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Abstract: In order to determine the level of application of current technology in communication with 
the market, so as to deal with more extensive health tourism, a content analysis of websites of specialty 
hospitals and spas in the Republic of Croatia was conducted. It was observed that specialty hospitals and health 
resorts do not sufficiently use the full potential of websites as a communicational channel for the purpose of 
advertising their health tourism offer.   
 
Key-Words: -website, promotion, health tourism, specialty hospitals, spa, health resorts, Croatia 
 
1 Introduction 
Health tourism is achieving high growth rates at a 
global level. Reasons for this are manifold: aging of 
the population, changing lifestyle, and the growing 
range of products on the health tourism 
market. Providers of health products on the global 
market are health care institutions and companies, 
spas, wellness hotels, and others. 

In Croatia, the beginnings of health tourism are 
related to the activities of spas, sanatoriums, 
hospitals, and other healthcare institutions. 
However, legal restrictions in the past decades 
prevented their involvement in health tourism. In 
that period, health institutions had to adapt to the 
situation and modestly come out on the market with 
their products. In recent years, there have been 
certain steps that have allowed spas and specialty 
hospitals to engage in health tourism. In this new 
situation, spas and specialty hospitals should be 

oriented to customer needs and should embrace a 
new communication strategy. This imposes the 
necessity of implementing the latest technology in 
the promotion and sales of their products. 

The purpose of this study is to determine the 
level of application of current technology, more 
specifically websites, in communication with the 
market. In order to assess the level of web usage in 
promoting their own facilities and medical services, 
a content analysis of specialized hospitals and health 
resorts’ websites in the Republic of Croatia was 
conducted. 

This paper is divided into six parts. After the 
introduction, in the second part the health tourism 
system in Croatia is explained. Websites, as an e-
marketing communication tool, are the subject of 
research in the third part, followed by the 
methodology and results of the research. The last 
part of the paper is the conclusion.  
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2 Health tourism in Croatia 
Health tourism in Croatia has a long tradition. It is 
one of the oldest forms of tourism, whose offer has 
been primarily based on the usage of natural 
remedies. There is no single definition of health 
tourism, but "in everyday use and practice, health 
tourism is located in the very broad context ranging 
from wellness tourism to hospital-clinical tourism 
and from specialized hospitality enterprises to health 
providers [1]". 

Health tourism in Croatia can be observed in four 
different segments: sanatorium/hospital tourism, 
spa/thermal/thalassotherapy tourism, wellness 
tourism, and medical tourism [2]. "The sanatorium 
or hospital ‘tourism’ refers to the stay of Croatian 
citizens in sanatoriums and specialty hospitals for 
medical rehabilitation built around thermal and 
mineral water springs for medical treatments [2]". 
The spa and thermal tourism occurs in health resorts 
and is based on the use of thermal, mineral or sea 
water for improving health. Spas and thermal resorts 
are the cradle of wellness tourism, which is offered 
today in the majority of hotels and independent 
wellness centers. Medical tourism represents a 
special segment, one which has in the previous 
years started developing in Croatia to a greater 
extent, and "is based on non-leisure motives – 
getting medical treatment (regaining lost health) for 
which appropriate medical facilities (hospital, 
clinics, health professionals, equipment) need to be 
available [1]". 

Croatia has access to numerous resources for the 
development of health tourism. According to 
published data, there are as many as 222 locations 
suitable for the development of health tourism in 
Croatia; however, only 10% are used by organized 
health centers [3]. "There are many barriers and 
limitations that, currently, do not encourage the 
development of health tourism in Croatia [1]". A 
change of regulations regarding tourism and 
hospitality is currently in process. Changes are 
expected which should enable health resorts and 
specialty hospitals to offer hospitality services. 
Therefore, they should be prepared for a more 
intense breakthrough onto the health tourism 
market. 
 
3 Website as a tool of  
e-marketing communication  
 
Without a doubt, the Internet has become an 
important source of information for consumers, 
whether they are interested in merchandise, services, 
travel or health. According to research conducted by 

Eurostat in 2011, 54% of Internet users looked for 
health-related information, while the same 
percentage of users used services related to travel or 
travel-related accommodations [4].  It has also been 
determined that the main sources of information on 
health in Croatia are the family doctor (44%), the 
Internet (27%), pharmacists (11%), TV shows on 
health (10%), family members, colleagues and 
friends (6%), other (2%) [5]. The increase in the 
need for the Internet imposes the need for specialty 
hospitals and health resorts to implement new 
communication channels with buyers and partners, 
such as e-mail, websites  and social networks, i.e. 
the implementation of e-marketing.   

E-marketing activities in tourism can be 
considered as a means of introduction products or 
services from producers to tourists, and using the 
Internet as a means of promotion and a sales 
channel [6]. An e-marketing platform "provides 
immediate access to relevant information of greater 
variety and depth than has been available previously 
about destinations throughout the world; and to 
book quickly and easily [6]".  Furthermore, websites 
can be considered as the holders of e-marketing in 
tourism [7]. As a key driver in the medical tourism 
phenomenon, it "is the technological platform 
provided by the Internet for consumers to access 
healthcare information and advertising from 
anywhere in the world [8]". The Internet has the 
potential to be an effective tool to help individuals 
find the information they need, helping them to 
participate in the maintenance of their health and 
well-being [9]. 

Websites, as a communication tool in health 
tourism, have advantages such as "convenience and 
efficiency; travellers can obtain information, 
compare costs, and make reservations easily if 
online access is available [10]". That is the reason 
why "companies are now paying close attention to 
their websites, and have become aware that having a 
website gives them the opportunity to easily reach 
potential customers, and by giving accurate and 
factual information, gain the trust of customers 
[11]".  

Even though there are many factors affecting the 
development of a high quality website, the basic 
guidelines when structuring, designing and 
managing a quality website should be customers’ 
wishes and requirements [12]. High quality Internet 
sites will attract more attention, contacts, and visits 
from consumers by implying that their products are 
of high quality. In addition, when consumers are 
satisfied with a high quality Internet site, they 
stimulate active and positive word-of-mouth 
communications for the site [13]. 
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If hospitals and health resorts wish to use 
websites for the purpose of promoting their offer 
and communication with their partners, it is crucial 
that they focus their attention to the availability, 
functionality and content of the websites. 
"Availability is defined as the site’s ease of use and 
it is an important factor for commercial transactions 
made over an electronic environment. Conversely, 
functionality is the ease of finding necessary content 
on the site by the users within a short period of time 
[11]". Lunt, Hardey and Mannion [14] name five 
processes which refer to the functionality of 
websites. "These include functionality as a gateway 
to medical and surgical information, connectivity to 
related health services, the assessment and/or 
promotion of services, commerciality and 
opportunity for communication [14]". 

A lot of attention should be given to website 
content so that they remain informative and visually 
appealing, especially to new users who have not yet 
had experience with the services of the health 
resorts. First-time spa-goers frequently turn to the 
Internet to learn more about spa before making a 
reservation [15]. Thus, "photography and video that 
capture the ambience and beauty of a hotel, its 
rooms, the immediate surroundings, and the local 
attractions that visitors want must be part of website 
information provided in a language that guests most 
frequently use [11]". Furthermore, many customers 
want to make online reservations since "social 
networking is growing in popularity in almost all 
business sectors [15]". Therefore, the website 
contents of Croatian specialty hospitals for medical 
rehabilitation and health resorts are the subject of 
research in this article.  
 
 
4 Methodology 
The aim of this exploratory study is to investigate 
the status of website contents regarding health 
tourism and evaluate the performance of Croatian 
health spas and specialty hospital websites as well.  
In order to achieve the research objectives, a content 
analysis method of their websites has been applied.  

Content analysis is "a research technique for 
making replicable and valid inferences from texts 
(or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their 
use[16]". It "entails a systematic reading of a body 
of text, images, and symbolic matter, not necessary 
from an author's or user's perspective [16]". 

Content analysis is a research method that has 
come into wide use in health studies in recent years 
[17]. The application of content analysis is also 
common in tourism research. A significant number 
of DMOs' websites content analyses have been 

undertaken in the world thus far [18-21]. Numerous 
authors have examined the contents of the hotel 
website. Aplar et al. [11] examined the websites 
from Alanya hotels. Jakovic et al. [22] analyzed the 
websites of five star hotels in Croatia using the 
content analysis method. Car et al. [23] have applied 
content analysis to evaluate the website of three, 
four and five star hotels in Croatia. They developed 
a structured criteria list with 6 dimensions and 25 
criteria. The analyzed dimensions were: contact 
information, facility information, reservation 
information, surrounding area information, 
communication with customers, and website 
functionality. 

For the purpose of this research, an instrument 
was created on the basis of the previous studies,in 
which the method of the content analysis was 
applied  [11, 18, 20]. 87 analysis criteria were 
defined so as to analyze website contents, and 
grouped into 8 categories: contact information, 
general information about a hospital or spa, 
surrounding area information, facilities information, 
medical and wellness services information, booking 
information, communication with customers, and 
social networks. In addition, the website 
functionality was analyzed.   

The websites of Croatian specialty hospitals for 
medical rehabilitation and health resorts were 
chosen as the subjects of this analysis. The websites 
of health resorts and specialty hospitals that are 
members of the Community for Health Tourism in 
the Croatian Chamber of Commerce were observed. 
The community has 14 members, including three 
health resorts and 11 specialty hospitals. The 
analysis was performed by the authors between 25th 
and 31st of March, 2013. 

In order to increase the objectivity of the 
analysis, all criteria were measured by the 
dichotomy variable (“yes/no”).  “Yes” indicated the 
existence of the content and “no” indicated that the 
content was not present. Descriptive statistics were 
used in subsequent data analysis. Results were 
obtained based on the above-mentioned 
methodology, which was used in previous research, 
and a theoretical framework, and are presented 
below. 
 
5 Results of the research 
The analysis has shown that all specialty hospitals 
and health resorts have their own website. However, 
the websites contain only the bare minimum of 
information, usually the basic information on the 
institution and its services. The content of the 
analyzed websites in showcased in Tables 1 and 2. 
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The content which is not listed in the tables could 
not be found on any of the websites.  
 
Table 1.Website content (part 1) 

Research 
area Content % 

Contact Address 100,00 
Information   Contact Person 31,25 

  Direct electronic mail to the 
relevant departments  81,25 

  Electronic mail bulletin 43,75 
  General e-mail address  75,00 

  Information about owners and 
partners  18,75 

  Online forum 12,50 
  Telephone Number 100,00 
  Links to subsidiaries 31,25 
  Branded web address 81,25 

General 
information History of institution 68,75 

  Company profile 43,75 
  Mission 12,50 
  Awards or achievements 6,25 
  Employment opportunities 18,75 
  Press release 18,75 

Surrounding General information about the 
Destination (City) 37,5 

Area Surrounding Photos 25,00 
Information Accessibility (transport) 18,75 

  
Promotions and notices about 
the Destination accommodation 
services 

6,25 

  
Promotions and notices about 
the Destination food and drink 
services 

6,25 

  Opportunity of looking for 
other hotels  6,25 

  Information such as weather 
condition, rates, etc. 25,00 

  Advertisements of different 
firms  6,25 

Source: research 
 

Only in the Contact information category did all 
of the hospitals have some of the researched 
content, but only the address and telephone number 
information is available on all websites.  

In the General information category, no single 
researched content is available on all websites. Only 
the history of the institution can be found on the 
majority of websites. None of the hospitals 
emphasize their business vision and goals. 

The Surrounding Area Information is 
insufficiently represented on the websites.  

General information about the destination 
(37,5%) is most frequently mentioned, and only a 

quarter of the analyzed institutions publish photos of 
its surroundings.  Only one institution (6,25%) has 
published promotional information on the 
accommodation and hospitality services at the 
destination, as well as advertisements of different 
companies. In this category, not a single website 
contains airport information, promotional 
information about security at the destination, or 
advertisements and notices about travel agencies. 

In the category Medical and wellness services 
information, the most frequently observed  
information regards medical programs, but not in all 
institutions (81,25%). The majority of institutions 
have published a price list of medical services, 
medical indications, wellness programs, and waiting 
lists for medical services. Not a single website 
contains information about cancellation conditions, 
special opportunities for those who make online 
reservations, and guiding information about 
payment security.  

When it comes to Facilities information, more 
than half of the websites contain hotel, room, 
facilities and service descriptions, as well as hotel 
and room photos. There are no advertisements and 
notices relevant to groups and business travels. 

Information from the category Communication 
with customers is extremely poorly presented.  Not 
a single institution has a hotel satisfaction 
questionnaire or "Suggest to your friends" section, 
while other information is available only on a small 
number of websites.  

Of all the available social networks, only 37,5% 
of institutions use Facebook, while other forms of 
social networks are not used on any of the websites.  

Booking information falls into the last category. 
Only Price Information is available on all websites 
and 50% of institutions allow online reservation.  

Website functionality was analyzed along with 
their content. 75% of the websites are multilingual, 
with English being the most common language (in 
all multilingual websites). 81,25% of the institutions 
have a URL address which contains the hotel’s 
name, 100% of the institutions contain motionless 
pictures, 75% contain moving pictures, 31,25% 
contain 360-degree virtual tour, 18,75% contain a 
video, 18,75% contain the search function. Only one 
website has a site map available on the home page, 
along with the Privacy and Terms of use. Not a 
single website has flash access to site and date of the 
last update. 
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Table 2.Website content (part 2) 
Research 
area Content % 

Medical and 
wellness Medical program 81,25 

services 
information Price list of medical services 68,75 

 Medical indications 68,75 

  Guide and/or restrictions for 
patients 25,00 

  Waiting list 62,5 
  Wellness program 62,5 
  Price list of wellness services 31,25 
  Sports medical program 31,25 

  Photos of medical and wellness 
services 31,25 

  Price list of sports medical 
program services 31,25 

  Recreation program 43,75 
  Price list of recreation program  43,75 

  Chance to make group 
reservation 31,25 

Facilities 
information Hotel Location Map 43,75 

 Hotel Description 56,25 
  Information about hotel concept 43,75 

  Facilities and Service 
Description  56,25 

  Room Description 56,25 
  Hotel Photos 62,50 
  Room Photos 62,50 

  Promotions and notices about 
accommodation services 25,00 

Communic. 
with 
customers 

Promotions and notices about 
food and drink services 31,25 

  Promotions and notices about 
children 18,75 

 Newsletter  12,50 
  Online Survey 6,25 
  Membership and user access 25,00 

  Frequently coming customer 
program 25,00 

  Job opportunities 25,00 
  Employee of the month 6,25 
  Site satisfaction questionnaire  6,25 
Social 
networks Facebook  37,5 

Booking 
information Price Information 100 

 Availability Information 6,25 
  Online Reservation opportunity 50,00 
  Online Payment opportunity 6,25 

  Chance to make group 
reservation 37,5 

Source: research 
 

6 Conclusion 
The website content analysis has shown that 

specialty hospitals for medical rehabilitation and 
health resorts in Croatia have not exploited the full 
potential of the Internet in their communication with 
the market. Only the most basic information about 
the institutions and their services is available on the 
websites. In addition to the description of the 
medical programs and services, all other content 
elements are poorly represented. Hospitality 
services within the institution are insufficiently 
advertised, but also at the destination, which could 
be justified if the regulations which limit the 
advertisement of hospitality services in specialty 
hospitals are taken into consideration. There is also 
room for advancement in the area of customer 
satisfaction research and customer communication. 
Also, the contemporary e-marketing tools such as 
social networks or online reservations are 
insufficiently used. Therefore, it is recommended 
that the specialty hospitals and health resort 
management staff improve their communication 
with the clients if they wish to adjust to the market 
conditions. The quality of websites can be the first 
step in such an effort. 

The conducted research has some limitations. 
Only the websites of specialty hospitals and health 
resorts were the object of the analysis, while other 
communication methods were not taken into 
consideration. It would be interesting to research 
other methods of communication which these 
organizations use with their partners and clients, 
with the aim of advertising health tourism. When it 
comes to websites, it is possible to conduct an 
importance-performance analysis and determine the 
gap between the clients’ needs for information and 
the actual website content. In addition, the research 
did not include all organizations which are involved 
in health tourism in Croatia. Future research could 
therefore have a wider scope and include institutions 
which are involved in medical tourism. Further 
research could be aimed at determining the 
differences in performance between the attempts of 
specialty hospitals for medical rehabilitation and 
health resorts to penetrate the health tourism market. 
Apart from that, it would be interesting to draw a 
comparison with websites of health resorts in other 
countries where the legal framework has regulated 
the business of these institutions in a different way. 
Croatia’s specialty hospitals and health resorts could 
then with the application of the benchmarking 
method improve the quality of their e-
communication. 
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