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When a consumer experiences a healthcare “moment 

of truth” — that is, a new symptom, diagnosis, 

address, or insurance plan — Google is likely the 

first place they'll turn in their journey to choose the 

right provider. Most often, consumers conduct local 

searches, using phrases like “near me” in their query. 

Much like people on a safari, consumers recognize 

there is “much to see” in the search engine results,  

but tend to focus their time and energy on local 

listings that have nailed “The Big Five.” 

This eBook outlines “The Big Five” strategies for 

provider brands to dominate local search using a 

balance of earned, owned, and paid media best 

practices. It offers practical advice and specific  

steps to acquire more new patients and drive  

service line revenue.

BLENDING IN
— 

GREAT FOR WILD 
ANIMALS, BAD 

FOR HEALTHCARE 
PROVIDERS

Maintaining a visible, accurate, and engaging presence across 
the search ecosystem is one of the most effective ways to  
attract the attention of healthcare consumers.
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The days of keyword stuffing to appear relevant 

are long gone. Now, search engines like Google 

have sophisticated algorithms that evaluate your 

website for a variety of factors that then rank you 

accordingly. To truly own and manage your digital 

presence involves a multi-pronged approach and 

well-executed strategy.

Since 2015
Google “near me”  
searches have
increased twofold 1

No longer can you rely solely on basic search engine  
optimization practices — SEO is evolving.

SEO-friendly software
Automatic features do the 
work for you.

Security
A secure, reliable site 
helps boost rankings.

Optimization
This is continual work. 
Optimize on-page 
content, page titles, 
backlinks, etc.

Relevance
Keywords, ad copy, landing 
pages, etc. need to be 
related to your consumersʼ 
search terms.

Accuracy
Your contact info should  
be accurate and up-to-date,  
no matter how many  
changes occur.

1  2  3  4  5
“The Big Five” strategies to dominate local search
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Let's get started by outlining the strategies and 

tactics that will consistently improve your digital 

presence over time.

1   Rank higher in local search
2   Maximize paid campaigns
3   Win more favorable earned media
4   Optimize your owned media channels

Next, let's learn how to balance your efforts 

across channels to achieve your specific business 

goals, since there is no “one size fits all“ approach 

to local search optimization.

Oh, the places you'll go.
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Winning!

Winning!

Make him 
stop.



First page or bust!
A McKinsey survey 2 found that two-thirds of the touch 

points that drive the initial “evaluation” phase of the 

consumer journey are focused around activities like 

online research and reading online reviews. And 60% 

of consumers 3 begin that evaluation stage at a search 

engine. Winning in search means dominating the top of 

the first page results. If you’re not ranking there, you’re 

nowhere. If you don’t believe this based on your own 

search habits, maybe you’ll believe the data: the top 

listing on Google gets nearly 30% 4  of all clicks and drops 

quickly and dramatically from there. The good news is 

that you don’t have to win all of the internet at once — 

you just have to win your local search market.

DON'T STICK YOUR 
HEAD IN THE SAND 
WHEN IT COMES TO 

LOCAL WEB PRESENCE

46%
of all searches on Google 

are local searches 5
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Not
funny!

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/the-consumer-decision-journey
http://www.adweek.com/digital/81-shoppers-conduct-online-research-making-purchase-infographic/
http://www.adweek.com/digital/81-shoppers-conduct-online-research-making-purchase-infographic/
https://www.advancedwebranking.com/cloud/ctrstudy/
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/local-seo-stats
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/local-seo-stats
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/local-seo-stats


Dominating the top of the first 
page results means you need to 
use and maximize the benefits of 
paid, earned, and owned media 
as much as possible. 

By its very nature, healthcare is a local 

business. Because local search delivers more 
clicks and calls than other marketing channels,6 

it tends to deliver higher quality leads, and by 

extension, a higher return on investment than 

other digital marketing channels. 

Paid

Earned

Owned

Congrats!
it's a Baby 

Click!

7Profile of a winner 7
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Take up as much 
space as you can.

WINNING LOCAL SEARCH

BE AS HARD
TO IGNORE

AS A
TWO TON 

ELEPHANT

Local search is a combination of many different tactics and techniques, 

but the goal is occupying as much of the real estate available as possible 

on the Google Search Results Page (SERP) with local ads, listings, and organic 

results. When Google’s algorithm determines the intent of the searcher is to find 

a local business, it triggers ads with local extensions if available, as well as the Google 

Local Pack — a list of up to three local business results that match the searcher’s  

query. Searches like “hospital,“ “family doctor,“ and “pediatrician near me“ typically  

trigger the Local Pack. In essence, a local search strategy is imperative when promoting 

your providers, as current and prospective customers search by name or specialty.

Because most people use a search engine for browsing the web, Google (and other 

search engines) has become the literal digital front door to your organization. If you 

want more health consumers to come through, you have to show up in search. But, 

“showing up“ isn’t just a popularity contest — it’s essential to ensure new consumers 

find you. So how do you do it? 



Winning local search

For starters, the searcher’s location determines 
results.7 And because local search factors are ever-

changing, search results can change or be finicky 

based on searcher’s word choice. Optimizing for the 

best ranking or visibility is a continual process.

All results depend on the search query — the actual 

words used — but for most healthcare-related 

searches, there are three ways to gain visibility:  

1    Paid advertising (e.g., Google AdWords).  
Optimized search ads are always at the top  

of search results. 

2    Local listings (e.g., Google My Business/Local 
Pack). Mapped listings of local businesses that 

match the searcher’s query and are nearest to 

their current physical location. 

3     Organic search (e.g., Google’s other results). 
Relevant, valuable, user-centered content on  

a search engine-friendly web content 

management system.

Dominating in digital takes a concerted effort, across 

channels. Each realm of digital media – earned, paid,  

and owned – requires a different tactic to win.

How winning works 

Your paid ads 
saying hello
to all that top 
results land.

Competitor  

results nobody 

sees.

Click Me!
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Start with hyperlocal campaigns — service-, 

treatment-, and procedure-specific campaigns, and 

general branded campaigns — to cover your bases.  

And don’t forget ad extensions, those extra snippets 

of information that can help you differentiate.

With the addition of coordinated social campaigns to 

your search campaigns, you’ll stay top of mind. This 

way, when a consumer comes back to search to find 

that birthing center or orthopedic specialist they saw 

on Facebook, your brand will be at the top of the list. 

Paid media

Paid search campaigns can increase 
your ranking, making you show 
up first on the  search results page. 
With the right combination of brand 
awareness and targeted service 
line-specific ads, you’ll make your 
presence known.

Covering all relevant keywords at once is basically 

impossible, so you have to focus your efforts on 

the most effective search queries, targeting your 

most valued consumers at critical moments of 

truth when they are building trust with a brand or 

are ready to convert. Understanding which types 

of terms to target requires understanding your 

consumers’ needs. Combining your audience’s needs 

and journeys with your strengths will help you 

maximize your budget and return on your efforts.

Winning local search 10



It’s all about reputation — for
your organization as a whole and
for individual physicians.

When patients and healthcare consumers are 

searching online, they’re encountering your reputation, 

whether you’re managing it or not. 84% of patients 
use online reviews to evaluate physicians to make 
healthcare decisions.8 And 80% of consumers 
trust online reviews as much as personal 
recommendations.9 So wouldn’t you want to affect 

change where you can? 

How your brand’s reputation is represented online 

impacts the Zero Moment of Truth  — that crucial 

instant when someone is searching online and 

decides to click on your organization’s website. Poor 

representation from bad reviews and ratings can 

mean lost revenue. And one consumer’s bad opinion 

recorded (and shared) online can affect the future 

decision-making of many others.

Earned media

Dr. Prestine Parrot

Dr. Chuck Feathers 

Winning local search 11
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In addition to the psychological effect 
of negative feedback, star ratings 
actually impact where you rank in 
search. Those organizations and 
providers with more stars show up 
higher on the list. Again, 
it’s all about trust.

So how do you get a handle on something so 

seemingly out of your control? You need a plan for 

how to handle negative reviews, and help to do so. You 

can't afford to ignore unflattering opinions. You need 

to know when they show up and then address and, 

ideally, remedy them. Plus, you need a way to solicit 

favorable reviews from satisfied patients to paint a 

true, positive picture as well. 

14% of consumers would use 
a business with a one or 
two star rating  

Winning local search 12



For healthcare SEO strategy in particular, 

there are a few page types that really help your 

digital presence stand out. With Google’s recent 

“Possum”10 update, having a site that’s locally 

optimized is one of the best strategies for ranking, 

especially on mobile.

For this reason, your location and provider pages 

are some of the most important page types for 

your hospital website.

To increase visibility for these pages on mobile:

1   Include City, State in the <title> tag
2   Add City, State in the H1 heading when appropriate
3   Naturally use City, State in body copy
4   If possible, include City, State in the URL
5   Use City, State in the meta description
6    Include the location or provider name, 

address, and phone number

In addition to on-page optimization, you must 

also get a handle on your directory listings, which 

affect earned media as well. You need manpower 

to consistently claim, cleanse, and monitor your 

local listings across the search ecosphere and 

aggregating sites. You also need a strategy for 

controlling rogue Facebook pages,11 those  

user-generated location listings you don’t “own“  

or manage but are nevertheless open and visible  

for comments and reviews.

Owned media

Winning local search 13
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Stand out from 
the herd.
With all these factors to consider, rising to the top of the 

pack can seem like climbing a mountain alone. Luckily, the 

path to owning the click is now full of tools to make your 

job simpler. You just have to know where to look.

Start with SEO-friendly software, a solution 

with automatic features built in that do some 

of the heavy lifting for you. Your CMS should 

have a framework for SEO titles, metadata, 

H1s, image alt-tags, etc., already established. 

An advanced solution will have automated 

suggestions for these areas and check to 

make sure you’re not missing SEO killers like 

broken links and more.

A DIFFERENT STRIPE 
PATTERN MAY NOT

BE ENOUGH

61%
of marketers say improving 
SEO and growing organic 

presence is their top inbound 
marketing
priority 12 

STRATEGIES FOR OWNING THE CLICK
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Make sure you have a secure web structure. Nearly 

33% of the pages that rank either 1, 2, or 3 on 

any given search are HTTPS enabled, essentially 

because Google sees these sites as trustworthy. 

Aside from the peace-of-mind having a secure, 

reliable site brings, that extra boost in rankings is 

well worth it.

50%
of all web pages 
are encrypted13 
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2 3 The big task, on-page search engine 
optimization, should be your ongoing 
focus. SEO and other content marketing 

tactics are a fundamental way to attract 

potential customers. Everyone searches 

differently, and appearing on search for 

the vast majority of queries is no easy task, 

especially in healthcare. We know from 

Google’s own surveys that 77% of patients 

use search before making an appointment. 

It’s imperative to optimize the content on 

your provider profiles, location detail, and 

service line pages to ensure they come up 

when current and prospective patients are 

searching by provider name, conditions 

treated, or specialties. Use the Google SEO 

Starter Guide to help you understand all of 

the different ranking factors important in 

on-page content optimization. Plus, carefully 

consider page titles, backlinks, and relevance 

to keywords/search terms.

Strategies for owning the click

Nope!  
I don't 

trust you.
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All of this work to rank on search is 
meaningless if your provider and facility 
contact information is incorrect in search 
listings. To truly own the click, you need 

to ensure that your location information 

is up-to-date no matter how many roster, 

organizational, or other changes occur. 

Correct listings keep you from being penalized 

in search rankings and build consumer trust 

in your brand. You’ll want a team to help you 

tackle this ongoing task as well.

When you shift your focus to your paid search, 
relevance is the key word that matters most. 
Not only do you need to bid competitively on 

the most targeted (relevant) keywords for 

your goals, you also need to make sure your ad 

content, extensions, and landing pages all relate 

to the search terms your consumers are using 

if you’re going to show up above organic search 

results. Research and strategy are important, 

so partnering with an experienced team with 

healthcare-specific expertise can increase your 

chances for success.

WHERE DID YOU SAY YOU
WERE LOCATED AGAIN?

THAT'S NOT WHAT IT
SAYS ON YOUR SITE.

FOURTH BURROW 
PAST THE OLD OAK.

4 5
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A balance  
of strategies
True digital presence dominance requires 

mastering all these moving parts, and, 

for the most part, the time and resources 

required to excel means you can’t do it alone. 

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER
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Think of all the tactics you need 
to manage to dominate in search:

1       Research and cover keywords for all service lines and the 

organization as a whole

2      Create and manage hyperlocal campaigns for the same

3      Coordinate your paid search and social campaigns’  

targeting for every service line and your brand

4      Manage your online listings to ensure name, address, and 

phone number accuracy and consistency across the web

5      Use SEO-friendly software and technologies for  

your website(s)

6      Ensure you have a secure solution

7      Create relevant, engaging, and converting content to 

answer the most pressing questions at every stage of the 

consumer's journey

8      Optimize your content and on-page SEO tags

9      Manage your reputation online, including star ratings, 

responding to negative reviews, and soliciting positive ones

10   Baseline your key performance indicators and track your 

progress in a comprehensive marketing dashboard

Consistently delivering and 

improving in all these areas requires 

a team, documented goals, and 

benchmarks, and the analytics to 

prove your efforts are boosting your 

organization’s bottom line. The real 

proof will be when your current and 

future patients can find you in search 

with ease because you rank above the 

competition.

NO ANIMALS
WERE HARMED
WHILE MAKING

THIS EBOOK.

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER
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Healthgrades empowers meaningful connections between 

people and healthcare providers. At healthgrades.com,   

we help millions of consumers to find and schedule 

appointments with their provider of choice. With our 

scheduling solutions, CRM, advanced analytics applications, 

and omnichannel communications services, we help more 

than 1500 hospitals cultivate consumer relationships, 

improve access, and build patient loyalty.

about

hs.healthgrades.com
© Copyright 2019 Healthgrades Operating Company, Inc. All rights reserved
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