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iABSTRACT
1

: Introduction: The differences in mental models of decision-making among managers with
j different educational backgrounds have not been systematically extracted, compared, or
i analyzed. Mental models serve as cognitive frameworks for managers' decision-making as
i an intellectual resource. The mental model has three components: image, imagination, and
lassumption. This study aimed to compare the decision-making mental models among
Eclinical (medical) managers and professional managers (non-clinical specialists: engineers
j and humanities graduates), focusing on clinical managers’ mental model.

i Methods: This qualitative study employs phenomenological theory. The study participants
i comprised 39 managers from three fields: humanities and social sciences, medical sciences,
Fand engineering sciences, selected through criterion-based purposive sampling. Data were
i collected through structured interviews containing 19 open-ended questions. Collected data
i were analyzed by thematic analysis and continuous comparison techniques.

i Results: Analysis of 1300 data propositions yielded 19 findings and revealed 14 mental
I'models. We systematically compared and reported images, imagination and mental
! assumptions between clinical and non-clinical managers.

i Conclusion: Our findings demonstrate that the decision-making mental model across all
ithree groups of managers exhibit simplicity, imprecision, incorrect (unscientific)
ifoundations, as well as unstructured and static characteristics. Clinical managers
' demonstrated simpler and more limited mental models than those of non-clinical managers.

!These findings underscore the necessity of transformative restructuring of managers'
j decision-making mental models, particularly regarding the dynamics of their mental
1 models.

What was already known on this topic:

e Anindividual's mental model significantly impacts decision-making processes.

e Variations in individuals' mental models of decision-making correlate with their decisions outcomes.

e Both individual and collective mental models can be identified and analyzed.

What this study added to our knowledge:

e There are differences and similarities in mental models between clinical (medical) managers and
professional managers (engineers and graduates of social and human sciences).

e Managers' mental models exhibit complexity and dynamism in their decision-making.

e Clinical and professional managers demonstrate interrelated yet distinct mental models across
professional, personal, and family decision-making.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Managerial decision-making is a critical function
of management [1], particularly, in health and
wellness organizations operating at the intersection
of physical health and psychological well-being.
Manager have a mental model of their organization
and its environment, which influences on their
perception and decision-making process. AS
conceptualized by Alvin Toffler's [2], everyone has
a mental model of the world in his/her brain and this
mental model serves as a cognitive framework for
the decision-maker's perception, shaped by
assumptions, beliefs, values, learnings, and
experiences.

A mental model represents an individual’s
cognitive perception of external reality. A manager's
mental model consists of three components: 1)
images, 2) imagination, and 3) assumptions [3-4].
Mental images represent quantities and realities.
Imagination refers to mental images that are
processed and modified through the manager’s
perceptual process. Assumptions are unconfirmed
cause-and-effect relationships between
environmental and organizational factors that
managers accept as valid influences on each other.
Since effectiveness and success depend on adapting
to the pace of environmental change, understanding
how managers perceive, analyze, and respond to
these changes is crucial. Mental models serve as
frameworks to shape this understanding. Differences
in decision-making mental models among managers
with  diverse educational backgrounds and
specialties have not been systematically identified,
compared, or analyzed. Therefore, this research
aimed to identify and compare the mental models of
clinical ~ decision-makers  (physicians)  and
professional managers (non-clinical managers
including engineers and those graduated in
humanities and social sciences), with a particular
focus on clinical managers.

Methods

To understand an individual's mental model, the
researcher should comprehend the individual's lived
experience. This is best achieved through a
qualitative approach. According to Creswell [5],
qualitative research seeks to discover and
understand the meanings of individuals or groups
who have a social or human problem. The
phenomenological approach examines the shared
meaning derived from lived experiences of several
individuals regarding a specific phenomenon.
Therefore, this research employs a qualitative
phenomenological approach, based on the data type
and analysis method. The target population was
selected through purposive sampling based on
predefined criteria. The selection criteria included

male and female managers with at least two years of
management experience, a higher education degree
in medical sciences, engineering, or humanities and
social sciences, and a willingness to participate.
Their diverse experiences enhanced the researchers’
ability to obtain meaningful results. Data collection
was conducted through structured interviews,
incorporating 19 open-ended questions designed to
assess the three main elements of the mental model
(images, imaginations, and assumptions).

Data analysis was conducted using thematic
analysis and constant comparative method,
following Braun and Clarke's seven stages
systematic approach: Interviews were recorded with
interviewees' consent and subsequently transcribed.
Statements were then reviewed, identified as
concepts, and assigned codes or labels. Concepts
from subsequent interviews were compared with
previous codes, and when similarities were found,
they were assigned the same code, leading to the
emergence of categories. Patterns, connections, and
relationships among categories were identified by
analyzing their semantic similarities and differences.
Similar categories were grouped and organized into
potential themes. In this phase, 75 sub-themes were
extracted. After ensuring that the subcategories
accurately reflected the content and meaning of the
data, they were categorized into 46 main themes
based on semantic similarity and relationships.
Following the analyses, models were developed.
Three types of validity descriptive, interpretive, and
theoretical - were established. The study
trustworthiness was confirmed using three
techniques: triangulation, rich data technique, and
analysis of outlier cases.

Results

Analysis of 1300 data statements (responses)
resulted in the extraction of 45 themes, 19 findings,
and 14 mental models. This section presents the
research findings.

The study revealed key differences in how
clinical and non-clinical managers conceptualize
decision-making.  Although 90% of clinical
managers and 80% of non-clinical managers defined
decision-making as a selection process, their mental
models remained simplistic and imprecise compared
to the scientific definition of decision-making.
Clinical managers, in particular, demonstrated a
more simplified mental model, likely due to the need
to streamline complexities in decision-making.
Analyzing participants’ first and last significant life
decisions showed that decision-making typically
began between the ages 12 and 20, aligning with
Erikson’s  psychosocial —development theory.
Notably, nearly one-fifth of engineering and medical
managers had not made a significant decision in over

34

Journal of Health Administration 2024,27(2):33-45.



Comparing the mental model of decision-making of managers

Mahshid Mesri Roosta et al.

ten years, suggesting that their decision-making
skills had matured to the extent that major decisions
no longer seemed critical, leading to a more routine
life. In contrast, managers with humanities
backgrounds exhibited a more active and engaged
mental model, continuously making significant
decisions throughout their careers. The most
commonly reported first major life decision, cited by
nearly four-fifths of both clinical and non-clinical
managers, was choosing a field of study. This
underscores the significant impact of educational
background on the formation of mental models.
Given the psychological principle, "first impressions
are the most lasting”, early decisions are crucial in
shaping an effective, complex, and dynamic
decision-making framework.

Regarding their most recent major life decisions,
all clinical managers and about 90% of non-clinical
managers prioritized personal matters over
professional or organizational issues. This could
indicate a close relationship between personal and
professional life or suggest structural limitations
within organizations. Furthermore, nearly half of the
managers in both groups reported that their most
recent significant decision involved choosing or
changing their job or organizational position,
highlighting the importance of career planning and
professional identity in psychological well-being. In
terms of incorrect life decisions, non-clinical
managers exhibited a broader and more multi-
dimensional mental framework than clinical
counterparts. Around four-fifths of both groups
attributed their most significant incorrect decision to
personal matters, suggesting that their decision-
making models may lack accuracy,
comprehensiveness, or structure. Alternatively,
major professional errors may have been
internalized as personal matters due to their
significant personal impact. About half of clinical
managers linked their most significant incorrect
decision to choosing or changing jobs, whereas two-
thirds of non-clinical managers associated their
mistakes to financial or investment matters.

The findings suggest that engineers and
physicians have increasingly benefited from their
decision-making experiences over time, whereas no
distinct pattern emerged for humanities graduates.
This implies that individuals with technical
backgrounds develop more dynamic mental models
through accumulated decision-making experiences.
Both groups demonstrated similar perceptions of
their most beneficial life decisions, which were
consistently self-focused. Additionally, an analysis
of the years when managers made their most
successful decisions revealed that they do not fully
leverage past experiences, indicating that their
mental models remain largely unstructured and
static over time. The study explored managers’
perceptions of the factors influencing their most

important and beneficial life decisions. Over three-
fifths of both clinical and non-clinical managers
credited their successful decisions primarily to their
own personal traits, skills, and competencies. This
finding aligns with Julian Rotter’s locus of control
theory, suggesting that individuals perceive
themselves as key agents of their own success.
However, this belief may also reflect self-serving
bias, in which individuals attribute successes to
internal factors while assigning failures to external
circumstances.

Approximately 70% of both clinical and non-
clinical managers perceived their most successful
managerial decisions as being related to the
development of programs, policies, and mechanisms
rather than focusing on people or infrastructure.
Managers with humanities backgrounds, in
particular, tended to overlook tangible assets such as
physical environments and equipment.

Decision-making approaches further highlighted
a strong preference for individual rather than
collaborative processes. Around 80% of managers in
both groups reported making their most successful
managerial decisions independently. Additionally,
all clinical managers and the majority of non-clinical
managers relied exclusively on qualitative analysis
methods rather than quantitative techniques,
indicating a potential area for improvement in
decision-making strategies.  Further analysis
revealed that clinical and non-clinical managers
shared similar mental models regarding the key
factors influencing their most successful and
unsuccessful managerial decisions. Notably, half of
physicians and humanities graduates, along with
80% of engineers, attributed their most significant
failures to their own biases and errors. While this
self-awareness is commendable, adopting a more
comprehensive perspective that considers external
factors could enhance the accuracy of managerial
decision-making.

Regarding perceptions of successful decision-
makers, all clinical managers and 80% of non-
clinical managers identified Iranian managers,
typically from within their organizations, as their
role models. This suggests a limited awareness of
influential decision-makers outside their immediate
professional network. Additionally, almost all
managers, except for one female clinical manager,
did not recognize themselves or other women as
exemplary decision-makers. This may reflect a lack
of self-confidence, a patriarchal organizational
structure, or inadequate cultural support for women
in leadership roles. The study also revealed that both
clinical and non-clinical managers predominantly
view successful managers as task-oriented rather
than people-oriented. They tend to equate
managerial success with efficiency and goal
attainment rather than fostering supportive and
relational  leadership.  Finally, the findings
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demonstrated that leadership style was perceived as
the most critical factor in successful managerial
decisions, followed by individual knowledge and
skills. Half of clinical managers and 75% of non-
clinical managers emphasized leadership style as the
key determinant of effective decision-making.

Discussion

The decision-making mental model of managers
serves as a cognitive framework that shapes, they
analyze information, evaluate options, and make
decisions. It reflects an individual's internalized
worldview and perspective. This study compared the
decision-making mental models of clinical
managers (medical) and professional managers
(engineers and humanities professionals) by
examining key components such as mental images,
imaginations, and assumptions. The findings reveal
similarities and differences in these models. While
they shared assumptions, their mental images and
imaginations differ. Shared assumptions may result
from broader societal influences, whereas
differences arise from their roles and training.
Clinical managers tend to have simpler mental
models, prioritizing rapid decision-making over
complexity and precision. Their training emphasizes
quick judgments, often at the expense of analytical
depth. In contrast, non-clinical managers, trained in
strategic and complex problem-solving, develop
more structured and detailed mental models. As
noted by Martini et al. [6], managers heavily rely on
mental models, yet these models are often ill-
defined, leading to overly simplistic or excessively
complex decisions. These flawed mental
frameworks can lead to misinterpretations of reality
and negatively affect decision quality. Therefore, it
is essential for managers to continuously refine their
mental models to improve their decision-making.

Despite their differences, mental models of
clinical and non-clinical managers indicate more
convergence than divergence. While their
assumptions are largely similar, differences in
images and imaginations influence managerial
approaches. Shared assumptions provide a common
foundation for decision-making, leading managers
with similar assumptions to reach comparable
conclusions. However, variations in imaginations
may result in distinct managerial priorities. Clifford
et al. [1] also found that managers handling
ecological decisions share common assumptions but
interpret information differently, highlighting that
decisions are not purely objective responses to data.
Non-clinical managers’ mental models are more
experience-driven and structured. Tacit knowledge,
acquired through professional experience, serves as
an intuitive, subjective, and personal knowledge
source [7]. However, integrating data-driven
strategies with intuition can enhance decision
accuracy. Self-reliance plays a crucial role in

decision-making for both groups. A lack of
participatory management culture makes decisions
highly dependent on individual managers,
threatening policy stability. Strengthening technical
infrastructure, investing in  human resource
development, and implementing  structured
strategies can create a more balance decision-
making process. Given the dynamic and
multidimensional nature of decision-making,
managers’ mental models should continuously
evolve to become more precise, scientific,
comprehensive, and structured, ultimately leading to
more effective decisions.
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