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Abstract

Context and Purpose: Health tourism, a prominent subset of the tourism
industry, has economic, cultural, and social impacts. Tehran, with its reputable
medical centers, expert workforce, and strategic location, has a high capacity for
developing regional and international health tourism. Lack of network
management is the main challenge for planners. This qualitative study identifies
the challenges in managing the health tourism network in Tehran.
Design/methodology/approach: This qualitative study was conducted using
content analysis. Data were collected from 15 semi-structured in-depth
interviews with university professors, hospital administrators, health tourism
agencies, experts from the Ministry of Health and Tourism, and insurance
officials. Purposive sampling continued until theoretical saturation. Data analysis
was conducted in three stages: open, axial, and selective coding. Findings: Data

analysis showed that the development of health tourism in Tehran faces
structural (parallel work and lack of referral chain), institutional (weak
coordination and multiple supervisions), and technological (lack of digital
infrastructure and integrated system) challenges. Conclusion: Without an
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integrated framework, it is not possible to exploit the potential. The proposals
include a central coordination unit, an information system, service
standardization, technology enhancement, and inter-agency relationships. This
framework will serve as a model for other cities. Originality /value This research
is the first study to combine network and institutional theories, identifying the
challenges of managing the health tourism network in Tehran.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Health tourism, a prominent subset of the
tourism industry, has economic, cultural,
and social impacts. Tehran, with its
reputable medical centers, expert staff,
and strategic location, has a high capacity
for developing regional and international
health tourism. Lack of network
management is the main challenge for
planners. Since the beneficiaries of the
health tourism network are the main
players and key elements of this system,
analyzing the roles, interactions, and
synergies between these components is of
great importance. It is clear that
incoherence, conflicts of interest, and
issues within each part of the network will
impact the entire network, resulting in
irreparable negative effects on the quality
of the output product, which is the health
tourist experience. From this perspective,
increasing coordination and cohesion
among members, improving the quality of
services and customer experience,
enhancing synergy, boosting productivity,
and reducing costs are essential for the
optimal management of the health tourism
network. Emphasizing the stakeholders
and role players in this extensive network
is crucial. On the other hand, flexibility in
the face of changes and crises is another
advantage of this optimal management, as
managed networks respond more quickly
to environmental changes and redesign
processes faster. Therefore, we need to
provide an appropriate framework for
managing health tourism networks with an
innovative and data-driven approach. This
framework should adapt to the
environmental, structural, and cultural
conditions of Tehran and be used
operationally for effective planning,
coordination, and implementation of

health tourism services. This framework
must not only respond to dynamic internal
and external conditions but also adapt to
Iran's political, economic, and cultural
structures. Since the requirement for
providing such a framework is, first of all,
to identify existing challenges and
weaknesses, the present study, with a
qualitative approach, seeks to analyze
these challenges.

2. Research Methodology

This research was conducted with a
qualitative approach and thematic analysis
method. This approach is particularly
suitable for studying complex social and
organizational phenomena such as multi-
actor and multi-institutional networks in
health tourism. The statistical population
of the research includes key stakeholders
in the field of health tourism in Tehran.
These stakeholders include managers of
hospitals and international medical
centers, managers of health tourism
agencies, experts from the Ministry of
Health, the Ministry of Tourism and
Tehran Municipality, officials of insurance
institutions in Tehran, and representatives
of organizations facilitating international
health services. In this research, a
purposive and judgmental sampling
method was used. The sample size was
determined gradually until theoretical
saturation was reached. This means that
sampling and interviews continued until
new data no longer added new concepts or
codes to the analyses. Finally, 12 in-depth
semi-structured interviews were
conducted with key stakeholders,
achieving theoretical saturation. Data
analysis was conducted in three stages:
open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. The open coding stage resulted in
the extraction of more than 120 initial
codes. As a result of axial coding, six axial
categories were extracted, and in the
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selective coding stage, a central core was
identified around which other categories
were placed. Then, cause-and-effect,
conditional, and intervening relationships
were drawn between the central core and
axial categories to design a native
conceptual framework.

3. Research Findings

This section presents the findings from the
analysis of qualitative data extracted
through open, axial, and selective coding.
These findings are described in the form of
three key dimensions (structural,
institutional, and technological
components). In the structural dimension,
the lack of organization between actors,
parallelism in service provision, and the
absence of a referral chain are the most
important factors for developing an
efficient network. In the institutional
dimension, weaknesses in coordination
mechanisms, a lack of binding contracts,
and multiple supervisions without specific
divisions have created an uncertain
environment for service provision and
tourists. In the technological dimension,
the lack of digital infrastructure, the
absence of an integrated system, and the
use of inappropriate technologies in
services have led to changes aimed at
improving the efficiency and transparency
of network management.

4. Conclusion

The present study sought to identify the
challenges of managing the health tourism
network in Tehran, aiming to include
various stakeholders and actors in the field
of health tourism as the target community.
These challenges were identified as
structural issues, informal relationships,
lack of a coordination center, limited
flexibility, heterogeneity of services, and
lack of technological infrastructure. The
present study also showed that without a

common database, transparent and
accurate management of the health
tourism network is impossible. This
finding  confirms  the  successful
experience of countries such as Malaysia,
which have significantly increased the
efficiency of their network by creating
integrated digital platforms. In addition,
the need for dual standardization
(medicine + tourism) was introduced in
this study as one of the key pillars. This
study showed that the existence of
multiple regulatory bodies without a clear
division of duties leads to an uncertain
environment for tourists and service
providers. Therefore, a central
management unit can play an essential
role in facilitating interactions and
increasing trust. In addition to these
considerations, the lack of integrated
information systems, specialized training,
and regional differences in service quality
were other prominent challenges
extracted from the data. Ultimately, this
research concluded that only by
simultaneously strengthening all
dimensions—structural, institutional, and
technological—can the sustainable and
efficient development of health tourism in
Tehran be achieved. Without this
integrated approach, the industry will only
operate in an insular and uncoordinated
manner. Identifying these challenges can
provide useful information to officials and
planners in the field of health tourism. By
optimally managing such challenges, we
can witness improved coordination,
coherence, and synergy in the extensive
health tourism network of Tehran.
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