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ABSTRACT

Received: 06 May 2025 The aim of this study is to present a conceptual model for managing social autism within
Accepted: 09 Aug 2025 Iranian governmental organizations, utilizing a qualitative research methodology based on
Available Online: 19 Sep2025 thematic analysis. The research population consisted of academic experts, executive

specialists in governmental organizations, organizational psychologists, autism researchers,
and other relevant stakeholders in the field of social autism management in public sector
workplaces. Sampling was conducted using a combination of purposive (judgmental) and
snowball techniques, and thematic saturation was achieved after 17 semi-structured
interviews. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed
conceptual model, thematic using the six-phase thematic analysis method proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). To
analysis. ensure the validity of the study, the criteria of credibility, transferability, confirmability, and
dependability were evaluated and confirmed. The inter-coder agreement rate was reported
at 81%, indicating high reliability of the analysis. Thematic analysis results yielded 151
semantic statements, which were categorized into 62 open codes, subsequently grouped into
18 axial codes and ultimately synthesized into 5 main dimensions. These five dimensions
include: "Strategic and Cognitive," "Communication and Interactions,” "Cultural and
Structural,” "Leadership and Management," and "Individual and Behavioral.” By providing
an integrated and operational conceptual model, this study addresses contemporary
challenges of social autism in governmental organizations and can serve as a guide for
policymaking and the promotion of inclusive workplace environments. The novelty of this
research lies in its presentation of the first localized conceptual model for managing social
autism within Iranian governmental organizations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

In today's complex and dynamic administrative environments, governmental
organizations are increasingly facing multifaceted challenges that demand innovative and
inclusive managerial approaches. One of the less-explored yet critically relevant
phenomena in organizational behavior is “organizational social autism”—a metaphorical
concept that refers to structural and behavioral patterns that reflect a lack of meaningful
social interaction, resistance to external feedback, and an aversion to diverse viewpoints
within public institutions. These tendencies often manifest as organizational isolation, lack
of transparency, and limited collaboration, which in turn hinder responsiveness to societal
needs and deteriorate public trust (1, 2).

In contexts where hierarchical rigidity, bureaucratic inertia, and centralized
decision-making dominate, such as in Iranian governmental bodies, these autistic
tendencies become more entrenched. For instance, recent research suggests that over 45%
of employees in Iranian public organizations experience challenges related to social
interaction and effective communication (5), compared to only 30% in developed countries
(6). These symptoms often result in inefficient policy outcomes and reduced employee
engagement due to the lack of participatory mechanisms and inclusive leadership
frameworks (3, 4).

The theoretical foundation of this issue spans several conceptual frameworks.
Organizational communication theory highlights that weak interpersonal communication
limits internal cohesion and obstructs external adaptability (12). Similarly, leadership
theory emphasizes the need for inclusive and transformational leadership styles that
promote a psychologically safe and participatory environment. Additionally, theories of
organizational change suggest that rigid structures and resistance to external inputs obstruct
organizational learning and innovation. Furthermore, diversity and inclusion frameworks
argue that embracing heterogeneity in thoughts and behaviors enhances organizational
flexibility and performance (16, 17).

Despite the theoretical richness, the empirical and localized understanding of social
autism in public sector organizations—especially within Iran—is limited. EXxisting
literature tends to focus either on autism as a medical condition (2) or on general
communication and leadership challenges in organizations without integrating them into a
coherent conceptual framework. To address this gap, the current study aimed to develop a
context-sensitive, operational conceptual model of managing social autism in Iranian



governmental organizations. The model attempts to provide practical guidance for policy
development, leadership strategy, and organizational reform Dby identifying key
dimensions, components, and indicators involved in mitigating social autism.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in thematic analysis to
explore the phenomenon of social autism within Iranian public sector organizations. A
purposive and snowball sampling approach was used to select 17 participants, including
academics, senior government officials, organizational psychologists, autism researchers,
and NGO managers familiar with autism-related workplace dynamics. Data were collected
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews ranging between 40 and 100 minutes.
Thematic saturation was achieved after 17 interviews. The data were transcribed, coded,
and analyzed using the six-phase thematic analysis method proposed by Braun and Clarke
(2006), with support from MAXQDA 2020 software. Trustworthiness was ensured through
triangulation, member checking, and calculating inter-coder agreement, which was
reported at 81%.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis resulted in the identification of 151 semantic expressions
which were grouped into 62 open codes, 18 axial codes (core components), and ultimately
five major themes: (1) Strategic and Cognitive, (2) Communication and Interactions, (3)
Cultural and Structural, (4) Leadership and Management, and (5) Individual and
Behavioral.

1. Strategic and Cognitive Dimension: This dimension emphasizes organizational
alignment with core values, responsiveness to community needs, and openness to
diverse perspectives. Key indicators included the alignment of individual and
organizational goals, clarity of mission, responsiveness to complaints, satisfaction
rates, and the incorporation of stakeholder feedback.

2. Communication and Interactions Dimension: This theme captures intra- and
inter-organizational interaction quality, emphasizing emotional intelligence,
effective listening, interdepartmental collaboration, and use of external inputs in
decision-making. Indicators included participation in emotional intelligence
training, presence of feedback mechanisms, and external consultancy use.

3. Cultural and Structural Dimension: The cultural-structural layer reflects the
degree of openness, flexibility, and structural adaptability. It included mechanisms
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for staff suggestion systems, delegation, participation in surveys, and structural

reforms aimed at flattening hierarchy and increasing process efficiency.

4. Leadership and Management Dimension: Leadership was found to be central to
addressing social autism. Indicators here included leadership supportiveness,
employee empowerment, trust indices, training investment, and psychological
safety.

5. Individual and Behavioral Dimension: At the personal level, key behaviors such
as conflict resolution skills, self-awareness, workplace loneliness, and risk tolerance
were identified. Interventions like mentorship, team-building activities, and 360-
degree feedback were considered vital to supporting this layer.

The integrated conceptual model, combining these five dimensions and their sub-
components, offers a systemic and operational blueprint for understanding and managing
social autism in Iranian public organizations.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study confirms that social autism is not an abstract or symbolic phenomenon
but a real and observable pattern of organizational dysfunction that compromises
adaptability, stakeholder engagement, and employee well-being. The model presented here
aligns with existing organizational theories that emphasize the systemic nature of
behavioral, structural, and leadership dynamics. Specifically, the strategic-cognitive
dimension reflects the need for mission-driven alignment and external orientation. In
organizations where goals are misaligned and feedback loops are weak, decision-making
becomes insular and ineffective. The findings affirm the argument that without a deliberate
effort to connect organizational operations with broader societal expectations, institutions
risk becoming detached from their purpose.

The communication and interaction dimension demonstrates that skill-based deficits
and lack of psychological safety directly lead to organizational silence and internal friction.
This supports prior findings that psychological safety is a crucial precondition for
creativity, feedback exchange, and innovation. The integration of external viewpoints
through consultations and stakeholder panels was particularly underdeveloped in the
Iranian context, suggesting a deep-seated resistance to collaborative governance.

Culturally and structurally, the results underscore the necessity of breaking
hierarchical silos and introducing participatory mechanisms that encourage employee
voice and initiative. Bureaucratic inertia, coupled with a top-down administrative culture,
was found to be a critical enabler of social autism. Organizational resilience, as the



literature suggests, depends heavily on cultural flexibility and the ability to decentralize
decision-making.

Leadership and managerial dimensions emerged as pivotal. Leaders set the tone for
organizational openness, trust, and empowerment. Where leaders were supportive and
communicative, signs of social autism were less pronounced. Conversely, punitive and
transactional leadership styles exacerbated social withdrawal and disengagement. As such,
cultivating transformational leadership is not a peripheral luxury but a central strategy in
mitigating social autism.

Finally, individual behavioral competencies such as emotional self-regulation,
conflict resolution, and personal initiative were shown to be essential. Employees who
lacked these attributes not only struggled to collaborate effectively but also contributed to
a broader culture of alienation and withdrawal. Investment in individual development
programs, therefore, is not merely an HR function but a strategic imperative.

In conclusion, the model developed through this research offers a localized,
theoretically grounded, and operational framework for diagnosing and managing social
autism in governmental organizations. It highlights the interconnectedness of strategy,
communication, structure, leadership, and individual behavior in shaping organizational
health. While the model is contextually situated within Iran’s public sector, its core
principles are applicable to other bureaucratic environments facing similar challenges.
Future efforts should focus on validating this model quantitatively and implementing pilot
interventions to test its practical efficacy in transforming organizational culture toward
inclusion, responsiveness, and innovation.
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