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ABSTRACT

Medical tourism refers to travel abroad to obtain medical services. Medical tourism plays an important role in the
future of medical and tourism industries throughout the world, due to the development of healthcare technologies,
facilities, and some global changes. Right now, medical tourists or international patients use medical tourism
agents and facilitators to find reliable providers and have trouble-free travel arrangements. Medical tourism
facilitators can positively influence patients’ health-seeking behaviors by advocating for patient choice,
counseling, and offering support to the patient and his or her family members. One of the most outstanding
facilitators of medical tourism is medical tourism companies. Depending on the type of activity, some of them
refer patients to a foreign country (outbound medical tourism), some refer patients from a foreign country
(inbound medical tourism), some refer patients from a city to another city in a country (intrabound medical
tourism), and some are both. Medical tourism companies play a substantial role as moderator between the
potential clients in a home country and medical services in destination country. The aim of this article was to
review the different roles and positions of medical tourism companies. Then, the benefits of international
cooperation, such as reducing marketing costs and providing appropriate medical services, are reviewed.
KEYWORDS: Medical tourism, Medical tourism facilitators, Healthcare, Tourism

1. INTRODUCTION

Medical tourism is more popular than ever. Right now, patients travel abroad in search of medical services that are
not available or affordable in their countries (1, 2). This has led to improve services, increase income, and boosting
tourism industries in destination countries generally (3). However, the actual number of international patients is
controversial, but more than 11 million people travel around the world to receive medical services (1,2). The global
market share of medical tourism is US$100 billion in 2016 with growth at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
of 15% until 2022 (4-6). Medical tourism will play a significant role in shaping the future of medical services (7).
Growth of the medical tourism industry has been facilitated by the emergence of international healthcare
intermediaries or medical tourism facilitators. They inspire communication between international patients and local
medical centers (8).

One of the key facilitators is medical tourism companies (MTC). Medical tourism companies work in two fields,
including marketing and providing services (7-8). Some of them just play the role of providing medical services of
medical tourists, while others play marketing roles (finding patients), too (6-8). The nature of their role is dependent
to their position in the medical tourism industry. Some companies are in the medical tourism destination (inbound
medical tourism companies [IMTC]); others are in the home country of medical tourist (outbound medical tourism
companies [OMTC]); however, there are /OMTC and intrabound MTC, but this article will not discuss them (8-18).

IMTC can easily lead international patients to appropriate medical and traveling services, due to their familiarity
with the features and the culture of the destination country and easy access to service providers (10-12). However, to
find health travelers, these companies have to face problems that are more complicated than providing services and
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require high cost and a lot of time (10-13). Therefore, they have to find patients from other countries (or marketing)
to be able to succeed. OMTC are somehow the opposite of IMTC because they are positioned in the home country
of the international patients; in this regard, they have more information on the market, the customers, and their
needs. However, to make the appropriate services, OMTC must choose providers with high quality and reasonable
prices (12-15). Cooperation of IMTC and OMTC leads to reduce costs and risk and increases efficacy and
availability in medical tourism. Therefore, the importance of medical tourism companies’ cooperation requires more
detailed study. The aim of this article is to review the different roles and positions of medical tourism companies.
Then, the benefits of international cooperation, such as reducing marketing costs and providing appropriate medical
services, are reviewed.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Definitions and influences

Medical tourism or traveling abroad for the purpose of receiving medical services is evolving as a rapidly growing
market that spans the globe (9, 10). Today, more than 11 million people travel around the world as medical tourists
(4). The travel is inbound as well as outbound, depending on the needs of the patient and the medical offerings in
various countries (10). Inbound refers to patients coming into a country; outbound refers to patients traveling out of
a country. It can also involve travel within the borders of the country, i.e., intrabound or domestic (11, 12). But,
more commonly, the phrase “medical tourism” is used to describe long-distance travel to another country (13). The
countries with the greatest number of inbound medical tourists in order of volume are Thailand, United States,
Malaysia, Singapore, India, Mexico, Korea, Brazil, Taiwan, Turkey, and Costa Rica (14). Procedures sought by
medical tourism include coronary artery bypass graft (CABQG); full face lift; gastric bypass; hip replacement;
implant-supported dentures (i.e., upper and lower); in vitro fertilization cycle, excluding medication; knee
replacement; porcelain bridge (i.e., four-implant); rhinoplasty; spinal fusion; and valve replacement with bypass

(15).

Prominent medical tourism market drivers are
e  Appropriate cost of cross-border medical treatment: Appropriate Cost
e  Higher quality care and services: High Quality

Other drivers:
e Treatments and medication not approved or available in home country
Large uninsured population
Alternative/innovative therapy
Aging population
Long waiting time

2.2. Medical Tourism Facilitators

There are two ways of accessing health care for international patients: direct access and access through facilitators.
They can directly visit doctors, diagnostic medical centers, pharmacies, etc. However, there are obstacles that lead
them to facilitators, such as language barriers, lack of awareness about service providers that suit their illnesses and
unfamiliarity with the quality and the prices offered by the service providers. If the patients have not yet chosen their
destination, or they are uncertain about this choice, the facilitators can offer them good guidance. In fact, they play
the role of an intermediary for introducing and providing the services that medical tourists need.

Medical tourism facilitators are facilitators that guide patients and providers. Many patients find using facilitators to
be more appropriate and suitable than searching providers on their own. The facilitators know all about medical
tourism, and they are able to answer all of the patients’ questions and resolve any concerns they might have. They
often plan and support the patient’s medical travel. It is even possible that the patient receives health care with a
lower cost by employing the facilitators (8). In other words, the medical travel facilitators design and implement a
detailed plan for international patients by presenting comprehensive information on medical services, tourism and
support services as a one-step solution (16).

Although the main goal of medical travelers is medical treatment, having a pleasant journey is considered an
essential part of medical tourism. Medical tourism requires coordinated cooperation between healthcare providers
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and tourism organizations according to the patient’s wishes. Medical tourism facilitators can be divided into five
groups:
1. Hotels that expanded their services, to connect patients (medical tourists) with medical providers or other
facilitators;
2. Travel agencies that have tour plans for health tourists to medical or wellness programs;
3. Medical Travel Planners that can be a medical tourism website, company, agency or representative who
aids a patient in finding medical treatment abroad;
4. Health providers such as hospitals and doctors’ groups that dedicated clinical programs for international
patients (12).

Medical tourism facilitators present several medical options to patients and their families by introducing medical
treatments and advanced technologies available in each particular medical destination. In the process of choosing a
country or city for treatment, it is important to take advantage of a facilitator or an intermediary who is familiar with
the medical services available in the destination to lead the patients to the appropriate physician and medical center.

2.3. Medical Tourism Companies

Medical tourism companies are among facilitators with the highest growths. These companies are sometimes
introduced as agencies, presenters or planners. There are different companies working in this field in both home and
destination countries (18). For example, IMTJ (International Medical Travel Journal) maintains a comprehensive
directory of medical tourism facilitators and facilitators. Customers can search the IMTJ Medical Travel Directory
by the country where the company is located, the country where treatment is offered by healthcare sector, and by
keyword. IMT] listed 950 medical tourism companies in its website (17).

Besides providing patients with physicians and medical centers according to their needs, medical tourism companies
provide different value-added services. These services include providing flight tickets, visas, appropriate
accommodations, medical consultation before the journey, and coordination between home and destination country
physicians, personal nurses for the patients, medical records and follow-ups after they have returned to their
countries. Therefore, by introducing and advertising the different services of healthcare and tourism industries,
medical tourism companies play an important role in introducing and improving the credibility of the different
services provided by a country’s medical tourism industry, besides increasing foreign exchange inflow (8, 9, 12).

3. CONCLUSIONS

Medical tourism companies work in two fields: marketing and providing services. However, the company may focus
mostly or completely on one of them or even outsource one of them. Creating multinational companies or
establishing cooperation between the medical tourism companies in the home and the destination countries leads to
service providing and further strengthening of the market. Creating such companies or cooperation on the cultural,
religious, and linguistic similarities can lead to maximum efficiency. How the facilitators in the home and the
destination countries can cooperate with each other may be the subject of further research.
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