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ABSTRACT

Purpose: Favoritism, as a destructive organizational phenomenon, negatively affects opportunity allocation,
recruitment, promotion, and employees' perceptions of justice. The existing literature predominantly focuses on
consequences and fails to provide an integrated, prioritized picture of countermeasures. This study aims to identify,
integrate, and prioritize strategies for mitigating the destructive effects of favoritism in organizations and to develop
a practical roadmap.

Methodology: This study is applied in purpose and employs a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In
the qualitative phase, 147 articles published between 2015 and 2026 were analyzed using Braun and Clarke's (2006)
thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, the extracted themes were evaluated through a ranking Delphi
procedure involving 14 experts and ranked based on importance, feasibility, and effectiveness. Expert consensus
was assessed using Kendall's coefficient of concordance.

Findings: Eight final themes were organized under the overarching theme of "Establishing Anti-Favoritism
Organizational Governance." The top priority was "Establishing a Meritocratic System and Ensuring Equal
Opportunity" (mean rank = 1.43), followed by "Managing Conflicts of Interest" (2.64), "Transparency and
Traceability of HR Decisions" (2.93), and "Reducing Discretionary Authority" (3.29). Kendall's coefficient of
concordance (0.289; ¥> = 28.33; p < 0.001) was statistically significant.

Conclusion: Sustainable counteraction against favoritism requires reforming the organizational decision-making
architecture rather than merely adopting reactive measures. Meritocracy, conflict-of-interest management,
transparency, and the reduction of discretionary authority should be positioned at the core of reforms, while ethical
leadership, oversight, reporting mechanisms, and technology function as supporting layers.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Favoritism, as a pervasive organizational phenomenon, directly and indirectly influences decision-
making processes, resource allocation, recruitment, promotion, performance evaluation, and employees'
perceptions of justice (Rasheed et al., 2025; Xu et al., 2025). In such contexts, personal, familial,
friendship, or informal network ties may outweigh merit, performance, and organizational criteria in
decision-making (Schilpzand et al., 2024; Selem et al., 2026). The literature distinguishes three related
but conceptually distinct forms of this phenomenon: organizational favoritism, nepotism (favoritism
based on kinship), and cronyism (favoritism toward friends and personal network members) (Al-Qaydi
et al., 2026; Fatima et al., 2024). Despite growing scholarly attention, the existing literature remains
fragmented, with most studies focusing on the consequences of favoritism rather than providing an
integrated, prioritized framework of countermeasures. Moreover, although various strategies—such as
transparency in HR processes, meritocracy, oversight mechanisms, accountability, and organizational
justice—have been proposed (Rasheed et al., 2025; Fatima et al., 2024; Habaza et al., 2025), they have
not been organized into a coherent, comparable, and prioritized system. Consequently, managers face a
fragmented set of recommendations without clear guidance on which interventions should be prioritized
or how they interconnect. This study addresses this gap by identifying, integrating, and prioritizing
strategies for mitigating the destructive effects of favoritism in organizations and by developing a
practical roadmap. The central research question is: What strategies can be extracted from the existing
literature to mitigate the destructive effects of favoritism, and how should these strategies be prioritized
from the perspective of experts to form a practical roadmap?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this study draws upon three complementary theoretical perspectives. First,
organizational justice theory explains that favoritism undermines distributive justice (unequal allocation
of opportunities and resources) and procedural justice (preference of personal relationships over formal
criteria), thereby shaping employees' attitudinal and behavioral reactions (Rasheed et al., 2025; Habaza
et al., 2025). Second, social comparison theory posits that individuals evaluate their abilities and
positions by comparing themselves with others; in organizational settings, favoritism transforms
performance-based comparison into relationship-based comparison, potentially generating negative
emotions such as frustration, envy, and distrust (Ozbek et al., 2025; Al-Qaydi et al., 2026). Third, social
exchange theory emphasizes that the employee-organization relationship is based on expectations of
reciprocal and fair treatment; when employees perceive that opportunities are distributed based on
personal relationships rather than merit, they may perceive the organization as violating its obligations,
leading to reduced trust and commitment (Fatima et al., 2024; Islam et al., 2023). Additionally,
conservation of resources theory suggests that favoritism threatens employees' valued resources—such
as career advancement opportunities, professional status, job security, and sense of control over their
career future—thereby motivating withdrawal or alternative opportunity-seeking behaviors (Xu et al.,
2025; Selem et al., 2026). The conceptual framework of this study positions favoritism as a destructive
organizational phenomenon that operates through perceptual, relational, psychological, and
organizational mechanisms, and proposes that effective counteraction requires an integrated governance
architecture encompassing meritocracy, conflict-of-interest management, transparency, discretionary
authority control, ethical leadership, oversight, reporting mechanisms, and technology-enabled
monitoring.
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Methodology

This study is applied in purpose and employs a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In the
qualitative phase, 147 articles published between 2015 and 2026—identified through systematic
searches in Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar—were analyzed using Braun
and Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic analysis. The search combined keywords related to favoritism,
nepotism, and cronyism with organizational context terms and countermeasure-related vocabulary.
Inclusion criteria comprised publication in the 2015-2026 period, direct relevance to favoritism,
nepotism, or cronyism, focus on organizational or workplace contexts, and availability of full text in
Persian or English. Following screening of 1,284 initial records, 147 articles were selected for final
analysis. In the quantitative phase, the extracted themes were evaluated through a ranking Delphi
procedure involving 14 experts who ranked eight final themes based on importance, feasibility, and
effectiveness. Kendall's coefficient of concordance was used to assess expert consensus, and the
significance of the coefficient was tested using the chi-square statistic (Keeney et al., 2011).

Results

The thematic analysis yielded eight final themes organized under the overarching theme of "Establishing
Anti-Favoritism Organizational Governance": (1) establishing a meritocratic system and ensuring equal
opportunity in recruitment and promotion; (2) managing conflicts of interest and limiting the influence
of personal and network ties; (3) enhancing transparency and traceability of HR decisions; (4) reducing
discretionary authority and reforming the power distribution structure; (5) strengthening ethical
leadership, managerial impartiality, and organizational justice; (6) strengthening oversight,
accountability, and auditing of organizational decisions; (7) establishing effective reporting,
investigation, and enforcement mechanisms; and (8) utilizing technology and data-driven monitoring
for favoritism prevention and detection. The Delphi ranking revealed that the top priority was
"Establishing a Meritocratic System and Ensuring Equal Opportunity" (mean rank = 1.43), selected as
first priority by 9 of 14 experts. This was followed by "Managing Conflicts of Interest" (2.64),
"Transparency and Traceability" (2.93), and "Reducing Discretionary Authority" (3.29). In contrast,
ethical leadership (4.00), oversight (4.07), reporting mechanisms (4.36), and technology (5.43) ranked
lower. Kendall's coefficient of concordance (0.289; x> = 28.33; p < 0.001) indicated limited but
statistically significant expert consensus. These findings align with prior research demonstrating that
favoritism undermines meritocratic logic and generates negative consequences such as reduced job
satisfaction, increased perceptions of injustice, and weakened positive attitudes toward the organization
(Rasheed et al., 2025; Habaza et al., 2025). The primacy of meritocracy in experts' rankings suggests
that the most critical intervention point lies in the processes through which career opportunities are
allocated; favoritism can only exert destructive effects when personal relationships can substitute for
professional criteria in opportunity allocation. The second-ranked theme, conflict-of-interest
management, indicates that formal meritocratic criteria alone are insufficient without mechanisms to
identify and manage situations in which decision-makers have personal relationships with candidates
(Xu et al., 2025). Transparency and traceability, ranked third, underscore the role of documenting
criteria, decisions, and rationales in limiting behind-the-scenes decision-making (Fatima et al., 2024).
The lower ranking of reactive mechanisms such as reporting and technology suggests that experts
prioritize preventive structural reforms over reactive measures—a finding consistent with the theoretical
perspective that sustainable counteraction requires addressing the root causes of favoritism rather than
merely responding to its manifestations. The findings can be explained through organizational justice
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theory: favoritism undermines both distributive and procedural justice, and the prioritization of
meritocracy, transparency, and discretionary authority control represents a direct response to these two
dimensions. Social exchange theory further explains that employees who perceive unfair opportunity
distribution view the organization as violating expectations of fair treatment, leading to reduced trust
and commitment. Conservation of resources theory positions favoritism as a threat to employees' job-
related and psychological resources—career advancement, job security, and sense of control—thereby
justifying the need for preventive governance mechanisms.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that sustainable counteraction against favoritism requires reforming
the organizational decision-making architecture rather than merely adopting reactive measures.
Meritocracy and equal opportunity constitute the starting point; conflict-of-interest
management and transparency serve as primary preventive mechanisms; and reducing
discretionary authority functions as a complementary structural mechanism. Ethical leadership,
organizational justice, oversight, accountability, reporting mechanisms, and technology form
the supporting layers of this governance system. Theoretically, the study contributes an
integrated eight-theme framework organized under the overarching concept of anti-favoritism
organizational governance, offering a nuanced understanding of how preventive, structural,
cultural, and technological mechanisms interact. Practically, the findings provide a six-stage
roadmap for organizations: (1) reforming meritocratic systems; (2) managing conflicts of
interest; (3) enhancing transparency and traceability; (4) reducing discretionary authority; (5)
strengthening ethical leadership and oversight; and (6) developing reporting mechanisms and
technology-enabled monitoring. Future research should test the proposed framework across
public and private organizations and different industries, examine moderating variables such as
power concentration, ownership type, and organizational culture, and conduct longitudinal
studies before and after anti-favoritism interventions to provide more precise empirical
evidence on their effectiveness and sustainability.
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