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Few markets have been as rocked with change as the healthcare 

industry over the past several years. From navigating evolving 

compliance and reimbursement legislation to understanding  

shifting patient demographics, healthcare marketers have been  

kept on their toes.

To better understand how brand experience fits into this dynamic 

environment, Freeman partnered with the Healthcare Convention & 

Exhibition Association (HCEA) and Exhibit Surveys, Inc., a Freeman 

Company, to conduct in-depth interviews with HCEA members. 

Participants represented a broad mix of pharmaceutical and medical 

technology and device companies in North America, and all are 

involved with event and budget decisions.

Our goal was to identify the challenges these healthcare marketers 

struggle with, as well as their plans for meeting these challenges. 

We also asked about their marketing priorities for 2017, including 

budgets, customer engagement plans, and channel-specific strategies. 

The insights they shared reveal multiple issues, some of which  

are unique to the healthcare industry and others that are shared 

across the event marketing ecosystem. Of particular note, however,  

are the immense opportunities that emerge for brands that are  

able to successfully navigate these challenges and activate  

impactful solutions.
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The Value of Brand Experience in 
Healthcare Marketing

If the individuals we spoke to are any indication, healthcare marketers 

understand the value of events and brand experiences. More than 

half of our respondents ranked events in their top three marketing 

priorities, and most ranked events first.

• Across the board, these marketers highly respect the power of 

events to engage customers and facilitate sales. 

• Several respondents noted the immediacy of customer feedback 

that is possible with face-to-face interactions.

• New product introductions are prime objectives. 

From a sales perspective, many marketers are leveraging live 

events to generate brand awareness, introduce new products, and 

create customer service-oriented events. Because of the real-

time nature of brand experiences, many are turning events into a 

feedback loop to inform their entire marketing strategy and drive new 

marketing activities. What’s more, the marketers surveyed felt that 

event sponsorships can be particularly helpful to deliver the brand 

awareness needed to support product launches. The ability to use 

booth space to demo products and educate attendees is also key. 

Some companies are engaging influential thought leaders to help with 

education. Many are developing educational programs on products, 

trends, and disease states as well, leveraging in-booth meetings, 

attendee presentations, and panel discussions. These activities also 

present opportunities for brands to show off any collaborations they 

have launched with respected industry partners — or to find potential 

new opportunities for collaboration.

 

The value of events, “more than anything 

is education. Educating attendees on the 

products. Educating them on the state 

of the disease that the product would be 

used to treat. Educating them on who our 

brand is within the industry.”
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Planning Budgets and Proving ROI

Nearly all respondents voiced budgetary challenges — including 

cost-cutting and the overall cost of exhibiting — as major concerns. 

Exhibition planning and spending decisions seem to be made on 

a fairly ad hoc basis, show by show, and are based on changing 

marketing or event objectives.

Generally speaking, objectives are tailored to a specific brand 

experience. They might focus on lead generation, face-to-face 

engagement, competitive branding, product introduction, or education.

• Event budgets are generally stagnant; most project flat spending or 

small declines.

• Budget pressures are being ameliorated by more careful show 

selection or reduced participation.

• Booth size is sometimes of secondary importance and is often 

sacrificed to make a budget work.

• Some companies are implementing scorecards. Common metrics 

include the number of product demos, engagement time, lead 

quantity and quality, and exit survey results.

• Larger companies (particularly pharmaceuticals) are struggling to 

tap into enterprise-level efficiencies, as they are often siloed by 

product, disease, patient/physician type, or geographies.

“Even though the budget has been cut down, we’re still trying to 
maintain the number of events. We’re not saying ‘do the same with 
less’; we’re saying ‘do the same smarter.’”
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Take Action

It’s important to remember that your activation is a living, breathing, 

3D representation of your brand. Expanding your event strategy can 

augment your ability to produce measurable results. 

Think through the goals for your program overall, as well as each 

individual event, then build concrete plans for measuring your key 

objectives. For example, if “brand building” is an important goal, 

leverage on-site exit interviews to measure awareness and retention 

of key marketing messages. This can provide you with the data you 

need to determine future spending on elements like booth size, 

engagement design, virtual reality, and other digital solutions. 

Consider what other elements can be expanded upon or 

implemented that can lead to better, more robust metrics, many 

of which will be covered in the following sections. Also deliberate 

on including activities such as niche marketing, advertising, and 

sponsorship opportunities.

Measurement of results was another frequently voiced concern.  

A majority of respondents stated the need for better methods to  

track ROI and ROO.

For example, brands find it easy to engage with physicians and 

healthcare providers at events, but these individuals are only frequently 

influencers and might not be final decision-makers. Moreover, these 

sales often involve long buying cycles, which require a long-term 

perspective on measuring event success.
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Most respondents expect the number of events they participate in 

to remain about the same in 2017. Most also expect booth sizes to 

remain the same as well. The specifics of event selection now  

depend on the given show and its objectives, based on the audiences 

each event draws.

• Some companies expect to keep the same number  

of events, but may change booth sizes and overall presence  

at various events; increases are frequently based around new 

product launches.

• U.S.-based events are perceived to be in decline, exacerbating 

show selectivity. A few respondents articulated their need to  

factor in a global audience, particularly if they cannot market to  

an international audience due to regulatory issues.

• In contrast, European events are seen as a competitive challenge 

to the U.S. meetings.

Selecting the Right Experiences

A portfolio planning perspective can help address the challenges 

that arise when selecting brand experiences. By looking across 

the entire breadth of events you might attend or produce, and by 

assessing such factors as target audiences, corporate objectives, 

and marketing budgets, you arm yourself with the information to 

make clear, confident decisions. 

“We took the approach that unless the product is commercialized, we aren’t going to participate in shows. As 
a result, footprints went down in 2016 but are going back up in 2017 because we have an approved product. 
It’s all in flux, and it depends on the product out there.”

Take Action

INSIGHTS /HEALTHCARE6

https://www.freeman.com/


your brand.
Remember that your activation is a living, breathing, 
3-D representation of 

“ “
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Most respondents are aware of the untapped potential in digital, but 

they are just beginning to experiment with its application. Meaningful 

integration of digital into brand experience strategies remains elusive. 

Lack of education and guidance appears to be the biggest obstacle, as 

well as clear understanding of the costs involved. 

• Digital applications most commonly mentioned include touch 

screens, monitoring devices, and interactive displays, with little 

reference to cloud or mobile apps.

• More sophisticated programs are seen as either too expensive  

or inappropriate to the audience, exhibitor booth strategies,  

or event objectives.

• Digital strategies can be difficult to implement, and can present 

some cross-company conflicts between departments, and across 

sales and marketing efforts.

  

Incorporating Digital Strategies 

You don’t just go shopping anymore; you look 
online, you ask friends, you do your research. 
People are approaching life in a more educated 
manner. It’s incumbent on us to make sure 
that we have digital presence, and that we are 
getting the right information into patients’ and 
customers’ hands.

“

“

Because of the up-front costs of some digital applications, 

companies must start thinking more strategically with a longer-

term focus, not simply budget-based. When brands extend digital 

integrations across all live experiences — from trade shows 

to proprietary events to other face-to-face programs — each 

touch point can be catalogued, and the entire investment can 

be amortized. And because most digital and event technology 

integrations produce measurable results, tapping into tech  

might help deliver greater insight into ROI or ROO. 

Take Action

INSIGHTS /HEALTHCARE8

https://www.freeman.com/


The Role of Social Media

In general, social media is not in play at serious levels for our 

participants. Usage is limited, audience-based, and only applied when 

clearly appropriate. However, there is an overall agreement that social 

media has untapped potential and will be more emergent as younger 

professionals, aka millennials, move into the industry.

 
Email marketing is still generally preferred to social media.

Potential legal or regulatory restrictions are a major concern  

for pharmaceutical firms in particular. Many respondents believe  

that physicians do not have time in their schedules for most  

social media activities.

“I’ve seen people leveraging social media to generate excitement around what’s going on, 
highlighting data that’s being presented, or speaker sessions. It’s about reinforcing what’s 
happening in the live channel, to drive traffic, and to keep the conversation going.”

Take Action

Social media can be a great way to engage audiences at 

healthcare events — but only if your audience already is a 

participant, and only if you understand the regulatory issues at 

play. Before kicking off any social media strategy, get to know 

your audience a little better and determine which networks, if any, 

they are most likely to already use. Then start by listening to what 

they are saying in order to lay the groundwork for your strategy 

and deliver on their needs. 
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constant change.
Never has the need for a solid, sound strategy been more 
important than in times of “ “
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Navigating an Uncertain  
Industry Landscape

Multiple external factors impact how healthcare marketers weigh 

objectives and adapt strategies.

Notably, in the U.S., marketers are concerned about new regulations 

in light of the current Affordable Care Act and a new administration. 

Globalization is another issue; as brands expand into new markets, 

understanding different international protocols like the Eucomed 

guidelines and developing locally appropriate brand strategies is far 

from straightforward.

Meanwhile, other broad-based issues — including global politics, 

emerging technologies, changing target audiences, and competition 

and pricing pressures — are of concern to several participants.

These considerations lead to an amorphous, general uncertainty about 

what might unfold and how the healthcare industry will be impacted.

 
 

• With the industry in a state of flux, defining customers and 

developing new marketing strategies becomes more difficult.

• The variety of distinct attendee segments makes education 

challenging and requires marketers to balance disease-state 

education with product information, practice management, and 

other of-the-moment topics.

• The increasing European presence at regional shows can appear 

to dilute the buying audience for domestic companies.

 
Take Action
Never has the need for a solid, sound strategy been more important than 

in times of constant change. A strategic underpinning can serve as a North 

Star to help you stay true to your goals and objectives, while navigating your 

organization through change. 
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Pulling It All Together:  
Tapping into the Full Potential  
of Brand Experience
It’s no secret that healthcare marketers are under constant pressure.  

In an ever-evolving marketplace, customers have to be redefined,  

new and old events must be analyzed for the right audience,  

and the ongoing need to do more with less presents obstacles  

in fully implementing newer approaches that leverage more  

cutting-edge technologies.

And yet, marketers recognize the unique ability of brand experience  

to drive face-to-face interactions and customer engagement. More 

than half put events in the top three of their media mix allocations, and 

50 percent give events top priority. It’s clear that healthcare exhibitions 

will continue to play an essential and irreplaceable role in the drive to 

reach new audiences, build brand awareness, and grow product sales.

 

Marketers recognize the unique ability of brand experience to 
drive face-to-face interactions and customer engagement.
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Use this checklist to determine your next steps as you take action to 

improve your own healthcare brand experiences.

Planning Budgets and Proving ROI
      Establish organizational goals, and determine how they come to life  
at events and brand experiences

•  Build concrete plans for measuring against key objectives
•    Use data to determine future spending as it relates to booth size, 

engagement, digital integration, etc.
•  Expand upon or integrate additional elements to drive better metrics  

Selecting the Right Experiences
•  Review the entire breadth of events in your portfolio
•   Assess factors like target audiences, corporate objectives, and  

marketing budgets 

Incorporating Digital Strategies 
•   When it comes to digital, take a longer-term focus and extend digital 

integrations across the event portfolio to amortize the investment
•   T ap into data and metrics derived from any digital touch point to deliver 

insight into audience, ROI, and ROO

The Role of Social Media
•   Get to know your audience — as well as the regulatory issues at hand — 

and listen to what they are saying and where they are saying it to lay the 
groundwork for a successful social strategy 

Navigating an Uncertain Industry Landscape
•   A solid strategy can serve as an organization’s North Star in times of 

change. Use it to stay true to your goals and objectives

 Summary of Findings: How Do You Rate?

About Freeman
As the world’s largest brand experience company, Freeman helps 

organizations connect with their customers by delivering seamless, 

innovative, and immersive brand experiences. Through comprehensive 

solutions including strategy, creative, logistics, digital solutions, and event 

technology, we help clients increase engagement and drive results.

About HCEA
The Healthcare Convention and Exhibitors Association (HCEA) is a 

trade association representing organizations united by a common desire 

to increase the effectiveness and quality of healthcare conventions and 

exhibitions as an educational and marketing medium. Since 1930, HCEA 

has brought together industry stakeholders, including healthcare exhibitors, 

healthcare exhibition and meeting organizers and industry suppliers, who are 

instrumental in promoting healthcare convention marketing and exhibitions 

as vital components of the healthcare marketing mix. HCEA is the only 

association solely dedicated to improving the effectiveness of all  

conventions, meetings, and exhibitions for the healthcare industry.

About ESI
Exhibit Surveys, Inc., pioneered the field of exhibition and event research over 

50 years ago. Since 1963, Exhibit Surveys has established metrics that have 

become event industry standards, and developed unique diagnostic tools to 

provide guidance and sound recommendations to organizations throughout 

the industry. Exhibit Surveys was acquired by Freeman in 2016.
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Request a consultation to learn 
how Freeman can help guide your 
healthcare event marketing decisions.

CHRIS METZGER
VP, BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
+1-312-654-8844 | freemanxp@freemanxp.com

© 2017 Freeman. All Rights Reserved.

want more?

INSIGHTS /HEALTHCARE14

https://www.freeman.com/contact
www.freeman.com



