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Designing a Predictive Model of Employees’ Deviant Behavior in Medical
Universities (Case Study: Ilam University of Medical Sciences)
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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a structural model for predicting employees’ deviant behavior in Ilam University of Medical Sciences using a
mixed-method approach. This applied research employed a mixed qualitative—quantitative design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 23 academic experts and senior managers, and data were analyzed through open coding, resulting in the
identification of 19 key components. In the quantitative phase, a hybrid DEMATEL—Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) approach was
used to examine interrelationships among components. Data were collected using a DEMATEL questionnaire with a 0—4 scale and
analyzed via ISM software in MATLAB to construct a hierarchical structural model. The findings indicated that the extracted components
were organized into a four-level hierarchical model, with abusive leadership identified as the most influential predictor of deviant behavior,
while factors such as reduced organizational justice, weak organizational culture, and job stress operated at different levels of influence.
The results suggest that managing leadership styles, particularly preventing abusive leadership, plays a critical role in reducing employees’
deviant behavior and enhancing organizational effectiveness and health.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Employee deviant behavior has emerged as a critical issue in organizational studies due to its pervasive and
detrimental impact on organizational effectiveness, employee well-being, and service quality. Deviant
behavior is generally defined as voluntary actions that violate significant organizational norms and threaten
the well-being of the organization or its members (Goode, 2020). In contemporary organizational
environments characterized by complexity, high competition, and increased performance pressures, such
behaviors have become more prevalent and multifaceted. Particularly in public service organizations such as
healthcare institutions, employee deviance can directly influence the quality of service delivery, organizational
trust, and societal outcomes.

The literature identifies a wide range of antecedents of workplace deviant behavior, encompassing individual,
organizational, and social dimensions. At the individual level, personality traits, values, and emotional states
significantly influence the likelihood of engaging in deviant acts (Adekanmbi & Ukpere, 2021). Emotional
exhaustion, stress, and negative attitudes have been consistently associated with higher levels of deviant
behavior (Jiang et al., 2020). At the organizational level, factors such as organizational justice, ethical climate,
and leadership styles play a decisive role. For instance, perceived injustice has been linked to retaliatory

behaviors and reduced organizational commitment, which in turn foster deviance (Bhandesa & Wibawa,



2022; Qu et al., 2020). Similarly, weak organizational culture and ambiguous norms may legitimize deviant
actions and reduce accountability (Di Stefano et al., 2022; Maqgsoudi Ashtiani et al., 2024).

Leadership has been identified as one of the most influential determinants of employee behavior. Abusive or
tyrannical leadership styles can erode trust, provoke anger, and diminish moral identity, thereby increasing the
likelihood of deviant actions (Kim et al., 2021; Zeynali et al., 2021). Conversely, ethical and supportive
leadership can mitigate deviance by fostering a positive organizational climate and strengthening employee
commitment (Gamasiwi et al., 2023; Movaseghi & Ranji, 2022). Additionally, social support and self-esteem
have been shown to buffer the negative effects of workplace stressors, reducing the propensity for deviant
behavior (Alyafi & Alzamil, 2024).

From a theoretical perspective, frameworks such as the Conservation of Resources theory suggest that
individuals engage in deviant behaviors when they perceive a threat to or loss of valuable resources, including
job security, support, or recognition (Jafari et al., 2024). Sociological theories, including reintegrative
shaming theory, further emphasize the role of social norms and organizational responses in shaping deviant
conduct (Ansari et al., 2024). Moreover, recent studies highlight the dynamic and context-dependent nature
of deviant behavior, indicating that daily fluctuations in leadership behavior and employee psychological states
can significantly affect outcomes (Jiang et al., 2024).

Despite extensive research, there remains a lack of comprehensive, structurally integrated models that capture
the complex interrelationships among the multiple antecedents of deviant behavior. Most prior studies have
focused on isolated variables or linear relationships, neglecting the systemic and hierarchical nature of these
factors (Ghaedamini Harouni et al., 2022). Therefore, there is a need for research that adopts a holistic and
structural approach to modeling these relationships, particularly in critical sectors such as healthcare
organizations, where employee behavior has direct implications for public health and organizational
sustainability (Morshedi Tonekaboni, 2021).

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied mixed-method design combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to
develop a structural model for predicting employee deviant behavior. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 23 experts, including academic scholars and senior managers with extensive
experience in organizational behavior and healthcare administration. Data were analyzed using open coding
techniques, resulting in the identification of 19 key components related to deviant behavior.

In the quantitative phase, a hybrid Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) and
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) approach was utilized to analyze the relationships among the identified
components. Data were collected through a DEMATEL questionnaire using a 0—4 scale to assess the influence
of each component on others. The resulting direct-relation matrix was normalized, and the total relation matrix

was computed. The outputs of the DEMATEL method were then used as inputs for ISM to construct a



hierarchical structural model. The analysis was conducted using MATLAB-based ISM software, and the final
model was organized into four hierarchical levels representing different degrees of influence and dependence.
Findings

The findings of the qualitative phase resulted in the extraction of 19 core components influencing employee
deviant behavior, including job stress, organizational injustice, weak organizational culture, reduced
organizational commitment, emotional exhaustion, and abusive leadership. In the quantitative phase, the
DEMATEL analysis revealed the causal relationships among these components, distinguishing between
influencing (cause) and influenced (effect) factors.

The ISM analysis further structured these components into a four-level hierarchical model. At the foundational
level, abusive leadership emerged as the most influential factor, exerting a strong direct and indirect impact on
other variables. Mid-level factors included organizational justice, organizational culture, transparency, and
leader—member exchange, which acted as mediating variables. At the higher levels, individual-level outcomes
such as job stress, burnout, negative attitudes, and reduced engagement were identified. Finally, at the top
level, observable deviant behaviors such as anti-productivity actions and interpersonal deviance were
positioned as the ultimate outcomes of the system.

The results indicated that abusive leadership had the highest degree of influence within the network, followed
by factors such as reduced organizational justice and weak organizational culture. Additionally, variables such
as organizational indifference and reduced citizenship behavior were identified as key intermediaries linking
structural factors to behavioral outcomes. The hierarchical model demonstrated a clear progression from
organizational-level determinants to individual psychological states and ultimately to deviant behaviors.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the complex and multi-layered nature of employee deviant behavior,
emphasizing that such behavior cannot be attributed to a single factor but rather emerges from the interaction
of multiple organizational and individual variables. The identification of abusive leadership as the most
influential factor underscores the central role of leadership in shaping employee behavior. Leadership practices
that are perceived as unfair, authoritarian, or disrespectful create an environment of distrust and dissatisfaction,
which can trigger negative emotional responses and lead to deviant actions.

The hierarchical structure of the model also demonstrates that organizational factors such as justice, culture,
and transparency serve as critical mediators between leadership and employee outcomes. When these
organizational mechanisms are weakened, the negative effects of poor leadership are amplified, resulting in
increased stress, burnout, and disengagement among employees. These psychological states, in turn, act as
proximal predictors of deviant behavior, confirming the importance of addressing both structural and
psychological dimensions in organizational interventions.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that deviant behavior should be viewed as a systemic phenomenon rather

than an isolated issue. The interconnectedness of the identified components indicates that interventions



targeting only one aspect of the system may be insufficient. Instead, a comprehensive approach that
simultaneously addresses leadership practices, organizational structures, and employee well-being is required
to effectively reduce deviant behavior.

In conclusion, this study provides a robust structural model that enhances the understanding of employee
deviant behavior by integrating multiple theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches. The use of
a hybrid DEMATEL-ISM framework allows for a nuanced analysis of causal relationships and hierarchical
dependencies, offering valuable insights for both researchers and practitioners. By identifying key leverage
points within the system, particularly at the leadership and organizational levels, the study offers a foundation
for developing targeted strategies to mitigate deviant behavior and promote a healthier and more productive

organizational environment.
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