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Abstract
Medical tourism, especially cosmetic surgery to South Korea, is increasingly popular amongst Thai youths. Like many 
other youths around the world, they can obtain the relevant information from a variety of sources, including web 
discussion forums. These are the most frequently used information sources that people use to explore the feasibility of 
having cosmetic surgery overseas. However, it is not empirically clear how much influence these forums have on 
youth, or what impact social influence, the quality of information and the forum’s features (e.g., doctor information, 
before/after surgery pictures, clinic/hospital information, surgery information and chat rooms) have on the credibility 
of doctors and hospitals. This study conducted a number of field experiments andcollected data from 233 discussion 
threads on top 3 online discussion forums that were ranked by 207 business school students. The results show that the 
reliability of web information is critical in enhancing the credibility of both doctors and hospitals. In addition, the 
credibility of doctors depends on the forum that is used to find information about surgery, as well as social influence. 
The credibility of hospitals, on the other hand, is not influenced by the social influence of a consumer’s peers. Instead, 
their credibility is increased by the forum’s use of before/after surgery pictures, clinical information and information 
about doctors. Future research may investigate further how different forum features and the web media can have an 
impact on the credibility of doctors and hospitals.
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ABSTRACT
Medical	tourism,	especially	cosmetic	surgery	to	South	Korea,	is	increasingly	popular	amongst	Thai	youths.	
Like	many	other	youths	around	the	world,	they	can	obtain	the	relevant	information	from	a	variety	of	sources,	
including	web	discussion	forums.	These	are	the	most	frequently	used	information	sources	that	people	use	to	
explore	the	feasibility	of	having	cosmetic	surgery	overseas.	However,	it	is	not	empirically	clear	how	much	
influence	these	forums	have	on	youth,	or	what	impact	social	influence,	the	quality	of	information	and	the	
forum’s	features	(e.g.,	doctor	information,	before/after	surgery	pictures,	clinic/hospital	information,	surgery	
information	and	chat	rooms)	have	on	the	credibility	of	doctors	and	hospitals.	This	study	conducted	a	number	
of	field	experiments	and	collected	data	from	233	discussion	threads	on	top	3	online	discussion	forums	that	were	
ranked	by	207	business	school	students.	The	results	show	that	the	reliability	of	web	information	is	critical	in	
enhancing	the	credibility	of	both	doctors	and	hospitals.	In	addition,	the	credibility	of	doctors	depends	on	the	
forum	that	is	used	to	find	information	about	surgery,	as	well	as	social	influence.	The	credibility	of	hospitals,	
on	the	other	hand,	is	not	influenced	by	the	social	influence	of	a	consumer’s	peers.	Instead,	their	credibility	
is	increased	by	the	forum’s	use	of	before/after	surgery	pictures,	clinical	information	and	information	about	
doctors.	Future	research	may	investigate	further	how	different	forum	features	and	the	web	media	can	have	
an	impact	on	the	credibility	of	doctors	and	hospitals.
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INTRODUCTION

Medical tourism is the movement of patients across borders in the pursuit of cost-effective medi-
cal treatment and health, according to OIED (Lunt, 2011). It is fast becoming a new international 
business trend because of its attractiveness to tourists who need cost-effective medical services. 
For instance, spinal surgery costs a patient about $70,000 in the U.S., but the same procedure, plus 
a five-day stay in a private room, would cost only $4,700 in a reputable international hospital in 
Bangkok, Thailand (Smith, 2012). The greater the price difference between these care services 
in home and foreign country, the more likely it is that medical tourism services will thrive. 
Cosmetic surgery, dentistry and orthopaedics are among the most popular services proactively 
sought by American patients. This is a 100-billion dollar industry and there are currently about 
20 million medical tourists who account for 2% of world tourism and 4% of hospital admissions 
in the world (Andio Freire, 2012).

Asian countries, such as India, the Philippines, South Korea and Thailand, enjoy a competi-
tive price advantage and so are emerging as popular destinations for medical tourism (Yu and 
Ko, 2012). Having medical treatment in Asia can save a person up to 33% in costs, compared to 
the U.S. (Mun and Musa, 2012). The medical tourism industry in Asia is expected to reach $8.5 
billion by 2013 (Global Information, 2012). South Korea has the highest per capita cosmetic 
procedures in the world in 2010 and is one of the leading destinations for cosmetic surgery from 
overseas (Economist Online, 2012). According to the International Society of Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery (ISAPS), people from those Asian nations are also the top consumers of cosmetic sur-
geries in the world (ISAPS, 2011).

Apart from these cost advantages, medical tourism poses some unique challenges for con-
sumers because of the healthcare regulatory and legal concerns across borders (Terry, 2007) that 
create both geographical and psychological distances between consumers and healthcare provider 
locations (Zhang, Seo and Lee, 2013). Given these challenges, consumers rely on information that 
is available on the web. In general, more than 80% of internet users are turning to online health 
information forums for answers to their questions before taking any concrete action (Fox, 2006).

Although online health forums are proliferating, it is uncertain whether they are an effective 
medium for consumers and healthcare service providers. Firstly, the identity of forum posters is 
often not fully disclosed. Secondly, descriptions of patient experience may not be comprehensive 
and can miss out some critical information. Thirdly, reviews of doctors and hospitals can be 
biased, as highly satisfied or dissatisfied patients post them. Fourthly, it is unclear how much 
social influence and other factors have an impact on the use of online discussion forums and 
if this affects the intention of users to adopt medical tourism services. Fifthly, medical tourists 
often express anxiety about receiving medical tourism services from a foreign doctor in a foreign 
facility. Increasingly, the impact that online discussion forums have on the credibility of doctors 
and hospitals may play an important role in the decision that prospective medical tourists make.

Credibility is defined as “[t]he belief that the other party is honest, reliable, and competent” 
(Ba and Pavlou, 2002, p. 246). It is still not known whether online discussion forums, and in 
particular their features, can help to increase the credibility of hospitals and doctors, thereby 
influencing the intention of users to purchase medical tourism services. Faced by the popularity 
of overseas cosmetic surgery and the uncertainty of online information, this paper aims to address 
research questions that are related to the last two challenges, which are associated with online 
medical tourism forums. Specifically, this study will examine the credibility of hospitals and 
doctors and assess how sixteen forum features could have an impact on them. These features are: 
an activity room, users asking questions about their concerns, discussion forums, an exchanging 
knowledge room, FAQs, information about the hospital, information about the doctor, general 
information about Korean cosmetic surgery, information about Korean cosmetic surgery pro-
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cedure, general information about Thai cosmetic surgery, information about the tour package, 
promotions for clinics, review pictures before and after surgery, a room to sell cosmetics and 
clothing, hot issues and the top 10 members.

The following discussion will first review the literatures that relate to the key factors that 
affect the credibility of hospitals and doctors. Secondly, the research methodology will be clarified 
with regard to data collection and analysis methods. Thirdly, academic and practical implications 
will be drawn from the findings. Finally, this study will conclude with a discussion about both 
the direction and limitations of the research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Online Healthcare Information

The popularity of search engines and portable devices has fuelled the use of online information 
searches over the past decade. In 2005, about two-third of adults were already seeking some types 
of healthcare information for themselves or their peers (Hesse et al., 2005). Although consumers 
rely on the web, some healthcare professionals are seriously concerned about the quality of online 
information (Morahan-Martin, 2004). The problem with the internet is not necessarily a lack of 
information, but the abundance of incomplete information. This is, in some cases, misleading 
or inaccurate and can vary widely in quality (G Eysenbach, Powell, Kuss and Sa, 2002; Silberg, 
Lundberg and Musacchio, 1997). However, “half of those who have sought health information 
online in the United States reported these materials affected their decisions about treatment and 
care” (ibid., p. 499).

The supply side of healthcare information should not bear all of the blame. For example, 
despite the abundance of information, there is little consistency in how consumers expect, seek, 
find and use online healthcare information (Cotten and Gupta, 2004). In addition, many con-
sumers do not read beyond the first page of their search results (Morahan-Martin, 2004) and are 
“seldom diligent” in checking and validating the information they obtain online (Metzger, 2007). 
Indeed, online information can prove to be advertisements, fraudulent, outdated and/or sourced 
by unqualified parties. Metzger (2007) thus suggests 25 guidelines to assess the credibility of 
online healthcare information.

Decision-Making Regarding Cosmetic Surgery Overseas

Consumers should not only browse healthcare information online, but also use the web to make 
their healthcare decisions. The Pew Research Center reports in its recent survey that 59% of 
U.S. adults explore the internet to gather health diagnostic information (Painter, 2013). About 
35% of U.S. adults use the web even to diagnose themselves, although 70% indicate they have 
sought professional help for a serious health concern (ibid.). However, there are some cultural 
differences when it comes to searching for online healthcare information and subsequent decision-
making. For example, 17% of Japanese people look for information on the web only after it has 
been suggested to them by their doctor, while adults in the U.S. and Germany frequently make 
the decision to seek online healthcare information by themselves.

Given the variations that exist in the quality of information, consumer expectations and 
cultural differences, how can we model consumers’ healthcare decision-making? A few stud-
ies have proposed a generic model that is relevant for the credibility of healthcare information 
and making a judgment over the web. The first model (Briggs, Burford, De Angeli and Lynch, 
2002) shows that the probability of consumers taking advice online is influenced by three fac-
tors: the credibility of the source, whether the advice is personalised and the consistency and 
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predictability of that advice. The second model (Briggs, Simpson and Angeli, 2004) is based 
on an observation that consumers generally visit many websites to scan information with some 
heuristics. They then evaluate the website and information systematically in order to integrate 
all of the information and start long-term trusting relations with a few select websites. The third 
model (Metzger, 2007) divides online information use into three phases. The first is the exposure 
phase, where consumers’ motivation and their ability to evaluate the website play critical roles. 
The next, evaluation phase consists of either no evaluation, heuristic/peripheral evaluation or 
thorough, systematic evaluation. If the evaluation is positive, consumers then enter into the judg-
ment phase to critically assess the credibility of the website and whether to trust its information 
or not. Extant studies regard trust as a composite of two elements: credibility and benevolence 
(Dimoka, 2010). Benevolence refers to “[t]he belief that one partner is genuinely interested in 
the other partner’s welfare” (Ba and Pavlou, 2002, p. 246). Because this study focuses on how 
prospective patients believe in doctors and hospitals, we mainly focus on the credibility aspect 
of trust when referring to trust in the following sections.

Information Credibility of Online Discussion Forums

Information credibility of healthcare websites depends on several major factors. Numerous stud-
ies (Bates, Romina, Ahmed and Hopson, 2006; G. Eysenbach et al., 1998; O’Grady, Betel and 
Shachak, 2010) have noted the importance of information credibility, given that a decision is 
based on information that can lead to either significant positive or negative health and financial 
implications. Judging whether information is credible or not, however, is a fundamental conun-
drum for consumers. The fact that they are not an expert to make this kind of judgment means 
many healthcare experts advise consumers to consult with them (Torpy, Burke and Golub, 2011). 
As an example, in one study (Gordon, Barot, Fahey and Matthews, 2001) three experienced 
cosmetic surgeons assessed the results of a web search by using the term “breast augmentation”. 
Their evaluations found that some websites offered limited, accurate procedural details, but no 
website was perfect. We therefore have to wonder whether the average consumer can discern 
the accuracy and relevancy of website contents as much as these three experts did.

The design and contents of healthcare websites have a significant impact on their credibility 
levels (Sillence, Briggs, Fishwick and Harris, 2004; Sillence, Briggs, Harris and Fishwick, 2007). 
For example, consumers will have a favourable impression of a website if its layout is clear with 
adequate navigational aids. Interactive features, such as assessment tools, will also enhance a 
website’s credibility. The site’s contents, such as how informative it is, its use of illustrations, 
its content biases and language clarity, are also important. Comparisons of 57 medical facilitator 
websites have shown that the site content structures and the emphasis of websites are different 
in Asia, Europe, the central and South America and North America (Cormany and Baloglu, 
2011). Such differences are not surprising as consumer needs, regulations and healthcare in-
frastructures vary from nation to nation. As a result, healthcare providers adjust their website’s 
contents accordingly.

The above review points us to a few critical issues. Firstly, there are variations in the quality 
of online healthcare information. Secondly, consumers use some triangulation in order to judge 
which websites are more trustworthy than others. Thirdly, it is basically up to consumers to 
decide what information is credible and how they should use it. For those who are considering 
cosmetic surgery overseas, is their trust in hospitals and doctors influenced by the information 
they find on online forums? Also, how does the perceived credibility of doctors and hospitals 
have an impact on the user’s decision to have surgery? The next section proposes a conceptual 
model and hypotheses that will address these questions.
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HYPOTHESES

Faced with abundant online information, how do consumers perceive the credibility of different 
features of online discussion forums, hospitals and doctors? The literature reviews reveal that it is 
up to consumers how to navigate the information on forums and to both find and screen credible 
information. After considering how forums can help users to make decisions about receiving 
medical care overseas, we identified three key variables that influence whether the information 
on online discussion forums is seen as credible. As many users heavily rely on information 
posted on discussion forums to learn about the credibility of hospitals and doctors offering care 
abroad, it is important to understand the impact of reliable information on forums, including the 
different uses of forums (e.g. searching for information about doctors and surgeries) and social 
influence on the perceived credibility of doctors and hospitals.

Perceived Credibility of Information on Online Discussion Forums

The first variable we focused on was the users’ confidence and self-belief about the credibility 
of the information that they searched for and found on discussion forum. Self-Perception Theory 
(Bem, 1972) posits that consumers can form their own attitudes, beliefs and feelings by observ-
ing their own behaviour. That is, consumers who engage in online searching and discussions 
on forums tend to believe in their ability to search and identify relevant information on medical 
tourism online. For example, a study showed that the height and attractiveness of an avatar in an 
online game predicted the performance of the players and influenced their subsequent face-to-
face interactions (Yee, Bailenson and Ducheneaut, 2009). This is akin to self-fulfilling prophecy 
(Biggs, 2009). Those who are confident about obtaining information online do find the relevant 
medical tourism information and also trust online discussion forums that they find relevant, use-
ful and credible. This aspect is critical because no one usually supervises consumers or shows 
them how to look for relevant information on the web. In most cases, it is left entirely up to 
consumers themselves to find online information. When users are confident that the information 
they locate on forums is reliable, they are more likely to trust these forums to perform medical 
tourism services. Therefore, we hypothesise:

H1a: If information on the forums is perceived to be credible, this will have a positive effect on 
medical tourists and they will perceive the doctors to be credible as a result.

H1b: If information on the forums is perceived to be credible, this will have a positive effect on 
medical tourist and they will perceive hospitals to be credible as a result.

Influence of One’s Close Peers

The second variable has an influence on not only the credibility of information, but also on con-
sumer decision-making. The basic dilemma for consumers is that they can search online as much 
as they want, but they do not have the complete information or the professional expertise they need 
to decide what information is credible and trustworthy. According to the elaboration likelihood 
model (Bhattacherjee and Sanford, 2006; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986), consumers tend to go with 
the “peripheral route”, which means they are persuaded to make a purchase decision when they 
cannot approach the decision rationally due to incomplete, inaccurate and/or non-trustworthy 
information. A recent study (Nakayama, Wan and Sutcliffe, 2011) noted that traditional word-
of-mouth (WOM) is still more powerful and influential than electronic WOM (e.g. eWOM or 
opinions rumours and reviews by other consumers online who are strangers to the consumer) or 
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even expert opinions. The reason behind this is that online information is frequently anonymous 
and so consumers are uncertain as to its credibility and source(s). In contrast, consumers feel 
reassured by face-to-face (F2F) communication with someone that they know (e.g., WOM).

F2F communication is considered to be the most efficient way of building trust (Nohira 
and Eccles, 1992) because it is able to enforce social similarity, shared values and provide im-
mediate feedback (Jarvenpaa and Leidner, 1999). However, medical tourists can find this rich 
communication channel ineffective because they may not want their families and close friends 
to know about the planned treatment and fear they will interfere in the process. In addition, 
they may not be the best people to speak to, since they may not have had the same experience. 
The best people to talk to could be those who have either received, or plan to receive, similar 
treatments in the same facility and in the same country (Smith, 2012; Johnston, Crooks and 
Snyder, 2012). When interpersonal trust is absent from the F2F context, consumers can look to 
prospective, existing and past patients in online discussion forums as natural candidates with 
whom they can build interpersonal trust.

As they share the same background, members in online discussion forums are more will-
ing to open up to each other (Brown, Poole and Rodgers, 2004). The interaction among forum 
members can help to generate highly credible information because it is based on the extensive 
experiences of all the participant members (Peppers and Rogers, 1997). Doing this can help 
to encourage prospective patients to take the surgery, making them feel less reserved and also 
improve their conversations with people who have had the same condition (Paul and McDaniel, 
2005). Leveraging the capability of online discussion forums to improve interpersonal trust be-
tween patients can potentially benefit many medical tourists by helping them to become better 
prepared to begin their journey. Therefore, we propose:

H2a: The users’ expectations of their peers’ opinions on the usefulness of online discussion forums 
has a positive effect on the perceived credibility of doctors on online discussion forums.

H2b: The users’ expectations of their peers’ opinions on the usefulness of online discussion forums 
has a positive effect on the perceived credibility of hospitals on online discussion forums.

Online Forum Features

System trust is as important as interpersonal trust to members of online discussion forums. It 
is particularly important to help virtual communities, such as online discussion forums, shape 
both the culture and norms in the early stages (Blanchard and Markus, 2004). System trust can 
be increased by improving the navigability, aesthetics, graphic design and user-friendliness of 
websites (Fogg et al., 2002). On the other hand, conversations between members may be disrupted 
constantly if the system’s reliability is poor, especially if all the information posted on an online 
discussion forum is not archived or is difficult to find.

As we saw in the literature review, features on the websites of healthcare providers and 
facilitators can have a positive impact on consumer trust. Metzger (2007) suggests that consum-
ers should pay attention to information source citations, contact information, professional site 
designs and sponsorship by reputable organisations, interactive features and the relevancy and 
comprehensiveness of the information found. The success of an online community, including 
member participation and attachment, depends on a group identity and interpersonal bonds being 
built amongst its members (Ren et al., 2012). A growing number of medical tourists are using 
online discussion forums in order to increase both their interpersonal bonds with others and their 
perceived trust in the hospital and doctor before taking action.
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Information posted by other medical tourists regarding the perceived level of service the 
medical service provides can affect the expectations of prospective patients about the service 
(Guiry and Vequist, 2011). Before making the final decision to go for medical care abroad, 
prospective patients primarily rely on the testimonials of former medical tourists and word-
of-mouth opinions, rather than advice given by family physicians or third-party information 
sources (Johnston, Crooks and Snyder, 2012). Online discussion forums are a platform that 
former medical tourists can use to share their testimonials and personal opinions about the 
hospital and doctor they received treatment from. If medical tourists trust the information that 
is shared by others about the hospital and doctor on the forum, they are more likely to trust the 
recommended hospital or doctor.

In addition to this testimonial feature, past studies have shown that the site’s design can 
increase customer loyalty and improve the credibility of both e-commerce (Flavián, Guinalíu 
and Gurrea, 2006; Shankar, Urban and Sultan, 2002) and m-commerce (Cyr, Head and Ivanov, 
2006). Online discussion forums contain many other features, which can be leveraged to increase 
the credibility of doctors and hospitals on online forums. These features include activity rooms, 
the opportunity for consumers to ask questions about their concerns, discussion forums, an ex-
changing knowledge room, FAQs, information about the hospital, information about the doctor, 
general information about Korean cosmetic surgery and cosmetic surgery procedure, general 
information about Thai cosmetic surgery, information about the tour package, promotions from 
the clinic, review pictures of before and after surgery, a room to sell cosmetic and clothing, hot 
issues and the top 10 members. These features can have different degrees of impact on the cred-
ibility of the doctor and hospital on the forums. Therefore, we propose:

H3: The use of different forum features has different degrees of positive influence on increasing 
the credibility of doctors on online discussion forums.

H4: The use of different forum features has different degrees of positive influence on increasing 
the credibility of hospitals on online discussion forums.

The above discussion leads to the following theoretical framework (Figure 1), which can 
help to promote an understanding of the key factors for the successful use of online discussion 
forums in order to improve the credibility of doctors and hospitals on online discussion forums, 
thereby increasing the intention of users to purchase medical tourists services overseas.

METHOD

The websites we focused on offer cosmetic surgery information (CSI) by doctors, hospitals and 
past/prospective patients, who share their experiences and opinions on web forums. We call such 
websites CSI forums for short. These are typically set up and run by a third party, but they usually 
use some form of sponsorship from doctors and hospitals. To test the hypotheses, we used the 
two-step lab experiments (which took three hours each) followed by a survey questionnaire. We 
used the stepwise regression analysis in order to analyse the data in order to identify the subset of 
factors that can help to predict the perceived credibility of doctors and hospitals on online forums.

Lab Experiments

A total of 207 college students (144 females, 61 males, 2 unknowns), aged from 20 to 29-years-
old, participated in our experimental study, who were target customers for cosmetic surgery 
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(Javo and Sørlie, 2009, Frederick, Lever and Peplau, 2007, Markey and Markey, 2009). The 
quality of information and technical features on CSI forums varies. The personal experiences 
and background of users may also affect the way that they perceive the information and techni-
cal quality of CSI forums. To minimise the potential influence of these factors, we designed 
a two-phase lab experiment. In the first phase, participants were asked to select the top three 
quality CSI forums, as well as three of the most popular discussion threads in these forums, 
after spending three hours browsing, reviewing and identifying the most popular CSI forums in 
Thailand. All of the participants were told to use the following four criteria to evaluate the quality 
of each CSI forum: 1) how complete the information was, 2) how clear the explanation of the 
plastic surgery procedures in South Korea were, 3) whether the information on Korean doctors 
and hospitals was credible, and 4) whether the discussion threads included the most informative 
shared experiences of past patients.

In the second phase, subjects were asked to participate in another three-hour lab experiment. 
All participants were divided into groups of three (one male and two females) to minimise the 
potential influence of gender. It was also critical to avoid participants having uneven knowledge 
levels of the subject matter. To minimise any biases that were associated with such an issue, we 
adopted the following procedures. After all the groups were formed, each group spent 3 hours 
thoroughly reading the three popular discussion threads and discussing amongst themselves how 
the information was presented and how they would make informed decisions regarding whether 
to have cosmetic surgery in South Korea. Once these two sessions (which took a total of six 
hours) were completed, they were asked to complete an online questionnaire.

Variable Definitions

Independent variables (IDVs) for the credibility of doctors and hospitals in online discussion 
forums included: web information reliability, social influence and forum features. Dependent 
variables (DV) included the credibility of doctors and hospitals on online forums. The following 
16 forum features were identified: an activity room, users’ asking questions about their concerns, 
discussion forums, an exchanging knowledge room, FAQs, information about the hospital, 
information about the doctor, general information about Korean cosmetic surgery, information 
about Korean cosmetic surgery procedure, general information about Thai cosmetic surgery, 
information about the tour package, promotions for the clinic, review pictures before and after 

Figure	1.	Theoretical	framework
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surgery, a room to sell cosmetic and clothing, hot issues and the top 10 members. Each item was 
measured with a 5-point Likert scale on the frequency of use (from never to every time). Table 
1 lists the multi-item variables we used for the survey questionnaire.

RESULTS

Two regression models were constructed with one dependent variable as the credibility of the 
doctor, and another one as the credibility of the hospital in online forums. The independent vari-
ables were the same for both regression models and included web information reliability, social 
influence, gender, experience of forum use, interest level and 16 forum features. We adopted 
the stepwise regression method in order to remove variables that were based on whether their 
coefficients were statistically significant. As a result of this approach, we were able to fine-tune 
our research models into:

Refined Research Model 1

The credibility of doctors on online forums = web information reliability + social influence + 
forum use for doctor information + forum use for surgery information

Refined Research Model 2

The credibility of hospitals on online forums = web information reliability + forum use for doctors 
information + forum use for hospital information + forum use for Thai surgery information 
+ forum use for before/after pictures

Both models are significant with F(4, 170) = 15.15, p = 0.000 (Table 2) and F(5, 170) = 4.75, p = 
0.000 (Table 3), respectively. First, the credibility of the doctor depends on the reliability of 
web information (β = 0.46, p = 0.000), social influence (β = -0.14, p = 0.044), forum use for 
doctor information (β = -0.28, p = 0.010) and forum use for surgery information (β = 0.26, p = 
0.017). These support H1a and H2a. H3 is also partially supported for the independent variables 
of forum use for doctor information, and forum use for surgery information.

Secondly, the credibility of the hospital is significantly influenced by the reliability of web 
information (β = 0.20, p = 0.008) and forum use for Thai surgery information (β = 0.28, p = 
0.029). In addition, other forum uses, such as before/after pictures (β = -0.22, p = 0.056), hospital 
information (β = 0.31, p = 0.057), and doctor information (β = -0.28, p = 0.065) affect the level of 

Table	1.	Key	variable	constructs

Variable Items and scale Cronbach α References

Web Information 
Reliability

3 items, 7-point 
Likert scale

0.69 (McKnight, Choudhury and Kacmar, 
2002; Moorman, Deshpandé and Zaltman, 
1993)

Perceived Credibility of 
Hospital & Doctor

3 items each 
7-point Likert scale

0.75 
0.76

(Doney and Cannon, 1997; Sirdeshmukh, 
Singh and Sabol, 2002)

Social Influence 3 items, 5-point 
Likert scale

0.87 (Venkatesh et al., 2003)
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hospital credibility. They support H1b. However, social influence is not a significant factor. Thus, 
H2b is not supported. H3 is partially supported for four independent variables, including forum 
use for Thai surgery information, before/after picture, as well as hospital and doctor information.

Implications

The first important finding of this study is that the credibility of both the doctor and hospital is 
directly affected by how reliable potential patients find information to be on the web. This means 
that consumers do read web information on overseas cosmetic surgery seriously. If the informa-
tion on a forum is deemed to be unreliable, prospective patients tend to ignore it. On the other 
hand, they do take the information seriously if it is seen to be reliable, whether it is favourable 
or unfavourable for the doctors and hospitals.

The second notable finding was that prospective patients do use certain features of web 
forums to look for specific information. In Table 2, they used detailed information about sur-
gery in order to assess how credible the doctors were. Yet, the influence of doctor information 
negatively impacts on the credibility of doctors, which is the opposite of what we had expected.

One participant said, “I felt very confident after I learned from the site about the doctors who 
has [sic] successful operations.” Another participant also mentioned, “I like the site where they 
featured famous doctors who are all experts in their respected fields.” Also, some gave credit to 
the website for having the discussion and information exchanges about the doctors’ reputations 
through communication systems, such as chat rooms or doctor information discussion threads. A 
participant said, “I like the chatroom where I can discuss with others members about the reputa-
tion of any doctor I was interested in.” Another participant noted that, “The doctor information 
room was very useful for me to browse through various doctors and their expertise.” Thus, we 
tend to think that the information about doctors must have a positive influence on their credibility.

However, some participants wanted to speak to real people. One of them said: “I still want 
to talk to a real person or ex-patients who have had the surgery, because I will be more certain 

Table	2.	Regression	summary	on	the	credibility	of	the	doctor

Dependent Variable Independent Variables Beta

Credibility of Doctor Web information reliability 0.46

Social influence -0.14

Forum use for doctors information -0.28

Forum use for surgery information 0.26

Table	3.	Regression	summary	on	the	credibility	of	the	hospital

Dependent Variable Independent Variables Beta

Credibility of hospital Web information reliability 0.20

Forum use for Thai surgery information 0.28

Forum use for before/after picture -0.22

Forum use for hospital information 0.31

Forum use for doctor information -0.28
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about the operations and hear the real stories from the people who have done the procedure.” 
Therefore, prospective patients are looking for not so much information about doctors per se, 
but rather something that is a real story they can believe in or an experience that gives them 
credible details.

Regarding the credibility of hospitals, the influence of doctor information actually has a 
negative influence on hospital credibility. Instead, prospective patients look carefully at the details 
of a number of possible locations, from small clinics to large hospitals, before judging hospital 
credibility. A participant said, “I learned a lot about new technology in Korean hospitals, also 
they seems to have many customers from overseas. I am very interested in the service provided 
by them.” Hence, it is pertinent for hospitals and doctors to have thorough, useful and up-to-date 
information, as well as some interactions with their potential customers in order to build up a 
high level of credibility.

Despite the serious nature of the information seeking behaviours of people thinking about 
cosmetic surgery, one interesting finding was the impact of showing a before/after picture of 
cosmetic surgery, which had a negative impact on the hospital’s credibility. A possible explana-
tion for this may be the effect of telling “honest” patient experiences. It seems that prospective 
patients want desired outcomes, but they are not necessarily eager to learn about the “whole” 
experience, in which some pain is involved and it proves to be less of a dream and more like reality.

Finally, the third important finding was that social influence was not a significant or even 
a negative factor in judging the credibility of doctors and hospitals. On the surface, it would 
seem that the strong influence of people close to prospective patients would encourage them 
to look harder for web information to assess the credibility of the hospital and doctor, but the 
results indicate that prospective patients are actually self-motivated (although external peer 
pressure or outside influences may hurt the credibility of the doctors and hospitals). During our 
lab experiment sessions, participants often remarked that some of the discussion threads looked 
like infomercials, and thus the information did not appear credible. They also indicated that 
they tended to believe the threads that included the real experiences of people who shared “real 
stories”, rather than those that seemed to be tie-ins or commercialised information.

All of these findings affirmed that good information provided on medical tourism forums is 
useful in helping to assess the credibility of doctors and hospitals. However, just having “good” 
information is not enough. An effective online discussion forum is also needed to provide 
prospective patients with opportunities to interact with medical tourists who have had similar 
procedures from the same doctor and hospital. Other avenues that are useful in developing such 
social influence should be incorporated into online discussion forums. These avenues can include 
chat rooms and interactive discussion boards, where medical tourists can convey and exchange 
information whenever they need it from each other. Increasing the degree of social influence 
via online discussion forums would make it more likely that prospective patients purchase a 
medical tourism service. In addition, this study has contributed to a greater understanding of 
how modern business can evolve business models by using the internet to build credibility and 
trust, and providing valuable information and a better understanding of how e-commerce in the 
field of medical tourism can be exploited.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

There are several limitations of this study. Firstly, the results reflect the perspective of people 
who are 20 to 29-years-old and live in Southeast Asia. This study mainly focuses on participants 
from Thailand who may be interested in getting cosmetic surgery in Korea. Since the Korean 
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medical tourism industry also attracts various types of prospective patients from many other 
Asian countries, future research should also include prospective patients from other countries. 
Secondly, a central concept of the theoretical model is that perceptions of how easy it is to search 
for information on the CSI forums will have an impact on the credibility of these forums. CSI 
forums vary in many different ways, including their search capability, technical features, the 
characteristics of users and the various contents posted by users. These factors can influence 
the user’s experience and affect their intention to use CSI forums. This study did not control 
and investigate these factors and their potential influence on the use of CSI forums, so future 
research may want to consider these factors for medical tourism studies. Thirdly, the results are 
based on what our survey participants considered to be credible and useful websites. Fourthly, 
some caution is due on how to generalise the above implications.

CONCLUSION

Medical tourism is a prevalent global healthcare practice that attracts millions of patients to 
quickly access quality care at an affordable price in another country. To compete in the global 
industry, many countries have dedicated resources in order to construct a medical tourism eco-
system, which involves hospitals, official agencies, tourism conduits, international regulation 
managers and referral services. Despite these efforts, most patients are not familiar with healthcare 
practices in another country. Consequently, they become anxious and lose interest in seeking 
medical care form a foreign medical service provider. This study examines the key features of 
online medical discussion forums and the potential impact that these online social forums have 
on the credibility of doctors and hospitals.

The results showed that prospective patients critically evaluated the reliability of informa-
tion available on the web. They also tended to use a variety of features available on interactive 
discussion forums. This study found that they could both sense what the real story is and when 
the information is commercially motivated. In fact, the information about doctors had a negative 
impact on the credibility of doctors and hospitals. Prospective patients instead look for the details 
of surgical procedures, clinics/hospitals and how cosmetic surgeries are done locally in general. 
One surprising finding was the counter-effects of social influence. As cosmetic procedures are 
potentially costly and harmful, prospective patients searching for information and making as-
sessments are primarily self-motivated.

Therefore, it is important that stakeholders, such as hospitals and doctors, who want to attract 
prospective patients must provide both useful information on their sites and a “personal touch”, 
so that readers can gain necessary information from other experienced community members or 
past patients who have already had the operation and thus are deemed to be experts within the 
online community.
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