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Abstract
Medical tourism, as a dyna ve advantage in Iran,
faces complex challenges&i the context of international
sanctions. Under thes*‘r iti systematic identification and analysis
of Key Success Factors ictMarly by considering the moderating
i xternal constraints, is essential for
rategies. This study aimed to address
methodological and contextual. First, by
proposing an% i framework combining the Fuzzy Delphi
method and the el to map complex causal relationships under
uncertainty. cusing specifically on identifying success factors
under severe international sanctions, which defines the unique setting of this
research. The statistiGal population consisted of experts and senior managers
of internationally licemsed hospitals in Iran. Data were collected through
purposive sampling g researcher-made questionnaires. Results from the
hybrid model identified five key success factors: "medical infrastructure,”
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"quality of healthcare services," "impact of sanctions,” "branding and
marketing," and "patient networks." Network analysis of causal relationships
revealed that "medical infrastructure™ not only acts as the most influential
factor (with the highest weight and network impact) but also plays a crucial
role in moderating the restrictive effects of sanctions. This finding constitutes
the novel theoretical contribution of this study by elucidating the dual role of
internal factors (such as infrastructure) as both a driver of development and a
moderating shield against external shocks. Ultimately, the findings emphasize
the necessity of adopting an integrated, systemic approach wherein
strengthening foundational infrastructure, as the S§@remost priority, can
generate developmental effects on other key factors. Whis framework can
provide a robust scientific basis for polic
resource allocation and formulate operationa i ilieMyto sanctions.

Keywords: Medical Tourism, Internati I ey Success
Factors, Fuzzy Delphi Method, DANP Mo

Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

Medical tourism has ergerged as
significant segments o
decades, increasing dispariti
quality, long Wai imes in
of medi i
borders.

of the dynamic and strategically
and healthcare industries. In recent
althcare costs, variations in service
countries, and the internationalization
ts to seek treatment beyond national
landscape, Iran possesses considerable
al workforce, relatively advanced healthcare
infrastructure, ¢ iti atment costs, and strategic geopolitical Iocation

medical tourism
sanctions, which h
limitations on the

ustry has been substantlally constrained by international
imposed financial, technological, and institutional
Ithcare system and its international interactions.
Consequently, identifyiflg and prioritizing the critical success factors that can
enhance resilience and'Competitiveness under such constraints is of paramount
importance. Despite the growing body of literature on medical tourism, two
major gaps remain evident. First, most existing studies rely on classical and
linear analytical approaches that are unable to capture the inherent uncertainty
and interdependence among success factors. Second, the majority of prior
research has been conducted in politically and economically stable
environments, offering limited insight into contexts characterized by
persistent international sanctions. Addressing these gaps necessitates the



¥ el e e g $3LT5 pamma (815

application of robust multi-criteria decision-making frameworks capable of
incorporating expert judgment uncertainty and complex causal relationships.
The present study aims to identify and prioritize the critical success factors
influencing the development of medical tourism in Iran under international
sanctions through an integrated Fuzzy Delphi and DANP approach. By
combining these two methods, the research provides a systematic and
empirically grounded framework for understanding both the relative
importance of key factors and the causal interactions among them in a
sanction-constrained environment.

2. Literature Review

border patient mobility in search of high-quali ive medical
services. Recent studies emphasize its growing g vithirvthe global

economy and health policy, largely fueled ispatiti galthcare costs,
rising quality awareness, and the diffusion of a al technologies.
Beyond conventional i medical tourism
encompasses a broad spectrumg.of servic i metic and specialized

surgeries, rehabilitation, ntal health services,

positioning it as both a socio-cultural phenomenon
involving trust, culturﬁt knowledge transfer. Empirically, the
Asia-Pacific region has em obal hub of medical tourism, with

countries such a!
human

key, and Iran capitalizing on skilled
icing, and expanding healthcare
is frequently identified as a high-potential

effects on domestic Wealthcare quality and technological adoption. Despite
these advantages, th@\sector faces persistent structural and institutional
challenges. Prior resgarch identifies uneven service quality, inadequate
specialized infrastructtre, weak international branding, fragmented legal
frameworks, and intense inter-destination competition as major barriers. In
Iran, these challenges are exacerbated by international sanctions, which
impose financial, technological, and transactional constraints on the
healthcare system. Sanctions have limited access to advanced medical
equipment, pharmaceuticals, international investment, and collaborative
networks, thereby undermining service quality, supply chains, and foreign
patients’ trust.
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3. Methodology

Methodologically, the study adopts an applied, descriptive—analytical design
with a mixed qualitative—quantitative approach. In the first phase, an extensive
review of international and domestic literature was conducted to extract an
initial set of factors related to medical tourism development and sanction
impacts. In the second phase, the Fuzzy Delphi method was employed to
achieve expert consensus and refine the list of critical success factors under
conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity. This phase involved multiple rounds
of consultation with 30 experts, including policymakers, hospital managers,
medical tourism specialists, and academic researchers with substantial
experience in the field. In the third phase, the DANP model was applied to
analyze the causal relationships among the finalized factors and to determine
their relative weights and priorities within a network structure.

N\

st influential
m in Iran under
sanctions. Infrastructure not only dir service capacity and
quality but also exerts a str her dimensions. This
finding underscores the i ture investment as a
leverage mechanism f i uced constraints. Branding
and marketing emerg most critical factor, particularly in
fostering trust, visibility, ibi
negative percept and in
political

4, Results
The results reveal that medical infrastructu

| asymmetries may be amplified by
f healthcare services ranks third,
intaining high clinical standards, patient

portive role in diffusing positive experiences and
reinforcing destifation reputation. International sanctions, although ranked
with lower direct pRiority, exert pervasive indirect effects by shaping the
operational environméht and limiting access to external resources.

5. Discussion -—w

The results indicate that under international sanctions, medical tourism
development in Iran is primarily driven by domestic medical infrastructure
rather than market-based or promotional mechanisms. Infrastructure acts as a
core causal factor, shaping the effectiveness of service quality, branding, and
international patient networks. Sanctions, while not dominant in priority,
indirectly intensify interdependencies among success factors, reinforcing the
need for self-reliant and system-oriented development strategies. These
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findings suggest that conventional medical tourism models must be
contextually adapted when applied to sanction-constrained environments.

6. Conclusion

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the medical tourism
and decision-science literature by demonstrating the applicability and value of
integrating Fuzzy Delphi and DANP methods in complex, uncertain, and
politically constrained contexts. Practically, the findings provide actionable
insights for policymakers, healthcare managers, and tourism authorities,
emphasizing the need for a systemic and infrastructuge-centered development
strategy complemented by targeted branding iatives and quality
enhancement policies. By prioritizing these interrelate@ factors, Iran can
industry and
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