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Importance-performance analysis is a use-
ful marketing research technique that can
be easily and effectively applied in the
health care sector to suggest successful
marketing strategies. This article describes
how this procedure was used to develop
marketing strategies for hospital obstetric
services in a southwestern community.
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STRATEGIES*

INTRODUCTION

Almost everyone now agrees that marketing has a legitimate role in
the provision of health care services. Recognizing the usefulness of the
marketing conceptin this sector of the U.S. economy is a criticalfactorin
improving patient satisfaction and organizational effectiveness.

Translating this acceptance of the marketing conceptinto successful
strategies designed for particular health care markets, however, is a
formidable challenge. Decision-makers are sometimes inexperienced
and poorly trained in the application of marketing philosophies (Clark,
1978). Furthermore, theresults of sometypes of marketing research may
be interesting but not very useful for purposes of strategy development.
For example, a segmentation study may indicate that the average age of
a certain hospital's patients is 45 years. Longitudinal and comparative
analysis of this variable may provide someinsights into the age composi-
tion of the local health care service area, but strategists may find it difficult
to utilize this information to improve the hospital's marketing activities.

Importance-performance analysis is a marketing research proce-
dure that has great potential in the health care sector. The usefulness of
the procedure has already been demonstrated in the following markets:
automotive (Martilla and James, 1977); food (Sethna, 1982); housing
(Hawes, Kiser and Rao, 1982); and educational services (Hawes and
Glisan, 1983). Importance-performance analysis is easy to use and
offers considerable value to health care marketers. This article describes
the procedure and presents the results of an application of importance-

*The authors wish to thank Jonathan S. Rakich, Professor of Management and Health Services
Administration at the University of Akron for his comments on'an earlier version of this paper.
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performance analysis to the development of health care

 marketing strategies for hospital obstetric services in a
Southwestern community. -

IMPORTANCE-PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS

Importance-performance analysis involves the con-
current examination of patient views of the importance of
salient attributes and attitudes concerning the perfor-
mance of marketers in satisfying consumer needs relat-
ing to each of these factors. Measures of attribute impor-
tance are useful information when developing resource
allocation priorities in health services organizations
(Flexner, MclLaughlin and Littlefield, 1977). Likewise,
data representing patient satisfaction with the perfor-
mance of a health care institution in providing particular
features may identify certain areas that are in need of
improvement, as well as document organizational effec-
tiveness in providing other services (Mitry and Smith,
1979). The key advantage offered by importance-
performance analysis, however, is the synergistic effect
of their simultaneous examination of these measures.

Importance-performance analysis is a marketing
research technigue that involves the analysis of consu-
mer attitudes toward key attributes or characteristics of
the product, service or organization being studied. Sa-
lient attitudes representthe consumer’s evaluative crite-
ria in product choice. They can be defined as the critical
dimensions of any marketing strategy such as high qual-
ity, low price, informative advertising, convenient loca-
tion, etc.

Each application of importance-performance analy-
sis must begin with an identification of salient attributes
that are relevant to the situation being examined. The

search for these attributes usually involves a review of .

the literature, and often includes preliminary depth inter-
views with knowledgeable persons working in the indus-
try. Focus group interviews with consumers may also
help identify features of the product or service that aré
worthy of subsequent research attention.

Once an exhaustive list of salient attributes has been
finalized, the importance and performance scales must
be developed. The population must also be defined and
a sample selected. The surveys are then administered
and the responses are analyzed. After the list of salient
aftributes has been determined, the research procedure

is similar to most other marketing applications of survey
research. These general issues are discussed in detail
by Zikmund (1982), and special considerations within
the health care industry are examined by Clarke and
Shyavitz (1981), and by Ludke et al. (1983).

The data analysis in an importance-performance
study is conductedin the following manner. Mean values
for each attribute’s importance and its performance are
computed. A two-dimensional graph, with the impor-
tance scale representing the vertical axis and the per-
formance scale constituting the horizontal axis, is then
constructed (see Figure 1). The mean importance value
and the mean performance rating for each attribute are
plotted as points on the importance-performance grid.
The position of a plot on the grid indicates the appro-
priate strategy for each attribute: concentrate here, keep
up the good work, low priority or possible overkill,

Martilla and James (1977) contend that positioning
the vertical and horizontal axes on the grid is a matter of
judgment, and that the placement should suggest rela-
tive rather than absolute levels of importance and per-
formance. The authors believe, hdwever, thatthe impor-
tance-performance grid should be constructed so that
each of the axes intersects at the other’s midpoint. When
this is the case, a 45-degree diagonal line through the B
and C quadrants represents points where the impor-
tance and performance ratings would be equal. Any
attribute that is plotted above this iso-rating diagonal
would have an importance rating that exceeds its per-
formance measure. Consequently, consumers would
notbe optimally satisfied with this feature and any marke-
ter who could do a better job of providing this attribute
wouldfind areceptive market. Thus, any attributes onthe
grid above the iso-rating diagonal represent “market
opportunities.” :

On the other hand, any attribute that is plotted below
the iso-rating diagonal would have a performance rating
that exceeds its importance value. Very little consumer
dissatisfaction would exist in this case, and it is unlikely
that a marketer could gain a competitive edge with a
strategy that emphasizes superior provision of this attri-
bute. Consequently, attributes plotted belowthe diagonal
represent “satiated needs.”

Importance-performance analysis is a very parsi-
monious method, and offers many practical advantages
over other competing research methodologies such as
qualitative research, projective techniques, paired-com-
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parison scales, multidimensional scaling, conjoint analy-
sis or the repertory grid. Some of the more important
advantages of importance-performance analysis include
simplicity and ease of application, ready specification of
recommended strategic action and low tost. To date,

owever, there is no evidence to_indicate that re-
Searchers have used importance-performance analysis

Using Importance-Performance Analysis to

. Develop Health Care Marketing Strategies

to develop health care marketing strategies. The authors’
objectives in this article include encouraging the use of
this very pragmatic approach inthe health care:sectorby
describingits utility and ease of application in developing
marketing strategies for obstetric services. In addition,
the results of the empirical study included in this article .
should be of interest to health care practitioners.
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MARKETING OBSTETRIC SERVICES

‘The market for obstetric services presents an inter-

esting health care sector in which to demonstrate the .

application of importance-performance analysis. Unlike
some other health care services such as trauma cen-
ters, for example, patients have a variety of obstetric
service options from which to choose. Also, time is usu-
ally available to consider the various types of obstetric
services available in a particular market.

The delivery of a baby is also a unique medical
service in the sense that multiple family members are
actively involved. The pregnant female, the baby and
perhaps the father or other family members may partici-
pate in the birthing experience.

An effective obstetric marketing strategy can provide

multiple related benefits to the hospital providing this

service. First, an effective marketing strategy will resultin
higher levels of patient satisfaction. This health care
sector is an outstanding area in which to foster overall
feelings of goodwill toward the provider due to the emo-
tional facets of the birthing experience. This goodwill is
apt to result in the provision of subsequent obstetric
services (repeat purchases) and pediatric services. [fthe
goodwill is of a sufficient magnitude, the hospital provid-
ing the obstetric service may become the source of
health care services for the entire family. In addition,
word-of-mouth communication may influence many
other people to seek needed medical attention at that
facility. These factors, as well as excess capacity, have
greatly increased the application of marketing practices
in this particular health care sector in recent years.

RESEARCH PROCEDURES
Research Environment

Theresearch described in this article was conducted
in a medium-size community in the Southwest. Two
competing hospitals provided virtually all of the area’s
obstetric services. The services provided by these two
hospitals were very similar and strategists at both hospi-
tals could be described as responsive to the needs and
wants of the health care market.

Sampling Methods

The researchers mailed 933.questionnaireé to
women who had given birth at one of the two local

hospitals within the last year. Approximately half of the

names and addresses were systematically drawn from
each of the hospital's records. The rate of response to
the survey was approximately 27%, as 254 usable sur-
veys were returned. Similar rates of response were
obtained for each of the two hospitals.

Deveiopment of the Research Instrument

The list of salient attributes is a critical factor in the
successful application ofimportance-performance analy-
sis. To assistin the development of this list, several depth
interviews were conducted with knowledgeable persons
working in the field of obstetrics. In addition, preliminary
personal interviews with former obstetric patients of the
local hospitals were conducted. Perhaps of even more
importance was the review of related research by An-
derson (1982), Elwell and Cooper (1980), Glassman and
Glassman (1981), Sapienza (1980) and others. While
none of these articles involved importance-performance
analysis, each was very useful in suggesting potentially
salient attributes.

A balanced six-point, bi-polar rating scale was devel-
oped for the importance as well as for the performance
measures. Since there were no neutral scale positions,
each was a “forced-choice” scale. The importance
scale was anchored by “least important” (1) and “most
important” (6). Respondents rated the performance of
the provider of obstetric services for each attribute on a
six-point scale ranging from “most unfavorable” (1) to
“most favorable” (6).

Relatively high levels of satisfaction are often re-
ported in health care surveys due to: (1) generally out-
standing performance of health care providers; (2)
patient inability to identify poor performance, especially
for technical medical procedures; and/or (3) patient
reluctanceto criticize the medical establishment (Noyes
etal,,1974). Because of this, the relative orrank order of
the attributes on the importance, and on the perfor-
mance scales should also be considered in addition to
the absolute magnitude of the values.

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH

After extensive preliminary analysis, a list of 20 attri-
butes relevant to the marketing, of hospital obstetric ser- .
vices was ultimately finalized."Respondents to the survey
rated the importance of these attributes and the perfor-

JHCM, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Fall, 1985)
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mance of health care marketers in providing these servi-
ces. The attributes examined and the respective mean

— Importance and performance ratings are shown in Table

1.

In general, relatively high levels of importance, as
well as performance, were reported by the former obstet-
ric patients. The high levels of importance were not

unexpected because previous research, the depth inter-
views with practitioners and the preliminary personal

interviews with consumers had suggested that each of
the 20 attributes included in the study might be salient
characteristics of obstetric health care services. The
relatively high performance ratings had also been pre-
dicted due to the marketing orientation of both hospitals,
and the previously mentioned tendency for relatively
high measures of reported satisfaction in health care
surveys.

Several interesting results relating to individual attri-
butes were provided by the analysis. For example, “clean
accommodations” was the attribute with the highest
mean importance rating for patients in selecting a hos-

23

pital in which to receive obstetric services. “Efficient
nurses” ranked second, while “comfortable accommo-
dations” and “concerned nurses” were third and fourth,
‘respectively. Thus, clean and comfortable accommoda-
tions, as well as efficient.and.concerned nurses, are
critically important factors that obstetric patients evalu- -
ate. The mean values and consequent rank ordering of
the importance of the remaining attributes are also
shown in Table 1.

It is interesting to note that only two attributes had
mean importance ratings that were under the midpoint
(3.5) on the six-point scale. These features had recently
been introduced by both hospitals in an attemptto better
serve the patients’ needs and wants, but evidently
patients did not consider “dinners or celebrations for
parents” or “one-day stay in the hospital” to be important
considerations in the selection of hospital obstetric
services.

The mean performance ratings of the 20 attributes
are notlisted inrank order in Table 1, but a brief review of

f ' TABLE 1
Importance and Performance Ratings of the Attributes
Mean Mean
Attribute - : Importance Performance
Number Attribute Description Rating® Rating ®
1 Clean accommodations 579 5.60
2 Efficient nurses 5.68 5.36
3 Comfortable accommodations 5.62 S 541
4 Concerned nurses : 557 519
5 General impression of the maternity department 5.40 525
6 Maternity services offered 529 5.33
7 Reputation/image of the hospital 5.22 5.35
8 " Attractive and appetizing food 4.89 4.20
9 Bonding between mother and child allowed 4.88 4.97
10 . Credit terms available 470 4.65
11 Prenatal classes 4.68 5.02
12 No limit on visitors after delivery 448 4.96
13 Baby in room with mother (rooming in) 4.47 484
14 Lamaze method permitted . 445 5.00
15 Fixed charge for normal delivery 4.44 4.56
16 Classes in care of the baby 4.36 3.93
17 Home-llke rooms 418 4,65
18 - “-Convenient location 3.64 5.07
19 Dinners or celebrations for parents 2.99 ) - 284
20 One-day stay in hospital 271 3.37

u

() Ratings were collected on a six-point scale ranging from 1=least important to 6=most important,
®) Ratings were collected on a six-point scale ranging from 1=most unfavorable to 6=most favorable.

Using Importance-Performance Analysis to
Develop Heaith Care Marketing Strategies
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these findings indicates that 10 of the 20 attributes had
mean values of 5,00 or more on the six-point scale.
“Clean accommodations,” “comfortable accommoda-
tions,” “efficient nurses,” “reputation/image of the hospi-
tal” and “maternity services offered"” ranked one through
five, respectively.

N

“One-day stay in the hospital” and “dinners or cele-
brations for parents” were the two.attributes with the
lowest ranking mean performance ratings. As previously
mentioned, these hospitals had only recently introduced
these services. It takes time for any new system to
become efficient. Perhaps the learning curve effect at

. least partially explains the relatively poor performance of

the hospitdls in providing these two services. Further-
more, the relatively low scores may be at least partially
due to the fact that some of the patients were not very
familiar with these new services.

The results of the survey become even more useful
and actionable when plotted on the importance-perfor-
mance grid. Asshown in Figure 1,18 of the 20 attributes
were included in Quadrant B where the suggested strat-
egy for marketers is “keep up the good work.” Thus,
maintenance of current practices would be the recom-
mendation for these 18 aspects of marketing strategy in
this environment.

Only one attribute, “dinners or celebrations for par-
ents,” fellinto Quadrant C which suggests thatthis was a
“low priority” feature. The remaining attribute, “one-day
stay in hospital,” was included in Quadrant D indicating
that obstetric marketers were engaged in “possible
overkill” in providing this service.

Figure 1 also shows the iso-rating diagonal line that

was previously discussed in this article. Eight of the 20 -

attributes represented “market opportunities” because
the importance rating exceeded the performance mea-
sure, Health care strategists interested in gaining a com-
. petitive advantage .should attempt to improve perfor-
mance in these areas. The greater the distance of the
plotted attribute from the iso-rating line, the greater the
discrepancy between the mean value of the attribute’s
importance and performance rating. Consequently, while

the relative importance ranking of the attributes must

also be considered, an attribute such as Number 8

(attractive and appetizing food) which is relatively impor- -

~ tant and considerably above the iso-rating line offers an
attractive market opportunity to the hospital that can
improve perceptions.ofitsperformance.inproviding this
service.

Twelve of the 20 attributes were plotted below the -
iso-rating line reflecting “satiated needs” since the per-
formance rating exceeded the level of importance. It
would not be possible to significantly improve the hospi-
tal's competitive advantage by focusing onimproving the
provisions of these attributes. For example, Attribute 18
(convenient location), is far below the iso-rating line.
There would be very minimal- competitive gains to be
expected from the establishment of branch locations,
patient pick-up and delivery service, or other tactics
designed to enhance the convenience of the hospital's
location because patients had already expressed quite
favorable attitudes concerning this hospital attribute.

SUMMARY

McNealand Lamb (1980) recently reported that 79%
of the not-for-profit hospitals they examined periodically
conducted surveys to evaluate patient satisfaction.
While satisfaction studies represent valuable sources of
information, health care marketing strategists would find
the results of importance-performance analysis to be
even more useful because the strategic implications of
the results are much more readily determined.

This article has described the role of importance-
performance analysis in developing health care market-
ing strategies. Methodological considerations involvedin
using the procedure have been discussed and an appli-
cation of importance-performance analysis for develop-
ing hospital obstetric marketing strategies has been
presented. :

Importance-performance analysis can be conducted

- for a sector of the health care industry within a well
defined geographic market, as was demonstrated in this

article, or the procedure can be conducted for a single
provider of health care services. Furthermore, the impor-
tance of attributes can be taxonomically analyzed to
identify particular "benefits-sought” types of market
segments. Separate importance-performance analysis
can then be conducted for each of the determined
patient groups. In addition, it would be especially interest-
ing to determine the extent of any demographic differ-
ences in the importance of the attributes. For example,
do first-time mothers place more or less importance on
certain attributes in comparison to women who have
previously given birth? Also, does importance differ
depending upon the type of health insurance that the
patient carries? Thus, a wide range of methodological

JHCM, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Fall, 1985)
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‘opportunities is presented by.importanoe—performance

—

analysis, and future research should explore these
issues.

Marketing practices within the health care sector
have greatly improved since the “discovery” of market-
ing in the early 1970s by strategists working in this

25

industry. As competition intensifies and the environment
continues to change, importance-performance analysis
is aresearch methodology that can significantly contrib-
utetothe continued improvement of health care market-
ing practices. This improvement will lead to better medi-
cal care for patients and improved organizational effec-
tiveness by the providers of health care services.
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