Modern Studies in Management & Organization
Volume 3, Issue 1, Spring 2026, Pages 107-126

ORIGINAL ARTICLE | ENGLISH

Administrative Medicoacy and Policy Capture: A
Comparative Study of Iran with Developed and Developing
Countries

Mehdi Mahdavian Sadr'*

! Department of Public Administration, Faculty of Management, Islamic Azad University of Sciences and
Research, Tehran, Iran.

I *Corresponding author: Mehdi Mahdavian Sadr (Email: mehdi.mahdaviansadr@iau.ir)

Received: April 27, 2026 | Revised: June 6, 2026 | Accepted: June 8, 2026 | Published: September 14, 2026

ABSTRACT

Purpose: The disproportionate presence of medical graduates in Iran's managerial and policy-making positions is
a long-standing phenomenon that has rarely been framed as an organizational and governance problem. This study
seeks to conceptualize and critically explain the phenomenon of "administrative medicoacy" and to identify the
mechanisms through which it is reproduced and leads to policy capture.

Methodology: The study is qualitative and explanatory-critical, conducted in two stages: a thematic analysis of
legal documents, oversight reports, and scholarly literature using the thematic network approach; and a most-
different comparative study setting Iran against developed countries (Britain, the Netherlands, Switzerland) and
developing countries (Colombia, Peru, Mexico, China). The validity of the findings was secured through source
triangulation and peer review.

Findings: The analysis yielded six reproducing mechanisms that form the links of a self-reinforcing chain:
educational closure, vertical integration of governance and provider roles, spillover of professional prestige,
formalistic hybrid professionalism, policy capture, and outward diffusion into non-health domains. The
professional representation ratio indicated that physicians' share of Iran's legislative body is tens of times their
demographic weight. The comparative analysis made clear that what distinguishes the Iranian case is not the
presence of physicians in management, but rather the absence of an institutional counterweight alongside the
vertical integration of roles.

Conclusion: Administrative medicoacy is a form of policy capture that operates through the legitimate channel of
professional prestige and is therefore harder to restrain than overt corruption. Managerial credentials alone are not
aremedy and, absent structural reform, serve a legitimating function. The study recommends separating governance
roles from provider roles, establishing a job-based merit system, and managing conflicts of interest.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The disproportionate presence of medical graduates in Iran's managerial and policy-making positions is
a long-standing phenomenon that has rarely been framed as an organizational and governance problem.
While conventional diagnoses of Iran's governance failures typically focus on sanctions, war, the
relationship between religion and state, and military involvement in the economy—all situated at the
macro level of politics—this study argues that a crucial layer of analysis has been neglected: the
professional composition of the decision-making body itself. The study addresses a fundamental
question: when a dominant share of decision-making seats is systematically occupied by graduates of a
single profession, what happens to the rationality of policy-making? The importance of this question is
twofold. First, administrative reform in Iran has been largely reduced to restructuring processes and
structures, with scant attention to the professional composition of decision-makers, which is the most
fundamental layer shaping policy outputs. Second, empirical evidence from Iran's health system
indicates that the majority presence of physicians in all policy-making and decision-making institutions
has led to conflicts of interest and professional bias in legislation and implementation (Mohammadi et
al., 2024). The research gap this study addresses is the absence of a comparative framework that treats
the professional composition of administrative elites as an independent variable across both developed
and developing countries. The main research question is: through what mechanisms is the professional
dominance of physicians over Iran's public administration reproduced, and how can it be restrained?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study draws on the intersection of two intellectual traditions. In the
sociology of professions, Larson (1977) views professionalization not merely as a response to social
need but as a project for converting specialized knowledge into economic reward and social status, with
closure or monopoly over entry as its primary instrument. Freidson (1970), through his case study of
medicine, demonstrated that this profession, unlike other specialized occupations, has been able to
extend its authority from the technical domain to the domain of problem definition—a phenomenon he
termed professional dominance. Abbott (1988) introduced the concept of jurisdiction, viewing the
system of professions as a competitive field in which each profession seeks to expand its jurisdictional
boundaries at the expense of neighboring professions. The phenomenon under study is an instance of
successful jurisdictional expansion: the transfer of jurisdictional claims from health to public
administration. In the organizational tradition, Mintzberg (1983) describes organizations such as
hospitals and universities as professional bureaucracies, configurations in which the operating core, due
to knowledge complexity, dominates the strategic apex. Noordegraaf (2007) introduced hybrid
professionalism, arguing that professionals in ambiguous public domains must acquire competencies
beyond their original domain, but warns that hybridization, absent institutional redesign of competence
assessment, reduces to a mere facade. In political economy, Dal B6 (2006) defines regulatory capture
as a situation in which the regulatory body pursues the interests of the regulated industry rather than the
public interest. Carpenter and Moss (2014) identify its most dangerous form as cultural capture, where
regulator and regulated share a worldview, language, and social network, rendering conflicts of interest
essentially imperceptible. Based on this literature, administrative medicoacy is defined as an
institutional condition in which membership in the medical profession functions as an implicit sufficient
condition for establishing managerial and policy-making competence in domains beyond clinical
practice. The conceptual model identifies six reproducing mechanisms forming a self-reinforcing chain:
educational closure, vertical integration of governance and provider roles, spillover of professional
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prestige, formalistic hybrid professionalism, policy capture, and outward diffusion into non-health
domains.

Methodology

The study is qualitative and explanatory-critical, conducted in two sequential stages. In the first stage, a
corpus of documents was collected through purposive sampling based on thematic relevance, source
credibility, and temporal coverage. The corpus comprises four categories: laws and regulations,
including the 1985 Law on the Formation of the Ministry of Health, Treatment and Medical Education;
reports from research and oversight bodies; domestic and international scholarly literature; and
documented reports on the educational composition of decision-making bodies, used solely as
supplementary evidence. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis and the thematic network approach
(Abedi Jafari et al., 2011). Coding proceeded through three layers of basic, organizing, and global
themes, reaching saturation after two rounds of iteration and yielding six global themes. In the second
stage, a most-different comparative strategy was employed. To ensure that the Iranian case appeared
neither as a national exception nor merely as a sign of backwardness, comparative cases were
deliberately selected from two groups: developed countries (Britain, the Netherlands, Switzerland) and
developing countries (Colombia, Peru, Mexico, China). Selection criteria included documented
engagement with the problem of professional dominance over public decision-making, fundamental
differences in political and administrative systems, and availability of credible scholarly evidence. The
unit of analysis was institutional restraint mechanisms, not quantitative outcomes. Validity was secured
through source triangulation, peer review, and an audit trail from document to global theme. The main
limitation is reliance on documentary data and the absence of field data.

Results

The analysis yielded six reproducing mechanisms forming a self-reinforcing chain. Educational closure:
determining medical school admissions capacity rests with the same institution that oversees medical
services and represents practitioners' guild interests—a classic instance of Larson's closure. Vertical
integration of governance and provider roles: Article 6 of the 1985 Law obligated the Ministry of Health
to establish medical universities, granting the minister authority to dismiss university heads.
Consequently, a single institution combines four roles: health stewardship, regulation and oversight,
ownership of the largest hospital network, and monopolistic production of professional labor. Spillover
of professional prestige: physicians' social credibility functions as a general indicator of competence in
appointments, extending from clinical ability to managing higher education and international
negotiation. Formalistic hybrid professionalism: the growing wave of physicians acquiring managerial
credentials has not been accompanied by changes in assessment and accountability mechanisms; such
credentials serve as post hoc justification for appointments already made on the basis of professional
prestige. Policy capture: when capacity determination, pricing, accreditation, and oversight all rest with
a network sharing a common professional identity, systematic deviation of public decisions toward one
group's interests occurs (Ebrahimi & Eynali, 2019). Outward diffusion: this presence has transcended
health boundaries into higher education, diplomacy, security institutions, and parliamentary
commissions—a pattern persisting both before and after 1979. The professional representation ratio
indicates that physicians' share of Iran's legislative body is tens of times their demographic weight. The
comparative analysis revealed that what distinguishes the Iranian case is not the presence of physicians
in management but the absence of an institutional counterweight alongside vertical role integration.
Developed countries occupy the upper-left quadrant (role separation with strong counterweights),



Modern Studies in Management & Organization, Vol. 3, No. 1, pp. 107-126, Spring 2026 110

Colombia and Peru the lower-left (fragmented dominance), and Mexico and especially Iran the lower-
right (structural capture). China holds an intermediate position, having consciously diversified elite
backgrounds despite structural concentration.

Conclusion

Administrative medicoacy is a form of policy capture operating through the legitimate channel
of professional prestige, making it harder to restrain than overt corruption. Managerial
credentials alone are not a remedy and, absent structural reform, serve a legitimating function.
The study recommends separating governance roles from provider roles, establishing a job-
based merit system, and managing conflicts of interest. Future research should gather
systematic data on the educational backgrounds of senior managers and test the professional
representation ratio across other professions and countries.
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