Market to Patients
Like Customers
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Introduction

It’s more critical than
ever to evaluate every
aspect of your marketing
and branding with an
eye toward highlighting
the positive healthcare
experiences.

THREE SMART STRATEGIES FOR
MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS
IN TODAY’S RETAIL-INFLUENCED
HEALTHCARE LANDSCAPE
Everyone everywhere needs healthcare. But just as
the power has shifted to the consumer in nearly every
industry including transportation, retail, and financial
services, patients have new expectations for their
healthcare experience.
Patients are now customers. And just as customers
read reviews for a new pair of shoes before buying or
expect to be able to reach a helpdesk 24/7 when their
computer breaks, they have similar expectations of
their healthcare experience.
With these new patient expectations, it’s more critical
than ever to evaluate every aspect of your marketing
and branding with an eye toward highlighting the
positive healthcare experiences your organization is
offering today. Following are three ways to market your
healthcare practice in ways that rise up to meet—or
exceed—patient expectations.
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01: A
 UDIT YOUR COMMUNICATIONS
AGAINST YOUR PATIENT EXPERIENCE
The patient experience spans every step of their
journey, from awareness of your presence when they
are healthy, to engagement with your providers when
they are sick, to ongoing care. Patients have choices,
and by fulfilling their expectations from the get-go and
delivering personalized experiences throughout their
lifetime, you’ll see greater patient satisfaction which
translates to higher patient retention rates. And all of
that adds up to growth despite competition coming
from many directions.

While it’s important
to know what you do
really well, it’s just as
important to understand
what triggers patient
dissatisfaction

Identify strengths and weaknesses
Start by asking yourself, what is it you do really well
from a patient experience point of view? Are your care
providers particularly attentive? Is the new outpatient
center giving patients a better experience? Is there
anything that you can claim that your competitors
can’t? Any special service you offer that others don’t?
Conversely, identify areas that need improvement.
While it’s important to know what you do really well, it’s
just as important to understand what triggers patient
dissatisfaction—from scheduling appointments to the
facilities and care they receive to billing procedures.

Identify touchpoints across the patient lifecycle
Create detailed documentation of all the touchpoints
your organization has with patients. This includes
advertising, social media, press, email, direct mail, health
talks, appointment scheduling, and more at the start
of the patient experience lifecycle, to invoicing, and
accessing health records on the other side of the lifecycle.
Then gauge the influence of each touchpoint on
the customer experience. At each touchpoint, your
prospect or patient is influenced to continue to the
next stage the customer lifecycle, stay where they are,
or drop out of it entirely. Each experience may mean
the patient wants to continue on their health journey
with you, or they may determine that the relationship is
not worth maintaining.
Look ahead to pinpoint communications
opportunities
What plans are in place to improve processes or
introduce new programs, services, technologies, or
patient-centered facilities? And what is the timing
for these? One of the best things to do is plan for
improvements that you can incorporate into your
branding and communications.
Once you have a clear picture of where your
organization excels, what it needs to improve, where
the most influential touchpoints are, and what
newsworthy advancements are in play, you are ready
to revisit your brand positioning.
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CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AUDIT

Conduct
personalization
Create audience
Conduct customer

personas

Audit and score the

assessment—what

experience across

data can you use and

channels

how can you use it?

listening sessions

Quantify

Design, build, test your

business goals

new customer touchpoints
across channels
Identify customer
segments

Benchmark the
competition: what
claims can you make?

Map customer
touchpoints

Identify the value-adds
for each touchpoint
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02: S
 ET THE FOUNDATION WITH
PROPER BRAND POSITIONING
Dissatisfaction happens when something is not as
we expect it to be. That’s why brand positioning is
so important in today’s healthcare environment. You
want patients to have a healthcare experience in line
with their expectations—expectations generated
everywhere from referrals from friends to outdoor
advertising to online reviews to your web presence or
even to the ease-of-use of your scheduling tool.
And it all starts with the positioning statement.
What is a positioning statement?
Your positioning statement is, simply, what makes
your practice, hospital, or system different from
the competitions’. It sounds simple, but too often,
healthcare providers want to be all things for all people
in their positioning statements. It’s important to take
the time to evaluate what problem you’re uniquely
solving and incorporate that into your positioning
statement—because all other marketing and branding
activities are built on this foundation.
Questions to ask when writing a positioning
statement
To zero in on a positioning statement, ask yourself the
following questions:
1. H
 ow do we want to be perceived, especially
compared to the competition?
2. What is the promise that supports that desired
perception? What do we deliver that others don’t?
3. What is the reason to believe? How is our promise
supported? What makes it credible?

8
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Make sure your positioning statement is authentic
Excellence, innovation, or caring? Many healthcare
providers end up claiming one of three central brand
promises. If excellence is your claim, support points
often focus on top doctors, awards, and superior
patient outcomes. With an innovation stance,
messages revolve around visionary leadership in the
field of medicine and transforming standards of care—
there’s often a research arm of the organization that’s
making scientific discoveries in addition to the patient
care arm. And those that plant their stake in the caring
camp focus on the humanity of the doctors, a patientcentered approach to care, and empathy as a driver
behind the medicine.
It’s good to identify which area you fit in best—then
make sure that your positioning is truly different
from others in the same space. Or, if you can credibly
support claims in two areas at once, but your nextdoor neighbor is touting one of them, focus heavily on
the other in order to clearly differentiate.

SET THE FOUNDATION WITH PROPER BRAND POSITIONING
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According to Harvard
Business Review,
the three elements
of trust are: positive
relationships, good
judgement/expertise,
and consistency.

Create and retain trust with consistency
No matter what you’re communicating, in healthcare,
trust is key. According to Harvard Business Review,
the three elements of trust are: positive relationships,
good judgement/expertise, and consistency.
Consistency was deemed so important that, without it,
trust went down 17 points.
This applies to brands, too.
In any industry—but perhaps even more so in the
healthcare space—inconsistency is a brand’s biggest
adversary. Consistency at every touch point is
essential to reinforce your brand position. This applies
to every interaction, both internally and externally.
Write your brand’s bylaws
Whether you’re a small clinic or major health
organization, it’s critical to have up-to-date brand
guidelines that define everything, defining everything
from the editorial voice to how to use logos, icons,
taglines, and trademarks. Fonts and color palette
should be expressly defined, and you should have a
curated photo library at the ready. Finally, even if your
company adheres to a well-known writing style guide
like Associated Press, it’s important to have an internal
style guide for usage of organization-specific terms
and acronyms.

SET THE FOUNDATION WITH PROPER BRAND POSITIONING
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Appoint brand guardians for external-facing
activities large and small
It’s important to appoint brand guardians to review
everything leaving the organization for consistency.
When considering what the brand guardians should
review, you might immediately think of billboards,
websites, trade show collateral, and TV spots—but
don’t forget other touchpoints like social media posts,
job listings, provider email signatures, partnerships,
and even branded clothing that caregivers wear on
the bus ride home. Audit your existing touchpoints,
thinking of all the ways people come in contact with
your brand and the experiences it provides.
These include:
– Static touchpoints, such as collateral
– Interactive touchpoints, including your website,
virtual experiences, and social media
– Paid touchpoints, like advertising or sponsorships
– People touchpoints, such as your receptionist,
administrators, and providers
If the brand look, feel, and tone of voice are different
at every touchpoint, prospective patients may be
confused—or lose trust in your healthcare brand.
Create a strong employer brand
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Strengthen your recruiting, training, and employee programs
with standout communications
The experience patients have with healthcare staff has a very strong
impact on the overall experience. When staff are happy, patients are
happy. And happy patients mean financial gain. According the Watson
Wyatt WorkUSA survey, hospitals with highly engaged staff scored 10
percent higher on “willingness to recommend” the hospital to family and
friends. Highly engaged physicians receive 51 percent more inpatient
referrals—and are 26 percent more productive. Engaged staff translates
to $460,000 in average additional patient revenue per physician per year.

The most notable companies prioritize their employer
brand because they know it’s how to hire and retain
exceptional talent. A survey of 2,250 corporate recruiters
by LinkedIn revealed that companies with stronger
employer brands had 28 percent lower turnover rates
than companies with weaker employer brands.
Wikipedia defines an employer brand as “an
organization’s reputation as an employer, and its
value proposition to its employees, as opposed to its
more general corporate brand reputation and value
proposition to customers.” Employer brands speak
volumes to potential employees—and customers—
because messages tend to feel more authentic and
real than those driven from marketing.

SET THE FOUNDATION WITH PROPER BRAND POSITIONING
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Client spotlight

HOW ONE MAJOR HEALTHCARE
ORGANIZATION USES VIDEO TO FEATURE
THEIR EMPLOYER BRAND
“The video GA produced
garnered a big round
of applause when we
showed it to executives
and staff for the first
time. VP Mark Long said
it best when he called the
video, ‘crazy awesome.’”
Katie Palliser | Manager,
Employer Branding & Recruitment
Marketing, Providence Digital
Innovation Group (DIG)

Capturing the vibe
Videos can be used to present your employer brand
in a compelling way. If you put them to good use, you
can attract the attention of more candidates and see
an increased application rate. The Providence Digital
Innovation Group (DIG) wanted to reach top recruits
around the country with a lively and informative
recruitment video.
Not only did DIG want to attract engineers and
developers from healthcare, but they wanted fresh
perspectives from tech and other industries, as well.
As a healthcare organization competing for talent
with the Amazons of the world, the video needed to
stand apart from traditional healthcare marketing.
In under two minutes, the video highlights DIG’s
mission, culture, and uniqueness, reinforcing its strong
employer brand.
Check it out >
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Training with animation
Videos play a key role in internal communications for
onboarding and training employees. Having videos
easily accessible to staff when you roll out new
programs prevents your other team members from
having to explain the basics. Animated videos can be
faster and cheaper to produce than shooting original
footage with all of the equipment and personnel that
entails. You just need a tight script, compelling visuals,
and a friendly voice over. Explainer videos should be
less than two minutes in length, which translates into a
written script of 300 words or less.
When Providence rolled out its new internal transfer
program, we helped them develop a series of video
“chapters” that provide HR and recruiting staff with
clear explanation of the process.
Check it out >

SET THE FOUNDATION WITH PROPER BRAND POSITIONING
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03: C
 OMMUNICATE WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO
YOUR PATIENT-CUSTOMERS THROUGH
THE RIGHT CHANNELS
A recent study by GE Healthcare Camden Group and
Prophet says that for providers to succeed in the longterm, they must offer holistic patient experiences that
go beyond the clinical aspect and they must empower
healthcare professionals to do what they do best.
These same tips apply to what and how you
communicate with your audiences.
Communicate holistic experiences
A holistic care experience is about making patients feel
as if you’re always there for them—not just during a
routine exam. In messaging, it’s important to remind
them of all the ways your clinic, hospital, or health
system offers that holistic experience by spotlighting
programs that support patients physically, mentally,
socially, and, of course, healthfully. Communicating
these messages through the proper channels is key.
Use this, not that
– Instead of focusing your email newsletter on “me”
messaging about your organization, use it to
communicate tips for healthy living that patients can
put into practice.
– Instead of featuring your new hospital or service
on a bus poster or drive-time radio spot, take
the opportunity to remind targets how to reduce
anxiety, which could come in handy during the
evening commute.
– Instead of posting information about events on social
media, host the events there—with a caregiver sharing
preventative medicine tips or seasonal reminders.
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CREATE AND RETAIN TRUST WITH CONSISTENCY
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Use social media to showcase providers
Show that your professionals are empowered by
involving caregivers in marketing and branding
activities and providing them with a platform
through which to share their experience-backed
recommendations with current and potential patients.

Facebook is the most
widely used social media
site among adults in the
U.S., with approximately
seven in ten adults using
the platform. (Source:
Pew Research Center)

More and more healthcare providers are using social
media as a platform to communicate with patients for
good reason: most everyone uses it. Facebook is the
most widely used social media site among adults in the
U.S., with approximately seven in ten adults using the
platform. (Source: Pew Research Center)
Encourage socially savvy providers to create and
update social media accounts that current and
potential patients can follow. In the retail-influenced
world of healthcare, consumers expect this level of
connection.
That said, caregivers must keep in mind several
considerations when using social media, including the
following American Medical Association guidelines:
– P
 hysicians should be cognizant of standards of
patient privacy and confidentiality that must be
maintained in all environments, including online,
and must refrain from posting identifiable patient
information online.
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– W
 hen using social media for educational purposes
or to exchange information professionally with
other physicians, follow ethics guidance regarding
confidentiality, privacy, and informed consent.
– W
 hen using the internet for social networking,
physicians should use privacy settings to safeguard
personal information and content to the extent
possible, but should realize that privacy settings are
not absolute and that once on the internet, content is
likely there permanently.
– T hus, physicians should routinely monitor their own
internet presence to ensure that the personal and
professional information on their own sites and, to
the extent possible, content posted about them by
others, is accurate and appropriate.
Online forums are another great place for providers
to connect with patients and share their expertise.
Many specialized websites for things like pregnancy
or surgical weight loss offer both forums and digital
advertising opportunities that can help support your
message of empowered professionals.
Health talks are a tried-and-true way for potential
patients to connect with doctors, but not everyone has
the time to attend them in person. Instead consider
hosting health talks online via social and digital ad
supported webinars.

COMMUNICATE WHAT’S IMPORTANT THROUGH THE RIGHT CHANNELS
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Closing

DRIVING GROWTH THROUGH
STRONGER BRANDING
Marketing your clinic, hospital, or health system
correctly can go a long way toward increasing
consumer satisfaction with the entire healthcare
experience—and growing your business. By creating
and systematizing consistent brand positioning and
consistently communicating what’s important to your
patient-customers in the most appropriate way, your
brand can thrive in the healthcare space.
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LET’S CONNECT
GA Creative specializes in helping healthcare brands
tell their stories. From promoting health talks to
rebranding major health systems to caregiver
communications, we’ve done it all. Let us help you
communicate your positive healthcare experience to
consumers.
Julie Burke
Principal + Client Services
425.454.0101 x127
julie@gacreative.com
www.gacreative.com

