MEDICAL TOURISM DESTINATIONS: FROM
FRINGE OPTION TO MAINSTREAM CHOICE

Medical tourism has evolved from a fringe pursuit into a
y Mo, mainstream consideration for many patients, thanks to projected
1 savings of 50% to 90% on everything from dental implants to heart
surgery. The industry is growing by 15% to 25% annually as
patients’ domestic healthcare costs rise and specialist waiting lists
lengthen.

Patients shopping for procedures do not buy into a “lowest price” philosophy, but rather select their
preferred destination based on the procedure itself, as different countries have emerged as global
specialties rather than offering a generic value across all treatments.

Mexico: Dental Care and Weight Loss Surgery

Mexico is the preferred medical tourism destination for many North Americans for “community
care,” including dental and weight-loss surgery. Medical tourism in Mexico is concentrated in
border cities such as Tijuana, enabling patients to cross the border by car rather than flying to a
distant destination. Los Algodones, a city in Mexico, has been nicknamed the “dental capital” for the
high concentration of clinics catering to cash-paying patients, while larger regional hospitals in
Monterrey serve a catchment area of patients and form an economic ecosystem around the provision
of healthcare services. Many outpatient procedures such as dental restoration or gastric sleeve
surgery are well-suited to this approach, where the ability to drive across the border and the
potential savings combine to offset the recovery time.

Turkey: Hair Transplants and Cosmetic Procedures

Hair transplants and other aesthetic procedures are increasingly popular in Turkey, particularly
among European and Middle Eastern patients. Turkish clinics typically utilize a high-volume, low-
cost, standardized approach to hair transplants that includes the procedure, hotel, and transport in a
bundled package, enabling patients from across Europe and the Middle East, and increasingly North
America, to travel to the region for treatment. The combination of high procedure volumes
(individual surgeons and clinics performing the specific procedure more frequently than they might
in their home country) and lower prices relative to Western Europe and North America informs the
appeal of Turkey in this space.

India: Cardiac and Orthopedic Procedures

India offers some of the most compelling value in medical tourism, particularly for cardiac and
orthopedic procedures. A heart bypass procedure in India typically costs between $120,000 in the
United States is available for roughly $7,900 and $12,500, compared to significantly higher prices
abroad. Similarly, knee replacement surgery in India can cost less than a third of what similar
procedures might cost in the United States. These price differentials exist alongside a pool of
specialists and, increasingly, Joint Commission International (JCI)-accredited facilities, reflecting
concerns about the quality of care in destinations that offer dramatically lower procedure pricing.
India’s focus on cardiac surgery and knee replacements and related investments in expert resources
and infrastructure create a compelling value proposition in these specific areas.



Thailand: Cosmetic Surgery and Fertility Treatments

Thailand has built a reputation on medical tourism, particularly in the fields of cosmetic surgery and
dental and fertility treatments. Thailand’s approach combines a strong healthcare system with a
patient-centric environment that is hospitable and conducive to healing. Travel to Thailand is also
convenient for many patients, particularly those from North America, for whom the 15-hour or
longer flight may be a concern relative to the value proposition of traveling to a destination that is a
recognized medical tourism destination. The value of traveling to Thailand for fertility treatments is
further enhanced by the presence of centers of excellence in reproductive medicine combined with
lower pricing relative to what patients might find in their home country.

Malaysia: Affordable General Surgery and Dental Implants

Malaysia is one of the emerging medical tourism destinations. It offers a combination of general and
specialty care at significantly lower prices than many other countries, with particular value in
cosmetic surgery and dental procedures. Malaysia has a reputation for delivering high-quality care
at lower prices, typically 30% to 60% lower than the UK, US, or Australia for cosmetic surgery.
Many Malaysian hospitals have the infrastructure and process to deliver this patient-centric care,
which is appropriate to the value-conscious patient.

Singapore: Oncology and Cardiovascular Care

Singapore has developed a reputation for excellence in oncology, cardiovascular surgery, and
fertility treatments. Emerging areas of focus also include pediatric care and robotic-assisted surgery.
Singapore’s appeal is the access to cutting-edge care and technologies at the forefront of medical
innovation, rather than any significant differential in pricing. Singapore is a true specialist hub,
attracting patients, particularly for complex procedures, where the quality of care and access to
specialists and technology are more important considerations than the potential cost savings.

Colombia: Hair Transplants and General Procedures

Colombia’s medical tourism industry has grown considerably, particularly in the capital, Bogota,
offering a range of procedures from high-concept hair transplants to more traditional surgeries.
Many procedures are performed on an outpatient basis or require only a short inpatient stay,
typically between five and ten days. Hair transplants typically require a shorter stay, with many
patients staying for five to seven days before returning home. Reputable clinics tend to have clearly
stated, written policies on revisions or other treatments if the initial procedure does not achieve the
desired results, a practice that is recommended for all patients considering medical tourism
destinations. When combined with the potential savings, particularly with respect to airfares, hotels,
and other incidentals, the opportunity to receive high-quality care in Colombia becomes much more
attractive compared to similar treatment in the United States.

Choosing Wisely

Medical tourism is evolving, and patients considering this type of care should ensure that they
understand the procedure-specific value proposition, as certain countries have emerged as
destinations for specific procedures. It is no longer a case of simply finding the lowest price
for any given procedure and then determining where the patient will travel. The potential
savings must be evaluated in the context of the total cost of the trip, and patients should research
and understand their recovery and post-op requirements, including the need for any kind of support
at home or during the recovery period. Patients who research their options and make informed



decisions, rather than deciding based on a desire to save money without understanding the nuances
of their procedure, will make the most of the opportunities available in the medical tourism industry
as it continues to evolve.
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