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Abs tract 

Results of an empirical study of consumer 
attitudes toward alternative health care services 
(hospitals, home health care, nursing homes, and 
outpatient clinics) are reported. Attitudes 
toward the services are examined along ten 
attributes such as quality of medical service, 
convenience, and cost. Respondents' attitudes 
of the services along the ten dimensions are 
presented, along with results of tests for 
statistical significance. Attib1des of two 
groups--the elderly and non-elderly--are compared. 
Implications for the formulation of marketing 
strategies for health care services are discussed. 

Introduction 

The rapidly changing, volatile nature of the 
health care industry within the U. S. is a well 
documented phenomenon. Organizations offering 
alternatives to traditional health care in­
stitutions have increased in number and in 
competitiveness. These new competitors are 
continuing to introduce new forms of health care 
delivery such as outpatient surgery centers , 
executive wellness progr ams , independent nursing 
group practices, hos pices , PPO's, nursing home 
and intermediate care facilities, and home health 
care progrillns (Joseph 1986). 

The increas ing intra-service (hospital vs . 
hospital) and inter-service (hospital vs. out­
patient clinic) competition necessitates more 
comprehensive integration of competitive analys i s 
into the formulation of hea lth care service plans 
and marketing strategies (Milch 1980; Variu 1~85 ). 
The importance of marketing and market planning 
to success in providing hea lth care has long 
been recogni zed (Whittington and Dillon 1979; 
Joseph, Zallocco and Markovic 1985; Coddington, 
Palmquist and Trollinger 1985). Sophis ticated 
compet itive analysis has, generally, not been 
emphasized as much. 

In addition t o a greater number of a lternative 
services and increasing competition, the con­
s umer s ' health care decision selection process 
has also changed • . In general, the consumer be­
havior model of the phys ician as the dec ider is 
obsolete , and has been r eplaced by a model that 
suggests the consumer has an increasing role at 
both the influence and sel ec tion s tages of the 
decis i on process (Berkowitz and Hillestad 1982 ; 
Wright and Parsons 1982 ). A number of au t hors 
have attempted to model this newer consUJDer­
oriented deci s ion process (Berger and Guiltinan 
1981; Boscarino and s teiber 1982; Miller and 
Zi kmund , 1984 ). 

The body ot research concerning the cons umer 
behavior process relative to health care is in­
creasing . Boscarino and Steiber (1982) have 
explored hospital choice . The i mportance of 
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specific attributes in the consumers ' preference 
for or selection of a health care provider has 
been identified (Berger and Guiltinan 1981) . Jn 
various studies, significant attributes have been 
linked to the choice of a hospital (Wright and 
Parsons 1982), preference f or an liMO (Klegan l~H l), 
selection of a nursing home ( Froebe 1982), and 
level of satisfaction with the nursing home 
selection decision (Smith and Gray 1982). 

A final trend of importance is the increasing 
significance of the elderly as a market segment 
in the health care industry . The U. S. Bureau 
of Census estimates that t he population as a 
whole will grow by 16 percent by the year 2000, 
but the elderly age gr oup will grow by about 50 
percent. The elderly also account f or about 25 
percent of the total s pent for health care in 
this country. The increasing affluence of the 
elderly also increases the size of the market 
that can afford assisted living facilities such 
as nursing homes. Studies of the elderly have 
been, to date, limited to the issue of nursing 
home selection (Clabaugh and Wallace 1982; 
Froebe 1982; Smith and Gray 1982). 

All of the studies cited above are intra-system 
(i. e .--they explore the cons umer decis i on process 
relative to providers within a specific com­
petitive group such as nursing homes ). This 
study is designed to expand the research by 
investigatint~ consumer a ttitudes toward alterna­
tive systems (i.e.--hospitals vs. nursing homes ). 
Such comparisons should impr ove the under standing 
of the competitive natur e of the health care 
indus try and be of assistance in formulat i ve 
competitive strategies . 

Objectives 

Spec i fically , the objectives of the r esear ch were : 
1. To determine conswner attitudes t oward 

four alternative health care services 
(hospitals, home health car e , nurs i ng 
homes and outpa tient clinics ). 

2 . To determine how consumers perceive each 
of the four health care services along 
specific attributes or dimensions . 

3 . To determine whether attitudes toward 
the four services a l one\ the attribut es 
differ when paired comparisons are made. 

4 . To deter mine whether responses vary 
between e lderly and non-elderly re­
spondents . 

Methodology 

Each respondent was ques tioned regarding the i r 
attitudes toward t he four heal th care services-­
hospitals , nurs ing homes , outpa t ient c linics , and 
home health care-- along ten attributes . The 
a t tributes were: Quality of medical care , safety , 
s peed of recovery , quality of medical per sonnel, 



risk of complications, cleanlines s, convenience, 
comfort, privacy provilled, and cost. The 
attributes were r,enerated from a review of the 
literature and discussions with medical ad­
ministra tors. In addition, demographic in­
rorlll;ll: i on ;md <lata on current usap,e of health 
c arr! :;(~rvicl ~ :-> \..J (~r c~ o l.>ta inc tl fron1 r ct; po nd f!nts. 

A self-administered structured questionnaire was 
used for data gathering. Respondents were pre­
sented statements for each service on each at­
tribute. Examples of specific s tatements are: 
"Outpatient cl i nics provide adequate privacy," 
"Nurs ine, homes are sanitary ," and "Home health 
car e is convenient." Both positive and negative 
statenents were used . A s i x-point Likert Scal e 
ranc;inr, from s t rongl y agr ee t o s t rongl y disagree 
was used for responses. A total of 62 respondents 
were interviewed, 32 elderly ( over 55) and 30 
non-elderly (be tween 21 and 54 ) . 

Results 

Attitudes Toward Health Care Services 

Graphic pr ofiles of attitudes t oward t he alter­
native services along the attributes are provided 
in Figure l ( elderly respondents only) and in 
Fir,ur e 2 (non-e l derly r espondent s only). The 
mean values arc s ununar i zed in Tabl e 1. 

FIGURE 1 
ATTITUDES TOWARD HEALTH SERVICES 

( ELDERLY; HEAN VALUES ) 
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FIGURE 2 
ATTITUDES TOWARD HEALTH SERVICES 

( NON-ELDERLY; MEAN VALUES) 
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Some of t he more i nteresti ng f indings f r om t his 
ana l ysis ar e : 

• Hospi tals have a more pos i t i ve over all 
i mage along t he di men s i ons of quali ty , 
safety and sanitati on . This i s t r ue for 
both the elderly and non-elderly gr oups. 
On t he other hand, hospita l s a r c per ­
ceived by bo th groups as significantly 
more expens ive than any of t he other 
t hree s er v i ces . 

• Overall, nurs i ng home s have t he most 
negative image with both groups of re­
spondents . The non- elderl y i n part icular 
hold a very negative imap,e of nurs i ng 
homes . Within this group , nursing homes 
are per ceived t o be t he weakes t of any of 
t he services a l ong seven of the t en a t­
t r i butes . Among the negative per cept i ons 
of nurs ing home s are quality of medi cal 
car e , qua l i ty of medi cal personnel, com­
fort, s anit ation, privacy , safety and , as 
would be expec ted , like lihood of a s peedy 
r ecover y . 

• In general, atti t udes toward home health 
care are pos itive . Respondents per ceive 
t hem to be the most pos i t i veservi ce on 
t he dimens ions of conven i ence , comfor t 
and pri vacy . J ust as s i gnificantly , home 
healt h car e did not generate many negative 
a t t itudes . The only except i on was t he 
perception by the non- e l der l y of r ela­
t ively poor medical per sonnel ( e . g .-­
vis i t i ng nurses ). 

• Outpati en t clinics ar e per ce ived to be 
l ower cost oper ations . They have a 
negative image along t he attri butes of 
quality of medi ca l care and qua l ity of 
personnel. 



TABLE 1 
ATTITUDES TOWARD ALTERNATIVE IIEALTI! CARE 

SERVICES ON TEN ATTRIBUTES U1EANS) 

SERVICE 

Hos pital 

Non­
Elderly 

Home Health Nursing Outpatient 
Car e Horne Clini c 

ATTRIBUTE -'NOn- ·-- · ·- · w- - ·-

Non 
El derly Non-

Elderly Elderly Elderl y Elderly Elder l y Elderly 
- · 

Best Medical Care 2.13 2.2B 3.73 3.93 4 . 2 7>'<>'< 4.89>'<>'; 4 . 33 4.18 

Safety 2 . 86"' 2.36>'< 2. 97>'<>': 3 . 71>''"' 4 . 03 4 . 07 4 . 06 3. 86 

I·F-·a_s_t __ R_ec_o_v~e_r_Y ____ ~_3_._1_3 ____ ~3-._l_l __ -+~3-·_o_7 __ -1--2-._7_9 __ ~r-4-._6 __ 7 __ +--4-. _82 __ ~r-3-._5 __ 6 __ ~~----3.5_o __ ~ 
Best Medical 

Personne l 

Higher Chance of 
Compl ications 

2.47 

3 . 50''"'"'' 

2.50 3,43idd< 4.46>'"'"'' 

2 . 60 2 . 61 

4 . 57 4. 68 4 .13 4. 03 

3 . 13 3 . 36 3 . 33 3 . 3 (; 

_s_an_~_· t_a_r_Y _ _ ___ * 2_.'4_3_-+ _z_._6_1_-tt-3- ·_4_7 _ _ 1_3 __ • 7_5 _ __ 4-_'•_. _o_7 _ __ ~~~~- ~-~~~---l----2~~-~-
2 . 86 3. 25 2 , 80 I 2 .71 Convenient 3. 30 3, 71 2.47""'' 

1--------it---t----tt----r--·-n-·-··-
Comfortable 3.87 3.82 1. 96 1.71 3 . 23>'<>'<>'< 4 . 43>'»';';'; 

1---------tt--- --+-----H----+------tt-- ---····· ·- ----
Provi des Adequat e 3 , 1, 0 3•68 2 . 03 2 . 07 4 . 33 4 .11 

Privacy 
1-- --- ·- ·----------t-t------f------- - -----+- - ----~--------- ------- -- . - -

1. 89 3. 60 3. 75 1 2 . 90,.,., 3 . 50, . .,., 
r ---

Expens ive 1.60 3 , 87 ' •. 22 
l-- -----------U------- '----- - .U...----....J.- ----.u.__-----'------ - --· -- ·- -.. ··-

n = Elderly , 32; Non- El derl y , 30 , 

Nwnber s are means on a s i x- point s ca l e where 1 

,., . .,., p < . 01; ,.,.,., p < • 05 ; ,., p < . 10 

• Attitudes of the e lder l y and non- e l derly 
groups a r e simi l ar. A statis t ical com­
pari son ( t-tes t ) of t he means of the t wo 
groups s hows r elati vely few s t at i s t i cal l y 
s ignif i can t differ ences i n a ttitude s 
toward each heal t h care servi ce a l ong t he 
t en attribut es (see Ta bl e 1) . 

• Among the e l derly , t he l eas t variance in 
atti tudes t oward the four servi ces is 
found a l ong the a t tribu tes of chance of 
medical compl i cati ons and convenience ; 
t he most variance i n a ttitudes is along 
the attr i but es qual i t y of medica l car e , 
qua l ity of medica l pers onnel , adequa te 
pr i vacy and cost . The non- elder l y re­
r esponses s how a patt ern of grea t er 
var i ance in a t titudes t owards t he s ervi ces , 
particularly on t he a ttribut es of quality 
of medical care , likelihood of a speedy 
r ecovery , qualit y of medical per s onne l , 
comfort, adequate privacy and cos t . 
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Str ongly Agr ee ; 6 Strongly Di sagree , 

Pa i r ed Comparisons of Heal t h Care Ser vi ce s 

Attitudes t owar d health care s er v i ces were 
exami ned by l ooking at pai rs of services . Ea ch 
gr oup--the e l derly and t he non- e l derly- - was 
examined along t he ten a ttribut es to determi ne 
whether the groups ' attitudes t oward pai red 
health car e servi ces Here similar . The res ults , 
pres en t ed in Tabl e 2 , shaH , f or exampl e , t he 
e lderl y had s i gnificantly dif ferent att itude~ 
t oward hospi tal s and home health care on the 
at t ribute of ' bes t med i ca l car e '. As another 
example , the e l derly did not perceive any s i g­
nif icant dif f er ence between t he s af ety of 
hospi t als and home heal th care , while the 
differ ences i n a t t i tudes of t he non-e l derly 
t oward the safety of t he t wo s ervi ce s Here 
statist ica l ly s i gnif i cant a t t he . 01 l eve l . 

Tabl e 2 i ndi cat es t ha t, i n gener a l, bo t h groups 
perce i ve hospitals and home heal t h care t o be the 



TABLE 2 
A CONPARISON OF THE ATTITUDES OF ELDERLY 

AND NON-ELDERLY TOWARD PAIRED HEALTH CARE SERVICES 
(NEAN DIFFERENCE TESTS FOR SIGNIFICANCE) 

SERVICE 
110 V!!i. IIIIC I Ill v s . Nil 110 vs. oc IlliG vs. Nil IIIIC vs. oc Nil vs. oc 

ATTI< !IlliTE (;I{[ <;Hz <;In Gl\l GRl Gl\2 GRl Gll2 GRI (;({] (;Ill 1;1\) 

1\<:!;l t-ll:dical Care .... ~·n·~ ~·n•: ~'.:~·· ~·.-·:: ~·n't NS ~·n•: NS NS NS 

~~al"c!ty NS ~····· ~···.'; ~·:-.': ~·:•'t ·:: ... ·: ........... NS ........... NS NS N:; 

Fast ltecovcry NS NS .......... ............ NS NS -!:•': ............ NS ~·.- ·:: . ... ........... 

........... ........... .;.-... ·: •'d: .... •':;': NS ..... NS NS ...... 

1\csl Hcdical l'l:rsonnc 1 .... 

llit-.IICr Chance of Compli.c ations ...... 
''" NS ir•.': NS -:;·.': NS •'r ..... .. N$ NS 

--
S«nilary -.•:-:; •'d: .......... ..... ..... ..... NS NS NS NS .......... .. ; ';·,'; 

Convenient ...... ........ ': NS NS NS ·.'n': NS .......... NS .......... NS NS 

Co1nlortablc .... ... ·:-.'( NS ..... •'n'r -: ....... .......... .......... ..... .... NS i:·.': 

l'rovidcs Adequate Pdvacy .... ........ 't •"n't NS NS NS .......... ... ·:~·: ~·:~·~ ;':;': NS NS 

.. ~;·: .... ~·:·:: i;;'; ;':0:; 
' 

·.'f NS NS NS ~·;;': .. 
Fxn••n · · vc .. .. 

Holes : 1. 110 = Hospital; IUIC = Home llealth Care ; Nil = Nursinc llome; OC = Outpatient Clinic 

2. GHl = Eldc['ly Hcspomlent Group; GR2 = Non-elderly Respondent Group 

,., 1' < .05; NS=Not Significant at the .05 level 

most dissimilar across t he greatest number of 
attributes . Hospitals and nursing homes are 
also perceived to be dissimilar by both groups . 
On the other hand, a comparison of nursing homes 
vs. outpatient clinics indicates that both groups, 
and in particular the elderly, perceive them to 
be similar along a substantial number of at­
tributes . 

In examining specific at t ributes , the analys i s 
indicates that s i gnificantly different attitudes 
occur mos t frequently for comfor t, expens e and 
quality of medica l per sonnel. Both groups per­
ceive differenc es in the service s in these areas. 
At the other ext reme , the fewest significantly 
different att itudes were on the dimension of 
convenience. The elderly in particul ar saw 
little diffe rence in service convenience; onl y 
the hospital vs . home health care comparison was 
statis tically s i gnificant a l ong t his dimension. 

Discussion 

This paper has reported t he result s of a survey 
of consumer s ' attitudes toward a lternative health 
care s er vices . A fundamental question posed i s, 
"Do consumers attitudes toward health care vary 
by type of service?" The ans wer is yes . The 
second ques t ion posed i s , "Do attitudes t01-1ard 
th~; s~;rvices vary depending on the attr ibute 
being d i scussed?" !!ere again, the answer i s yes . 
The next l ogi cal issue--how these a ttitudinal 
patterns relate to the consumer behavior process-­
i s an area t hat needs expl oration in future 
res( ~arch. 
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The s tudy has impl i cations both methodologically 
and in t he results . The methodolor,y i s recom­
mended to any hea l th car e provider . I t is 
relatively easy to operationalize . Also , i t i s 
suitable for identifying comparative attitudes 
for both inter-service (outpat ient clinic vs . 
hospital, for example) and intra-service (one 
outpatient clinic vs. another, for example ) 
situations . 

In terms of results, the i ssue is t he relative 
value of t he data presented here and in similar 
data that might be t;enerated f rom studies con­
ducted by health care provi ders . The information 
is important in a number of ways critical t o t he 
formulation of marketing strategi es . Specifical­
l y, i t i s useful: 

• As an i nstrument for competitive analysis . 
The data provides valuable information 
to determine the r elative attitudes of 
consumers toward alternative health care 
providers . I n addition, speci f i c in­
formation is provilled on the strengths / 
weaknesses relevant to spec ific at­
tributes . Such information i s i mpor t ant 
to formulating competitive strategies 
i n ar eas s uch as service characteristics 
and pos i tioning . 

"' As baseline data agains t which to compare 
fut ure attitudinal surveys . 

• In formulating tare,et ing stratc(',ics . 
Similarities/dissimi l arities in attitudes 
among seements he l ps as input t oward 
formulatinG s t r a tegies regard ing the 
number and depth of s egment coverage . 

• I n formulatint~ overal l promotional 
strategies and spec i f ic c l encnts of the 



promotional campaign such as advertising 
theme and media to employ, 

• In setting objectives, Most organiza­
tions have, or should have, image-related 
objectives, The results here present 
specific information against which 
objectives can be formulated and an 
evaluation of performance conducted, 
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