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What was already known on this topic?
e Branding of hospitals is a fundamental issue for better interaction between the public and private
sectors and attracting value and resources for the stakeholders.
e Continuous analysis and monitoring of patients' opinions on online platforms increases patients' trust
and loyalty to the hospital brand.
e Digital marketing tools are used to create a positive customer experience of hospitals brand.

What this study added to our knowledge?
e The use of social media, and search engine optimization (SEO) are the basic requirements of
branding in the digital era in hospitals.
e Hospitals should do smart branding by focusing on patients and using intelligence.
e The development of digital branding in hospitals leads to the development of tourist therapy, the
internationalization of the hospital and the value creation for the beneficiaries.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, in the digital age, the healthcare industry
has significant transformation [1]. The use of
digital health platforms in health care organizations
has led to a change in consumers’ behavior in this
field and an increase in their participation [2]. The
integration of digital technologies into healthcare
marketing has changed the way hospitals
communicate with their audiences. Based on this,
the survival of hospitals in this changing era
requires the adoption of comprehensive online
branding strategies [3]. Hospitals that effectively
use mobile apps and digital platforms for branding
purposes have achieved significant results in terms
of increasing engagement and patient satisfaction
[4]. Especially after the COVID-19 pandemic,
when various aspects of human life were heavily
affected by the digitization process, the presence of
powerful online brands for hospitals has been
emphasized more [5]. During the pandemic, many
hospitals in the world used social media and other
online platforms to maintain communication with
patients and manage their brand reputation [6]. This
shows the potential of building an online brand
while  facing  unforeseen  challenges and
maintaining the continuity of a hospital's
performance [7]. Online branding includes various
dimensions including brand identity, brand image,
communication, and experience [8,9]. Managing
users' online comments plays an important role in
maintaining a positive brand image. Hospitals
should actively monitor the opinions of their users
on various online platforms and respond to them
[10, 11]. Digital advertising, including pay-per-
click advertising and social media advertising,
helps hospitals spread the word about their services
and thereby gain a larger audience [12]. Social
media platforms allow hospitals to connect directly
with their target community, share health tips,
patient stories and experiences, updates, and
answer their audiences’ questions [13]. Digital
marketing can lead to a significant increase in
brand equity from the point of view of customers
[14]. Strengthening the value of the brand improves
patients’ trust in hospital brand. A strong online
brand for hospitals is a digital marketing tool for
creating a positive customer experience of the
brand, which is ultimately the most important
factor for patients to return to a hospital in the
future and use its services [15]. Considering the
lack of a branding model for hospitals in the digital
era in Iran, this study aimed to design a branding
model with a grounded theory method.

Methods
This qualitative study was conducted using the
grounded theory method in 2023 in Tehran. The

grounded theory method aims to create a theory
based on data and examines the phenomena under
the study to deal with the life and behavior of
people and the process of how people understand
[16]. Purposeful and theoretical sampling was
applied. We included people with different
specializations, and marketing, executives, clinical,
and policy-making experiences to obtain richer and
deeper data to discover the theory [17]. We
considered the following inclusion criteria:
marketing and branding specialists with at least 5
years of experience in health systems, medical
doctors in the private sector with at least 2 years of
experience in the digital platforms, officials of the
Ministry of Health in the hospital field, managers
and heads of general and specialized hospitals with
at least 5 years of experience. Sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was reached. Finally, 15
experts were included.Data collection was done
using in-depth qualitative interviews. Qualitative
interviews were completed between May and
October 2023. The average duration of the
interviews was 87 minutes. The in-depth interview
guide contained four general questions as follows:

» Explain branding in the hospital. What is your
method of action and function in this regard?

* How do you use virtual platforms and virtual
networks for marketing and advertising?

* What is the role of a professional group and
branding marketing experts in this field? And how
should it be?

» What is digital branding and how can it be used to
promote hospital activities?

All interviews were implemented based on
grounded theory methodology and Strauss and
Corbin. The data were analyzed using constant
comparative analysis in three stages of the coding
process: initial coding, intermediate coding, and
advanced coding [18]. Data were managed and
organized using ATLAS.ti version 9. Conceptual
mapping, field notes, and the storyline were also
used to help the theoretical analysis and integration.
To increase credibility and trust in qualitative
findings, criteria of believability, confirmation,
transferability, and verifiability have been applied
[19]. Peer check, member check, internal coding
agreement, and supervisor approval and notes were
performed. Multiple interviews were independently
coded by two researchers, and confidence in coding
was increased by calculating coding similarity and
agreement. The kappa agreement coefficient was
above 78% in each stage.

Results

Table 1 indicates the final themes, categories, and
open codes related to hospital branding in the digital
age.
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Table 1. Final themes, categories and open codes related to hospital branding in the digital age

Axial coding Categories

Subcategories

Conditions Use of digital platforms

use of artificial intelligence and Internet of Things

Website, hospital events, mobile applications, patient portals

Constant presence in
online platforms

Attracting contacts and followers, updating the website, social networks
(Instagram, Twitter, etc.)

Support and acceptance
of patient culture

Attention to emotional and cultural issues of patients

Interventions and  Health communication

interactions

Online visits for patients

Online appointment

Prescription request

Strengthening therapeutic
functions

Submitting results and tests

Paying bills

Communication with doctors

Continuous training of
doctors and nurses

Effective medical education, medical books

Strengthening the skills of nurses and doctors

Online training of employees

Responding to non-
therapeutic needs

Identifying patients' perceptions and expectations

Respect and respond to patients, Respecting the rights of patients

Health literacy education
and promotion of care

Improving the lifestyle of patients

Promoting health education

Meeting the information needs of chronic patients such as cancer

Content marketing

Tourist therapy

Advertising of hospital services

Elnaz Pahlevani et al.

Encouraging and directing patients

Promoting creativity and innovation

Promoting hospital strategy, missions and values

Personal branding using

Storytelling of patients, recording personal experiences of patients

SEO Personal interviews with doctors

Online conferences

Consequences Hospital

Social legitimacy of the hospital

internationalization

Communication with foreign companies and hospitals

Virtual hospital

People-oriented hospitals

Communication with associations and non-governmental organizations

Support and attract health supporters and benefactors

Strengthening public participation

Core concept Hospital digital branding

Transformation in internal digital processes

To design a model according to the emerging
categories and after recognizing and explaining the
research paradigms, the main categories and
themes were integrated into a central idea using
selective coding. Theoretical integration is the last
step in grounded theory. This integration involves a
validation process in which the researcher returns
to their data and checks that their theory fits and
explains the data. At this stage, we presented our

Use of digital platforms
Supporting and
accepting the culture of
patients and clients
Continuous training of
doctors and nurses
Fixed and continuous
presence in online
platforms

Hospital
digital
branding

Core concept

Conditions

theory for a new and enlightening understanding of
digital branding in hospitals. Theory writing
involves clearly defining the core category,
explaining how other categories relate to the core,
and showing how the theory explains the process or
phenomena being studied. The branding model of
hospitals in Iran in the digital area based on
grounded theory was presented in Figure 1.

Personal branding using SEO
Content marketing and
producing attractive content
Health education and care
promotion
Strengthening therapeutic |«
functions by nereasing
health communication
Storytelling and  obtaining
patients’ opinions
Introduction of hoteling.
hospital equipment and
services

Internationalization
of the hospital
Pcople-centered
hospital
Responding to non-
therapeutic needs
Creating value for
stakcholders
Increasing trust,
lovalty and support

Interventions and interactions Consequences

Figure 1. The final model for hospital brandihg in digitai ége
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Discussion

Brand personality is considered to be the central
core and the closest variable in the customer's
decision when choosing a brand. Branding in
healthcare is an emerging phenomenon. Nasiripour
et al. [20] indicates that branding has a significant
relationship with hospital performance and is
effective in improving hospital performance in
competitive environments. Policymakers and
managers of the health system are looking for
pioneering policies and measures to improve the
performance of hospitals, especially in the
government sector; among these policies is the use
of the potential of the private sector in the hospital
system. It is necessary to better interact with the
private sector by introducing forms of public-
private participation in public hospitals [21].
Digital branding leads to the formation of brand
citizenship behavior in hospital employees. Brand
citizenship behavior is one of the new concepts in
the field of branding with an emphasis on the role
of employees. Souri et al. [22] indicate that the
comprehensive planning for marketing and
branding impacts on medical outcomes,
organizational performance, employee engagement,
and extra-organizational results.  The medical
tourism industry needs to adopt measures such as
branding to attract and retain tourists. Digital
branding in hospitals leads to the acceptance of
international patients, the commitment and loyalty
of patients to the country's hospitals, and increases
value for beneficiaries and employees, and the
Iranian hospital system. The health tourism
industry has played an important role in sustainable
development. Medical tourism is one of the areas
where Iran has a significant competitive advantage.
Despite these advantages, failing to establish a
tourism brand is one of the problems in attracting
customers. Brand image, websites and digital
platforms, cultural, financial, and political
infrastructure, medical and care attractiveness are
essential for branding treatment centers and
improving  health tourism [23]. Despite the
continued increase in the use of social media,
empirical research on its economic value in the
healthcare industry has been neglected. Al-Hassan
[24] has proven the effect of social media
marketing efforts by hospitals on brand value and,
finally, the financial performance of the hospital.
Social media marketing efforts focused on usage
and engagement lead to hospital brand equity and
higher financial performance. Digital marketing
leads to the highest level of brand awareness,
perceived brand quality, brand association, and
brand loyalty, thereby enhancing brand perception.
Mostikasri et al.[25] listed the obstacles to branding
hospitals as limited funding for branding, non-
transparent legal frameworks, new needs of

stakeholders, and low infrastructure support for
international competition. These findings are
consistent with our research. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the reliable and trusted hospitals
should take branding seriously and understand its
increasing importance regardless of the existing
obstacles to achieving success in the digital age.
Agrebre et al. [26] discuss how the world's top 100
hospitals manage their social media platforms
(Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) as well as their
corporate websites to promote their brand and use
artificial  intelligence ~ for  branding  and
communication with society and audiences. Top
hospitals have specialized departments for artificial
intelligence  that  cooperate  with  foreign
organizations. Most top hospitals have focused
their reputation efforts on patients rather than other
targets (media companies, employees, suppliers,
shareholders) and have integrated Al projects into
their smart branding initiatives. Marketing can help
hospitals achieve their goals, such as increasing
public awareness, demand for hospital services, and
customer satisfaction. Sarehbandi et al. [27]
showed that healthcare centers could use the mixed
application model of medical service marketing in
their marketing management. Zarei et al. [28]
showed that the implementation of mixed social
marketing could lead to preventive measures and
the introduction of resources related to the
organization and individuals. It affects the
behavioral tendencies of individuals through the
creation of value. The findings of this research are
in line with our findings. Therefore, the strategies
presented for digital branding in hospitals have
been tailored to the country's background
conditions. Zadeh et al.[29] showed that the
marketing strategy used in hospital medical
services, which emphasizes excellent care, employs
various tactics to attract, retain, and engage
patients, with the primary goal of providing
exceptional medical care and positive outcomes.
The findings of this research align with our
findings regarding the enhancement of loyalty and
trust in the hospital. Therefore, increasing patients’
self-confidence and reliability provides them with a
unique and memorable experience. The main
feature of the presented model is to identify the
branding strategies of hospitals in the digital space,
which have not been addressed in other studies.
Some of the proposed solutions include personal
branding using SEO, content marketing, producing
attractive content, health education and promotion
of care, storytelling, and gathering patients'
feedback. Susendi et al. [30] and Aswad et al. [31]
demonstrate that digital marketing is one of the
most vital marketing strategies for healthcare
services. In most previous research, various types
of marketing in hospitals have been discussed. This
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study has depicted a model the illustrates the
branding of hospitals in this new era. Based on
this, hospitals should abandon traditional
marketing methods and maintain continuous
presence on online platforms using innovative
techniques to achieve excellence. The consequence
of branding hospitals in the digital era is the
transformation into people-centered hospitals,
serving as a foundation for increasing trust and
loyalty. Finally, sustaining the current value chain
and creating new value for the hospital's
stakeholders can be the final outcone of this
branding for society.
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