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Overview 
 
Physicians are rapidly adopting social media tools such as Twitter and LinkedIn as part of their 
approach to keeping up to date with the latest developments in healthcare.  As the use of these 
digital tools becomes increasingly commonplace and mobile apps gain acceptance for 
supporting healthcare interactions, the physician liaison team can leverage digital tools and 
social media to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the delivery of information. Digital 
tools can serve as a pathway to providing easier and more direct access to information and 
tools that help to strengthen relationships with referring doctors and their practice staff.     
   
Digital tools represent a unique opportunity for health systems to respond to the busy 
physician’s schedule.  Consider a scenario in which the health system’s physician liaison, 
skilled in the focused use of digital tools, and who understands the clinical and scientific needs 
and interests of a specific group of physicians, can direct clinically relevant content in small 
bursts. This content links back to the health system’s website or physician portal to facilitate 
education about specialized programs, services, and clinical trials, and easy to access pathways 
when a referral is needed.       

 
Connecting physician experience insight and referral decision factors into digital channel 

messaging is becoming increasingly important. So how can hospitals and physician liaison 
teams use digital tools effectively to connect with physicians and grow relationships? 

 
In this paper, we present best practices from around the country in using digital tools to 
connect with referring physicians. When used appropriately, digital tools can be configured 
and applied to improve relationships, grow referral volumes, and increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of your physician liaisons. 
 
  



Digital Physician Outreach 
 

© 2016 Gelb Consulting. All Rights Reserved.  Page 3 
 

Digital Channels 
 
There are a variety of digital communication channels, each with unique applications.  It’s 
important for physician relations leaders to confirm the highest value for each.  We have listed 
below our general view on the value of some channels.  
 

Digital 
Channel Primary Value Experience 

Support Key Messages Metric 

Text-based 
social (e.g., 
Twitter) 

Quick text 
updates on 
advancements 
and events 

Clinical options 
identification for 
their patients 

How your 
institution is 
advancing 
medicine to aid 
the community 
physician  

Views and 
retweets to 
colleagues and/or 
patients (but the 
latter is rare) 

Video-based 
social (e.g., 
YouTube) 

Humanization of 
the specialist and 
academic medical 
center; 
particularly 
powerful when 
patient-created   

Supporting their 
referral decisions 
– videos can be 
shared with 
patients and 
serve to set 
expectations  

Here’s who will 
you meet, and the 
process you will 
go through  

Views and follows, 
physician surveys 
regarding NPS 
and preparedness 
to refer  

Picture-based 
social (e.g., 
Instagram) 

Examples of 
specific situations 
during a journey, 
but very hard to 
manage 

These are mainly 
in support of 
process-related 
activities (e.g., 
research, patient 
journey, etc.) 

What it’s like to 
advance care or be 
a patient 

Views and follows, 
and the overall 
outcome might be 
very limited.  

Conversation-
based (e.g., 
Facebook) 

Promotion and 
links to other 
items, but 
patients may also 
post 

This channel runs 
the entire 
experience; many 
physicians are 
using it to 
promote their 
practice  

Showcases of 
physicians and 
patients working 
together toward 
advancing patient 
care 

Likes, shares and 
reposts; also 
clicks to links.  An 
advanced 
measure is how 
many are 
reposted to 
physician pages.  

Ad-based  
Promoting 
programs based 
on search 

Focused on 
decision making 

We are the best 
choice 

Conversation 
rates on ads 

Feedback-
based (e.g., 
Yelp, 
HealthGrades) 

Identifying the 
voice of the 
customer 

Focused on 
decision making 
or referral 
confirmation 

Responses to 
feedback is critical 
on open platforms  

Positive/negative 
sentiment  
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Portal-based Communicating 
with the referrer 

Post-referral 
communications, 
but a high need 
amongst referring 
physicians  

We are partners in 
care, we seek to 
provide a seamless 
referral 
experience  

Portal usage, NPS, 
utilization of such 
internally  

Group-based 
(e.g., LinkedIn) 

Aligning with 
interest groups 

Awareness and 
need based 

We can help you 
advance your 
practice, we are 
trusted partners 

Views, shares, re-
posts 

E-newsletters 
Sharing updates 
and scientific-
level content 

Top of mind 
awareness, 
updates, 
connection to 
resources  

We care about our 
relationship with 
you and want to 
keep you updated 

Subscribes, click 
rates  

 
 

Best Practices to Optimize Digital Channels 
 

1. Plan Messaging Carefully 
 
Just as with any outreach tools, digital messaging should be carefully planned. 
Messaging should be developed to support the most important referral decision factors 
from a functional perspective, but also to support positive attitudes that you want to 
reinforce and to work towards overcoming any negative attitudes that may be present 
in the physician community. For example, from our work with physicians around the 
country we know that physicians typically request clinical and scientific level content 
that will assist them in providing patient education, while optimizing their decision 
making capabilities and helping them stay up to date on the latest medical advances. 
Thus, creating messaging that is specifically tailored to meet this unique physician need 
is necessary for capturing their attention and making a lasting impression.  

 
From a branding perspective, you can develop messaging that helps position the 
organization optimally in the minds of referring physicians by focusing on those 
differentiating messages that support the referral decision process. Give the physicians 
reasons to believe in and trust you, and that leave a lasting impression as a result of a 
highly positive experience with our organization. 
 
The digital content development process needs to include the identification of content 
sources, understanding of priority service lines, and ensuring that an appropriate level 
of editorial oversight and guidance will be in place.  The organization’s digital efforts 
can also be supported by repurposing traditional print materials for use in the digital 
environment.   



Digital Physician Outreach 
 

© 2016 Gelb Consulting. All Rights Reserved.  Page 5 
 

2. Create a Digital Relationship Management Plan  
 

A “Digital Physician Relationship Management” plan will extend the reach of the 
Physician Liaison team while providing referring physicians and practice 
administrators with improved access to the healthcare organization.  Digital 
relationship management allows both passive and active engagement with 
operationally efficient and effective digital touchpoints that support coordination of 
patient care (which is commonly a referring physician’s highest priority need). 
 
The plan needs to address how physicians can connect with your organization, how 
they can connect with other physicians, and even how they can use these digital tools 
themselves to market their own practice.  Physicians planned for engagement will most 
likely need to be oriented, educated and even trained on various digital platforms such 
as those listed above.   
 
Based on our experience, we recommend the following, based the maturity of your 
physician relations program: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Promotional Powerhouse:  Focus on outreach activities which are “push” related.  
This is your current strength.  Digitally, this would include e-newsletters (ideally set up 
as campaigns in your PRM), and coordination to ensure the deployment of text-based 
social, ad-based social, and picture-based social.  
 
Valued Role Player: In this horizon, digital channels start to be more two-way, so the 
addition to your program on richer communications is important.  These would include 
Video-based social, Group-based social, and Feedback-based social.  What’s required at 
this level is active monitoring and responding to the comments. 
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Operationally Integrated: Being operationally integrated requires insights into the 
referral activities. This is a more involved role to be sure.  Portals are essential, but this 
also includes the set-up and updates for Group-based social media.  
 
Also, it may be prudent to develop print collateral that supports the physician liaison, 
involvement with digital tools is an increasingly important means to educate and 
inform physicians, practice managers and other staff about the different ways to 
connect with the liaisons and the organization.  

  
3. Be Consistent 

 
During our conversations with hospital leaders and marketers who seek to improve 
their usage of digital tools to connect with physicians, a common challenge is hesitancy 
to get started because of the time commitment and fear that they will not be able to 
follow through. One important rule of social media and digital channels in general is to 
be present and be consistent. Abandoning social media channels is a common mistake, 
as it is counterproductive when participants don’t receive responses or assistance if 
they ask questions or provide feedback. Prior to using a new digital channel, it is 
necessary to assign ownership for who will manage and respond to the channels.  
 
As for the need to develop timely and relevant content, we find that in most cases, this 
content is already available throughout the organization – it is just a matter of working 
with what is already available to focus it for physician needs. For example, a particular 
service line might already have case studies that they use for educational purposes each 
month. These can be used for digital content with relatively minor updates to reflect the 
scientific-level information that physicians seek.  

   

Taking Action 
 
As the role of the Physician Liaison evolves in the accountable care environment, and as the 
use and availability of digital tools becomes increasingly more ubiquitous, the foundational 
aspect of building personal relationships between healthcare organizations and their referring 
physicians will likely never go away, but the manner in which we identify, create, and sustain 
those relationships is continually changing, and will always be essential to referral 
development efforts.  
 
As such we need to continually look for ways to enhance operational efficiency of the physician 
liaison function, increase cost effectiveness and develop capabilities to scale up increase the 
liaison’s sphere of influence.  Digital tools can be integrated with the liaison function in three 
strategic areas: 

• Retaining current referring physicians  
• Creating new referring physician relationships and physician recruitment 
• Growing physician referrals and patient volumes to priority service lines 
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About Endeavor 

Endeavor Management, is an international management consulting firm that collaboratively works 
with their clients to achieve greater value from their transformational business initiatives. Endeavor 
serves as a catalyst by providing pragmatic methodologies and industry expertise in Transformational 
Strategies, Operational Excellence, Organizational Effectiveness, and Transformational Leadership. 
Our clients include those responsible for: 

• Business Strategy 
• Marketing and Brand Strategy 
• Operations 
• Technology Deployment 
• Strategic Human Capital 
• Corporate Finance 

 

The firm’s 50 year heritage has produced a substantial portfolio of proven methodologies, deep 
operational insight and broad industry experience.  This experience enables our team to quickly 
understand the dynamics of client companies and markets.  Endeavor’s clients span the globe and 
are typically leaders in their industry.  
 
Gelb Consulting Group, a wholly owned subsidiary, monitors organizational performance and designs 
winning marketing strategies.  Gelb helps organizations focus their marketing initiatives by fully 
understanding customer needs through proven strategic frameworks to guide marketing strategies, 
build trusted brands, deliver exceptional experiences and launch new products.  Gelb can help you 
to develop and implement the right strategies.  Using advanced research techniques, Gelb can help 
you to understand the complexities of your market, to develop your strategic decision frameworks 
and to determine the best deployment of your resources and technology to monitor your successes.  
For over 50 years, Gelb has worked with marketing leaders on: 

•    Strategic Marketing 
•    Brand Building 
•    Customer Experience Management 
•    Go to Market 
•    Product Innovation 
•    Trademark/Trade Dress Protection 

 
 
Our websites: 
www.endeavormgmt.com 
www.gelbconsulting.com 
www.gulfresearch.com 
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