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A REVIEW ON EFFORTS OF HEALTH TOURISM IN TURKEY 

ABSTRACT 

Medical tourism is rapidly growing as the healthcare prices go up in the developed countries and inadequate medical techniques 

and absence of high-tech technology in the undeveloped or developing countries. Medical tourism refers to travelling to the 

distant destinations in other countries for health issues and medical curing possibilities. Medical tourism and health tourism 

concepts can be used interchangeability. Medical tourism includes four major categories: health beauty tourism, treatment, 

cosmetic surgery, and rehabilitation. Medical tourism is considered a significant importance for developing countries including 

Turkey. Turkey has become a preferred destination for medical tourism for the last two decades especially by people from 

neighboring countries in the Middle East as well as the Europe. In this study, it is aimed to investigate the medical tourism and 

its impacts on Turkey’s market. In this context, a broad literature review has been made and statistical information about the 

sector have been investigated. 

Keywords: Exports of Health Services, Healthcare Industry in Turkey, Health Tourism, Medical Tourism  

TÜRKİYE'DE SAĞLIK TURİZMİNE YÖNELİK ÇALIŞMALAR ÜZERİNE BİR 

İNCELEME  

ÖZET 

Gelişmiş ülkelerde sağlık hizmetleri fiyatlarının artması ve gelişmemiş veya gelişmekte olan ülkelerde yetersiz tıbbi teknikler 

ve yüksek teknolojinin olmaması nedeniyle medikal turizm hızla büyümektedir. Medikal turizm, sağlık sorunları ve tıbbi tedavi 

olanakları için diğer ülkelerdeki uzak destinasyonlara seyahat etmeyi ifade etmektedir. Medikal turizm ve sağlık turizmi 

kavramları birbirinin yerine kullanılabilmektedir. Medikal turizm dört ana kategori içerir: sağlık-güzellik turizmi, tedavi, 

kozmetik cerrahi ve rehabilitasyon. Medikal turizm, Türkiye dahil olmak üzere, gelişmekte olan ülkeler için büyük önem arz 

etmektedir. Türkiye, son yirmi yıldır medikal turizmde özellikle Ortadoğu ve Avrupa'daki komşu ülkelerden gelenler tarafından 

tercih edilen bir destinasyon haline gelmiştir. Bu çalışmada medikal turizm ve Türkiye pazarı üzerindeki etkilerinin incelenmesi 

amaçlanmıştır. Bu kapsamda geniş bir literatür taraması yapılmış ve sektöre ilişkin istatistiki bilgiler araştırılmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Sağlık Hizmetleri İhracatı, Türkiye'de Sağlık Endüstrisi, Sağlık Turizmi, Medikal Turizm 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Health expenses have been steadily increasing in most of the developed countries involving EU nations, 

USA, and Japan in the last few decades. Therefore, most of the citizens residing in these countries and 

require health treatments are generally looking for alternative places that offer cheaper and reliable 

medical care. This occurred a sector called medical tourism. 

Medical tourism is related to the activities of travelling abroad for medical purposes (Connell, 2006). 

Medical and health tourism could be used interchangeability. Medical tourism includes four major 

categories: health beauty tourism, treatment, cosmetic surgery, and rehabilitation (Gonzales, Brenzel & 

Sancho, 2001). There are some major concepts under these categories including illness treatment, 

fertility, wellness, alternative treatments, cosmetic surgeries, SPA, water treatments, acupuncture, herbal 

healings, surgery, recovery, agency, ecotourism, diagnostic tourism, oncological treatments, and elderly 

care programs. 
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Medical tourism is one of the fastest growing industries in the world today. The sector has been included 

in the scope of service export. Turkey has become the center of attraction of both foreign patients and 

international investors in the medical tourism industry in recent years thanks to the different 

geographical and cultural characteristics and service quality. Health tourism in Turkey has been 

promoted within the scope of foreign exchange earning services (Uyan, 2019). Turkey is a developing 

country that has some hospitals with advanced technologies and well-educated medical personnel. It 

attracts people from Middle Eastern countries and some from European countries.  

This study was intended to examine medical tourism and reveal any advantageous and disadvantageous 

of medical tourism attempts and investments in Turkey. The study prepared in this context consists of 

five parts. The first part is the introduction specifying the concepts, purpose, importance and design of 

the study. The second part focuses on descriptions, scope and forms of medical tourism. Third part puts 

forward the developments of medical tourism in the world. In the fourth part, Turkish medical tourism 

was reviewed. Finally, the conclusions are presented and recommendations are proposed based on the 

information obtained within the scope of this research.  

2. DEFINITION, SCOPE AND TYPES OF MEDICAL TOURISM 

Health tourism was defined as “the organized travel outside one’s local environment for the 

maintenance, enhancement or restoration of an individual’s wellbeing in mind and body” (Carrera & 

Bridges, 2006). Medical tourism is a subset of health tourism. In this study, health tourism and medical 

tourism are used synonymously. 

The medical tourism sector has been increasing around the world especially in underdeveloped or 

developing countries including Turkey, India, and Thailand (Bookman, 2007). For example, an 

American individual could visit Costa Rica, Thailand, or India for nonemergency surgery because 

waiting time is much higher as well as surgery and after surgery, treatment cost much more than their 

original country, USA. 

There are several types of medical tourism around the world. Studies (Gonzales, Brenzel & Sancho, 

2001) showed some prospects for developing trade in accordance with medical tourism services and 

identifying some trade regulations and strategy. A taxonomy in regard to the fundamental types of 

medical tourism was proposed as illustrated in Table 1. Their taxonomy consisted of four major medical 

tourism categories; “Health beauty tourism”, “Treatment”, “Cosmetic surgery”, and “Rehabilitation”. 

One of the most important health beauty tourism examples is alternative medical tourism such as SPA. 

People have been travelling to distant destinations to get health from thermal and mineral water. The 

proposed health treatment tourism includes several purposes such as surgery and fertility. The table 

below also presents two other medical tourism forms; cosmetic surgery and rehabilitation.  

Table 1. Major Types of Medical Tourism 

Health Beauty Tourism Treatment Cosmetic Surgery Rehabilitation 

 SPA 

 Nature tourism 

 Ecotourism 

 Mass tourism 

 Herbal tourism 

 Complementary 

tourism 

 Cardiothoracic tourism 

 Diagnostic tourism 

 Cancer treatment 

 Eye surgery 

 Fertility 

 Dental care 

 Plastic surgery 

 Breast enhancement 

 Skin treatment 

 Dialysis 

 Additional programs 

 Elderly care programs 

 Addiction treatment 

Source: Gonzales, Brenzel and Sancho, 2001. 

3. DEVELOPMENT OF MEDICAL TOURISM IN THE WORLD 

The increasing costs of health agencies financially influence social security institutions. In order to solve 

such difficulties, social security administrations and private health insurance corporations focus on 
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providing health services for their citizens at lower cost by formulating business contracts with any 

neighboring countries that have quality medical facilities at lower costs (Cook, 2008). Especially thanks 

to the new technology in medical care, globalization efforts around the globe, and price decreases of the 

airline tickets in the 1990s greatly affected such medical journeys. Also, medical development in India, 

Turkey, Mexico, Singapore, and Thailand changed the trends towards themselves and other developing 

countries. Western nations started getting the same medical procedures and health operations at lower 

prices than in their home country.  

Total revenue of medical tourism and related treatments has been growing at a fast rate in the last three 

decades according to the international reports and studies. Also, the number of medical tourists has been 

growing and increasing incomes from it are regularly reflected on the media sources. Medical tourism 

in India created a total of $1 billion in 2012 and growing since then. Also, the medical tourism industry 

reached a total of USD 20 billion worldwide in 2006 and doubles in 2010. But, such figures were not 

reflecting the total picture of this system since some of them are not included in the calculation 

(NaRanong & NaRanong, 2011). 

Thailand, a popular medical tourism destination, has been greatly increasing since the 1990s, but few 

scientific types of research have been conducted on this topic. The medical health care market for the 

medical tourists was estimated between $1.5 billion and $2.5 billion for the year of 2012 (NaRanong & 

NaRanong, 2011). That was only 0.4% of their GDP. Another study showed that many American 

citizens travel abroad to get medical treatments. An estimated value of $1 billion spent on such travels 

and considered a loss to the US medical care system and the US economy (Connell, 2006).  

Table 2. Number of Doctors and Health Personnel Density Per Thousand Citizens 

  Country 
Number of Doctors 

(year) 
  

  India  645,825 (2004)   

  Indonesia 29,499 (2003)   

  Philippines 90,370 (2002)   

  Thailand 22,435 (2000)   

  United States 730,801 (2000)   

Country Physician Density Nursing Density 
Other Health Workers 

Density 

India  0.60 (2004) 0.80 (2004) 1.03 (2004) 

United States 2.56 (2000) 9.37 (2000) 14.52 (2000) 

Thailand 0.37 (2000) 2.82 (2000) 0.23 (2000) 

Source: NaRanong & NaRanong, 2011 

As can be seen in Table 2, the USA had the highest number of doctors on the list and Thailand having 

the lowest number of doctors. India had the second largest groups of doctors (NaRanong & NaRanong, 

2011). Such numbers do not reflect profound details in terms of doctor/patient ratios. The second table 

presented health personal densities for three countries (India, USA, Thailand). It showed that the USA 

had the highest densities (number of patients per medical personnel).  

4. MEDICAL TOURISM IN TURKEY 

Turkish healthcare system is structured within two different state ministries, Ministry of Health, and the 

Ministry of Treasury and Finance (Barış, Mollahaliloğlu & Aydın, 2011). It includes three separate 
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health insurance systems. It contains all of the employed employees and a large population of self-

employed individuals.   

Treatment tourism has the biggest revenue and number of tourists in Turkey. In terms of treatment 

tourism, cardiothoracic and cancer treatments are two most popular purposes for the medical travellers. 

Diagnostic tourism, eye surgery and fertility treatments are other popular types of treatment tourism. It 

is very important for Turkey to offer such medical tourism forms because such services are extremely 

expensive in countries such as the USA. 

In Turkey, thermal tourism is one of the main areas offered for the elderly and disabled tourists (Republic 

of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2018). One of the most important destinations is Pamukkale 

in the vicinity of Denizli. In addition to the historical sites and destinations in the region, thermal water 

baths, pools, and other related facilities are very important for medical tourism to offer their guests 

desired goals. Several destinations exist in Turkey regarding SPA and related medical tourism such as 

Istanbul, Izmir and regions, especially near Aegean and Mediterranean coasts. Such medical tourism 

services are generally preferred by the retired people especially from the European countries, the USA, 

and Canada (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Health, 2018). 

4.1. Current Medical Tourism Situations in Turkey 

The number of medical tourists who preferred Turkey for their medical issues for the last decade 

increased rapidly between 2008 and 2014. It peaked at approximately 500.000 in 2014. Between 2014 

and 2018, it fluctuated due to the demand-supply as well as financial problems that occurred in Turkey. 

For half of 2018, the number of people who visited Turkey for only medical issues was calculated as a 

total of 178.000 (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Health, 2018). 

Figure 1 illustrates the countries with the highest healthcare expenditure shares based on their GDP 

values in 2009 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2011). The highest 

medical health care spenders reside in developed countries and were above the OECD average. The first 

top three countries who spent the highest medical health care were the United States, Netherlands, and 

France. Turkey ranked 37th among the 40 countries included with only higher than Russia, China, India 

and Indonesia. This rank put Turkey among the most preferred destinations for medical tourism.  

 

1. In the Netherlands, it is not possible to clearly distinguish the public and private share related to investments.   

2. Total expenditure excluding investments.   

3. Health expenditure is for the insured population rather than the resident population.   

Figure 1. Total Health Expenditure as a Share of GDP, 2009 (or nearest year) Source: OECD, 2011. 
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In addition, medical tourism expenditures in the world are approximately 500 billion dollars. Of the 

178.000 people who visited Turkey for medical purposes, 67% visited at private hospitals while 33% 

preferred public or university hospitals (İçöz, 2009).       

4.2. Factors Affecting Medical Tourism in Turkey 

Turkey lies between Europe and Asia. It is on the border of the European Union countries. In addition, 

Turkey hosts an international operating airline company, Turkish Airlines. Such prospects make it easier 

and more affordable to travel for medical tourists. According to İçöz (2009), as a result of conversion 

policies in the health care system, the quality of services has increased at public and private hospitals in 

Turkey. Turkish government passed related laws and regulations for medical tourism in 2017. Quality 

service and suitable price advantageous in the world, Turkey ranks among the top ten medical tourism 

destinations (Özsarı & Karatana, 2013).  

Although Turkey offers a high quality of medical services, some shortages affect the perception of the 

quality in the sector (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Health, 2018). Several direct or indirect issues 

arise for the development of the medical tourism efforts in Turkey as health services are not planned 

effectively and principally sufficient (İçöz, 2009). An important issue that negatively affects the medical 

travel is the lack of employees with the knowledge of a foreign language (Republic of Turkey Ministry 

of Health, 2018). Another issue is the brain drain of physicians to developed countries (Kılınç, 2017). 

One of the main concerns is that the world’s leading destinations in which Turkey is competing in health 

tourism are expected to allocate more budgets for health tourism than Turkey. Another concern is that 

the likelihood of the reflection of the neighboring countries' economic, social or political confusion to 

the region where Turkey is located (İçöz, 2009). 

In order to overcome such shortcomings, sector stakeholders (e.g. business, government, and travel 

agencies) should be emphasized as well as strategies for eliminating weaknesses. They should function 

properly to maintain competitiveness in medical tourism. Medical tourism in Turkey is estimated to 

grow faster if the medical tourists are willing to pay more attention, healthcare services become 

competitive, and cost differences remain the main factor (İçöz, 2009). In the case of fulfilment of the 

required conditions, Turkey can become a leader in the international health tourism market. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Medical or health tourism has been growing at a fast rate for the last few decades both in Turkey and 

around the world. The factors such as rising medical costs, long waiting times, and not having medical 

insurances caused the individuals with medical conditions to travel destinations including Turkey. 

Medical tourism has been considered one of the most important businesses, especially for developing 

countries. In terms of these countries, it is possible to obtain a crucial income through this business.  

The number of people who visit Turkey for medical reasons has been growing for the last decade. 

Medical tourism in Turkey has been attracting more medical tourists since it is a developing country 

and offer health care and medical treatments at lower affordable costs. Also, Turkey has accredited 

medical institutions, important hotel chains, and famous destinations. Therefore, Turkey is active in all 

sections of medical tourism including thermal, treatment, cosmetic surgery, and rehabilitation. 

Turkish medical tourism has several difficulties such as language barrier of the personnel, shortage of 

physicians, confusion in the region where Turkey is located, and insufficient budget allocation to 

promote the sector. In order to achieve to cope with these problems, politicians, decision makers, and 

tourism entrepreneurs should work together collaboratively. Governments and investors should increase 

the quality of their services in order to attract more customers abroad. In addition, public pays can be 

kept low to compete with rivals in the industry. However, stakeholders should be careful about the steps 

they take because the progress should also make the citizens and public satisfied. To minimize negative 

perceptions regarding the Turkish medical facilities, they should be examined, and practices should be 

implemented. Also, the number of highly qualified medical personnel should be increased. 
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