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Chapter

Marketing Communications  
in Health Care Institutions
Aykut Ekiyor and Fatih Altan

Abstract

The aim of this study was to give general information about marketing 
communication and marketing communication tools in health institutions. 
Marketing communication is the tools that organizations use to increase brand 
value and associate their location and character with consumers. Therefore, 
marketing communication is useful in representing the voice of the brand, 
engaging in a dialog with consumers, explaining or showing how, where, by 
whom, and when a product or service can be used. In addition, it contributes 
to informing consumers about who produces the product or service, what the 
organization and brand represent, encouraging consumers to try the product 
or service, and creating brand image by placing the brand of the institution in 
the minds of consumers. Marketing communication helps to create a stronger 
consumer-brand connection by creating brand awareness and brand image. As 
a result, although the marketing communication activities carried out in health 
institutions are similar to the practices in other institutions, there are differ-
ences. Marketing communication in health services does not lead the patient to 
unnecessary consumption, but rather informs the patient, convinces them about 
the benefits to be provided, and brings them to a more participatory position in 
the diagnosis and treatment process.

Keywords: marketing communication, health care institutions, health care 
management, consumer, digital marketing, marketing communication tools

1. Introduction

Today’s developments have affected everything from the lives of individuals to 
developments in the business world. As a result of this progress, organizations not 
only changed physical elements, but also had to change their marketing strategies 
and activities [1]. Health institutions have also taken their share from this change 
and transformation.

Modern marketing requires much more than developing a good product or 
service, attractive pricing, and making the developed product or service accessible. 
Businesses have to communicate with existing and potential stakeholders and the 
public: businesses in communication with the public; what, how, where, when, 
how often, and to whom to say. Consumers actively use communication tools such 
as hundreds of cable and satellite broadcasts, thousands of magazines and newspa-
pers, and millions of Internet pages ([2], p. 579). The increasing competitiveness of 
the health sector increases the importance of marketing. Health care organizations 
have to use marketing communication to gain competitive advantage, increase 
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sales revenue, promote the services offered, and influence customers. Marketing 
communication is a very popular topic nowadays. No area of marketing is changing 
as fast and radically as marketing communication. Because with the emergence of 
concepts such as online, mobile, and social media marketing, customer engagement 
is increasing day by day ([3], p. 425).

Marketing communication in health services transforms health services accord-
ing to the needs and expectations of consumers and encourages them to use these 
services. Due to competitive pressures and increasing patient awareness, health 
institutions are turning to marketing communication to highlight their services. 
Health care organizations have to use marketing communication to gain competi-
tive advantage, increase sales revenues, promote the services offered, and influence 
customers. For this reason, in the following parts of the study, marketing communi-
cation tools in health services will be introduced and examples of applications in the 
field of health will be given.

2. Methodology

The aim of the study is to reveal a conceptual framework of marketing com-
munication and examples of practice in health institutions. In this context, first, 
a conceptual structure about communication and communication process will be 
revealed and then, the study will be concluded by giving examples of marketing 
communication, marketing communication mix and marketing communication 
studies from health institutions.

2.1 Communicatıon process

The aspect of marketing communication that is “credible” and “persuasive” 
communication activity is the most important quality that distinguishes it from 
other activities. Therefore, it requires a good communication process to realize 
effective marketing communication. However, marketing communication is not 
only to inform the consumer/target audience, but also to directing the current 
attitude and behavior of the consumer/target audience toward the product or 
service. In marketing communication, if the consumer attitude and behavior are 
in the desired direction, it is aimed to strengthen it and to change it in the desired 
direction if it is not in the desired direction [4].

Communication is basically the process of transition of information. In order 
to ensure communication, both the sender and the recipient must share common 
ground. The symbol, letter, or picture used to transmit information must have a 
common meaning. Therefore, communication can also be expressed as meaning 
sharing [5].

In order for health organizations to carry out marketing communication 
activities, they must first carry out an effective communication process with their 
customers. The communication process consists of source, encoding, message/
media, decoding, receiver, and feedback [6].

Source is expressed as a person, group, or organization that has the knowledge/
meaning to share with an audience. Encoding is the process of converting informa-
tion/meaning into a series of signs or symbols representing ideas or concepts to 
transfer information/meaning to the recipient. Communication channel is the 
communication tool selected by the source to share a meaning/knowledgeable with 
the receiver/monitor. Decoding is to convert signs or symbols into meanings or 
ideas. Receiver: It is the person, group, or organization that decodes an encoded 
message. Noise is anything that reduces the clarity and accuracy of communication. 
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Feedback is the recipient’s response to the source/sender by decoding the message 
from the source/sender [5, 7].

Health managers need marketing communication to communicate effectively 
with the target audience. In order to carry out marketing communication, some 
considerations need to be taken into consideration. These [8, 9] are as follows:

• Health managers should get to know the target audience well,

• As a result of the activities carried out, the reaction to the target audience 
should be determined,

• The target audience should be contacted using the most appropriate communi-
cation channel (media),

• Feedback should be obtained and the outcomes of the communication process 
should be determined,

• Elements that interfere with communication should be eliminated whenever 
possible.

2.2 Marketing communicatıon mix in health care institutions

The marketing communication mix—also called the promotion mix—consists 
of advertising, public relations, personal sales, sales promotions, direct sales, and 
digital marketing, which are used to communicate with the target audience, engage 
with, and convince customers [3].

The use of health services and marketing communication (promotion) concepts 
together is a highly controversial area. Which messages should be given to people 
with health problems by health organizations has always been a topic of discus-
sion. In addition, the fact that it is not clear when and to what extent individuals 
will need health care is another issue that has inflamed this debate. It is also seen 
as normal for a healthy person to be indifferent to health care, physician, or health 
care provider. Based on this information, it is also clear that marketing communica-
tion in health services has different dimensions compared to other sectors and that 
appropriate marketing communication should be designed accordingly [9].

In recent years, health care marketing has become important and indispensable. 
With technological development, consumer needs and expectations have changed. 
These changes have also affected the health sector. However, there has been a 
change in health marketing understandings and practices. Health organizations 
have sought not only to increase the sales of products and services produced to their 
target audience, but also to develop lasting relationships with them. The purpose 
of communication design in health care organizations is to increase the awareness 
of customers, change their perceptions and attitudes, and strengthen their com-
petitive position in the market [8, 10]. Today, health organizations act customer-
centered and aim to produce quality services at affordable prices. This has led to the 
popularity of marketing activities in health institutions. In addition, the increasing 
rigidity of the competitive environment necessitates marketing communication 
activities [11].

Marketing communication for health organizations is a very important activ-
ity. The function of marketing communication in any product or service sector; 
it consists of efforts to communicate with existing and potential customers and 
ensures that customers are aware of the products and services produced by the 
organization. But in the health sector, the situation is different. It is not appropriate 
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for health organizations to use aggressive marketing communication tools, and it is 
argued that oral communication is more effective [11].

It is necessary to consider the image of the institution before deciding how to 
conduct marketing communication activities in health institutions. After evaluating 
the innovative structure, dynamics, level of technology use, etc., of the organiza-
tion, activities should be decided on marketing communication. Before deciding on 
marketing communication activities, the following questions should be searched 
for answers [12].

• What is the image of the health care company?

• What kind of image do health managers want the health care organization 
to have?

• What kind of image do the health care company’s clients want?

• How is it compared to the images of competitors?

Marketing communication reveals how health institutions will inform the 
market about the products and services they produce. Public relations, advertising, 
and other activities are involved in the data collection and information conversion 
process. For example, public relations, existing and new services of the health 
institution, crisis management, stakeholder relations, vision determination, etc., 
are used for the management activities. Advertising, on the other hand, is aimed at 
potential customers of the health institution and other health businesses; informa-
tion about the service provided, the monetary value of the service (price), or the 
access to the service, such as brochures, billboards, TV, radio, newspaper, magazine, 
etc., helps to stop through channels.

2.2.1 Advertising

The advertisement is expressed as the transmission of information about the 
products and services of the organization to the target audience through various 
means of communication (TV, radio, internet, newspaper, magazine, direct mail, 
billboard, etc.). As the communication tools used by consumers change, so do the 
ads. While the use of traditional advertising tools is decreasing day by day, today 
it uses digital platforms intensively, which is an important communication tool for 
organizations to maintain their presence and gain a competitive advantage [5].

Advertising varies from sector to sector, from business to business. Businesses, 
retailers, etc., that sell products or services in the consumer market often use 
advertising tools to communicate with their target audience and convince them to 
purchase these products and services. It uses advertising in enterprises operating 
in the star/professional market. In addition to its various benefits such as raising 
awareness about the products and services produced by the organization and guid-
ing sales personnel, it also increases the confidence of customers in the organization 
and the products and services it produces [13].

The health sector is one of the sectors, which has seen the most growth and 
development within the service sector. With the increase in interest in health and 
health services, advertising plays an important role in determining the profitability 
and market share of health institutions. In the event of this situation, differences 
between increased competitions among health institutions, increase in the level of 
education, and awareness of customers and the quality of services offered by health 
institutions can be listed [14].
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Hospitals, pharmaceutical companies, medical device manufacturers, physi-
cians, etc., recognize the benefits of advertising for the health care industry. As 
a result of this, there has been an increase in advertising expenditures in health 
services. This increase in spending has led to debate among key stakeholders about 
the benefits and drawbacks of advertising in the health sector. The main problems 
of the discussion are seen as the physician-patient relationship, patient education, 
inappropriate resource use, health care costs, health care quality, and its effect on 
the welfare level of patients [15].

Research by Bell and Vitaska [16] revealed that hospital advertisements were 
received negatively. These findings reveal that physicians respond to hospital 
advertisements with a negative attitude in studies by Miller and Waller [17], Kinney 
and King [18], and are consistent with the study by Bell and Vitaska [16].

Although advertising activities are considered negatively for health institutions, 
they have been practiced under press and public relations activities for many years. 
The purpose of advertising activities carried out in health institutions is not only to 
promote the products or services offered, but also to help improve the education, 
motivation, and attitudes of health care consumers. In other words, advertising, 
which is an effective communication tool, is used to warn health care consumers 
against certain situations and to increase their interest in existing services [8]. Even 
if there are criticisms for unethical practices or waste of resources, it increases 
service consumption. Advertising activities carried out within the framework of 
appropriate resource use and ethical rules will continue to be a powerful marketing 
communication tool in promoting services to health care consumers [10].

2.2.2 Personal sales

Selling health services is very complex and difficult. However, it is considered 
as a very productive effort from a scientific point of view [19]. The fact that health 
services are consumer-centered causes competition among health institutions and 
the importance of marketing increases [20]. The large number of specialties emerg-
ing in the delivery of medical services increases the importance of personal selling 
in health services marketing and requires the adaptation of existing marketing 
approaches.

Health institutions/businesses use personal sales effectively to introduce new 
products and services, brands, and new facilities to their target audience. Personal 
sales is the most effective way to communicate meaningfully with customers. 
Personal sales is one of the marketing communication tools frequently used by 
low-budget health care institutions/businesses, as it is performed at a lower cost 
compared to advertisements [21].

Personal sales is carried out through face-to-face communication with the cus-
tomer. Unlike other forms of marketing communication (advertising, sales promo-
tion, etc.), it occurs as a result of direct interaction between the buyer and the seller 
[22]. Considering the activities carried out by health institutions, it can be said 
that almost all of them consist of buyer-seller interaction. In this respect, personal 
selling is a marketing communication tool used in health institutions.

Personal sales in health care institutions is directly related to the quality of com-
munication between the buyer and the seller. It can be said that it is a more effective 
marketing communication tool than advertising and public relations activities, 
thanks to the good relations established with the customer as a result of a quality 
communication [9].

In organizations operating in the health sector, personal sales are carried out 
by professional people or by training the health personnel within their own body. 
Making use of professional people will increase the costs related to this field. For 



Communication Management

6

this reason, “Should personal sales be carried out by professionals in the health 
sector or should it be provided by the health personnel within their own body 
by training them?” There is no consensus on the question yet. While organiza-
tions operating outside the health sector use professional staff for personal sales, 
health organizations generally use their own staff (physician, nurse, midwife, 
etc.) [23]. Personnel who will carry out personal sales in health institutions must 
have medical knowledge. Companies that produce and sell pharmaceuticals 
and medical supplies have a large number of sales personnel. However, these 
personnel do not have as much medical knowledge as a physician. However, such 
personnel are used for personal sales because they have more medical knowledge 
than any other person.

The physician who refers patients to the hospital is considered a salesperson. 
But this is a wrong perception. Sales personnel act with the aim of making sales and 
increasing sales. However, the physician refers him to a higher level health institu-
tion for medical reasons. While the physician has the initiative to refer the patient to 
any health institution, sales personnel do not have this initiative [24].

2.2.3 Public relations

Other marketing communication elements other than public relations focus 
on the organization’s customers. But for organizations, not only customers, but 
also suppliers, staff, shareholders, media, educators, potential investors, govern-
ment, and society are also important stakeholders. Public relations is an important 
concept in communicating with both internal and external customers [8]. Public 
relations is a broad marketing communication tool used to establish, develop, and 
maintain positive relationships with all of an organization’s stakeholders. Positive 
relationships with stakeholders help the organization increase its sales and profit-
ability and maintain its existence [5].

The use of the concept of public relations in health institutions dates back to 
1975. Although it was known that such activities had taken place before, they were 
carried out at a limited level. But today, there is a wide field of activity in terms of 
relations with both internal and external stakeholders. Public relations activities in 
health institutions are used to create a positive image about the products/services 
and activities produced—not in an effort to increase the sales of products and 
services as in advertisements. In this direction, health institutions create communi-
cation programs to provide image management [9].

It can be said that with the use of public relations in the field of health, which 
plays an important role in shaping public opinion, it contributes to issues such as 
family planning, prevention of traffic accidents, combating epidemics, and reduc-
ing infant mortality, which are among the important issues of recent times.

2.2.4 Sales promotion

Sales development can be expressed as other communication efforts that are 
usually not continuous outside of personal selling, advertising, and other marketing 
communication tools. Sales promotion consists of many heterogeneous activities 
and it is difficult to categorize these efforts. However, it can be examined in three 
categories for consumers, intermediaries, and sales personnel according to the audi-
ence that marketing communication addresses. For consumers, giving giveaways, 
coupons, bonuses, fashion shows, cashback. For intermediaries, these are activi-
ties such as purchase advances, gratuitous goods, incentive premiums, and sales 
contests. As for sales personnel, premium, competition, sales meetings, etc., can be 
exemplified as activities [25].
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Sales promotions attract customers and encourage them to buy. Sales promo-
tions are a powerful tool to accelerate customer responses. Advertisements provide 
benefits for purchasing products and services, but sales promotions can be a more 
effective method for instant purchasing. It provides short-term benefits to the orga-
nization. It is not an effective method for building images and developing long-term 
customer relationships [3].

2.2.5 Digital marketing

Digital marketing is a non-traditional form of marketing carried out on the 
Internet to promote products and services, increase customer interaction, and 
identify customer needs using technology. It is seen as one of the most effective and 
prominent methods to increase brand awareness and develop business [26].

According to the data of 2021, the world population is 7.83 billion. In addition 
to 5.22 billion mobile phone users, 4.66 billion individuals are known to be Internet 
users. In addition, 4.20 billion people were registered as active social media users [27]. 
Social media (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Pinterest, Instagram, etc.) is character-
ized as a special area of use for digital marketing because it can be defined, commu-
nicated, personalized, and measurable by organizations. Studies have revealed that 
79% of consumers prefer social media to get more information about the products 
and services of businesses [28]. Social networks are unique environments. Customers 
can contact the company collectively or individually. In addition, customers have the 
opportunity to communicate with each other both privately and publicly [29].

Social media marketing is the most prominent form in digital marketing, which 
also has a wide coverage in the field of health. Social media can be used to promote 
health education for health organizations. The digitization of human interactions 
and intimacy has led to the convergence or even disappearance of distances at the 
push of a button. As a result of digitalization, social media becomes a source of 
interaction for public health. It has the potential to change many health-related 
behaviors, especially in times of crisis. With the interaction in social media, multi-
directional communication takes place and public health messages are spread faster. 
As a result of these, the health knowledge of the society increases and contributes to 
the development of the health level [30].

With the widespread use of digital media by consumers, the necessity of finding 
new marketing strategies for health care organizations has emerged. Marketing 
communication activities carried out on the digital platform are less costly than 
traditional marketing methods. In addition to this, providing communication 
with customers in the virtual environment makes important contributions to the 
elimination of distances and increasing consumer awareness. In addition, the use of 
digital platforms in marketing communication in health institutions plays a key role 
in determining the target audience ([31], p. 44; [32]).

The Web site of health institutions is also a very effective medium in carrying 
out marketing communication activities in the digital environment. The fact that 
users both get detailed information about the services and easily communicate with 
the health institution provides an advantage for the presence of health institutions 
in the market. Such platforms have also become an important tool in establishing 
permanent communication with customers [33].

Health care is an area open to abuse due to the ignorance of customers. For 
this reason, marketing communication activities should be carried out within the 
framework of ethical rules. People suffering from serious illnesses will tend to 
believe the information provided by the health care provider and trust the services 
to be provided. It would not be right for health institutions to attempt to direct 
patients to use unnecessary services or to increase their expectations [34, 35].
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3. Result

Marketing communication is a very important field of activity not only for 
for-profit companies, but also for non-profit organizations (such as health care 
organizations). The main purpose of marketing communication is to inform, 
persuade, and remind the target audience about the organization and its products 
and services. In line with this purpose, sales are realized by attracting customer 
attention as a result.

In parallel with technological, economic, and social developments, consumer 
demands, expectations, and needs have also changed. In addition, the supply and 
demand in the health sector is increasing day by day. All these developments have 
increased the importance of marketing communication in the health sector. The 
increase in global health expenditures also increases the share of public budgets 
allocated to health. Such problems can hinder marketing communication activities. 
Based on cost pressure, health institutions are turning to marketing communica-
tion activities carried out in digital environment rather than traditional marketing 
communication methods. In addition, marketing communication activities made 
through various channels such as social media and Web site positively affect the 
image of the health institution.

Although it is not possible to implement all marketing communication tools in 
health institutions, advertising and public relations activities are carried out in a 
wide range of applications. In the marketing communication activities in health 
institutions, it is aimed to inform the consumers about the services, to create a 
positive corporate image, to convince them about the benefits of the service, and 
to participate in the diagnosis and treatment process. These reasons distinguish 
marketing communication activities in the health sector from the activities carried 
out in other sectors. It is understood that it is of vital importance for both the health 
institution and the customers.

© 2021 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms 
of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited. 
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