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Abstract

In the era of digital transformation, social media marketing has emerged as one of the most powerful tools for brand
enhancement, engaging target audiences, and attracting potential clients across service-oriented industries. The
medical tourism sector—characterized by its cross-border nature and reliance on trust—demands greater utilization
of this modern communication platform. However, the effective adoption and implementation of social media
marketing among stakeholders in Iran’s medical tourism industry face numerous challenges at technological,
organizational, and environmental levels. Accordingly, this study aims to develop a localized conceptual model to
explain the key factors influencing the adoption of social media marketing in Iran’s medical tourism sector, using a
sequential exploratory mixed-methods design.

In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15 experts, including academic
scholars, healthcare center managers, and medical tourism consultants. Thematic analysis was applied to the data,
resulting in the identification of 198 initial conceptual codes, 26 organizing themes, and 5 overarching dimensions:
"Nature of Social Media Technology," "Organizational Capabilities and Attitudes," "Competitive Pressures," "Macro-
Environmental Barriers," and "Specific Characteristics of the Medical Tourism Industry."

In the quantitative phase, to examine causal relationships among the identified themes and determine key driving and
dependent factors, a structured questionnaire was distributed among a purposive sample of stakeholders. Data were
analyzed using ISM (Interpretive Structural Modeling) and DEMATEL techniques. Findings revealed that
components such as “trust in social media,” “top management support,” “technological infrastructure,” and “intensity
of international competition” act as key enablers of adoption.

The final model offers a systematic perspective on the internal and external dynamics of social media marketing
adoption in Iran’s medical tourism industry and provides a practical foundation for decision-making by health
policymakers, marketing strategists, and industry executives.
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