HEALTH AND WELLNESS TOURISM
By Dr. Peter Tarlow

The graying of the populations in the more advanced parts of the world, along with shorter hospital stays, has created multiple new tourism health, wellness and recovery opportunities around the world, says Dr. Peter Tarlow.

Often called medical tourism, this form of travel has existed beginning of written records. People in developed nations may travel to less developed nations that offer top ﬂight medical facilities as a way of combining health care and a vacation. Others from less medically advanced regions or countries may travel to more medically advanced locales to seek treatment not available at home. Some nations such as Brazil, India Israel, Malaysia, Thailand, and South Africa have developed niche market medical tourism markets. Furthermore, the level of medical care given in a nation may not be related to that nation’s economy. For example, medical centers in developing nations often offer private health care services that use the most up-to-date health care methods and technologies. Many of these clinics offer well educated doctors trained in the best universities and medical centers. 

There is no one formula to help a community decide if medical tourism is correct for it. Some communities have connected their local hospitals with other tourism facilities to offer medical tourism packages. Others simply promote good medical prices, good weather conditions, or excellent recuperation facilities. Medical tourism can be regional or international, based on long-range needs or short-range time frames. 

To help you decide if medical tourism is a good idea for your locale consider some of the following ideas:
KNOW WHAT YOU HAVE

Good medical tourism begins with a good community resource check-up. What medical facilities does your community offer? What types of doctors and recuperation facilities do you have? What languages are spoken in your community? How does your climate impact on your healthcare? How quickly can you get someone from a local airport to a hospital or hospice centre? How well are your ambulances coordinated with your tourism industry? 

MAKE SURE THAT YOUR CUSTOMER SERVICE IS TOP NOTCH

Visitors who come for medical treatment need extra amounts of love and care, understanding and compassion. Lack of good customer service cannot only harm a nascent medical industry but also destroy it. To ensure the best medical tourism customer service, take the time to train people not only in generalised customer service but also in the special needs that a patient may have due to a particular disease. Also take into account that family and friends of patients coming for medical treatment will also need a higher degree of customer service than is often provided. 

MAKE SURE THAT YOUR COMMUNITY UNDERSTANDS THE GOALS OF MEDICAL TOURISM

Often medical tourism fails because the members of the community do not understand its goals and beneﬁts. Locals may have misconceptions of what it means to bring people in need of medical attention to their community. They may not understand that they too play a role in the success of the programme, or may resent the fact that their local doctor is now seeing out-of-town patients. Be sure to provide accurate cost/beneﬁt information and work with your community rather than imposing a new model onto it. 

DETERMINE WHYB SOMEONE MIGHT COME TO YOUR LOCALE

There are a number of reasons why people travel to other places for medical treatment. Among these are: people may choose to go to another location due to lower costs, they may seek services not available in their home location, they may need to travel to a different location due to denial of services in a managed care or nationalised heath care programme, they may seek to combine rest and relaxation with a medical procedure, and/or they may be seeking privacy. In order to develop a good medical tourism programme it is essential to determine what drives your portion of the market and which of the above reasons may apply to your segment of the medical tourism market. 

CHECK OUT WHAT OTHER ARE DOING

This is the time to peruse the web to see what other communities are offering. Even a brief time on the web will demonstrate the wide range of medical travel offerings, from dental care and cosmetic surgery, to heart surgery and centers that specialise in speciﬁc diseases. 

CREATE RECOVERY PACKAGES

For example, does your community offer places where weight loss can occur? Do you have centers where people can go for alcohol treatment? Often communities have more facilities than they realise but have never combined them in one simple tourism package? Develop alternative activities for people between treatment periods or for their family and friends who may be accompanying them during treatment. Work with restaurants, social services centers, religious communities and others who can help you combine a total recovery package. Often smaller communities offer out-of-the way destinations where people can go for treatment and not be bothered by urban temptations. 

DEVELOP WELLNESS CENTRES

Nations such as Switzerland have long understood the potential for spas and other wellness centres. Medical tourism is not only about curing people who are sick but also helping people to stay well. As such consider combining sports tourism with medical tourism. Develop wellness programmes that incorporate your medical and athletic facilities with your community’s psychological facilities, its cultural institutions and its food providers. These total packages offer health beneﬁts to visitors and a new infusion of ﬁnancial health into the local economy. 

SIMPLIFY YOUR MEDICAL TOURISM PACKAGE AS MUCH AS POSSIBLE

For example, South Korea is developing an island to medical tourism. That country has also opened one-stop service centers for medical travellers. These centers offer information booths and medical information website in ﬁve languages. Even small town communities can create one-stop medical tourism brochures that provide ideas as to what to do, where to go and to whom to turn for help. 

One of the interesting parts of the health and wellness tourism market is that if thought out properly almost any community can beneﬁt from at least a part of this growing trend. The current economic downturn means that tourism industries will need to seek new and innovative tourism products and medical tourism may be one such product. Governments’ control of medicine may be another reason why people will seek medical help while combining travel and health. 

Dr Peter Tarlow, based in Texas, is the author of Tourism Tidbits and a popular author and speaker on tourism. 
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