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The Empowered
Healthcare Consumer
The healthcare revolution is creating a new
breed of empowered consumers.
Healthcare marketers must quickly adapt
to the high expectations of this informationhungry audience.
Under the old rules, doctors made the care decisions and patients
followed orders. Not so anymore. Armed with greater access to
information and a slew of new healthcare options, consumers are the
ones who now call the shots. And if healthcare marketers hope to earn
the trust and loyalty of these next-generation decision makers, they’ll
need to find more engaging ways to interact with them.
Here, we’ll explore the various factors impacting the changing
healthcare landscape, learn about exciting new marketing channels to
more effectively address consumers, and delve into the tactical items
you’ll want to consider to successfully market to this powerful and
informed audience.
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Technology Puts Power into the
Hands of Consumers
Although it’s easy to point to Obamacare as the major influence in
the past year, a quieter healthcare evolution took seed long before
the enactment of the Affordable Care Act. Thanks to a proliferation of
personal technology options—such as smartphones, e-readers, and
tablets—consumers now literally hold power in the palms of their hands.
They can instantly research symptoms, consult friends via social media,
and make self-diagnoses on sites like WebMD. In many cases, they’re
also self-prescribing treatments and then ordering them online.

Healthcare marketers must embrace this new technology and
find novel ways to insert their brands into the consumer’s
decision-making process.
Digital marketing has never been a more critical component of a
healthcare marketer’s media strategy. But it’s not just about buying
digital ads and optimizing your communications for multiple screens.
It’s about getting into the consumer’s head and using your product or
service to satisfy a need.
Already, apps are showing up to detect, diagnose, and monitor
everything from blood pressure to life-threatening diseases.
The University of Oxford offers a stethoscope kit that
monitors your heartbeat and then sends a recording to
your doctor. A Lifelens app claims to detect malaria in a
single blood sample. And Apple iOS 8 introduced the
Health App, giving users an easy-to-read dashboard
of health and fitness data.
Also included in iOS 8 is the HealthKit, which
allows developers to create innovative apps that
access a user’s health data. Some of these will
give users the option of sharing information with
their doctors. Apple hints that this could be the
beginning of a health revolution.
Healthcare technology guru and Intel Fellow,
Eric Dishman, demonstrated an app called MobiUS
during a 2013 TED Talk. Dishman, who has kidney
disease, scanned his own kidney over the Internet
while appearing live before an audience. A doctor
hours away examined the scan and advised him that
the few brown spots showing up could wait until his next
office visit.
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Wearable technology and the Quantified Self
movement are good examples of technology’s
influence on the healthcare industry. At the
Consumer Electronics Show (CES) 2014, some
300 exhibitors showcased products related
to fitness, wellness, and medical treatment.
That’s a 30 to 40 percent increase over
the previous year’s show. Primarily,
these devices fell into the categories
of fitness, aging in place and realtime monitoring of health
conditions.
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No doubt, this trend toward easily accessible healthcare technology
will continue to spur new ideas. Dishman imagines a future in which
implantables will regularly monitor our bodies for signs of disease. From
low-tech, self-service healthcare kiosks in retail stores, to sophisticated
lifesaving medical devices that follow patients home from the hospital,
technology is making it easier than ever for patients to take healthcare
into their own hands.
For marketers, this means using this new technology to differentiate
their product offerings from competitors’, and then communicating
the benefits of greater safety and more responsive care. Marketers can
also leverage data from personal data trackers like Fitbit to build online
communities around crowdsourced goals.

The Economy Gives Rise
to Healthcare Bargain Hunters
Another factor exerting influence on consumer healthcare decisions is
the still-uncertain economy. Consumers in fear of losing their income
are more likely to delay or even forgo nonessential medical
procedures. They’re also looking for ways to save money
on essential care by turning to less-expensive alternative
treatments and shopping for more affordable providers.
If healthcare marketers hope to convince these reluctant
spenders to purchase their services, they’ll need to
provide greater justification and more short-term
perceived value for the expense.
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The Online Search for Cures
One way consumers are saving money on healthcare is
by going online instead of going to a doctor. One in three
consumers now consults the Internet to research a medical
condition. Let’s take a closer look at what happens while
they’re there.
According to the Pew Internet & American Life Project, of the 35%
of U.S. adults who claim to have gone online to determine a possible
diagnosis, the majority are women. And all of those going online are
more likely to be young, white, well-educated, and living in households
earning above $75,000. Pew refers to this group as “online
diagnosers.” Given their attractive demographics, they’re a prime
audience for those selling healthcare services.
It’s important to note, however, that less than half of these
online diagnosers consulted a physician after researching
a problem on the Internet. Most said the problem was
something they could take care of on their own. Of
those who did visit a medical professional, 41% said their
diagnosis was confirmed. Another 2% say it was partially
confirmed. And 19% say the clinician had a differing
opinion or that the diagnosis was inconclusive.
A broader view of the online landscape reveals that 72%
of Internet users searched for health information online
in 2013. Most of these “online health seekers” began their
searches with Google, Bing, or another search engine.
Thirteen percent consulted a healthcare website such as
WebMD.
Often, these online searches were for someone other than the
searcher. Asked about the last time they searched online, 39% of
the respondents said they were looking for information regarding
another person’s health problem.
But regardless of whether consumers are searching for
themselves or someone else, they are highly influenced by
others sharing similar concerns. Thirty percent explore
online reviews and rankings of healthcare treatments and
services, and 26% read or viewed the experience of others
with similar health conditions. As a result, it’s never been
more crucial for marketers to solicit favorable online
reviews, manage their online reputations, and utilize
social media to turn consumers into advocates for
their brands.
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30%

explore online reviews
and rankings of healthcare
treatments and services
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Providers Find Ways to Adapt
Patients aren’t the only ones embracing new technology.
Providers, too, are looking to technology to help them manage
the momentous changes taking place in the newly revised
healthcare landscape. Here are some of the ways they’re using
technology to adapt.
EHR and Practice Management Software: As government regulations
grow stricter and patient loads increase, many providers are turning to
electronic health records (EHR) and practice management software to
keep up. By entering critical information into the system once, they get
a more complete and accurate view of their patients. They also find it
easier to comply with new federal reporting guidelines. These solutions
make it easier for patients, too, since they negate the need to fill out
new forms every time the patient sees a doctor. Marketers can use
this technology to their advantage by promoting the convenience and
quality of care that result.
Social Media: Many doctors and healthcare providers have now
established a presence on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn,
Google+ and other sites. They’re turning to social media as an effective
and real-time way to communicate with their patients. This includes
everything from sharing interesting health news and tips, to providing
HIPAA-compliant patient support, to generating new business through
the use of compelling and exclusive offers.
Telemedicine: Telemedicine allows doctors to see patients via virtual
house calls. This technology has become essential for bringing better
medical care to consumers in remote areas of the country–places
where few doctors are willing to locate. Thanks to telemedicine,
patients get valuable one-on-one time with a qualified professional via
teleconference. Providers offering this technology can now market to a
greatly expanded patient base.
Telemedicine also plays an essential role in linking doctors with
other doctors. Sutter Medical Center in Santa Rosa, California is
experimenting with the use of telemedicine for acute stroke care.
Its ER doctors now have instantaneous access to neurologists at
California Pacific Medical Center. These stroke specialists provide
real-time guidance in the often complicated administration of new
“clot busting” medications.
From a marketing perspective, technology options like these offer
consumer benefits such as greater convenience and better patient
care–benefits that can be used to strongly differentiate brands from
their competitors.
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The Elephant in the Room:
Obamacare
While the Affordable Care Act has been a nuisance to the industry
in many ways, it also holds great potential in others. For one, it has
unleashed a flurry of new healthcare consumers into the marketplace—
many with pre-existing conditions who haven’t received regular care for
extended periods of time. Armed with new options, these newly insured
consumers will now be looking for healthcare services for a long list of
neglected needs. Marketers should find ways to pitch their products
and services to this potentially lucrative market.

Obamacare has also removed the lifetime cap from insurance
policies, giving patients with rare diseases the means to
continue therapy for as long as needed. This presents another
boon for those who provide that care. Savvy healthcare
marketers should act quickly to turn these new Obamacare
beneficiaries into lifelong customers.
But beyond its goal of making healthcare more affordable
to the masses, Obamacare is creating a new breed
of healthcare consumer. As doctors become flooded
with new patients from healthcare reform, or become
overwhelmed by paperwork and new regulations, some are
leaving traditional practices behind to open new types of
practices like concierge medicine and urgent care centers.
For consumers who can afford the monthly retainer,
concierge care provides premium services like house calls,
more time with a doctor, and easier access to physicians.
Marketers should target these high-end services to a highincome market that’s grown increasingly frustrated with
healthcare as usual.
But not all healthcare consumers in search of new options
will fall into a high-income demographic. As the number
of doctors dwindles and puts a strain on the U.S.
healthcare system, consumers unable to afford the higher
price of concierge care will be looking for other,
less-costly alternatives.
Marketers can help fill this gap. Think about ways your
brand can deliver the affordable services this demographic
will require, whether it’s pitching alternative medical
practices like urgent care centers or promoting wearable
technology to help consumers better monitor their own
health at home.
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The New Rules for
Healthcare Marketers
Thanks to the healthcare revolution, marketers not only have
new channels of communication, they’re finding new ways to
use some tried-and-true ones.
From establishing an online presence, to managing your online
reputation, and everything in between, here’s what you need to know to
win the hearts and minds of healthcare’s newly empowered consumers.

1

2

3

4

Establish a cohesive presence online and off.
Now that consumers have so many different options for accessing information,
you’ll need to make their experience with your brand as seamless as possible.
Whether they’re visiting your website on a smartphone, computer or tablet,
your Facebook page on a mobile app, or visiting your actual physical location,
their experience should be consistent from one point of contact to another.
Establish an identity and make it easy for customers to recognize your brand
regardless of how they access your communications.

Maximize your mobile presence.
Mobile is quickly becoming the primary means for consumers to interact with
your brand. Make their experience mobile-friendly, whether they’re visiting your
website or your social media pages.

Optimize your message for multiple devices.
Most likely, a customer’s purchasing journey will take place over multiple
devices and platforms. Make sure you understand and address each of these
when planning your communications. Email, website, search, and social media
may all play a role in the customer’s decision-making process.

Make it personal.
Personalized, targeted content has become so prevalent that consumers now
expect, and even demand, it. It’s particularly important in an area as intimate as
healthcare. Use the myriad sources of data you now have available on prospects
to customize communications to their specific needs.
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Be transparent.
With so much consumer data available to marketers, it’s never been more
important to respect the consumer’s privacy. Be upfront about what
information you have on consumers and how you plan to use it. Most of them
will be happy to share personal information in exchange for more targeted
communications. But beware of crossing the line where their private health
information is concerned. It’s important to understand and follow HIPAAcompliance rules closely while using these marketing tools effectively. Pricing,
too, should be transparent. Even if yours isn’t the lowest price for a particular
procedure, you can justify the cost in terms of value received.

Reassess your website.
Although your website may not be as critical as it once was in terms of first
impressions, it’s still a key factor in a consumer’s overall impression of your
brand. Therefore, it should be clear, concise, socially integrated, and searchengine optimized. Make your call-to-action easy to find and easily understood.
This could be a good time to run A/B tests to see what’s working and what’s
not. And if you haven’t already done so, you need to address your local SEO.
Don’t overlook voice-based search, either, as searches via Siri and other voicerecognition software are gaining greater popularity.

Integrate content with your
marketing campaigns.
Be relentless about generating fresh, relevant content. Whether you post
through social media, third-party sites, and/or your own website,
make sure all content is consistent with your marketing campaigns for
maximum effectiveness.
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Pay close attention to online reputation
management (ORM).
Even one bad consumer review can undo your best marketing efforts. Nielsen
found that 70% of consumers trust online reviews, and Harvard Business School
found that just a one-star improvement in restaurant reviews on Yelp delivered
a noticeable increase in revenue. To keep your brand’s reputation squeaky clean,
closely monitor sites like Google+ Local Reviews, Healthgrades, Facebook
Recommendations, and Yelp, as well as video testimonials on YouTube and
Vine. You may be unable to avoid negative comments, but you can minimize the
damage by addressing complaints quickly and directly. A full online reputation
management initiative should also encourage fresher, more positive reviews to
combat any negative ones.
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Add video to your marketing arsenal.
Americans are currently watching more than 1.2 billion videos a day. Consider
ways to make this enthusiasm work for your marketing needs. Whether it’s a
video tutorial on your own site, video advertising through YouTube or a thirdparty ad network, or encouraging user-generated content, the goal is to make
consumers click, watch, engage, and share. In addition, micro-videos (really
short videos) on sites like Vine, Instagram, and Snapchat are attracting huge
numbers of visitors daily. Look for creative ways to showcase your brand to this
growing audience.

Make social media a priority.
Regardless of how much emphasis you’ve put on social media in the past, it’s
probably not enough. Likes and followers will only get you so far. You need
to genuinely engage with your audience. Build a loyal community around
your brand to stand out from the competition. Content is king, so it needs
to be fresh, relevant, and compelling. Giving your audience something your
competition doesn’t will directly translate into new patients. Social media
has proven ROI over other methods of new-patient acquisition, as social
endorsement becomes the new “word of mouth” advertising.

Go native.
Native advertising is poised for tremendous growth in the year ahead. In
case this term is unfamiliar to you, Business Insider defines native advertising
as, “Ads that are seamlessly integrated into a user’s feed and are nearly
indistinguishable from organic content.” These less-disruptive messages should
be engaging, easily discoverable, and clearly marked as sponsored so as not
to offend the audience. Proper tagging and placement on the social media
networks your audience frequents will make your messages easy to find.

Add visual interest.
One of the reasons sites like Vine, Pinterest, and Instagram have grown so
popular so quickly is the visual nature of their content. The brain processes
visual content 60 times faster than text. Use this to your advantage.
Make your social media content more visually engaging with photos,
videos and infographics.
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Should Healthcare Marketers
Consider Retargeting?
For those unfamiliar with this new technology, retargeting delivers
highly targeted display ads to prospects after they leave your website
in an effort to lure them back. So far, this effective sales tool has some
pretty impressive numbers going for it.

Retargeting has been shown to raise ad response by
as much as 400%. And a comScore study shows that
retargeting results in a 726% increase in site visitation
within four weeks of ad exposure.

Site
Visitation

726%

Ad
Response

400%

Consumer reactions are mixed. While 30% view retargeting favorably,
60% are neutral, and another 11% react negatively.
In a regulated industry like healthcare, privacy implications need to be
a serious concern. As of yet, the FDA has offered no firm regulation
regarding retargeting, but it has asked companies to be vigilant when
using this technology.

RETARGETING

For those who decide to give it a try, here are a few retargeting rules
worth following:
•K
 eep it anonymous. Don’t share any personally identifiable
information.
•D
 on’t abuse it. Follow the 7 x 7 rule of no more than 7
impressions per day for a period of no more than 7 days after
a visit to your website.
•G
 ive consumers an out. Make sure your ad network includes the
AdChoices icon on all ads to give consumers a clearly visible
means of opting out.
•B
 e clear about your privacy policy. Out of fairness to your
visitors, you should update your site’s privacy policy to reflect
your use of retargeting technology, even though this is not
strictly required.
•S
 tay informed. Although the FDA hasn’t ruled on retargeting,
marketers should stay up to date on any regulatory changes.
In conclusion, retargeting can be a powerful sales conversion tool
when used carefully and in moderation. But always be respectful of
your audience.
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Fuel Their Power. Earn Their Trust.
Throw out the old healthcare marketing rules.
They no longer apply.
To win the hearts and minds of today’s empowered
healthcare consumers, you’ll need to talk with them,
not at them.
Start an ongoing conversation that arms them with the tools they need
to make better-informed healthcare decisions. Provide the disease
awareness, education, and prevention information they seek. Stay on
top of the ever-changing healthcare landscape in order to anticipate
and meet their future needs as well.
In return, they’ll offer you their trust and loyalty. Those marketers
who take the time to build solid relationships will likely earn lifelong
customers.
As Michael Del Gigante, MDG Advertising’s president and creative
director, points out, “Healthcare marketers must keep pace with and
employ the same proven tactics and strategies successful marketers
in other verticals are using. Be where your consumers are when
they’re looking for knowledge, inform versus sell, and build
a loyal community of advocates to promote your advantage.”
He added,

“ The ability to instantaneously
access healthcare information has
not only empowered consumers,
it also has given marketingsavvy healthcare providers and
companies the power to turn them
into loyal customers.”
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