Hawking Hospitals 

by

Eyes Right

Charlotte, NC.   On the drive here from Raleigh (about 150 miles), I saw 5 billboards advertising 3 different hospitals.  One hospital (Alamance General) had 3 separate billboards in a 20 mile stretch. [By the way, what ever happened to the “make all the billboards go away” national program that Lady Bird Johnson started in the 60’s??]  I found myself wondering,  “Just why do hospitals advertise?”

Let’s say that you are walking across a street and the proverbial run-away, out-of-control truck hits you, knocking you silly.  Onlookers call 9-1-1, and, as you are being carted off to a hospital, you ponder your choices, Hospital Pepsi or Hospital Coke?   Oh, I know, I remember that billboard showing me extremely satisfied customers of Alamance General – I want to go there.  Ambulance driver, take me to Alamance General, stat!! 

 Of course, this scenario is all wrong.  Virtually no one chooses one particular hospital over another, especially in an emergency situation.  Even in the case of elective surgery, very few patients choose the hospital – the decision is typically made by the doctor, and that decision is based on where the doctor has privileges – essentially it is a non-decision.

But the advertising continues.  In my home area of northern Virginia, for example, the major medical facility, a “non-profit,” INOVA Health System, spends millions annually touting their latest Heart and Vascular Institute.  Their new facility “offers innovative and comprehensive cardiac services to all of its patients in a soothing and peaceful environment.”  Or at least so says their latest newsletter.  There is even a concierge and “soft wood paneling, natural light and water features to create a healing environment designed to enhance recovery.”  132 of the 156 rooms in this new cardiac facility are private, and there are computer and information resource centers available for all patients and guests. 

Across the river, just 5 miles away in Washington, DC, George Washington University hospital (the place where President Reagan was taken when he was shot) has its own marketing department.  They now have the same hyper-expensive equipment in their own new cardiac facility, including brochures next to each bed, asking “Are You Bored?”  These promise a cure for “hospital boredom” by offering high speed internet and feature film DVD service “right at your bedside.”  The big-time, must-have equipment which all these hospitals tout is a surgical robot, the da Vinci Surgical System, which allows cardiac surgeons to perform intricate heart surgery using robotic arms guided remotely using video from miniature cameras inside the patient’s body.  A surgeon in Virginia can theoretically operate on a patient in Spokane using da Vinci, if both hospitals have invested the BIG bucks in the system.

One can argue that what we really have is a 21st century arms race, where hospitals now are in the role of superpowers.  One hospital advertises simply because another has done so.  One spends millions to purchase the latest and greatest medical equipment, only because its neighbor has done so.  If Alamance does it, we gotta do it.  And you, my friends, now understand part of the reason why medical costs continue to skyrocket.

I thought you might like to know.
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