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magine the last time you booked a flight. Most likely, you opened a mobile app or went 
online, entered your desired destination and time frames, and were presented with flight 
options to choose from. Aware of the costs and different options, you selected the itinerary 
that best met your needs. 

Now imagine the last time you searched for a specialist to see a particular medical condition 
or booked an appointment with that physician. It probably wasn’t as easy as booking a flight.

Seamless consumer experiences extend beyond airlines; retail, restaurants, and banks have 
adopted processes and technologies, many with self-service options, that allow consumers 
to access information and services when and how they choose. Even pockets of the broader 
healthcare industry, such as dentistry, long ago migrated to models that enable patients to 
easily manage their care right at their fingertips. 

The fact is, consumer expectations transcend industries. Businesses are not just competing 
to provide the best experience in their category—they are contending to offer the best 
consumer experience possible. 

Healthcare is not immune. With declining margins and new market entrants vying for the 
patient relationship, organizations must adopt a more consumer-centric service orientation 
and make it easy for patients, providers, and staff to access information, care, and support 
services at any point in the care journey. To remain competitive, healthcare organizations 
have to transform their core processes to create a seamless digital experience, and that 
starts with establishing the operational infrastructure to support and scale these initiatives.

I
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THE FRAGMENTED HEALTHCARE EXPERIENCE

Given the way many health systems have evolved, consumer-facing services—an organization’s front-door 
entry points—have been supported in silos with minimal coordination between and within functions. The 
onus has been on consumers to navigate these complexities. 

Let’s take a hypothetical patient, Jane, and walk through a relatively simple interaction with a typical health 
system. See figure 1.

Orthopedics
Jane calls the orthopedics 
practice to schedule and is 

told that the surgeon requires 
an MRI prior to the consult.

Hospital
Jane calls the hospital to 

schedule the MRI, but first 
wants to understand the costs; 
she is referred to the website 
to request a price estimate.

Orthopedics
Jane calls back the 

orthopedics office and 
schedules the consult.

Hospital
Jane will hear back 

within 2 days.

Primary Care
Jane is referred from 

primary care to 
orthopedics.

Hospital
Once Jane understands the 
costs, she calls the hospital 
back to schedule the MRI.

FIGURE 1: THE CURRENT HEALTHCARE JOURNEY

Jane is referred from primary care to orthopedics and needs to coordinate imaging prior to her 
specialty consult. Jane has a question about the costs, and it takes several uncoordinated touch points to 
reach resolution. This assumes she follows through, which is not always the case and could result in missed 
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ORGANIZING AROUND THE CONSUMER 

A consumer-centric orientation can be accomplished via three broad steps.

1. Stratify and identify your patients’ needs.

While a consumer-centric approach is necessary, most healthcare services are not inherently consumer 
oriented. Since consumer behavior will differ depending on the type of care being sought (e.g., a wellness 
visit versus an emergent episode), consider the figure 2 framework as a means to stratify patients’ needs:

Acute/Emergent Care

Primary and Preventive Care and Wellness

Episodic Specialty Care

Chronic Specialty Care
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FIGURE 2: STRATIFICATION OF PATIENT NEEDS

or delayed care and network leakage. Provider organizations must make it easier for consumers and patients 
to get the support and care they need, which in turn can result in:

Better patient outcomes.

Greater efficiencies.

Increased brand loyalty.

An enhanced experience for consumers and staff alike.

A person seeking primary care services or a routine screening is more likely to behave like a consumer—
shopping around for the best options to meet their needs—than someone being hospitalized for a stroke. 
Therefore, organizations should focus their consumer strategies initially around the lower and middle levels 
of the pyramid. While efficient, patient-centric processes are needed at all levels, the lowest level of the 
pyramid is where there is currently immense competition for the consumer relationship between payers, 
payviders, market disruptors such as Amazon and Walgreens, and traditional provider organizations. 
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Ultimately the 

organization must 

infuse a consumer-

centric approach into 

all aspects of strategy, 

IT, and operations. 

Matrixed Organization

Dedicated Consumer Of f ice

CROSS-FUNCTIONAL COALITION ALIGNED BY A SINGLE CONSUMER GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE

Marketing Patient 
Experience Access Revenue

Cycle
Clinical

Operations
Digital
Health IT

CHIEF BRAND AND CONSUMER OFFICER

Digital 
Technology

Consumer 
Engagement/Access 

Center

Patient 
Experience

Digital 
Marketing

Marketing

FIGURE 3: EXAMPLE OPERATING MODELS

2. Establish an accountable 
consumer function.

Once consumer needs are understood, develop 
a focused mechanism to connect the various 
consumer touch points, operating bodies, and 
technologies in a cohesive manner. Since the 
consumer relationship touches so many aspects of 
the organization—marketing, patient access, billing, 
clinical operations, IT, etc.—a consumer-centric 
mentality must ultimately become ingrained in the 
fabric of the organization. 

Some organizations create consumer offices 
and name chief consumer officers while other 
organizations embed consumer experience research 
and design within existing structures under 
common governance, as illustrated in figure 3. 
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Pharmacy

Social 
Work

Surgical 
Oncology

Nutrition

Radiation 
Oncology

Medical 
Oncology

Service Line Model: Oncology Coordinated Consumer Support Model

Billing 
Customer 

Service Portal and 
App Support

Nurse 
Advice

Referral Coordination 
and Appointment 

Scheduling

Care Gap
Outreach

FIGURE 4: PATIENT-CENTRIC ORGANIZATION EXAMPLES

There is no single way to organize around this work, but organizations must be deliberate in their approach. 
Ultimately the organization must infuse a consumer-centric approach into all aspects of strategy, IT, and 
operations. 

3. Build around the patient.

With a coordinated strategy and approach, reevaluate the people, processes, and technologies that support 
consumer-facing services and reorient these services around the consumer. While simple in theory, in most 
instances this requires significant workflow and technology changes, at a minimum, and may include staff 
and management reorganization as well. This approach is analogous to the clinical shift to a service line 
model whereby care is highly coordinated and centered on the patient and their condition, not the location 
or specialty. In both frameworks, specialty, geographic, or functional silos are broken down to support highly 
coordinated care and interactions, as illustrated in figure 4.

Without this degree of coordination, consumers must navigate a web of discrete, uncoordinated, and 
sometimes contradictory information, communications, and services. With it, organizations are able 
to support the type of synchronized experience consumers have come to expect. Functions must be 
coordinated via common policy, workflow, and technology standards, and some organizations may also opt 
to centralize consumer-facing services into an experience center under aligned management and operating 
structures. 

While a completely coordinated model does not necessarily equate to full centralization of these consumer-
facing services, there must be consistency within like functions and seamless handoffs between functions to 
create a truly cohesive consumer experience. 
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Enterprise Data Integration 
and Advanced Analytics

Core Operational Systems, Consumer 
Systems, and Network Affiliate Systems
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Preservice Virtual and In-Person

Care Delivery

Postservice

Ongoing and Asynchronous Support and Care

FIGURE 5: TRANSFORMING THE PATIENT CARE JOURNEY VIA A DIGITAL  
FRONT DOOR

DIGITAL ACCESS IS HERE

While the core functions supporting the consumer journey must ultimately be coordinated and well 
executed—be it collecting a payment or scheduling an appointment—the ways in which they are performed 
are evolving. This includes greater personalization, automation, self-service, and omnichannel options, which 
represent an organization’s digital front door. A consumer orientation lays the foundation to unlock a robust 
digital front door, as illustrated in figure 5.
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There’s no point in configuring digital solutions if the underlying infrastructure and culture are not primed 
to support them; a fragmented operational structure or approach will result in the same fragmented 
experience, just via new channels. Further, there must be foundational technology enablers, such as an 
accurate provider directory and consumer relationship management platform, to advance other digital- and 
consumer-related goals. 

These foundational elements should be addressed prior to deploying more innovative, predictive, and 
personalized solutions. Illustrative capabilities are shown in figure 6, and opportunities for advancement are 
endless once the underlying operational and technical infrastructure is in place.

CREATING EXCEPTIONAL HEALTHCARE EXPERIENCES

Now more than ever, healthcare organizations are deploying tactics from other industries to transform the 
consumer experience. With the appropriate culture and infrastructure in place, healthcare organizations can 
better support existing functions and more easily introduce and scale new channels or services. 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how organizations with a consumer-oriented infrastructure in place 
were better positioned to respond to emergent needs, such as offering virtual nursing support or scheduling 
vaccines. Consumer demand for more streamlined access and better healthcare experiences is here to 
stay, and adopting this type of infrastructure can enable greater access to services, enhance patient 
engagement, and result in sustained loyalty to your organization. The investment in evolving your health 
system to greater levels of consumer centricity is no longer optional. 

Example Capabilities
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FIGURE 6: ILLUSTRATIVE DIGITAL CAPABILITY SPECTRUM
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ABOUT ECG

With knowledge and expertise built over the course of nearly 50 years, ECG is a national consulting 
firm that is leading healthcare forward. ECG offers a broad range of strategic, financial, operational, and 
technology-related consulting services to providers, building multidisciplinary teams to meet each client’s 
unique needs—from discrete operational issues to enterprise-wide strategic and financial challenges. ECG 
is an industry leader, offering specialized expertise to hospitals, health systems, medical groups, academic 
medical centers, children’s hospitals, ambulatory surgery centers, and healthcare payers. Part of Siemens 
Healthineers’ global enterprise services practice, ECG’s subject matter experts deliver smart counsel and 
pragmatic solutions.

For more insights from ECG, visit www.ecgmc.com/thought-leadership.
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