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Abstract:

This study aimed to analyze the driving and restraining forces affecting the capacity for implementing national health policies and to explain
the relationships among factors that reduce barriers and strengthen implementation drivers. This qualitative study was conducted in two
stages. In the first stage, force field analysis was used to identify driving forces, restraining forces, factors reducing restraining forces, and
factors strengthening driving forces. Participants included 16 academic and executive experts in health policy and the health system who
were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, document review, and a
force-intensity assessment questionnaire and analyzed using qualitative content analysis and mean expert scores. In the second stage, a matrix
questionnaire based on fuzzy cognitive mapping was used to assess the direction and intensity of relationships among the identified factors.
Expert judgments were converted into fuzzy values, defuzzified, and relationships below the 0.65 threshold were excluded. The major
restraining forces included inadequate managerial knowledge and meritocracy, systemic coordination problems, conflicts of interest, resource
shortages, weak infrastructure, insufficient organizational support, ineffective leadership, and resistance to change. The principal driving
forces included continuous education, merit-based management, decentralization, stronger resources, access to credible evidence, effective
leadership, organizational support, and policy institutionalization. Fuzzy cognitive mapping identified five central components: valid
knowledge and information; human, financial, and infrastructural resources; organizational culture and leadership; planning structure and
implementation coordination; and organizational institutionalization and adaptability. Enhancing health policy implementation capacity
requires simultaneous and multidimensional intervention in knowledge, resources, leadership, coordination, and institutionalization, while
the concurrent management of driving and restraining forces can improve the sustainability and effectiveness of policy implementation.
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Health policy implementation is a critical determinant of whether formally adopted policies can produce meaningful
improvements in population health, service delivery, equity, organizational performance, and system responsiveness. The
existence of well-designed policies, regulations, strategic plans, and upstream documents does not necessarily guarantee
effective implementation. In practice, health systems frequently experience a substantial gap between policy formulation and
policy execution because implementation depends on the interaction of managerial, organizational, structural, informational,
financial, human, and contextual capacities. Accordingly, policy capacity has increasingly been recognized as a prerequisite
for successful health reform, particularly because reforms can fail when institutions lack the analytical, managerial, operational,
and coordination capabilities required to translate policy intentions into sustainable action (Forest et al., 2015). From this
perspective, implementation capacity should be understood not merely as the availability of resources, but as a
multidimensional organizational and systemic capability encompassing competent leadership, appropriate authority, access to
reliable knowledge, interorganizational coordination, supportive culture, monitoring mechanisms, and adaptability.

The importance of governance and institutional capacity is particularly evident in complex health systems. Health systems
must continuously respond to changing demographic patterns, technological developments, emerging health risks, resource
constraints, and public expectations. Their ability to absorb pressures, adapt to changing conditions, and transform established
practices depends substantially on governance arrangements and managerial capacity (Blanchet et al., 2017). Similarly,
capacity planning can have long-term implications for the functioning of health systems because inadequate human, financial,
infrastructural, or service capacity may constrain the implementation of otherwise appropriate policies (Ansah et al., 2014).
These considerations suggest that policy implementation is influenced by both enabling and restraining forces operating
simultaneously within organizations and across the wider health system.

Policy implementation is also strongly shaped by the quality of relationships among actors. Contemporary health governance
frequently involves ministries, health organizations, universities, professional groups, managers, frontline personnel,
researchers, and other stakeholders whose interests and responsibilities may overlap. Evidence from network governance
demonstrates that policy capacity can be strengthened through collaboration, knowledge exchange, shared learning, and
coordinated relationships, whereas fragmented networks and weak coordination can produce divergent implementation
outcomes (Tenbensel & Silwal, 2023). In addition, participatory policy analysis emphasizes the importance of incorporating
stakeholder perspectives into the interpretation of implementation problems and policy contexts (Sapkota et al., 2024).
However, participation itself may be constrained by institutional power structures; for example, professional and gender-related
hierarchies can influence the degree to which particular groups participate meaningfully in health policymaking (Inayat et al.,
2024). Consequently, implementation capacity requires not only formal coordination structures but also mechanisms that
facilitate meaningful participation and reduce barriers to interaction.

The translation of knowledge into policy and practice represents another central component of implementation capacity.
Health systems generate large volumes of research evidence, administrative data, monitoring information, and professional
knowledge; however, these resources contribute to implementation only when they are accessible, credible, understandable,
and practically usable. Knowledge translation research indicates that information sources, communication platforms,
knowledge tools, and interaction between evidence producers and decision-makers can strengthen health policy and practice,
whereas limited access, poor communication, and insufficient capacity to interpret evidence may impede evidence-informed
action (Khatri et al., 2025). This issue has become even more important with the expansion of digital health, as national health

strategies increasingly depend on data infrastructure, digital governance, interoperability, and organizational capacity to use
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information technologies effectively (Al-Meslamani, 2024; Saheb & Saheb, 2024). Digital-era governance and artificial
intelligence are similarly changing the conditions under which health policies are formulated and implemented, creating new
opportunities for data-driven decision-making while simultaneously requiring new managerial, technical, ethical, and
organizational capacities (Aslan, 2024; Klenk, 2025).

Evidence from Iran indicates that the implementation of health policies is affected by multiple interrelated organizational
and governance challenges. Previous studies have identified inadequate resources, structural weaknesses, weak coordination,
managerial deficiencies, insufficient stakeholder participation, inadequate monitoring and evaluation, and contextual
constraints among the factors associated with policy implementation failures, while managerial support, appropriate planning,
sufficient resources, participation, and accountability mechanisms can facilitate successful implementation (Abolhasani et al.,
2024). Leadership- and governance-related health policies in Iran have likewise been affected by challenges associated with
coordination, accountability, decision-making structures, managerial weaknesses, and conflicts of interest (Khodayari-Zarnagq
etal.,, 2024). Organizational health policies in other national administrative settings also demonstrate the importance of internal
organizational characteristics, managerial processes, and institutional conditions in shaping policy outcomes (Nazemipour et
al., 2026). Furthermore, health service development in Iran requires consideration of interconnected organizational, service-
related, spatial, and developmental dimensions rather than reliance on isolated interventions (Hosseini & Taghvaei, 2021).

The effectiveness of implementation additionally depends on leadership, evaluation, communication, and the
institutionalization of change. Healthcare executives can influence the policy environment through organizational leadership,
advocacy, resource allocation, and strategic decision-making (Narayan, 2023). Policy evaluation, meanwhile, requires reliable
data, attention to context, and stakeholder engagement if evaluation findings are to support learning and implementation
improvement (Raymond et al., 2023). Iranian research on health policy evaluation has similarly emphasized the importance of
aligning implementation and evaluation with upstream policy objectives and administrative requirements (Rahmani et al.,
2023). Effective policy communication is also important because institutional trust and the manner in which governmental
actors interact with citizens can shape responses to public health policies (Zhang & Lu, 2025). In urgent situations, structured
expert-based approaches can facilitate timely policy decisions and reduce the delay between evidence generation and action
(Velarde Crézé et al., 2024). Comparative evidence further shows that the existence of formal policy does not ensure successful
outcomes when resources, institutional capacity, and implementation mechanisms remain weak (Odilibe et al., 2024), while
policies embedded effectively in organizational settings can contribute to measurable improvements in health-related outcomes
and institutional climate (Schrijvers et al., 2026). Therefore, health policy implementation can be conceptualized as a dynamic
field in which driving and restraining forces interact and in which strengthening implementation requires simultaneous attention
to knowledge, resources, leadership, coordination, organizational culture, and institutionalization. Accordingly, the present
study aimed to analyze the force field of capacity enhancement for the implementation of national health policies and to develop
an integrated model of the relationships among factors that reduce restraining forces and strengthen driving forces.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative, expert-based design organized into two complementary stages. The first stage employed
force field analysis to identify the driving forces that facilitate the implementation of national health policies, the restraining
forces that hinder implementation, the factors capable of reducing or eliminating restraining forces, and the factors capable of

strengthening driving forces. The second stage used fuzzy cognitive mapping to examine the directional relationships among
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the factors identified in the first stage and to develop an integrated conceptual model of implementation capacity enhancement.
Participants were selected purposively from academic and executive experts with relevant knowledge or experience in public
policymaking, health policy, health system management, or implementation issues. Snowball sampling was additionally used
to identify other qualified experts. Sixteen experts participated, including eight academic experts and eight executive experts.
Data in the first stage were collected through semi-structured interviews, document review, and a five-point force assessment
questionnaire. Interview data were transcribed and analyzed through qualitative content analysis, after which similar codes
were grouped into concepts and categorized as driving forces, restraining forces, restraining-force reduction factors, or driving-
force strengthening factors. Mean expert scores were subsequently calculated to determine the relative strength of the identified
forces. In the second stage, a matrix questionnaire was developed from the factors obtained through force field analysis. Experts
assessed the direction and intensity of the influence of each factor on the others. Verbal judgments ranging from very low to
very high were transformed into corresponding fuzzy values, expert assessments were aggregated, and fuzzy values were
defuzzified. A cut-off value of 0.65 was used; relationships below this threshold were excluded, whereas relationships equal to
or greater than 0.65 were retained in the final fuzzy cognitive map.

Findings

Force field analysis identified five major thematic domains encompassing both driving and restraining forces: managerial
education, meritocracy, and job stability; systemic and managerial conflict and coordination; organizational infrastructure,
structure, and resources; organizational support and culture; and change in implementation processes. Major restraining forces
included inadequate knowledge of health policies among managers and employees, inappropriate managerial appointments,
limited managerial authority, insufficient accountability, managerial instability, lack of integrated management, conflicts of
interest, competing priorities, inadequate human, financial, and time resources, weak infrastructure, information complexity,
excessive workload, insufficient organizational support, weak leadership, limited researcher—policymaker interaction,
resistance to change, and superficial implementation of formally adopted policies.

The principal driving forces included continuous education, development and appointment of competent managers,
decentralization and greater executive authority, reform of planning and decision-making structures, access to credible
information, adequate financial and infrastructural resources, increased workforce capacity, clearly defined objectives and
responsibilities, strong organizational support and monitoring, effective leadership, an empowering organizational culture,
evidence-informed action, stronger interaction between researchers and policymakers, investment in opportunities for change,
integration of policies into routine organizational processes, and adherence to implementation standards.

Fifteen paired areas of intervention were subsequently identified for reducing restraining forces and strengthening driving
forces. These included targeted education, reform of managerial appointment procedures, greater decentralization, management
of conflicts of interest, provision of necessary resources, simplification of implementation information, reform of performance
monitoring, stronger involvement of health leaders, participatory management of resistance to change, integration of policies
into routine organizational processes, reduction of the researcher—policymaker gap, strengthening managerial belief in research
evidence, provision of sufficient implementation time, reduction of workload through workforce capacity enhancement, and
prevention of merely symbolic policy implementation.

Fuzzy cognitive mapping demonstrated that these factors were interdependent rather than isolated. Targeted managerial and
employee education strengthened appreciation of research evidence; merit-based managerial selection enhanced organizational

support and supervision; reduction of conflicts of interest strengthened coordinated decision-making; access to credible data
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increased evidence-informed practice; improved monitoring increased adherence to implementation standards; effective
leadership reduced resistance to change; sufficient decision-making and implementation time reduced incomplete
implementation; and stronger researcher—policymaker interaction facilitated the institutionalization of health policies. Five
central components emerged from the network: valid knowledge and information; human, financial, and infrastructural
resources; organizational culture and leadership; planning structure and implementation coordination; and organizational
institutionalization and adaptability. Within the conceptual model, knowledge and information had a foundational role,
resources provided operational support, culture and leadership provided direction, planning and coordination had a regulatory
role, and institutionalization and adaptability stabilized policy implementation over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that capacity for implementing national health policies is not determined by a single organizational
characteristic or resource. Instead, implementation capacity emerges from the interaction of knowledge, competent
management, adequate resources, effective leadership, coordination, organizational culture, and the ability to institutionalize
change. Restraining forces were concentrated around managerial weakness, fragmented decision-making, resource shortages,
inadequate evidence use, insufficient organizational support, and resistance to change. Conversely, the principal driving forces
represented the organizational capacities required to address these weaknesses.

An important implication of the findings is that implementation improvement requires more than simply adding resources
or issuing new directives. For example, additional financial resources are unlikely to generate sustainable improvements when
managerial appointments remain inappropriate, responsibilities are unclear, evidence is inaccessible, or organizational actors
resist implementation. Similarly, training alone cannot compensate for weak authority structures or fragmented coordination.
The network relationships identified by fuzzy cognitive mapping therefore demonstrate the systemic nature of implementation
capacity: intervention in one domain can influence several other domains and may generate reinforcing effects throughout the
implementation system.

The five-component model provides an integrated interpretation of this process. Reliable knowledge creates the basis for
informed decisions; human, financial, and infrastructural resources make implementation operationally feasible; leadership and
organizational culture shape motivation, commitment, and acceptance of change; coordinated planning prevents fragmented or
contradictory actions; and institutionalization ensures that policies become embedded in routine organizational practice rather
than remaining temporary or symbolic initiatives. These components should therefore be treated as complementary rather than
independent dimensions.

Overall, enhancing the implementation capacity of national health policies requires a coordinated strategy that
simultaneously strengthens managerial competence, evidence use, resources, leadership, organizational support, intersectoral
coordination, monitoring, and adaptability. The force field perspective is particularly useful because it shifts attention from
identifying barriers alone toward understanding how restraining forces can be weakened and driving forces can be reinforced.
Combined with fuzzy cognitive mapping, it also reveals how implementation factors influence one another and where strategic
interventions may generate the greatest systemic effect. The resulting model can provide a practical framework for
policymakers and health system managers seeking to move from formal policy adoption toward consistent, evidence-informed,

coordinated, and sustainable implementation.
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