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Health tourism is a type of tourism that involves individuals 

traveling across countries to receive healthcare services and has 

experienced rapid growth in recent years. This study examines 

the concept of health tourism, its types, its development both 

globally and in Turkey, as well as medical tourism, marketing 

strategies, and patient profiles based on a review of the literature. 

The findings indicate that medical tourism is the fastest-growing 

segment within health tourism and that Turkey has significant 

potential in this field. In addition, Turkey has become an 

attractive destination for international patients due to its strategic 

geographical location, cost-effective healthcare services, and 

well-developed medical infrastructure. However, improving 

service quality, expanding international accreditation, and 

developing effective marketing strategies are of critical 

importance for the sustainable growth of health tourism. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The tourism sector continues to grow and diversify with globalization, technological developments, and the 

increase in transportation opportunities. Health tourism, which is among the alternative types of tourism, has 

attracted attention as a rapidly developing field in recent years, encompassing the travels undertaken by 

individuals in order to benefit from healthcare services (Lunt & Carrera, 2011; Carrera & Bridges, 2006). 

The global health tourism market has experienced rapid growth in recent years, with its market size exceeding 

USD 100 billion. The sector is estimated to grow at an annual rate of 15–20%, and this upward trend is 

expected to continue in the coming years. Turkey has emerged as one of the leading destinations in health 

tourism, serving more than one million international patients annually and generating billions of dollars in 

revenue from the sector (IMTJ, 2024; USHAŞ, 2024). 

The most prominent and fastest-growing subfield within health tourism is medical tourism (Heung et al., 

2010). In particular, differences in healthcare costs, long waiting times in developed countries, and 

advancements in medical technologies lead individuals to seek healthcare services in different countries. This 

situation contributes to the increase in international patient mobility and the transformation of health tourism 

into a significant sector on a global scale. In addition, the increasing prevalence of chronic diseases, especially 

serious illnesses such as cancer, the aging of the world population, and the rise in individuals’ aesthetic 

concerns significantly increase the demand for health tourism (Hanefeld et al., 2015; Crooks et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, individuals’ desire to access higher-quality, faster, and more cost-effective healthcare services 

leads to the expansion of cross-border travel for health purposes. 

Considering all these factors, health tourism, and particularly medical tourism, has strategic importance for 

both individuals and countries in terms of economic, social, and healthcare dimensions. 

 

2. Health Tourism: Conceptual Framework, Scope, and Categorization 

Health tourism refers to individuals traveling to another country outside their place of residence for the 

purpose of treatment, rehabilitation, or maintaining their health (Connell, 2013). Health tourism includes 

not only treatment but also services aimed at improving individuals’ quality of life. In this respect, it has a 

multidimensional structure. Recent studies on the development, scope, and sectoral dynamics of health 

tourism indicate that this field has a multidimensional structure and has entered a rapid transformation 

process with the effect of digitalization (Övey & Dağ, 2025). Inequalities in access to healthcare services 

on a global scale, together with cost and quality differences across countries, increase the demand for health 

tourism. This situation leads individuals to engage in international travel in order to access more cost-

effective and higher-quality healthcare services (Lunt & Carrera, 2011). In addition, increasing competition 

in healthcare services contributes to improving service quality and encouraging healthcare institutions to 

focus more on patient satisfaction (Heung et al., 2010). 
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Health tourism is divided into different types depending on individuals’ needs and expectations. In general, 

health tourism is examined under main categories such as medical tourism, thermal tourism, SPA and 

wellness tourism, disability tourism, and geriatric tourism. While medical tourism encompasses travel for 

diagnosis and treatment purposes, thermal tourism provides healthcare services through thermal water 

resources and spa applications. SPA and wellness tourism includes services aimed at improving individuals’ 

physical and mental well-being, whereas disability tourism is organized to meet the health and travel needs 

of individuals with special requirements. Geriatric tourism, on the other hand, develops in response to the 

care, rehabilitation, and long-term healthcare needs of elderly individuals. 

Although thermal tourism has significant potential both globally and in Turkey, it demonstrates a more 

limited development compared to medical tourism in terms of international patient mobility. These types 

vary according to individuals’ health needs, economic conditions, and expectations, and reveal that health 

tourism has a broad and dynamic structure (Connell, 2013; Heung et al., 2010; Övey & Dağ, 2025). 

Turkey is recognized as one of the world’s leading destinations for thermal health tourism. According to 

data published by the Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism (2024), Turkey possesses more 

than 1,500 thermal springs and is among the countries with the richest geothermal resources in Europe. 

 

3. METHODS 

This study is a review article based on the examination of national and international literature published in 

the fields of health tourism and medical tourism. A systematic literature review approach was adopted in 

the research. Within the scope of the literature review, publications were examined using the keywords 

“health tourism,” “medical tourism,” “international patient mobility,” and “health tourism marketing” in 

the PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and TR Index databases. 

Peer-reviewed articles, national and international reports, and official institutional data published between 

2006 and 2025 were included in the study. Duplicate studies, inaccessible publications, and sources not 

directly related to the research topic were excluded from the review. The PRISMA approach was utilized 

during the research process, and source selection was conducted according to predefined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. 

The collected data were classified using thematic analysis and evaluated under the themes of the 

development of health tourism, the scope of medical tourism, patient profiles, marketing methods, and 

Turkey’s position in health tourism. 

Only scientific studies published in Turkish and English were included in the analysis, while conference 

abstracts and publications whose full texts were unavailable were excluded from the study. 

4. HEALTH TOURISM IN THE WORLD 

Health tourism has a long-standing history and dates back to ancient times. While in the past individuals 

traveled to different regions to benefit from therapeutic water resources, today this mobility is shaped 
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around advanced medical technologies, specialized healthcare personnel, and modern healthcare 

institutions (Connell, 2013). 

Today, health tourism has become an important sector that is rapidly growing on a global scale and has 

reached a multi-billion-dollar economic volume. According to international reports, the global health 

tourism market exceeds 100 billion dollars and continues to grow each year (IMTJ, 2022; OECD, 2020). 

In addition, it is stated that millions of individuals travel to different countries every year to receive 

healthcare services (World Health Organization [WHO], 2019). In particular, the high cost of healthcare 

services and long waiting times in developed countries direct individuals toward countries offering more 

affordable and faster services. For example, the cost of certain surgical procedures performed in the United 

States (USA) can be several times higher compared to Asian countries. This situation increases international 

patient mobility and contributes to the global expansion of health tourism (Lunt & Carrera, 2011; Hanefeld 

et al., 2015). Among the countries that stand out in health tourism are India, Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, 

South Korea, and the USA. These countries stand out in the health tourism market with different 

competitive advantages. In particular, Asian countries such as India, Thailand, and Malaysia have become 

attractive destinations for international patients by offering low-cost and high-quality healthcare services 

together. In contrast, the USA stands out in terms of advanced technology, specialized treatments, and 

innovative applications (Heung et al., 2010; Pocock & Phua, 2011). 

Medical tourism is one of the most important components of health tourism, and surgical operations, 

aesthetic procedures, and advanced treatment methods are particularly evaluated within this scope. It is 

stated that the annual growth rate of medical tourism at the global level is around 15–20%, and this field is 

one of the most dynamic segments within health tourism (IMTJ, 2022; Lunt & Carrera, 2011). 

This rapid growth has increased competition among countries and significantly contributed to the 

internationalization of healthcare services, further strengthening the global health tourism industry (IMTJ, 

2024; Medical Tourism Association, 2024). 
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Table 1. Development of Health Tourism in the World and Turkey (2015–2024) 
 

 

 

Source: IMTJ (2024), USHAŞ (2024), and TÜİK (2024). 

 

 

5. HEALTH TOURISM IN TURKEY 

Turkey has become one of the prominent destinations in the field of health tourism in recent years by 

increasing its global competitiveness through the structural transformation and strategic investments it has 

made. The country’s geopolitical location, developed healthcare infrastructure, qualified healthcare 

workforce, and cost advantage position Turkey as an attractive center in terms of international patient 

mobility (Aydın & Şeker, 2011; Altın et al., 2012). Since the 1990s, developments in the private healthcare 

sector and health transformation policies have led to an increase in the number of modern hospitals in 

Turkey, the widespread establishment of healthcare institutions equipped with advanced technology, and a 

significant improvement in service quality. Today, the increase in the number of internationally accredited 

healthcare institutions enhances Turkey’s reliability in the field of health tourism and strengthens its global 

preference (Barca et al., 2013). 

One of the most important advantages of Turkey in the field of health tourism is its strategic position as a 

transit point between Europe, Asia, and the Middle East and its ability to provide access to a wide geography 

in a short time. Turkey can reach more than 50 countries within approximately four hours of flight distance 

and, in this context, appeals to a potential market consisting of billions of people. This situation facilitates 

international patient mobility and significantly contributes to Turkey becoming a globally preferred center 

for health tourism. In addition, health tourism activities in Turkey are not limited to major centers such as 

Istanbul and Antalya. The presence of developed healthcare infrastructure and specialized healthcare 

institutions in many cities such as Ankara, İzmir, Bursa, Kayseri, Gaziantep, and Konya indicates that health 

tourism is spread throughout the country. Particularly in recent years, the widespread establishment of city 
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hospitals and the increase in private healthcare investments have strengthened the regional distribution of 

health tourism. This situation demonstrates that Turkey has adopted a sustainable and balanced growth model 

in the field of health tourism (Sağlık Bakanlığı, 2023). From an economic perspective, the cost of healthcare 

services provided in Turkey is significantly lower compared to developed countries. However, despite this 

cost advantage, the compliance of service quality with international standards is among the main factors that 

increase Turkey’s competitiveness in the field of health tourism. In this context, Turkey is positioned among 

the countries that can achieve a “high quality–low cost” balance (Kılıç & Özer, 2016). 

Among the most demanded services within the scope of health tourism in Turkey are aesthetic surgery, 

dental treatments, hair transplantation, ophthalmologic surgeries, and orthopedic interventions. It is observed 

that Turkey has established an international brand value particularly in the fields of aesthetic surgery and 

hair transplantation and shows a tendency toward specialization in these areas on a global scale. This 

situation indicates that Turkey has gained a competitive advantage in niche areas within the health tourism 

market. As of 2023, it is reported that approximately 1.4 million patients visited Turkey within the scope of 

health tourism and that the revenue generated from this field reached approximately 2.3 billion dollars 

(TÜİK, 2023; T.C. Ministry of Trade, 2024). In broader evaluations, it is stated that the total number of 

international patients coming to the country within the scope of health tourism has exceeded 2 million and 

that the sector’s revenues continue to show an upward trend (USHAŞ, 2023). In recent years, the growth 

trend of the sector has continued, and it is indicated that health tourism revenues reached approximately 3 

billion dollars as of 2024 and are expected to increase further in the coming years (T.C. Ministry of Trade, 

2024). In addition, it is observed that the share of health tourism revenues within total tourism revenues is 

gradually increasing and that health tourism has risen to a strategic position within Turkey’s service exports 

(TÜİK, 2023; THTC, 2022). These data clearly demonstrate that health tourism has become a sector with 

high added value and strategic importance for the Turkish economy. However, in order for Turkey to 

maintain its sustainable competitiveness in the field of health tourism, it is of great importance to 

continuously improve service quality, expand international accreditation processes, effectively use digital 

marketing strategies, and develop practices aimed at increasing patient satisfaction. In addition, addressing 

health tourism policies within the framework of long-term strategic planning will further strengthen Turkey’s 

global position in this field. 

Furthermore, the development and implementation of health tourism policies through long-term strategic 

planning will further enhance Turkey’s global competitiveness and strengthen its position in the international 

health tourism market (USHAŞ, 2024; Deloitte, 2025). 
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6. Medical Tourism: Dynamics, Patient Profiles, and Global Preferences 

Medical tourism refers to individuals traveling outside their country of residence for the purpose of 

diagnosis and treatment and is considered one of the most important subfields of health tourism (Carrera & 

Bridges, 2006; Lunt & Carrera, 2011). Today, medical tourism has evolved beyond being a movement 

based solely on treatment needs and has become a global sector shaped by individuals’ desire to access the 

most cost-effective, highest-quality, and fastest healthcare services. The reasons why individuals prefer 

different countries within the scope of medical tourism vary depending on the type of treatment. In 

particular, countries with strong technological infrastructure, such as the United States (USA), stand out in 

treatments that require advanced technology and high levels of expertise. For example, minimally invasive 

cardiac surgeries, genetic treatments, and advanced applications for rare diseases are concentrated in 

countries with highly developed healthcare systems. This situation indicates that patients choose countries 

based on the type of treatment they require (Hanefeld et al., 2015). Similarly, in the treatment of high-cost 

and technologically advanced diseases such as Spinal Muscular Atrophy (SMA) Type 1, countries with 

developed biotechnological infrastructure are preferred. This clearly demonstrates the decisive role of 

technological level in country preferences within medical tourism (Hanefeld et al., 2015). In contrast, 

procedures such as aesthetic surgery, dental treatments, and hair transplantation are concentrated in 

countries that offer more affordable and high-quality services. Turkey holds a significant share in 

international patient mobility in these fields due to its competitive pricing and high service quality (Kılıç & 

Özer, 2016). 

Differences in healthcare costs, long waiting times in developed countries, technological advancements, 

and the increase in transportation opportunities play a decisive role in directing individuals to different 

countries. In this context, while evaluating treatment options, patients take into account not only medical 

necessities but also cost, quality, accessibility, and service duration (Hanefeld et al., 2015; Smith & 

Forgione, 2007). The services offered within the scope of medical tourism cover a wide range. Among 

these services, aesthetic surgery procedures, dental treatments, cardiovascular surgery, oncological 

treatments, and hair transplantation stand out. In particular, areas such as aesthetic surgery and hair 

transplantation are among the fastest-growing segments of medical tourism due to their advantages in low 

cost and high quality (Heung et al., 2010). Patients receiving services within the scope of medical tourism 

are divided into different groups according to their needs and expectations. Patients traveling for cancer 

treatment generally seek access to healthcare institutions with advanced technology and specialized 

physicians. For this patient group, treatment quality, technological equipment, and level of expertise are the 

most determining factors. Patients who prefer medical tourism for surgical operations prioritize reliability, 

operation success rates, and physician experience. The opportunity to receive high-quality services at more 

affordable costs, especially in fields such as orthopedics, cardiovascular surgery, and general surgery, 

directly affects the preferences of these patients. For patients traveling due to aesthetic concerns, cost and 
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service quality are among the main determining factors. This patient group prefers countries where they 

can undergo aesthetic procedures under more economical conditions while receiving services at high 

standards. This situation has made aesthetic tourism one of the most dynamic areas of medical tourism. In 

terms of patients participating in medical tourism for hair transplantation, Turkey is an important center 

internationally. Turkey’s specialized healthcare institutions in this field, experienced healthcare personnel, 

and competitive pricing policy have made the country a preferred destination worldwide. 

In conclusion, medical tourism is not only a treatment-oriented activity but also exhibits a multidimensional 

structure that responds to the various expectations of different patient profiles. This situation necessitates 

that healthcare providers develop differentiated and patient-oriented strategies for their target audiences 

(Crooks et al., 2010; Hanefeld et al., 2015). 

 

6.1 Digital Marketing, CRM, and Online Reputation Management in Medical Tourism 

The increasing global competition in the medical tourism sector has directed healthcare providers toward 

developing more effective and strategic marketing methods. In order to attract international patients, 

healthcare institutions place importance not only on service quality but also on marketing strategies that 

can reach the appropriate target audience. In this context, marketing activities in medical tourism are 

evaluated under two main categories: traditional and digital methods. 

Among traditional marketing methods, participation in international health tourism fairs, collaboration with 

intermediary institutions, and brand management stand out. Through international fairs, healthcare 

institutions can establish direct communication with potential patients and business partners from different 

countries and gain the opportunity to promote their services. In addition, intermediary institutions, which 

play an important role in medical tourism, act as a bridge between patients and healthcare providers and are 

effective in patient referral processes. Furthermore, creating a strong brand image is considered a critical 

factor in ensuring patients’ trust (Heung et al., 2010; Pocock & Phua, 2011). One of the most important 

components of marketing strategies in medical tourism is patient experience and references. The level of 

satisfaction of patients who have previously received services and the experiences they share play a decisive 

role in the decision-making process of potential patients. Therefore, healthcare institutions continuously 

improve service quality to increase patient satisfaction and use positive patient experiences as a marketing 

tool (Crooks et al., 2010). 

Digital health applications and online consultation services facilitate patients’ access to information before 

treatment and enable direct communication with healthcare institutions. Such applications positively 

influence the preference process by increasing patients’ sense of trust. The role of digital marketing 

activities in medical tourism has increased significantly in recent years. It is known that a large proportion 

of international patients conduct research on the internet, compare healthcare institutions, and examine 

patient reviews before the treatment process. This situation shows that digital platforms have become a 
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determining factor in the patient decision-making process. In particular, search engines, social media 

platforms, and the websites of healthcare institutions are among the most effective tools in attracting 

international patients (Smith & Forgione, 2007). The ability of digital marketing activities to reach wider 

audiences compared to traditional methods is considered one of the main factors that provide a competitive 

advantage in the health tourism sector (Heung et al., 2010). In recent years, online reputation management 

has become a critical competitive factor in health tourism. Before making treatment decisions, international 

patients carefully examine healthcare providers’ websites, social media accounts, patient reviews, and 

independent evaluation platforms. Therefore, patient experiences in digital environments directly influence 

the international visibility and attractiveness of healthcare institutions. 

Post-operative complications, inadequate patient follow-up procedures, language-related communication 

barriers, deficiencies in accommodation services provided by healthcare institutions, and shortages of 

personnel specialized in health tourism may negatively affect international patient satisfaction. Such issues 

are often reflected as negative reviews on digital platforms and may damage the online reputation of 

healthcare providers. 

In this context, Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems, digital patient monitoring 

applications, multilingual communication services, and professional social media management have 

become strategically important for health tourism organizations. Today, health tourism is among the sectors 

most dependent on digital marketing, and digital communication tools play a decisive role throughout every 

stage of the patient decision-making process (Deloitte, 2025; Medical Tourism Association, 2024). 

In conclusion, marketing activities in medical tourism exhibit a multidimensional structure, and both 

traditional and digital methods need to be used together. In order for healthcare institutions to compete in 

the international market, it is of great importance to implement strong brand management, a patient-oriented 

service approach, and effective digital marketing strategies in an integrated manner. 

 

7. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recent international reports suggest that the health tourism industry is experiencing a substantial 

transformation through digitalization, artificial intelligence-assisted patient management, and the 

increasing integration of international healthcare services, thereby reshaping the structure and delivery of 

global health tourism activities (Deloitte, 2025; Medical Tourism Association, 2024). 

In this study, the development, scope, marketing methods, and patient profiles of medical tourism within 

the context of health tourism have been examined based on the literature. The findings and statistical data 

indicate that health tourism is a strategic sector that is rapidly growing on a global scale and offers 

significant economic opportunities for countries. In particular, medical tourism stands out as one of the 

most dynamic fields within health tourism due to its high value-added nature, inclusion of services requiring 

advanced technology, and its role in increasing international patient mobility. 
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Globally, differences in healthcare costs, long waiting times in developed countries, and advancements in 

transportation and communication technologies play a determining role in the development of health 

tourism. These factors lead individuals to seek healthcare services in different countries in order to access 

higher-quality and more cost-effective services. In this context, countries such as India, Thailand, and South 

Korea have gained a significant competitive advantage in the field of health tourism. 

When evaluated in the context of Turkey, it is understood that the country has significant potential in 

medical tourism due to its geographical location, developed healthcare infrastructure, experienced 

healthcare personnel, and cost-effective service provision. Turkey’s competitiveness is particularly high in 

fields such as aesthetic surgery, dental treatments, and hair transplantation at the international level. 

However, in order for Turkey to increase its health tourism revenues, it is not sufficient to maintain its 

current advantages; it is also necessary to establish a stronger brand image in the international market. 

When patient profiles are examined, it is observed that there are different patient groups with varying needs 

within medical tourism and that the factors affecting their preferences differ. While patients traveling for 

cancer treatment primarily seek advanced technology and expertise, cost and service quality become more 

decisive in areas such as aesthetic procedures and hair transplantation. This situation reveals that healthcare 

institutions operating in the field of health tourism need to develop differentiated strategies tailored to their 

target audiences. In addition, the impact of digitalization on medical tourism is steadily increasing. Patients 

conduct research on the internet, examine patient reviews, and compare healthcare institutions before 

making treatment decisions. Therefore, digital marketing has become one of the most important factors 

providing a competitive advantage in the medical tourism sector. 

In conclusion, in order for medical tourism to develop in a sustainable manner, it is of great importance to 

adopt a patient-centered service approach, continuously improve service quality, and adapt to digital 

transformation. Furthermore, the increasing trend in the number of patients and revenue generated within 

the scope of health tourism indicates that the sector has not only theoretical but also economically 

sustainable growth potential. 

Based on the research findings, the following recommendations have been developed in the fields of health 

tourism and medical tourism: 

I. International promotion and branding strategies should be strengthened. Turkey’s global awareness in 

the field of health tourism should be increased, and digital platforms and social media should be used 

effectively. 

II. Patient-centered service models should be developed. The expectations and needs of international 

patients should be analyzed, and personalized service delivery should be ensured. 

III. International accreditation and quality standards should be expanded. In order for healthcare institutions 

to compete at the international level, importance should be given to quality certification processes. 

IV. Transparency and trust-enhancing practices should be developed. Clear and understandable information 
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should be provided to patients regarding treatment processes, costs, and outcomes. 

V. Digital marketing strategies should be used effectively. International visibility should be increased 

through SEO, social media, online advertisements, and patient reviews. 

VI. Post-treatment services should be strengthened. Patient follow-up, communication, and consultancy 

services should be improved to increase patient satisfaction and repeat preference rates. 

VII. Qualified human resources and cultural competence should be enhanced. The foreign language skills 

and cultural awareness of personnel working in the field of health tourism should be improved. 

VIII. Strategic specialization and public–private partnerships should be supported. Specialization in areas where 

Turkey is strong, such as aesthetic surgery, hair transplantation, and dental treatments, should be increased; at the 

same time, international collaborations should be developed for treatments requiring advanced technology. 
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