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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic, the third major coronavirus outbreak in the 21st century, has imposed significant and
unexpected pressures on healthcare systems worldwide. This study aimed to investigate the management practices adopted in a
COVID-19 referral center in Iran.

Methods: This study employed a qualitative phenomenological approach. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted
with purposively selected senior, middle, and operational managers. Inclusion criteria included holding managerial responsibility
during the COVID-19 pandemic and willingness to participate. Exclusion criteria included unavailability for interview or refusal
to participate.

Results: The participants consisted of four senior managers, six middle managers, and 15 operational managers. Using the World
Health Organization’s health systems framework, six themes were identified including service delivery, health workforce, health
information systems, access to essential medicines, financing, and leadership/governance, from which 32 subthemes and 100
codes were extracted to describe management actions.

Conclusion: The findings emphasize the need to strengthen managerial capacity for crisis responses. Accordingly, managers
should prioritize the development of clear emergency protocols, enhanced interdepartmental coordination, conducting periodic
preparedness exercises, and establishing flexible plans for resource recruitment and allocation. These actions can improve
hospital preparedness and resilience in future pandemics and other health emergencies.

Keywords: COVID-19, Hospital, Phenomenology, Qualitative research

What was already known about this topic
* The COVID-19 pandemic has placed significant pressure on hospitals and healthcare system managers, creating
challenges such as resource shortages, increased workloads, and disruptions in service delivery.
» Most previous studies have focused on the experiences of frontline staff or provided general descriptions of hospital
strategies.
* In-depth and structured evidence on the lived experiences of hospital managers at different management levels,
especially within a comprehensive health system framework, has been limited.

What this study added to our knowledge
+ Successful crisis management is not limited to increasing resources but also requires effective leadership, flexible
decision-making, and support for human resources.
+ Application of the World Health Organization's health system framework provides a coherent and practical model for
hospital preparedness in future health crises.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World
Health Organization (WHO) in March 2020 [1] and
represents the third major pandemic of the 21st century after
SARS and MERS [2]. By 2025, approximately 779 million
cases and seven million deaths were reported worldwide
[1]. Beyond its severe impact on public health, the pandemic
caused significant economic, social, and political
consequences, including notable global GDP losses [3].

Healthcare systems faced major challenges due to increased
workload, resource shortages, and psychological distress
among healthcare workers, particularly nurses and nurse
managers, whose roles expanded and who experienced
considerable physical and mental strain [4]. Effective

management of COVID-19 required targeted strategies,
creating unprecedented challenges for hospitals [5].
Countries implemented multi-level responses based on their
health system capacities, including triage systems, contact
tracing, digital health services, and workforce
reorganization [6]. Despite these efforts, hospital-level
management experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic
remained unexplored. Given the complex and novel nature
of crisis management, phenomenology is an appropriate
qualitative approach to capture managers’ lived experiences
and decision-making processes [7]. Therefore, this study
aimed to identify and describe hospital management actions
during the COVID-19 pandemic in a COVID-19 referral
center in Iran using a phenomenological approach.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological
approach. According to Sandlowski [8], this approach is
preferred for researchers seeking to provide a direct
description of a phenomenon or an event. The study
participants included senior, middle, and operational
managers in one of the referral centers for COVID-19
patients in Iran in 2022. Purposive sampling was conducted

among senior, middle, and operational managers. A
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snowball sampling method was also applied to identify
managers who had previously involved in the pandemic
management at this center but were working in other units
at the time of the study. The final participants consisted of

four senior managers, six middle managers, and 15
operational managers. Inclusion criteria included at least six

months of managerial work experience in one of the
managerial positions of this center during the COVID-19
pandemic and willingness to participate. The exclusion

criteria included unavailability for interview or withdrawal
from the study.

The data were collected through interviews. The
purpose of the study was explained to each participant and
informed consent was obtained. The interview time was
scheduled according to the participant’ availability.
Interviews were initiated using an interview guide and an
open-ended question, followed by semi-structured
questions focusing on management measures adapted to the
COVID-19 pandemic. All interviews were audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim. The researcher also recorded the
participants' non-verbal cues by taking notes during the
interviews. The average interview duration was 35 minutes
and varied depending on participants' willingness to provide
their experiences. Interviews continued until data
saturation. The Colaizzi method was used for code
extraction. MAXQDA (version 20) software was used to
manage and analyze the data.

The framework analysis method was used to analyze the
data. This method is suitable for generating action-oriented
findings and policy design [9]. In this study, data were
analyzed using the WHO’s building blocks framework, a
comprehensive model for health system assessment. The
analysis process included familiarization, identification of
the analytical framework, coding, charting, and mapping
and interpretation [10]. The building blocks of this
framework include service delivery, health workforce,
health information systems, access to essential medicines,
financing, and leadership/governance (Figure 1) [11].
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Figure 1. WHO building blocks framework [11]

To enhance credibility, peer review was conducted by
two professors with extenseive experience in qualitative
studies. Feedback was obtained from 20% of participants

regarding data interpretation to ensure the accurate
representation of their perspectives, and their comments
were used to improve data interpretation. To ensure
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reliability, the entire data were independently analyzed by
another qualitative research expert familiar with the
research literature, and discrepancies were resolved through
discussions. To enhance transferability, the sampling

method, participant characteristics, data collection method,
and the entire process of the study and analysis were
described in detail.

Results

In this study, 56% of the 25 participants were male. The
mean age was 44.16 and the mean work experience was
10.08 years.

Based on the conceptual framework, six main themes
were identified, including service delivery, health
workforce, health information systems, access to essential
medicines, financing, and leadership/governance. Form the
interviews, 32 sub- themes and 100 codes were extracted
(Table 1).

Service delivery: Interviewees indicated that, at the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the hospital implemented
rapid and two-stage triage, outpatient admission for
COVID-19 patients, hospitalization based on pulmonary
involvement, and strict separation of COVID-19 and non-
COVID-19 cases, thereby facilitating effective bed
management. The establishment of dedicated COVID-19
outpatient services and dynamic allocation of physical
spaces and beds between COVID-19 and trauma patients
were among the earliest service delivery measures. Clinical
care was strengthened through multidisciplinary teams in
intensive care units, while nutritional support was enhanced
through dietary modifications and improved food quality.
Infection control strategies included infectious waste
disposal and regular surface disinfection. Discharge
processes were optimized by facilitating earlier discharge of
clinically stable patients, continuing care at home,
transferring patients to outpatient services, reducing length
of stay for non-COVID patients, and utilization of interns to
expedite bed turnover during periods of high demand.

Health workforce: Interviewees reported that
workforce training was conducted through simulation
exercises, orientation programs for new staff and
volunteers, experience sharing sessions, and virtual
education, with simulation training implemented prior to the
admission of the first COVID-19 patient. Workforce
shortages were addressed by recruiting students,
redeploying staff from other hospitals, extending service
contracts, implementing short-term recruitment, and
involving volunteers. To ensure staff safety, managers
prioritized identifying and reassigning high-risk personnel,
enforcing the use of personal protective equipment (PPE),
promoting vaccination, balancing shift schedules,
improving staff nutrition, and maintaining physical
distancing in administrative areas. Workforce organization
measures included increasing staffing levels in selected
units, assigning anesthesia residents, designating dedicated
personnel for discharge processes, and allocating specific
staff to manage outpatient services.

Table 1. Themes and subthemes extracted from the

interviews
Theme Subtheme
Service Admission of COVID-19 and non-COVID-19
delivery patients
Education for patients and their companions
Allocation of physical space
Clinical and nursing care
Proper nutrition for patients
Motivating patients
Control of patient visits
Infection control
Timely discharge of patients
Health Staff training
workforce  proyision of necessary manpower
Staff safety
Staff organization
Health Data collection
isr;l;czgmstion Data transmission and reporting
Data monitoring and analysis
Access to Timely supply of medicines
;SZZTEELS Timely supply of equipment
Proper medication management
Insurance coverage of COVID-19 medicines
Financing Increasing dedicated income

Managing financial resources
Using the capacity of health donors

Leadership  Preparation and planning
and

Respectful communication with employees
governance

Collaboration with employees
Inspiration and influence
Leadership presence

Empathy and awareness
Appropriate decision-making
Systems thinking/sense-making
Implicit skills

Health information systems: For data collection, four
management actions were undertaken: separating
hospitalization statistics for stays of less than six hours
versus more than six hours, completing standardized forms,
designing a specific form within the statistical automation
system to collect information on COVID-19 patients, and
using colored labels for COVID-19 patient records.
Interviews also indicated that measures were taken to
facilitate data transfer and reporting, including uploading
patient information to the Medical Care Monitoring Center
(MCMC) system and transferring information from the
MCMC to the statistical automation system.

Access to essential medicines: The provision of
medicines was one of the most critical measures in the
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treatment of COVID-19. Measures included need-based
purchasing, stockpiling medicines during periods of
reduced case numbers, direct purchase by the hospital, and
purchasing according to the established protocols. In most
interviews, participants noted that COVID-19 medicines
were procured during periods of decling cases, based on the
projected needs derived from previous waves. Each
COVID-19 referral center received a specific medication
quota from the Ministry of Health (MOH), but hospital
managers indicated that they did not rely solely on this
allocation and instead directly consulted pharmaceutical
companies to ensure timly procurement. On the other hand,
all medicine procurement was conducted in accordance
with protocols issued by the MOH.

Financing: Several interviewees noted that the
hospital’s internal revenue increased following the
reactivation of operating rooms and the outpatient
pharmacy. At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,

trauma patients were referred to other hospitals due to space
constraints, infection prevention measures, resulting in the
suspension of operating room activities and a decrease in
hospital revenue. Therefore, after a while, trauma patients

were admitted to this hospital, and the reactivation of
operating rooms led to an increase in revenue. Additionally,

revenue increased with the activation of the outpatient
pharmacy. It was also noted that budget appropriations are
typically allocated to predefined categories, each designated
for specific expenditures; however, during the COVID-19
pandemic, funds were reallocated across budget lines to
address urgent priorities. Donors represent a significant
source of financial supports for health systems, especially
during crisis when resource shortages intensify pressure on
organizations; this study also noted that hospital managers
effectively utilized this capacity.

Leadership and governance: According to the
interviewees, preparation and planning involved three
actions: holding meetings to identify needs and develop
plans, establishing a clear plan and vision, and ensuring
continuous monitoring and follow-up by responsible
officials. In most interviews, the active presence of hospital
officials on the front lines was highlighted. Improving staff
welfare was identified as another step of the leadership
activities. It was also emphasized that the officials
maintained a continuous presence across hospital and, by
addressing staff concerns, motivated them to continue their
activities. According to the participants, managerial
empathy and awareness were demonestrated through
attentiveness to staff requests, provision of psychological
support, reduction of unnecessary fear, and honesty with
staff. In two interviews, assigining experienced staff at the
onset of the epidemic was described as a key decision that
served as a role model for others and helped reduce staff
stress.

Discussion

This phenomenological study examined hospital
management during the COVID-19 pandemic in an Iranian
referral center using the WHO health system framework,

identifying six core domains and multiple management
strategies. A two-stage triage system improved rapid patient
identification, resource utilization, and timely care, while a
comprehensive care approach addressing clinical,
educational, nutritional, and psychosocial needs enhanced
patient outcomes, consistent with international evidence
[12]. However, psychosocial support remains insufficiently
institutionalized in domestic crisis management [13].

Workforce preparedness was enhanced through
immediate and virtual training, addressing previously
reported gaps [14], while staff safety measures such as PPE
use, physical distancing, and balanced shifts reduced
infection risk and burnout [15]. Strengthened health
information systems improved decision-making, although
telehealth services were not implemented, unlike in other
contexts [16]. Adequate procurement of medicines and
equipment ensured care continuity and staff safety [17],
while financial flexibility and philanthropic support
contributed to sustainability, in line with global evidence
[18]. Supportive leadership, effective communication, and
attention to staff well-being were essential to maintaining
workforce resilience and cohesion during the pandemic
[19].

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, conducting the
study in a single referral health center limits the
generalizability of the findings, and the experiences of other
hospitals with different structural conditions may vary.
Second, the data are based on self-reported narratives from
managers, which may be influenced by organizational
considerations, personal perceptions, or recall bias. Third,
because the study focused only on managers’ perspective,
the experiences of other stakeholder groups such as
healthcare staff, patients, or families were not examined,
which may have introduced bias. Additionally, some
managerial dimensions were explored in less depth due to
time constraints and the focus of the interviews.

Conclusion

It is essential to address all components of health
systems during disasters. Human resources, as one of the
most important pillars of the health system, require
strengthened occupational safety measures, psychological
support, and motivation programs. Strengthening health
information systems through the development of integrated
systems can improve data flow and communication during
crises. Furthermore, planning for the timely provision of
essential equipment and medicines, along with establishing
sustainable financial mechanisms, such as allocating a
dedicated emergency budget is essential for organizational
preparedness. The role of leadership in facing crises is very
decisive; the active presence of managers on the front lines,
calm and principled management, and accurate and timely
decision-making can prevent tension and inefficiency. The
WHO’s health systems framework is considered an
approperiate tool for the comprehensive and systematic
assessment of hospital performance during epidemics.
Accordingly, policymakers and managers are encouraged to
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develop implementation protocols, design readiness
assessment checklists, and conduct periodic maneuvers.
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