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84% of health consumers
view digital solutions as
the most effective way to
search for a doctor.
–McKinsey & Company

Introduction
Since the original publication of this popular guide in 2015, the healthcare
landscape has continued to evolve. Patients are more informed about
their healthcare options and have more control over their choices. Like
consumers approach shopping for products and services, patients are
increasingly using the internet to research their healthcare options
and make choices about which providers to use. In fact, 84% of health
consumers view digital solutions as the most effective way to search for
a doctor.1 And when asked about the last time they looked up health or
medical information, 77% of online health consumers say they began with
search engines. 2
These consumer changes are impacting the strategies marketers use to
promote physicians. One strategy being used on hospital websites with
positive results is the inclusion of user ratings and reviews. Research
predicts that by the end of 2017, nearly 60% of healthcare organizations
will have user rating and review functionality on their websites. 3
And the changes in the healthcare landscape do not only concern
consumers; there have also been major changes in the provider
landscape. Because healthcare organizations are now employing more
mid-level providers, and the number of nurse practitioners is expected
to double by 2025, marketers are now promoting these providers in
addition to physicians. 4
Because all of these changes have influenced the way marketers promote
providers, we knew the time was right to update this guide. In this
second edition, we dig deep into the impact of healthcare consumerism
on the changing provider landscape. We consider current, new, and
emerging promotion tactics and what they mean for your marketing mix.
We provide actionable tips for using the web to successfully promote
your providers. Like the first guide, this second edition is packed with
valuable research from thought leaders across the industry, as well as
our own empirical studies.
Specifically, this guide will help you do the following:
• Capture, prioritize, and communicate the goals of your physician (and
other provider) promotion efforts
• Understand the steps patients go through to choose providers
• Develop and implement effective tactics for driving qualified visitors
to your physician profiles
• Create effective physician profiles that convert visitors into patients
• Understand why your website and content management system (CMS)
are critical components of your online physician promotion strategy
Along the way, you’ll see numerous examples of successful physician
promotion in practice as well as discover research that will help as you
create your own strategy for physician marketing.
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Multiple Goals, Different
Priorities
Healthcare marketers are used to having multiple goals and meeting the
priorities of multiple stakeholders. Sometimes, these priorities can even
compete with one another. Some physicians have particular ideas about
how they should perform in organic search results; some have ideas
about where they should appear in your website’s internal site search
results; and others want to help by writing blogs or spinning up their own
social media identities. While all of these competing interests should be
acknowledged and considered, it's important to determine which goals
are most important. The key is to clearly and visibly prioritize them so
you — and your stakeholders — will know where you are going to invest
your time and resources.
Here are some of the most common goals and priorities that today’s
healthcare marketers employ for physician promotion.

Patient Acquisition
Patient acquisition is usually the primary goal. There are two main ways to
bring new patients into the system:
• Marketing directly to the consumer (or the consumer’s caregiver)
• Engaging patients who have selected a primary care provider
(or were assigned one by their insurance provider), but who
have not yet been seen

Referral Marketing
Referral marketing is another way to acquire patients that does not include
marketing directly to consumers. Instead of connecting directly with the
patient, healthcare referral marketing establishes connections between
practices and referring physicians. This can be an extremely effective way
to promote physicians. According to one study, 43% of physicians refer
their patients to physicians who they don’t know well, and 17% refer to
physicians they have never met.5 So it’s no surprise that marketing is often
brought in to develop relationships with referring practices.

Patient Retention
It’s important not to lose sight of patient attrition rates. Even if you succeed
in patient acquisition, losing a large percentage of your established patient
base will make your overall patient volume suffer. Content marketing and
social media marketing efforts are ways marketing teams can help keep
current patients engaged.
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Medical Group Branding
Medical group branding is another common priority for healthcare
marketers, especially because medical partnerships are on the rise. Almost
every day we hear about the formation of new medical partnerships, such
as those between health systems and physician groups. In fact, PwC’s
Health Research Institute described 2016 as the year of “merger mania” in
the healthcare industry, even surpassing 2015, when healthcare deals and
collaborations between hospital and clinician groups broke the records
that were set in 2014.6
As you look at your physician marketing goals, think carefully about
your overall brand strategy, particularly if your team will be rebranding a
medical group, promoting a new provider group, or adding new locations
and providers to your website. Think about your health system brand,
your hospital brand, your medical group brand, and the audiences for
each. For many organizations, leveraging the health system brand makes
sense, but you may have to take an iterative approach to get the medical
groups on board. Regardless of how an organization decides to brand a
medical group, marketers today need to think carefully about strategy so
important components — like keywords or market share — don’t end up
competing with each other.
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The Rise of Healthcare
Consumerism
Today’s consumers are more invested in their healthcare than previous
generations of consumers. One of the biggest drivers of this change is
that patients share more of the cost burden in the healthcare system.
Consider that from 2006 to 2015, the average deductible for employees
with employer-sponsored insurance increased by more than 120%;7 that
consumer choice now has the potential to impact 61% of all healthcare
spending; 8 and that nearly 20 million people are newly insured as a
result of the Affordable Care Act (ACA). 9 So, with more people in the
system, many of whom have more of their own money at risk, consumers
are increasingly careful about their healthcare choices. They research
providers and compare hospitals — they look at cost, access, and
quality — just like they do when deciding on retail purchases. According
to a Deloitte study, 84% of store visitors reported using digital solutions
for shopping-related activities before or during their most recent trip to a
store.10 And, like the retail experience, consumers are increasingly relying
on digital devices — specifically mobile — to research healthcare.
Even for your patients who don’t go online to research healthcare, the
experience provided on your website still can influence where they choose
to get medical care. We’re seeing a rising trend of “teams” of relatives
who do research on behalf of other family members. In other words, the
experience patients’ family members and friends have on your website may
influence the recommendation they give to the end consumer. According
to a Pew Research Center report, half of health information searches are
conducted on behalf of someone else.11
When marketing to consumers, it’s imperative to understand their current
behaviors and preferences. Make every effort to be consumer-centric
because when you know how consumers search for doctors, services,
and hospitals, you can market to them in ways that best meet their needs,
interests, and preferences.

Understanding Consumer Expectations Versus
Organizational Strengths
With consumers having more control over healthcare dollars, it’s important
to evaluate their current expectations of healthcare organizations. And,
because of their increasing reliance on digital solutions to find and
connect with providers, health systems need to meet, and exceed, those
expectations online.
So, what do consumers expect of healthcare organizations? Let’s first
look at what organizations think their consumers want. A recent study
by Kaufman Hall offered some interesting insight into what healthcare
organizations see as their competitive differentiators and what they
perceive as the most important consumer wants and needs (see Figure 1).12
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Figure 1.
Organizational Strengths vs. Consumer Expectations
What Our Consumers Want

Our Competitive Differentiators

1

Accessibility of Care

Quality of Clinical Outcomes

2

Consumer Experience

Availability of Complex Care & Treatments

3

Quality of Clinical Outcomes

Accessibility of Care

4

Value

Geographic Coverage

5

Availability of Complex Care & Treatments

Consumer Experience

Source: https://www.kaufmanhall.com/sites/default/files/2017-State-of-Consumerism-in-Healthcare.pdf

As a healthcare marketer, you probably encounter the disconnect that
exists between what consumers value most in a provider and healthcare
organizations’ perceptions of what consumers value most. Organizations
understand that all of these consumer expectations are important, but
they are sometimes out of sync with what they see as their organizations’
primary competitive strengths. Clearly, there is opportunity to better align
competitive differentiators with consumer preferences. To ensure that
their organizations’ value propositions align with what is most important to
patients, organizations must be more consumer-centric.
Because access to care is a top consumer priority, organizations are trying
to create new ways to expand it. The same Kaufman Hall study found that
organizations commonly use patient portals to give patients more access
to providers, but they are also investing in other solutions including sameday appointments and messaging opportunities between patients and
providers (see Figure 2).13
Figure 2.
New Opportunities for Patient Access
Online patient portal

69%

Same-day appointments

6% 4%

47%

Messaging between patients and providers

35%
34%

43%

Extended hours for diagnostic services

48%

Extended hours for primary care

10%

13%

26%

27%
0%

11%

30%

41%

Virtual visits

6%

18%

42%
20%

Available

30%

40%

Working on it

50%

23%
60%

70%

80%

Not available and not working on

Source: https://www.kaufmanhall.com/sites/default/files/2017-State-of-Consumerism-in-Healthcare.pdf
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90%

100%

Changes in Provider
Employment
In addition to consumer changes, health systems are witnessing changes
in provider employment. Some physicians are leaving solo practices
and single-specialty practices for larger practices or seeking direct
employment with hospitals. This has influenced the way marketing teams
promote services, and also how they establish referral structures.
It’s also important to consider how shifts in non-physician provider roles are
changing the overall patient experience. According to a Bureau of Labor
Statistics report, the projected growth for non-physician clinicians will
exceed the growth of physicians, surgeons, and other general professions
within the next 10 years (see Figure 3).14 Because physical therapists, nurse
practitioners, and physician assistants are now interacting more frequently
with patients, many healthcare marketers are beginning to include them in
their provider promotion strategies.
Figure 3.
Significant Growth Expected for Other Types of Clinicians
Percent change in employment, projected 2014–24
Physical therapists

34%

Nurse anesthetists, nurse midwives, and
nurse practitioners

31%

Physician assistants

30%

Physicians and surgeons

14%

Health diagnosing & treating practitioners

Total, all occupations

17%

7%

Source: https://www.bls.gov/ooh/healthcare/physicians-and-surgeons.htm#tab-6
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Understanding Physician
Qualification, Evaluation,
and Selection
Patients typically engage in two distinct but related processes when
selecting a physician. First, they determine whether the physician is even
a viable option, and then they evaluate the physician based on a set of
secondary criteria (see Figure 4).
Figure 4.
Qualifying and Selecting Physicians
Qualifying Physicians

Secondary Selection Criteria

1.

Do they accept my insurance?

Likability

2.

Do they treat my condition?

Trusted Endorsement

Assess Physician
3.

Do they accept new patients?

Expertise

4.

Are they accessible?

Convenience

Source: Geonetric

Phase 1: Physician Qualification
The first and most important question that non-emergency, insured
patients ask when choosing a physician is whether the provider accepts
their healthcare insurance. After that determination has been made,
patients typically look at several other factors to further qualify the
physician. In general, the main questions they ask are:
• Does the physician treat my specific condition?
• Is the physician accepting new patients?
• Is the physician conveniently located to me and accessible?
Convenience is, of course, a subjective measure, but it's safe to say that,
with the exception of patients who are willing to travel any distance to see
a specialist, most people prefer physicians who are close by. Accessibility
can be a determining factor for certain demographics who will base their
choice of physicians on those who are accessible by public transportation
or those who have weekend appointments because they can’t take time
away from their jobs.
These are only some of the common criteria patients use to qualify
physicians. Some patients consider other factors. For example, oncology
patients often focus on issues relating to diagnosis, second opinions,
surgery, interventional radiology, chemotherapy, and rehabilitation.
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To bring in new patients, marketers
have to understand why people
choose the providers they do.
Phase 2: Physician Evaluation and
Selection Criteria
After patients determine that a physician accepts their insurance and meets
their other primary qualification criteria, they proceed to assess them using
a secondary set of criteria. These secondary criteria are not necessarily
less important than the qualification criteria; rather, where patients use the
former to quickly include or eliminate a physician from consideration, they
use the latter to evaluate which physician is best for them.
As shown in Figure 4, patients use a variety of methods to evaluate
physicians, all of which have ramifications for how marketers effectively
promote their physicians. In order to understand these, we first need to
explore the selection criteria in more detail.
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Familiar Patterns, Fresh
Insights
Recent research on how patients choose physicians reveals the same
trends that we have identified in our work at Geonetric. For example,
when asked to rank multiple factors used for selecting a healthcare
provider, participants in a study conducted by the Associated PressNORC Center for Public Affairs Research overwhelmingly ranked “accepts
insurance” and “experience with the procedure or treatment” as the top
two considerations (see Figure 5). The next most important considerations
mostly concern doctor-patient interactions and doctors’ personality traits.15
Figure 5.
Important Factors When Choosing a Doctor or Healthcare Provider
Accepts your insurance
Experience with procedure/treatment
Impression in face-to-face meeting
Time spent with patients
How long it takes to get an appointment
Helpful staff
Board certified
If prescribed treatments are effective
Disciplinary actions/malpractice
High quality/low cost
Patient rating of provider communication
Length of time in waiting room
Convenient location
Medical school/training
Charges more than other providers
Highly rated on patient review websites
Rated best by local media

Source: http://www.apnorc.org/projects/Pages/HTML%20Reports/finding-quality-doctors.aspx

Determining the Quality of a Doctor
Consider this: Patients say that their impression of a physician in a face-toface meeting is nearly as important to them as the amount of experience
a physician has performing a procedure and/or providing treatment.
They consider helpful staff as important as being board certified, and
more important than both the effectiveness of a physician’s prescribed
treatments and whether the physician has faced disciplinary action or
medical malpractice.
Clearly there’s a lot going on when patients consider a physician, and it often
takes healthcare marketers by surprise.
For a slightly different look at how patients evaluate physicians, let’s see how
they determine if a doctor is “high quality” (see Figure 6).16
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Figure 6.
Most Important Factors That Make a High-Quality Doctor
Listens/attentive
Accurate diagnosis/competence
Caring
Bedside manner/relationship with patient
Knowledgeable
Personality traits
Time with patients
Other
Communication
Accessible
Attention to detail/thorough
Education/training
Experience
Office environment
Medical values/philosophy
Puts patient first
Affordable
Accepts my insurance

Source: http://www.apnorc.org/projects/Pages/HTML%20Reports/finding-quality-doctors.aspx

The most important factor patients consider when assessing the quality
of doctors is whether they listen and are attentive. Again, we see that the
likability factor is very important to patients. It’s shocking, but this quality
is nearly twice as important to patients as an accurate diagnosis. Being
“caring” and having a “good bedside manner” are as important as whether
the physician is “knowledgeable.”
It would be easy to dismiss these findings as an anomaly, but they show
up time and again in research. The common assumption is that patients
evaluate physicians rationally — using the metrics and standards that
healthcare marketers are familiar with — but apparently, they consider soft
skills to be far more important than hard skills.
In fact, many of these same factors correlate with malpractice claims. In
a study on the communication differences between physicians who have
had malpractice claims brought against them and those who have not,
researchers found that physicians who made efforts to educate patients,
who used humor, and who made certain that their patients understood
what they were saying, had fewer malpractice claims brought against them
than those who didn’t.17
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How Patients Choose
Physicians: A Consolidated
Framework
We’ve covered a lot of ground in the last few pages and now it’s time to
pull it all together. Because there’s so much that patients consider when
choosing a physician, we created a framework that consolidates the
physician qualification criteria and the physician selection criteria into one,
easily-referenced visual (see Figure 7).
Once you clearly define and prioritize your goals for physician promotion
and have clearly understood how and why patients choose physicians, the
next step is to apply this information to your physician promotion strategy.
Figure 7.
The Consolidated Framework: How Patients Choose Physicians

Qualifying Physicians for Consideration
Do they accept
my insurance?

Are they accessible?

Do they accept
new patients?

Do they treat
my condition?

Criteria for Selecting Physicians
Am I going to like them?

• Will they really listen
to me?
• Will they spend time
with me?
• Are they friendly?
• Is their staff helpful?
• Do they seem like
a real person?

Do they have a trusted
endorsement?
• Has a family
member, friend, or
current physician
recommended them?
• Are there positive
patient quotes and
endorsements?

Are they good?

• Do their publications
demonstrate their
expertise?

• Do they practice in a
convenient location?

• Do they have relevant
board certifications?

• Do they have
convenient office
hours?

• Do they have positive
ratings or quality
information?

• Will I have to wait long
for an appointment?

• Does their education
suggest expertise?
• How many times have
they performed this
procedure?
• Are they regularly
quoted as an expert by
the media?
• Do they author highquality information
in medical journals,
online, or in traditional
print or broadcast
media?
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Are they convenient?

ATTRACTING
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The Provider Directory
At the core of an effective physician promotion strategy is the online
provider directory. The research we have done on our own client sites
reveals that provider directories are a main source of overall page
traffic. Provider directories account for approximately 25% of overall
page views and 20% of inbound traffic.18
What makes a great provider directory? To begin with, it needs to:
• Be discoverable, searchable, and browsable
• Contain profiles for all of your organizations’ physicians and other
providers (physician assistants, nurse practitioners, and physical
therapists, especially if patients can directly make appointments with
these individuals)
• Have sophisticated filtering capabilities that allow users to easily
search by their priority criteria, and that displays providers by status
(employed vs. non-employed)
• Be scalable in case your organization has future acquisition plans
• Help patients select a physician and take action (typically, by scheduling
an appointment)
For small medical groups and community hospitals, implementing a
provider directory is pretty straightforward. For larger, more complicated
systems, it can become complex, especially when you consider how to
approach the search results order of employed providers, non-employed
providers, affiliated providers, and providers with special privileges.
Providers who have formal agreements, partnerships, or other leadership
roles within your organization sometimes have certain ideas about
where they should appear in online search results. While these ideas
should certainly be considered, the most important consideration is the
experience for the end user of your directory, as well as how you are going
to comply with legal requirements such as Stark Laws.
Here are some tips we’ve learned along the way that will help you create
a user-friendly — and provider-friendly — directory.
• Understand your organization. Have a thorough understanding of
your provider makeup. Reach out to your physician relations team and
to the key providers in leadership positions. This will help you get a
better understanding of your organization’s unique business model
and its physician makeup (e.g., independent vs. employed), and it also
helps you to get those important stakeholders on board early.
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• Always attempt to match your visitor’s query. When a health
consumer searches for a provider, they may search by distance, by
conditions the provider treats, by insurance, or by those who are
accepting new patients. Always attempt to give the visitor the results
that best match their needs.
• Consider structuring search results that are fair. After presenting
the best match, most directories then apply either an alphabetical or
random sort of results. Alphabetizing by the provider’s last name is the
most common, but it's not necessarily the most fair approach. Other
ways to sort results include sophisticated filtering, using different tabs,
and adding panels.

The Directory’s Job: To Connect and
Convert Visitors
To be effective, your provider directory needs to be more than just a list
or index. The provider profiles should be designed to attract visitors and
convert them into patients. Some approaches to this work better than
others. Let’s look at some ways to attract more visitors to your physician
profiles and convert them to patients (see Figure 8).

• Promote physicians throughout
the site
• Make searching for doctors easy

Site Search
& Browse

• Build relationships with patients
Email Marketing

SEO/Organic Search

• Simplify managing physician data

Social Media
Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Blogs & Content
Marketing
Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Physician Directory

Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Recommendations,
Referrals, Word
of Mouth

Content
Cross-Promotion

Physician
Profile

Media Buys &
Traditional Marketing

Other

PPC/Paid
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Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Physician
Profile

Physician-led
Educational Events

If you’re trying to improve physician
promotion but are struggling to
implement the recommendations
in this guide, it may be time
to upgrade to Geonetric’s
VitalSite® Provider Directory. It's a
sophisticated, standalone physician
directory that's explicitly designed
to be a central source of accurate
provider data, including profiles,
public schedules, and more. This
leading provider directory is used by
healthcare organizations around the
country to do the following:
• Increase conversions with
online appointment scheduling

Figure 8.
Physician Directory Promotion Tactics

Service Line
Promotion

Sources for Provider Directories

• Provide data to other systems
with application programming
interfaces (APIs)

Search Engine Optimization
When it comes to online physician promotion, search engine optimization
(SEO) is one of the most frequently used tactics, primarily because 80%
of online health queries begin on search engines.19 So when SEO is done
well, it’s an extremely effective investment that continues to pay dividends
over time.
It’s also something that’s easily visible to physicians who evaluate the
success of your work by performing searches on their own names.
Effective SEO requires more than optimizing profiles for exact-match
searches on physician names. It also requires that physicians’ profiles are
built to perform well for the types of search queries that patients use when
they search for a healthcare provider.
Once you have decided which types of queries you want to optimize for,
the next step is creating (and then maintaining, curating, and governing)
effective content.

Technical SEO Tactics
Beyond offering quality content, there are increasingly sophisticated SEO
tactics you can use to generate results. These include on-page optimization
techniques, traditional link building, off-page optimization, backlink analysis,
and local optimization.

SEO and Your Provider Directory
If you’re in the process of shopping
for a provider directory, be sure
to evaluate its SEO functionality.
The right platform will support
your search engine performance
long after launch. Here’s a list of
baseline requirements that your
provider directory should have:
• Automatic Schema.org
provider markup on all
physicians
• Ability to hand code other
Schema.org markup in the
text editor
• SEO-friendly (and humanreadable) URLs
• A page editor that notifies you
when non-optimal page titles
and meta descriptions are used

Today, organizations are finding success by implementing Schema.org
markup on provider listings. Schema.org markup is metadata that helps
search engines understand the information on web pages and provides
richer search results. As search engines rely more and more on machine
learning, Schema.org will become increasingly important.

• Automatic sitemap XML
generation that includes
provider profile pages
and image resources, and
automatically stays up to date
(without manual intervention)

SEO changes quickly and it’s also getting increasingly complex. While
every healthcare marketing team should have some SEO knowledge, it’s
best to use someone who specializes in SEO, whether they are in-house
or with an outside agency.

• An automatic robots.txt
generator (that's editable)
• Well-formulated HTML that
is valid
• Exceptionally fast page
load time
• Correct implementation
of canonical URLs
• Automatic and manual
page redirects

18

Content Marketing
As the impact of content marketing continues to shape and inform
marketing strategies across industries, it’s also shaping the way that
healthcare marketers promote physicians.
There are many to choose from, but two methods that focus on positioning
the physician as an expert on healthcare issues are currently moving the
needle more than others:
1. Making them available for media interviews. When your physicians

get quoted, make sure to promote these quotes, and the sources in
which they are quoted, across your social media channels.
2. Encouraging and helping your physicians write high-quality content

for publication in medical journals, credible blogs, and local media
like newspapers and magazines.
Not only do these two methods influence a patient’s selection of a
physician, but they also promote your brand and will likely generate
valuable (and legitimate) backlinks for your organization, possibly even
high-quality backlinks directly to the physician’s profile.
When backlinks are created, not only do you enjoy the immediate benefit
of new traffic, you also significantly improve your rankings in organic search
results with the long-term impact of high-quality backlinks to your site.

Blogs and Content Marketing Hubs
Many organizations are seeing the benefits of creating their own blogs and
content marketing hubs. Both are great vehicles for publishing valuable
content on behalf of providers, and if built properly, they have inherent
SEO benefits. Including blogs and content hubs on your site can be an
excellent way to connect your content marketing with your service line and
provider marketing. This provides strategic and navigational advantages.
It also sets the stage for SEO benefits because search engines will be
sending traffic to a single site that has deep, quality content, which in turn
strengthens domain authority.
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Social Media
Chances are the hospital you work for already has an established presence
on Facebook, Twitter, and other social media channels. But does your
hospital use them primarily for brand awareness and other kinds of
promotional work instead of physician marketing?
When used well, social media can be a fantastic tool for physician
promotion. But, to use social media to its full potential, it's essential to have
the direct and consistent participation of the physicians (or their staff who
manage the accounts for them).
If you have a physician who's not interested in this kind of promotion, it may
be that they don’t realize the benefits of social media or understand how it
works. If this is the case, consider holding workshops to show physicians
how social media can attract new patients, introduce them to social media
tools, demonstrate best practices, and explain your social media policies.
If your marketing team isn’t sure where to begin with social media, here are
some tips:
1. Don’t try to establish a presence on every social network. Find the

social media networks that work best for your patients and physicians,
and focus on creating great content for those audiences.
2. Provide useful content. When you provide valuable content and

offer practical information such as quick health tips, it positions the
provider as a source of great information. If you present content that
demonstrates a physician’s expertise, and that shows they have the
warm personality that patients seek, their following will grow, and so
will their patient volume.
3. Reuse content carefully. Before sharing content, pay attention to

the differences in platforms and choose content that plays to each
platform’s strengths and unique audience.
4. Don’t fear negative criticism. Instead, embrace the fact that users

are engaging with your physician on social media. Acknowledge the
response and let the user feel heard.
5. Encourage physicians to separate their professional accounts from

their personal accounts. It’s important for physicians to maintain
separate accounts and not to share the same information on both
(unless it’s appropriate).
6. Encourage physicians to be themselves. Consumers engage more

readily when a physician’s social media presence is authentic and real.
7. Proactively educate your physicians about your organization’s

social media policies, guidelines, and best practices. Not only can
this improve the effectiveness of using social media for physician
promotion, it can also avoid potential problems.
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Pay-Per-Click
Running pay-per-click (PPC) advertising for physician promotion can be
tricky, and for large organizations managing it effectively, even for only
a small fraction of their physicians, can be an impossibly large task. Also,
unlike some marketing efforts, PPC tactics stop returning value as soon
as the budget ends. On the other hand, it can also be more cost-effective
than other tactics. With this in mind and when well executed, PPC can
drive an immediate and significant increase in appointment registrations.
If you’d like to explore PPC, here are some guidelines to get you started:
• Avoid using the physician’s name. As with SEO, sometimes the first
inclination is to optimize ads for exact-match searches on a physician’s
name. It’s usually best to avoid this because most consumers who are
looking for a physician for treatment do not search by names but
by condition and location information. However, there are always
exceptions, so if you have a hunch that running an ad for a particular
query based on a name will return strong results, try it. The ability to
test hypotheses quickly to learn what works and what does not is one
of the greatest strengths of PPC.
• Think conditions, types of care, and location queries. Review the
physician qualification criteria that we included in the consolidated
framework (see Figure 7 on page 18) and look for opportunities that
align with them. For example, when consumers look for physicians,
they are interested in finding those who can treat their conditions
and provide the types of care they seek, are accessible, and
conveniently located.
• Think beyond search. Some people assume that PPC is strictly about
running ads on search engines. But there are many more opportunities
to consider that operate on a PPC model, including retargeting. We’ve
seen success running ads in online forums dedicated to specific
conditions, local support groups, and other internet communities that
accept paid promotion.
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PPC Campaign Attracts
New Patients
Learn how ongoing optimization of
a service line campaign boosted
click-through rates and reduced
cost-per-click for Concord Hospital.
www.geonetric.com/concord

Outsource or Keep It
In-House?
If there’s one thing we’ve seen healthcare marketers struggle with over
the years, it’s trying to decide whether to keep and cultivate PPC and
SEO expertise and execution in-house, or outsource it. Because digital
marketing, particularly PPC and SEO, has become increasingly complex,
many organizations realize that they have to either invest in in-house
specialization or outsource the work.
In Geonetric’s 2017 Digital Marketing Trends in Healthcare Survey, the
organizations that are more successful outsourced more aggressively
in most areas than their average and laggard counterparts. As shown
in Figure 9, 50% of all groups report that they purchase their digital
advertising externally, but respondents from the leading organizations
say that they purchase 76% of their digital advertising externally. 20 If
you decide to outsource your PPC and SEO work, it's important to hire
someone (or a group) with healthcare-specific experience.
Figure 9.
Which do you purchase externally?
Digital advertising
Web development or system integration

76%

57%

50%
52%
49%
49%
48%

Marketing campaigns
Content management system (CMS)

45%

Design

52%

40%

36%
34%

Local search or business
listings management
30%

Customer relationship management (CRM)
Analytics

31%

Writing or editing

30%
31%
28%
28%

Email or marketing automation

38%
34%
36%
41%

41%

41%

28%

15%
13%

Social media
Online strategy

9%
6%

Accessibility compliance
Project management

6%
7%

0%

55%

45%

19%
17%

Content marketing strategy

45%

41%

15%
16%

User experience or usability testing

53%
52%
60%

38%

Search engine optimization (SEO)

Laggard (n=47)

62%

56%

31%

15%

38%

11%

24%

11%

10%

20%

Average (n=88)

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Leader (n=29)

Source: https://www.geonetric.com/digital-strategy/2017-digital-marketing-trends-healthcare-survey
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80%

Content Cross-Promotion
An excellent way to turn your website visitors into patients is with crosspromotion. For example, when a visitor searches for a particular condition,
you can present them with information about physicians who specialize
in treating that condition. This tactic can be an extremely powerful part of
your physician marketing strategy.
But with dozens, hundreds, or thousands of pages on a website, manually
managing cross-promotion is impossible. For this reason, your underlying
website CMS needs to have the ability to automate.
A sophisticated healthcare-specific CMS like Geonetric’s VitalSite® solves
this problem by using a technology called SmartPanels that lets you
easily present related content to site visitors. It uses an automatic content
cross-promotion engine to help convert site visitors into patients by
highlighting related physicians (and service lines, locations, events, etc.) in
relevant content across your site. This means that a visitor reading about
diabetes will see your organization’s related endocrinologists, and visitors
researching weight loss surgery options will see your organization’s
bariatric surgeons.
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Site Information Architecture
and Search
The information architecture (IA) and search experience of your website
needs to support and encourage the ability of site visitors to discover,
browse, and search for physicians.
Part of this is accomplished through content cross-promotion, but there
are a few other critical things to consider as well. One is making sure your
website has an effective IA that ensures the provider directory is only a
click away, regardless of where a visitor is on your site. This may include
a prominent link to “Find a Doctor” in the top-level navigation bar, a link
in a fly-out task menu that shows on every page, and other methods that
ensure that patients can quickly jump to a physician directory from any
page of the site.
Many sites are also experimenting with personalization technology such
as geotargeting, which helps connect visitors to providers and clinics
more dynamically.
And because searching is the most common way that people find
information on the internet, your website’s built-in site search needs to
include physicians related to the search query and provide an effective
means for visitors to focus and refine their search for physicians.
Often the immediate inclination is to focus on shiny, cutting-edge tactics
for getting visitors to your physician profiles. While new techniques can
be extremely effective, you shouldn’t invest in them until your site’s
foundation — including responsive design and user-friendly IA — are
offering an optimized user experience.

One Size Fits … Some
When it comes to tactics that help site visitors browse and find your
physician profiles, specific, one-size recommendations don’t fit all
healthcare organizations. For example, an organization with 25 physicians
needs a different solution than one with 6,000.
An optimal IA and site search experience for your organization must take
into account various considerations to deliver a solution that’s right for you.
Some of the considerations that often come in to play include:
• Number of employed providers
• Number of providers with admitting privileges
• Number of locations
• Geographic spread of locations
• Local and organizational politics
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Examples of Effective IA and Search
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CONVERTING
VISITORS INTO
PATIENTS
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Getting to Conversion
Now that you've captured your goals, obtained an understanding of how
patients choose physicians, and reviewed the many tactics you can use to
drive traffic to your physician profiles, it’s time to focus on identifying the
elements of a physician profile that actually convert visitors into patients.
Don’t underestimate the importance of getting visitors to take action.
The cost of getting it wrong is high; all your efforts to pull traffic to your
physician profiles are a waste if visitors don’t take this step. And, the
benefit of getting it right can be measured in real contributions to your
organization’s bottom line.

Understanding how patients select
physicians is one of the most
important assets in your arsenal.
When it comes to figuring out how your physician profiles can ultimately
bring in patients, understanding how patients select physicians is one of
the most important assets in your arsenal. How well your profile content
helps your site visitors answer their questions has a direct impact on
getting site visitors to take that next step and schedule an appointment. So,
what should you do, specifically? Let’s explore.

Provide Insurance Information
As we mentioned earlier, one of the first questions patients ask about
physicians is, “Do they accept my insurance?” Remember, patients use this
to qualify physicians, so alignment with a patient’s insurance can mean the
difference between being ignored and being considered.
You can accommodate this need for insurance information in a variety of
ways. Some organizations include the insurance plans that a physician
accepts on each physician profile. Others say they accept many insurance
plans. And others encourage visitors to ask about insurance plans when
they schedule an appointment.

Working with Insurance Information
Insurance information can be deceptively complex. It’s not uncommon for
physicians who practice at multiple locations to work with a different mix of
insurance plans at each facility.
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It can be a daunting task to manually keep the matrix of insurance
information accurate and up to date for each profile. This is further
compounded by physicians who practice at multiple locations and
consequently have profiles that appear in multiple places on a website.
How best to coordinate everything?
The best approach is to work with a web vendor who can help you
leverage automation so that the insurance information included on each
profile is populated dynamically, and can even be pulled from other
internal systems of record.
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Provide Maps, Directions,
and Location Information
Because location information is such an important factor for patients
when they qualify and select physicians, be sure to include it in your
provider profiles.
Think beyond merely providing address information. The kind of location
information that patients want includes integrated Google Maps, distance
to the office, and instructions on finding physicians’ offices once they’ve
reached the facility.
Also consider that because some patients can’t drive, information about
accessibility by public transit, senior ride programs, or other transportation
services may be essential for some of the patients you serve.
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Add Convenience Features
We often see office hours listed on location pages, but don’t see them
on physician profiles. This may be a missed opportunity. Patients use
office information when selecting a physician, so make your office hours
visible. And it’s not just office hours you should be promoting. Don’t ignore
opportunities to sell and educate patients on your differentiators.
In the same way that a wait-time indicator may provide the critical
information that helps patients decide which emergency room to choose,
an indication of how long it takes for a physician to see a new patient can
influence whether your physician is selected over the competition. This
notice doesn’t need to be fancy. Depending on the type of practice in
question, a simple line of text saying something like, “Most new patients
are seen within 10 days” can work wonders.
Just make sure that whatever wait-time commitment you make, it's
one your physicians can actually keep. And, of course, make sure the
commitment aligns with the types of services provided by the physician.
A two-week wait may be nothing for patients scheduling routine office
visits or elective surgery, but it can be an eternity for patients with more
emergent issues.
Wait time is only one of many conveniences you can include. Depending
on your market, highlighting the fact that your physicians speak multiple
languages, or that on-site interpreters are available, can mean the
difference between full appointment rosters and empty ones. As a
healthcare marketer, your job is to learn what’s important and make it
visible to patients when they are selecting a physician.
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Accepting New Patients or
Not: What Should You Say?
There are two schools of thought on whether to state on directory profiles
that a physician is or isn't accepting new patients. One school of thought
is that you should indicate both — those who are accepting new patients
and those who are not — because it helps patients evaluate and select
only those physicians who are actually able to see them, as opposed
to making them waste time on physicians they will not be able to see.
Certainly, there's merit to this approach.
The other school of thought is that neither should be indicated. The
thinking is that even when a patient evaluates a physician who isn’t
accepting new patients and attempts to schedule an appointment, the
organization can then redirect the patient to a physician who's taking
new patients. Typically, this situation arises after the patient has taken
the biggest step: scheduling an appointment. Redirecting a patient to an
alternative physician may be more effective than hoping a patient doesn’t
give up when they can’t get an appointment with the physician they want.
Many marketers agree with both approaches, but at Geonetric, we tend
to shy away from recommending that anyone hide critically important
information that patients use to select physicians. If accurate information
about which physicians are accepting new patients is available, and can be
dynamically imported into the physician directory, we like to include it. But
instead of a direct “not accepting new patients,” consider opportunities
to redirect and reframe the patient expectation: “Dr. Smith is currently not
accepting new patients, but she works closely with the other physicians in
the family medicine clinic who can see you quickly.”
The latter approach still provides for a clear call to action while setting an
appropriate expectation.
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Demonstrate Specialty, Skill,
and Expertise
Once patients have found the physicians who treat their respective
conditions, they proceed to evaluate them according to selection criteria,
many of which are based on whether the physicians are “good.” You can help
your physicians shine by including the following information in their profiles:
• Specialty information
• Credentials and certifications
• Advanced training
• Number of procedures performed
• Publications they have authored
• Blog contributions
• Education
• Ratings (where appropriate)
• Quality information (where appropriate)
• Media quotes
• Number of likes
• Recommendations and patient testimonials
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Incorporate Physician Ratings
An important part of an effective physician profile is demonstrating the
physician’s skill and expertise. We outline a number of effective ways to do
this in the previous section, but there’s one increasingly important way of
doing this that deserves further discussion: physician ratings and reviews.
From Amazon to Netflix and beyond, consumers are increasingly
accustomed to seeing ratings on the goods and services they evaluate.
Often these take the form of an iconic star rating system that’s become
the internet’s at-a-glance method of indicating user satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with products and services.
It’s clearly not just for movies and books anymore. Physicians are being
rated and reviewed like everything else. In many cases, these ratings and
reviews are not on your own website, but on third-party sites where you
have little to no control over the content, and where you have to “pay to
play.” To add insult to injury, these third-party physician-rating sites divert
organic search traffic away from your own website and physician profile
pages. But this is to be expected. After all, we know that consumers use
ratings, and they will seek out the sources that provide them, regardless
of where they are.
The number of patients who used online reviews jumped 68% from 2013
to 2014. 21 And our research indicates by the end of 2017, 60% of the market
will have launched ratings and reviews (see Figure 10). 22
Figure 10.
Rate of Adoption of Online Ratings and Reviews
Innovators

Early Adopters

17% Have physician
ratings & reviews

Early Majority

Late Majority

+43% Plan to have
by end of 2017

Source: Geonetric (adapted from Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations framework)
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Laggards

Even if you don't have the advantage of having adopted this technique
when it first started, there’s still incredible benefits to be had by starting
now. Obviously, it meets patients’ needs. According to industry research,
61% of patients use reviews before selecting a provider, 19% use them
after selecting a provider, and 20% have used ratings and reviews to
evaluate their current doctor. 23
In addition to patient experience benefits, implementing ratings and
reviews has numerous search and optimization advantages. If built
correctly, Google will display current rating information in rich snippets
right in search results. And for some organizations, their own ratings
and reviews will outrank reviews from other organizations, such as
Healthgrades or WebMD. Many organizations also see increased
appointment requests. Together with the rating information in your
profile, these kinds of rich snippets drive traffic from organic search,
increase engagement with existing profiles, and ultimately lead to more
appointments with your physicians.
How big of an SEO boost can you expect from adding ratings? While there
are no guarantees, the University of Utah Health Care reports a significant
increase in traffic from organic search since implementing physician
ratings on its website. 24 After investing in ratings and reviews, one of our
clients saw a 55% increase in URLs ranked 1–4 on search results pages. 25
And because research reveals that 77% of patients use search prior to
booking an online appointment, it’s clear that physician ratings are a
potent means of promoting physicians and converting site visitors into
scheduled patients. 26
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Monitoring Physician
Reputations, Correcting
Inaccurate Information,
and Driving Improvement
In many ways, reputation monitoring is a natural extension of physician
ratings. But instead of focusing only on getting physician ratings and
reviews on your physician profiles, reputation monitoring goes further and
helps healthcare marketers address three important areas:
• Sentiment monitoring
• Identity monitoring
• Performance improvement

Sentiment Monitoring
Reputation monitoring solutions can help you survey patients about their
experiences with their physicians and provide a means of publishing these
ratings and reviews to physician profiles.
While some reputation monitoring solutions collect information from
your patients (often via Patient Satisfaction or CAHPS surveys) for you to
review and publish as ratings and reviews on your website, it's important
to remember that regardless of your efforts, patients are reviewing and
rating your physicians on third-party websites and social media channels.
So, even if you have built ratings and reviews into your website, there are a
lot of places online where patients can evaluate and rate your physicians.
It's impossible to manually stay on top of all the possible channels for all
your physicians. Reputation monitoring goes beyond your website’s profiles
and helps you monitor sentiments on all the external channels where
patients are likely to comment on your physicians, clinics, and hospitals.
Think Google My Business listings, Healthgrades, Vitals, RateMDs, Yelp,
Facebook, Angie’s List, social media, and all the rest.
Reputation monitoring tools can help you to promptly investigate and
respond to unhappy customers. While every system has its own unique
features, strengths, and capabilities, you should use one that will alert
you to new comments, ratings, and reviews out in the wild of the internet.
Negative feedback requires not only a timely assessment, but also an
appropriate response. Ignoring negative feedback and letting it sit there
to fester is a surefire way to reinforce the message that, “Our brand, our
doctors, our staff: we don’t really listen or care.”
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Three Steps to Coping with
Negative Sentiment
1. Understand that negative
comments happen. Even your
best physician will get them
from time to time. You can’t
stop them from occurring.
2. Be open to the possibility
that there’s a problem.
A few complaints are
inevitable, but if you see a
trend that negatively affects
your brand, it needs to be
investigated. It may reveal
training opportunities for
your physicians, and expose
other opportunities for you
to drive improvement.
3. Make sure the team
understands its role.
It needs to be clear if the
marketing team is responsible
for responding to negative
sentiment, and if so, what
procedure team members
should follow. For example,
many organizations respond
to unhappy consumers and
encourage them to reach out
to a patient liaison.

Identity Monitoring
Inaccurate information about your providers, your locations, office hours,
schedules, etc. needs to be monitored for accuracy and corrected in a
timely manner.
It's more important than ever to claim your business listings on Google
My Business and keep them up to date. Incorrect information on Google’s
local listings graph can cause patients to go to the wrong place for their
appointments and call the wrong numbers to schedule visits. This hurts
the patient experience, and ultimately your brand, especially if the patients
decide to leave unfavorable reviews as a result.
Now, imagine you have hundreds of physicians in your organization, many
of whom practice at multiple locations. How do you monitor the Google
Knowledge Graph information for each of them? Then, multiply this
problem across all social media channels and third-party sites that may
contain incorrect office hours, phone numbers, and address information.
Without reputation monitoring, you can’t even begin to identify all the
various problems — much less address them. The right reputationmonitoring tools and services will not only help you correct misinformation,
but also stay ahead of problems and fix existing ones, once they have
been identified.

Performance Improvement
The negative physician ratings and reviews you collect on your sites
and those on third-party sites may very well reveal opportunities for the
physicians and office staff to improve. Certain behaviors may have to
change in order to drive the types of reviews that attract patients and
reflect well on your brand. If you dismiss negative responses, you’re
missing a valuable opportunity to improve.
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Humanize the Physician
One of the most important ways to optimize physician profiles is to make
sure the physicians are humanized. That is, make sure physician profiles
include information not only about their expertise and office hours, but also
about their unique personality, their warmth, and the type of care a patient
is likely to receive from them.
This means moving beyond the lists of academic degrees, certifications,
and professional society memberships. Certainly, those achievements are
all important information to include in a provider’s profile because they
show expertise and inspire confidence, but many patients want to know
even more about the provider who’ll come to know them on an intimate
and personal level.
The likability factors we discussed earlier, such as bedside manner,
listening skills, and a sense of caring, are some of the top criteria patients
use to evaluate a doctor. An engaging, well written biography that portrays
a relatable human being is part of the likability factor and an important
component of every effective physician profile.

Interviewing Your Providers
To write profiles that will help prospective patients get to know your
providers, ask the doctors the following questions:
• How do they approach care: are they efficient, straightforward, do
they want to make patients feel comfortable and secure?
• Why did they decide to enter medicine and why did they choose
their specialty?
• What do they find rewarding about being a doctor?
• What can patients expect during an appointment?
• How do they spend their free time (e.g., family activities, hobbies,
or community involvement, and especially, any activities that tie into
health, wellness, or medical care)?

Writing Provider Profiles
A well-rounded provider profile includes both professional and personal
information. The provider’s professional information should include the
following essentials:
• Specialty
• Conditions treated
• Insurance plans accepted
• Academic degrees and certifications
• Honors and awards
• Professional experience
• Clinical interests
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Personal information (which you will determine by asking the questions
listed above) doesn’t fit neatly into a bulleted list. Write this content in
narrative style, taking care not to repeat professional information. Include
content that wouldn’t be on a CV. If it matches your organization’s voice
and tone, use the word “I” instead of “Dr. Johnson” and “you” instead of
“the patient” to make users feel like the provider is talking directly to them.
Professional photos and videos also help convey the provider’s personality.
If you use videos, try to include a transcript and/or manually written
captions to make the content accessible to a wider audience. Captioning
can also make the videos more shareable on social media, where videos
sometimes auto play without sound.

38

Provide a Clear Call to Action
You’ve invested in understanding how patients select physicians, and
in tactics to bring patients to your physician profiles, and optimizing the
profiles so they speak to the criteria patients use to qualify and evaluate
physicians. But if you don’t close the loop with a clear call to action, you
risk wasting all of these efforts.
An effective physician profile needs to help patients take action by
scheduling an appointment. It may seem obvious, but it’s a fundamental
step missed by a surprising number of organizations.
Here are some ways to encourage patients to take action:
• Help patients schedule an appointment over the phone using
trackable phone numbers that can tie the call back to the web.
• Help patients start the scheduling process online. Typically, this is
accomplished by adding a prominent “Schedule an Appointment”
button that's connected to a form. Even if patients can’t actually
schedule an appointment online, you can use this kind of a button to
good effect when it’s connected to a form and your office can follow
up on the appointment request. However, this tends to be easier
said than done because there can be multiple appointment options
for each provider: patient type (current patient, non-patient, new
patient), appointment type (annual physical, sick visit), and location
(for providers that practice at multiple locations).
• Give patients the option to make their own appointments online. Many
organizations are successfully doing this for current patients . Leading
organizations are embracing open scheduling for new patients. We
anticipate that in the near future, open scheduling will be the norm,
especially considering that there are industry surveys reporting that
80% of consumers prefer providers with online scheduling — and 67%
of those same respondents would choose online scheduling over a
convenient location.27
Regardless of which call-to-action solution you choose, it’s important to
think through all of the possible options and to choose the ones that are
most effective for your patients.
Generally, you want to help patients complete a transaction without
having to switch media. If they're reading a profile online, allow them to
schedule an appointment online as well. But recognize that not all patients
are equally comfortable with online transactions. In some cases, patients
who rely on online resources when researching physicians would rather
schedule an appointment by phone. In other cases, patients researching
physicians on their phones may prefer to schedule the appointment from
their desktops instead of trying to complete a form on their phone. For
these reasons, consider using clickable phone numbers that also track the
origin of the calls.
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Not all organizations offer an appointment-scheduling feature on their
sites, so including it on yours can give you a competitive edge. In our
recent survey, less than 40% of respondents indicated they currently have
appointment scheduling on their site, and over 30% indicate they will be
adding it in the next 12 months. 28
It’s also important to think about moving beyond online appointment
forms and toward real-time scheduling. It won’t be long until “make an
appointment” features will be common in local business listings. In fact,
Google has been beta testing the feature for a couple of years now. 29
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Connecting Provider
Promotion to Revenue
Physician marketing is a growing and changing discipline. This guide is
designed to give today’s healthcare marketers an understanding of how
consumers select doctors and how to use that knowledge to connect,
engage, and ultimately convert them into patients.
But the conversation doesn’t end here. Actually, this is where the
conversation begins.
There are much broader industry trends on the horizon that will soon
impact provider promotion, particularly concerning systems integration. Do
you have plans to integrate your customer relationship management (CRM)
and your website? According to our research, around 25% of organizations
plan to integrate CRM and their websites in the next 12 months. 30
Take steps now to connect the provider promotion work you do today
to its future downstream revenue. What’s a new patient worth at your
organization? How many new patients do your digital solutions bring in a
year? Find out and you’ll be armed with impressive data that proves digital
tools are essential components of provider promotion and that marketing
can be a significant contributor to top-line revenue generation.
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