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Abstract:

The present study aims to explore and deeply understand employees’ perceptions of the phenomenon of administrative
apartheid—as an institutionalized system of systemic discrimination—using the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique
(ZMET). The statistical population comprised employees of public sector organizations in Tehran. Through purposive
sampling, 20 employees with direct experience of institutionalized discrimination were selected. Data analysis led to the
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glass walls,” “invisible labyrinth,” “velvet curtains,” “hidden chains,”
“chess game,” “puppet theater,” and “shifting swamp.” These metaphors were classified into three layers: restrictive structures,
hidden mechanisms, and psychological consequences. Additionally, three collective patterns—organizational silence,
involuntary complicity, and covert resistance—were identified in the experience of administrative apartheid, illustrating how
this systemic discrimination persists. The findings of this study may contribute to a deeper understanding of the roots of
institutionalized discrimination in public organizations and inform the design of more effective strategies for addressing it.

identification of eight core metaphors: “golden cage,
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent years, the concept of “administrative apartheid” has gained scholarly attention as a deeply rooted, institutionalized
system of discrimination that extends far beyond overt or individual bias. It refers to a patterned and legitimized structure of
inequality within public organizations that systematically disadvantages certain groups while normalizing privilege for others.
This form of embedded discrimination is not always readily visible but often resides within the organizational processes, norms,
and cultural practices that shape employees’ everyday experiences. As (Martinez & Thompson, 2022) notes, administrative
apartheid manifests itself in the unequal distribution of resources, access to opportunities, and career advancement, often
justified under the guise of procedural neutrality. In bureaucratic systems, particularly in developing contexts, this form of
organizational injustice is rendered invisible and unquestioned, reinforcing power asymmetries through symbolic and structural
means.

In the context of Iranian public organizations, administrative apartheid appears in the form of opaque promotional practices,
informal gatekeeping mechanisms, and institutional silencing. Research has shown that such systems breed organizational
silence, psychological fatigue, and resistance strategies among marginalized employees (Ahmadi & Kazemi, 2022; Hosseini et
al., 2021). However, traditional research methodologies—whether qualitative or quantitative—have struggled to uncover the
deeper symbolic meanings and cognitive processes through which employees internalize and respond to these injustices. In
particular, prior studies have often neglected the metaphoric and subconscious dimensions of employee experiences (Karimi &
Noori, 2021; Mohammadi & Ahmadi, 2019). As a result, the field lacks a comprehensive understanding of how administrative
apartheid is perceived and narrated by employees themselves.

To address this gap, this study employed the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET), a cognitive-neuroscientific
approach that integrates metaphor theory, psychology, and visual data to access the deep structures of thought. As developed
by Zaltman and Coulter, ZMET is based on the idea that 95% of cognition occurs at the unconscious level and that metaphors
are central to human understanding and communication (Zaltman & Coulter, 2020). By asking participants to select and discuss
images that reflect their perceptions, ZMET makes it possible to extract emotionally and symbolically charged metaphors that
underlie attitudes and behaviors. Previous organizational research has validated ZMET as a powerful method for exploring
intangible constructs such as organizational culture, power dynamics, and discrimination (Christensen & Olson, 2022; Johnson
& Smith, 2021; Smith & Brown, 2020).

This study aims to explore how public-sector employees in Tehran perceive and experience administrative apartheid using
ZMET. It seeks to identify the dominant metaphors employees use to make sense of discriminatory practices, classify these

metaphors into thematic levels, and uncover the psychological, structural, and symbolic mechanisms that sustain systemic
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injustice. Furthermore, this research is situated within a theoretical framework that integrates three perspectives: conceptual
metaphor theory, social constructivism, and mental representation theory. The combination of these lenses enables a more
nuanced exploration of how employees construct meaning around discrimination through shared narratives, mental imagery,
and metaphoric cognition (Lee & Williams, 2021; Olson & Reynolds, 2020; Thompson & Davis, 2021).

Ultimately, this study contributes to the theoretical development of metaphor-based organizational analysis and provides
practical insights for policymakers and organizational leaders seeking to dismantle discriminatory systems.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design utilizing the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET) to
investigate employees’ cognitive representations of administrative apartheid. The participants consisted of 20 public-sector
employees in Tehran who were purposefully selected based on their direct or indirect experience of organizational
discrimination. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of five years of work experience and the ability to articulate emotional
and experiential insights through visual stimuli.

Participants were asked to gather 8 to 12 images over one week that metaphorically represented their feelings and
perceptions of administrative apartheid. These images were then used during in-depth, semi-structured ZMET interviews that
followed the standard ten-step protocol. Each interview lasted between 90 and 120 minutes and was audio-recorded with
participants’ consent.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed in three stages: (1) identification of initial metaphors; (2) metaphor
analysis and thematic mapping; and (3) validity checking through participant feedback and expert triangulation. The metaphors
were then classified into three interpretive layers: structural constraints, hidden mechanisms, and psychological consequences.
Visual collages and cognitive maps were constructed to reveal the interconnected meanings of these metaphors.

All ethical guidelines were strictly followed. Informed consent was obtained, anonymity was ensured using pseudonyms,
and participants retained the right to withdraw at any stage.

Findings

The ZMET analysis yielded eight dominant metaphors that encapsulated employees' perceptions of administrative apartheid.

These included: "the golden cage,” "glass walls,” "the invisible labyrinth," "velvet curtains,” "hidden chains," "the chess game,"
"puppet theater,” and "the moving swamp." These metaphors were not isolated expressions but rather symbolically
interconnected representations of systemic discrimination.

"The golden cage" emerged as the most frequently cited metaphor, reported by 85% of participants. It symbolized the
paradox of receiving financial or superficial rewards while feeling confined and stripped of autonomy. Participants described
a sense of being well-compensated but unable to grow, progress, or escape rigid hierarchies. The metaphor of "glass walls" was
identified by 75% of respondents and referred to invisible barriers that obstructed advancement despite the illusion of
transparency and openness. "The invisible labyrinth™ (70%) illustrated the maze-like complexities of organizational processes
that trap employees in cycles of confusion and misdirection.

"Velvet curtains” (65%) captured the deceptive beauty of surface-level equity policies that hide deeper injustices. "Hidden
chains" reflected structural constraints masked as bureaucratic formalities. "The chess game" metaphor emphasized strategic
manipulation, where employees saw themselves as pawns in a pre-rigged system. "Puppet theater" symbolized the performative
nature of inclusion, where employees act out roles written by others. Finally, “the moving swamp" depicted the emotional

exhaustion and learned helplessness experienced when efforts to overcome inequality only deepened one's entrapment.
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These metaphors were further classified into three interpretive layers: (1) structural constraints (e.g., golden cage, glass
walls); (2) hidden mechanisms (e.g., velvet curtains, chess game); and (3) psychological consequences (e.g., moving swamp,
puppet theater). Cognitive mapping revealed causal, reinforcing, and contradictory relationships among metaphors. For
instance, encountering glass walls often led to perceptions of labyrinthine processes, which reinforced feelings of entrapment
and helplessness.

Participants’ metaphors also revealed collective patterns of experience. Three emergent themes were identified:
"organizational silence," where employees avoided voicing concerns due to fear of reprisal; "unintentional complicity,” where
individuals inadvertently sustained discriminatory systems by adhering to their rules; and "covert resistance,”" where subtle
tactics were employed to navigate or subvert oppressive structures. Differences in metaphor usage were also found based on
gender and tenure, with women and less experienced staff more likely to use metaphors of physical confinement, while men
and veteran employees employed more strategic or symbolic metaphors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study illuminate how administrative apartheid is cognitively and symbolically represented in the minds
of public-sector employees. The use of metaphor-based elicitation through ZMET revealed that systemic discrimination is not
simply perceived through overt actions or explicit rules, but is deeply encoded in employees’ mental models through
emotionally resonant imagery. The prevalence of metaphors such as “golden cage” and “glass walls” illustrates that employees
often feel simultaneously privileged and entrapped—rewarded materially but deprived structurally. These representations
reflect an internalization of organizational inequality, where employees come to accept and navigate discrimination as an
embedded and normalized part of their working lives.

By uncovering metaphors at three interpretive layers—structural, hidden, and psychological—the study provides a multi-
dimensional understanding of how discriminatory mechanisms operate within bureaucratic institutions. The metaphors not only
describe conditions but also offer insights into how discrimination is maintained through silence, complicity, and subtle acts of
resistance. Employees are not merely victims of apartheid-like structures but are also meaning-makers who interpret,
rationalize, or resist such systems based on their lived experiences.

This research also demonstrates the value of ZMET as a methodological innovation in organizational studies. Traditional
qualitative interviews may not capture the full emotional and cognitive complexity of employee experiences, especially when
discussing sensitive issues such as discrimination. By engaging with visuals and metaphors, participants were able to articulate
subconscious insights that might otherwise remain unspoken. This method aligns well with the theoretical perspectives of
conceptual metaphor theory, social constructivism, and mental representation, providing a comprehensive framework for
interpreting the invisible dynamics of organizational injustice.

From a practical perspective, these findings have critical implications for organizational reform. Recognizing the
metaphorical landscape of employee perceptions can inform the design of more culturally sensitive interventions, training
programs, and policy changes. Addressing administrative apartheid requires more than legal compliance or procedural changes;
it necessitates a reconfiguration of how power, privilege, and participation are symbolically encoded in organizational life. By
challenging and reshaping dominant metaphors, leaders can foster environments where justice is not only institutional but also

psychological and cultural.

References

oo ®

ol 48,5 &yg0 (CCBY-NC 4.0) Lales b illas 331 oy ygos dllia ol L]l odi g5 4 Blaie dllie pl Ll Goi> (olos VFoF © Dl 3> g jore



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\f'? Jb‘(}}e)k.i:urjlﬁe)}:

Ahmadi, R., & Kazemi, M. (2022). Metaphorical Analysis of Organizational Behavior: Application of the ZMET Method. Journal of
Organizational Behavior Studies, 13(2), 145-168. https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/

Alavi, S., & Razavi, M. (2021). Metaphorical Analysis of Discrimination in Public Organizations. Studies in Public Management, 13(3), 167-
189. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/758539925

Christensen, G. L., & Olson, J. C. (2022). Using ZMET to understand hidden aspects of organizational behavior. Journal of Organizational
Behavior Studies, 43(2), 234-256. https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=1239988

Haris, A., & Nuraeni, N. (2025). Adaptive Leadership in the Era of Disruption: Integrating Digital Transformation, Organizational Culture, and
Teacher Performance (A Case Study of Muhammadiyah High Schools in Cianjur Regency). Dinasti International Journal of Education
Management and Social Science, 6(2), 1649-1661. https://doi.org/10.38035/dijemss.v6i2.3961

Hosseini, S., Alavi, M., & Karimi, N. (2021). Phenomenological Study of Discrimination in Public Organizations. Public Administration
Management, 12(4), 78-95. https://search.proquest.com

Johnson, R., & Smith, A. (2021). Metaphorical understanding of discrimination: A ZMET approach. Organizational Research Methods, 24(3),
456-478. https://www.elgaronline.com

Karimi, R., & Noori, S. (2021). Metaphorical Understanding of Organizational Changes: A ZMET Study. Change Management, 12(2), 145-
168. https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/

Kazemi, E., & Noori, M. (2022). Application of the ZMET Technique in Organizational Behavior Studies. Organizational Psychology, 9(2),
234-256. https://www.emerald.com

Kumar, S. K. R. (2025). Influence of Sustainable Human Resource Practices on ITES Organizational Culture. Journal of Information Systems
Engineering & Management, 10(13s), 522-530. https://doi.org/10.52783/jisem.v10i13s.2107

Lee, M. S., & Williams, P. (2021). Deep metaphors in organizational research: Applications of ZMET. Journal of Business Research, 112, 789-
801. https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/

Martinez, R., & Thompson, L. (2022). Understanding organizational discrimination through metaphors. Administrative Science Quarterly,
67(1), 123-145. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/758539925

Mohammadi, E., & Ahmadi, S. (2019). Phenomenology of Administrative Discrimination in Public Organizations. Management Studies,
10(4), 67-89. https://www.emerald.com/ijotb/article/7/3/405/149236

Noori, H., Sadeghi, M., & Rezaei, K. (2021). Analysis of Semantic Structures in Organizations: A ZMET Approach. Management Research,
15(3), 123-145. https://search.proquest.com

Olson, J. C., & Reynolds, T. J. (2020). The ZMET technique: Theoretical foundations and methodological implications. Psychology &
Marketing, 37(4), 678-695. https://eprints.qut.edu.au/25565/

Rahmani, A., Sadeghi, M., & Mahmoudi, K. (2020). Application of ZMET in Understanding Organizational Culture. Human Resource
Management Research, 11(3), 112-134. https://rave.ohiolink.edu/etdc/view?acc_num=miamil059150389

Razavi, M., & Alavi, S. (2020). ZMET Methodology in Organizational Studies. Methodology of Human Sciences, 8(2), 56-78.
https://www.emerald.com/

Renalwin, R. (2025). The Influence of Learning Organizational Culture, Employee Engagement, Digital Transformation, and Esg on
Sustainable Competitive Advantage: The Role of Transformational Leadership at Abc University, Indonesia. International Journal of
Social Science Humanity & Management Research, 04(03). https://doi.org/10.58806/ijsshmr.2025.v4i3n08

Sadeghi, H., & Mahmoudi, E. (2022). Metaphorical Analysis of Power in Public Organizations. Organizational Management, 14(1), 89-112.
https://books.google.com/

Smith, J., & Brown, R. (2020). Exploring hidden meanings in organizations: A ZMET study. Qualitative Research in Organizations, 15(2), 345-
367. https://www.emerald.com

Thompson, L., & Davis, R. (2021). Metaphorical thinking in organizational research. Academy of Management Review, 46(3), 567-589.
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/42630179.pdf

Velyako, V., & Musa, S. (2024). The relationship between digital organizational culture, digital capability, digital innovation, organizational
resilience, and competitive advantage. Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 15(3), 11956-11975. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-
01575-4

Walker, S., & Anderson, M. (2021). Using ZMET to explore employee perceptions. Journal of Management Studies, 58(4), 890-912.
https://www.sid.ir/paper/1048765/en

Widodo, S. D., Winarno, A., Saragih, R., & Puspitasari, D. (2024). The Influence of Digital Leadership and Organizational Culture on Employee
Performance: The Mediating Role of Digital Transformation. International Journal of Economics Business and Management Research,
08(09), 272-287. https://doi.org/10.51505/ijebmr.2024.8916

Williams, B., & Chen, H. (2022). Understanding organizational culture through metaphors: A ZMET study. Organization Science, 33(1), 234-
256. https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/

Zaltman, G., & Coulter, R. H. (2020). Advances in ZMET: Theoretical and practical implications. Journal of Marketing Research, 57(4), 456-
473. https://www.emerald.com

O

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/758539925
https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=1239988
https://doi.org/10.38035/dijemss.v6i2.3961
https://search.proquest.com/
https://www.elgaronline.com/
https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/
https://www.emerald.com/
https://doi.org/10.52783/jisem.v10i13s.2107
https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/758539925
https://www.emerald.com/ijotb/article/7/3/405/149236
https://search.proquest.com/
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/25565/
https://rave.ohiolink.edu/etdc/view?acc_num=miami1059150389
https://www.emerald.com/
https://doi.org/10.58806/ijsshmr.2025.v4i3n08
https://books.google.com/
https://www.emerald.com/
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/42630179.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-01575-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-01575-4
https://www.sid.ir/paper/1048765/en
https://doi.org/10.51505/ijebmr.2024.8916
https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/mgr/24/4/199/
https://www.emerald.com/

