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Abstract:

The objective of this study is to design an infrastructure development model for medical tourism with an emphasis on human
capital capabilities in public hospitals affiliated with Iran University of Medical Sciences. This study employed a qualitative
and fundamental research design. Data were collected through field research and semi-structured interviews with 22 senior
managers of public hospitals under the Iran University of Medical Sciences. The analysis was conducted using the grounded
theory method based on Strauss and Corbin’s approach, through open, axial, and selective coding. The results indicated that 18
core components were identified as essential elements of the medical tourism infrastructure model. These included
organizational culture, development and strengthening of equipment and infrastructure, service quality, human capital,
knowledge management, information technology, quality management, hospital-related environmental, structural, and
economic infrastructures, hospital agility, service differentiation, benchmarking, institutional factors, national tourism
attractions, market improvement, financial improvement, and internal process enhancement. The extracted model demonstrates
that the development of medical tourism in public hospitals requires simultaneous attention to human, organizational,
infrastructural, and institutional factors. Strengthening human capital and knowledge management were found to be key
elements that can significantly enhance Iran’s position as a competitive destination for medical tourism.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The rapid growth of medical tourism as a global industry has become an increasingly important field of study due to its role
in integrating healthcare services with tourism infrastructure and policy development. Medical tourism involves the cross-
border movement of patients seeking medical care, often motivated by affordability, quality of services, or the availability of
specialized treatments not easily accessible in their home countries (Fuentes et al., 2018; Vieth, 2018). With the intensification
of globalization and the ease of international travel, medical tourism has emerged as a significant contributor to national
economies, especially in countries that can leverage their healthcare capabilities alongside cultural and natural attractions
(Elkington, 1997; Flambard-Ruaud, 2015).

In the context of developing nations, medical tourism serves as a mechanism not only to generate revenue but also to foster
international collaboration and improve healthcare standards (Barney, 1991; Dahlberg & Nokkala, 2015). Research has shown
that customer segmentation is central to effectively targeting medical tourists, as patients vary in preferences, expectations, and
willingness to pay (Abidar et al., 2020; O'Brien et al., 2020). The ability to classify patients using advanced data-driven models
improves service quality and enhances hospitals’ strategic planning (Hadid et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2024).

Recent advances in artificial intelligence, machine learning, and data mining have introduced new opportunities for
analyzing and predicting consumer behavior in medical tourism (Agrawal & Agarwal, 2024; Lathifah & Azzahra, 2025; Manzoor
et al., 2024). Traditional segmentation techniques such as demographic or geographic clustering are now being augmented by
behavior-based methods, including Recency-Frequency-Monetary (RFM) models and hybrid clustering algorithms
(Chattopadhyay & Mitra, 2023; GhGolamveisy et al., 2024). These techniques allow for more refined classification of patients
and can inform marketing, pricing, and service design strategies (Kumari et al., 2024; Sakina et al., 2024).

Equally important is the role of human capital in shaping the patient experience. The quality of physicians, nurses, and
healthcare staff is a critical determinant of patient satisfaction and medical tourism development (Han et al., 2024; Horng &
Yenradee, 2023). Studies highlight that skilled and empathetic human resources, coupled with cultural sensitivity, enhance the

global competitiveness of hospitals (Hitka et al., 2019; Sheikh et al., 2019). Moreover, organizational culture that supports
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innovation, customer-orientation, and sustainability has been recognized as essential for long-term success in the medical
tourism sector (Flambard-Ruaud, 2015; Madeira et al., 2015).

Government policy and institutional frameworks are equally significant. Transparent legal systems, supportive regulations,
and the presence of quality accreditation mechanisms attract foreign patients (Dahlberg & Nokkala, 2015; Elkington, 1997).
Environmental sustainability also plays a role as patients increasingly consider the ecological footprint of healthcare and the
broader tourism sector (Fuentes et al., 2018; Ozan, 2018). Finally, advances in digital marketing and analytics have enabled
hospitals to directly target international patients through tailored communication and engagement strategies (Miklosik et al.,
2019; Purnomo et al., 2020).

Given this background, the present study aims to design and validate an infrastructure development model for medical
tourism with a focus on human capital capabilities in public hospitals. Unlike prior studies that often emphasize private sector
institutions, this research highlights the role of public healthcare facilities in advancing the competitiveness of medical tourism
while simultaneously serving domestic patients. By adopting a grounded theory approach, this study seeks to construct a
conceptual model that integrates organizational culture, infrastructure, human capital, information systems, and institutional
support as interdependent pillars of sustainable medical tourism development (Vianzoor et al., 2024; Rajan & Josephine, 2024).

Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative design with an emphasis on grounded theory methodology. The study was fundamental
in purpose and field-based in its method of data collection. Participants consisted of 22 senior managers from public hospitals
affiliated with Iran University of Medical Sciences, selected using purposive sampling. Data were gathered through semi-
structured interviews that ranged between 35 and 60 minutes, with follow-up sessions conducted for clarification and validation
of emerging themes. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and data analysis was carried out through open, axial, and
selective coding as outlined by Strauss and Corbin. This coding procedure enabled the identification of causal conditions,
central phenomena, strategies, contextual factors, intervening conditions, and consequences. The result of this iterative process
was the extraction of a paradigmatic model illustrating the infrastructure and human capital elements essential for developing
medical tourism in public hospitals.

Findings

The analysis identified 18 key components as central to the infrastructure development model for medical tourism. These
include:

1. Organizational Culture — Emphasizing collaboration, innovation, and service orientation.

2. Development of Equipment and Infrastructure — Enhancing both hardware (medical equipment, facilities) and

software (information systems, hospital management platforms).

3. Service Quality — Ensuring empathy, responsiveness, and patient-centered care.

4. Human Capital — Divided into general capabilities (skills, empathy, multilingual abilities) and specialized expertise
(professional experience in medical tourism).
Knowledge Management — Fostering knowledge sharing, collaboration with universities, and continuous learning.
Information Technology — Implementing telemedicine, Al-based diagnostic tools, and digital reservation systems.

Quality Management — Establishing clear standards and systematic monitoring.

[c IS B Y4

Environmental Infrastructure — Adoption of green practices such as waste management and energy efficiency.
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9. Structural Infrastructure — Safety, accessibility, and architectural design aligned with patient comfort.
10. Economic Infrastructure — Competitive pricing of medical services and financial sustainability.

11. Hospital Agility — Flexibility in adapting processes and rapidly integrating innovations.

12. Service Differentiation — Tailoring services to patient needs, offering cultural and recreational add-ons.
13. Benchmarking — Learning from best practices of international hospitals.

14. Institutional Factors — Government support, international accreditation, and policy frameworks.

15. Tourism Attractions — Leveraging cultural, historical, and natural sites of the country.

16. Market Improvement — Enhancing outreach and targeting of international patients.

17. Financial Improvement — Strengthening hospital revenues and reinvestment capacity.

18. Internal Process Enhancement — Streamlining patient admission, care delivery, and follow-up systems.

These components collectively formed the paradigmatic model that positions human capital as the central phenomenon
around which other infrastructural and contextual factors revolve.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reinforce the notion that the development of medical tourism cannot be achieved solely through
investment in physical infrastructure or technology. Instead, it requires a holistic approach that simultaneously strengthens
human capital, organizational culture, and institutional frameworks. Hospitals must prioritize the training and empowerment
of healthcare professionals to build trust with international patients, enhance cross-cultural communication, and ensure service
quality.

The emphasis on knowledge management underscores the necessity of continuous learning and research collaboration,
particularly in adopting best practices from global leaders in medical tourism. The role of IT and Al further illustrates how
digital transformation is reshaping patient care by enabling telemedicine, personalized diagnostics, and efficient service
delivery.

Environmental and structural considerations highlight that sustainable medical tourism must address ecological impacts and
patient safety, ensuring alignment with global sustainability standards. Similarly, economic and financial factors indicate that
affordability remains a key determinant of medical tourists’ choice of destination.

Institutional support emerged as a cornerstone of the model, underscoring that government policy, legal frameworks, and
accreditation systems are vital in legitimizing and promoting medical tourism. The integration of tourism attractions into the
model further illustrates that patients’ decisions are influenced not only by healthcare quality but also by cultural and leisure
opportunities available in the host country.

Overall, the proposed model positions human capital at the center of medical tourism development. Skilled, motivated, and
culturally competent healthcare workers constitute the foundation upon which other infrastructural elements depend. By
focusing on human capital while simultaneously investing in technology, sustainability, and policy frameworks, public
hospitals can elevate their role in global medical tourism markets.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the literature by presenting a grounded model tailored to public hospitals, an area
often overlooked in medical tourism studies. The findings demonstrate that sustainable growth in this sector requires the
alignment of human, organizational, technological, and institutional resources. This holistic approach has the potential to
enhance service quality, strengthen the international reputation of healthcare systems, and position countries as competitive

destinations in the expanding global market for medical tourism.
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