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The CMO’s Leadership Imperative

VIEWpoint

Marketing management 
emerged in healthcare 
organizations in the early 

1980s when prospective payment 
methodologies made it evident that 
certain clinical programs were more 
profitable than others. Hospitals 
competed for patient volumes for those 
services and procedures that produced 
better financial outcomes. Many of 
these early marketing programs were 
administered by existing public relations 
or community relations functions, and 
had a strong communications focus. 

Since then, the marketing discipline has 
matured, but still di!ers significantly 
across healthcare organizations. Some 
have expansive, core business-driving 
marketing functions with strong growth 
accountabilities aligned to strategic 
planning, business development, clinical 
operations, and financial management 
initiatives. In others, marketing is 
configured more functionally to support 
the development and deployment of 
marketing tactics aimed at research, 
promotions, and sales. And for some, 
the practice of marketing has not 
evolved at all from those early days 
when marketers relied on a narrow set 
of tools—press releases, health fairs, 
advertising, newsletters—to promote 
programs and services. 

It seems hard to believe that three 
decades later, the value of marketing 

is still a topic of debate. If we are 
to change the conversation, chief 
marketing o"cers (CMOs) must 
step forward to transform the 
role of marketing from a primarily 
communications discipline to a strategy-
critical business competency capable 
of driving growth and profitability. 
What’s more, they must provide 
leadership that supports the successful 
evolution of health systems to meet 
the new competitive and economic 
requirements of healthcare reform.

Increasingly Complex, 
Competitive Dynamics  
Require a New Focus
For the past 30 years, competitive 
forces have compelled healthcare 
providers to vigorously pursue 
operational efficiencies, build 
economies of scale, and engage in 
market alignment and contracting 
strategies necessary for continued 
economic survival. Across the nation, 
these forces fueled consolidation 
of hospitals, physicians, and other 
provider entities into larger, diversified 
health systems, better capable of 
achieving the leverage and efficiencies 
required by the marketplace.

While hospitals fine-tuned processes 
and procedures to optimize e"ciency, 
productivity, and profitability—all 
essential for business success—many 
struggled to establish the same 

In the C-suite, only two sets of metrics count—those for 
financial performance and those for strategic performance.

discipline and competencies for those 
factors that drive sustainable growth: 
brand leadership, value innovation, 
di!erentiation, portfolio expansion and 
diversification, customer experience, and 
channel leadership. 

Today, the underlying basis for 
competition is rapidly evolving—driven 
by the converging forces of healthcare 
reform; restructuring of the physician 
services sector; increased consolidations 
among providers; rising consumer 
expectations; networked information 
technologies; the pace of advancements 
in medical science; and new market 
entries, including retail, niche, and 
web-enabled ventures. Changing 
economics are front and center, and 
make a compelling case for the role that 
marketers must play in an increasingly 
competitive industry.

Growth, Innovation, 
Transformation
What is the opportunity for CMOs? 
To transform marketing practice 
from promotions-oriented tactics to 
growth-oriented strategic leadership. 
To drive value-innovation across the 
health system. To crusade for customer-
centered practices. And to prepare and 
position organizations for long-term 
success while enhancing and growing 
the core business.
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#e imperative is three-fold:

 ! First, to build a marketing organization 
that is strategic and focused on near-term 
enterprise growth as well as creation of 
future customers, products, and channels 

 ! Second, to establish the critical 
relationships and linkages across the value 
chain (including clinical operations, finance, 
purchasing, IT, physicians, and partnerships) 
to orchestrate alignment to customer 
needs and health system growth goals 

 ! And third, to develop a results-
oriented marketing culture and operation 
that delivers on revenue growth and 
profit goals 

Adopt a Market-Making 
P & L Mindset
If marketing is to be valued as a 
core business investment, then 
the chief marketing o"cer must 
instill a rigorous, results-oriented 
discipline to set quantifiable goals and 
demonstrate return on investment. 
Too often, marketing goals are either 
missing in action or stated in terms 
too “soft” to earn the chief financial 
o"cer’s endorsement. Performance 
measurements are often activity- 
or process-oriented, which, while 
important for managing an e"cient 
marketing operation, doesn’t always link 
expenditures to business outcomes.

#e bottom line is this: in the C-suite, 
only two sets of metrics count—results 
related to financial performance and 
results related to strategic performance. 
In other words, revenue, volume growth, 
market share, profitability, brand 

loyalty, di!erentiation, and competitive 
sustainability.

Build a Marketing Culture,  
Not Just a Department
Lack of ownership at the executive 
team level for marketing performance 
will derail success. #is happens 
when marketing is viewed simply as a 
functional department and not as a 
core business discipline and competitive 
competency of the organization. A 
marketing orientation is derived from 
an organizational culture centered on 
customer needs as well as the sum of 
organizational activities designed to 
create profitable exchange relationships 
by fulfilling those needs. 

Marketing department activities have 
limited utility when access, capacity, 
pricing, products, customer service, 
clinical quality, physician relationships, 
and other operational aspects of the 
business are outside the realm of 
marketing influence. It’s critical for  
the CMO, with the CEO, to drive  
co-ownership of marketing goals, 
strategy, and investments—and 
co-accountability for delivery and 
performance outcomes—across the 
entire executive team.

Establish a Transformative 
Agenda for Change
Healthcare marketers are not alone 
in struggling to redefine the role of 
marketing. Across most industries, 
the rise of global markets, increasing 
fragmentation and commoditization, 
revolutionary advances in technology, 
and changing consumer media and 

purchasing habits are challenging chief 
marketing o"cers to keep up with the 
pace of market change.

But where to start? #e first step is 
creating a vision for change, and then 
establishing a new agenda for marketing 
leadership, one that brings marketing 
into alignment with health system 
operations in order to:

 ! Discover and create market-making 
growth opportunities

 ! Build strong, di!erentiated, and 
defensible brands

 ! Increase overall customer engagement, 
responsiveness, and loyalty

 ! Redefine and leverage channel 
relationships

 ! Embrace new media, new 
technologies, and new models

 ! Establish a culture of progressiveness, 
innovation, and value creation

Rapidly changing competitive dynamics 
make this an opportune time for chief 
marketing executives to take the lead 
in establishing a new, transformative 
marketing agenda. It’s a challenge that 
will require a purposeful, comprehensive, 
and integrated approach to better 
understand markets, develop and 
deliver quality healthcare services, build 
e!ective business models, and create 
loyal customers. 

#e task will not be easy, but it will be 
rewarded. 
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