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Abstract

Background and aim: The proliferation of destructive leadership patterns and declining work environment quality
have become serious threats to normative cohesion and organizational social health in contemporary institutions; threats
that are exacerbated in erosive work settings. In such conditions, “zombie leadership,” as a form of passive leadership,
can facilitate the emergence of organizational anomie. Accordingly, this study aimed to explain the impact of zombie
leadership on organizational anomie and examine the moderating role of job desertification within social service
organizations.

Data and method: This study employed a quantitative approach with a descriptive-explanatory design. The statistical
population comprised employees of the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation and the State Welfare Organization in
Kurdistan province, of which 203 individuals were selected using proportional random sampling. Data were collected
via a researcher-made questionnaire and analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) via SmartPLS software. The validity and reliability of the research instrument were assessed and confirmed using
standard criteria.

Findings: The results indicated that zombie leadership has a positive and significant effect on organizational anomie
(B=0.296, t=4.229). Furthermore, job desertification significantly strengthens this relationship ($=0.308, t=5.596),
indicating that the erosion of norms and organizational cohesion is exacerbated in depleting work environments.

Conclusion: In summary, the persistence of passive leadership, coupled with a scarcity of resources and job support,
can facilitate the spread of normlessness, distrust, and reduced organizational commitment. Therefore, enhancing
leadership quality and enriching the work environment are considered strategic imperatives for maintaining
organizational health.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, social service organizations—particularly those within the Iranian public sector,
such as the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation and the State Welfare Organization—have grappled
with profound structural and behavioral challenges. Tasked with mission-critical humanitarian aid
amidst severe resource scarcity, these entities are increasingly susceptible to organizational anomie,
a state where normative coherence decays, leaving employees uncertain about roles, legitimate
paths, and professional expectations (Wahdati & Jalali, 1404; Corekosh, 2024; Storey & Nous,
2024). Evidence suggests that structural inertia and ethical decline within Iranian public
administration contribute significantly to job alienation, reduced organizational citizenship, and
widespread employee silence (Tamertash et al., 1400; Hajizadeh Meymandi & Dadvar, 1398).

A critical, yet under-researched phenomenon in this context is “Zombie Leadership.” Distinct
from overt destructive leadership, zombie leadership describes managers who remain physically
present in their posts but are devoid of dynamic capacity, inspiration, or meaning-making (Haslam
et al., 2024; Alvesson & Einola, 2019). This managerial void fosters deep-seated role ambiguity and
helplessness, significantly deepening organizational anomie (Akinyele & Chen, 2025; Liu et al.,
2022). Compounding this issue is “job desertification,” wherein the work environment is stripped of
developmental resources, supportive feedback, and human connection, leading to chronic stagnation
(Shiaa & Abbas, 2023; Berkery et al., 2020).

When such environmental scarcity aligns with the apathy of zombie leadership, it creates a toxic
synergy that accelerates the erosion of organizational norms. Despite the strategic importance of
this interplay, existing literature often overlooks how passive leadership styles and depleted
environments interact to drive anomie. This research addresses this gap by investigating the impact
of zombie leadership on organizational anomie in social service organizations, specifically
examining how job desertification acts as a critical moderator in exacerbating this relationship.

Methods and Data

This study adopted a quantitative and descriptive-explanatory research design based on a
positivist approach. The statistical population consisted of employees of the Imam Khomeini Relief
Foundation and the State Welfare Organization in Kurdistan Province, Iran. These organizations
were selected because of their service-oriented missions and high employee exposure to
emotionally demanding situations.

Participants were selected using stratified random sampling to ensure proportional representation
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across organizational units. Based on structural equation modeling requirements, the minimum
sample size was estimated at 200 participants. A total of 203 valid questionnaires were collected
and analyzed.

Data were gathered using a researcher-developed questionnaire containing 48 items measured on
a five-point Likert scale. The instrument included 24 items for zombie leadership, 12 items for job
desertification, and 12 items for organizational anomie.

Content validity was evaluated by a panel of academic experts. The Content Validity Ratio
(CVR) and Content Validity Index (CVI) values confirmed acceptable content validity. Data
analysis was conducted using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)
through SmartPLS software.

Findings

The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory reliability and validity. Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability values exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70, indicating acceptable
internal consistency. Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values were greater than 0.50, confirming
convergent validity. In addition, HTMT values below 0.90 supported discriminant validity.

The structural model results supported both research hypotheses. Zombie leadership had a
positive and significant effect on organizational anomie (B = 0.296, t = 4.229, p < 0.005). This
finding indicates that outdated and ineffective leadership practices contribute to weakening
organizational norms and increasing ambiguity within the workplace.

The moderating effect of job desertification was also significant (f = 0.308, t =5.596, p <0.001).
The findings suggest that the relationship between zombie leadership and organizational anomie
becomes stronger in work environments characterized by limited development opportunities,
reduced support, and diminished job meaning.

The model explained 45.3% of the variance in organizational anomie (R? = 0.453), indicating
moderate explanatory power. Predictive relevance was also acceptable (Q? = 0.362). Overall model
fit indices confirmed satisfactory model quality (SRMR = 0.064; NFI = 0.911).

Conclusion and Discussion

This research investigates the relationship between “zombie leadership”—a state where managers
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are physically present but devoid of dynamic or inspirational capacity—and organizational anomie
within Iran’s social service sectors, specifically the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation and the State
Welfare Organization. Adopting the framework of Haslam et al. (2024) and Alvesson and Einola
(2019), the study demonstrates that zombie leadership significantly correlates with increased
organizational anomie, as managers fail to provide the directional clarity and ethical purpose
essential for mission-driven work (Akinyele & Chen, 2025; Wahdati & Jalali, 1404).

Crucially, the study finds that “job desertification”—the depletion of developmental resources
and feedback—acts as a critical moderator, exacerbating the negative impact of passive leadership
on organizational normative integrity (Shiaa & Abbas, 2023; Berkery et al., 2020). When
managerial inertia aligns with an environment stripped of professional growth and support,
employees experience heightened role ambiguity and psychological alienation, deepening the sense
of anomie.

These findings suggest that normative decay in public service institutions is less about individual
failure and more a systemic consequence of “omission”—the failure to act. The study concludes
that organizational health requires shifting from mere oversight of active violations to addressing
managerial inaction. Practitioners must prioritize structural accountability, job enrichment, and the
restoration of ethical meaning to prevent the total erosion of organizational citizenship and service
commitment.
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