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Abstract

Background: The decline in creativity and dynamism among employees in public organizations, particularly
the Ministry of Energy, due to structural and cultural barriers, has led to a phenomenon termed "organizational
fossilization," necessitating an in- depth investigation to understand its process and consequences.

Aim: This study aimed to understand the phenomenon of the fossilization of creative individuals as a process
that transforms creative and dynamic employees into individuals lacking these attributes.

Method: This qualitative research was conducted using the grounded theory approach. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 11 employees of the Ministry of Energy working at Tavanir Specialized
Holding Company. Purposeful sampling was employed, with the target population being identified with the
assistance of key organizational informants. The data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding
techniques. MAXQDA software was utilized to facilitate this process and develop a comprehensive theoretical
model.

Results: The findings identified a context-based theoretical model for the fossilization of creative employees,
comprising 68 factors categorized as causal conditions (management style, organizational structure, inefficient
processes), contextual conditions (cultural constraints, organizational climate), and intervening conditions
(cognitive gap, emotional disconnection, exclusion from political participation, divergence in goals). These
factors lead to the core phenomenon of creative employee fossilization, defined by psychological cooling-off
and forced adaptation. In response to this phenomenon, employees adopt strategies such as behavioral filtering,
identity masking, purposeful silence, concealment, and expectation management. This process ultimately results
in negative consequences, including profound silence, capability collapse, emotional lethargy, persistent
suffering, professional perplexity, meaning vacuum, hidden animosity, and social disconnection.

Conclusions: This study provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the fossilization of creative
employees and offers practical insights for public organizations to identify and prevent this phenomenon.
Recommendations are provided for revitalizing workforce creativity and dynamism. By presenting an
indigenous model, this research contributes to the enrichment of the theoretical literature in human resource
management and organizational behavior. The findings serve as a guide for managers and policymakers at the
Ministry of Energy to detect early signs of fossilization, understand its causes, design preventive interventions,
and enhance organizational efficacy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary society, governmental organizations increasingly depend on creative human
capital to address complex and dynamic challenges. Employee creativity functions as a key
driver of innovation, enhancement of public services, cost efficiency, productivity, and job
satisfaction. In Iran, organizations such as the Ministry of Energy, which hold strategic
responsibilities including national resource management and sustainable development, are
particularly reliant on creative capacities. Nevertheless, structural constraints such as
bureaucratic procedures, centralization, and limited competition tend to confine creativity to
reactive and incremental initiatives.

These conditions can exert significant pressure on creative employees, giving rise to a
phenomenon identified in this study as “organizational fossilization”: A process whereby an
individual’s creative potential and dynamism gradually erode under organizational pressures,
resulting in a passive and change-resistant disposition. Adopting a qualitative approach, this
study secks to answer the following questions: 1. How does the process of creative
fossilization occur? 2. Which factors contribute to its emergence? 3. How do employees
respond to it? 4. what are its organizational consequences?

Creativity is conceptualized as a multi-stage process comprising preparation, incubation,
illumination, and verification. In governmental organizations, this process is often
constrained due to ambiguous objectives and risk aversion. Wallas (1926) proposed these
stages as a framework for idea generation, highlighting the importance of autonomy, diverse
perspectives, and risk-taking. However, hierarchical structures and complex bureaucratic
procedures in public organizations can disrupt these stages. Organizational fossilization
emerges from the tension between individual creative needs and the restrictive characteristics
of governmental institutions, leading to suppression of intrinsic motivation and behavioral
passivity.

Social exchange theory posits that the absence of fair resource distribution such as support
and recognition diminishes motivation and fosters disengagement. Similarly, self-
determination theory emphasizes that autonomy, competence, and relatedness enhance
intrinsic motivation, whereas their absence in bureaucratic environments inhibits creative
expression. This tension is exacerbated in governmental organizations due to their emphasis
on control and formalization, consistent with Mintzberg’s (1983) characterization of public
institutions. Furthermore, organizational stress theory suggests that high-pressure
environments promote forced conformity and reduced engagement, creating conditions
conducive to fossilization.

Empirical studies have largely focused on general barriers to creativity, leaving the
systematic process of creative decline underexplored. This research seeks to address this gap
by proposing a paradigmatic model that explicates the mechanisms underlying organizational
fossilization.

Method

This study employed a qualitative approach based on grounded theory to investigate the
process of organizational fossilization among former creative employees of the Ministry of
Energy (Tavanir, the parent specialized company). The study population comprised
employees of this organization, selected through purposive and subsequently theoretical
sampling. Inclusion criteria included a history of creativity (idea generation, process
improvement) and its decline (reduced motivation and participation). A total of 11
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participants were selected (7 men, 4 women; ages 36-57; educational levels ranging from
associate degree to Ph.D; work experience 11-28 years).

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting 60-90 minutes. The
interview protocol included open-ended questions regarding work experiences, changes in
attitudes toward creativity, organizational factors, and coping strategies. All interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using MAXQDA software. Data analysis followed a
three-stage coding process: open coding (283 initial codes), axial coding (68 final codes
organized into six categories: causal conditions, core phenomenon, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences), and selective coding (organization
around the core phenomenon). Theoretical saturation was achieved after 11 interviews.

To ensure validity, data triangulation was applied through participant feedback and
prolonged observation (six months). Reliability was confirmed using a re-test procedure, with
an 87% agreement in recoding two interviews.

Results

Data analysis yielded a paradigmatic model that conceptualizes organizational fossilization as
the core phenomenon, characterized by psychological cooling and forced conformity. Causal
conditions: included management style (authoritarian, task-oriented, patronizing),
organizational structure (unequal role allocation, lack of dynamism), and inefficient processes
(outdated procedures, ambiguity in implementation, slow decision-making).

Contextual conditions: encompassed cultural constraints (resistance to change, fear of risk,
lack of cognitive diversity) and organizational climate (empty slogans, emphasis on repeated
successes, absence of inspiring role models).Intervening conditions: consisted of cognitive
gaps (unmotivating work, lack of perceptual synergy, absence of feedback, lack of
transparency), emotional disconnection (neglect of emotional needs, lack of support, absence
of psychological rewards), weak political participation (exclusion from decision-making,
political rotation, concealment), and goal misalignment (career deadlocks, unequal
opportunities).

Strategies: employed by employees included behavioral filtering (manager-pleasing
behavior, ignoring issues, concealing competencies), identity masking (avoiding conflicts,
displaying satisfaction, feigning alignment), purposeful silence (situational, abstaining, wait-
and-see), expectation management (coexistence, familiar routines, adaptation), and covert
coping (personal enrichment, calming the environment, avoiding blame).

Consequences of organizational fossilization comprised deep silence (suppression of ideas,
indifference, lack of feedback), competency collapse (internal chaos, humiliation, reduced
resilience, isolation), emotional lethargy (disinterest, apathy, listlessness), persistent suffering
(decline in self-confidence, shame, regret, fear of blame), professional bewilderment (decline
in management capacity and professional identity, confusion), meaninglessness (routine-
driven behavior, diminished ambition), hidden hostility (disregard for civic behavior,
enjoyment of deviance, mistrust), and social disconnection (loss of empathy, social isolation,
failure to express collective needs).

Discussion

Organizational fossilization emerges from the interaction between structural constraints and
psychological dynamics that suppress creativity. Causal conditions, such as authoritarian
management style and bureaucratic structure, create a non-supportive environment that
hinders idea generation. Contextual factors, including risk-averse culture and slogan-driven
climate, exacerbate distrust and frustration. Intervening factors, such as cognitive gaps and
emotional disconnection, deepen the distance between the individual and the organization.
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The core phenomenon (psychological cooling and forced conformity) reflects the decline of
professional identity and motivation, stemming from a lack of autonomy and support.

Employee strategies, such as behavioral filtering and purposeful silence, represent
attempts to survive in a hostile environment, yet they lead to passivity and suppression of
creativity. Consequences, including deep silence and emotional lethargy, not only isolate
individuals but also reduce organizational effectiveness. This localized model highlights the
specific characteristics of Iranian governmental organizations, such as severe bureaucracy
and lack of meritocracy, in the formation of organizational fossilization.

Conclusion

Organizational fossilization is a destructive process that begins with inefficient management,
bureaucratic structures, and slow processes, ultimately leading to profound employee
passivity. This phenomenon undermines both individual creativity and organizational
effectiveness. Recommendations include redefining management criteria, streamlining
processes, fostering a risk-taking culture, establishing transparent career pathways, and
creating secure channels for idea generation to prevent this decline.

Limitations

The study sample was limited to the Ministry of Energy, which restricts the generalizability
of the findings to other organizations. The qualitative nature of the research further limits the
extent to which results can be generalized quantitatively. Reliance on participants’
recollections may introduce recall bias. Additionally, the lack of access to senior managers
resulted in a predominantly one-sided perspective.

Future Studies

It is recommended that the model be quantitatively examined in other organizations, that
organizational fossilization be compared between public and private sectors, and that the
impact of proposed interventions be evaluated using mixed-method approaches. Furthermore,
exploring the role of technology in reducing bureaucracy and preventing organizational
fossilization is suggested.
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