
Speaking 
Volumes

MARKETING

Referrals are the essential lifeblood of 
most healthcare practices. Word-of-mouth 
(WOM) marketing has taken over all forms 
of communication as the most persuasive 
influence on people’s attitudes and, more 
importantly, behaviour.

Perhaps you have found yourself or your 
colleagues saying, “The only marketing I need 
is word-of-mouth advertising”. Or maybe, 
“I’m really good at my profession, and word 
will get around”. 

You hope that people speak well of the 

service your practice provides. When this 
happens, patients choose you because they 
feel what they have heard is all they need to 
know to believe you are the right healthcare 
provider for them.

Whether you call it Marketing & Public 
Relations, Business Development, Physician 
Relations or Practice Liaison, a successful 
system of continuing referral flows from 
a marketing plan with responsibilities, 
measurable goals, timelines and resources. 

If you want to generate patient loyalty and build up business, 
Jason Barody says the key is to encourage word-of-mouth referrals.
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The fact is that WOM is the holy grail 
of marketing. It’s the most influential 
form of message communication due 
to the perfect combination of key 
message elements:

•  Right message: The ‘talker’ 
will ensure that the message 
is engaging for the receiver by 
tailoring the message to their 
needs, increasing retention.

•  Trusted source: 82% of people 
trust advice that comes from family 
and friends compared to only 14% 
of people trusting advertisers. When 
patients select a healthcare provider 
on the basis of WOM referrals, 
they are more likely to be satisfied 
because they know what to expect.

•  The right receiver: Family and 
friends will only share a message 
if they are sure of the receiver’s 
interest, again increasing retention.

•  No distraction: Unlike any 
other form of marketing 
communication, WOM forces 
consumers to listen to the message 
because they are engaged in 
a two-way conversation, thus 
increasing interest and minimising 
distraction and competition. 

POSITIVE REACTIONS

Studies conducted by the Keller Fay 
Group determined that Australians 
have an average of 68 conversations 
about products, services and brands 
per week. In 2010, 44% of Australians 
engaged in WOM when looking for a 
healthcare provider, with the majority 
of this advice coming from their inner 
circle, 29% partner/spouse, 25% 
friends, and 24% from family. 

Burson-Marsteller research has 
discovered that a person will generally 

pass on a positive message to up to 
13 people but pass on a negative 
message to 17 people. Positive WOM is 
extremely beneficial – a 7% increase in 
WOM activity can lead to a 1% jump in 
additional business growth. 

Do you want to know how many 
of your patients, staff and referring 
GP’s are promoting your practice? 
The research tools and statistical 
methods to measure and influence your 
practice’s WOM effectiveness are now 
available.

How can your practice motivate 
your patients to positively discuss you 
to achieve growth? You can start by 
focusing on these three points:
1. Profile your ‘talkers’: Identify 
people who would be likely to pass on 
messages about your practice. 
In healthcare there are four key 
WOM sources:
•  Patients: Studies have shown 

that a patient is most likely to tell 
others about you within the first 
14 days after their appointment. 
Communicating with patients during 
this time increases the probability 
they will tell others about you.

•  Your staff: The most effective WOM 
is what your staff have to say about 
your practice. After all, staff members 
know the inside story. Make sure 
your staff know how important they 
are in creating a positive impression 
of the practice. Employees want to be 
proud of their workplace and if they 
have concerns, they will be reluctant 
to invite people to become patients.

•  Trusted community members: 
We’re surrounded by informal 
referral sources, such as realtors, 
lawyers, community leaders, police 
officers, other healthcare providers 
and church group leaders. These 
individuals often have larger scopes 

of influence than other people. 
It is also valuable to establish 
relationships with staff members 
of physicians who refer patients to 
you. Acknowledge them by name 
when you call and thank them 
for any referrals they make.

•  The wider community: The more 
information patients have about you 
and your practice, the more likely 
they are to visit and be satisfied with 
their experience. Research has shown 
that three out of four respondents 
prefer a healthcare provider they 
are familiar with, even if the 
unfamiliar provider had a higher 
‘rating’ of some kind. Strategies 
to increase awareness about you 
and your practice include working 
with your local hospital’s marketing 
department, writing articles for 
the local press, integrating your 
practice with the local community 
and engaging various forms of 
digital and online media.

2. Give them something to talk 
about: Ensure your practice is always 
well presented and maintained (this 
should extend beyond your consulting 
rooms to include your branding 
and website), front office staff are 
knowledgeable and well trained in 
customer service, and the service you 
provide as a healthcare professional goes 
beyond patient expectations. Also keep 
in mind that providing ‘remarkable’ 
service is not always enough to get 
people talking – it is important to have a 
strategic WOM marketing plan targeted 
to encourage referrals from GPs, 
patients and other sources.

3. Deliver: Once you have people 
talking about your practice, make sure 
you provide value to each patient to 
encourage more positive WOM. 

Note: Vividus can provide the tools and expert advice to ensure your practice is achieving maximum return from 
word-of-mouth marketing. Vividus specialises in strategic marketing, design, web and print for healthcare practices. 
For details call 07 3283 2233 or visit www.vividus.com.au/healthcare
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