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Abstract

, Arefeh Pourtaleb?

Background: Board of Trustees (BOTs) in Iranian medical universities has been considered as one of the most important structural
and managerial changes to create a revolution in decision-making and accountability. This study aimed to explore challenges facing

BOTs in governing Medical Universities (MUs).

Methods: In this qualitative study, 27 semi-structured interviews were conducted with current and former members of BOTs,
chancellors of universities, BOTs’ secretaries, and staft in the Ministry of Health and Medical Education in 2017. These participants
were selected using a purposive and snowball sampling method. Data were analyzed by framework analysis and using Atlas-Ti software.

Results: Five key themes were identified, including 1) infrastructure (problems in BOT laws and membership requirement), 2)
planning and decision-making (evidence-based decision making and planning and meeting), 3) organizing (ambiguity in positions and
lack of necessary administrative structure), 4) performance evaluation (self-reporting, lack of time allocation, lack of evaluation criteria
and lack of required structure for evaluation), 5) independence and influence on performance (dependency on the Ministry of Health and

Medical Education and financial independence).

Conclusion: Due to obsolete laws, it seems that the structural and executive reform of BOTs is essential. The issues of university
autonomy and empowerment of the boards” members should particularly be considered in such reforms. However, it appears that more
delegation and empowering the position of the boards could be effective strategies in governance medicals universities.
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Introduction

Today, universities are undergoing more decisive
changes than other fields. Universities have a critical role
in supporting and maintaining economic growth, but they
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have been facing unprecedented pressure from govern-
ments and the public to improve their efficiency, quality
and reduce costs (1). One of the consequences of such pres-

1What is “already known” in this topic:

Right now, the Board of Trustees, the most important pillar of
medical universities, plays a crucial role in the university’s
independence. Although laws and policies authorizes notably
the Board of Trustees in Iranian medical universities, still
universities face serious challenges in using this authority.

— What this article adds:
Partial implementation of the Board of Trustees’ policy, without

paying attention to the other substantial, fundamental aspects of
this issue, would end in failure. Therefore, reforms in the Board
of Trustees need a comprehensive and systematic view and
approach that includes law obligation, member’s selection, and
a structural requirement for effective performance.
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sures is managerial changes with the purpose of coordinat-
ing university activities with the needs of society, further
efficiency of activities as well as earning more income. In
this field, the sustainable organizational response will de-
pend crucially on governance, leadership, and management
functions (2). Several models have been created in different
parts of the world for university governance, each of which
has its own strengths and weaknesses (3). The most im-
portant of such models are: 1) University governance by
academic staff, 2) Corporative governance, 3) Trustees
governance, 4) Stakeholder governance, 5) Amalgam
model of governance (3). Among these models for univer-
sity governance, there has been much more attention to the
role of the governing board. The governing board, which is
the most important kind of boards, has been identified as
the decision and policy-making group that has a position at
the top of an organizational structure. The board has the
highest organizational authority and is accountable for or-
ganizational activities and outcomes as well (4).

In the context of Iran, the Ministry of Health and Med-
ical Education (MOHME) is responsible for public health,
medical treatment, and medical education (5). Medical
education in Iran is highly centralized. However, despite
a growing tendency towards delegation and application of
educational policies, the regulations and rules are still
centrally dictated, and universities have had very limited
authority to modify this condition (5). In this regard, par-
ticular attention has been rendered to the empowerment of
the university board of trustees (BOTs) as one of such
structural and managerial changes to create devolution in
decision-making and accountability. However, many be-
lieve that a few years after the ratification of the BOTs’
Act, the responsibilities of BOTs are not still completely
specified and universities are being governed based on
previous regulations (5). Since there is little literature re-
garding the BOTs’ challenges in governing medical uni-
versities in Iran, this study aimed to determine these chal-
lenges from the experts’ viewpoints.

Methods

Research design

This qualitative study was carried out in 2017, in which
twenty-seven persons were selected using purposive snow-
ball sampling. The selection criteria were as followed: be-
ing a BOTs member for at least 4 years, being a university
manager for at least 4 years, participating in BOTs meet-
ings as a MOHME expert for at least 2 years, or being
BOTSs' secretary in medical universities at least for 4 years.

Data collection

The participants were contacted by telephone for the in-
terview, and then a sheet containing the purpose of the pro-
ject, introduction of the researcher, and a request for the ap-
pointment was sent to them. It was tried to carry out the
interview with the participants in their office or at the pos-
sible time around the BOTs meetings so that they feel more
comfortable. Twenty-seven face-to-face interviews as well
as five complementary interviews, were conducted by tele-
phone. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The
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average interview time was 45 to 75 minutes. The inter-
views were performed by one of the authors (H. E.). The
questions were designed in such a way that they could in-
quire about the attitudes and beliefs of interviewees about
the subject. First, four in-depth interviews were conducted
in order to obtain a better understanding of the subject and
to identify the issues that should be considered during the
semi-structured interviews so that accordingly, an appro-
priate set of questions can be developed for these inter-
views.

Data analysis

The Framework Analysis method was used to analyze
data that consisted of five steps of familiarization, identify-
ing a thematic framework, indexing, charting as well as
mapping and interpretation. This method of analysis is
more used for analyzing qualitative data in policy-making
studies. During the familiarization step, a form including
information related to subjects and a content summary of
each interview was developed. In order to develop the ini-
tial thematic guide form, frequent meetings were held be-
tween researchers and they discussed the topic. Then, this
thematic framework was examined through frequent anal-
ysis of each of the interviews (Familiarization step).

One of the authors (H.E.) coded each interview and ex-
tracted a list of these codes from the interviews, along with
their relation to the thematic framework. In this step, one or
two codes were assigned to each part of the interviews con-
taining related information. Then, these codes were studied
and modified if deemed necessary through meetings with
other researchers. This process was repeated several times
for each of the interviews. Subsequently, tables were drawn
up in order to compare the views of interviewees about each
component of the thematic model and to specify the rela-
tionship between each component of the model with its sub-
set. Where necessary, the original interviews were also re-
ferred for a better understanding of participants’ state-
ments, and the important contents were added to it. The in-
terpretation of each of the components of the thematic
model was performed within the same process as the index-
ing step. Atlas-Ti software was used in all mentioned steps.
The Thematic Framework was frequently revised in the
analysis process. The Initial Framework included five
themes that remained almost unchanged; however, the sub-
groups of each of these thematic components were funda-
mentally changed during this process. Researchers pro-
vided data from field notes and memos, and in the analysis
process, the authors repeatedly discussed the process of
analysis. Member checking was performed during data col-
lection, and then the researchers’ interpretations were veri-
fied by the participants. Interviews and the analysis process
were audited by the first author and then reviewed by the
second and third author, making changes wherever needed.
The prolonged engagement of researchers in the process of
study strengthens the trustworthiness of the results. Fur-
thermore, to facilitate transferability, the study process was
reported in detail and representative quotations from the
transcript were provided.

Ethical considerations: In this study, initial verbal con-
sent was obtained from the interviewees. Participants
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were informed that they could decline participation at any
time during the study. They were informed that their par-
ticipation was confidential and voluntary, and the infor-
mation used in the article would be anonymous.

Results

Participants were current and former members of BOTs
of medical universities in Iran (17 persons), current and
former chancellors of universities (four persons), secretar-
ies of BOTs (four persons), and staff of the Ministry of
Health who work in the related area of BOTSs’ affairs (two
persons), respectively. The mean age of these participants
was (44.8 +£7.34) and regarding their educational level,
thirteen participants were physicians, eight participants
were Ph.D. and finally, six participants were MSc and
BSc. The identified themes and sub-themes have been
separately explained.

Theme I: Infrastructures

Laws: The current BOTs law of Iran universities has
considered high and increasing authorities for boards of
trustees. The problems associated with the current regula-
tions from the perspective of the participants of this re-
search include contradiction of laws, lack of transparency
of laws, and lack of comprehensive laws.

Contradiction in Laws: Despite the stipulation of laws
concerning BOTs' authority to make decisions inde-

pendently and exempt from observing the common rules
of the country, some decisions cannot be implemented due
to conflict with other laws of the country. Two different
reasons can be enumerated for this issue: 1) implementa-
tion of some decisions require the collaboration of organi-
zations that are not aware of exemption of universities
from the common laws of the country, 2) legislation of
laws by Parliament that limits the given authorities to
BOTs. One of the participants of the research explains this
issue as follows:

"For instance, Board of Trustees approves purchase of
a car from the income of university, but the Department
of Finance states that this [Act] cannot be accepted and
applied pending the approval of police" (P5).

Lack of Transparency of Laws: Lack of transparency of
BOTs' authority has caused more conservative members
or members who do not care much for the problem of uni-
versities to use it as an excuse for not entering the ap-
proval of many concerning plans. For example, one of the
participants has stated:

“For example, it is stipulated in the BOTs laws that:
“...decision on how to manage service units (hospitals,
health departments, etc.)...” what does decision on how
to manage means?” (P13)

Lack of Comprehensive Law: Due to the dispersion of
regulations that exist on the authority of BOTs and lack of
transparency in some of them, the authorities of BOTs in
various rules should be amassed in a comprehensive law
and then be approved by Parliament.

Membership: In this section, three important concepts
are highlighted, including membership criteria, composi-
tion, and the number of members as well as empowerment
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of members.

Membership Criteria: From the participants’ perspec-
tive, the criteria that should be considered in selecting the
members of BOTs include:

* Allocating time to university affairs and having con-
cern about the university

* Being indigenous

* Having managerial as well as administrative
knowledge and experience

» Having political and social influence

» Having novel and diverse perspectives

Composition and Number of Members: The participants
believe that the number of members is sufficient at present,
and the number of members can be added if deemed nec-
essary. The promotion of technical skills of BOTs, partic-
ularly in financial and managerial areas, should be taken
into consideration. In addition, the criterion of social and
political influence is too much considered in the selection
of BOTs members, while politically and socially influen-
tial individuals, due to busy responsibilities, cannot be se-
riously involved in university issues and the university is
not usually among the major personal or professional con-
cerns for these members. Additionally, medical universi-
ties are responsible to provide health services in related
provinces. Therefore, a major part of their human re-
sources is health service providers who have currently no
representative in BOTs.

“As long as the medical universities are in charge of
providing health services, the health care workers should
have representative in BOTs, as faculty members have”
(P22).

Empowerment of Members: Many participants believed
that scores of BOTs members are not familiar with their
duties and at present, there is no specific arrangement to
exchange experiences of BOTs members of different uni-
versities.

“The members of BOTs must be trained about their du-
ties and should be unanimous in respect to their tasks”
(P12).

Theme ll: Planning

Long-term Planning: Little attention to country’s long-

term programs and lack of a strategic plan approved by the
BOTs are among the most important problems stipulated
by research participants. This problem has led to the fact
that the decision-making of BOTs is not directed toward a
clear objective, and furthermore there is no framework for
evaluating the performance of university by BOTSs. In this
regard, one of the participants declares that:

“Long-term plans of university are not presented to
BOTs for approval. If we have these plans, we would ar-
range the agendas within the framework of such long-
term plans and perform evaluations based on them” (P6).

Evidence-based Decision-making: In this section, the
most important part of the participants’ perspective in-
cludes screening system of agenda, existence of expert
committees, and passiveness of meetings.

Screening System of Agenda: The features of "lack of a
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specific screening system of agenda" included the follow-
ings: delay in sending the documentations of meetings to
members prior to holding sessions, not inviting members
to participate in meetings in order to study the agenda be-
fore holding BOTs meeting, high volume of documenta-
tions submitted to the BOTs and also, lack of time to re-
view the agenda and unfamiliarity of members to the issues
mentioned in documents. For example, one of the mem-
bers explained this problem as follows:

“The members of BOTs should know that what the
origin of discussed proposal at the meeting is. Many of
such proposals have not originated from BOTs which
means that they have never been discussed before in BOTs
meetings” (P18).

Presence of Expert Committees: Currently, there are no
permanent expert committees in BOTs. To compensate for
this shortcoming, some universities, benefiting from the
human resources of other parts of universities, have
formed ad hoc committees. These ad hoc committees are
responsible for various actions such as developing and re-
fining the proposals of different departments, which are
scheduled to be discussed in BOTs. One of the participants
in this study explains the issue as follows:

“One of the weaknesses is lack of expertise team in
BOTs. Given that we do not enjoy such a team, the experts
from other fields should do this task; however, this rela-

tionship is not defined as well” (P4)...

Passiveness of Meetings: The findings of this section of
the study contain two facts. First, the members of BOTs
are always waiting for university president or Ministry of
Health for holding the sessions (passive action to attend
meetings) and also in respect to the agenda, the university
president and board of managers define the needed issues
to discuss in BOTs meeting (passive action about the
agenda).

Based on the needs arising from deputies, some discus-
sions are posed at BOTs. These deputies usually bring
such issues before the president of the university and de-
cide whether it can be discussed at BOTs based on univer-
sity visions. It means that the members of BOTs act pas-
sively rather than proposing the issues themselves.

Planning of Meetings: The participants in this study be-
lieved that the number of meetings of BOTs is not suffi-
cient, and further meetings were required. However, the
problem is that the representative of the Minister must be
present at all sessions. Besides, given four annual sessions
to be held in all 45 universities in the country, holding fur-
ther sessions is nearly impossible. Therefore, the partici-
pants believed that universities should be allowed to hold
formal meetings without the presence of the Minister’s
representative. In addition, most sessions are held in the
capital city of Tehran and this will result in the fact that the
provincial members are not aware of the problems of the
region where the university is located. Besides, many
members fail to participate actively in the meetings be-
cause of several reasons including an overload of the
agenda, lacking the pertinent expertise for evaluating the
agenda, lacking a sense of identity.

For example, a number of the participants explain this
issue as follows:
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“We have BOTs members who have not participated
even once at the meetings held in university”.

“In the BOTs meeting of one of the universities, at the
end of the session, we could later understand that one of
the individuals attending the meeting is the member of
BOTs because he had not spoken even a sentence through-
out the session” (P9).

Theme llI: Organizing

In this section, the most important extracted concepts
included 'ambiguity in the position' and 'lack of necessary
administrative structure'.

Ambiguity in the Position of BOTs: Lack of transparency
of BOTs’ law that defines the responsibilities of different
principal units of the university (Board of Managers, Uni-
versity Council) would lead to an overlap of activities in
some cases. In addition, some BOTs’ members believe that
the Board of Trustees has a superficial position in the uni-
versity because they usually approve only the decisions
that are presented by the Ministry of Health or various
units of the university. In other words, the BOTs have no
role in the strategic leadership of universities and its max-
imum role is to approve defined agendas by the Ministry
of Health and to review and give authority to university
units that have problems in conducting their current affairs
or require authorization. As it was mentioned, one of the
reasons of functions overlaps is the lack of transparency of
law; however, it is also because of the unfamiliarity of
members with their duties and lack of clarity in the inter-
departmental relationships of the university. One of the
participants describes it as follows:

“For example, the issue which should be discussed in
university council is presented to BOTs for approval”
(P18).

Lack of Necessary Administrative Structure: If the mem-
bers of BOTs would like to associate with academic units,
the necessary administrative structure should be defined
for the Board of Trustees' office and communication chan-
nels need to be defined.

Theme IV: Performance Evaluation (Ensuring Proper
Management of University)

At present, the subject of one of the annual meetings of
BOTs is university performance evaluation. In this ses-
sion, typically, the president and members of the univer-
sity provide a report of their performance and the auditor
presents a report on his/her assessments as well. Many of
the participants believe that this evaluation fails to provide
a genuine picture of the university's performance. Prob-
lems associated with evaluation from the perspective of
BOTs members are as follows:

* Self-reporting by different sections of university and
the inability of members to verify it

* Lack of time allocation by BOTs’ members to attend
university and familiarization with the plans

* Lack of evaluation criteria due to lack of approved
long-term programs at university (passiveness in the face
of reports)

* Lack of required infrastructure and tools for evalua-
tion in BOTs such as needed technical committees.
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Theme V: Independence and its Effect on Performance

Affiliation with the Ministry of Health: One of the main
reasons for BOTSs' establishment in Iran is universities’ in-
dependence and avoidance of the dominated bureaucracy
on their affairs. From the perspective of the participants in
this study, the BOTs currently have no actual independ-
ence and what they have is superficial independence. The
main reason for this is that the BOTs have no right and
authority to select university president and the legality of
BOTs decisions is pertaining to the approval of
MOHME.Due to various reasons such as the need for
complying with the course of action of universities with
the country’s general policies, MOHME is reluctant to
delegate authority to universities. In addition, it is be-
lieved that currently, BOTs members are not capable of
running universities.

Attracting Financial Resources: The decrease of de-
pendence on government sources, from the participants’
views, has a high priority for the autonomy of universities.
However, it is believed that the BOTSs are not successful
in terms of the universities’ financial independence. Some
actions were taken by universities (e.g., the use of donors’
support) have no direct connection with the activities of
BOTs. The reasons for this include lack of adequate atten-
tion to donors, lack of time allocation by BOTs members
to attract funds, lack of a proper platform for attracting
public donations in BOTs and distrust of some donors to
governmental systems.

Discussion

The findings indicate that with new legislation in recent
years as well as delegating authority to BOTs of medical
universities, a major part of the BOTs’ problems for uni-
versity management is solved. However, given the out-
dated initial laws of BOTs and the changing national and
international conditions, there is still a need for new leg-
islation to complete such authorities. In addition, the ap-
plication of such authorities has encountered many chal-
lenges due to reasons such as conflicts of BOTs laws with
common rules of the country as well as challenges that the
BOTs’ organizations face to coordinate with each other
(6). Therefore, it is recommended to enact comprehensive
legislation for BOTs in which the present chasms are well-
considered and amended, including the followings:

* Considering the issue of providing health services in
BOTs laws of MUs.

* Considering the central dimensions of university ad-
ministration, such as planning and policy-making as well
as evaluation-related tasks

* Independence and accountability of BOTs (7)

* Exactly defining of the position of BOTs in universi-
ties, especially in relation to other principal structures
such as university board of managers and university coun-
cil

* Clarification of monitoring and the coordinating task
of MOHME

* The issue of selection and dismissal of university pres-
ident (8)

In addition, the contradiction of BOTs authority laws
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with some of the country’s regulations should be removed
(6). After the passage of this legislation, it would be re-
quired to formulate necessary guidelines so that the BOTs
are empowered to use legal authority (9).

Lack of sufficient time allocated by BOTs is among the
identified problems in this study. The results of other stud-
ies confirm this issue, which could be due to a number of
reasons: first, these members believe that their position is
not prominent in the management of the university. In
fact, they assume that their absence does not make con-
siderable changes in university performance; second, such
members do not consider the task of BOTs as their main
concerns; third, the members may not be aware of the im-
portance of their role in university management. Lack of
allocation of time is further witnessed (10), especially
among the members who have joined BOTs due to social
and political status. In addition, when selecting the mem-
bers, the issue of knowledge and experience, commit-
ment, individual capabilities as well as being indigenous
should be considered (10). Therefore, it is generally rec-
ommended to make use of influential political figures
through other means (such as an honorary membership),
and there is no need for their permanent membership in
BOTs.

The problem of insufficient time allocation, poor and
ineffective participation in university activities and meet-
ings, and the replacement of BOTs members are the com-
mon challenges which have been seen in other university
BOTSs’ experiences. However, up to the time that the duty
of providing health services is the responsibility of medi-
cal universities, the presence of health service provider
representatives’ members seems to be necessary for BOTs
composition in addition to representative members from
academia (3).

The members, especially those who join the BOTs from
outside medical universities, should be empowered
through training courses or other means. In such sessions,
familiarization with university tasks, duties of BOTs
members, financial issues, laws, and regulations related to
universities and other country’s statutory regulations can
be provided (11, 12).

Lack of expert committees for the screening of agendas
and helping decision-making system is among the exist-
ing problems of BOTs. Conducting a part of the present
duties of BOTs, particularly monitoring the performance
of the university president as well as financial affairs, re-
quires a permanent committee to change the university
performance evaluation from the state of mere self-report-
ing by the university president (13). In this regard, the pro-
posed committees, according to international experiences,
include executive, budget and finance, buildings and
lands, auditing, evaluation, human resources, develop-
ment and public relations (14).

Lack of a university roadmap is also one of the main
problems noted by participants. This roadmap determines
the overall direction of university activities as well as pri-
orities. It can convert the passive decision-making process
into an active one, which can provide a framework for in-
novation in need-based planning (9). In addition, accord-
ing to this roadmap, it can be determined whether the
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BOTs agenda is in line with this plan. Also, the existence
of a roadmap helps develop the screening system of
agenda and provides BOTs members with valid criteria
for the assessment of university activities on the basis of
which they can evaluate the performance of university
managers (9).

Low meetings is another problem reported in this study
that is consistent with other studies (11, 15, 16). However,
holding specialized sessions is part of successful reforms
recently done by the Ministry of Health in this area. Ac-
cordingly, in addition to increasing the number of sessions
and allowing universities to hold a session with specific
issues (9 to 12 sessions), it is recommended to hold such
meetings on the university campuses in order to involve
BOTs’ members more than ever. As mentioned in previ-
ous discussions, the ability to attend meetings should be
considered as one of the selection criteria of BOTs mem-
bers.

The findings suggest that BOTs aren’t satisfied with
their current independence, and they formally and infor-
mally are subordinated to the policies of the Ministry of
Health and university managers. This issue is also among
the results of other studies (17, 18). The main indexes of
lack of BOTs independence include the following items:
the selection of university president, lack of financial in-
dependence, employment, and MOHME permission re-
quirement to verify BOTs decisions. But legally, it has
been clearly stipulated in BOTs law and BOTs have this
right and responsibility (19). One of the most important
needed actions is financial independence and universities
should not be just financially dependent on the govern-
ment (9, 14). In this regard, enabling the option of donors’
aid is suggested as a means to increase the income of uni-
versities.

The argument given for the lack of university independ-
ence is that with the current situation, BOTs are not able
to manage universities. In addition, the independence of
universities may result in noncompliance of university
policies with the general policies of the country in the
field of science and technology as well as providing health
services (20). Therefore, some countries prefer the subor-
dination of universities to government or ministry of sci-
ence planning (20). In order to solve this problem, it is
suggested to establish centralized BOTs in the Ministry of
Health to decide on such policies, as there are some expe-
riences in this field (20).

One of the main tasks of BOTs is the evaluation of in-
stitution performance (11). At present, monitoring of uni-
versity president activities is mostly conducted through a
self-reporting system, and there is no approved clear and
comprehensive structure. In order to ensure proper man-
agement of the institution the BOTs, while regulating
stronger mechanisms of performance evaluation (in addi-
tion to the auditor’s and university president’s report),
should create monitoring and evaluation mechanisms for
the performance of the university president and subunits
(13). However, its prerequisite is the allocation of enough
time to the issue at hand. The existence of long-term ap-
proved plans, as well as permanent specialized commit-
tees, can be helpful in this regard.
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Limitations of the study

In designing this study, all the best effort has been made
to involve the most informed participants about BOTSs’ is-
sue who had job experience in this field. This study had
some potential limitations that may affect the results.
Some participants may not have expressed their real views
and concerns due to various reasons such as unacceptabil-
ity of their views from a political point of view and dis-
similarity of their opinions with the BOTs chairperson. In
addition, although it was believed that the viewpoints of
the BOTs chairperson of the Ministry of Health could
make a major contribution to the study, we failed to inter-
view him due to his pre-engagements.

Conclusion

The structural and functional reforms of university
BOTs affiliated with the Ministry of Health and Medical
Education seem to be indispensable due to obsolete BOTs
regulations and the difference between medical universi-
ties and other universities regarding their functions in
providing health services. Hence, the policy-makers,
while believing in the autonomy of universities and com-
mitment to this issue, must embark on a comprehensive,
transparent legal approach. By using this pervasive ap-
proach, the authorities of BOTs members are increased,
and their empowerment, as well as their selection method,
are taken into consideration so that the independence of
universities’ performance, as the main objective of BOTs
existence in universities, would be achieved.
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