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Abstract

Difficult employees are not inherently difficult people in all situations;
the organizational conditions play a significant role in the emergence
and increase of difficult behaviors among employees. The experience
of working with these individuals can be very frustrating, as they
represent a chaotic force in the workplace that negatively impacts the
organizational environment and beyond. Their difficult behaviors can
jeopardize organizational health and cause serious harm. Therefore,
this study aims to identify the factors influencing the formation of
difficult employee behaviors in government organizations and analyze
these factors using the Fuzzy Cognitive Mapping (FCM) method. This
research employs an exploratory mixed-methods approach
(qualitative-quantitative) and is applied in nature. The statistical
population includes university professors and managers of
government organizations, from which 20 individuals were selected
based on the principle of theoretical saturation using purposive
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sampling. The data collection tools for the qualitative section of the
research were semi-structured interviews, while in the quantitative
section, a questionnaire was used. The validity and reliability of these
instruments were assessed through content validity, theoretical
validity, and inter-coder and intra-coder reliability, as well as Cohen's
Kappa test. Additionally, the wvalidity and reliability of the
questionnaire were confirmed using content validity and test-retest
reliability. In the qualitative section, the factors creating difficult
employees were identified through interviews with experts.
Subsequently, in the quantitative part of the research, the FCM method
was used to determine the most important factors contributing to
difficult employees. The findings indicate that the most significant
factors include asymmetric distribution, being a troublemaker,
micromanagement, relationship-oriented culture, a tendency towards
isolation, and cliquishness. Organizational managers can implement
desirable strategies to take actions aimed at reducing difficulties and
effectively managing these individuals. Understanding the reasons
behind difficult behaviors can aid in designing effective training
programs to develop communication skills and stress management.
Consequently, this helps managers create a more positive, efficient,
and constructive environment where employees can perform at their
best. This not only improves individual and team performance but also
has a positive impact on the entire organization.

Keywords: Organizational difficulty, difficult employees, difficult
employee behavior, factors leading to difficult employees, fuzzy

mapping.
1. Introduction

Organizational success largely depends on the efforts of its employees,
as they implement strategic actions. However, existing studies have
paid little attention to the relationship between employee behavior and
its impact on the overall performance of organizations. These types of
behaviors become crucial when negative organizational aspects, or
behaviors that violate organizational norms and regulations, emerge
within the organization. In other words, today, employees' challenging
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behaviors are creating numerous problems for organizations in terms
of employee performance and productivity (Naseem, Baskh Khan,
2024). The notion that difficult employees are inherently difficult
individuals in all situations is inaccurate. In other words, the general
perception is that employees exhibit difficult and unacceptable
behaviors in any situation, even when the organization is in a good
position and there is no justifiable reason for their difficult behavior.
Based on research, 80% of difficult behaviors exhibited by employees
in organizations are related to employees who do not exhibit difficult
behaviors in good organizational conditions. Instead, it is the difficult
organizational conditions that push them and their behavior towards
difficulty. 15% of employees are inherently considered difficult
individuals, exhibiting unacceptable behaviors, and 5% of employees
exhibit difficult behaviors due to psychological problems and illnesses
requiring treatment. Consequently, organizational conditions play a
significant role in the emergence and escalation of difficult employee
behaviors, and employees do not exhibit difficult behaviors without a
reason in any situation. Given that managers influence the formation
of organizational culture and atmosphere, they also play a crucial role
in making employees difficult or preventing their difficult behavior
(Rezaizadeh, 1397). Since the presence of difficult employees can
pose a threat to the organization and lead to reduced productivity of
other employees, the prevalence of difficult behaviors, and increased
organizational costs (Chen et al, 2017), it is beneficial for
organizations to identify the factors that contribute to the creation and
emergence of such employees, given the increasing prevalence of
difficult behaviors in the workplace and the associated costs
(Sheikholeslam, 1401). Considering the importance of the subject, the
research questions are: What are the factors influencing the formation
of difficult employee behaviors in government organizations? Which
factor is more important? What is the model of factors influencing the
formation of difficult employee behaviors in organizations?

2. Literature Review

Difficult employees are those who, when placed in specific
organizational situations, exhibit detrimental behaviors that reduce
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organizational efficiency and productivity. These difficult behaviors, if
not properly addressed, can spread to other colleagues within the
organization (Pariyanti et al, 2021). Difficult employees are those
whose undesirable and sometimes negative perspectives and behaviors
within the organization negatively impact the performance and morale
of other employees. These employees quickly become a significant
challenge within the organization, creating conflicts and tensions in
the workplace (Yazdans's> and colleagues, 1400). Overall, difficult
employees can be considered a disruptive force in the workplace,
negatively impacting the organizational environment both internally
and externally through their behaviors and conduct, causing
significant damage to the organization (Gong et al, 2020).

3. Methodology

This mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative) research is exploratory
and applied in nature. In the first stage, using a qualitative approach,
factors contributing to difficult employee behavior were identified
through a literature review and semi-structured interviews with
experts (conducted in person for approximately 30-40 minutes). In the
second stage, using a quantitative approach, researcher-developed
paired comparison questionnaires based on all factors derived from
the qualitative phase were designed. These questionnaires were used
to gather expert opinions using a fuzzy Likert scale (very high, high,
moderate, low, and very low). Excel software and fuzzy mapping were
used for the analysis of this section .The study population comprised
university professors and managers from government organizations in
the city of Khorramabad. A purposive sampling method based on
theoretical saturation was used to select 20 participants as the sample.
The rationale for selecting this population and sample was that, given
the research topic of identifying factors contributing to difficult
employee behavior, individuals with experience working with difficult
employees and the necessary insight to answer interview and
questionnaire questions were needed. Criteria for selecting university
professors included a doctoral degree in Human Resource
Management or Organizational Behavior, at least 5 years of teaching
and research experience, expertise in the research topic, and
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managerial experience in their resumes. Similarly, the criteria for
selecting government organization experts included at least 5 years of
managerial experience. During the interviews, since no new
information was obtained in interviews 18, 19, and 20 that could be
added to the existing data, the interviews were terminated after 20
participants due to achieving theoretical data saturation.Regarding the
calculation of validity and reliability of the qualitative section, content
validity and theoretical validity were used. Content and theoretical
validity were assessed based on the opinions of experts and subject
matter experts. The interview validity was confirmed by three such
individuals. To assess reliability in the qualitative section, inter-coder
and cross-coder reliability methods were used.

4. Results

Qualitative analysis identified the following factors contributing to
difficult employee behavior in government organizations in
Khorramabad:  unequal power distribution,  marginalization,
micromanagement, relationship-oriented culture, tendencies towards
isolation, cliques, preoccupation and rumination, organizational
discord, unequal rewards, defensive leadership, gender-based and
instrumental approaches, motivation-based behavior, negligence,
accusations of incompetence, toxic and tainted relationships, self-
centeredness, inherited mental illness, inadequate supervision,
inappropriate expectations, and a demoralizing atmosphere. Based on
the quantitative results, unequal power distribution was identified as
the most significant factor contributing to difficult employee behavior,
followed by marginalization, micromanagement, relationship-oriented
culture, tendencies towards isolation, and cliques.

5. Discussion

Addressing difficult employee behavior is crucial for organizational
cost and efficiency. Therefore, investigating and managing difficult
employees, as well as identifying the factors that create them within
an organization, is vital. These factors demonstrate a significant and
serious impact, necessitating further examination by organizational



Summer 2025 | No.116 | Vol.34 | Management Studies in Development and Evolution | 206

researchers. Organizations encounter various types of difficult
employees, and research into observed difficulties reveals that the root
causes often stem from the organization itself, rather than inherent
employee traits. Weak leadership skills, coupled with consistent,
inappropriate criticism of employees' performance, can lead
employees to feel unappreciated, decreasing their motivation to
perform at their best and causing them to limit their efforts. Similarly,
a lack of appreciation for innovative employee efforts can diminish
motivation and their ability to propose new ideas, eventually leading
them to avoid participating in creative discussions. Consequently,
employees who feel unable to be creative in their work may resort to
hostile or retaliatory behaviors.

6. Conclusion

This research familiarizes public sector managers with factors
contributing to difficult employee behavior. By implementing
effective strategies, managers can take steps to reduce these
difficulties and manage such individuals appropriately. Understanding
the reasons behind difficult behaviors can help design effective
training programs to develop communication and stress management
skills. With awareness of employee problems and needs, managers can
make better decisions regarding human resources policies.
Recognizing these factors can help managers conduct better analyses
of their employees' situations and provide more transparent reporting
to higher authorities. Ultimately, this helps managers create a more
positive, efficient, and constructive environment where employees can
perform their best. This not only improves individual and team
performance but also has a positive impact on the entire organization.
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