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Staff Pathology Model of Public Employees Arising from Political
Appointments: A Qualitative Design and Validation Using Interpretative

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)

Abstract

Objective: Political appointments are a pervasive phenomenon that undermine meritocracy and weaken
public-sector efficiency. Although UNDP (2022) and the World Bank (2023) highlight economic losses,
the psychological, social, and biological costs borne by employees are insufficiently addressed. This study
addresses that gap by (1) proposing an Employee Pathology Model as a micro-level conceptual innovation
derived from an inductive synthesis of interdisciplinary literature, and (2) empirically validating the model
within Iran’s public sector.

Design/methodology/approach: A two-stage qualitative strategy was used. In stage one, an inductive
literature synthesis produced a provisional conceptual framework of employee pathology. In stage two,
the framework was validated through a multi-method qualitative approach: thirteen phenomenological
interviews with public employees were thematically analyzed, and the findings underwent a two-round
Delphi process with subject-matter experts. Lincoln and Guba’s trustworthiness criteria were applied to
strengthen credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Findings: Thematic analysis yielded eighty-six basic themes, sixteen organizing themes, and three
overarching themes. Delphi validation confirmed the overarching and basic themes and refined the
organizing themes into eleven core organizers plus one contextual theme. The resulting model depicts a
cascade of harm that originates in psychological domains and thereafter spills over into social and
biological domains.

Originality/value: This study presents the first qualitatively validated Employee Pathology Model,
explicates the processual mechanisms by which political stimuli generate individual harm, and offers a
theoretically grounded instrument for preventive interventions to enhance organizational wellbeing with
potential for broader generalization. Implications for policy and managerial practice are discussed

Keywords: Political Appointments, Employee Pathology Model, Multidimensional Pathology,
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), Thematic Analysis, Delphi Method.
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