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Scan the pages of any hospital 
or health system strategic plan 
these days and you’ll fi nd that 

transformation of care delivery 
systems, business processes, and 
market strategies are top-of-mind for 
healthcare executives. � e underlying 
basis for competition is changing and 
will continue to do so as market and 
government reform-driven movements 
take hold. Changing economics are front 
and center, creating unprecedented 
opportunities for marketing leaders 
to step up and be integral catalysts 
for innovations that drive growth, 
customer loyalty, and better 
business performance.

To do this, marketing leaders will need to 
transform their own roles and reposition 
the marketing function as a strategy-
critical business competency aimed 
at achieving organizational growth 
and profi tability. 

Transformation does not happen 
without innovation. Customer 
orientation, creativity, and culture are 
key leverage points for chief marketing 
offi  cers (CMO) to drive innovations 
in brand activities, service off erings, 
packaging, customer experience, 
customer engagement, channel 
management, pricing, and strategic 
partnerships that strengthen competitive 
performance. � e CMO’s domains of 
infl uence include:

� Building powerful, value-diff erentiated 
brands that attract customers, staff , 
physicians, businesses, and insurers and 
remain relevant as markets change

� Driving successful growth of integrated 
physician partners as a new branded front 
door to health system enterprises

� Developing and sustaining highly 
targeted growth strategies for core 
services encompassing inpatient, 
physician, ambulatory, retail, and 
virtual sites—strategies that enhance 
access and minimize leaky bucket 
and out-migration losses

� Creating a signature, customer-centric 
service culture diff erentiated by rapid 
access, convenience, and customer 
engagement for consumers, attending 
and referring physicians, and employees

� Providing deep insights into consumer 
needs and behaviors to create future-ready 
models of care delivery that optimize 
profi tability under reform economics

� Pursuing strategic growth opportunities 
that include expansion into new markets 
and new lines of business through 
acquisitions, mergers, and partnerships

� Leveraging web, mobile, and 
social media technologies to engage 
stakeholders in practices critical to 
the success of new care models 

Innovations don’t have to be radical 
to be eff ective. � ey just have to deliver 

Marketing’s strategic partnerships with core business 
functions can engineer innovative ideas into action.

value to customers and a return on 
investment to the business. Consider 
the following examples: 

� Hanes boosted sales by double digits 
simply by replacing traditional sewn-in 
tags with screen-printed tags on the 
inside of its T-shirts 

� Because of the unlimited free shipping, 
Amazon Prime members account for 
40 percent of the company’s sales

� Unilever’s sales soared when it 
positioned AXE grooming products 
for the adolescent and young men’s 
market—a segment that had been 
ignored by the industry

What these brands and success stories 
have in common is fi nding and fi lling 
unmet needs. Creating new markets, 
moving market share, developing new 
sources of revenue, building brand loyalty, 
improving profi tability, and sustaining 
competition are all goals of innovation. 
Success stems from creative thinking, fresh 
solutions, and relevance to customers. � at 
puts marketing front and center as the 
curator of customer intelligence. 

Transformation Requires 
More Than Customer Insights 
Healthcare consumers are frustrated by 
the complexities of access, fragmentation 
of care, lack of communication, and 
other aspects of their experiences with 
healthcare organizations. Yet most of the 
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industry is woefully behind in providing 
online conveniences, such as scheduling 
and customer communications. 
Opportunities for innovations that take 
the hassle out of healthcare are sizable. So 
why aren’t more marketers driving changes 
in the customer experience realm?

� e historical view of marketing as 
promotions and sales has kept marketing 
and operations from creating the 
robust partnership needed to discover 
new niches, create new products and 
lines of business, or enhance points of 
diff erentiation that grow overall revenue 
potential. Innovation runs counter to 
normal operating procedures, which 
are in place for productivity and quality 
controls. Operations wants marketing 
to promote services and drive physician 
referrals—marketing wants operations to 
deliver distinctive benefi ts and a better 
customer experience. 

Change requires a shift in thinking from 
marketing as tactical operations to a 
discipline that is strategic, cross-functional, 
and bottom-line oriented. Marketing’s 
partnership with clinical operations, IT, 
fi nance, human resources, and other core 
business functions is critical to engineer 
innovative ideas into action by driving 
alignment across the network (operations, 
IT, physicians, contracting), understanding 
changing payment and business models, 
and delivering on revenue growth and 
profi t targets.

Creating a culture that supports 
innovation may seem daunting in 
organizations that are operations versus 

market driven—and many health 
systems are just that. However, with 
increasing recognition from leaders 
that transformation will be required for 
success under new reform mandates, the 
door is wide open for marketers to be 
the catalyst for change in the marketing-
operations relationship.

Following are three approaches that can 
help marketers break free of the “tactics 
and promotions” trap in driving growth:

� Needs-driven innovations require 
greater emphasis on market research to 
better understand customer needs and 
discover market opportunities that can be 
addressed in unique ways. Designing and 
developing services, programs, and access 
points to attract key customer segments 
are priorities for the marketing operation, 
making research and development a core 
competency requirement. 

Marketing planning is more strategic 
than in sales-driven organizations, 
encompassing segmentation and 
targeting; product positioning and 
design; and pricing, promotion, and 
channel strategies. Because growing 
overall market potential and profi tability 
is as important as growing market share, 
marketers must have a strong P&L mindset. 

� Relationship-driven innovations 
place signifi cant emphasis on mass 
customization as a competency to create 
one-on-one relationships. Today, many 
healthcare organization use sophisticated 
CRM technology to recognize, support, 
and deliver customized messages, 

off erings, and solutions for valued 
customers. But new advancements, 
such as the widespread implementation 
of electronic health records and growth 
in social media communities, off er 
exceptional opportunities to better 
understand and predict the needs of 
patients and customers—and proactively 
design strategies, tactics, and programs 
to stimulate and drive demand. 

 � Market-driving innovations are those 
that reset the rules of competition 
through value innovation. � ey are 
radical, disruptive moves that create 
new markets, transform customers into 
fans, and build such distinct points of 
competitive advantage that they are 
diffi  cult to duplicate. � ink Apple, which 
continually breaks its own sales records, 
having sold more than 1 million units in 
the fi rst 24 hours of the iPhone 4S launch. 
Innovation is the core competency—and 
success comes from developing deep 
insights into core human desires, 
discovering unmet needs, and bringing 
creative, profi table ideas to market. 

Take Action
With the current emphasis on 
transformation, marketing’s role in 
innovation has never been more 
crucial. Successful transformation 
will take a purposeful, comprehensive, 
and integrated approach to better 
understand markets, develop and deliver 
high-quality healthcare services, build 
eff ective business models, and create 
loyal customers. Marketers can help by 
creating a focused, customer-centered 
approach to innovation and developing 
the platforms to drive creative solutions.
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