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VIEWpoint

It’s Time to Embrace the New 
Science of Healthcare Marketing

Technology has transformed 
business processes in nearly every 
industry—and few disciplines have 
been disrupted more by technology 
than that of marketing. Over the past 
20 years, as consumers embraced 
the web, they gained unprecedented 
clout in their ability to impact brands, 
products, and service cultures. Search 
engines provided the ability to find 
and compare information on anything, 
anywhere, at any time. Social media 
enabled people to connect with each 
other and share experiences—what 
they would recommend, what 
to avoid. E-commerce exploded, 
creating virtual-only storefronts, as 
well as new challenges for companies 
serving customers in physical and 
digital worlds.  

Marketers found themselves in new 
territory as the epicenter of marketing 
power shifted from Madison Avenue 
to Silicon Valley. Static creative 
campaigns gave way to real-time 
customer engagement, accomplished 
through search, social media, CRM, 
business intelligence, and marketing 
automation technologies. Big data 
provided deep insights into customer 
needs, preferences, and motivations, 
and predictive analytics brought a 
laser-focus to marketing strategies and 
investments. The customer journey 

became more complex as consumers 
moved at will across virtual and 
physical touchpoints in the buying 
process, pulling marketers into the 
engineering of customer experience. 
In short, writes Scott Brinker in A New 
Brand of Marketing, “Within a decade 
or so, marketing went from being one 
of the least tech-dependent business 
functions to being one of the most.” 

Welcome the Science of 
Healthcare Marketing
What does this mean for healthcare 
marketers? It means web, social 
networking, search marketing, CRM, 
marketing automation, and mobile 
capabilities—integrated with clinical 
IT systems such as EMRs and patient 
portals—are no longer optional but 
required for organizations that want to 
remain competitive. It means efforts 
to develop data and the science of 
customer creation, engagement, 
acquisition, and retention as core 
marketing capabilities should be 
accelerated. And it means digital 
strategy must move from static 
websites to integrated, multichannel 
platforms that engage consumers in 
real time. 

Such sweeping changes require a 
fundamental shift in thinking for 
those who still view marketing 

primarily as a promotions function. 
Forward-thinking healthcare 
marketing executives are recognizing 
that technology-enabled business 
creativity—not just advertising 
creativity—holds the key to delivering 
profitable growth over the long haul. 
They are embracing the new science 
of marketing, articulating the business 
case for change, and transforming 
their marketing operations. So, what 
can you do to drive the transition in 
your own organization? Following are 
some recommendations.

Plan the shift from marcom to 
martech. True transformation 
of today’s healthcare marketing 
function goes way beyond installing 
a CRM system or beefing up social 
media presence or shifting dollars 
from billboards to SEM. The radical 
makeover required to achieve the 
levels of precision marketing vital 
to success in a value-conscious, 
consumer-driven world is one of 
sweeping restructuring, capabilities 
investment, skill development, 
and wide-scale integration across 
financial, clinical, IT, and other 
business functions.

Invest in the marketing technology 
infrastructure. Building a robust 
marketing technology center is a top 
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priority. Optimize investments in CRM, 
content management, call centers, and 
web, digital, and search marketing by 
hiring the smartest marketing analytics 
minds you can afford and setting 
them loose to aggregate, integrate, 
interpret, and share customer data. 
Use that information to drive real-
time decisions about customer, 
product, promotion, pricing, and 
channel strategies.

Build the marketing technology 
team. Today, many healthcare 
marketing departments lack the 
technical depth to make this 
transition. If we are to control our 
destiny in this brave new world, we 
have to infuse our marketing teams 
with marketing scientists, data analysts, 
marketing technicians, and customer 
experience architects. Functional silos 
must give way to collaborative, cross-
functional marketing systems focused 
on outcomes not production. 

Own the customer experience. 
Leverage every available research 
finding, case study, and soapbox 
opportunity to help executives, service 
line administrators, doctors, and others 
gain a deeper understanding of what 
it means to be consumer-centered and 
what it will take to deliver a valued 
experience in both physical and virtual 

environments. Follow the lead of 
health systems that are capitalizing 
on the emerging and converging 
trends of empowered consumers, 
digital technologies, and innovative 
partnerships to bring new  
value-creating ideas to market. 

Accelerate the pace of change. 
Transformation of health system 
marketing organizations requires 
urgent and fundamental changes 
across the board—from departmental 
structure to technical capabilities to 
customer creation skills to focused 
investments to seamless integration 
with business and clinical operations. 
Marketing executives must approach 
the overhaul of marketing operations 
with the same urgency that health 
systems are placing on readiness for 
the shift to value-based purchasing.   

The Time to Act Is Now
In nearly every other industry, 
marketing is considered a  
strategy-critical, technology-enabled, 
revenue-generating core business 
capability. But if we’re honest, in 
healthcare, marketing is still very much 
structured and primarily resourced 
around promotional activities that 
are not designed nor hardwired to 
drive true customer engagement, 
acquisition, and retention. Holding on 

to this narrow view wastes marketing 
investments. 

Changing these dynamics requires 
straight talk among the chief 
marketing executive, CEO, and other 
C-suite leaders about what it really 
takes for marketing to drive revenue 
growth, build brand equity, and 
improve financial performance. Start 
the conversation with these questions:

◆◆◆ How will technology change the 
ways that consumers interact with our 
health system?

◆◆◆ How can we leverage technology, 
data, and marketing science to create 
evidence-based strategies, better engage 
consumers, and deliver customer-
valued experiences?

◆◆◆ Are we willing to invest full speed 
ahead in game-changing marketing 
technologies and in the marketing 
talent required to transform our 
performance? If not, why not? 

Change is hard. But underestimating 
the speed, magnitude, and impact of 
change driven by technology, science, 
and empowered consumers will 
create problems that are even harder 
to fix. Embrace the change; drive the 
transformation … the time is NOW. 
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Technology-enabled business creativity holds the key  
to delivering profitable growth over the long haul.
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