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What are your top-three marketing challenges? 

You are not alone. True, your marketing landscape is unique. No question 

about it. Every community hospital is shaped by the dynamics of the local 

market. In fact, there are often nuances by location within the same system. 

There are, however, some common trends based on input we received from 

CEOs and Marketing VPs and Directors. 

The three most-commonly cited challenges:

1. Stemming outmigration by building brand loyalty

2. Humanizing your brand to make more emotional connections

3. Embracing digital innovation without abandoning traditional channels

The result of our data-driven approach to uncovering trends, this second 

edition of The Community Hospital Marketing Report sheds light and digs 

deeper into the most-common marketing challenges and opportunities 

facing nearly all community hospitals. Take the first step in recognizing your 

marketing blind spots. And read on.
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MARKETING

MARKETING IN COMMUNITY HOSPITALS IS MORE CHALLENGING THAN EVER BEFORE. 

Local patients have become knowledgeable healthcare consumers, with more financial 

responsibility for their own care, access to online resources and more non-traditional care choices. 

Former hospital partners like payers and physicians can become competitors. And in the healthcare 

reform era, community hospitals are charged not with making a sick population well (as was the 

traditional role), but with keeping their patients well and out of the hospital.

How are your peers in community hospital marketing departments dealing 
with these challenges?

What advice do industry thought leaders have?

The adage 
“If you build it, they will come” 
no longer holds true for 
community hospitals. 
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2018
30% of our respondents ranked outmigration 

among their top-two challenges.

2017 
25% of our respondents ranked outmigration 

among their top-two challenges.

OUTMIGRATION

OF RESPONDENTS REPORTED 
EXPERIENCING OUTMIGRATION.

IN BOTH YEARS 
(2017 + 2018)
OF OUR SURVEY,

86%
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OUTMIGRATION

Outmigration is one factor contributing to a shrinking patient population in 

community hospitals according to a Becker’s 2015 finance publication titled: 

The community hospital survival guide: Strategies to keep the doors open. 

The need for community hospitals to make their presence known is becoming increasingly important 

as bigger systems improve efficiency and cost of health services. “Health systems are becoming 

larger, more sophisticated and more competitive,” says Greg Charleston, senior managing director 

of financial advisory firm Conway MacKenzie and leader of its Healthcare Advisory Services Group. 

Although smaller hospitals are having trouble keeping up with larger systems’ efficiency, community 

hospitals should not make any assumptions as to why patients head elsewhere for care, as there 

are a number of reasons community members may stray from the hospital. “It may be a matter of 

reputation, says Kelly Arduino, a partner in Wipfli’s healthcare practice. “It could be as simple as 

someone got a bad bill and talked about it all over town.” Ms. Arduino recommends that hospitals 

use a community engagement survey to find out what local residents really think.

“The larger systems are using 
marketing, technology, economies 
of scale and other methods 
to deliver better services less 
expensively. Larger systems draw 
patients from rural areas for acute 
treatment, leaving the community 
hospitals primarily with emergency 
and urgent care patients.”
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Surviving the next few years will require rethinking your hospital’s service line mix to effectively serve 

patients and also compete with larger networks in the region. In many communities, the thriving 

community hospital will offer a mix of essential health services – primary care, specialty care, 

pharmacies, urgent care and emergency departments – alongside preventative health services, 

chronic health care outreach and monitoring and perks such as transportation to appointments. 

 

Hospitals are moving into a new era where they must focus on preventative services and cost 

reduction. The future of the community hospital may be as part of a wellness network aimed at 

improving and maintaining health. The patient-centered community hospital will be the anchor of 

this new kind of system. Re-orienting to the broader care continuum and drawing on your connection 

with the community will be the key to surviving and thriving in the new health care environment.

OUTMIGRATION IS FORCING COMMUNITY 
HOSPITALS TO RETHINK THEIR SERVICE LINE MIX.

Our 2018 survey shows an eight-point increase from 14% in 2017 

to 22% in 2018 in the reported outmigration for medical service 

lines. In 2016, athenahealth Inc., (a leading provider of cloud-based 

services for hospitals and health systems), authored a whitepaper 

titled “Getting Fit for the Future: Community Hospitals in a Time of 

Transition.” They discuss the necessity for community hospitals to 

take advantage of their close relationship with the community to 

focus on that community’s needs and strategize both traditional 

and non-traditional ways to meet those needs.

OUTMIGRATION

OUTMIGRATION 
// QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:

• What are your service line strengths?

• In which service lines are you experiencing the most outmigration and competition?

• What are community perceptions of your hospital?

• What are community perceptions of your service line mix?

• In which service lines does your community look to you for expertise?

• What does your market think you do best?

• What does your competition do better?

• How can you better network with existing patients to guarantee their life-time value?
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BRANDING

Outmigration, increased patient 

choice, non-traditional competition, 

increased patient financial 

responsibility for their healthcare 

and the online resources available 

to patients to research their care 

make it essential for community 

hospitals to take a closer look at 

their branding strategies.

Within the past year, less than 20% of our respondents had:

• Tracked their hospital’s brand health 

• Tracked top-of-mind awareness

• Tracked service line preference 

Within the past year, only a third of our respondents had:

• Tracked preference among their competitive set

• Tracked advertising recall

And less than half of our respondents have segmented 

their market by demographics and psychographics.

In our 2018 survey, we asked community 

hospital executives about their measurement 

and tracking of their brand strength. 

20%

33%

50%
LESS THAN
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The vast proliferation of consumer innovations seen in areas like online 

purchasing, social media, digital marketing and personalized services are 

beginning to make their way into health care. With the explosion of digital tools 

to manage health and the rise of classic “consumerism” in the health care 

space, this transformation in consumer behavior is driving many health care and 

life sciences organizations to rethink their consumer relationships and patient 

engagement strategies. Understanding how consumers’ behaviors and 

expectations are transforming – and acting on that transformation to win the 

hearts and minds of consumers and support them as they navigate the health 

system – is increasingly a business imperative across the health care industry.

Deloitte Perspectives: Growth of consumerism in health care; Rethinking patient engagement strategies

BRANDING

And building consumer loyalty starts with branding. Hospitals and health systems 

want to tell consumers in their catchment areas about the latest and greatest 

technology they’ve acquired, the new doctor they’ve hired or the cutting-edge 

treatment they’re employing – in a nutshell, features. 

HEALTH CARE MARKETERS MUST MAKE START 
THINKING ABOUT PATIENTS AS CONSUMERS.

Your patients
and consumers 
want to know 
how those 
features 
benefit them.
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BRANDING

Describing features comes naturally to us all, yet this 

well-learned skill is not nearly as critical as defining 

a feature’s benefit. There’s a connection between 

the two, to be sure. The benefit gives the feature 

purpose. The feature is the ”what” and the benefit 

is the “why.” Why should I give a hoot about what 

you’re offering? The benefit motivates me, 

the consumer, to act. To call, buy, visit or 

whatever you’re trying to get me to do. 

– Bill Swanston, Partner & Executive Creative Director of Frederick Swanston 

“Let’s Define Your Brand. Like, Right Now,” 
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• When did you last evaluate the health of your hospital’s brand?

• What’s most important to your target market?

• How do you perform on key attributes that drive consumer preference?

• Do perceptions of your brand differ by consumer segments?

And most importantly:

• What is your hospital’s unique story? 

• What are your doctors’ unique stories?

managedhealthcareexecutive.com/healthcare-executive/six-healthcare-marketing-trends-2018

“Preferred health care brands are those that 
forge emotional relationships with consumers 
to motivate better health decisions … they’re 
brands that understand that nothing is more 
personal than someone’s health.” 

Keep in mind 
the importance 

of making an 
emotional 

connection with 
your market.

BRANDING

BRANDING 
// QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:
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WE’VE TALKED ABOUT YOUR STORY.

NOW, HOW DO YOU TELL IT?

When consumers shop for goods and services, they do their research. 

Now that patients are acting more like consumers, they too are utilizing 

digital tools to research and shop for hospital services:

•  83% of patients visit a hospital’s website before booking 

a procedure or treatment

•  61% of patients visit at least two hospital sites before booking 

a procedure or treatment

•  61% of Americans age 65 or older are now active Internet users, 

up from 14% in 2000

mdconnectinc.com/medical-marketing-insights/digital-marketing-stats-hospitals

83%

61%

61%

DIGITAL
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In 2017, two-thirds of our respondents reported 
an increase in their digital marketing spending. 
Last year, that number increased 18 points to 82%.

2017 2018

82%

64%

DIGITAL MEDIA CAN BE USED TO TELL A POWERFUL STORY FOR YOUR BRAND. 

Think about your website. Consider the following:

Consumers are looking at hospital websites, but they are also searching for health information online. There are 

prime opportunities to bring your story to them when they are looking for information. Consider the following from 

the Pew Internet & American Life Project:

•  48% of people cited a website’s design as a number-one factor 

in the credibility of a business.

•  38% of people will stop engaging with a website if the content 

or layout are unattractive.  

(Adobe)

•  Mobile devices now account for nearly 2 out of every  

3 minutes spent online. 

(comScore)

48%

38%

2 
OUT OF

3

•  80% of adult Internet users have searched for at least one of 16 major health topics online.  
This makes the act of looking for health or medical information one of the most popular activities 
online, after email (93%) and researching a product or service before buying it (83%). 

•  Health seekers go online to become informed, to prepare for appointments and surgery, 
to share information and to seek and provide support.

ironpaper.com/webintel/articles/10-web-design-statistics

DIGITAL
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The format you use to tell your story must be attention getting. Consider the following:

It is important to understand the individual segments in your target audience and tell stories that will 
appeal to each segment. 54 percent of respondents to our 2018 survey said they had invested in a 
customer relationship management system. A health care CRM system can help hospital marketers 
deliver customizable messages to consumers based on their individual circumstances.

•  Video is an effective way to engage and tell your story. A picture may paint 1,000 words, but 
according to Dr. James McQuivey (Forrester Research), a one-minute video has the value of 
1.8 million words. 

 
•  52% of marketing professionals world wide name video as the content with the best ROI. 

(Syndacast, Video Marketing Statistics & Trends 2015)

• People spend on average 2.6x more time on pages with video than without. (Wistia analytics)

In a data-driven industry, a health care CRM 
can parse through the wealth of patient and 
consumer information to deliver actionable 
intelligence that helps health care marketers 
deliver personalized experiences while 
optimizing growth through smarter patient 
acquisition and retention strategies.

Excerpt from Becker’s Hospital Review article published on August 21, 2018 titled 
“The evolution of the healthcare CRM”

• What digital media do your target markets use?

• When was the last time your website was updated?

• What is the most powerful way you can tell your hospital’s story?

•  Do you understand the consumer segments in your market, and are you 

reaching them with stories targeted specifically to them?

•  Even though it is expensive, is it time to put CRM in the budget? 

How do I evaluate the best CRM for my hospital?

DIGITAL

DIGITAL 
// QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:

2524



frederickswanston.com

770-642-7900
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BILL SWANSTON
Agency Principal, Executive Creative Director

Almost an Atlanta native, Bill left the South to become Associate Creative Director at some 

of the best of the big agencies – BBDO/NY, Saatchi & Saatchi, Doner, Hill Holliday – 

before returning home to found our agency with Scott Frederick in 1999. Bill’s creative 

credentials include work that has been recognized in almost every advertising award 

show including Cannes, The One Show, Addy’s, Communication Arts, Hatch, Obies 

and Tellies. His health care experience includes hospitals, health plans, pharmaceutical 

and medical device companies.

UNA NEWMAN
Director of Client Development

From 1996 to 2009, Una was Chief Marketing Officer of Emory Healthcare, a noted 

academic medical center and the largest health care system in Georgia at the time. 

Her responsibilities included marketing strategy, branding, web/social media and media 

planning/buying. She also drove market position and revenue enhancement through a 

wide range of cross-functional strategic initiatives. Prior to Emory, Una was Vice President, 

Planning and Marketing at Southern Regional Medical Center in Atlanta, and Senior 

Division National Marketing Director for Charter Medical Corporation, with over 100 

hospitals throughout the US. She brings a wealth of client-side health care marketing 

experience rarely found in an advertising agency.  

SHERI SORRELL
Market Research Director

Sheri is a multi-dimensional marketing professional with more than 25 years’ experience 

in market research and data analysis, brand planning and positioning, new product/

business development and testing, target audience profiling and segmentation, and 

consulting. Her client roster has included both Fortune 100 and Fortune 500 companies 

in both business-to-business and business-to-consumer categories and spans the health 

care, telecommunications, financial services, technology, hospitality and travel, home 

décor and home fixtures, office products, and consumer packaged goods industries.

Looking for more insights on your brand?

LET’S CONTINUE THIS CONVERSATION. 
Please contact us to find out how we use data-driven insights to help 
brands play more meaningful roles in people’s lives.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
A hospital marketer who 
understands his/her target market 
segments and is armed with the 
right research, tools, messaging 
strategy and messaging execution 
is equipped to meet the challenges 
in today’s health care market.
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