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Given the increasing global competition among destinations in providing medical
and wellness services, together with the growing importance of digital marketing in
attracting health tourists, this study aimed to develop and validate a health tourism
development model with an emphasis on digital marketing. This applied study
adopted a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. The qualitative phase
consisted of a meta-synthesis of the literature and semi-structured interviews with
20 experts selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was
achieved. The quantitative phase employed a descriptive-correlational survey
design. The study population comprised managers of tourism companies, from
whom 202 participants were selected using multistage cluster random sampling.
Data in the quantitative phase were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire. The validity and reliability of the research instruments were
confirmed in both the qualitative and quantitative phases. Qualitative data were
analyzed using content analysis, while quantitative data were analyzed using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and a one-sample t-test. The findings resulted in
an indigenous model of health tourism development with an emphasis on digital
marketing comprising six principal dimensions: the effectiveness of digital
marketing activities, costs, policies and regulations, infrastructure, transparency,
and culture. The results further indicated that these dimensions were perceived by
the respondents to be at a desirable level. Overall, both the qualitative and
quantitative findings supported the proposed health tourism development model,
confirming its suitability as a comprehensive framework for strengthening digital
marketing strategies and enhancing the attraction of health tourists.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

With the intensifying global competition in
the provision of healthcare and wellness
services, many countries have recognized
health tourism as a strategic sector for
promoting economic growth, enhancing
international competitiveness, and
strengthening destination attractiveness. In
this context, digital marketing has emerged as
a critical tool for attracting health tourists
because of its broad reach, rapid
dissemination ~ of  information,  cost-
effectiveness, and ability to enhance
transparency, build trust, and facilitate
communication between service providers
and prospective patients. Despite its growing
importance, the literature lacks a
comprehensive  indigenous model  that
systematically integrates digital marketing
dimensions into health tourism development.
Accordingly, this study seeks to address this
gap by developing and validating a localized
health tourism development model with an
emphasis on digital marketing.

Methodology

This study was conducted as an applied
investigation using an exploratory sequential
mixed-methods design. In the qualitative
phase, a meta-synthesis was undertaken to
review and synthesize the existing literature,
followed by semi-structured interviews with
20 experts selected through purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation was
achieved. The quantitative phase employed a
descriptive-correlational survey design. The
study population comprised managers of
tourism  companies, from whom 202
participants were selected using multistage
cluster random sampling. The sample size
was determined in accordance with the
requirements for confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA). Data were collected wusing a
researcher-developed  questionnaire.  The
validity of the instrument was established
through content and construct validity, while
its reliability was confirmed using Cronbach's
alpha coefficient and composite reliability.
Quialitative data were analyzed using thematic
analysis, whereas quantitative data were

analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) and a one-sample t-test.

Results

The findings revealed that the proposed
indigenous model of health tourism
development comprises six core dimensions:
(1) the effectiveness of digital marketing
activities, (2) costs, (3) policies and
regulations, 4 infrastructure, (5)
transparency, and (6) culture. Each dimension
consists of several underlying sub-
components. The results of the one-sample t-
test indicated that, from the respondents'
perspective, all six dimensions were evaluated
positively, with mean scores significantly
exceeding  the  theoretical  midpoint.
Furthermore, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) demonstrated a satisfactory fit of the
measurement model across all six dimensions,
providing empirical support for the proposed
model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that the
successful development of health tourism
requires a holistic approach in which digital
marketing functions not merely as a
supplementary tool but as a core strategic
component. The six identified dimensions
operate in an interconnected manner,
collectively influencing the effectiveness of
health tourism development. For example,
transparent digital marketing practices can
reduce tourists’ perceived risks and costs,
while  supportive  policies, appropriate
regulations, and adequate infrastructure
enhance the effectiveness of digital marketing
initiatives.  Furthermore,  the  cultural
dimension, particularly within the Iranian
context, plays a pivotal role in fostering trust
and facilitating effective communication with
international health tourists. The proposed
model was validated by both experts and
tourism industry managers, supporting its
applicability as a comprehensive framework
for policymakers and practitioners seeking to
strengthen digital marketing strategies and
enhance the competitiveness of health tourism
destinations. Nevertheless, the study has
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several limitations, including its reliance on
the perspectives of tourism managers and the
cross-sectional nature of the quantitative data,
which limits the ability to draw causal
inferences. Future research is recommended
to examine the applicability of the proposed
model in different national and cultural
contexts and to incorporate the perspectives
of health tourists in order to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the factors
influencing health tourism development.
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