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Summary 

The international success of companies and industries depends largely on their ability to develop and apply innovations 
adapted to suit the particular needs of global markets which change constantly and are interrelated. According to 
several studies, there is an urgent need to manage Medical Tourism from the cluster perspective since this leads to 
innovation and competitiveness of companies, and their vision adapts to a world that constantly changes.  Based on this 
information, a qualitative and descriptive, non-experimental and transversal study was raised, which objective was to 
identify the characteristics that define the dental services provision that belongs to the medical cluster in Tijuana's city, 
which favor or limit its consolidation in the international market.  Dental providers that belong to the “Baja Medical 
Tourism” and dental offices promoted in the Secretary of Tourism platform, “Baja Health Tourism”, from Baja 
California State were analyzed.  In order to consolidate and strengthen the medical tourism, is considered that the 
organizations and local governments must establish certificates, regulations and standards be adapted according to the 
requirements and international demands, enabling their legitimization, and ensure an integral dental health service 
provision and the patient wellbeing. 
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I. Background 
 

During the last decades, the globalization process, as well as the technological changes acceleration, has arisen 
new challenges for the national and regional economies of the countries. In this context, the notion of cluster has 
acquired strength as the conceptual and operative unity that favors economic growth and competitiveness, allowing the 
introduction of innovative, efficient and positive public policies of "spill" over the institutional and technological fabric 
(Rodríguez, & Arreola, 2013).  
 
A cluster is a concentration of interrelated companies working on the same industrial sector, located in a specific 
geographical area and collaborating strategically to obtain common benefits. Porter (1998) define it as geographic 
concentration of companies and interrelated institutions in a particular geographic area, with a same productive sector, 
of relative specialization, with a pronounced work division, and in permanent process of adoption of the best 
techniques, resulting in scale and productivity advantages.   Likewise, Pizarro (2015), considers that a cluster represents 
a space that favors the interaction between companies, providers, authorities, and other institutions related to the same 
sector, where an efficient communication is established in order to share needs and opportunities, as well as addressing 
barriers and constraints together.   
 
Medical Tourism has strongly emerged during the last decades, representing an important market niche which requires 
to be notice because it constitutes a variable option of economic development in the region where it is carried out. 
Mexico is known, in dental Tourism, as a destination due to its proximity to United States, where the 25% of dental 
Tourism, in the world, comes from (Kamath, Hugar, Kumar, Gokhale, Uppin, Hugar, 2015).  
 
According to the Economics Intelligence United (2011) medical tourism industry has changed. In the past, medical 
tourism occurred when people with good economic situation and who lived in countries with a deficient medical service 
traveled to North America or Europe looking for medical attention. At present, just when developed world health care 
costs are rapidly increasing, many developed countries are building world class sanitation facilities. A traffic flow 
change has been produced, because patients from developed countries are starting to go to developing countries.  
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The two main driving forces of world trade health services are low costs and medical expertise. As medical costs 
continue to rise in the United States and Europe, the gap between them and developing markets is growing. In addition, 
as the "baby boomer" generation continues retiring in the west, health systems will be under increasing stress, cutbacks 
in health services and lengthy patient waiting lists will be expected, this will lead more people to cross the borders to 
receive faster care and a lower price. Other factors that are also driving medical tourism industry growth are: 
information technology development, low air fares, trade liberalization, increased foreign investment, medical labor 
force internalization, medical training and accreditations internalization, medical training harmonization combined with 
the spread of English as an international language, increase of facilitating companies, economic growth, public health 
care funds, quality facilities, retention of staff which avoids medical standards "brain drain", and dissemination of 
medical procedures (Economics Intelligence United, 2011). 
 
Worldwide exports of health services reached $ 5.5 trillion in 2010. United States is the largest medical services exporter 
counting with the 24.4%  market share (2.896 billion dollars), followed by the Czech Republic, Turkey and Belgium with 
5.2%, 3.14% and 2.94% respectively. In Mexico, international medical services trade begins with medical tourism in the 
dental industry, mainly in cities bordering the United States, followed by the pursuit of quality care and prices up to 
80% cheaper (Guzmán, n. d.). 
 
Thanks to its privileged geographical situation, in Baja California tourism has naturally developed since it shares more 
than three thousand kilometers of border with the United States. Tourism is an important economic activity for the area, 
and medical tourism represents a growth opportunities niche, which generates an economic spill of $ 86 million (Leyva, 
Saldivar, González, Muñoz, Valenciana & Jabalera, 2014). 
 
In Tijuana, the economic spill for dental services during 2012 was $ 8,381,834, not to mention the indirect economic 
expenditure that this generated as transportation, fuel, restaurants, hotels, entertainment, crafts, etc. (Baja California 
Secretary of Tourism, 2013). According to the publication of the Tourism Observatory Baja California (OTBC for its 
initials in Spanish) in 2013, health tourism represents an important market niche which requires to be notice because it 
constitutes a variable option of economic development in the region where it is carried out. 
 
Some patients have no choice between receiving dental care in their locality or receiving it in another country. Unable to 
pay for care in their place of residence, they must choose between not being treated or crossing borders seeking 
treatment.  The absence of dental insurance is a key factor for low-income Americans to cross Mexican borders to receive 
dental care. 
 

II. Methodology 

 
In view of this precedent, a concern emerged to carry out an investigation that was aimed at identifying what are the 
characteristics that define the dental services that belongs to the medical cluster in the city of Tijuana, that favor or limit 
its consolidation in front of the international market. For the development of the research the qualitative research 
method was used and its scope was established as descriptive, non-experimental and transversal. Dental providers that 
belong to the “Baja Medical Tourism” and dental offices promoted in the Secretary of Tourism platform, “Baja Health 
Tourism”, from Baja California State were analyzed.  
 
The variables analyzed in the dentists belonging to the Baja Medical Tourism cluster are: the dentist's acquisition year, 
office location, if they speak English, if they accept United States dental insurance, accept payments by credit or debit 
card, attend conferences at least once a year, have a website, have a direct telephone line from the United States, offer 
the fast border crossing or Fast Lane to return to USA by car using the medical line and if they offer transportation 
service to one of the two garitas of the city. 
 
In the dentists promoted by the Secretary of Tourism were analyzed the variables of location, if they have a telephone 
line in the United States, a website, accept United States dental insurance, accept payments by debit or credit cards and 
if they have the service of fast border crossing or Fast Lane. 
 
There were also in-depth interviews with three key actors in the sector, who, due to the impact of their management on 
the development and enhancement of tourism activity, were considered relevant and in line with the research objectives. 
These were the Coordinator of the Baja Medical Tourism cluster; the Coordinator of Health and Welfare Tourism of the 
Secretary of Tourism of Baja California and the Director of the Faculty of Tourism and Marketing of the Autonomous 
University of Baja California. 
 

III. Analysis Results 
 

The analysis of the results obtained was analyzed individually and subsequently a table with the information obtained 
from the in-depth interviews was generated.  See Table no. 1 
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Table. No. 1 Attributes associated with the quality of dental medical services provision. 

 Coordinator of Health and 
Welfare Tourism  (AU) 

Director of the Faculty of 
Tourism and Marketing 

of the Autonomous 
University of Baja 
California, Tijuana 

Campus 

Coordinator of the Baja 
Medical Tourism cluster 

 
 
How do you see 
medical tourism 
specifically that 
comes for dental 
services in the 
region? 

-In medical tourism dental 
services are the ones that 
have more affluence and 
more complaints. 
-Medical tourism had, in 
2015, a spill of 647 million, 
while in 2016 was 873, and 
this corresponds to an 
annual growth of 12%.  
-Tijuana is located next to 
California, who provides 
health tourism to the world. 
-Tijuana will be considered 
in 2018 the Latin American 
capital of health tourism.   
 

Medical and dental 
tourism has been a 
service vocation for 
Tijuana for a long time, 
but it had not been 
considered important, it 
just happened, lately it 
got more attention.  
 

Large opportunity area. 
 

 
What are the most 
important challenges 
in the city facing 
medical/dental 
tourism? 

Certifications, to ensure 
professionalism, a dignified 
treatment and the quality. 
Speed up the border 
crossing. 

Credibility, maintain 
quality in care and ensure 
the well-being of the 
patient, and thereby take 
care of the prestige. 

Certifications, be open to 
new platforms and 
innovate. 

 
 
What are the 
opportunity areas in 
the sector? 

Count with an university. 
The language because 
most people speak 
English. 
A State rich state in other 
variety of supply like wine 
route, hotels, restaurants, 
recreational activities.  

Certifications and quality 
indicators. 

There is a wide array of 
dental services. New 
linking technologies. 

Do you identify the 
main competitors at 
the national level? 

Mexico City, Nuevo León, 
Jalisco, Sonora, Sinaloa. 

Algodones, Mexicali, and 
with respect to other 
border cities would be 
Ciudad Juárez. 

Tamaulipas 

And whicht are the 
main competitors at 
the international 
level? 

In health tourism, Thailand. In medical tourism, 
Thailand and Colombia. 

India, Colombia and 
Peru.  

What is your opinion 
about the problems 
that arise at the 
border related to the 
social security 
policies imposed in 
the United States by 
the new president? 

It will benefit and it would 
be appropriate if we 
prepare enough for them if 
they cannot continue to 
provide social protection, 
be prepared, and be in the 
best mood to help them. 

It will benefit because, if 
the Obama Care 
enhanced that this 
activity happened, if you 
remove what you are 
going to put, the price of 
the services will not 
decrease, it will not give 
universal coverage. 
It will be a risk if he go 
against a majority. 

It will benefit because 
they spend less money 
here.  

 
 
How do you visualize 
the medical tourism 
sector in the next 5 

With the strategies that 
have been implemented 
and encouraged, it is going 
to detonate in something 
important, we are seeing 

It should continue 
consolidating.    

With a high level, 
companies like New City 
will continue, there will be 
more options and 
opportunities. 
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years? even with the reduction of 
complaints by the foreign 
users who come to be 
treated in bariatric surgery, 
plastic and dental 
surgery. 
 

Source: Prepared by the authors on the basis of data obtained from the in-depth interview (2017). 

 A netnography of the sector was carry out, after doing the first part of the qualitative research. According to the 
National Statistical Directory of Economic Units (DENUE for its initials in Spanish) (2016), Tijuana has 1210 dental 
offices in the private sector, and only 87 clinics belong to the Baja Medical Tourism cluster (Medical Tourism, 2017), it 
just represents a 7.19% of dental offices in Tijuana. 
 
The years in which dentists belonged to the cluster egress vary from the year 1973 to 2009, being predominant those who 
egressed between 2000-2004 with a 20% and following in decreasing order 2005-2009, 1985-1989, 1980-1984 , 1975-1979 
with 18%, 16%, 16% and 11% respectively. 

The delegation with the predominant dental offices of the Baja Medical Tourism cluster in the city of Tijuana was the 
Zona Centro delegation (50 offices), with the majority in El Centro (30 offices) and followed by the Zona Río with 14 
offices. The following delegation is La Mesa with 10 offices, and Mesa de Otay with 8 offices. Of the offices belonging to 
the cluster Baja Medical Tourism (2017), in 75 they speak English, and in 10 they do not speak the language. 
Regarding the acceptance of United States dental insurance, 55 of the dentists stated whether to accept and 26 said they 
do not accept insurance. In 51 dental offices they accept payments with credit or debit card, while in 22 do not accept, 
however in 13 offices could not capture the information as it was not possible to have contact with the dentists. 60 of the 
dentists reported attending a congress at least once a year, however, 13 say they do not attend. In relation to the website 
only 26 have one, while 47 do not have a website. Regarding the medical passes to return to the United States by the 
medical line or Fast Lane, 38 clinics have this service, while 35 do not have it; and in relation to dentists who offer 
transportation services, only 8 indicated offering the service, while 65 do not offer it. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the Baja California Secretary of Tourism promotes a Health and Wellness Tourism platform called 
Baja Health Tourism (2017), where 8 dental practices are promoted, representing only .66% of dental offices in Tijuana. 
Of these 8 offices, 3 are located in Zona Río, 2 in Zona Centro, 2 in Fraccionamiento Chapultepec and 1 in Playas de 
Tijuana. With regard to a telephone line in the United States, 7 offices have it, and all the offices have a website. In the 
payment methods, 2 of them do not accept payments with debit or credit card, they accept only cash payments or US 
checks, 6 of them accept it. Regarding the acceptance of American dental insurances, 2 of them accept it, 3 of them do 
not accept but help with the paperwork so that the patient can receive a refund by the insurer and two dental offices 
neither accept nor help with paperwork. Of the 8 offices, 7 have the fast border crossing system or Fast Lane, therefore 
the patient to return to the United States in his car can enter by a special line where the time to cross the border is 
smaller than the regular row. 
 

IV. Conclusions 

Regarding the first objective, the characteristics defining the supply of dental services and belonging to the medical 
cluster in the city of Tijuana, both the Medical Cluster of Baja California, Baja Medical Tourism, and the health tourism 
platform of the Baja California Secretary of Tourism, Baja Health Tourism. 

It was found that the Baja Medical Tourism cluster is a privately held company that promotes medical tourism in the 
city by attracting residents of California, Nevada and Arizona and links them with registered health professionals. At 
the moment, they are in process of restructuring and operate more as a directory, as they do not currently provide other 
complementary services or rely on other tourism providers such as hotels, restaurants, travel agencies, transport 
companies, recreation centers, which is a disadvantage, since the medical tourist may feel interested in receiving a more 
complete care.In this way, the cluster approach should encourage business networks to generate an instance of 
communication and dialogue that encourages the systematic, deliberate and committed work of collaboration to achieve 
common goals. 
 
Regarding the tourism and health tourism platform of the Baja California Secretary of Tourism, it was found that it is a 
platform where private sector health providers can register, once they have verified the certifications required by the 
standard and are legally authorized to provide the service they offer. This is an advantage, since those interested in 
contacting professionals to acquire dental services can be confident that the promoted dentists have the certifications 
and fulfill the necessary norms to operate.  
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Regarding the characteristics that define the dentists belonging to the cluster Baja Medical Tourism, it was found that 
58% of the dentists belonging to the cluster are located in Zona Centro delegation, mainly located in El Centro and Zona 
Río. This represents an important advantage, since the medical tourist does not have to travel long distances from the 
US border, as well as there exists a greater access to transportation, restaurants, hotels or recreational activities to 
complement their visit. The location of the office can play a determining role in the competitive position and the chances 
of success especially in sectors such as tourism. Another advantage is that a greater percent of the dentists speaks 
English, which favors communication between the patient and the professional. It is imperative that the patient knows 
and understands the procedures, risks and has all the information about his condition and treatment options so that he 
can make the decisions that suit him best.   
 
Regarding to the acceptance of United States dental insurance, 55 of 81 of the dentists stated that if they accept American 
insurance, which is important since many medical tourists want to take advantage of the benefits of their insurance 
because they know that outside the United States, they can acquire a greater number of services with the same policy. 
 
A priority attention situation is the fact that 47 of the 73 dentists belonging to the cluster do not have an individual web 
page. And it is considered that priority should be given to this situation because the market segment to which the cluster 
wants to go, has a high penetration in the use of the internet as a source of documentation and information and because 
it is not available, it is possible that a priori can be discarded within the decision making processes of the medical 
provider by the client. 
 
Half of the 73 consultants from whom information could be obtained does not offer the fast border crossing system.  
This situation puts them at a disadvantage, because patients crossing the border do not want to make big lines to return 
to their place of residence.  Similarly, there are just a few of dentists who offer transportation services (8 only). This may 
be due to the fact that, since most of them are located in the Zona Centro delegation, it is easy for them to move to the 
border. 
 
Finally, it is considered that in order to strengthen and consolidate medical tourism, organizations and local 
governments must proceed to establish certifications, regulations and standards that adapt to international requirements 
and demands, so that they can legitimize and ensure quality in the provision of a comprehensive dental health service 
and the well-being of the patient. 
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