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1. Introduction

With the spread of neoliberalism as the dominant discourse in public policymaking
in recent decades, health policymaking systems have also undergone fundamental
changes. Health policymaking in post-war Iran has been a challenging path but also
one with important achievements. Although fundamental steps have been taken to
increase access and develop infrastructure, issues such as equity, resource
sustainability, a focus on prevention, and resistance to excessive commercialization
of health services remain serious challenges.

The discourse that dominates the quotes of the Ministry of Health often indicates
that health ministers support the private sector and attract its participation.
According to experts in this field, the experience of privatization in the field of
health care in Iran indicates that these rapid changes will not be free of danger and
risk; just as the global achievements of neoliberal policies so far have been
increasing instability and polarization of society, rapidly increasing social
inequalities, expanding poverty, and inequality in access to health care services.

2-Research Background

Among domestic research, Gharakhani (2012), in a study titled Government and
Health Policy, Abdullah Tabar (2014), in a study titled Social Policy and Health
System Developments in Iran, Farzaneh and Hosseini (2010) in a study titled
Studying the Method and Results of Implementing the Structural Adjustment
Program in Iran, Javaheri (2010) in a research article titled Analyzing the
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Comprehensiveness of Health Policymaking in the Laws of Iranian Development
Programs, and among foreign studies and research, David Hari (2005), in his book A
Brief History of Neoliberalism, provided a summary of the report on neoliberal
policies and their relationship with the role of governments in providing welfare and
health services. Naomi Klein (2007), in an article titled The Emergence of Crisis in
Capitalism, addressed the relationship between political economic crises with
neoliberal reforms and the privatization of services, including health. In 2007,
Navarro, in an article titled Neoliberalism as a Class Ideology: Political Causes of
Growing Inequalities, discussed the issue that neoliberal health reforms in capitalist
countries have led to the commodification of services and increased health
inequality.

3. Methodology

The present research is designed within the framework of a descriptive-analytical
methodological strategy with a qualitative and interpretive approach and is
organized based on the interpretive-critical paradigm. In this regard, the main goal is
not simply to describe the phenomenon under study, but also to understand the
ideological, discursive, and institutional deep structures governing health policy
developments in Iran within the context of neoliberalism discourse.

Instead of relying on positivist and quantitative methods, this research uses critical
discourse analysis based on the tradition of Norman Fairclough and institutional
analysis from the perspective of political economy to explore the hidden layers,
assumptions, and semantic constructions in policy documents, development
programs, budget bills, health laws, and elite discourse. In particular, it relies on the
theoretical assumption that language is not a reflection of reality, but rather a
construct of it, and therefore, every health policy has specific discursive foundations
and carries power relations.

The unit of analysis in this research is document-based and system-based. Research
data was extracted through the method of directional content analysis and using
conceptual coding inspired by the fundamental concepts of neoliberalism (such as
privatization, commodification, self-responsibility, the supervisory  state,
competition-oriented, etc.) in the years 1367-1400. Also, qualitative data is collected
from various sources such as upstream documents in the health sector, targeted
semi-structured interviews with elites, senior health managers and experts critical of
market-oriented policies, analytical reports of international and domestic institutions
(such as the World Bank, WHO, the Majlis Research Center, etc.) in the years
(2005-2022).
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4. Final result

The findings of the research are presented in the form of codes and main
subcategories under the headings; 1) Redefining health as a consumer good in the
neoliberal ideological system; with subcategories A. Discursive duality of the health
transformation plan (extensive government intervention and, on the other hand,
strengthening financial flows to revenue-generating hospitals) B. Neoliberal
subjectification as a citizen in the position of an entrepreneur C. The health
transformation plan as a construction along the ontological rearrangement of the
government D. The failure of the family physician project due to the
superficialization of services and the instability of financing 2) The transformation
of the human body into a field of value-added; with subclasses A. Tying the income
of doctors and medical staff to the amount and type of services provided instead of
stability based on government contracts B. The gradual elimination of community-
based care and the geopolitics of care and the discourse of self-care C. The
reproduction of discipline on the bodies of subordinates 3) The transformation of the
hospital into a quasi-entrepreneurial enterprise; with subclasses A. The superiority
of the performance-based payment system and the compression of professional
ethics B. Competitive pricing of health services C. The mechanism of resource
allocation based on efficiency D. The transition from social health assurance to
disciplined self-care and the NGOization of health E. Charity hidden in the guise of
philanthropy 4) The marketization of health and the logic of performance-based;
with subclasses A. Neoliberal aspects of health policies as a regulatory rationality B.
The transfer of government hospitals and clinics to boards of trustees C. Private
sector participation and the explosive growth of supplementary insurance were
categorized as a gradual replacement for basic insurance.
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