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Abstract:

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) active in Iran’s health sector, as an essential part
of civil society, play a critical role in identifying the real needs of the population,
monitoring system performance, and participating in health policymaking; however, their
effective engagement faces challenges such as the lack of clear legal structures, limited
organizational capacity, low levels of trust, and weaknesses in evaluation systems. This
study aimed to identify strategies for enhancing NGO participation through a qualitative
systematic review based on the PRISMA 2020 guideline. A systematic search of Web of
Science, Scopus, Embase, and PubMed was conducted in July 2025, and from 1,764
identified records, 24 eligible qualitative studies were selected and analyzed using Thomas
and Harden’s method with MAXQDA 2022. Study quality was assessed using the SRQR
checklist, and to strengthen validity, triangulation and input from an advisory group
consisting of experts and NGO practitioners were employed. The findings indicate that
effective NGO participation in health policymaking requires implementing seven
interconnected strategies: institutionalizing participation by defining a clear legal position
and reducing bureaucratic barriers; organizational capacity-building through enhancing
skills in policy analysis, management, and governance; establishing structured and trust-
based communication via formal and transparent dialogue channels; promoting networking
and multisectoral collaboration to generate synergy; ensuring sustainable financing through
transparent mechanisms and long-term contracts; establishing evidence-based monitoring
and evaluation systems for organizational learning; and fostering a culture of participation
and public trust through social awareness and institutional accountability. Achieving these
strategies requires an integrated and multidimensional approach that includes strengthening
legal infrastructures, improving technical and managerial capacities, forming institutional
communication mechanisms rooted in transparency and trust, developing collaborative
networks, ensuring sustainable funding, implementing evaluation systems, and promoting a
culture of participation, thereby paving the way for institutionalized engagement and the
advancement of participatory and effective health governance.

Keywords: Non-Governmental Organizations, Health Policy, Participation, Systematic
Review, Meta-Synthesis, Iran.
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Title: Strategies to Improve the Participation of Iranian Non-Governmental
Organizations in Health Policymaking: A Systematic Review and Meta-Synthesis

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Around the world, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have become vital players in
shaping health policy and fostering participatory governance. By acting as a bridge between
governments and the public, these groups help ensure social accountability, public oversight,
and a clearer understanding of community health needs. In Iran, officially registered NGOs,
including health charities, patient advocacy groups, and organizations focused on mental and
social well-being—hold great potential to bolster the national health system. Yet, their ability
to contribute to policy creation and execution is often limited. Challenges like fragmented
regulations, a lack of managerial expertise, and a persistent trust deficit between the state and
civil society hold them back(Bonab et al., 2023; Sanadgol, Doshmangir, Majdzadeh, &
Gordeev, 2022). We can see from examples in countries like Brazil, India, and across Europe
that collaborative models successfully promote transparency and effectiveness in health
governance. lran, however, lacks a comprehensive, evidence-based framework to
systematically strengthen NGO involvement (Cornwall et al., 2001; Greer et al., 2015). To fill
this gap, our study synthesizes findings from earlier research conducted in Iran. The goal is to
develop a practical model that outlines how to better integrate NGOs into the nation's health
policymaking process.

Theoretical Framework

NGOs are more than service providers; they are key partners in creating inclusive, transparent,
and accountable health policies. Stakeholder engagement theory emphasizes involving NGOs
throughout the policy cycle to increase legitimacy and responsiveness. Institutional capacity
highlights the importance of organizational competence, legal frameworks, and social trust for
effective participation. In Iran's top-down system, NGOs can mobilize community resources,
relay public feedback, and co-create policies. Together, these perspectives provide a
foundation for understanding how institutional reforms and social trust can empower NGOs as
active partners in equitable health governance.

Methodology

This research used a qualitative meta-synthesis, a method designed to combine and interpret
findings from multiple existing qualitative studies. We followed established scientific
guidelines (PRISMA 2020 and the framework by Sandelowski & Barroso) to systematically
review Iranian studies published between 2015 and 2025 on NGO participation in health
policymaking. Our team conducted a thorough search of major academic databases and also
reviewed grey literature and reference lists to ensure we didn't miss relevant work. We
included qualitative or mixed-methods studies, excluding those that were purely quantitative
or did not meet quality standards. Key information from each study was extracted using a
structured template. The analysis involved a detailed, three-stage process: coding the text line-
by-line, identifying descriptive themes, and then developing deeper analytical themes. We
used specialized software (MAXQDA 2022) to manage and analyze the data. To ensure the
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credibility of our findings, we employed techniques like triangulation, discussions with peers,
and consultation with experts, while also keeping reflective notes to minimize bias.

Discussion and Results

The qualitative meta-synthesis conducted in this study led to the identification of key themes
and analytical dimensions that explain the effective participation of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in Iran’s health policy-making. Through the Thomas and Harden
(2008) approach, three stages of coding—initial, descriptive, and analytical—were performed
on 24 qualitative studies. From this process, 142 initial codes were extracted, which were
grouped into three main analytical domains and nine core sub-themes. The first domain,
institutional and legal framework, emphasized the necessity of clear legislation, formal
recognition of NGO roles, and the establishment of participatory councils and mechanisms
that enable structured collaboration between the government and civil society. The second
domain, organizational and managerial capacity, included sub-themes such as leadership
development, resource mobilization, technical training, and strategic networking. The third
domain, cultural and relational trust, highlighted the importance of mutual trust, transparency,
and continuous communication between NGOs and policymakers to ensure effective policy
implementation and social legitimacy. The findings indicate that NGOs’ policy influence
grows when these three domains interact synergistically. For instance, strong legal
frameworks enhance organizational independence, while effective management practices
foster credibility and trust with public authorities. This synthesis aligns with previous research
(Rajabi et al., 2023; Khodayari-Zarnaq et al., 2020) but extends their insights by integrating
institutional, cultural, and governance dimensions into a unified framework.

Overall, the meta-synthesis presents a comprehensive conceptual model for strengthening
NGO participation in health policy-making. The proposed model reflects the dynamic
interplay between institutional reforms, organizational empowerment, and social capital
development, offering a context-sensitive roadmap for participatory health governance in Iran.

Conclusion

In conclusion, for non-governmental organizations to truly contribute to health policymaking
in Iran, a multi-faceted approach is needed. This involves pushing for institutional reforms,
building the organizational strength of NGOs themselves, and actively promoting trust and
collaboration between the government and civil society. Creating robust legal frameworks and
formally recognizing NGOs are fundamental steps for establishing a structured and
sustainable partnership. At the same time, strengthening their managerial and analytical
abilities will increase their policy impact, while network-based cooperation encourages
collective learning. By synthesizing insights from two dozen lIranian studies, this research
offers a comprehensive framework that ties together institutional, cultural, and organizational
factors. This provides both a diagnostic tool and a practical roadmap for achieving more
participatory health governance in Iran, adapting international models to the country's unique
socio-political context to advance evidence-based policymaking and strengthen social trust.
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