive role in achieving positive
outcomes. A significant correlation was also found between contextual and intervening conditions,
highlighting their intertwined nature within public organizations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that ethical governance in Iranian public organizations is a multidimensional
and systemic phenomenon shaped by the interaction of human, cultural, and structural factors. The
integration of qualitative and quantitative results demonstrates that ethical governance cannot be
reduced to abstract moral principles or isolated control mechanisms; rather, it emerges through a
dynamic alignment of ethical leadership, supportive organizational culture, and effective supervisory
systems. The strong influence of causal conditions underscores the importance of addressing deep-
seated cultural and managerial issues as a prerequisite for ethical transformation.

The central role of ethical leadership identified in this study aligns with perspectives that view leaders
as ethical role models who shape organizational norms and guide interactions with the external
environment. The mediating function of the core components suggests that leadership, culture, and
supervision collectively condition how organizations perceive and respond to socio-economic and
institutional pressures. Furthermore, the dominant effect of strategies on outcomes highlights the
necessity of translating ethical values into concrete, actionable practices. Ethical governance
becomes meaningful for employees and citizens not through declarations but through visible actions
that enhance performance, trust, fairness, and satisfaction.
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The significant interrelationship between contextual and intervening conditions further indicates that
ethical governance operates within a complex institutional ecosystem where economic constraints,
political influence, regulatory quality, and organizational capacity are closely interwoven. This
complexity reinforces the need for holistic and context-sensitive governance models. Overall, the
validated model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding ethical governance as a
causal system and offers a theoretically grounded and empirically supported basis for improving
ethical performance in Iranian public organizations.
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