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The present study was conducted with the aim of designing a model to improve health
sector policies using a social marketing approach. In terms of purpose, this study is
applied in nature, and in terms of the implementation process, it adopts a mixed-method
(quantitative and qualitative) approach and employs the meta-synthesis method. In this
study, in order to categorize the indicators of policy improvement through a social
marketing approach, factor analysis techniques and a meta-synthesis approach were
used. The statistical population of this study consisted of the reviewed texts, which
were ultimately examined through three rounds of the Delphi method involving 17
experts and faculty members in the fields of management, marketing, policy-making,
and health sector administration. The final concepts obtained in the qualitative section
were then examined in the quantitative section, which included service recipients and
providers in the health sector. To determine the sample size in the quantitative section,
the simple random sampling method was used, and the sample size was calculated
using the Cochran formula. To ensure reliability, 420 questionnaires were distributed
and ultimately 400 were returned. Data were collected through field research using a
questionnaire as the main instrument. The validity of the questionnaire was examined
in terms of face and content validity, and the reliability of the measurement instrument
was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The results indicated that the study
identified 188 initial concepts, 28 categories, and 5 main dimensions. Finally, to design
the social marketing model in the health sector, the following dimensions were
obtained: (1) enhancing public awareness in the field of health, (2) identifying needs
and expectations in the field of health, (3) increasing public trust in the field of health,
(4) improving the design of health sector policies, and (5) effective implementation of
health sector policies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, social marketing has emerged as an effective and evidence-based approach to
improving public health policies by leveraging commercial marketing techniques to voluntarily influence
health-related behaviors. Social marketing seeks to achieve positive social outcomes—such as improved
health, environmental protection, and public welfare—Dby prioritizing community benefit over commercial
gain. It provides policymakers and health administrators with tools to understand target audiences more
deeply, identify barriers to behavioral change, and design tailored interventions that resonate with their
needs and motivations (Rahimi et al., 2022). This approach has proven particularly valuable in the health
sector, where individual behaviors significantly determine the success or failure of public health policies
and programs.

Extensive research underscores that the application of social marketing strategies—including
precise audience segmentation, targeted messaging, and the use of diverse communication channels—
significantly enhances public acceptance of health policies and drives behavioral change. However, in
many countries, including Iran, the application of social marketing principles in health policymaking
remains sporadic and underdeveloped. Studies have shown that many health policies are designed in a
top-down manner, often overlooking the social, cultural, and behavioral contexts of target populations.
This disconnect has led to public resistance, apathy, or even backlash against health initiatives (Norollahi
& Hamid Khodadad, 2022).

In Iran, research on health tourism marketing has revealed that many hospitals lack a coherent
social marketing strategy for attracting domestic and international patients, limiting their potential
economic and social contributions (Rahimi et al., 2022). These findings highlight the need for integrating
social marketing as a systematic component of health policy development—from needs assessment to
implementation and evaluation. International evidence further confirms this necessity. For example, a
study by (Hung et al., 2023) demonstrated that combining social marketing with social media strategies
based on Kotler’s SA framework and the IDEA process significantly increased health service engagement
and public awareness of preventive care. This suggests that digital communication tools should be core
elements of any new health policy model.

Another critical component identified in the literature is public trust. A lack of transparency and
weak communication between health authorities and citizens can undermine trust and reduce public
engagement, creating barriers to policy implementation (Tshuma & Mpofu, 2024). Building trust requires
not only effective communication but also accountability mechanisms and participatory decision-making
processes. In line with this, (Rastoka et al., 2022) found that entrepreneurial and participatory approaches
can enhance the quality of public health institutions and strengthen the legitimacy of health policies.
Strengthening trust, therefore, should be a central pillar of any social marketing—based model for health
policymaking.

Moreover, content created by users and influencer-based marketing on digital platforms has been
shown to influence public attitudes and behaviors related to health. Although such content can pose risks
when promoting unhealthy products, it also presents opportunities for health education and promotion
(Smith et al., 2023). Harnessing this potential while ensuring ethical oversight could be an effective strategy
for increasing policy adherence. Similarly, community-based social marketing campaigns have
demonstrated success in improving environmental and health-related attitudes and in increasing public
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participation in local health programs (Udoh & Willard, 2023). This evidence aligns with the premise of
this study: that public participation and culturally adapted interventions are essential to policy
effectiveness.

Local studies also support this approach. For instance, (Bagheri et al., 2023) developed a grounded
theory-based social marketing model for health tourism development in Tehran and emphasized the
importance of incorporating cultural and social contexts into model design. This insight is transferable to
general health policies, where cultural alignment can significantly enhance policy acceptance.
Additionally, (Kopalle & Lehmann, 2021) highlighted that integrating big data analytics into health
policymaking could improve decision-making quality and policy outcomes. Likewise, (Koosha et al., 2025)
showed that policy models designed to improve social health among the elderly require empirical evidence
and data-driven planning to succeed. These findings all point to the need for data-informed, locally
grounded models.

Lastly, evidence from the health insurance sector supports the positive impact of social marketing
on policy execution. (Shrestha et al., 2019) reported that social marketing approaches helped increase
compliance with preventive programs and reduce resistance to policy changes among insured populations.
Furthermore, the persistent “unhealthy = tasty” intuition among consumers can hinder healthy behavior
adoption, but research shows that enhancing health consciousness can help overcome this cognitive barrier
and facilitate policy goals (Mai & Hoffmann, 2015). Taken together, this body of evidence indicates that
social marketing can serve as a comprehensive framework for strengthening health policy design,
implementation, and public acceptance, which forms the core rationale of the present study.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods design, combining qualitative meta-synthesis and
quantitative factor analysis, to develop a model for improving health sector policies using a social
marketing approach. In the qualitative phase, a systematic review of 232 eligible sources—including
scientific articles, national and international policy documents, and dissertations—was conducted using
purposive criterion-based sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Data were coded using open,
axial, and selective coding techniques, resulting in 408 initial concepts grouped into 28 categories and five
overarching dimensions.

The quantitative phase tested the model using survey data from 400 respondents, including
healthcare providers (physicians, nurses, midwives, lab technicians), hospital managers, public health
network administrators, and health service users in Isfahan Province. Participants were selected through
simple random sampling based on Cochran’s formula, with an initial sample size of 384 increased by 10%
to account for potential non-response. Instrument validity was established through expert panel review for
face and content validity, and reliability was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha (all constructs > 0.70).
Data analysis involved Delphi rounds with 17 experts to finalize indicators, confirmatory factor analysis
using SmartPLS to test model fit, and the Friedman test to rank the importance of the five dimensions.

Findings

The qualitative analysis produced 408 meaningful codes extracted from 164 paragraphs of the
reviewed literature. These codes were clustered into 28 categories and five main dimensions: (1)
enhancing public health awareness, (2) identifying health-related needs and expectations, (3) building
public trust in the health sector, (4) improving health policy design, and (5) effective implementation of
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health policies. The Delphi process with 17 experts reached consensus in three rounds, with Kendall’s W
coefficient reaching 0.525 (p < .001), indicating high agreement. Forty-seven final indicators were
validated for inclusion in the model.

Confirmatory factor analysis confirmed that all indicators had factor loadings above 0.50,
supporting their explanatory power, and composite reliability (CR) values exceeded 0.70 for all latent
constructs. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients also surpassed 0.70, confirming high internal consistency.
Average variance extracted (AVE) values were all above 0.50, demonstrating convergent validity. The
Friedman test revealed statistically significant differences among the five dimensions (y*> = 95.071, df =
4, p <.001). Ranking results showed that “enhancing public awareness” had the highest mean rank (3.73),
followed by “effective implementation” (3.52), “improving policy design” (3.27), “identifying needs and
expectations” (2.43), and “building public trust” (2.05), which received the lowest rank.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings highlight that enhancing public awareness is the most influential factor for
improving health policies through social marketing. This aligns with previous research showing that social
marketing strategies—particularly targeted campaigns and educational initiatives—are powerful drivers
of behavioral change and policy compliance. By increasing health literacy and making health information
accessible, policymakers can foster proactive health behaviors and greater public engagement in health
programs.

The second most influential dimension, effective implementation, underscores the importance of
operational capacity, resource allocation, and managerial commitment. Using marketing-based
mechanisms and performance monitoring tools can facilitate smoother policy execution. This finding
resonates with earlier studies showing that applying social marketing principles in health insurance
programs increased adherence to preventive services and reduced policy resistance.

Improving policy design emerged as another critical dimension. This entails integrating real-time
data, conducting needs assessments, and ensuring that policies reflect local socio-cultural realities. Data-
driven and evidence-based approaches are vital to overcome the traditional top-down policymaking style
that often results in resistance or low acceptance among communities. Embedding stakeholder feedback
loops and using big data analytics could significantly strengthen this dimension.

Although building public trust received the lowest rank, it remains indispensable for sustainable
policy outcomes. Trust-building requires transparent communication, public participation, and visible
accountability mechanisms. Without public trust, even well-designed and well-implemented policies may
fail to achieve their intended impact. Therefore, trust should be regarded as a cross-cutting enabler that
enhances all other dimensions.

In conclusion, this study developed and validated a five-dimensional model for improving health
sector policies using a social marketing approach. The model integrates awareness enhancement, needs
assessment, trust-building, policy design, and effective implementation as mutually reinforcing
components. By applying this model, health policymakers can bridge the gap between policy formulation
and real-world outcomes, ultimately contributing to better public health indicators, reduced healthcare
costs, and stronger citizen engagement in health governance.
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