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Abstract

The present study aimed to explain and validate a conceptual model of organizational shirking in the Iranian insurance industry by identifying the
underlying conditions, processes, strategies, and consequences of this phenomenon. This applied study employed a mixed-method exploratory sequential
design. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through 15 semi-structured interviews with insurance industry experts, senior managers, and human
resource specialists. The data were analyzed using grounded theory through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. In the quantitative phase, a
researcher-made questionnaire was developed based on the qualitative findings and administered to 340 employees and managers of insurance companies
selected through stratified random sampling. Data analysis was conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM) with LISREL software. The validity
and reliability of the instrument were confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity indices. Qualitative findings revealed that organizational shirking in the insurance sector functions as a defensive institutional
mechanism emerging from the interaction of causal, contextual, and intervening conditions. Major causal conditions included accountability pressure
without fair evaluation systems, weak feedback mechanisms, and job-preservation logic. One-sample t-test results indicated that all model constructs
were significantly above the theoretical mean, with strategies and causal conditions showing the highest averages. Structural equation modeling
demonstrated that causal conditions (0.41), contextual conditions (0.37), and intervening conditions (0.34) had significant positive effects on
organizational shirking. Furthermore, organizational strategies significantly influenced both organizational shirking and its consequences, while goodness-
of-fit indices confirmed the adequacy of the proposed model. The findings indicated that organizational shirking in the insurance industry is a structural,
self-reproducing, and bureaucratically rationalized phenomenon sustained through formal language, symbolic documentation, and diffusion of
responsibility. The continuation of this phenomenon leads to erosion of organizational trust, spread of silence culture, decline in creativity, and reduction
of institutional legitimacy. Therefore, reforming performance evaluation systems, strengthening accountability transparency, enhancing organizational
trust, and redesigning managerial mechanisms are essential for reducing organizational shirking and improving efficiency in the insurance sector.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Organizational shirking has emerged as one of the most significant counterproductive workplace behaviors in
contemporary organizations, particularly in service-oriented sectors where accountability, responsiveness, and
human interaction play a central role. Shirking refers to the intentional reduction of effort, avoidance of
responsibility, or symbolic compliance with organizational duties despite the formal presence of role
obligations. Unlike performance deficiencies caused by a lack of competence or resources, shirking is
fundamentally rooted in motivational, structural, and behavioral dynamics within organizations (Aytag, 2023;
Weber et al., 2023). In highly bureaucratic organizations, employees often develop defensive behavioral

mechanisms that allow them to preserve occupational security while minimizing direct accountability.



Recent organizational studies have emphasized that shirking is not merely an individual ethical failure but
rather a structural and institutional phenomenon shaped by organizational culture, governance systems,
incentive mechanisms, and supervisory practices (Muinda et al., 2024, 2025). In environments where
evaluation systems are perceived as unfair, employees may strategically disengage from organizational
responsibilities while simultaneously maintaining symbolic adherence to formal procedures. Such behaviors
become particularly prevalent in bureaucratic organizations characterized by diffuse accountability structures
and excessive proceduralism.

The emergence of teamwork and collaborative organizational structures has further complicated the dynamics
of shirking. In collective production environments, individual effort often becomes difficult to observe directly,
creating opportunities for free-riding and responsibility diffusion (Kamei & Tabero, 2023a, 2023b). Studies
on team production demonstrate that ambiguity regarding individual contribution reduces personal
accountability and increases the likelihood of reduced effort behaviors (Bayo-Moriones et al., 2025;
Moriones et al., 2024). Consequently, shirking gradually transforms from an isolated individual behavior into
an institutionalized collective coping strategy.

Digital transformation has also altered the nature of organizational shirking. The expansion of remote work
systems, digital monitoring platforms, and electronic reporting mechanisms has simultaneously increased
organizational flexibility and complicated direct supervision (Kim et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2024). In many
cases, technological systems intended to improve transparency may paradoxically facilitate symbolic
documentation and concealment of organizational inefficiencies (Muinda et al., 2024). Employees may
comply formally with reporting requirements while substantively disengaging from organizational objectives.
Motivational and psychological variables also play an important role in the formation of shirking behaviors.
Research has shown that perceived injustice in reward systems, promotion opportunities, and organizational
treatment reduces employee commitment and work engagement (Chen, 2024; Themereze et al., 2023). In
contrast, psychological ownership, participatory governance, and organizational trust strengthen accountability
and reduce counterproductive behaviors (Khan & Gul, 2021; Wilhelm et al., 2022). Organizational culture
likewise shapes employees’ interpretations of responsibility, cooperation, and ethical conduct within
workplace settings (Kets, 2021).

The insurance industry represents a particularly sensitive context for studying organizational shirking due to
its heavy reliance on trust, responsiveness, risk assessment accuracy, and customer interaction. Any reduction
in employee responsibility or responsiveness may negatively affect customer satisfaction, institutional
legitimacy, and service quality. Despite the significance of this issue, limited research has investigated shirking
behavior specifically within insurance organizations, especially in developing-country contexts. Most existing
studies have focused either on absenteeism, unethical organizational behavior, or generalized
counterproductive work behaviors rather than examining shirking as a systemic bureaucratic phenomenon

(Pratap & Meena, 2023; Zhang et al., 2023).



Furthermore, political pressure, bureaucratic instability, and organizational distrust have increasingly

influenced employee behavior in modern organizations. Studies indicate that hostile organizational climates,
managerial instability, and excessive political pressure may undermine employee well-being and intensify
defensive workplace behaviors (Flom, 2024; Lotta et al., 2023). Consequently, understanding the structural
and cultural mechanisms underlying organizational shirking has become essential for improving organizational
governance and institutional accountability.

Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and validate an explanatory model of organizational shirking in
Iranian insurance organizations using a mixed-method grounded theory approach. The study sought to identify
the causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening conditions, organizational strategies, and consequences
associated with shirking behavior in the insurance sector.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied mixed-method exploratory sequential design. The qualitative phase was
conducted using grounded theory methodology to identify the conceptual dimensions and underlying
mechanisms of organizational shirking in insurance organizations. Data were collected through 15 semi-
structured in-depth interviews with insurance industry experts, senior managers, human resource specialists,
and organizational behavior professionals. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling methods based on professional experience, organizational familiarity, and expertise in managerial
and behavioral processes within the insurance sector. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved.

Qualitative data analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. During open
coding, primary concepts and behavioral patterns related to shirking were extracted from interview transcripts.
Axial coding was then used to organize categories according to the grounded theory paradigm model, including
causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Finally,
selective coding integrated the categories into a coherent conceptual narrative centered on organizational
shirking as a defensive institutional mechanism.

To ensure qualitative rigor, several validation procedures were employed, including expert review, peer
examination, member checking, and triangulation of interview and documentary data. Coding reliability was
assessed using recoding techniques and inter-coder agreement procedures.

The quantitative phase aimed to validate the conceptual model extracted from the qualitative findings. The
statistical population consisted of employees, managers, and specialists working in Iranian insurance
organizations. Using Cochran’s sampling formula and a 95% confidence level, a sample of 340 respondents
was selected through stratified random sampling according to organizational type and occupational level.

A researcher-developed questionnaire was designed based on the qualitative categories identified in the

grounded theory phase. The questionnaire measured causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening



conditions, shirking behavior, organizational strategies, and organizational consequences. Structural equation
modeling (SEM) using LISREL software was employed to analyze the quantitative data.

The measurement model was first assessed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Reliability was evaluated
through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability coefficients, while convergent and discriminant validity
were assessed using average variance extracted (AVE), the Fornell-Larcker criterion, and HTMT indices.
Multicollinearity diagnostics were also performed using variance inflation factor (VIF) statistics.
Subsequently, the structural model was tested to examine the relationships among latent variables and evaluate
overall model fit.

Findings

The qualitative findings demonstrated that organizational shirking in insurance organizations functions as a
defensive bureaucratic mechanism emerging from the interaction of causal, contextual, and intervening
conditions. The most important causal conditions included accountability pressure without fair evaluation
systems, previous successful experiences of escaping responsibility, weak feedback mechanisms, bureaucratic
language concealment, and job-preservation logic.

Contextual conditions included rigid bureaucratic structures, excessive job security, symbolic reporting
systems, emphasis on procedural compliance rather than actual performance outcomes, and normalization of
defensive organizational behaviors. Intervening conditions included rapid managerial turnover, unstable
organizational policies, digital reporting systems facilitating symbolic documentation, media pressure, and
interdepartmental competition for organizational legitimacy.

The qualitative findings also identified several major organizational shirking strategies, including transferring
responsibility to higher managerial levels, delaying decisions through technical and bureaucratic language,
externalizing blame to environmental or regulatory factors, producing ineffective formal documentation, and
using ambiguous professional terminology to obscure accountability.

The identified consequences of organizational shirking included erosion of institutional trust, development of
ethical silence culture, suppression of organizational learning and innovation, reduction of social legitimacy
within the insurance industry, and reproduction of the original causal conditions sustaining shirking behavior.
The quantitative findings supported the validity of the proposed conceptual model. One-sample t-tests
demonstrated that all constructs were significantly higher than the theoretical mean value of 3. The highest
mean values were associated with organizational strategies and causal conditions, indicating the dominant role
of structural and managerial mechanisms in reproducing shirking behaviors.

Structural equation modeling results revealed that causal conditions exerted a significant positive effect on
organizational shirking ( = 0.41), followed by contextual conditions (3 = 0.37) and intervening conditions (3
= 0.34). Organizational strategies also significantly influenced both shirking behavior (B = 0.39) and
organizational consequences ( = 0.48). Furthermore, organizational shirking itself significantly affected

organizational consequences (p = 0.44).



Model fit indices confirmed the adequacy of the structural model. The ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom
was within the acceptable range, RMSEA values indicated excellent fit, and incremental fit indices including
GFI, CFl, IFI, NFI, and NNFI all exceeded recommended thresholds.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that organizational shirking in insurance organizations is not merely an
individual-level behavioral deviation but rather a structurally embedded and institutionally reproduced
phenomenon. The results suggest that shirking emerges through the interaction of bureaucratic pressures, weak
accountability systems, symbolic evaluation procedures, and organizational distrust. Employees operating in
such environments gradually develop defensive coping mechanisms aimed at preserving occupational security
while minimizing direct responsibility.

The study demonstrated that accountability pressure without fair evaluation systems represents one of the
strongest drivers of shirking behavior. When employees perceive organizational evaluations as inconsistent,
politically influenced, or disconnected from actual performance, they become more likely to engage in
defensive and symbolic forms of compliance. Consequently, organizational members prioritize survival
strategies over genuine organizational commitment.

The findings also revealed that bureaucratic language and formal documentation systems play an important
role in legitimizing and reproducing shirking behavior. Employees and managers often rely on procedural
complexity, symbolic reporting, and technical ambiguity to diffuse responsibility and avoid direct
accountability. In this sense, shirking becomes institutionalized within organizational routines rather than
remaining an isolated behavioral anomaly.

Another important finding concerns the role of organizational culture and managerial instability in reinforcing
shirking dynamics. Frequent managerial turnover, unstable policies, and political pressures weaken
accountability continuity and encourage employees to adopt short-term defensive strategies. Under such
conditions, ethical silence and symbolic responsiveness gradually replace authentic organizational
responsibility.

The study further demonstrated that organizational shirking has extensive negative consequences for
institutional trust, organizational learning, innovation capacity, and public legitimacy. As shirking behaviors
become normalized, organizations experience reduced cooperation, weakened employee engagement, and
declining service quality. In the insurance industry specifically, such outcomes may undermine customer trust
and institutional credibility.

Overall, the results suggest that reducing organizational shirking requires comprehensive structural and
cultural reforms rather than isolated disciplinary interventions. Improving accountability systems, redesigning
performance evaluation mechanisms, strengthening organizational trust, enhancing employee participation,

and promoting transparent communication may significantly reduce defensive organizational behaviors.



Effective organizational reform should therefore focus on creating environments in which responsibility, trust,

and ethical accountability are institutionally supported rather than symbolically performed.
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