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Abstract:

This study aims to design and conceptualize a comprehensive green governance model for institutionalizing environmental sustainability
principles within the policymaking, decision-making, and operational structures of Iran’s Ministry of Health and Medical Education. Using
a qualitative grounded theory approach, data were collected through 25 semi-structured expert interviews selected via snowball sampling
alongside document analysis, and were systematically analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA software, while
trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria. The analysis yielded 398 open
codes and 301 axial codes, resulting in a paradigmatic green governance model comprising causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategic actions, and multidimensional outcomes; the findings indicate that effective green governance in the health
sector depends on the systemic integration of green regulations, transparent governance, education and cultural transformation, advanced
technologies, sustainable economic mechanisms, and active stakeholder participation, while being constrained by structural, financial,
cultural, technological, and political barriers. The proposed model demonstrates that sustainable green governance in the health system can
only be achieved through an integrated, multi-level, and participatory transformation that simultaneously reforms institutional frameworks,
organizational culture, technological infrastructure, and economic incentives, thereby strengthening system resilience, public health
outcomes, and long-term sustainable development.
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The escalating convergence of environmental degradation, public health vulnerability, and governance inefficiencies has
compelled governments worldwide to reassess traditional governance paradigms and move toward sustainability-oriented
frameworks. Green governance has emerged as a comprehensive institutional response integrating environmental, social, and
economic considerations into decision-making processes (Dryzek, 2013; Minneti, 2018). Within this global transition, health
systems represent one of the most environmentally intensive public sectors due to their extensive consumption of energy, water,
chemicals, and materials, and the generation of hazardous waste, making the integration of green governance into health policy
not merely desirable but essential (Jabbour et al., 2023; Saeidpour & Khodashenas, 2023). Contemporary scholarship
conceptualizes green governance as a multidimensional construct encompassing regulatory enforcement, transparency,
stakeholder participation, technological innovation, financial alignment, and cultural transformation (Li et al., 2020; Omri &
Ben Mabrouk, 2020; Rajesh, 2020). Empirical evidence further demonstrates that successful green governance initiatives
depend on systemic coordination across institutions and levels of governance rather than isolated environmental programs
(Bodin et al., 2020; Nansikombi et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020). In Iran, however, structural weaknesses in health
governance—including fragmented policymaking, weak inter-sectoral coordination, leadership instability, and insufficient
accountability—have limited the institutionalization of sustainability principles (Abolhasani et al., 2024; Khodayari-Zarnaq et
al., 2024). Parallel studies in public administration and resource governance reveal similar deficits in regulatory coherence and
policy integration, suggesting systemic governance challenges that extend beyond the health sector (Moradi et al., 2024).
Although previous investigations have examined hospital accreditation and accountability reforms, they indicate persistent
gaps in embedding environmental sustainability into governance structures (Afkar et al., 2022; Mohammadi Mosaddegh Rad
& Ghazanfari, 2020). Meanwhile, emerging international research demonstrates that digital governance and technological
transformation can significantly enhance green development performance (Wang & Xiao, 2025; Zou et al., 2025), while
organizational green governance contributes directly to innovation capacity and long-term value creation (Salihi et al., 2024).
Despite these insights, Iran’s health system still lacks a comprehensive, empirically grounded green governance model adapted
to its institutional realities (Mirbaha et al., 2024; Roozbeh et al., 2023). Consequently, this study was undertaken to construct
a context-sensitive green governance framework for the national health system, with particular focus on the Ministry of Health
and Medical Education.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative grounded theory approach. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
25 senior experts drawn from universities of medical sciences and health governance institutions across the country using
snowball sampling. Inclusion criteria required at least five years of executive, policy, or research experience in health
governance or sustainability-related fields. Documentary analysis of national policy texts and organizational records
complemented the interviews. Data analysis followed the systematic coding procedures of open, axial, and selective coding
using MAXQDA software. Trustworthiness of findings was ensured through credibility checks, peer debriefing, participant
validation, transferability through detailed contextual description, and dependability via audit trails.

Findings

Analysis produced 398 open codes which were consolidated into 301 axial codes and subsequently integrated into a
comprehensive paradigmatic model of green governance in the health system. The model consists of five interrelated

dimensions: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategic actions, and outcomes. Causal
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conditions comprised six core drivers: green laws and standards, transparent governance and accountability, education and
capacity building, technological modernization, sustainable green economy mechanisms, and active stakeholder engagement.
Contextual conditions included green policymaking infrastructure, organizational leadership commitment, inter-sectoral
collaboration, sustainable technological infrastructure, stable financial resource allocation, and green justice and social
responsibility. Intervening conditions encompassed financial constraints, bureaucratic complexity, cultural resistance,
technological and infrastructural deficits, political and environmental uncertainties, and weaknesses in strategic planning and
crisis management. Strategic actions identified included integrated green governance and policy alignment, cultural
transformation and workforce empowerment, infrastructure modernization and digitalization, green economic investment,
systematic monitoring and evaluation, and expanded inter-sectoral and international cooperation. Anticipated outcomes were
clustered into six domains: public health improvement, economic efficiency and productivity, environmental protection and
resource conservation, socio-cultural development and public trust, organizational legitimacy and governance performance,
and human resource development and innovation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The proposed model demonstrates that green governance in the health system must be conceptualized as a systemic
transformation rather than a collection of isolated environmental interventions. By integrating regulatory, institutional,
technological, economic, and cultural reforms, the framework addresses the multi-level complexity inherent in health
governance. The strong interdependence among leadership commitment, financial sustainability, and inter-sectoral
coordination underscores the necessity of a whole-of-system approach. The presence of significant intervening barriers further
reveals that governance reform is as much a socio-political and cultural process as it is a technical or managerial one.
Importantly, the model indicates that effective green governance produces cumulative benefits: environmental improvements
generate economic efficiencies, which enhance organizational performance, public trust, and workforce motivation, thereby
creating a reinforcing cycle of sustainability and resilience. Digital transformation emerges as a critical accelerator of this cycle
by enabling transparency, real-time monitoring, and resource optimization across health institutions. In conclusion, the study
offers policymakers and health administrators a comprehensive, empirically grounded roadmap for transitioning the national
health system from reactive environmental management toward proactive, sustainable governance capable of supporting long-
term public health, institutional resilience, and national development goals.
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