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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aimed to qualitatively analyze the antecedents, manifestations,
and consequences of the quiet quitting phenomenon among faculty members of public
universities in Tehran City.

Method: A qualitative research approach was employed. The research field was public
universities in Tehran, Iran. Participants included 18 faculty members who were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. The data collection instrument was
an in-depth, semi-structured interview. Data analysis was conducted following the six-
phase approach of Braun and Clarke (2006). To ensure the credibility and dependability
of the findings, the criteria established by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were applied,
incorporating participant and peer review, an audit trail, and reflective notes.

Results: The findings were organized into three categories of overarching themes.
Regarding antecedents, four overarching themes were identified including
"structural/policy  contexts”,  "university  governance and  management",
"cultural/interpersonal climate”, and "individual/psychological factors". Regarding
manifestations, five overarching themes emerged including minimalism in educational,
research, and service roles, impression management, and cold/self-protective
interaction patterns. Regarding consequences, four overarching themes were extracted
at individual, educational, organizational, and macro/systemic levels.

Conclusions: Consequently, quiet quitting in public universities is a multi-causal and
complex phenomenon rooted in the interplay of structural, managerial, cultural, and
individual factors. This phenomenon, while weakening the professional identity of
faculty members, reduces the quality of teaching and research, and in the long term,
endangers the fundamental missions of the university.
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Introduction

Quiet quitting, a phenomenon gaining attention
since 2022, refers to employees consciously limiting
efforts to minimum required tasks without extra-role
behaviors. This is critical in academic settings where
teaching quality, research depth, and student
supervision depend on faculty motivation and
creativity (Zhou et al., 2026). Iranian public
universities, characterized by bureaucratic structures,
guantitative evaluations, resource constraints, and
complex promotion processes, provide fertile ground
for quiet quitting. Despite growing international
research, in-depth qualitative studies in the Iranian
higher education context are lacking. This study aimed
to  qualitatively analyze the  antecedents,
manifestations, and consequences of quiet quitting
among faculty members of Iranian public universities.

Method

This qualitative, descriptive-explanatory study
employed thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The research field comprised public universities in
Tehran, Iran. Eighteen faculty members were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling to ensure
maximum diversity (gender, rank, experience, field,
administrative roles). Inclusion criteria:
formal/contractual employment, at least two years of
experience, and direct experience or observation of
quiet quitting. Data were collected via semi-structured
in-depth interviews (45-90 minutes), audio-recorded,
and transcribed verbatim. Trustworthiness was ensured
using Lincoln and Guba's criteria (credibility,
transferability, dependability, confirmability) through
prolonged engagement, member checking, peer
debriefing, thick description, and audit trail.

Results

The analysis identified three categories of
overarching themes:

Antecedents: Four themes emerged. First,
structural/policy ~ contexts included  quantitative
evaluation pressures (point-orientation, quantity over

quality), bureaucracy (paperwork, lengthy processes),
resource scarcity (limited budget, weak infrastructure),
and  unbalanced  workload (role  conflict).
Second, university governance and
management included poor leadership (top-down
decisions, lack of participation), organizational
injustice  (discrimination,  ambiguous  criteria),
psychological contract breach (unfulfilled promises,
effort-reward gap), and reduced psychological safety
(fear of criticism, self-censorship).
Third, cultural/interpersonal climate included erosion
of social capital (distrust, unhealthy competition),
normalization of minimalism  (contagion of
indifference), and conflicts (micro-politics, tensions).
Fourth, individual/psychological factors included job
burnout (chronic fatigue, emotional exhaustion),
diminished motivation (reduced autonomy,
meaninglessness), and self-protective strategies
(avoiding extra responsibilities, boundary-setting).

Manifestations: Five themes emerged. Minimalism
in the educational role included reduced teaching
quality (repeating old notes, superficial teaching),
reduced student support (minimal thesis supervision,
delayed responses), and minimal feedback (mechanical
grading). Minimalism in the research role included
slowness (postponing writing), shallow research (easy
topics, avoiding innovation), and superficial outputs
(focusing on article count). Minimalism in the service
role included withdrawal from voluntary affairs
(refusing responsibilities) and performing minimum
job descriptions (token compliance). Impression
management included displaying activity without real
engagement (report-making, exaggerating small tasks)
and selective engagement (high-visibility tasks
only). Cold interaction patterns included reduced
cooperation (working in silos) and communication
boundary-setting (formal brief responses, conflict
avoidance).

Consequences: Four themes were identified.
Individual consequences included erosion of
professional meaning (reduced pride,
meaninglessness), exacerbated burnout (persistent
fatigue, cynicism), and professional stagnation
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(reduced innovation, lost opportunities). Educational
consequences included decline in teaching-learning
quality (superficial learning, lower standards) and
reduced professor-student support (weak mentoring,
cold relationships). Organizational consequences
included behavioral contagion (normalization of quiet
quitting, reduced motivation among hardworking
individuals), erosion of trust (institutional distrust,
increased conflicts), and decline in institutional
performance (reduced quality, hidden
costs). Macro/systemic consequences included
weakening of the university's mission (distance from
problem-oriented  knowledge  production) and
reproduction of inefficiency (reinforced bureaucracy,
locked reform paths).

Conclusions

Quiet quitting in public universities is a multi-causal
and complex phenomenon rooted in the interplay of
structural, managerial, cultural, and individual factors
(Islam et al., 2026; Gone et al., 2026; Karrani et al.,
2024). Its manifestations include minimalism across
educational, research, and service roles, impression
management, and cold/self-protective interaction
patterns (Anand et al., 2024; Armstrong & Pfandler,
2024; Esen, 2023). Consequences affect faculty
professional identity, student learning outcomes,
organizational performance, and ultimately the
university's societal mission (Imran Khan et al., 2025;
Putri et al., 2026; Ng et al., 2025; Dillard et al., 2025).
The findings align with social exchange theory,
organizational justice theory, the job demands-
resources model, and self-determination theory (Gone
et al., 2026; Esen, 2023; Xueyun et al., 2025;
Hamouche et al., 2023), while revealing culturally
specific dimensions such as impression management
(Armstrong & Pfandler, 2024; Lawless, 2023).
Practically, preventing quiet quitting requires systemic
interventions: redesigning evaluation systems to value
quality,  reducing  bureaucracy, strengthening

organizational justice and transparency, fostering
psychological safety and supportive leadership,
managing workload, and investing in social capital
(Moisoglou et al., 2025; Stefanska et al., 2026; Galanis
et al., 2024; Dillard et al., 2025). University
administrators and policymakers should recognize
quiet quitting as a systemic signal of organizational
dysfunction, not individual moral failure (Lawless,
2023; Islam et al., 2026). Future quantitative and
comparative research is recommended (Jain, 2026;
Karrani et al., 2024).
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