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Research Paper: Health Tourism System Development 
Using Entrepreneurial Management Approach in 
the COVID-19 Pandemic Era

Background: Health tourism uses a set of services that promote the health and spirit of 
individuals through medical care. Entrepreneurship is a process of exploring and using value 
creation opportunities in the economic, cultural, social, and health sectors. The present study 
was done to investigate the development of Iran’s health tourism system based on Stevenson’s 
entrepreneurial management model and determine entrepreneurial opportunities during the 
COVID-19 outbreak.

Methods: This descriptive quantitative research was conducted by the field study (survey) 
method, using a standardized and localized questionnaire from Stevenson’s entrepreneurial 
management model to examine the views of health tourism specialists as the statistical 
population of the study. Using the snowball sampling method, 357 health tourism specialists, 
university professors, and health system managers participated in this study from 2018 to 2020. 
The collected data were recorded in PLS Smart software and their analysis was performed using 
descriptive and inferential statistics.

Results: The findings indicated that all six components of Stevenson’s entrepreneurial 
management had a significant effect on the health tourism industry’s development. Strategic 
orientation and commitment to opportunities (path coefficient: 0.83) had the maximum effect, 
while the reward philosophy (path coefficient: 0.41) had the minimum effect on developing the 
health tourism industry.

Conclusion: The average status of Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management dimensions 
in the health tourism industry was evaluated. Some of these factors (strategic orientation and 
commitment to opportunities) were obviously more favorable than others. Proper entrepreneurial 
strategies and the use of situations can provide good opportunities in health tourism. 
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1. Introduction

he concept of entrepreneurship was first 
invented in French as Entreprendre, 
meaning interferer [1] or in English, 
from the term “to undertake”, and was 
translated into English by Stewart Male 
in 1848. This term was first introduced 
as the employer in Persian and then, 

entrepreneurship was defined as a person who takes 
responsibility [2]. According to Dracker, although sev-
eral years have passed since introducing the concept of 
entrepreneurship, recent environmental conditions have 
led to a revolution in entrepreneurship [3]. According to 
Schumpeter, entrepreneurship is a driver for develop-
ment, and in many countries, it is believed that entrepre-
neurship plays a key role in economic development [4]. 
As a result, many developed and developing countries 
have accepted the entrepreneurship development of the 
tourism industry as an effective approach for the pros-
perity of their economy [5]. 

Some studies have indicated that the tourism industry 
is the most efficient industry in the world after the oil and 
automobile industries [6]. The tourism industry plays a 
pivotal role in improving employment in any society [7]. 
Tourism in general and health tourism, in particular, is 
the most significant industrial sector and one of the most 
significant global phenomena in the 21st century. Tour-
ism promotes development, stimulates economic de-
velopment, revives cultural heritage, and unites nations 
[8]. The tourism industry is divided into various sectors. 
Health and medical tourism is one of the subsets of this 
industry, which has developed over time. According to 
the World Bank, the third area of capitalism in the world 
is related to this type of tourism [9]. 

Based on the United Nations World Tourism Organiza-
tion (2019), the value of the global medical tourism mar-
ket in 2018 was about $ 16761 million and is expected 
to reach about $ 27247.6 million by 2024. In addition, 
the reports from VISA and Oxford Economics indicated 
that almost 11 million medical tourists create a market 
value of $ 100 billion annually, representing a large mar-
ket with a growth rate of 25% per year [10]. In terms of 
economy, the exchange revenue of Iran depends on crude 
oil exports to other countries. However, Iran is attempt-
ing to invest in tourism as a source of income to reduce its 
dependency on the oil industry. Health tourism forms one 
of these programs. Iran has a very high potential in low-
cost medical care, internationally recognized physicians, 
successful surgical procedures (liver, heart, etc.) at the in-
ternational level, and low waiting time for treatment [11]. 

Stevenson et al. (1983) described entrepreneurial 
management as the process of identifying or making 
an opportunity to create value through innovation and 
opportunity pursuit. Stevenson stated that entrepreneur-
ial management, defined as a set of opportunity-based 
management practices, can help society and contrib-
ute to societal level value. Stevenson’s entrepreneurial 
management model comprises six dimensions: strategic 
orientation, resource orientation, management structure, 
reward philosophy, growth orientation, and entrepre-
neurial culture [12].

The International Union of Tourism Organizations 
(1973) defined the concept of health tourism as obtain-
ing health care using the natural resources of the Earth, 
especially mineral water and climate. Health tourism 
consists of three parts of health tourism, including nature 
tourism and rural tourism, health care tourism, including 
spa and rehabilitation, and medical tourism, including 
surgeries and treatments [13]. From the perspective of 
entrepreneurial management, health tourism provides an 
opportunity for creating unique and specialized jobs. 

International healthcare travelers in the past aimed at 
seeking a treatment, which was unavailable in the coun-
try of origin. New medical tourism mainly includes pri-
vate hospitals, clinics, or private healthcare providers, 
relying on the number of patients to support and fund 
their services [14, 15]. In the health tourism market, rec-
ognizing the opportunities of entrepreneurs is vital. The 
challenges in the health tourism industry and prevailing 
environmental conditions (COVID-19 epidemic) are the 
main reasons for conducting this research. Hence, it was 
analyzed based on Stevenson’s dimension, which ana-
lyzes the managers’ attitudes and insights. 

Coronavirus; The most significant challenge for en-
trepreneurship in the health tourism development

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared CO-
VID-19 as an epidemic on March 11, 2020 [16]. Due 
to the comprehensive presence of entrepreneurship in 
the global business environment, it is highly important 
to understand the significance of the effect of the CO-
VID-19 crisis on the economy [17, 18]. Global research 
has indicated the significance of entrepreneurship during 
an economic crisis, like the current COVID-19 epidemic. 

Factors, such as entrepreneurial personality, entrepre-
neurial spirit, humility, empathy, innovation, opportunity 
recognition, social entrepreneurship, commitment to a 
goal, domestic investment, small business entrepreneur-
ship, new business models, and entrepreneurship can 
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reduce the problems in the economy in such difficult 
conditions because the conditions have changed and the 
future is uncertain [19]. 

There is a diverse range of entrepreneurs. People who 
only have to have a business to live, there is no discus-
sion of opportunity and interest here, and it is only a mat-
ter of living. That is, they start their businesses based on 
the need for work and the necessity of life. They have no 
other way. necessity-based entrepreneurship [20].

Despite the entrepreneurial orientation and individual 
characteristics, global studies have evaluated the effect of 
external power on creating new investments. Such stud-
ies have identified the effect of entrepreneurial actions 
on the results obtained from external conditions, like 
new technologies, economic or natural environments, or 
even epidemics, such as COVID-19. It has been shown 
that the most obvious mechanism, by which COVID-19 
creates business opportunities is to create, expand, and 
replace demand. Furthermore, the epidemic can lead to 
the production of yield or services in start-ups [21]. 

Isenberg and Schultz have indicated an exponential in-
crease in opportunities for entrepreneurs in epidemics. 
Social isolation has accelerated great opportunities, such 
as flexible manufacturing, online education, emergency 
management, healthcare analytics, geriatrics, telemedi-
cine, digital micro-investment, supply chain flexibility 
for the required items, multiplayer entertainment plat-
forms, telecommunication technology support, and even 
the development of smarter cities due to epidemics [22]. 
With the significant increase in entrepreneurial opportu-
nities in the COVID-19 epidemic during the economic 
crisis, entrepreneurship may be considered as an anony-
mous hero to pave the way for the difficulties created by 
these crises for societies. [19].

 Considering the COVID-19 epidemic and the ces-
sation of the health tourism industry, this opportunity 
should be explored to identify the challenges and capaci-
ties of the health tourism industry to use its benefits in 
the economy and employment in Iran. Entrepreneurship 
should focus on the existing resources, problems, and 
opportunities. What works in one area may not work in 
another area. The causes for the failure of many soci-
eties in the field of entrepreneurship should be sought 
within themselves. Thus, any country can be the founder 
of a successful entrepreneurial system by considering its 
geographical location, social, cultural, economic, and 
political conditions. 

2. Methods 

Approach and purpose

This study was of a quantitative type with a descriptive 
approach conducted by field method or survey that inves-
tigated the development of Iran’s health tourism system 
based on Stevenson’s model and assessed entrepreneurial 
chances in the COVID-19 pandemic in Iran. The research 
components were based on each dimension of the entre-
preneurial management approach (strategic orientation, 
resource orientation, management structure, reward phi-
losophy, growth orientation, and entrepreneurial culture). 

Questionnaire and sampling

The main question of the research was to evaluate the 
health tourism situation in Iran using Stevenson’s entre-
preneurial management approach, based on which the 
six dimensions of the model and the sub-questions of 
the research were adjusted. A standardized and localized 
questionnaire based on Stevenson’s entrepreneurial man-
agement model was used to evaluate the views of health 
tourism activists as the statistical population of the study. 

The target group consisting of 382 people was approved 
to distribute the questionnaire to, based on snowball 
sampling from 2019–2020, while a total of 357 people 
participated. The prepared questionnaires comprised 22 
questions assessing health tourism industry activists. This 
questionnaire was designed based on the Likert scale from 
“very low” with a score of 1 to “very high” with a score 
of 5. After confirming the validity and reliability of the 
questionnaire, the research model was fitted using struc-
tural equation modeling in LISREL software. To this end, 
the fit indices of the structural equation model were used. 

Statistical analysis

In this study, divergent validity was determined by For-
nell and Larcker method. The Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE) must be greater than the square of the correlation 
coefficient of each component with other components 
[23]. The reliability of the questionnaire was determined 
by Cronbach’s alpha and Composite Reliability (CR). If 
CR and Cronbach’s alpha for each latent variable is high-
er than 0.7, the reliability of that latent variable can be 
considered desirable [24]. Afterward, the data obtained 
from the questionnaires were analyzed in two sections: 
descriptive findings and inferential findings. 

In the first section, the frequency distribution of demo-
graphic variables and descriptive indicators of research 
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variables were presented. Subsequently, in the latter sec-
tion, a confirmatory factor analysis of the questionnaire 
indicators was performed and the research questions 
were answered. Herein, two indices of skewness and 
elongation were used to evaluate the normal distribution 
of variables. Confirmatory factor analysis was used to de-
termine whether the questions and indicators were valid. 
The AVE and load factor were used to measure the con-
vergent validity. Finally, the collected data were recorded 
in PLS Smart software, and its analysis was conducted 
using descriptive statistics methods, including the fre-
quency of demographic variables and descriptive indica-
tors of the research variables and inferential statistics.

3. Results

As indicated in Table 1, the average of strategic orien-
tation and commitment to opportunities, commitment to 
resources and control, Growth Orientation, and reward 
philosophy were greater than 3, while the average of 
management structure and entrepreneurial culture were 
below 3. In this study, skewness and kurtosis were used 
to evaluate the normal distribution of variables. 

Table 2 indicates the reliability of the questionnaire 
constructs. The questionnaire had good reliability since 
the numerical value of the composite reliability index and 
Cronbach's alpha for all constructs was greater than 0.7. 

As Table 3 indicates, the numerical value of the skew-
ness index for all variables was in the range (+2, -2) and 
the numerical value of kurtosis was in the range (+3, -3). 
Thus, all variables followed the normal distribution.

Table 3 illustrates that the AVE was greater than the 
square of the correlation coefficient of each component 
with the other components of Stevenson’s entrepreneur-
ial management approach resulting in the divergent va-

lidity. Table 3 also indicates the reliability of the ques-
tionnaire constructs, which is considered to be a decent 
one due to the numerical value and the presence of con-
vergent validity. 

Table 4 depicts that the Chi-square ratio to the degree 
of freedom was 1.58 and less than 5, and the root mean 
square error of approximation was 0.065 and less than 
0.08. The goodness of fit index, the normal fit index, 
the non-normal fit index, the goodness of fit index, and 
the adjusted goodness of fit index were greater than 0.9. 
Therefore, the model showed a very good fit and was 
approved. 

As shown in Table 5, the t statistic for all six variables 
was higher than the significance threshold of 1.96. In 
other words, all six components of Stevenson’s entrepre-
neurial management had a significant effect on the entre-
preneurship development of the health tourism industry. 
Furthermore, considering the reported path coefficient, 
strategic orientation and commitment to opportunities 
had the maximum effect, and reward philosophy had the 
minimum effect on the health tourism industry.

The developed model in this research is displayed in 
Figure 1. Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management ap-
proach is an important dimension of the attitude and 
insight required in senior management thinking. Re-
garding the category of management of industry, the 
dimensions mentioned can lead to non-entrepreneurial 
decisions in management if not considered or neglected. 
Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management model empha-
sizes managerial decision-making, concentrating on cre-
ating opportunities and values in regard to changing the 
approach of senior managers.

Table 1. Mean±SD, skewness, and kurtosis of the entrepreneurial management model components

Component Mean±SD Skewness Kurtosis

Strategic orientation and commitment to opportunities 3.35±0.88 -0.340 -0.221

Commitment to resources and control 3.24±0.71 -0.161 0.300

Management structure 2.86±0.77 -0.035 -0.193

Growth orientation 3.02±0.83 -0.035 -0.206

Reward philosophy 3.01±0.79 -0.233 -0.111

Entrepreneurial culture 2.94±0.82 0.001 -0.254
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Table 2. Results of factor analysis of Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management approach

Questions Load Factor Significance Number AVE Composite Reli-
ability Cronbach’s Alpha

Strategic orientation and commitment to opportunities

 1 0.69 14.32

0.68 0.86 0.89 2 0.90 20.85

 3 0.76 16.32

Commitment to resources and control

 4 0.76 15.67

0.58 0.81 0.84 5 0.77 15.96

 6 0.66 13.15

Management structure

 7 0.67 13.60

0.49 0.85 0.88

 8 0.59 11.64

 9 0.71 14.55

 10 0.70 14.27

 11 0.77 16.50

 12 0.72 15.02

Growth orientation

 13 0.65 12.37

0.50 0.75 0.78 14 0.68 13.85

 15 0.79 17.21

Reward philosophy

 16 0.71 14.69

0.52 0.81 0.82
 17 0.73 15.22

 18 0.74 15.53

 19 0.69 13.07

Entrepreneurial culture

 20 0.71 14.38

0.50 0.75 0.79 21 0.69 13.21

 22 0.73 15.20

AVE: Average Variance Extracted.
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4. Discussion 

Six components related to Stevenson’s entrepreneur-
ship model were evaluated. Based on the results, stra-
tegic orientation and commitment to opportunities had 
the highest average and management structure had the 
lowest average. The status of six dimensions related to 
entrepreneurial management indicated the average sta-
tus of these dimensions in health tourism. Nevertheless, 
some factors, such as strategic orientation and commit-
ment to opportunities were more favorable than others; 
however, no difference was observed between these fac-
tors in terms of the desirability of each factor. 

This study revealed that the status of health tourism de-
pends on various components. Considering the value of 
the determined path coefficient, strategic orientation and 
commitment to opportunities, and management struc-
ture had the greatest effect on the health tourism industry 
development. Thus, the elements of the entrepreneurial 

process in the health tourism system are seemingly sepa-
rated but interrelated. 

An appropriate and entrepreneurial management 
structure with the strategic orientation of managers can 
provide appropriate opportunities in health tourism. En-
trepreneurship development should be considered as a 
comprehensive and sustainable process and consider all 
economic, cultural, and social factors simultaneously. 
Thus, the policies, which are formulated for entrepre-
neurship development can lead to the tourism industry 
development by considering all its dimensions. Kaur 
studied entrepreneurship development in the medical 
tourism industry in India [24]. This study analyzed three 
chains of Indian hospitals, providing medical services to 
foreign medical tourists. The results indicated that these 
hospitals provide medical services to foreign patients in 
accordance with international standards. In addition, the 
low cost of treatment, high quality of care, advanced in-
frastructures, and advanced technology used by Indian 

Table 3. Results of divergent validity of factor analysis 

AVE654321Stevenson's Entrepreneurial Management 

0.680.390.480.320.410.291- Strategic orientation and commitment to opportunities

0.580.280.510.470.430.292- Commitment to resources and control

0.490.420.380.330.430.413- Management structure

0.500.410.440.330.470.324- Growth orientation

0.520.350.440.380.510.485- Reward philosophy

0.500.350.410.420.280.396- Entrepreneurial culture

AVE: Average Variance Extracted.�  

Table 4. Fit indices of the structural equation model 

Calculated ValueGood FitAbbreviationsFitness Index

1.580 ≤χ2 / df≤5 χ2/dfChi-square ratio to degree of 
freedom

0.0650 ≤ RMSEA ≤ 0.08RMSEARoot mean square error of 
approxima-tion

0.950.90 ≤ GFI ≤ 1GFIGoodness of fit in-dex

0.890.90 ≤ AGFI ≤ 1AGFIAdjusted goodness of fit index

0.910.90 ≤ IFI ≤ 1IFIIncremental fit in-dex

0.900.90 ≤ NFI ≤ 1NFINormal fit index

0.920.90 ≤ NNFI ≤ 1NNFINon-normal fit in-dex

0.910.90 ≤ CFI ≤ 1CFIcomparative fit index
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medical service providers played an essential role in im-
proving medical tourism and developing entrepreneur-
ship in India [25]. 

Kahrizi et al. conducted a study to identify the barriers 
(and their levels and interactions) to entrepreneurship in 
medical and health tourism in Kermanshah [2]. These 
factors included cultural barriers to tourism development 
and barriers to cooperation between the public and pri-
vate sectors. Cultural barriers to tourism development 
greatly affect the health tourism entrepreneurship devel-

opment in Kermanshah [2]. In another study by Azizi 
and Zahedi, factors, such as high costs, no adequate ad-
vertising, and lack of human resources were reported as 
the most significant barriers to health tourism in Yazd 
province [25].

Soltaninejad and Vosoughi reported the entrepreneurial 
potentials in Kerman province and found that tourism is 
highly effective in entrepreneurship development by creat-
ing new economic opportunities, and entrepreneurship is 
associated with tourism development and the increase in 

Table 5. Effect of Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management dimensions on the health tourism industry development 

Path Path Coefficient T Statistics Result

Strategic orientation and commitment to opportunities -> Entrepreneurship devel-
opment of health tourism industry 0.83 13.58 Confirmed 

Commitment to resources and control -> Entrepreneurship development of health 
tourism industry 0.50 4.46 Confirmed 

Management Structure -> Entrepreneurship development of health tourism industry 0.77 9.62 Confirmed 

Growth Orientation -> Entrepreneurship development of health tourism industry 0.47 3.89 Confirmed 

Reward philosophy -> Entrepreneurship development of health tourism industry 0.41 2.94 Confirmed 

Entrepreneurial Culture -> Entrepreneurship development of health tourism industry 0.43 3.15 Confirmed 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the research
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new demands for different types of tourism [26]. Their re-
sults are consistent with those of the present study, which 
considered a commitment to opportunities as the most 
critical factor in the health tourism industry development. 

Asadi et al. examined the internal factors affecting the 
health tourism development and indicated that the most ef-
fective factor in the health tourism industry development 
included the decisions made in the field of marketing and 
advertising, security, experts in various medical fields, 
and the increased number of medical centers. Human re-
sources and the skill of the medical staff are important 
factors for health tourism [27], which are some of the 
main factors of the entrepreneurial management structure. 

In addition, Momeni et al. examined the factors hin-
dering medical tourism development in East Azerbaijan 
province [28]. They identified 10 factors as the main 
obstacles to the medical tourism development in East 
Azerbaijan, including marketing, international relations, 
cultural issues, communications, medical centers, inter-
national patient transfer, brokerage, structural issues, 
management issues, and policy. Their results are consis-
tent with those of the present study as the introduction 
of commitment factors to the resources and structure of 
entrepreneurial management were introduced as the fac-
tors affecting the implementation of a successful health 
tourism planning system in Iran.

The findings of this study, obtained using Stevenson’s 
entrepreneurial management model, indicated the effect 
of strategic orientation and commitment to opportuni-
ties on the health tourism industry development. Iran 
has a high capacity to produce and provide tourism 
services. Investing with appropriate entrepreneurial pat-
terns can realize these capacities as a source of foreign 
exchange. The economic crisis caused by the outbreak 
of COVID-19 has provided many opportunities for the 
development of health tourism entrepreneurs. Due to the 
health tourism capacities in Iran, such as convenient geo-
graphical location, low-cost services (medical services, 
health care, nature tourism, etc.), appropriate equipment, 
and qualified physicians, Iran can be the center of health 
tourism in Asia in post-COVID-19conditions. Health 
tourism development and the implementation of effec-
tive entrepreneurial management require planning in the 
field of tourism that can lead to the development of the 
economic market. International trade is a field with in-
tense competition, which can be expected to succeed by 
adopting appropriate strategies. 

Entrepreneurship, a crucial help to the countries’ econ-
omy, plays a vital role in their economic development by 

using innovation, improving production, and providing 
services. Health tourism as a valuable source of income 
generation and job creation at the national level can be 
a factor in entrepreneurship development. Entrepreneurs 
should take full advantage of the opportunities avail-
able during the corona crisis to develop entrepreneur-
ial activities. Moreover, politicians must take notice of 
the community employment issue and health tourism 
development in addition to solving the problem of non-
employment to encourage entrepreneurship in the coun-
try and finally help its growth. Because unemployment 
and lack of employment-generating resources are some 
socio-economic problems in Iran, strategic planning in 
health tourism can be an appropriate solution for entre-
preneurship and the creation of more jobs.

The main limitations of the research were the com-
plexity of the type of trade in the health tourism indus-
try and its multidisciplinary nature and specialization, 
along with the limited number of people with a simulta-
neous interdisciplinary specialization in tourism, health 
sciences, and entrepreneurship, and also conducting the 
research during the COVID-19 outbreak. The pandemic 
caused the research to be conducted through cyberspace 
without face-to-face interactions between the researcher 
and the target community.

5. Conclusion 

According to the results of the present study, the six di-
mensions of the entrepreneurial management approach 
were effective on the development of the health tourism 
industry and the creation of appropriate opportunities in 
accordance with the country’s conditions. The lack of 
employment resources is one of the important economic 
problems of Iran. Entrepreneurship development in health 
tourism requires the appropriate context of cultural, so-
cial, economic conditions and the cooperation of tourism 
management systems with administrative and financial 
structures and other government support mechanisms. 
Also, based on Stevenson’s entrepreneurial management 
model, the development of entrepreneurship in the health 
tourism industry creates more valuable opportunities in 
managerial decisions. All institutions of health tourism 
should work in an integrated way with all possible poten-
tials using the existing opportunities and entrepreneurial 
management structure to develop entrepreneurship in the 
COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 conditions. 
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