
London calling
Dr Sham Dholakia and Dr Michelle Tempest 
of Candesic argue that ‘London calling’ is 
so much more than a song by The Clash; 
it has become the speed dial signature 
tune to international medical markets
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The first recorded instance of people 
travelling for paid medical treatment 
dates back to Greek pilgrims. Since 

then, the world has become significantly better 
connected, making travel, trade, people and 
information more accessible. Healthcare rides 
on the back of this mobile economy and the UK 
and London are winners in the international 
self-pay segment. With such an intricate private 
healthcare tapestry, including self-pay patients 
and their expectations, the complexities of private 
medical insurance (PMI), and NHS private units, 
this article concentrates on international payers 
within the London inpatient hospital market. 

Drivers for people travelling to UK for medical 
treatment are diverse and include:

1. Growth in wealthy older people – an 
ageing global population with increased 
disease burden has resulted in some countries 
struggling to service increasing demand, a 
factor in people travelling for care. At the 
same time, the increased polarisation of wealth 
distribution has led to significant increase 
in the number of ultra-wealthy individuals 
willing to travel and pay for premium care

2. Specialisation – access to innovative 
treatments has helped increase the proportion 
of people willing to travel to benefit from the 
latest medical advances, with the UK regarded 
as a global centre of excellence for healthcare

3. Destination of choice – when people come 
to the UK for treatment, they often travel 
with family, who are also a driver and make 
London a destination for health and tourism 
at the same time.

Deep dive into the London 
international self-pay market
When examining the London international 
patient self-pay market terrain, a tale of two tiers 
becomes evident. Figure 1 provides an overview 
of the inpatient hospital players within London 
by geographically dividing the Jammie Dodger 
shaped ‘inner London’ (confined by the North 
and South Circular Road) and the ‘outer London’ 
biscuit crust (confined by the M25).

The London market is dominated by 
independent hospitals (private and charity) that 
take the lion’s share (67%) of the market, with 
NHS private patient units (PPUs) making up the 
rest. Interestingly, there is a stark difference 
between ‘inner’ London and ‘outer’ London. 
Figure 2 highlights London’s ‘sweet jam centre’ 
with ‘inner’ central hospitals taking up over 
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90% of the international revenues, with some 
well-known hospital brands focusing on this 
specific patient cohort. 

As governments, healthcare providers and 
medical insurers engage consumers across the 
global market, they find themselves caught in 
a persistent tug-of-war: how best to meet the 
increasing demand for healthcare services while 
limiting the rising cost of these services? The UK 
self-pay market study has identified almost 50% 
of hospitals and clinics predicting a 10-15% rise in 
self-pay by 2018 at the expense of personal and 
corporate PMI policies. Making the international 
market one to keep an eye on. 

New London hospital entrants
London is famous for its innate ability to 
continually evolve. Many new projects 
are popping up in London to compete for 
international business. They include the world-
famous Cleveland Clinic, who plan to convert 
33 Grosvenor Place into an advanced 205-bed 
healthcare facility overlooking Buckingham 
palace. The SchönKlink, the German group, are 
planning an orthopaedic hospital on Wigmore 
Street. And, Advanced Oncotherapy and Circle 
set to develop a new proton beam therapy 
treatment centre for cancer on Harley Street. The 

influx of international consumers and players 
into this market has potential to revolutionise 
and bring transparency and competition to the 
market. Unsurprisingly, many providers are 
desperately clinging to status quo, however, new 
ambitious players seem to be taking advantage 
of the opportunity to offer favourable prices to 
redefine the traditional process.

The origin of many international self-pay 
patients is the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
region (Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, etc.), in 
addition to other top world oil net exporters, 
such as Russia and Nigeria. Interestingly, these 
countries have seen disproportionate rises in 
obesity, diabetes, and chronic disease. It may 
be naive, however, to think the Middle East oil 
tap will stay open indefinitely. Saudi Arabia has 
reported a $100 billion budget deficit which the 
government plans to close in the next five years. 
Developing schemes to encourage residents to 
have treatment locally and attract others from 
local countries instead of flying abroad seems 
to be the new direction of travel. In 2015, the 
Bahrain government spent $66 million on foreign 
care for its citizens, sending roughly 1,500 
patients overseas, but now is driving to provide 
more world-class services locally as part of a  
cost-saving measure. 

Hospitals taking their brand to 
the country of origin
Private investors in the Middle East and Asia are 
actively seeking partnerships with international 
brands as they are all geared to invest in setting 
up state-of-the-art institutes for medical research 
and clinical services in the region. The UK’s 
academic institutions and NHS trust hospitals 
have been popular choices for world partnerships, 
with eye hospital Moorfields perhaps being the 
most famous chain. Others include Imperial 
College London, who already had a diabetes 
clinic operating in Abu Dhabi since 2006. Imperial 
have recently gone into partnership with UAE 
based Mubadala Healthcare (another diabetes 
clinic) and expanded to cater to the widespread 
incidence of the disease in the country. Mubadala 
Healthcare is the same company that brought the 
Cleveland Clinic brand to UAE. 

With organisations reaching for other 
global sweet spots, significant economic 
and social changes have encouraged a 
more transnational and international 
role for health policy development. These 
international connections (economic, social, 
and technical) include the movement of 
people, products, and capital, offering new 
opportunities and challenges for healthcare  
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FIGURE 1: MAP OF LONDON PRIVATE HOSPITAL MARKET
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FIGURE 1: MAP OF LONDON PRIVATE HOSPITAL MARKET

Sources: CMA geographic boundaries (Inner and Outer London); Candesic market research and analysis
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delivery and regulation on a global basis. 
Following the success of King’s College 

Hospital’s flagship Abu Dhabi clinic launched in 
2014, Dubai based investment companies are now 
investing $200 million to set up a 100-bedded 
facility in Dubai. King’s College Hospital is also 
partnering with the government of India to set 
up 11 Indo-UK Institutes, which will be centres of 
high quality clinical care, training and teaching. 
The initiative is backed by £100 million in private 
investment and when fully implemented, a total 
investment of £1 billion will have been made 
into India’s healthcare system. As the private 
healthcare market in India continues to rapidly 
grow, there is roaring interest from hospital 
chains and private investors to partner with 
leading research and clinic care brands in the UK. 

The Moorfields Eye Hospital, who have 
enjoyed a successful presence in Dubai for 
over a decade, opened another clinic in Abu 
Dhabi. Great Ormond Street Hospital, the world-
famous children’s hospital, has been operating 
a regional office in Dubai for over 10 years to 

support referrals from the Middle East, with 
almost 70% of its PPU revenues generated from 
international patients in the Gulf area. One big 
untested question is whether these developments 
in the Middle East will impact the London 
international self-pay market. It could be a rich 
source of referrals, but it should also be noted that  
world-class hospitals are beginning to build 
inpatient units in such countries. Reworking 
the famous Turkish proverb by Francis bacon ‘If 
Mohammed will not come to the mountain, we 
shall take the mountain to Mohammed’. 

 
The future
Investors must weigh in and balance future 
considerations such as borderless travel, the 
overall strength of the pound, geopolitical issues, 
the cost of insurance premiums and the multiple 
dynamics which impact the international paying 
medical market. It takes ingenuity, inventiveness, 
and imagination to maintain the global pull of 
London hospitals with state of the art equipment 
and world class medical teams, alongside deciding 

whether to develop a referral hub or an entire new 
inpatient facility in a far flung country. As ever 
there are key due diligence questions, such as:

1. What is the core world class hospital offer?
2. Is there enough demand to maintain London 

capacity as well as new demand to build 
abroad? 

3. Who else supplies the global market? Often 
providers know their local competition, but 
knowledge of other global competition is vital. 

There are examples of London hospitals who are 
making the leap from local to global. It’s also 
an area which is currently dynamic and rapidly 
developing. In fact, Candesic have recently 
helped an NHS hospital expand abroad, where 
the NHS leverages its world class expertise as 
the operating partner. It’s certainly an exciting 
opportunity for investors, but with many more 
moving parts than a plug and play roll-out, and 
one where we would be delighted to share our 
knowledge with you. n

Candesic
Written by Dr Sham Dholakia, Candesic clinical expert and Dr Michelle 
Tempest, partner. For information about data and analysis behind this 
article, please contact mtempest@candesic.com | 020 7096 7680
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FIGURE 2: INTERNATIONAL SELF-PAY MARKET IN LONDON

Sources: Candesic market research and analysis
Notes: PPU = private patient unit; analysis excludes day clinics, outpatient clinics and PPUs with no defined PPU ward/wing
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