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The Marketing Imperative
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer
The current health and human service landscape
is being shaped by the ‘end’ of the pandemic
period and its lingering effects, high inflation rates
and higher wage rates, and new competition. To
navigate through the year ahead to longer-term
sustainability requires a good strategy, metricsbased management, financial strength, and a more
pronounced focus on a broader range of marketing
competencies than ever before.
The reason for the increasing importance of
marketing is driven by the new competition. More
and expanded retail health, for-profit private equitybacked provider organizations, and changing health
plan relationships with the service delivery system.
All of these are changing consumer expectations
of service delivery and shifting the opportunities
for referrals and reimbursement in heatlh plans
(for more, see my closing remarks from our recent
institute, Navigating The Future In Three Steps.)
The retail side has seen some recent big
developments—but really a continuation of a fiveyear evolution of retail health care (see The Retail
Health Effect). Amazon recently acquired One
Medical (see Amazon To Acquire Primary Care
Provider One Medical For Almost $4 Billion). CVS
announced their pending purchase of home-based
primary care provider organization, Signify (see
CVS To Buy Signify Health For Nearly $8 Billion).
Humana and United Healthcare/Optum have
purchased organizations in the home care and
behavioral health space—along with the recent
announcement of United’s partnership with Walmart
to deliver “value-based care” (see Walmart Enlists
Unitedhealth Group For 10-Year Value-Based Care
Partnership).
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These types of developments meant that existing
health and human service organizations will need
an enhanced focus on marketing to maintain
their current market share and revenue. But most
executive teams will need to expand their thinking
about marketing. It involves adjusting service lines,
pricing, customer service acquisition, and promotion
to achieve revenue goals and other market-related
objectives. Currently, health care organizations
(including insurers and provider organizations)
currently spend a little less than 3% of revenue on
marketing (see The CMO Survey: Managing Digital
Marketing Returns, Privacy, and Climate Impact, The
28th Edition of The CMO Survey, February 2022).
That investment will likely need to increase over the
next two years.
In the months ahead, executive teams of behavioral
health and primary care provider organizations will
need to compete more and position themselves as
a health plan partner—and marketing is the tool
to do just that. When an organization sees their
revenues decline, the first request of the executive
team should be “Show me your marketing plan.”
This is the overarching set of strategies and tactics
to generate revenue.
Many health and human service organizations have
marketing plans that are incomplete—often focused
on a few aspects of marketing like charitable giving
or communication or branding. In this issue of the
OPEN MINDS Management Newsletter the focus is
on best practice marketing plans. Marketing planning
goes hand-in-hand with planning for mergers and
acquisitions as the two paths for organizational
growth. (For more on mergers and acquisitions, see
Acquire Or Be Acquired: The OPEN MINDS Guide
To M&A and Making Mergers Work). Marketing
plans are the strategy for organic growth of an
organization’s revenue.
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In the article, How To Develop A Winning Marketing
Plan, my colleague and executive editor of the
management newsletter Joe Naughton-Travers,
presents the five critical phases to building a
marketing strategy for your organization—from
objectives to strategy to budgeting and tactical
planning. The article outlines the components of
marketing plans. The article Six Tips For Online
Marketing covers issues related to online marketing.
Lastly, I review the David Garvin’s strategic quality
model and its role in defining value in a health and
human service marketing strategy in Focus On The
Value Equation In Marketing.
Throughout this newsletter, you’ll see one common
theme—the importance of thinking about marketing
in a new way—as an investment in growth and not
just a cost. To “do marketing right” is to invest the
time in “best practice marketing planning.”
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How To Develop A Winning Marketing Plan
By Joe Naughton-Travers, Ed.M., Executive Editor, Management Newsletter
In the last two newsletters, I’ve focused on mergers
and acquisitions (M&A) as a growth strategy for
provider organizations (see Acquire Or Be Acquired:
The OPEN MINDS Guide To M&A and Making
Mergers Work). But M&A is only one method of
growing your overall revenues. The other is from
organic or internal growth, by the expansion of your
organization’s own operations. So, how do you plan
for and grow internally? This month I’ll detail how to
plan for the organic growth—that is, how to develop
a winning marketing plan.
To begin, I like to start with ensuring we agree that
there is a difference between marketing and sales.
Over the years, some of my clients have a habit of
equating the marketing of services with the selling
of services. However, these two activities have quite
different focuses.
The marketing of services is the communication
strategy to prospective purchasers and users of a
service about the types and benefits of services
offered and where to receive them. Sales is the
process of getting a commitment to purchase the
services. This may be the result of a successful
proposal to a major purchaser or payer or to an
individual client that is seeking your services.
Marketing supports sales, but marketing is not sales.

Strategy & Marketing
My clients are often tempted to dive right into
developing a marketing plan, but without a
measurable strategic plan there is no foundation
for your marketing plan. There are four critical
market-related decisions that must be made as
part of the strategic planning process to provide
needed direction and clarity for the development of a
successful marketing plan.
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1. Overall organizational vision, mission, and
positioning
2. Markets to pursue
3. Service lines to offer
4. Revenue and return required for each service
line
#1. Overall Organizational Vision, Mission &
Positioning
A critical component of the strategic planning
process is the clarification of your organization’s
overall mission, vision, and positioning in the
marketplace. In the strategic planning process, you
review your organization’ core mission and vision
considering the current environmental and market
trends, conduct a frank analysis of your service line
performance and other internal factors, and then
develop strategic objectives and an action plan to
make them happen.
In addition to confirming your vision and mission,
you should determine your current and desired
market positioning. Positioning is an organization’s
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#4. Revenue & Return Required For Each Service
Line
Lastly, the strategic plan and the related budget
and operational plans should specify the revenue
and return required for each service line. As part
of your planning and budgeting process, you will
clarify which service lines will operate profitably (and
at what margin), and which must be subsidized by
other revenues generated by other service lines.

image or identity in the minds of the target customer
for its products and services. For example, is your
desired positioning that of the lowest cost provider
of services? Perhaps it’s as a niche provider who
has a very defined specialty. The positioning
provides clarity to the messages that you will want to
communicate in your marketing plan.
#2. Markets To Pursue
Next, the strategic plan should provide clear
decisions about which markets to pursue. The
selected markets are often a combination of existing
markets and potential new market opportunities.
What consumer market segments are you planning
to serve? This description will likely include your
target consumer demographic, behavioral health and
other health conditions, geographic location, and
payer/insurance status. Your target customer group
may be children and youth with severe mental illness
in the state of Virginia, most of whom will have
Medicaid as a payer.

These four factors are the basis of what needs to
be communicated in your winning marketing plan.
They define what services you intend to offer to what
target population, how you are going to position (and
differentiate) your organization from competitors, and
what financial parameters (revenue and profitability)
are needed.

A Five-Phase Process For Developing
Your Marketing Plan
The OPEN MINDS team has developed a “tried
and true” five-phase approach to building a
marketing strategy that works for any organization.
These five critical phases provide the needed
direction and clarity for the development of a
marketing plan. These phases begin with having
the right organizational strategy in place. From
there, an organization dives into the details of
market research, setting goals and objectives, and
implementation of the plan itself. The five phases
are:
1. Phase 1: Develop Marketing Objectives Based
On Your Strategic Plan
2. Phase 2: Conduct Market Analysis To
Understand Your Customers & Competitors

#3. Service Lines To Offer

3. Phase 3: Develop Your Marketing Strategy

Additionally, your plan should clarify what services
you plan to offer to the target customer—your
organization will offer residential, day treatment, and
home-based services of the children and youth in
Virginia with severe mental illness.

4. Phase 4: Build A Tactical Marketing Plan
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5. Phase 5: Implement Your Marketing Plan
Before I cover these five phases, I want to preview
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the “structure” of the marketing plan components
to help you better understand where I’m leading
you. So, let’s clarify my use of the terms marketing
objectives, initiatives, tactics, and steps:
•

•

Marketing Objectives—These are the “goals”
of the marketing plan and are usually revenue
targets but can be other metrics—all of which are
measurable.
Marketing Initiatives—These are the initiatives
or strategies describing HOW you will achieve
the marketing goals (i.e., hit the revenue targets)
•

Marketing Tactics—These are the WHAT
question—what actions you are going to take
for each marketing initiatives to make them
happen. There should be one or more tactics
for each marketing initiative.
•

Steps and Workplans—These are the
detailed steps and workplan (including a
timeline and staff assignments) for each
of the marketing tactics.

Phase 1—Develop Marketing Objectives
Based On Your Strategic Plan
As I’ve described above, your marketing plan is
routed in your strategic plan and related budget.
The first phase of developing the marketing plan is
to define the marketing objectives. The marketing
objectives always include one or more revenue
targets, but include other categories of objectives,
examples include:
•

Completing market research for developing
a new service line and deciding whether to
proceed.

•

Launching a new service and reaching a target
volume

•

Changing a payer revenue mix

•

Achieving grant or charitable awards

Keep in mind that your marketing objectives
must be quantifiable. “Growing our outpatient
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service revenues” is a poor marketing objective,
but “increasing our outpatient revenues from $2
million per year to $10 million within two years” is a
good one because it is quantifiable. Here are some
other marketing objective examples based upon the
categories above:
•

Increasing overall organizations revenues from
$45 million to $75 million annually within three
years.

•

Growing adult family care service revenues from
$800,000 to $2 million annually by the end of the
fiscal year.

•

Completing the market research and feasibility
analysis for school-based day treatment services
and make go or no-go decision by January of
next year.

•

Launching our CCBHC model and serving over
200 clients within the first three months.

•

Increasing health plan revenues from 5% to 15%
of total revenue mix within two years.

•

Receive $250,000 in grant awards for funding
day treatment program start-up and increase
annual charitable funding from $50,000/year to
$100,000/year within two years.

Phase 2—Conduct Market Analysis
To Understand Your Customers &
Competitors
In Phase One, you’ve answered the first key
question: What are your marketing objectives? Put
simply, in Phase Two, you are answering these
questions:
•

Who are current and potential customers
for services, and what do they want? (Keep
in mind that customers include not only the
individuals and families that you may serve, but
health plans and other payers, referral sources,
etc.)

•

Who is your competition for customers, and
what is their positioning and reputation in the
marketplace?
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To answer these questions, you need to conduct
both an internal and external market analysis to help
you understand your market, potential customers,
and competitors. There are three components to this
market analysis phase:
•

Service Line Description & Analysis

•

Analysis Of Market & Customers

•

Competitor Analysis

Service Line Description & Analysis
Services and service lines are the building blocks
of the marketing plan, and the plan should include
a listing and description of all your organization’s
service lines. This provides clarity and detail about
what services you offer so that you can compare
them with demand and competition. Service
descriptions should include the following:

image and positioning in the market. How is your
brand perceived? Additionally, you are looking to
clarify how customers define quality and value,
as it may be different from what you think.
2. How much are customers willing to pay for
services? Acceptable price points should be
outlined in detail. For payers, there will likely be
standard fee-for-service rates for some services.

•

Operational description of the service

•

Target markets and customers

•

Pricing or payment structure

•

Your unique selling proposition (USP) and
marketing positioning

•

Sales/pricing history, by customer type

•

Historical/current marketing strategy and tactics

What trends are influencing the market
currently? Shifts in financing, service delivery
structure, legislation, or consumer movements
should be included in your market analysis. Is the
demand for specific services changing? Are there
payment models preferred by health plans and other
payers?

•

Operational, clinical, and financial performance

Competitor Analysis

Analysis Of Market & Customers
This component of Phase Two is focused on
answering these more detailed questions about
customers and the market overall:
1. Who are our customers, and what do they
want? This includes both purchasers and
consumers in the definition of “customers” and
provides an assessment of your organization’s
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The last component of Phase two is to identify
and evaluate your competitors by service line.
Competitors are organizations that vie for the same
resources within a given market or offer a competing
philosophy. E.g., what provider organizations
in your market are competition for consumers
seeking outpatient mental health services? And
why would customers pick a competitor versus your
organization or visa versa? The steps in conducting
this competitor analysis are:
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Your marketing initiatives could include developing
new services, new value propositions and
features for current services, and/or new pricing
or reimbursement models. This is managing your
service line portfolio, market positioning, unique
selling propositions, messaging, and more. And
much like your strategic plan has high level
objectives accompanied by initiatives or tactics
and timelines to accomplish them, so does your
marketing plan. The development of your marketing
initiatives and high-level tactics flows directly into
Phase Four where you build the tactical marketing
plan itself and its budget. (There is often a bit of back
and forth between these two phases of developing
the plan where the right fit between strategies and
tactics and budgets is found.)

1. Identify current and potential competitors and
customers of the same services through market
research
2. Describe competitor’s services and perceived
benefits relative to your own services (brand
perception and market positioning)
3. Estimate competitor pricing and/or payment
model

But before I dive into more details about Phase Four,
I’d like to give an example of some components of
a marketing plan for a fictional children’s service
provider. Download “Example Of Marketing
Planning.”

4. Estimate competitor market share
5. Analyze the competitor research and discuss
potential market strategies for each competitor.

Phase 3—Develop Your Marketing
Initiatives & High-Level Tactics

Phase 4—Build A Tactical Marketing Plan

At this point in the marketing plan development
process, you’ve accomplished two things: defining
quantifiable marketing objectives and gaining a
deeper understanding of customers and competitors.
At the heart of the marketing plan is the outline of
the marketing initiatives and tactics to be used to
achieve the organization’s marketing objectives
(revenue goals). The question here is quite simple:
What initiatives do you need to undertake to
achieve your marketing goals? In this Phase, you
detail those initiatives you’ll undertake to accomplish
your marketing objectives.
Keep in mind that is can be easy to muddle the
distinction between marketing initiatives and
marketing tactics. As I defined previously, initiatives
are HOW you are going to achieve your marketing
goals, and tactics are WHAT actions you’ll take to
accomplish those initiatives.
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In Phase Four, you are answering the main
questions that need answered in any marketing
plan: What is your detailed plan for achieving
the marketing goals and how much will it cost?
The detailed plan includes initiatives and high-level
tactics you identified in Phase Three as well as the
steps, assignments, and timelines for each tactic.
First, begin with your sales and revenue forecast
(the most-read section of the marketing plan!)
Forecast your sales by service (monthly for the first
year and quarterly thereafter). Then use this timeline
to lay out all the tactics and steps for each marketing
initiative and then create a marketing budget to
match your plan.
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One of the most common questions we get at
OPEN MINDS is, “How much should you spend on
marketing?” The answer—as much as you need
to achieve your goals—but no more. It is all about
math. Start with your revenue targets, build that
detailed plan for the tactics and steps for each of
the marketing initiatives. Then budget based upon a
realistic picture of the costs associated with all those
marketing tactics—including the cost of labor to
implement the tactics and track progress over time.
You will need to plan how many staff you’ll need to
complete the tactics and accomplish the marketing
objectives, what they’ll do, and who they’ll report to.
Marketing staff positions may include the following:
•

An executive responsible for marketing (all
revenue generating activities), marketing
planning, and management of marketing tactics

•

A marketing assistant—administrative
responsibilities

•

Other functions and staffing levels are
dependent on organizational size and the depth
of tactical plans:
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•

Contract competition—RFPs and grants

•

Referral generation—business to business
(B2B)

•

Referral generation—business to consumer
(B2C)

•

External communications:
•

Brochures

•

Advertising

•

Website and social media

•

Press management

•

Political advocacy

•

Public relations

•

New service line development

•

Fundraising and donations (non-profits only)
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Keep in mind that marketing budgeting is an iterative
process. Use a zero-based budget approach to
developing your marketing budget for all the tactics,
staffing, and other expenses (i.e, start with a zero
dollar budget and justify all expenses.) There are
usually a few versions of tactical plans and budgets
until there is agreement on the marketing investment
and the expected return on investment. At the end of
Phase Four, you have a detailed action plan and a
budget to go with it.

Phase 5—Implement Your Marketing Plan

•

If you’ve never had a marketing plan and have
few, if any, business development staff, you
may need to start small, but you’ll still need a
marketing plan with strategies and tactics and a
budget to go with it.

The most important piece of advice I have for
organizations as they embark on the marketing
planning process is to remember that strategy and
marketing cannot be separated in a competitive
market. When done correctly, marketing should be
another tool used to implement and support your
organization’s strategic goals.

So now you have your winning marketing plan!
Phase Five is the process of implementing your
well-constructed plan. Make certain to include in
your implementation plan performance metrics to
measure success—both process metrics related
to the initiatives and tactics themselves as well
direct measurement of progress towards the overall
marketing goals and revenue targets. And, as with
managing all good plans, adjust your tactics if
needed along the way if you are not progressing to
your marketing goals.
Marketing plans are like all good business plans.
They clarify what you are trying to achieve
(objectives), what actions will accomplish this
(initiatives), and what the plan is for making it all
happen (tactics, steps and budget). In summary,
I’d like to highlight a few final points about building
and implementing a winning marketing plan for your
organization:
•

Your marketing plan is not merely the broad
direction and hope of achieving your revenue
targets. It is a detailed, researched plan to make
them happen.

•

There should be clear accountability for the
“top-line” in your organization. What individual is
responsible for achieving the revenue targets?
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Six Tips For Online Marketing
By Joe Naughton-Travers, Ed.M., Executive Editor, Management Newsletter
Online marketing is no longer cutting edge—it is
best-practice marketing that leverages the webbased channels that are now used by 307.2 million
consumers in the United States. As of 2022, 91.8%
of the total U.S. population accessed the internet—
approximately 84% (281.5 million) through a mobile
device. In 2026, this figure is projected to amount to
over 303.6 million mobile internet users (see Internet
Usage In The United States—Statistics & Facts).
What should your online marketing plan investment
look like? Here are OPEN MINDS’ six key tips:
1. Invest in a website that works for every person
and every device
2. Tailor your website content and voice to your
target audience

#2 Tailor Your Website Content & Voice To Your
Target Audience

3. Invest in search engine optimization (SEO)

Content is the information your website provides,
and the voice is how it provides it. It’s not just your
written copy either, as anything that communicates
knowledge to a visitor (like images or videos) must
be managed to the same standard. Good content
should be engaging, relevant, and appropriate for
the audience. But deciding on these two things
means first following a few simple steps.

4. Participate in the conversation about your
organization on third party channels
5. Develop an online reputation management and
brand optimization strategy
6. Curate your social media
#1 Invest In A Website That Works For Every
Person & Every Device

1. Identify each of your target audiences
(consumers, payers, stakeholders, etc.)

Websites act as your 24/7 communications tool and
an important “front door” to the organization, so it’s
important that you have an engaging site with a
“responsive web design.” Responsive web design
is an approach of coding a website in such a way
that it provides an identical and/or optimal viewing
experience across all device types and screen sizes.
And responsive websites ensure that your target
customers are able to find you, see you, and get
your message the way you intended.
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2. Identify the information most valuable to that
audience
3. Decide the best way to present that information.
Remember, to do this successfully you must
understand your target audiences, how they use the
internet, and the resources they want or need via
the web. Your tone, communication style, and online
services will need to be adjusted for a consumer
base that also includes payers and community
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stakeholders. Build your online marketing tactics to
address the most important audiences first.

#4 Participate In The Conversation About Your
Organization On Third Party Channels

#3 Invest In Search Engine Optimization

Develop a schedule and strategy to monitor how
customers are talking about your organization
online. This means monitoring performance rating
websites, consumer review websites, common
forums, and blogs.

In May 2022, Google.com was the leading website
in the United States. The search platform accounted
for over 19% of desktop web traffic in the United
States. When seeking information about products or
services, nearly every user employs a search engine
like Google and very few searchers ever go past
the first page of search results. Your organization’s
position on search engine results gives your target
customer an immediate impression of where you
rank in comparison to alternative options. And if your
website doesn’t show up on the first page of search
results for the main keywords associated with your
services, the impression is that you don’t exist.
Your SEO efforts should focus on four practices:
1. Accessible, high-quality content: This will
include unique text content, recognizable URL
structure, internal link architecture, sitemaps, and
server response codes.
2. Keyword research and targeting: Your team
should brainstorm the words and phrases that
your organization wants and focus titles, metatitles, URLs, and text on those words.
3. Link building: This means designing scalable,
content-based link strategies. With more
inbound and outbound links, search engines will
recognize the popularity of your website based
on the number and reputation of pages linking to
it, thus increasing your website reputation in time
4. Social connections: Through the combined
effects of on-site consumer engagement, social
media, and viral marketing, you can raise
your search rankings. Key tasks here include
increasing your following, negotiating external
inbound links, optimizing your updates the
same way you optimize your website content,
and encouraging sharing between social media
outlets.
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The goal is two-fold—community marketing and
“influencing the influencers.” Communicating through
(and managing) online communities can provide big
benefits simply because it means that organizations
can have an online presence that can serve as an
office that is never closed, but only if there is an
“always on call” mentality to support those online
efforts. And participating in online conversations
can work for you by persuading consumers to form
positive opinions, and that in turn influences other
consumers. The goal is to make sure you are known
online and that the online conversation is a positive
one.
#5 Develop An Online Reputation Management &
Brand Optimization Strategy
Actively monitor the websites that are most utilized
by your target audiences. It might make sense to
ignore negative comments and reviews, but those
will only strengthen the negative effect they have
on your online brand. Set up “Google Alerts” for
key terms, names, and services so you are notified
when they are being mentioned on less important
channels. If you find a negative review, respond
quickly if your reputation is being damaged, respond
appropriately and refute false claims—but don’t
make the situation worse by engaging in back-andforth battles
Additionally, be proactive about improving your
performance on these key channels. Take steps to
improve ratings, start positive conversations about
your organization, and engage with your target
audience members.
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#6 Curate Your Social Media
It’s also a good investment to optimize your social
media presence. Did you know that YouTube and
Facebook were the second and third most popular
websites in the U.S. in May 2022, based on share
of visits? Leverage these powerful social media
platforms.
Pack these pages full of the content that has value
and is interesting to your audience. Each social
network is unique, with a different set of users,
so you’ll need to account for this in your planning
and management of your social media presence.
Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and YouTube are the
four most widely used and effective social media
options for your organization’s online presence.
As a final note, keep in mind that your online
marketing initiatives should be held to the same
standards as those in traditional media. They
should assist in the expansion of relationships
with the existing customers through consistent
dialogue, engage new customers, and increase your
organization’s brand awareness.
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Focus On The Value Equation In Marketing
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer
Marketing matters more now than ever as part of a
sustainability strategy for health and human service
organizations. Why? The health and human service
field has, over time, moved from an economic model
resembling local utilities to a national competitive
model. And, that competition is focused on value
to the customer—the payer, the health plan, the
consumer, and/or the caregiver, depending on your
organization—vs. the quantity of services provided.
That’s where marketing comes in. Many executives
think of marketing as “selling.” But “sales” is only
one tactical element of marketing. Marketing is
the business discipline that links producer and
consumer. By definition, marketing is a “process by
which individuals and groups obtain what they need
and want through creating, offering, and exchanging
value with others.” My favorite management
consultant, Peter Drucker, framed it best—“The
aim of marketing is to know and understand the
customer so well that the product or service fits him
and sells itself.” His view is that the aim of marketing
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is to make selling superfluous. Ideally, marketing
should result in a customer who is ready to buy.
This is a very different view of marketing. Most
health and human service organizations have
structures that support various marketing tactics,
field-based referral teams, public relations, a
webmaster, and a communications office. But, to
get the most from any of these tactical marketing
investments, an organization’s marketing strategy
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needs to be an integral part of organizational
strategy—driving all tactical investments with a
clear purpose, a well-defined goal, and measurable
outcomes. Sound familiar?
So how do health and human service organizations
embrace the marketing concept—the philosophical
approach that strategy should focus on the needs
of customers and how to satisfy those needs better
than the competition? The key is in the definition and
answering three simple questions:
1. How well is your organization satisfying the
needs of your current and future customers,
and what is your perceived value to these
customers?

The concept of value is fundamental to health
and human service marketing strategy. In a more
commodity or utility-like market, value is the
same as price. But in the increasingly competitive
market, there are a range of price points for
similar services—dependent on clinical outcomes,
accessibility, consumer experience, brand
perception, and much more. The marketing strategy
issue is figuring out this “value equation” for each
service line.
Performance Measurement & Management

2. How well do competitors meet the needs of your
current and future customers, and what is their
perceived value to customers compared to your
service?
3. How well does your organization differentiate its
value to customers—what separates you from
the competition?
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The Value Equation

To manage the value equation of each service line,
executives need the ability to measure and manage
organizational and service line performance.
The challenge for managers in many health and
human service organizations is the lack of realtime performance metrics—in a format that permits
managers to shape organizational performance.
Lack of performance measurement is a handicap for
marketing strategy development.
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Competitive Service Offerings
While the challenge of knowing and managing your
own organization’s performance is a complicated
lift, benchmarking your performance against your
competitor’s performance is tricky. I want to share
a few keys to successful competitive intelligence
gathering and positioning.
First, identify competitors by service line—comparing
a specific service in a specific market segment on
a head-to-head basis. Organizational comparisons
are useful for context, but it’s the service line
comparisons that should drive decision-making. And,
don’t neglect nontraditional competition—from retail
clinics, health system specialty programs, online
delivery systems, and more.
Second, the best source of competitive information
is from the customers themselves. I like in-depth
interviews with payers, health plans, and referral
sources. You can use more broadcast survey models
for consumers and caregivers. But the competitive
information needs to be specific to a service—ask
customers what service they prefer and why; ask
how much they pay or will pay (though the response
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to this question is not robust); and ask what they wish
they had in the service.
Third, for key competitor organizations, you want to
keep updated profiles of services lines, geographic
service areas, pricing, customers, partnerships and
more. This information is the foundation of managing
service line performance, of service development, and
of competitive market positioning for communication
and advertising.
Using Strategic Quality In Marketing Strategy
With competitive positioning information in hand,
the big question for executive teams is what to do
with it. The first question to answer is, What service
lines are most in danger of loss of market share due
to competitive threats? And, can your team reframe
current services or develop new services to meet
those competitive threats and keep/gain market share?
Finally, is that effort to reframe the current services or
develop new services worth the investment? Or would
the executive attention, time, and money be better
invested in a different direction?
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For thinking about market positioning, I like David
Garvin’s strategic quality model. According to Mr.
Garvin, “quality is not simply a problem to be solved,
it is a competitive opportunity.” By looking at quality
as a means of pleasing customers, rather than a
defensive or burdensome function, an organization
can develop a strategic quality niche. The key is
to realize that a service line does not need to be
competitive on all eight dimensions of strategic
quality. Rather, successful marketing strategy
identifies the “quality dimension” most important to a
specific consumer market segment—and capitalizing
on that positioning.
Marketing Strategy Implementation
With your marketing strategy decided—and with
a clear competitive market positioning and unique
selling propositions for each service line—your
executive team can develop their marketing plan.
The marketing plan has a singular goal: how
to achieve the revenue requirements of the
organization by operationalizing the competitive
market positioning. Marketing plans use the “6 Ps”
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as variables in achieving that goal—product and
price (decided in the market analysis in strategy
development), place (sales), promotion (branding
and communication), press (media relations), and
politics (lobbying and government relations).
When I think about marketing, I often think about
Peter Drucker’s decree: “The business enterprise
has two—and only two—basic functions: marketing
and innovation. Marketing and innovation produce
results; all the rest are costs.” As we continue to
see the value equation evolve in the health and
human service market, marketing as an executive
competency will surpass many others, making it an
essential component of your organizational strategy
for sustainability.
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