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Language and persuasion in healthcare 
campaigns



What I am going to talk about…

• How marketers communicate with their 
customers
– To persuade them to change their behaviours 

• This is about HOW they do it
• These techniques are transferable into the public 

arena
– Hence the interest in Social Marketing



A definition of effective 
communication

Communication is the effect it has on the recipient’s 
behaviour

If you are not having the right effect, change your 
communication



Marketers are trying to change their 
customers’ behaviour to make a 

purchase



Frame of reference

• What is it like to be the customer?
• How do they think?
• What are their values, beliefs and motivations?



There are two key questions for 
marketers to understand

• What is important to the customer? (CRITERIA)
• Why is that thing important to them? (VALUES)

Once you know these two things, 
you can persuade them by giving 

them back their own values.



Life Insurance companies promote their 
product on VALUES not CRITERIA

Value: “I want to look after my family”Criterion: “To have a policy 
that pays out if I die”



The same is true in healthcare



Even the best companies forget to 
think like their customers



Some examples of thinking like 
‘customers’



Some examples of thinking like 
‘customers’



Words mean what you want them to 
mean

Your patients will make up their 
own meaning from the words you 
use, for example:

“Risk”
“Healthy”
“Too much”
“Moderate”



An example of implied Frame of 
Reference



Some examples of frame of 
reference in healthcare advertising



An example of being unable to shift 
perceptual positions



The lessons

• Shift your perceptual position
• Get into the mind of your patients
• Use their words not yours
• Parrot phrase, not paraphrase



One of the world’s most 
unsuccessful adverts



A great 
example of 
thinking like 
your patient



The hardest lesson if you are trying 
to persuade someone…

• What you think does not matter
• Think like your customer
• If your patient thinks you see things the way they 

do, it is easier to persuade them
• Your patients think they are acting rationally from 

their perspective



Motivational Direction: 
Towards / Away from

Towards
• I want to get fit
• I want to live 

longer
• I want to provide 

for my wife
• I want to enjoy the 

grandchildren
• 40% of population

Away from
• I don’t want to die
• I don’t want to leave 

my wife on her own
• I don’t want to miss 

the grandchildren 
growing up

• 40% of population



Towards / Away from behavioural profile 
gives us a signal as to how people get 

motivated to making decisions

• Signposts motivational direction
• Revealed through language
• Drives decision-making: Why people make 

decisions



Motivational direction in healthcare 
campaigns



The AIDS Campaign in Evolution



It is hard for our 
subconscious to eliminate 

the negative 

Don’t think of an Elephant

•Most people have a 
strong visual preference
•Next comes audio

Especially if it has 
sensory reinforcement



Don’t tell people what they should not 
think - they cannot eliminate the negative



The lessons:

• Goals must be stated in the positive to help with 
visualising
– Don’t think of an ELEPHANT
– Stop SMOKING
– Don’t think of FOOD

• Help people to visualise their future state



The rule of SOCIAL PROOF is a 
powerful influence on our decisions

“When we are trying to decide which course of 
action to take, we tend to be influenced by what 
people who we perceive to be similar us, did or 
are doing in similar situations.”

Cialdini R Influence, Science and Practice, Allyon and Bacon 4th Ed 2000



Social proof in action



Examples of using social proof



Social Proof can support / justify 
‘naughty’ behaviours

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.



But can also support positive 
attitudes



Using Social Proof to effect 
behavioural change

• “Lots of people just like you are doing it”
• “You will be one of many…it is popular”
• “Come on in, you will be with friends”



So in Summary, we know what works

• Appealing to what people want to achieve
• Showing them it is easy to get it
• Stating the positive aspects of what they want
• Use their words not yours
• Think like your patients
• Put your views to one side
• Using social proof
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