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1. Introduction

Since 1989, Iran’s five-year development programs have aimed for balanced,
sustainable economic, social, and cultural development, prioritizing public health as
a key component. UN frameworks like the MDGs and SDGs highlight health
essential for improving quality of life and community empowerment (Guégan et al.,
2018). Six of eight MDGs directly address health issues including poverty
eradication, child mortality, and maternal health (Nyandekwe et al., 2018). Iran’s
programs focus on developing health infrastructure. However, implementation
challenges persist, with only 30-35% average goal execution and 35.5% completion
of health-related targets in the Sixth Program (Center for Parliamentary Research,
2022; Ministry of Health, 2022), indicating planning and coordination issues.

Health communication is a strategic tool to overcome these challenges and promote
health goals. It uses traditional and digital media to educate, encourage healthy
behavior, and improve equity in care. Iran’s health communication use is
insufficient; during COVID-19, public campaigns failed to reach vaccination targets
by 60% in some areas. This study analyzes the emphasis on health communication
in the seven development programs (1989-2024) to evaluate approaches and
contributions toward sustainable development.

2. Theoretical Framework

Health communication is the science and art of using communication to improve
health and well-being. It promotes healthy behaviors, enhances health literacy, and
empowers informed decisions (Suruchi & Amy Henderson, 2023: 42). Development
refers to multidimensional improvement of life quality, welfare, and empowerment.
“Sustainable health” integrates prevention, promotion, and supportive environments
considering social, economic, and environmental sustainability (Berniak-Wozny &
Rataj, 2023).
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Three theories guide this analysis:

Pender’s Health Promotion Model focuses on self-efficacy and perceived benefits
influencing healthy behavior adoption (Pender et al., 2011: 125), useful for
designing communication strategies.

Ecological Models view health behavior influenced by factors from individual to
policy levels (McLeroy et al., 1988: 362), advocating multi-level communication
integration.

Diffusion of Innovations Theory explains how behaviors and technologies spread
via media and networks (Rogers, 2003: 170), emphasizing media’s role in awareness
and adoption.

These theories together form a framework to examine awareness raising,
information access, participation, and trust in health communication.

3. Methodology

Qualitative content analysis was conducted on Iran’s seven five-year development
program documents (1989-2024) sourced from official archives. Only health and
communication-related provisions were analyzed. Coding proceeded in three phases:
Open coding: extracted 61 initial codes (e.g., hospital building, universal insurance).
Axial coding: grouped into concepts such as community health promotion and e-
health.

Selective coding: identified “sustainable health” as the core program approach.
Validity was ensured via expert feedback and theoretical alignment (Kreps, 2015;
Gupta et al., 2021). Reliability was confirmed by inter-coder agreement with a
Cohen’s kappa of 0.82. The focus was on awareness raising, information access,
participation, and trust.

4. Findings

“Sustainable health” emerged as the primary concept, composed of five themes:
Community health promotion: Infrastructure focus initially, shifting toward
equitable service and rehabilitation.

Universal insurance development: Expanding coverage and support for vulnerable
groups from program 3 onward.

Food security and environmental protection: Public awareness emphasized from
program 4.

Pharmaceutical and therapeutic oversight: Strengthened in later programs though
public awareness is limited.

E-health: Introduced in program 5, expanded later, participation remains low due to
weak communication.
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Early programs prioritized infrastructure and access; later programs addressed social
equity and oversight but lag in awareness raising and trust—as shown by high
diabetes rates and low vaccine uptake.

5. Conclusions

Iran’s programs have evolved from infrastructure-centric to more human-centered
approaches, but health communication gaps remain in awareness and trust, in line
with Kreps’ theory advocating access, participation, and trust for sustainable health.
Compared to countries like Turkey and Singapore, Iran shows progress in insurance
but needs improvement in engagement. Recommendations include enhancing
targeted education, expanding e-health participation, improving pharmaceutical
transparency, boosting intersectoral cooperation, and continuous evaluation to
support sustainable health goals.
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