
DOI: 10.4018/IJTHMDA.2021010102

International Journal of Tourism and Hospitality Management in the Digital Age
Volume 5 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021


Copyright©2021,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



19

Looking at the Future of 
Medical Tourism in Asia
Somjit Barat, Pennsylvania State University, USA

ABSTRACT

Despitethepopularityof‘medicaltourism’(whichinvolvestraveltoaforeigndestinationforprimarily
medicalreasons)asathrivingglobalindustryinrecenttimes,acomprehensivemodelthatemphasizes
thedecision-makingprocessfromthepatient’sperspectiveislacking.Inthecurrentpaper,theauthor
developsaframeworkbasedontheprotectionmotivationtheoryanddesignsarobustmodel,that
focusesonhowprospectiveWesternpatientsintendtoseekmedicaltreatmentinAsiancountries.
Throughanextensive reviewof extant literature, theauthorpresents fivepropositions involving
keyelementsofthetheoreticalframeworkandmakesinsightfulprojectionsaboutthefutureofthis
flourishingindustry.Theauthorbelievesthatthisresearchwillimmenselybenefitthehospitality
industryandhealthcarepractitionersandpatients.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Medicalorhealthtourisminvolvesatriptoaforeigncountrywiththeprimarypurposeofseeking
medicaltreatment.Thepatientmayundergoamedical,dental,holisticimprovementorcosmetic
procedure,andthetriptypicallyinvolvessomelevelofsightseeingorentertainmentactivities in
additiontothe‘treatment’.

Ononehand,wearewitnessingescalatinghealthcarecostsandlongwaitingtimesformedical
proceduresinWesternCountries(Japan,Australiansubcontinent,US,CanadaandWesternEurope).
Concomitantly,withtheincreasingavailabilityofhealthcareresourcesinnon-Westerncountries,
moreandmoreWesternersareavailingofthisglobalphenomenoncalled‘medicaltourism’.Rising
insurancecosts,populationgrowth,andurbanizationinWesterncountriesononehand,andcheaper
andlesscumbersomeinternationaltravel,healthcarequalityandaccreditation,shorterwaitingtimes
forsurgery,availabilityofhighlytrainedhealthprofessionalsinnon-Westerncountriesontheother,
havecatapultedmedicaltourismtoanexplodingindustry(NASDAQOMX’sNewsRelease,2019;
Medhekaretal.,2018;MT1,2016).

Themarketisexpectedtogrowatacompoundedannualgrowthrate(CAGR)ofalmost16%during
the2019-2025period,withtheUSandUKtoppingthelistofmedicaltourists,whileAsian(andto
someextent,LatinAmerican)countriesappeartobethemostpopularmedicaltourismdestinations
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(BookmanandBookman,2007;Crooksetal.,2017).Dentistry,cardiovascularprocedures,oncology,
andin-vitrofertilization(IVF)proceduresseemtobethemostsought-afterproceduresformedical
tourists(NASDAQOMX’sNewsRelease,2019).Globally,morethan21millionpeopletravelled
abroadtoseekmedicalcareofwhich,1.4millionwereAmericans,whotravelledforcancer,heart-
by-pass,dentalcrowns,cosmeticsurgeryandothershort-stayoutpatientprocedures.Thailanditself
hosted2.4millionmedicaltouristsin2016(Medhekaretal.2018).Similarly,expertspredictthatthe
IndianmedicaltourismmarketwillbeworthUS$8billionby2020(Thornton,2015),andexpectit
togrowby30percentannually(Naik&Lal,2013).Thus,thereisnoquestionthatmedicaltourism
hasflourishedconsiderablyovertherecentyearsandkeepschangingatarapidpace.Consequently,
thistopiccallsforfurtherresearch.

Itisnosurprise,thatthereexitsconsiderableexplorationinthisfield.Aquicksearchofliterature
inGoogleScholarfeaturingthewords‘medicaltourism’inthetitleyieldedalmost13000results
(post-2015).Theliteraturecanbecategorizedunderthefollowingbroadtopics:antecedents(demand-
orientedor‘push’factors),destination-orsupply-oriented(pullfactors),scaledevelopment,industry
trends,consequences-based,negativeimpacts,challengesandfutureofmedical tourism(Adela
Hoz-Correaetal.,2018;Fetscherin&Stephano,2016;Han&Hyun,2015;Lee&Fernando,2015;
Suessetal.,2018;Wongkit&McKercher,2016).

However,extantresearchonmedicaltourismmostlyignorestheimportanceoftheindividual’s
threatperceptionandcopingmechanisms,andtherolesthattheseperceptionsplayininfluencingthe
individual’sdecisionwhethertoseektreatmentinthefirstplace.Inotherwords,extantstudiesleave
agapingholeinmedicaltourismresearch.Whatisalsolacking,accordingtotheauthor’sfinding,
isaconcertedefforttobuildarobustmodelthatalsotakesintoconsiderationthesupply-orientedor
‘pull’factorsofmedicaltourism.

ThisiswheretheauthorfeelsthattheProtectionMotivationTheory(PMT)canplayanimportant
roleinhelpingusbetterunderstandifandwhypatientsseekmedicaltreatment,becausePMTaddresses
boththethreatperceptionaswellascopingmechanismofthepatientintoaccount.Tothebestof
theauthor’sknowledgefew,ifany,researchhaslookedatmedicaltourismfromthePMTlens.A
searchonGoogleScholarusingthekeywords‘medicaltourism’and‘protectionmotivationtheory’
yieldedonlyoneresult(Seowetal.,2018).Therefore,thecurrentanalysiswilladdressalacunain
extantresearch.

Itisneitherfeasiblenornecessarytoassessallantecedentsofmedicaltourismwithintheambit
ofthecurrentpaper.Instead,theauthoranalyzeshowsomeofthemostsalientfactorsinfluencethe
individual’sthreatassessmentfromtheailmenti.e.pricedifferential,reputationoflocation,facility
andphysicianandreferral/wordofmouthaboutdestination.Throughanextensivereviewofextant
literature,theauthorpresentsfivepropositionsinvolvingkeyelementsofthetheoreticalframework
andmakesinsightfulprojectionsaboutthefutureofthisflourishingindustry.

Theauthorbelievesthatthisresearchwillimmenselybenefitthehospitalityindustry,healthcare
practitionersandpatientsalikebyputtingthe‘patientfirst’.Morespecifically,fromacustomerservice
pointofview,thisresearchcanhelpusbetterappreciatehowpatientsmakeaholisticdecisionas
toif,when,whereandhowtoreceivemedicalservicesabroad,andgivescredencetotheirthreat
perceptionandcopingmechanism.Thus,healthcareprovidersandmedicalpractitionerscanmarket
theirgoodsandservicesmoreeffectivelyandefficiently.Asaresult,moremarketingdollarswillbe
puttothebestuse.Inaddition,thislineofresearchcanpotentiallygeneratenewideasanddiscussion
amongpractitionersandacademics.

Thenextstepintheauthor’sresearchprocessistocollectdatafrommedicaltouristsfromAsian
countries,finetunethepropositionsintotestablehypotheses,analyzepatientresponses,andsubject
thehypothesestoatestofsignificancebasedonsuchresponses.

Thepaperisorganizedasfollows:theintroductionisfollowedbyareviewofthecurrentstateof
medicaltourisminIndiaandThailand;thenextsectionintroducesPMT,itsrelevance,theconceptual
framework,whilethesubsequentsectionintroducesthereadertothepropositionsdesignedforthe
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