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Abstract
Budgeting in the health sector is not merely a technical instrument for

allocating financial resources; rather, it constitutes a core mechanism
of public governance through which policy priorities are translated
into financial decisions and accountability relationships are shaped. In
Iran’s health system, despite repeated emphasis in development plans
on equity, efficiency, and financial sustainability, persistent
inefficiencies continue to characterize health budgeting outcomes.
This study examines why technical and procedural reforms have failed
to align health policy objectives with actual budget allocations.

Conceptualizing health budgeting as an institutional and governance
issue, the study draws on public governance literature, network
governance theory, and health financial governance frameworks. It
argues that the health budget is not the outcome of a single authority’s
decision but rather the result of interaction and bargaining among
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multiple actors, including the Ministry of Health and Medical
Education, the Plan and Budget Organization, basic insurance funds,
and medical universities, each operating under distinct institutional
logics.

Methodologically, the study adopts a documentary—analytical design
using a framework-based document analysis approach. Official policy
and legal documents related to health budgeting and planning in Iran
for the period 2015-2025, along with 32 peer-reviewed national and
international studies, were systematically reviewed. The analysis was
guided by network governance theory, the World Health
Organization’s principles of health financial governance, and the
Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability (PEFA) framework.
The findings identify three core structural deficiencies shaping health
budgeting outcomes in Iran: first, a persistent gap between
development plans and actual budget allocations, whereby stated
health policy priorities are weakly reflected in budget formulation and
approval stages; second, conflicts among the institutional logics of
key decision-making bodies, resulting in fragmented needs
assessment, inconsistent prioritization, and negotiation-driven
budgeting; and third, fragmented health financing and increasing
reliance on unstable revenue sources, which undermine budget
predictability and weaken medium-term planning capacity. These
deficiencies are inconsistent with key principles of sound financial
governance, including transparency, institutional coordination,
accountability, and linkage between budgeting and health outcomes.
The study concludes that improving health budget performance in Iran
requires institutional reforms that strengthen inter-organizational
coordination, enhance transparency, and align financial decisions with
health policy objectives.

Keywords: Health budgeting; Iranian health system; network
governance; health financial governance; plan—budget gap;
fragmented health financing
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1. Introduction

Budgeting plays a central role in shaping the governance and
performance of health systems, particularly in contexts where public
financing dominates service provision. In Iran, health budgeting
involves multiple public actors with overlapping mandates and
responsibilities, making it a complex and contested process. Although
national development plans emphasize equity, efficiency, and
sustainability in health financing, these objectives have not been
consistently translated into budgetary decisions. This study seeks to
explain this persistent misalignment by examining health budgeting
from a public governance perspective.

2. Literature Review

Existing literature on health budgeting and public financial
management highlights the importance of governance arrangements,
institutional coordination, and accountability mechanisms. Network
governance theory emphasizes that policy outcomes in multi-actor
environments emerge from interactions among autonomous yet
interdependent organizations rather than hierarchical control. Studies
informed by the World Health Organization’s health financial
governance framework and PEFA assessments further demonstrate
that fragmented financing, weak coordination, and limited
transparency undermine the effectiveness of budgeting processes. In
the Iranian context, most studies have focused on technical or
financial dimensions of budgeting, while the institutional and
networked nature of decision-making has received less systematic
attention.

3. Methodology

This study employs a documentary—analytical research design using a
framework-based document analysis approach. Data sources include
official Iranian policy and legal documents related to health
budgeting, such as national development plans, annual budget laws,
executive budget regulations, and financial guidelines for medical
universities. In addition, 32 peer-reviewed academic studies published
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between 2015 and 2025 were analyzed. The extracted evidence was
interpreted through three analytical lenses: network governance
theory, the World Health Organization’s principles of health financial
governance, and the PEFA framework, enabling an integrated
assessment of institutional arrangements and financial outcomes.

4. Discussion

The analysis reveals that the observed financial inefficiencies in Iran’s
health system are rooted in institutional and governance dynamics
rather than isolated technical shortcomings. The persistent gap
between plans and budgets reflects the absence of effective
mechanisms for translating policy objectives into financial
commitments. Conflicting institutional logics among key actors lead
to fragmented decision-making and reliance on negotiation rather than
shared, evidence-based criteria. Furthermore, fragmented health
financing and dependence on unstable revenue sources reduce budget
predictability and constrain managerial discretion during
implementation. From a governance perspective, these findings
indicate systemic weaknesses in transparency, coordination, and
accountability across the health budgeting cycle.

5. Conclusion

This study concludes that the primary challenges of health budgeting
in Iran are institutional rather than purely technical. The lack of
horizontal coordination, shared needs assessment criteria, and
integrated financial information systems has resulted in a persistent
misalignment between health policy goals and budgetary allocations.
Addressing these challenges requires governance-oriented reforms
that restructure inter-organizational interactions, strengthen
transparency and accountability, and improve the linkage between
budgeting and health outcomes. Such reforms are essential for
enhancing the efficiency, equity, and financial sustainability of Iran’s
health system.
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