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Abstract:

The present study was conducted with the aim of designing and validating an experiential marketing model in Iran’s health tourism industry.
In terms of its nature, the research is applied; in terms of method, it is qualitative; the research approach is inductive; the prevailing paradigms
include theoretical foundations and interviews, and the overall research paradigm is interpretivist. The research strategy is grounded theory,
and data collection was carried out through both literature review and interviews. Interviews were conducted with experts and stakeholders
in the field of health tourism to identify the factors and components shaping the experiential marketing model in the Iranian health tourism
sector, specifically in the context of hospitals and treatment centers. In this phase, most interviews were conducted in person (with 5
individuals), while a smaller portion was done by phone (with 3 individuals). Ultimately, interviews were completed with a total of 8
participants. In total, over 173 minutes of interviews were conducted across a three-month period, coordinated with relevant experts. In the
quantitative phase, a message was sent via the automation system to all members of the target population—consisting of over 500
individuals—requesting their cooperation in completing the questionnaire. Following extensive follow-ups, approximately 385 of these
professionals completed and returned the questionnaire. The data collected from the interviews were analyzed using MAXQDA software,
while model fit evaluation was conducted using SPSS and SmartPLS software. Following a comprehensive review of all interviews and the
analysis of participants’ statements and viewpoints, as well as a systematic literature review, 78 open codes were identified in the open coding
phase. After further examination and categorization, approximately 6 main categories and 15 subcategories were extracted. Moreover, the
obtained model demonstrated an acceptable fit, with a model fit index value of 0.866, indicating a satisfactory overall model fit for the study.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Experiential marketing has gained increasing attention as a strategic approach in competitive service industries, particularly
in sectors where customer engagement and emotional connection are central. Grounded in Pine and Gilmore's (1998)
experience economy theory, experiential marketing emphasizes the creation of memorable customer experiences as a critical
value-creation mechanism. Rather than focusing solely on the functional benefits of services, this approach seeks to embed
emotional, sensory, cognitive, and relational dimensions into the customer journey (Shafiee et al., 2019). The foundation of
experiential marketing lies in managing customer experiences across different phases—before, during, and after service
delivery—and in creating a consistent and meaningful interaction with the brand or service provider (Rather, 2020).

In the context of health tourism, experiential marketing takes on additional significance. The healthcare service sector is
inherently trust-based, and when integrated into tourism, it creates a complex service environment that demands seamless
coordination between medical competence and hospitality management (Arfaei & Namamian, 2022). Iran, with its relatively
low treatment costs, highly skilled medical professionals, and abundant natural and cultural attractions, has a comparative
advantage in the health tourism industry. However, the country has yet to capitalize on this potential fully due to various
structural challenges, including insufficient promotional strategies, fragmented service offerings, lack of coordination among
stakeholders, and underutilization of modern marketing techniques (Rokni & Park, 2019).

A review of the current literature reveals a consistent gap between the availability of healthcare infrastructure and the
strategic marketing capacity needed to attract and retain international patients (Peng, 2022). Studies show that health tourists
seek more than clinical effectiveness—they value responsive communication, cultural sensitivity, psychological safety, and
integrated service packages (Shafiee et al., 2019). Despite governmental emphasis on developing health tourism within Iran's
Fourth Development Plan, the absence of a validated experiential marketing model tailored to the Iranian context continues to
hinder effective market positioning and customer satisfaction (Sarai & Afsharipour, 2018).

To address this gap, the present study aimed to design and validate a context-sensitive experiential marketing model for
Iran’s health tourism industry, focusing on both supply-side stakeholders (hospital managers and health tourism professionals)
and demand-side participants (foreign patients utilizing services in Iranian medical centers). By constructing a comprehensive
framework grounded in local realities and validated through empirical data, this study contributes to both academic
understanding and practical development of health tourism in Iran.

Methods and Materials

The research followed a mixed-methods strategy, combining qualitative and quantitative phases to design and validate the

experiential marketing model. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory methodology was applied to generate a conceptual
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model based on in-depth semi-structured interviews. Two sets of participants were selected using purposive and snowball
sampling: eight experts in health tourism (including medical center managers and policy stakeholders) and eight foreign patients
who had received services in Mashhad’s medical institutions. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, with interviews totaling over 173 minutes for experts and 160 minutes for patients. The interviews were transcribed
and analyzed using MAXQDA software.

Thematic coding was conducted in three steps: open coding to extract 78 initial codes, axial coding to relate these codes
under conceptual categories, and selective coding to identify core dimensions of the model. The resulting structure included
six main dimensions and 15 sub-dimensions.

In the quantitative phase, the model was tested through a structured questionnaire distributed among a target population of
over 500 health tourism stakeholders affiliated with Iran’s Social Security Organization, including hospital directors, medical
tourism coordinators, and healthcare economics experts. Using SPSS and SmartPLS, model fit was evaluated through
confirmatory factor analysis, convergent and discriminant validity testing, and path analysis. Measures such as Cronbach's
alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) were used to ensure instrument reliability and validity.

Findings

The demographic profile of qualitative participants showed gender distribution of 62.5% male and 37.5% female, with half
of the participants holding doctoral degrees. Most participants (87.5%) had over seven years of experience in healthcare or

LEINT3

health tourism. The coding process revealed six primary dimensions: “health tourism capabilities,” “experiential marketing,”

ELINT3 EEINT3

“infrastructural context,” “attitudes toward health tourism,” “strategic mix,” and “industry outcomes.” These were further
divided into 15 subcategories, such as brand experience, service development capability, marketing strategies, communication
efficiency, and post-service engagement.

In the quantitative phase, the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test confirmed non-normal data distribution across all variables.
Confirmatory factor analysis showed high factor loadings (all above 0.6), T-values exceeding 1.96, and AVE scores above 0.5
for all constructs. Reliability measures were satisfactory, with Cronbach’s alpha and CR values exceeding the recommended
threshold of 0.7, confirming internal consistency.

Path analysis demonstrated strong and significant relationships among variables. Notable findings included the strong
influence of the “health tourism mix” on “promotion strategies” (B = 0.459), “tourism industry boom” ( =0.607), and “location
choice” (= 0.908). “Experiential marketing” significantly predicted service usage experience (p =0.628) and brand experience
(B = 0.969). Finally, the “boom in the health tourism industry” predicted positive client outcomes such as loyalty and
satisfaction (B = 0.647) and general industry outcomes like quality improvement and global market share (f = 0.936).

The overall model fit was excellent, with a GOF value of 0.866, indicating high explanatory power and practical relevance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that a well-structured experiential marketing model can significantly enhance Iran’s positioning
in the health tourism sector. The model highlights that customer experience is shaped not only by direct service interaction but
also by branding, communication, and post-treatment follow-up. Experts emphasized that without a clearly defined and
strategically implemented health tourism product, branding efforts are unlikely to succeed. Factors such as advanced diagnostic
technologies, reputable medical staff, streamlined admission processes, and affordability serve as key motivators for health

tourists in choosing Iran as a treatment destination. Yet, price alone is not enough—tourists also expect convenience,
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hospitality, and transparency throughout their journey. Thus, experiential marketing in health tourism must include customized
care, emotional assurance, and digital communication.

Interestingly, promotional strategies were identified as the pivotal connector among all dimensions. Without effective
communication of offerings, achievements, and service benefits, investments in infrastructure and branding may go unnoticed.
As such, the study underscores the importance of content marketing, customer feedback loops, and digital outreach in shaping
perceptions and driving demand.

One limitation of this research was the generalized treatment of infrastructural variables without differentiating between
public and private medical institutions. Furthermore, the exclusive focus on Iranian health tourism limits the generalizability
of findings. Future research should compare this model across regional markets to assess its adaptability and refine its constructs
through multivariate statistical techniques like structural equation modeling (SEM).

In conclusion, the study introduces a validated experiential marketing model that integrates cultural, infrastructural, and
emotional components into Iran’s health tourism strategy. It serves as a practical blueprint for policymakers, hospital
administrators, and marketing specialists aiming to elevate Iran’s status in the global health tourism arena. By shifting focus
from transactional services to holistic experiences, the model provides a transformative pathway for attracting, satisfying, and

retaining international health tourists in Iran.
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