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Objective: Health crisis management, particularly during pandemics, requires rapid and
effective decision-making with far-reaching implications for public health and healthcare
system performance. Understanding managerial challenges, operational strategies, and
the gap between policy and practice can enhance decision-making processes in future
emergencies. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of senior managers at
Iranian universities of medical sciences in planning, implementing, and evaluating
actions during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Method: A qualitative study was conducted using conventional content analysis. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with executive managers, official
documents, university meeting reports, and media interviews. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling with maximum variation, focusing on individuals directly
involved in pandemic management. Data collection continued until saturation was
achieved. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed iteratively. Thematic
analysis focused on identifying key managerial patterns and validating findings through
triangulation, peer review, and participant feedback. The study spanned the first to fifth
waves of the pandemic.

Results: Data analysis led to the identification of eight core themes that explain the
managerial experience during the Covid-19 crisis: Initial shock; managers' emotional
and structural reactions to the onset of the crisis and the system's lack of preparedness.
Team building and "jihadi'* management; the formation of operational groups
characterized by a spirit of self-sacrifice and the mobilization of human resources under
emergency conditions. The gap between theory and practice; the discrepancy between
formal policies and their actual implementation on the ground during the crisis.
Innovation in information dissemination; leveraging modern technologies, the digital
space, and intelligent systems for public education and awareness-raising. Ethical
challenges and legal gaps in complex decision-making amidst resource scarcity, the
persistence of bureaucracy even during crises; managerial responses to shifts in the
disease burden; including the adaptation of operational strategies to epidemic waves
and the analysis of management actions over time and public support and human
resource challenges.

Conclusions: This study indicated that the management of the Covid-19 crisis within
Iran’s universities of medical sciences was influenced by various factors, such as
executive decisions, legal challenges, and communication innovations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Managing health crises, especially in pandemic conditions, requires rapid and efficient
decision-making that has widespread impacts on public health and health system
performance. Although we are currently facing a reduction in the burden of disease and the
end of the global emergency, the managerial, structural, and social effects of this crisis still
remain at different levels of the health system and their analysis is essential for preparing
for future crises. Understanding managerial challenges, implementation strategies, and the
gap between policy and practice can help improve decision-making processes in future
crises. This study aimed to explain the experience of managers of Iran University of
Medical Sciences in planning, implementing, and evaluating measures related to the Covid-
19 pandemic.

Method

This study used a qualitative approach with conventional content analysis. The research
population included all managers of Iran University of Medical Sciences directly involved
in planning, implementing, and evaluating Covid-19 crisis measures. After obtaining ethics
approval (IR.IUMS.REC.1399.277), purposive sampling with maximum diversity was
conducted across senior, middle, junior, line, and headquarters management levels and
continued until data saturation (Table 1). The research setting comprised the university and
its affiliated hospitals. Data were collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews,
official documents, reports from university meetings, and media interviews; complementary
sources were used given managers' time constraints. Data collection was gradual and
adaptive: after the first interview, data were transcribed and initially analyzed, and
subsequent questions were designed based on extracted codes until conceptual richness and
theoretical saturation were reached. The researcher also attended crisis management
headquarters meetings to record instructions, management responses, and changes in
disease burden. Data collection continued until the end of the fifth wave. Inductive content
analysis was used, involving repeated reading, initial coding, organization into conceptual
categories, and extraction of main themes. Trustworthiness was ensured through
triangulation of sources, peer review, member checking, and detailed documentation of
analysis stages..

Results

After analyzing the data, Eight main themes were obtained, including initial shock, team
building and jihadi management, the gap between theory and practice, innovation in
information dissemination, ethical challenges and legal vacuum, persistence of
bureaucracy in crisis, managerial responses to shifts in the disease burden; Covid-19
containment as the top priority and finally public support and human resource
challenges, which explain the management experience in the Corona crisis. Initial shock,
which includes the emotional and structural reactions of managers in the face of the onset
of the crisis and the lack of system preparedness. Team building and jihadi management,
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which includes the formation of operational groups with a spirit of sacrifice and the
mobilization of human resources in emergency situations. The gap between theory and
practice, which shows the inconsistency between official policies and practical
implementation in the crisis field. Innovation in information dissemination, which refers to
the use of new technologies, cyberspace, and intelligent systems for public education and
awareness. Ethical challenges and legal vacuum of difficult decision-making in conditions
of resource shortage, maintaining the confidentiality of patient information, and conflict of
interest were other lessons learned during this period. managerial responses to shifts in the
disease burden; Covid-19 containment as the top priority, which highlights the prioritization
of epidemic control while maintaining essential health services and addressing the
unintended consequences of reduced or suspended routine and preventive care. Legal gaps,
structural and bureaucratic limitations in responding quickly and effectively to the crisis,
which show the slowness of administrative decision-making, the lack of compliance with
instructions, and the lack of an agile crisis chart. Finally, popular support and the challenge
of human resources were raised as a potential capacity that was used in a limited and
unsystematic manner due to the lack of a specialized database and prior training. This
finding shows that in order to effectively utilize public participation, it is necessary to
design mechanisms for attracting, training, and classifying forces.

Conclusion

This study showed that Covid-19 crisis management at Iranian medical universities was
shaped by executive decisions, legal constraints, and communication innovations. The
central lesson for Iran is a dual strategy: mobilizing jihadi management and public
participation from the ground up, while fixing the legal vacuum and bureaucratic rigidity
that slowed field-level decisions. Bridging theory and practice needs flexible leadership and
formal legal frameworks that legitimize timely, ethical decisions under crisis. Content
analysis proved an efficient method for examining these experiences and for understanding
managerial processes more accurately. Overall, the findings align with similar domestic and
international studies and underscore the need to revise legal, educational, communication,
and human resource structures. These lessons hold practical value not only for health
policymaking in Iran but also for the global health community, serving as a basis for
designing future policies, developing training programs for health managers, and improving
health system preparedness in similar crises.
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