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Abstract
This study aimed to explore the role of media in identifying barriers and proposing strategies

for enhancing public trust in Iran’s health and healthcare system. A qualitative descriptive
phenomenological approach was employed. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 20 Iranian citizens aged 18-65 who had direct experience with healthcare
services. Participants were selected via purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’'s seven-step method, and
credibility was ensured through participant validation. The analysis revealed six core
dimensions shaping public trust: attention to patient well-being, media influence and health
awareness, insurance services, health system responsiveness, facilitative role of healthcare
services, and governmental responsibility. Media were found to play a pivotal role by improving
transparency, disseminating health knowledge, responsibly reporting medical issues, and
strengthening physician—patient communication, while high treatment costs, limited
transparency, weak accountability, and insurance inefficiencies emerged as major trust-
eroding barriers. Public trust in the health system is a multidimensional construct requiring an
integrated policy approach involving government, healthcare institutions, media, and society.
Strategic use of media, insurance reform, enhanced accountability, and reinforcement of
professional ethics are essential pathways to strengthening public trust.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Public trust in health systems has emerged as a cornerstone of effective governance, social stability,
and sustainable public health development. Trust influences citizens’ willingness to utilize health
services, comply with public health policies, participate in preventive programs, and support
institutional reforms. Contemporary theories of social epidemiology conceptualize health as the
outcome of complex interactions between social structures, institutional arrangements, political
decisions, and lived experiences, positioning trust as a critical mediating variable within this
ecosystem (Krieger, 2001). Consequently, the erosion of trust may undermine service utilization,
increase health inequalities, and weaken the legitimacy of health institutions.
Recent global scholarship has highlighted that public trust is shaped not only by technical quality of
care but also by governance quality, transparency, accountability, and the ethical conduct of public
institutions. Good governance principles—including participation, rule of law, transparency,
responsiveness, equity, and accountability—are strongly associated with higher levels of public trust
(Ismail Nejad & Zarei, 2022; Prasetya, 2023). Conversely, administrative inefficiency, misuse of public
resources, and managerial misconduct significantly contribute to declining trust in public systems
(Ghorbani, 2022; Mousavi, 2022).
Within health systems, trust directly affects service utilization behaviors. According to the Anderson
Behavioral Model, individuals’ engagement with health services is shaped by predisposing factors,
enabling resources, and perceived needs, among which trust plays a central role in shaping health-

vy



Personal Development and Organizational Transformation

seeking behavior and service acceptance (Attalla et al., 2023). Moreover, modern health care
paradigms emphasize value-based care, patient experience, and relationship-centered practice,
positioning trust as a primary quality indicator alongside clinical outcomes (Lin et al., 2023).
The evolving communication landscape has further transformed the architecture of public trust.
Media institutions—traditional and digital—now operate as central agents in shaping public
perceptions of health systems. Health-related public service announcements, transparent reporting,
and educational campaigns can significantly enhance public confidence and awareness, particularly
during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Elareshi et al., 2024). At the same time, digital
governance and e-government platforms increasingly mediate citizen—state interactions, making
technological acceptance, online engagement, and information quality powerful predictors of
institutional trust (Nguyen et al., 2024; Shimizu et al., 2022).
Structural challenges within health systems further complicate trust formation. Weak supply chain
resilience, inequitable access to services, and financial barriers have been shown to undermine trust
in public healthcare institutions, especially in developing contexts (Mogere et al., 2023; Saraan et al.,
2024). Organizational commitment of healthcare professionals also strongly correlates with public
trust, as patients’ primary experiences of the system are shaped by frontline service behavior
(Fantahun et al., 2023).
Cultural and normative dimensions likewise influence trust construction. Studies conducted in Islamic
and collectivist societies indicate that alignment between public policies, religious values, and social
norms facilitates trust restoration and institutional legitimacy (Baharun et al., 2022; Sucipto et al.,
2024). Meanwhile, insufficient support for vulnerable populations erodes trust and amplifies systemic
inequities (Yirgu et al., 2023).
Despite this expanding literature, empirical research remains limited regarding how media
mechanisms interact with governance structures and service delivery to shape public trust in health
systems—particularly within the Iranian socio-cultural context. This study addresses this gap by
examining the lived experiences of Iranian citizens and identifying the structural and communicative
pathways through which trust in the health system is constructed or undermined.
Methods and Materials
This study adopted a qualitative descriptive phenomenological approach to capture participants’
lived experiences of public trust in the health system and the perceived role of media in shaping such
trust. Twenty Iranian citizens aged 18—65 with direct experience using healthcare services were
recruited through purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted both in person and
online. Interview questions explored perceptions of health services, experiences with healthcare
providers, media influence, institutional transparency, and perceived barriers and facilitators of trust.
Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Colaizzi’'s seven-step
phenomenological method.
Credibility was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing, and prolonged engagement with
the data. Dependability and confirmability were strengthened through systematic coding, reflexive
memoing, and audit trail documentation.
Findings
Data analysis yielded six major dimensions shaping public trust in the health system:
1. Attention to Patients’ Health Conditions: Participants emphasized the importance of
respectful communication, professional competence, transparency in diagnosis and
treatment, and ethical conduct. Trust emerged from experiences where physicians listened
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carefully, provided clear explanations, respected patient dignity, and demonstrated clinical
competence.

2. Media Influence and Health Awareness: Media were perceived as powerful actors in
building trust by disseminating accurate health information, promoting preventive behaviors,
increasing public awareness, and facilitating communication between citizens and health
institutions. Participants highlighted that transparent reporting, responsible journalism, and
educational programming strengthened trust, while misinformation and lack of accountability
undermined it.

3. Insurance Services: The efficiency, fairness, and coverage of insurance services were
central to trust formation. High treatment costs, insufficient coverage for essential
medications, bureaucratic obstacles, and delays in reimbursement significantly eroded
confidence in the health system.

4. Health System Responsiveness: Responsiveness was expressed through timely service
delivery, complaint resolution, confidentiality of medical information, and opportunities for
patient feedback. Participants stressed that lack of accountability, poor complaint
management, and breaches of privacy severely damaged trust.

5. Facilitative Role of Healthcare Services: Trust increased when health institutions created
safe environments for consultation, supported patient participation in decision-making,
redesigned workflows to improve access, and invested in professional development and
ethical training of healthcare personnel.

6. Governmental Role in Health: Participants viewed government commitment, policy
orientation, and resource allocation as decisive. They criticized treatment-centered policies
and emphasized the need for preventive, health-oriented strategies, financial protection for
vulnerable groups, and reduction of out-of-pocket expenses.

Collectively, these six dimensions formed an integrated model illustrating how structural, institutional,
interpersonal, and communicative processes interact to shape public trust.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal that public trust in the health system is not a static attribute but a dynamic, multi-
layered social construct shaped by governance, service delivery, professional behavior, financial
structures, and communication ecosystems. Trust emerges through consistent positive interactions
across these domains and collapses when failures accumulate.

Media occupy a strategic position within this architecture of trust. By shaping narratives,
disseminating health knowledge, promoting accountability, and facilitating dialogue, media serve as
both mirrors and architects of public confidence. However, when communication lacks transparency
or ethical rigor, media can amplify distrust.

The results underscore that technical improvements in healthcare alone are insufficient to sustain
trust. Instead, trust requires coherent institutional alignment: competent healthcare professionals
supported by responsive systems, transparent governance reinforced by ethical leadership,
equitable insurance structures, and strategic communication infrastructures.

For health systems seeking sustainable legitimacy, trust must be treated as a strategic public asset—
cultivated through continuous institutional learning, ethical governance, and participatory
communication. The Iranian context demonstrates that without synchronized reforms across
governance, service delivery, and media engagement, trust remains fragile.
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In conclusion, strengthening public trust in the health system demands an integrated, multi-sectoral
strategy that unites healthcare institutions, government agencies, media organizations, and civil
society in a shared commitment to transparency, accountability, equity, and ethical service delivery.
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