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Abstract:

The aim of this study is to design an international marketing model for health tourism, considering the unique characteristics of this industry
and the specific needs of target markets on a global scale. Using a qualitative research approach and data analysis through semi-structured
interviews with health tourism industry experts, researchers, and healthcare center managers, this study identifies the factors influencing the
attraction of health tourists in different countries. The findings indicate that international marketing strategies must include a focus on
branding, the use of digital and internet technologies, the design of service packages tailored to diverse customer needs, and the establishment
of strategic partnerships between various sectors of the health and tourism industries. Moreover, this study emphasizes the importance of
advertising in target markets, continuous monitoring and evaluation of marketing performance, and the alignment of strategies with local
culture and regulations. This model can serve as a guideline for the development and strengthening of the health tourism industry in various
countries, especially in the post-COVID-19 era.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Health tourism, a rapidly growing niche within the broader tourism industry, has emerged as a strategic opportunity for
countries to enhance economic development and international visibility. This sector involves the movement of individuals
across national boundaries to receive medical treatment, wellness services, or preventive care in destinations that combine
quality healthcare with favorable travel experiences. The rise in global demand for affordable and accessible healthcare services
has positioned health tourism as a promising alternative for patients seeking value-based medical solutions (Ridderstaat et al.,
2019).

Several countries, particularly in Southeast Asia and the Middle East, have developed integrated strategies to promote
themselves as leading health tourism destinations. These include Thailand, Malaysia, India, and Turkey, which have invested
significantly in marketing, infrastructure, and public-private partnerships to attract international patients (Tengilimoglu et al.,
2018; Zhong et al., 2020). Meanwhile, countries like Iran, despite having substantial medical capacity and cultural appeal, have
yet to fully capitalize on their potential due to fragmented marketing approaches and the absence of a comprehensive
international marketing model (Saberi et al., 2023; Zarei, 2023).

Effective international marketing strategies in health tourism require a deep understanding of the target markets, patient
expectations, cultural dynamics, and regulatory frameworks. Recent studies emphasize the role of digital tools, branding, and
data-driven decision-making in fostering competitive advantage in the global health tourism market (Heidari et al., 2024;
Kigukkambak, 2023; Spoladore et al., 2023). Furthermore, marketing efforts must extend beyond traditional advertising to
include strategic positioning, integrated service packages, and collaborations across healthcare and tourism sectors (Abela,
2023; Bakir & Gakir, 2023).

Existing literature also underscores the importance of agility in marketing capabilities and the necessity for dynamic models
that can respond to market shifts and consumer behavior trends (Omidi et al., 2022; Vazifehdoust et al., 2022). However, there
remains a research gap in the contextualization of such models within developing countries, especially in nations that face
political, economic, or infrastructural challenges. Moreover, few studies have integrated both expert and patient perspectives
into a unified marketing framework that is adaptable, culturally sensitive, and evidence-based.

This study seeks to fill this gap by designing an international marketing model tailored to the health tourism sector in Iran.
Utilizing a grounded theory approach, the research explores key factors, strategies, and contextual conditions that influence the
attraction and retention of health tourists from diverse global markets. By involving experts, hospital managers, and patients
with direct experience in cross-border healthcare, the study aims to provide actionable insights that can guide both policymakers

and practitioners in strategic decision-making.

Methods and Materials
This study adopted a qualitative research design based on the grounded theory methodology. The systematic approach of
Strauss and Corbin was applied using MaxQDA 2024 for coding and analysis. Sampling was conducted using a non-probability,

purposive technique focused on selecting knowledgeable participants from different sectors of the health tourism industry.
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The study population consisted of hospital administrators and medical staff who had experience in treating international
patients, managers and personnel of hotels hosting health tourists, international travel agency professionals, subject-matter
experts in health tourism, and patients who had undergone at least one health tourism experience in Iran or abroad. A total of
17 interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved. The inclusion criteria required that participants hold at
least a bachelor’s degree and have over ten years of relevant professional experience.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to elicit information on marketing practices, perceived
challenges, effective strategies, and patient expectations. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed through three coding
stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The validity of the codes was reviewed by two independent qualitative
researchers, with an inter-coder agreement of 88%, indicating strong reliability.

Findings

Data analysis revealed a six-dimensional model comprising causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening conditions,
core phenomena, strategies, and consequences. Under causal conditions, four major categories were identified: (1) economic
and financial factors, including cost competitiveness and currency advantages; (2) service quality, such as advanced medical
technologies and international accreditations; (3) cultural and geographic factors, including patient-friendly environments and
tourism amenities; and (4) socio-legal conditions, such as visa facilitation and legal protection for foreign patients.

In terms of contextual conditions, the study identified four main elements: (1) tourism and medical infrastructure; (2)
international reputation and historical credibility; (3) diversity of tourism attractions; and (4) cultural adaptation and
localization of services, such as multilingual support and staff cultural competence.

Intervening conditions included three categories: (1) external and geopolitical influences, including sanctions and
pandemics; (2) competitive intensity among countries in health tourism; and (3) technological innovations and cybersecurity
threats.

The core phenomenon centered on “strategic attraction and retention of health tourists,” which encompassed marketing
tactics, patient experience management, and brand trust. Participants emphasized the need for integrated planning between
healthcare providers and tourism services to deliver a seamless and reassuring experience for international patients.

Strategic responses to these dynamics included (1) comprehensive strategic planning, (2) resource allocation for
infrastructure and human capital, (3) leveraging digital media for outreach and branding, (4) continuous performance evaluation
through patient satisfaction and service utilization indicators, and (5) forming international collaborations and partnerships.

Finally, the consequences of applying the proposed model were grouped into four areas: (1) economic benefits, such as
foreign exchange earnings and SME growth; (2) social impacts, like health literacy improvement and cultural exchange; (3)
infrastructural enhancements, including digital systems and transport facilities; and (4) international positioning, such as
diplomacy through health cooperation and reduced economic dependency.

Discussion and Conclusion

The proposed model underscores the necessity of a multidimensional and integrative approach to international marketing in
health tourism. It highlights that successful strategies must address not only the clinical quality and affordability of services
but also the emotional, cultural, and logistical expectations of health tourists. The insights gathered from experts and patients
reveal that decision-making in health tourism is not solely driven by cost or quality but also by the perceived trust, reputation,

and reliability of the destination.
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The inclusion of digital tools, such as social media engagement, virtual consultations, and personalized content, emerged as
a crucial enabler of outreach and trust-building. Moreover, attention to cultural compatibility, service localization, and
regulatory clarity plays a pivotal role in patient retention and brand loyalty. This model also brings to light the importance of
proactive adaptation to external shocks and evolving consumer preferences.

The study contributes to both theory and practice by offering a grounded, empirical framework that is adaptable to the socio-
political realities of countries like Iran. It bridges the gap between macro-level policy aspirations and micro-level
implementation challenges, offering a pragmatic roadmap for enhancing international competitiveness in health tourism.

By adopting the proposed model, health tourism stakeholders can systematically plan, execute, and monitor marketing
activities aligned with global best practices while considering local constraints and opportunities. The model also enables
continuous learning and refinement through stakeholder feedback and performance metrics.

In conclusion, international marketing in health tourism is a dynamic, interdisciplinary domain that requires coordination
among health professionals, tourism operators, policymakers, and marketers. The future of this sector will depend on the ability
of countries to offer personalized, transparent, and high-quality experiences backed by robust marketing and operational
infrastructures. The present study offers a foundational framework for realizing that potential and advancing the strategic goals
of health tourism in emerging markets.
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