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ABSTRACT

Epidemiological transition has given the opportunity to grow the traditional system of medicine across the world.
Indian healthcare system which is already famous for providing quality of medical services at affordable cost as
compared to developed countries took advantage of this opportunity and created a ‘basket of services’ by merging
traditional medicines in existing allopathic system to attract patients across the borders. Government has made efforts
in the direction of promoting medical tourism in the country and this has been fuelled by the private players both
nationally and internationally. Recently this medical tourism has proved a major growth factor for expansion of
Indian economy. However, the growth in this sector is underscored in terms of market share and cost advantages due
to various challenges. There is also a need for proper diversion of revenue by a clear cut mechanism to strengthen the

nation’s healthcare sector.
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INTRODUCTION

Medical tourism: a new growth factor for Indian
healthcare industry

Demographic transition along with rapid structural
changes in disease patterns, as a consequence of rapid
changes in lifestyle, has led to the ‘Epidemiological
transition’ across the world. The growing burden of non-
communicable diseases changed the demand and supply
pattern of healthcare services and increased the
opportunities to grow the ‘traditional systems of
medicine’. Gradually, this ‘indigenous system of
medicine’ gained popularity across the world because of
its proven results and lesser side effects in long term
consumption and started attracting patients across the
borders. Indian healthcare system which is already
famous for providing quality of medical services at
affordable cost as compared to developed countries took

advantage of this opportunity and created a ‘basket of
services’ by merging traditional medicines in existing
allopathic system. This ‘basket of services’ became major
point of attraction to increase the inflow of patients in the
country. Healthcare sector in India has progressed at an
impressive pace over the past five years and the “medical
tourism” has proved as a major growth factor for the
expansion of Indian economy. During this decade (2011-
20), the market is expected to record a Compound Annual
Growth Rate (CAGR) of 17 percent. Healthcare revenue
in India is set to reach USD160 billion by 2017 and USD
280 billion by 2020.*

GROWTH OF MEDICAL TOURISM IN INDIA

Medical tourism which is alternatively called “health
tourism” or “wellness tourism” is an amalgamation of
two distinct service sector ‘healthcare’ and ‘tourism’ with

niche service features. Since ancient times, India is well
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known for its rich cultural heritage, tourism potential and
hospitality. Along with diversity of tourism destinations
and experiences, presence of world-class hospitals, vast
supply of skilled medical professionals of international
reputation, quality service at affordable cost, strong
presence in advanced healthcare, high success rate in
treatment, less waiting time in the hospitals and
patronage of age old therapies has strengthened India’s
position as a preferred destination for medical tourism.
This is emerging as one of the most lucrative investment
areas in the country and is likely to be the next major
foreign exchange earner for India.?® Sustained growth of
corporate hospitals and hospital chains across India and
government patronage and promotion of medical tourism
as part of public policy are other factors responsible for
growth of medical tourism in India.5 As a silent
revolution, medical tourism industry has become one of
the fastest growing service sectors of 21% century. India
ranks second as medical tourism destination in the world
after Thailand” and India hosts about 150000 medical
tourists annually, and this number is expected to grow by
15 percent every year.?

This growing medical tourism has also given opportunity
for reemergence of traditional medical care in India.
Traditional medical sector is developing Traditional
Knowledge Digital Library (TKDL) to prevent
companies from claiming patents on such remedies.
Among the most popular sought after treatments by the
medical tourists in India are cardiac surgery, orthopedics,
dental care, cosmetic surgeries, organ transplant and
surrogacy.®

Several healthcare facilities of India had won
international awards in the perspective of healthcare
excellence in medical tourism.®!* India is now moving
into a new area of “medical outsourcing,” where
subcontractors provide services to the overburdened
medical care systems in western countries.?

To maintain the quality of care at par with international
standards, hospitals and healthcare setups started looking
for quality accreditation/certification as mandatory
requirements. To provide access of real time data from
anywhere to the foreign patients, to reduce the frequency
of travel for follow-ups, for easy maintenance of patient
records, to standardize the quality of service delivery,
control cost and enhance patient engagement, hospitals
also started exploring the invasion of IT component in
their setups. Foreign private players also started grabbing
this opportunity for conducting profitable international
business and to exploit the benefits, started investing in
Indian healthcare market.

EFFORTS SO FAR

A lot of efforts have been made by Government of India
in the direction of making healthcare services at par with
international standards. The National Health Policy 2002
itself has effectively motivated the private hospitals for

importing medical equipment and instruments and thus,
promoted many Indian medical institutions to reach the
world-class level in the hardware device. Indian
government has carried out ‘star’ standard management
to divide medical institutions into three levels (three, four
and five-star) based on their levels of hardware devices
and health care services. This standard was formulated
jointly by the Ministry of Tourism and the Ministry of
Health. Some state governments also took measures to
promote the development of local medical tourism in
their respective states.*? For instances, Karnataka is in the
process of setting up of a Bangalore International Health
City Corporation (BIHCC) to provide broad range of
health care products and treatments to patients. In
Maharashtra, the health and tourism industry in
association with the State Government has set up Medical
Tourism Council of Maharashtra (MTCM). Gujarat has
declared a separate policy for medical tourism, with the
objective of creating integrated medical tourism circuits
based on the location of specialty hospitals, heritage and
culture. Goa, which is known for attracting tourists for its
beaches and exotic cuisine, has fine-tuned the hospitality
skills into an art, and is now attracting healthcare tourists
with focus on cosmetic treatments. In Kerala, medical
tourism grew without much willful collective effort
because of its famous Ayurveda health packages. Major
hospitals like KIMS-Trivandrum, Lake Shore and AIMS
in Kochi, and MIMS-Calicut have pioneered joining
hands with the government for promoting Medical
Tourism.

Govt. of India has also made efforts in the direction of
modernizing and expanding airports in the country,
introducing ‘M’ and ‘M X’ visa to ease the medical tourist
arrivals, promoting many hospitals as centres of
excellence in its tourism brochure, promoting quality care
of healthcare institutions through establishment of
National Accreditation Board for Hospitals (NABH),
developing various promotional tools such as CDs,
Pamphlets, Brochures, and other directories to promote
health and wellness tourism in India. Indian government
is also granting different incentives and tax rebate to
various pharmaceuticals industries to provide medicines,
surgical-equipments, and other medical facilities.*3
Ministry of Tourism has conducted a campaign called
“Incredible India”, to promote ‘Yoga and meditation /
wellness tourism’ in India, and have encouraged print and
electronic media to persuade and attract the tourist for the
same. It has also organized various road shows in West
Asia (Dubai, Riyadh, Kuwait and Doha) to promote
medical tourism. Market Development Assistance
Scheme (MDAS) 2009 was also launched by Ministry of
Tourism to provide financial assistance to different
medical tourism service providers and wellness tourism
service providers to participate in fairs, medical
conferences, wellness conferences, wellness fairs and
road shows.
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CHALLENGES

However, in terms of market share the country enjoys
only two percent of the global wellness market which
evidently points at the under-utilization of the potential
and wellness quotient that India treasures.'* Still there is
an opportunity of hosting maximum number of foreign
tourists from USA, UK, Germany, France and Canada,
where demand of outbound medical tourism is very high
because of high cost of treatment and long waiting lists.
Whereas, in order to explore the untapped potential of
these developed nations, market India has to make some
effective measures on the status of community health and
hygiene and need-based infrastructure especially in terms
of connectivity, safety and security for the visitor
travelling in the country.’® Besides that, a lot more is
needed to tackle the parallel weakness of not having
strong government initiative to promote medical tourism,
lack of coordination between the various players in the
industry (airline operators, hotels and hospitals),
perception of customer about India as an unhygienic
country, not having up to the mark regulation system for
hospitals, improper waste management system and lack
of uniform pricing policies across hospitals.?® The recent
rape cases of foreign tourists and increasing crime rates
in India further tarnished its tourism destination image.*’
Ministry of Tourism has published and circulated a book
named “Five challenges of medical tourism in
“Vulnerable’ India”, to focus on the problems of medical
tourism.

The growth in the sector is also underscored by the cost
advantage. Government of India considers medical
tourism as a new supernova of Indian economy which
can boost India’s $17 billion-a-year healthcare industry to
grow by 13 percent in each of the next six years, which
industry watchers say is growing at 30 per cent annually.?
This revenue earned through medical tourism should be
ploughed back to strengthen healthcare in the country.
But such a clear cut mechanism is not in place. Besides
that, corporate hospitals have repeatedly dishonored the
conditions for receiving government subsidies by
refusing to treat poor patients free of cost.®

Key messages

Medical tourism can be considered as a new supernova of
Indian economy but, there is urgent need to tackle the
challenges to exploit its full potential and to improve the
healthcare of the country.
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