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Branding

Branding is on its way to becoming a more critical issue in health care than it ever has been in the past.

"Shakespeare was wrong.  A rose by any other name would not smell as sweet.  Not only do you see what you want to see, you also smell what you want to smell.  Which is why the single most important decision in the marketing of perfume is the name you decide to put on the brand.  

Would "Alfred" have sold as well as "Charlie?"  Don't bet on it.  And Hog Island in the Caribbean was going nowhere until they changed its name to Paradise Island."



Al Ries and Jack Trout in Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind
"Channeling" died as a viable business strategy in health care.  Channeling involved directing managed care enrollees to relatively narrow panels of providers (hospitals and physicians) who granted price concessions and made other commitments to a health plan in return for some level of exclusivity.  This approach ultimately bumped into market reality.  Although it was possible to herd enrollees into one health plan or another, they did not herd happily.  Health plans that offered a wider range of choice eventually demonstrated a clear competitive advantage.

"Point of Service plans" (POS) that allowed enrollees to choose from a wide array of doctors and hospitals prospered while narrow panel health plans stumbled badly.  All of this led to a dramatic transition from "channeling" to "choice."  The emergence of choice intensified interest in how to influence that choice including consumer marketing techniques and branding.

Perhaps no product or service in history represents the careful cultivation and building of a brand as much as Ivory soap.  An aggressive ad campaign in 1882 costing $11,000 provided the impetus for establishment of the Ivory brand.  It focused on the inherent benefits of the product - purity tied to its white color, mildness it could be used on the tender skin of babies, and its unique ability to float.  Babies and its "twin slogan," 99 44/100% PURE and IT FLOATS" gave the Ivory brand meaning and differentiation.  The owner of Ivory, Procter & Gamble went on to become the recognized brand powerhouse in the world with such products as Crisco, Spic n Span, Tide, and Prell.  According to brand expert, David Aaker, in the late 1980s, P&G had the #1 brand in 19 of 39 categories in which it competed and one of the top three brands in all but five.  In these 39 categories, P&G commanded an average market share close to 25%.  

For pioneers of American business overseas, there was a solid piece of advice:  If you want to enter a foreign market, talk to the local Coca-Cola representative first.  For decades, the most powerful brand in the world was Coca-Cola.  Like most successful companies, Coca-Cola's launch was built on a mix of luck, opportunism and entrepreneurial savvy.  But the promulgation of the Coca-Cola brand has been no accident.  Nor has the impact of McDonald's "golden arches" or the inescapable influence of the Nike "swoosh" symbol.  The power of these brands has been systematically built.
Aaker defines a brand as a "distinguishing name and/or symbol (such as a logo, trademark or package design) intended to identify the goods or services of either one seller or a group of sellers and to differentiate those goods or services from those of competitors."  He describes the value inherent in a brand as "brand equity" which he defines as a "set of assets such as name awareness, loyal customers, perceived quality, and associations (e.g. being "pure" and "it floats") that are linked to the brand (its name and symbol) and add (or subtract) value to the product or service being offered."

The life span of top brands speaks not only to their durability; it speaks to the importance of an early  establishment of the brand.  Of the top brands in 1925 in 22 categories of consumer goods, only three had fallen from their leading positions by 1985 (Gold Medal in flour, Manhattan in shirts and Colgate in toothpaste) according to a study by Thomas Wurster in 1987.
According to noted services marketing experts, Leonard Berry and A. Parasuraman, professors at Texas A&M, there are unique challenges associated with branding services (vs. products).  They emphasize that "...services differ fundamentally from goods by their intangibility.  A good is, in essence, an object, a thing.  A service in essence is a performance."  Therefore, it is critical in services to manage "performance."  The service organization's brand cannot be separated from the organization's performance.
For a service organization like a hospital, HMO or physician group, the institutional brand is the primary brand, whereas in consumer goods, the product brand is the primary brand.  Berry and Parasuraman emphasize, "...services lack the inherent physical presence that facilitates individual product packaging, labeling and display.  Customers buying Prell, Comet, Pampers or Charmin may not know or care that the maker is Procter & Gamble.  But with services, customers select or reject the company brand - Avis, H & R Block, Federal Express."

What this means is that in a hospital, HMO or physician group, it doesn't make much sense to think in terms of product brands.  Instead, product lines generally should be positioned under the institutional brand.  Likewise, injecting somebody else's brand is likely to be marginally effective in creating more preference for the institution and certainly does nothing to reinforce the institutional brand.  The exception to this is when the "borrowed" brand already has strong positive recognition in your marketplace.  In such situations, the existing institutional brand may benefit by being associated with (positioned with) a strong established brand (e.g., M.D. Anderson in cancer; Cleveland Clinic in heart care).

Organizations whose identities have been subordinated to the brands of others sometimes benefit from building their own brand.  A good example of this is Intel.  Long positioned as a supplier to computer manufacturers, and therefore hidden by brands like IBM and Compaq, Intel began to enhance the power of its own brand with the use of a campaign that indicated to computer purchasers that there was an Intel chip inside the computer they were considering purchasing.  ("Intel Inside" labels started showing up in computer manufacturer ads and on their products.)  This allowed Intel to piggyback on the existing brands of the manufacturers.  Intel then began to pursue a more descriptive product branding strategy by naming its chips with something other than simple numbers like 386 and 486.  It introduced its Pentium chip.  Today, computer purchasers are just as likely to focus on the chip inside the computer than on who the manufacturer is.  Indeed, computers have become almost generic while software and chips have become significantly differentiated.

So to give a health care brand credibility and appeal, the service concept it represents must provide "evidence that the organization is unique in a way that's meaningful and valuable to the customer."  This evidence must be managed to advantage for the brand to have any lasting integrity.  Berry and Parasuraman break evidence into three broad categories: the physical environment, communications, and price.
The physical environment describes factors which typically draw attention only when they are unpleasant or missing such as air temperature or lighting as well as design factors like facilities and decor and human factors such as the availability, appearance and attentiveness of employees.  The appearance of service employees is critical because "customers typically do not distinguish between the service and the service provider."  Thus, top service organizations like Federal Express are able to enhance their brand by making it tangible in the appearance and responsiveness of their employees.

Communications provides more evidence about the service and is obviously a critical component of building the service brand.  This is accomplished by making the service as tangible as possible - the chocolate on the pillow of a turned down bed, for example.  The brand symbol is another way of making the service tangible.

Word-of-mouth is a uniquely important aspect of communications for services.  For services, customers frequently seek the opinions of others before selecting a physician, lawyer or a university.  Managing word-of-mouth helps solidify the service organization's appeal and, therefore, its brand.  So can offering a guarantee that the customer will be satisfied with the service.  Because a service is, by definition, intangible, it makes sense to make advertising for it focus on solid evidence of the service's performance and appeal - customer satisfaction and clinical quality ratings, for example.  
The display of service brands should be supercharged.  Both Federal Express and UPS demonstrate such power branding in the use of design and color in painting their trucks, in their delivery packages and even in employee uniforms.  The same, of course, is true for airlines.  Because they are intangible, services have a much greater need to boldly claim attention and to manage that attention.

Pricing also reinforces the position of the service and its brand.  Customers use price, according to Berry and Parasuraman, as a "'clue about the product' ...a price can signal a 'bare bones' service or a pampering service; it can signal a clear positioning strategy or a confused one; it can signal concern for the customer's welfare or a lack of concern.  Setting the right price is more than a matter of generating dollars today.  It is also a matter of sending the right message about the service.  Prices are evidence."  Price can build up the customer's confidence in the product or lessen it.  Price can raise customer expectations ("This is expensive, it better be good.") or lower them ("You get what you pay for.")  
When it comes to picking a brand name, Berry and Parasuraman suggest four tests:

Distinctiveness - The name immediately distinguishes the firm from competitors.

Relevance - The name conveys the nature or benefit of the service.

Memorability - The name is understood, used and recalled easily.

Flexibility - The name accommodates the inevitable strategy changes in organizations.
Further, they suggest a four-step approach for building a powerful brand:

1. "Start with research" to understand how customers feel about the organization currently, how they respond to its brand and how they might respond to a new or modified brand.

2. "Select the 'right medicine'" to accomplish your objectives.  Many an expensive, glitzy new branding effort has been launched in an attempt to paper over a fundamentally mediocre service or product.  Fix the service or the product first, then fix the brand.  Consider retaining your current name if it has significant equity.  Delta is arguably a mediocre name for an airline based on the guidelines listed above, but it is associated with a long-standing airline operation.  The same can be said for Coca-Cola.  Think about it.  Marketing gurus, Al Ries and Jack Trout, did in their classic best seller, Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind.  They asked the question, "Would you name a soft drink after the word for 'the residue of coal burned in the absence of air?'"  Both Delta and Coca-Cola as brands benefit from "secondary meanings."  To succeed with such weak or inappropriate brand names, however, you need to be "first in the minds" of the customer with an overwhelmingly attractive product or service.  
Their general advice - "stick with common descriptive words and avoid coined words."  As a guide, the five most common initial letters are S, C, P, A and T.  The five least are X, Z, Y, Q and K.  They also suggest avoiding the use of initials as a brand.  Unless you are already extremely well known by your full name (Eg., General Electric's use of G.E.), initials say nothing and mean nothing and can be imbued with meaning only at a far greater cost than words that already have intrinsic meaning.  
Marketing professors, Thomas Kinnear and Kenneth Bernhardt, suggest that most marketers feel "...that the briefer the name the better, with one word or syllable brand names ideal."  
Branding, and particularly changes in brand names, can be expensive.  When Datsun changed its name to Nissan in 1982, it spent $240 million on advertising for the name change alone.  Five years later, the Datsun name still had as much recognition and esteem as the Nissan name despite a complete absence of the Datsun name for 5 years.  More importantly, Nissan saw its market share drop from 5.9% to 4.5%.  In the end, the total cost of the name change may have exceeded a half a billion dollars.

3. "Build on what exists."  This is particularly important in health care where strong local and regional brands have too often been subordinated and eroded through attempts to create system brands.  Customers, rightly, usually care little about the name someone has hung on a collection of hospitals and physicians that stretch across a regional market.  They relate to their health care providers at the local level and thus prefer a local brand.  To the extent a regional system brand makes sense, it should almost always be associated with an existing local brand.  Sentara Health System in Norfolk, Virginia, has pursued one of the more effective branding efforts in health care.  It attaches Sentara to existing local brands such as Norfolk General Hospital (Sentara Norfolk General).  
4. "Internalize the brand."  Employees are perhaps the most important vehicle for making the brand meaningful in a service business, including health care.  Because of that, it makes sense to "explain and sell" the brand to employees in a systematic, consistent and persistent fashion.

An article in The Wall Street Journal by Thomas Petzinger, Jr., pulled together in one practical example many of the critical factors identified by Berry and Parasuraman.  The subject of the article was the Central Florida Regional Transportation Authority which served the Orlando area.  Struggling with poor ridership and low morale, the Authority brought in Paul Skoutelas to head up the organization, which was "...used only by domestic help.  Service was unreliable.  Drivers were surly.  Local politicians were loath to appropriate funds even as Disney World fueled the region's growth...only 13% [of employees] judged the system a decent place to work...two-thirds of the taxpayers couldn't identify the transit system by name."  Skoutelas did the following:

He painted the buses in "...arresting shades of pink and teal" and added billboard sized images of Shaquille O'Neal and Disney's Little Mermaid.

He used a community-wide contest to create a new name for the system; the winner was "Lynx," (as in "links").

He put employees on notice that there was going to be change.

He started meeting with bus drivers at 4:00 a.m. in the garage to solicit their input.  He also involved union leaders.

He sent motivational reports and messages by videotape to the homes of every employee hoping that spouses would see them and buy in.

He banned "Ralph Cramden" uniforms and replaced them with khaki pants and polo shirts.

He ordered the personnel department to begin hiring on the basis of personality, not prior experience.

He involved drivers in operational decision making like "routing and scheduling."

In a survey after the changes, 83% of riders rated driver courtesy highly and 95% of all riders considered the system a good value.  The American Public Transit Association bestowed its highest achievement award on Lynx.  According to The Wall Street Journal article, the overall effect snowballed, "Improved morale...better service...increased political support...more buses...better service...and so on."

Above all else, powerful hospital brands are closely associated in their early days with physician personalities.  The Methodist Hospital in Houston would not have had its market clout without Michael DeBakey and St. Luke's Episcopal would not have its strong position without Denton Cooley.  The brothers Mayo personified what their institution became.  Indeed, no health care organization has been as consistently shaped by the personalities of its founders as the Mayo Clinic.  And no health care organization has so closely linked its brand with its founders.  Visitors to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, will find biographies on the Mayo brothers, and their quotes on the walls.  All of this supports, enriches, and gives meaning to the Mayo brand.

At some point in their histories, power brand health care organizations begin to transcend the personalities of their physicians.  They become institutions.  The brand loses its attachment to personalities and becomes attached to something bigger.  Thus, patients begin to say, "I'm going to Mayo." or "I'm seeing a Mayo physician."
It is interesting to note that to date all powerful brands in health care have been built around specialty care.  Long an advocate for the importance of primary care as a strategic asset, I've also always tried to emphasize to my primary care physician friends that to the extent they benefit from an association with a powerfully branded hospital, they are also benefiting from the reputations of their specialist colleagues.
Health care is unique among services in terms of the close association of technology and professional competence with high consumer preference.  Every day, millions of American consumers demonstrate that they are willing to tolerate inconvenience in order to access physicians who have strong reputations for producing superior outcomes and being technologically advanced.  This suggests that brand decisions in health care should be built around technological and clinical capabilities rather than convenience and compassion.  
Health care embodies a certain amount of heroism.  The consumer often associates hospitals and physicians with life and death situations in which extraordinary efforts are undertaken.  This pathos gives health care a glow which can, in turn, be cultivated in the brand.  Although the majority of health care services rendered on any given day are routine, most consumers realize their lives could be quickly transformed by illness or accident from the mundane to extraordinary.  As a result, consumers opt for technological and clinical sophistication even when their needs are likely to be routine.  A health care brand linked to advanced capabilities will invariably be more powerful than one that's not.

The power of a brand is usually built over decades, not months.  Those that expect to establish a powerful brand through heavy advertising alone are likely to be disappointed.  Physicians are often frustrated with what they view as a lack of advertising and feel that if only a significant investment were made they could offset the more powerful reputation of a competitor hospital and its affiliated physicians.  They don't realize that the competitor's advantage was created through years of disciplined investment including money, time and reputation.  You can't buy a powerful brand.  And you can't create one overnight.
Because health care organizations are likely to continue to face marketplaces increasingly characterized by choice, they'll need a sound brand strategy.  A successful brand strategy involves a lot more than simply developing a logo and plastering it on new signs, stationery and advertising.  It requires focus, consistency and persistence over an extended time period.  And it requires doing the hard work necessary to make the underlying service organization worthy of a superior brand identity.
Originally published in Health Forum Journal
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