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m Executive Summary

Strategic Industries of Southeast Asia:
Medical Tourism

Jang Sup Shin

This report investigates the state and development of medical tourism in
Southeast Asia by focusing on Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia. It considers
‘push factors’ and ‘pull factors’ in the development of their medical tourism
industries.

‘Push factors’ in the global medial tourism industry are (1) a sharp
increase in the ‘un-insured’ or ‘under-insured’ in advanced countries especially
in the USA due to rise in medical costs, (2) a need to restrain the continued
rise in insurance premiums by insurance companies in advanced countries, (3)
an increase in waiting time for medical services in advanced countries,
especially in Western Europe, (4) the overall increase in demand for medical
services due to the rapid progress of aging society, (5) an increase in diverse
demand for medical services in emerging markets including Asia due to their
economic development and the growth of wealth people who look for better
medical services abroad, (6) an overall increase in tourism demand, and so
on.

‘Pull factors’ of those ‘push factors’ are (1) the overall improvement of

| SOt HMR! A OlRTY - ST} B AN



medical technologies and services in emerging markets, (2) their low cost
services, (3) increasing confidence and recognition in quality of their services,
(4) increasing convenience and accessibility to medical tourists, (5) increasing
possibility of combining medical services with foreign travel and so on.

Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia are developing their medical tourism
sector by providing competitive pull factors as below. Above all, they are
rapidly catching up with advanced countries in terms of medical technologies
and services. Singapore has already reached the most advanced state of
medical technologies based on its unique private-public partnership. Thailand,
though its overall level of medical technologies may not be up to those of
advanced countries, some private hospitals like Bumrungrad are leading
medical tourism in the region by equipping themselves with technologies and
facilities comparable to advanced countries. Malaysia has also raised the level
of its medical technologies and services rapidly. While they are converging to
advanced countries in medical technologies, these countries provide those
services at significantly lower prices, i. e., about 60% to over 90% lower
than those in the USA.

The three countries are also making various efforts to raise visibility of
and international confidence in quality of their medical services by getting
certifications from JCI, ISO and so on. They offer various convenient services
to medical tourists, too. Singapore Medicine, ThailandMed, Malaysia Healthcare
Travel Council (MHTC) are organizations dedicated to one-stop services for
medical tourists. They even provide prospective medical tourists with services
to calculate estimated costs directly in their websites. Comprehensive
concierge services, seamless connection to related tour programs and so on
also provide an exquisite ‘total experience’.

The three Southeast Asian countries adopt different policies and systems

Executive Summary |



on medical tourism reflecting their differences in developmental levels,
historical heritages and so on. However, they are common in following
aspects. First, public hospitals are backbones on their local medical service
systems. On this basis, private hospitals are creating and/or absorbing new
demand from medical tourism. Second, private hospitals are corporatized.
Bumrungrad, Parkway Holdings, Pantai and so on are listed in the stock
market and expanding international networks through mergers and acquisitions
(M&As). Third, foreign doctor licenses are recognized and those leading
private hospitals employ many of those internalized medical staff.

Korea seems to be close to advanced countries in medical technologies
and service standards. It also maintains price competitiveness. According to
the Korea International Medical Association (KIMA), the overall price in
Korea is 20~30% of the cost in the USA. However, Korea seems to have
more room to improve in international confidence and convenience. For
instance, there is no credible way for prospective medical tourists to estimate
medical costs objectively, unlike Singapore’s ‘hospital bill size’ or
Bumrungrad’s ‘REALCOST".

It looks better for the future development of Korea’s medical tourism to
provide medical tourists as well as foreigners residing in Korea with
comprehensive price information. It will be also desirable to allow foreign
licenses through a quota system to accommodate the need for international
manpower in the medical tourism industry. The overall policy towards
medical tourism should be focused on developing the sector as a next export

industry competing in the world market.
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