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In this sequence that we're starting, we're going to be taking a global perspective on bioethics and

thinking about bioethical issues that arise when we cross national borders. We're going to look at a lot

of different kinds of issues but perhaps the most literal case of border crossing that we want to think

about through a bioethical lens is medical tourism.

Medical tourism is when someone quite literally travels to a country other than their home country in

order to obtain some sort of medical treatment or service. There are several standard reasons why

people might want to do this. I'll name just a few.

One reason is they might be trying to save costs. So sometimes a procedure is extremely expensive in

the home country and can be obtained much more cheaply in the host country.

Sometimes patients are trying to access services or treatments that are either not accessible at all in

their home country or are very difficult to access in their home country. Either because the home

country has deemed them ethically unacceptable and made them illegal.

Or because in their home country they're considered still experimental and not something that has been

proven enough to offer or simply because there aren't enough health care providers or machinery or

whatever it may be in order to offer the service in the home country with any kind of regularity.

Finally, patients sometimes travel just in order to jump queues and get faster service. If they're told that

they're going to need to wait for a very long time for a service in their home country, a surgery, say, or

perhaps an organ transplant, they may travel to another country where they can get the service more

quickly if they're willing to pay out of pocket.

Now, medical tourism is actually big business, particularly in countries where it has become more

routinized. So just to give one example, Thailand is a country that supports a great deal of medical

tourism. Thailand offers various services at a high level of sophistication and fairly quickly that are often

almost impossible to obtain in other countries.

In Thailand, between 2010 and 2014 alone, medical tourism accounted for $8 billion in revenue. So we

are sometimes talking about a major economic force here. So what are some of the ethical issues that

medical tourism raises for us. I think there are a number. It's a practice that may well be conducted
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ethically but that's fraught with ethical perils of various sorts.

First of all, we might worry that the availability of wealthy foreigners who are willing to come in and

spend their disposable income on medical services gives a really large incentive for poor countries to

offer risky or potentially exploitative or potentially ethically questionable services so that they can raise

money that they will get from foreign patients.

If the economy of a country is faltering, it may be really tempting to get much needed cash flow by

offering services that really ought not to be offered. Next, we might worry about the effect of medical

tourism on the residents of the poorer host country.

For example, you might worry about brain and resource strain. If medical tourism is big business in an

otherwise poor country, are the top health care providers and a lot of the health care resources going to

be funneled into offering expensive services for foreigners and away from providing basic much needed

medical care for the citizens of the host country?

So it's not hard to imagine a case where you have rich people flying in to get fancy cutting-edge

surgeries while at the same time, many of the citizens of the home country are dying from tropical

diseases and lack of a safe water supply, for instance.

Furthermore, we might turn it around a bit and think about the citizens of the wealthier country who are

the ones who are typically doing the traveling. If medical tourism becomes a standard option for people

from that country, does that lessen the pressure on their country to provide basic services?

In other words, will the original country say, well, if you want this procedure or if you want to get it in a

reasonable amount of time, you could just go abroad and do it and so we don't have a great deal of

incentive to provide it or provide better access to it here at home.

One final issue for now, there are worries about what kind of accountability will be in place if something

goes wrong. If somebody receives poor treatment, what recourse are they going to have if they're a

foreigner without local rights? And particularly, if they're a foreigner who's already gone back to the

home country.

The problem is, despite all of these very real ethical concerns, it's really not easy to see how we would

block or regulate medical tourism very effectively. If you have patients who are willing to spend their
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disposable income on a service and if that service is legal and available in the host country and if

providers feel comfortable offering that service, who exactly are we going to say is doing something

wrong? Are we going to tell people that they can't use their disposable income on a legal service? Are

we going to intrude on another country and say that it shouldn't be making be services available?

Are we going to tell providers who they should and shouldn't be willing to treat? All of those seem like

problematic infringements on both individual autonomy and national autonomy.
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