Engaging Medical Staff in Marketing
Healthcare Executive, Jan/Feb 2007 by Goldberg, Maren B

Develop win-win relationships through promotional strategies.

Jointly creating and implementing marketing strategies to build volume and revenue
provide ideal opportunities for healthcare organizations and medical staff to develop
mutually beneficial relationships.

Akron (Ohio) Children’s Hospital, a 253-bed pediatric hospital, successfully worked with
its medical staff to develop a unique, multifaceted promotional strategy. Physicians in the
targeted service lines were involved from the earliest stages of formulating strategy to its
subsequent implementation. The objective was to increase patient volume for more
common and some highly specialized procedures. To do so, Akron Children’s needed to
increase awareness and knowledge about targeted service lines, the depth of their
capabilities and the expertise of their physicians.

The strategy developed by Akron Children’s was grounded in market research, including
focus groups and telephone interviews with families in its market area. One of the
findings was the importance that parents placed on the degree of individualized attention
provided by physicians and nurses. Translating that finding into a promotional strategy,
hospital marketing executives collaborated with medical staff to share personal
experiences of actual patients, highlighting the level of care they and their families
receive at Akron Children’s.

Use of Patient Vignettes

One piece of the marketing strategy resulted in a series of 30-second television
advertisements that chronicled the real-life stories of patients and families facing serious
medical challenges. Focusing on cardiology and orthopedics, individual patient vignettes
were developed documentary style with an unscripted format and were filmed as
treatment unfolded. Families and executives were not aware of the child’s outcome
during production. The patient’s story was then shown in a series of advertisements,
airing over seven weeks, with the first week providing a synopsis of the case continuing
through post-surgery when the parents took their children home.

Physicians helped marketing executives find families who were willing to have their
surgeries recorded. Once the families were chosen, physicians worked with the
production company to prepare for the procedures. “The whole concept was intriguing
and was a minimal intrusion in my work routine,” says William Schrader, MD, the
orthopedic surgeon for a hip dysplasia surgery that was filmed

By following individual patient stories, the resulting series of advertisements allowed
ample opportunity to showcase the expertise of physicians, as well as the depth of
specialized care provided by Akron Children’s. The style resembled reality-based
television, providing relevancy and emotional content.



Recently, Akron Children’s also produced four surgery webcasts, a mix of surgeries and
panel discussions that focused on different service lines. For example, the most recent
webcast featured a live surgery of a young athlete undergoing an arthroscopic ACL
reconstruction.

Another webcast premiered a video of a six-year-old girl undergoing a cryoablation
procedure to cure a rapid heart beat. The arrhythmia center director, the associate director
and the patient’s mother took part in a live panel discussion about the procedure and
challenges the family faced while dealing with the sporadic nature of irregular heart
rhythms.

Since this webcast aired last March, the center has seen tremendous results in patient
volume and awareness. In fact, the center will increase the number of ablations
performed this year by 42 percent.

“We all have the same goal of wanting to help patients by providing the best care,” says
Andrea Reynolds, Akron Children’s interim director of public relations. “This is one way
our executives work with physicians to improve patient education while meeting overall
hospital objectives.”

Physician Preparation

Since medical staff not only is involved in planning marketing strategies but also in
executing them, it is important that Akron Children’s invest in training its physicians.
The marketing department holds two media training workshops per year, which
concentrate on hospital marketing and offer on-camera exercises to prepare for actual
television appearances. So far, 50 physicians and clinical staff have participated since the
program was implemented in 2004.

Some physicians also serve on the hospital marketing committee. Heart Center Clinical
Director Philip C. Smith, MD, PhD, has been on the committee for five years to aid in
program growth and outreach. He was the main surgeon for the advertising series
involving surgery on a two-year-old girl to seal a hole in her heart.

“I was the physician leader who helped explain what was going on during the entire
filming process,” says Smith. “Because of my knowledge of the business and clinical
sides of the hospital, I explained to the film crew what to expect before, during and after
surgery, where to stand to get the right shots and the overall flow of the day. By
publicizing the real-life actions of our own service lines, we show how much we do in
our everyday practice and how much we care,” says Smidi. “It is unique in terms of
healthcare advertising.”

Results

“Our working relationship with physicians has improved with every project. Each time
we focus on a new service line, the physicians are excited to work with us, not only to
recruit more patients, but also to engage families,” says Reynolds. “Physicians provide
feedback to us right away.”



Akron Children’s has the highest hospital advertising awareness rate in the region at 81
percent. In addition, 47 percent of those who saw the stories were not previously aware
Akron Children’s had an orthopedic specialty; 35 percent previously did not know about
the cardiac specialty service. And Akron Children’s is seeing results in terms of volume
increases.

“Now we have physicians coming to us with ideas,” says Reynolds. Involving physicians
in opportunities to plan and implement mutually beneficial growth strategies builds
successful and motivated relationships.

To see some of Akron Children’s marketing projects, visit www.akronchildrens.org.
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