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Take a minute to think about a tire 
change. You might see television ads for 
tire companies. You might be driving on 
the highway and see a billboard for a tire 
change or a Penske autoparts location. 
You might see local ads for car dealerships. 
But if you don’t need a tire change, are 
you really paying much attention to any 
of them? A lot of this marketing is being 
pushed to you when you are not in the 
market for a tire at all.

The Modern Patient Journey

Until… you blow a tire. Then, all of a sudden, 
you need the closest tire repair location — 
and you need it now. So what do you do? 
You likely consult your phone to find the 
most convenient tire change location, so 
you can get your automobile fixed quickly 
and conveniently. In that moment, your 
search is a signal of intent (“I need a new 
tire… stat!”) and instead of tire companies 
pushing marketing toward you, they are 
pulling you in based on your question, 
your geographic proximity, and search 
engine optimization.

Closest tire repair location|
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Healthcare is similar to auto repair or a 
tire change. People don’t need medical 
attention until they are sick or injured, just 
like they don’t need a tire repair until they 
blow that tire. Unlike a tire change, however, 
finding the right provider who can offer 
the right kind of care, in the moment it’s 
required, can be very complicated.

When it comes time to seek healthcare, the 
questions people have are personalized 
to their condition. One person might be 
asking questions about a cancer diagnosis. 
Another might just need to get a travel shot 
for a trip to Myanmar.

At the end of the day, patients are 
predominantly looking for a provider. Our 
latest research demonstrates that many of 
them don’t know which provider they want, 
and they are using multiple resources to 
find the right provider for their needs.1 Your 
competitive advantage lies in your ability 
to match what you can offer to patients’ 
needs, right at the moment they seek care.

Your provider data is both your inventory 
and your conversion opportunity.

Your provider data is both your inventory 
and your conversion opportunity. Afterall, 
booking an appointment with a provider — 
along with the corresponding procedures 
and tests — is largely how health systems 
make money. So if you cannot provide the 
right information to drive adequate patient 
access within the right payer mix, your 
healthcare organization will likely be at a 
competitive disadvantage in the near future. 
Sure, some people will find what they’re 
looking for out of sheer need and frustrated 
determination, but many others will choose 
a more convenient option. In today’s highly 
competitive healthcare landscape — and 
with Amazon, CVS, and Walmart entering 
the healthcare industry — convenience is 
increasingly becoming make-or-break for 
patient acquisition opportunities.
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The way to approach your patient 
acquisition strategy has changed over 
the years. Like those tire ads you may see 
when you haven’t blown a tire, traditional 
marketing approaches have pushed 
healthcare messages on consumers when 
they don’t need care. Heavy branding, 
communications, and traditional media 
are challenging to track and don’t often 
help patients find what’s really needed 
when it’s needed. Today’s patient signals a 
need through a search, and in the process, 
indicates exactly what she’s looking for. 

Rather than push a message on 
everyone at once, successful marketers 
are beginning to see the value of 
answering patient questions in a 
moment of need.

Rather than push a message on everyone 
at once, successful marketers are beginning 
to see the value of answering patient 
questions in a moment of need. Google now 
refers to this strategy as “intent marketing,” 
and with the right focus, you can harness 
patient intent to drive volume for your 
own system. 

Patients and consumers ask questions via 
search. A search is a signal of intent. So 
intent is something healthcare marketers 
must pivot toward in order to ensure patient 
acquisition and volume goals are achieved. 
In other industries, consumers have learned 
to search for exactly what they need, when 
they need it. Think about how you search 

for a product on Amazon. You might search 
for a tennis shoe like this: “White tennis shoe 
size 6.5 Asics.” You aren’t searching Amazon 
for “white shoes.” No, you are looking for 
a specific tennis shoe in a specific color, 
in a specific size from a specific brand — 
probably because it’s time to buy new 
shoes! This is also how patients search for 
healthcare. We are seeing more and more 
complex search queries for healthcare, 
such as: “Primary care provider near me 
who accepts aetna.” Yet when they search 
for healthcare, people often encounter a 
poor patient experience. They get a lot of 
blue links matched to indexed terms that 
ultimately don’t guide them to a useful 
answer. Patients have been trained in other 
parts of their lives as consumers to expect 
great search experiences — but most 
healthcare searches don’t meet 
these expectations.

It’s now your responsibility to own each path 
of the patient journey, and to meet patient 
intent with official, accurate answers all 
along the way. This begins with owning your 
search experience — everywhere a patient 
is looking for care.

This whitepaper will help you develop a 
more intent-focused marketing strategy, 
with digital at its core, so you can keep the 
patient at the forefront of your marketing 
initiatives and answer the healthcare 
questions they’re actually asking — 
anywhere and everywhere they may 
find you.
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Acknowledge that 
your website is not 
the first step in the 
modern patient 
journey — search is.
Our latest Patient Search Behavior Survey 
found that over a 12 month period, from 2019 
to 2020, there was a 16% increase in people 
searching for healthcare online.2 The older 
the person, the more likely he or she is to 
search for healthcare.

+16%From 2019 to 2020, 
there was a 16% 
increase in people 
searching for 
healthcare online.
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What exactly are they searching for? 
Patients are doing a lot of research. 
Our study shows that of those who 
searched for healthcare in the last 12 
months, 71% consulted a search engine 
as their first stop to finding care, while 
only 21% started directly on a health 
system’s website. People are focused 
on finding as much information as 
possible before selecting a provider. 
They want to know about insurance. 
They want to read reviews. They want 
to know the specifics of care relevant to 
their unique situation. 
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Finding a doctor 
More than 75% of people search for a 
doctor, rather than a physical location, 
when they are finally ready to book 
an appointment.

But they don’t stop there… 
Once patients or consumers find what 
they need with respect to healthcare, 
they continue to search! More than 41% 
of patients consult search engines after 
selecting a doctor, while nearly a third 
of consumers head straight to health 
system websites to find more details and 
information about a provider. Patients 
also continue to search after receiving a 
referral. 3 out of 4 patients say they consult 
a search engine after receiving a provider 
recommendation from a doctor — leaving 
the likelihood of a patient selecting your 
healthcare organization completely up 
to chance!

% People searching on Google, Bing, etc. % People searching on Google, Bing, etc.

% People searching on health system website % People searching on health system webiste

Insurance 
Almost 74% of respondents say insurance 
is very, or somewhat, important to their 
healthcare decision-making process. The 
greatest interest in insurance comes from 
the 25–34 year old age group.

Reviews 
65% of respondents indicate that reviews 
are important, or somewhat important, in 
their healthcare decision-making process. 
But in a shift over the last two years, reviews 
grew in importance just for the younger 
segment of the population. More than 22% 
of 25–34 year olds selected a doctor after 
reading a review in 2020 (up from only 13% 
last year) — a 72% increase for this age 
group. The importance of reviews to this 
demographic is likely the result of their being 
trained by other verticals to trust reviews. 
They are also the age group most fickle in 
their decision-making! 

Patient Search Behavior Before 
and After Identifying Need

Before identifying need After identifying need

71% 41% 

21% 29% 
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The most striking finding in our study? There 
has been a 50% decrease, year-over-year, in 
patients who know what they’re looking for 
before searching online. This means there 
are significantly less patients searching for 
something specific, like a brand name or a 
doctor’s name (e.g., “dr smith cardiologist 
accepting patients”). Instead, patients are 
searching in increasingly generic ways to 
find the most relevant information to them 
(e.g., “cardiologist near me accepting 
patients”). In a study of Yext healthcare 
customers, we also see 55% of all healthcare 
searches are generic, or unbranded. Google 

This is equivalent to:

Questions per minute

Questions per second

Questions per hour

reports that it receives 1 billion health 
questions per day,4 which means as many 
as 550 million health searches may be left 
completely to chance, every single day! 

Patients have been trained to keep asking 
questions in search until they get the right 
answer. And Google has been trained 
to give increasingly precise answers. So 
consumers return to Google, because they 
realize they can ask unbranded questions 
and find what they want faster than they 
can on brand-owned healthcare websites.
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Google reports that it receives 
1 billion health questions per day.
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People are asking 
questions about 
healthcare 
everywhere online.
Patients and consumers seek out care 
everywhere online — using desktop, mobile 
devices, voice-activated devices, chatbots, 
tablets, and more. If a search bar exists, a 
consumer will try to use it. And they will not 
alter the way they search to accommodate 
each unique search experience. They will, 
however, expect to receive a good result 
— no matter what. So it’s imperative that 
your brand can provide accurate and up-
to-date answers across all of these devices 
and platforms.

Voice Search 
We found that 74% of people who searched 
for information about healthcare in the last 
12 months used a voice device at least once 
a day — and we found that they are asking 
healthcare questions on voice devices in non-
branded ways:

• Where is the nearest urgent care? (62%)

• Where is the nearest emergency room? (42%)

• Where is my doctor located? (39%)

• Where can I pick up my prescription?  (32%)

“Where is the nearest urgent care?”

“Where is the nearest emergency room?”

“Where is my doctor located?”

“Where can I pick up my prescription?”
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Chatbots 
Chatbots are a recent addition to some 
healthcare organizations’ websites, 
and have not yet grown in popularity or 
adoption among the patient and consumer 
population. Of consumers who searched 
for healthcare in the last 12 months, only 
3% were interested in using a chatbot to 
find their care. About 80% of respondents 
indicated they would not be interested in 
using a chatbot to find information about 
their care.

Mobile search 
75% of consumers still like to look for 
healthcare on their mobile devices. In 2019, 
60% of Google searches took place on 
mobile devices.5 That means that of the 
1 billion daily healthcare searches that 
Google reports, 600 million of them take 
place on mobile devices. 

Healthcare organization websites 
About 1 in 5 patients and consumers visit 
a healthcare organization’s website before 
selecting a provider. After selection, we 
see this number increase by 42%, likely due 
to the opportunity to validate healthcare 
options or find more information about a 
particular provider or care plan. In a study 
of 100 of the top healthcare organization 
websites in the United States, we found 
that when someone searched for health 
information on a health system website, 
the site provided results that were not 
relevant to the query 98% of the time.6 After 
someone receives a poor site search result, 
they are highly likely to bounce off that 
healthcare organization’s site and head to 
a search engine to perform the search all 
over again. At that point, we found 90% of 
search engine results surfaced competitors 
— providing patients with an opportunity 
to switch to a different healthcare 
organization for care.

Of consumers who searched 
for healthcare in the last 
12 months, only 3% were 

interested in using a chatbot 
to find their care.

3% 80%

About 80% of respondents 
indicated they would not 
be interested in using a 

chatbot to find information 
about their care.
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You need to own your 
search experience 
everywhere patients 
seek care.
Patients and consumers are seeking care 
both off site, and on healthcare organization 
websites. You need to understand how 
they’re searching, so you can ensure you 
capture those searches and provide 
consistency across search experiences.

The modern patient journey starts with 
search, but the patient experience you are 
trying to drive does not. It starts with your 
data. Your data should be the foundation of 
everything you do in marketing. Technology 
is changing rapidly, and we can’t predict 
what it will look like in the future, but we 
know that it will require structured data to 
function. So you must gain command of 
your provider data, and any associated 
elements that patients are seeking when 
they ask questions in search. Without 
command of the data, your strategy 
will continue to be reactive rather than 
proactive in driving volume and patient 
acquisition. The only way to own search 
everywhere is to own your provider and 
location data.

Physician who accepts aetna near me |
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Know your provider 
data.
Your provider data is your record of 
your available inventory. A marketing 
team within a retail organization would 
find it very difficult to succeed if they 
didn’t maintain and track their inventory. 
In healthcare, your providers are your 
inventory. Your providers are the way 
people find your system, and the way you 
drive revenue for your system. So you must 
organize your provider data to ensure you 
know where a provider works, and on which 
days. You must know her specialties and the 
conditions she treats; whether that provider 
is accepting patients; how she is rated; 
which insurance the provider accepts; 
and other important specifics.

Your provider data lives in many places 
within your organization. Identifying where 
that data lives and beginning to draw the 
data together into one place will allow 
marketing teams to edit it, update it, and 
syndicate it across the search experiences 
that patients and consumers could be using 
to look for information. Modern marketing to 
acquire patients means answering patient 
questions. And the only way you can do 
this is if you know your data — and how to 
map that data to answer patients’ complex 
questions. The most effective way to do this 
is to build a centralized database of related 
information — a knowledge graph — that 
you can constantly manage and update 
based on changes that occur with your 
providers on a regular basis. This knowledge 
graph should serve as the foundation of 
your marketing tech stack because from it, 
you can accelerate all marketing initiatives.

Your
Brand
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1

Syndicate your 
data across 
the many 
places people 
are searching 
for it. 



As we discussed earlier, when people are 
seeking care, most of them are consulting 
search engines, so your data needs to be 
syndicated where people are searching. 
This doesn’t mean your website. Your 
website is part of it, but it’s not the first 
stop patients and consumers are making 
to find health information. Instead, they 
are consulting search engines, so get to 
know the elements of the search engine 
results page (SERP) and own every part of it. 
Because SERPs today have complex layouts 
and many options, people don’t view results 
in a top to bottom sequence. Rather, they 
focus their attention in a “pinball pattern.”7 
Your responsibility is to own as much real 
estate on the SERP as possible, so that no 
matter what question a patient asks, you 
can provide a consistent experience. 

Your responsibility 
is to own as much 
real estate on the 
SERP as possible, so 
that no matter what 
question a patient 
asks, you can 
provide a consistent 
experience. 

Your goal is to own all of the 
following experiences:

SERP
Search Engine 
Results Page

Search Engine 
Marketing

Your Own 
Links

Knowledge 
Card

Third Party 
Links
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Knowledge Card

The knowledge card is an infobox that 
is presented next to search results, and 
is powered by Google’s own knowledge 
graph. Health systems can and should 
control the data that is presented in 
the knowledge card, as we are seeing 
2.7x more clicks and interactions on the 
knowledge card than on any other links on 
the SERP.8 Knowledge cards often contain 
both objective and subjective information. 
Objective information found in the 
knowledge card includes data like name, 
address, and phone number — facts that 
are owned by the organization. Subjective 

Search Engine Marketing.

information includes a patient or consumer’s 
concept of “best” or “top rated” or “good 
bedside manner” — where the way someone 
categorizes a provider or a service is based 
on personal experience. Google cannot 
go to each doctor or physical location to 
determine what is best, so instead it uses a 
crowd-sourcing mechanism to take peoples’ 
reviews into account, and then surfaces this 
subjective information in the knowledge 
card. This is the only way search engines 
can understand fuzzy qualifiers such as 
“best” or “top rated” in search.

Google Ads is Google’s online advertising 
platform. On the Google SERP, ads are 
presented to a searcher when they use 
a keyword that an organization has 
purchased the ability to show an ad for. 
When ads are shown, they are usually in 
positions 1–3 on the SERP, often above any 
other search result. Organizations can select 
which keywords will trigger an ad.
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Pages are matched to search queries 
based on content, Schema tags, and 
relevance to the search query. If a patient is 
searching for an “orthopedic surgeon who 
treats ACL tears and accepts blue cross,” 
Google will comb the online ecosystem 
to find search results that most closely 
match that query. If every page on your 
site is fully optimized for SEO, and marked 
up with relevant Schema tags, then each 
of your pages will be an opportunity for a 
prospective or current patient to enter 
your website.

Third party links.

Search engines were created to find and 
organize information that exists around the 
internet.9 In the remaining search results 
(outside of the knowledge card, ads, and 
first party links), search engines are filling 
search results with third-party links that 
answer the question the patient is asking 
via search. Your data also lives on these 
sites, so you need to own this experience 
as much as you need to own the SERP 
directly on search engines.

Your own links (e.g., provider pages, 
facility pages, service line pages).
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2

Analyze the 
questions 
patients are 
asking in 
Google and on 
your website.
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Once you’ve pulled together your data 
internally, you now have a baseline off of 
which you can start to drive more intent-
based answers to patient and consumer 
questions. When you understand what 
patients and consumers want to know, 
it’s much easier to drive answers-based 
search results.

Review analytics data to determine 
the intent-based themes patients are 
asking about.

Consult resources such as Google Analytics, 
Adobe Analytics, AdWords reports, Yext 
Analytics, site search analytics, and more.

Here are a few suggested reports for you 
to consult:

• Google Analytics search data 
(Acquisition → All traffic → Source/
Medium, then click on ‘keywords’ 
Primary Dimension or Acquisition → 
Search Console → Queries) or any other 
analytics reports from Adobe or others.

• Your site search data 
If you have multiple search opportunities 
on your site, look at each one (this can 
often be found in Google Analytics as 
well).

• Google Ads search query data 
(Reports → Predefined → Basic → Search 
Terms).

• Yext analytics for Listings, and Yext 
Answers search analytics.

When you start analyzing this data, you will 
see some common themes and categories, 
including general themes that are currently 
trending (e.g., insurance, pay my bill, doctor 
and condition searches, urgent care, and 
more). From the data, it will become clear 
how you can build a strategy by marrying 
your current priorities (e.g., driving volume 
through an ambulatory care strategy) with 
the questions people are asking that are 
relevant to those topics. Additionally, you 
can identify topics of interest to consumers 
and patients that you didn’t even realize 
warranted a strategy.

Look at your data, understand where 
you are seeing themes around patient 
questions, and start to develop answers 
to those questions.

Look at your data, understand where 
you are seeing themes around patient 
questions, and start to develop answers 
to those questions.

If you are seeing a lot of questions about 
“how to pay my bill,” for example, you might 
want to consider building FAQ pages 
for how to Pay My Bill. (Think about how 
meaningful it would be to your health 
system’s bottom line, if you can answer 
someone’s question about how to pay a 
bill faster!) Make that page more readily 
discoverable on your website. Schema tag 
the page so it’s discoverable by search 
engines and voice devices. And add 
content to the page that actually reflects 
the questions people are asking, rather than 
just including a phone number to call.
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3

Drive an 
answers-based 
experience on 
your website. 
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Drive an answers-
based experience on 
your website. 
With a 42% year-over-year increase in 
patient visits to a health system website 
after finding a provider,10 it’s critical that 
your website experience keeps the patient 
happy — and reduces the bounce back to a 
search engine. Build an answers engine on 
your website to ensure that once someone 
reaches you, they stay with you. You don’t 
want them to bounce back to Google, 
frustrated, and potentially find another 
healthcare organization.

Approximately 20% of patients and 
consumers consult a health system 
website before making a healthcare 
decision. But once they receive a 
referral or know what they’re looking for, 
that number rises to almost 30%.11 This 
suggests that patients and consumers 
are interested in validating a healthcare 
decision, or perhaps are seeking more 
information unique to their condition or 
set of circumstances. When patients are 
uncertain about what they’re looking 
for, you must be able to match the right 
patient to the right provider. And when 
patients are ready to make a decision, 
make sure you have the proper search 
mechanism in place to help drive them 
to the right provider and generate a 
conversion (via phone call or online 
appointment-booking capabilities) as 
quickly as possible.

?
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Own the SERP.

Patients and consumers have been trained 
by Google to ask complex questions and 
expect official, accurate answers anywhere 
they search. Make sure you can provide a 
Google-like search experience on your own 
website. Doing so will delight patients, help 
drive patient acquisition through ease of 
conversion, and ultimately map the right 
patient to the right provider.

When a patient or a consumer is in need 
of healthcare, she is consulting digital 
channels to find information, but she 
isn’t doing this all of the time. She only 
consults these channels in her time of 

Own your Site.

Own your Data.

need. Marketing can no longer be divided 
into “digital” and “traditional,” or “digital” 
and “brand.” Every experience a patient 
or consumer has with a health system now 
has a digital component. And just as in 
the tire example at the beginning of this 
publication, healthcare searches are often 
in-the-moment, at a time of need, and 
digital in nature. By following these steps 
to owning your search experience, you’ll 
set yourself up to drive a better patient 
experience for those who are seeking care, 
to answer patient search intent, and to drive 
patient acquisition in an efficient way.
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O W N  YO U R  D ATA 
Identify where your data lives.

 ☐ Credentialing

 ☐ CMS

 ☐ Excel spreadsheet(s)

 ☐ Facilities

 ☐ HR

 ☐ EMR

O W N  T H E  S E R P 
Check off everywhere you 
currently have full control over 
your search experience:

 ☐ Knowledge Card

 ☐ Google Ads

 ☐ Schema tagged provider, facility, and    
 intent pages

 ☐ Third-party sites (e.g., WebMD, Vitals, etc.)

 ☐ Featured Snippets, People Also Ask, etc.

O W N  YO U R  S I T E 
Can a prospective patient easily find 
information on your site?

 ☐ Google-like search experience

 ☐ Produce excellent results when a patient  
 asks a complex question

Owning the Search Experience Checklist
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The ultimate source for official answers about a business online 
should be the business itself. However, when consumers ask questions 
on company websites, too often they are left in the dark with wrong 
answers. Yext (NYSE: YEXT), the Search Experience Cloud, solves this 
problem by organizing a business’s facts so it can provide official 
answers to consumer questions — wherever people search. Starting 
with the company website, then extending across search engines and 
voice assistants, businesses around the world, like Taco Bell, Marriott, 
and Jaguar Land Rover—as well as organizations like the U.S. State 
Department—trust Yext to radically improve the search experience 
on their websites and across the entire search ecosystem. 

Yext’s mission is to help businesses and organizations around the 
world deliver official answers everywhere people search. Yext has 
been named a Best Place to Work by Fortune and Great Place to 
Work®, as well as a Best Workplace for Women. Yext is headquartered 
in New York City with offices in Amsterdam, Berlin, Chicago, Dallas, 
Geneva, London, Miami, Milan, Paris, San Francisco, Shanghai, Tokyo, 
and the Washington, D.C. area—and work-from-home offices all 
around the world.

For more information, visit yext.com.


