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Generations in Healthcare
The pressures on the U.S. healthcare system are increasing exponentially.  
With costs at 17% of GDP, and discussion of coverage expansion 
occurring at both the state and national level, expectation for reform 
is high.  New challenges to the traditional healthcare delivery system 
range from medical tourism to retail clinics. Google, Microsoft, CVS 
and Wal-Mart are all entering the business of healthcare, redefining how 
healthcare can be accessed.

But it is consumers, not corporations, who will ultimately transform 
healthcare delivery by demanding more from the experience. The 2009 
Deloitte Survey of Healthcare Consumers found “healthcare is a consumer 
market – consumers find ways to navigate the complexities of the U.S. 
system by comparing service, quality, and costs.”1

Healthcare institutions must begin to operate as other retail service 
providers – designing experiences and delivering care around the 
convenience of consumers rather than the preferences of providers. 
Healthcare organizations, then must understand the beliefs and 
values of the consumers they serve.  Not all consumers have the same 
expectations from the healthcare system. Targeted customer service will 
be paramount. One useful way to understand these consumer differences 
is a review of generational segmentation.

Generations are defined by experiences that create common values.  The 
four generations currently having the greatest impact on the healthcare 
system are:

•	 Greatest Generation – born between 1925 and 1944
•	 Baby Boomers – born between 1945 and 1964
•	 Gen Xer’s – born between 1965 and 1984
•	 Millennials – born between 1985 and 2005

Source: US Census, Thomson Reuters

US Population by Age Group

1. Source: 2009 Survey of Healthcare Consumers
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About the Generations 
Greatest Generation 
Members of the Greatest Generation suffered through the Great 
Depression and served during World War II experiencing both Pearl 
Harbor and Hiroshima.  They typically entered the workforce after 
World War II, often remaining with one company throughout their 
working lives. Loyalty was a prized virtue for both the company and 
the individual.  As a result of their early experiences, this generation 
has great faith in both private and public institutions. The Greatest 
Generation is characterized by duty and sacrifice. They value credentials 
as an indication of expertise.  As such, they generally accept authority 
and willingly follow society’s rules. While they are currently the smallest 
of the four generations, they are also the wealthiest. 

Marketing –Give Me What I Need
As consumers, they are loyal but will shop around if necessary. 
They value quality over efficiency. Standard options satisfy them 
– customization is not always necessary or valued. They trust 
credentialed institutions to provide them with what they need.

Technology – Is this necessary?
Having grown up with radio and party lines, they don’t require 
many of today’s technological advancements. While they marvel at 
their grandchildren’s technological expertise, they do not share the 
integral need for technology in their everyday life. 

Healthcare- Direct Me
As consumers of healthcare, they believe in the doctor as a 
gatekeeper who will assist them in navigating the healthcare 
system. They view the doctor as a trusted authority figure making 
appropriate healthcare decisions for them.  Members of this 
generation are high users of healthcare due to co-morbidities 
and end of life needs.  But as the Greatest Generation ages, their 
healthcare decisions are increasingly being made by their children, 
the Boomers.

Baby Boomers
The historical backdrop for the Baby Boomers includes the Civil Rights 
movement, the Vietnam War, and the sexual revolution. Boomers 
grew up amidst great prosperity and believed they, as individuals, 
could change the world. They were the hippies at Woodstock who 
morphed into workaholics and Yuppies.  Boomers hold two seemingly 
contradictory beliefs – the sanctity of the individual and the importance 
of the team.  
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Based on their early life experiences, the Boomers unlike the Greatest 
Generation tend to be disillusioned by institutions – including 
government, big business, and traditional religions. From their 
perspective, these institutions failed to adequately handle the needs of 
a changing society. As a result, Boomers have a history of challenging 
traditional institutions and values. They believe that if rules can’t deliver 
what is desired – these rules are made to be broken or molded to 
individual needs.

Marketing- Pursue Me
Boomers are the first generation aggressively pursued by marketers 
since childhood. When marketing to Boomers, customization of 
products and services is important. Boomers are less concerned with 
reputations and credentials than their parents.  They value products 
and services that offer prestige i.e. “membership has its privileges”.  
Boomers also respond to messages and services that allow them to 
gain control of their time through personalization.

Technology – Beta Testers
Boomers were the beta generation for much of today’s technology 
– ranging from computers to the Internet to cell phones.  As such, 
their skepticism extends to their view of technology as bringing 
as many problems as solutions.  Still their expectation is that 
technology will be available to support the personalization they 
expect from all of their service experiences.

Healthcare- Engage Me 
Boomers are not passive consumers of healthcare. They are interested 
in a physician’s credentials as well as a hospital’s reputation. In a 
more recent expansion of roles, they often serve as their parents’ 
healthcare agents. Prior to visiting a doctor, they are likely to do 

Source: Howe Associates, Inc.

Healthcare for the Greatest Generation
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extensive research, including Internet searches. Since they do not 
view physicians as ultimate authority figures, Boomers expect to 
engage in a dialogue about the care they or their parents receive. 
Boomers tend to focus on personal wellness and fighting the aging 
process.  

Gen Xer’s 
Gen Xer’s grew up in a difficult time socially and financially.  While 
their Boomer parents were striving for self fulfillment and monetary 
success, they were often “latch key” children. Amidst the backdrop of 
Watergate, the first Gulf War, AIDS, and environmental pollution, they 
grew distrustful of institutions and big organizations.

Having grown up in the era of corporate raiders, they trust themselves 
and their peers rather than corporations. The most self sufficient and 
skeptical generation, they are also the most loyal employees.  However, 
they have resoundingly rejected the Boomers workaholic approach, 
preferring instead to invest loyalty in a person rather than a company.  
Gen Xer’s insist on open communication regardless of position, title, or 
tenure.

Marketing – What do My Friends Say?
Gen Xer’s are largely ignored by marketers who concentrate on the 
sizeable Boomer cohort. Not surprisingly, then, Gen Xer’s rely on 
peer referrals more than any other generation. They are also looking 

Source: Howe Associates, Inc.

Boomers Bring Outside Influences to the Relationship
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for personalization, options, and control of the sale.

Technology – Balancing Act 
The Gen Xer’s are the first PC generation.  For them, technology 
is a necessity.  Technology helps them control their schedules and 
their children’s schedules. It is not uncommon to see two Gen X 
parents in a coffee shop texting play dates to each other from their 
Blackberries.

Healthcare – Educate Me
Gen Xer’s and their children, the Millennials, are redefining 
the healthcare landscape. They expect healthcare to be designed 
around them and their family needs rather than strictly based on 
a physician/patient relationship. Distrustful of institutions and 
disdainful of hierarchy and authority, they are looking for a free flow 
of information.  Gen Xer’s want electronic health care records and 
will use them to become advocates for their own care. Gen Xer’s are 
good targets for online disease management programs and virtual 
coaching sessions on a variety of health topics. They prefer to be self 
sufficient in healthcare as in other areas of their lives.  A Gen Xer 
would rather learn to diagnose his child’s ear infection than wait 
an hour for a healthcare professional to perform the same simple 
examination.
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Source: Howe Associates, Inc.

Gen X & Millenial Changing Healthcare Through Involvement
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Millennials
Paradoxically, the Millennials have been both the most threatened 
and the most protected generation in history. Growing up amidst the 
terrorist attacks in Oklahoma City and New York, and school massacres 
they have seen individuals indiscriminately take life on a horrific scale. 

With these early life experiences, the parents of Millennials have 
scheduled them and insulated them more than previous generations – 
providing them with unprecedented parental supervision and advocacy. 
This is the first generation that never experienced life without 
computers. For them, information is just a click away.  Unlike in 
previous generations, where knowledge was accumulated over a lifetime 
of experiences, for Millennials the younger you are – the more connected 
you are - the more you know. 

This generation is collaborative, tolerant, and comfortable with speed 
and change. They look for immediate and constant reinforcement. 
Multi-tasking and the constant barrage of multiple media are common, 
if not demanded.

Marketing - Interact With Me
Millennials have very high brand awareness. They also were 
“raised to be consumers and expect high quality, easy to handle 
experiences.”2 Millennials expect the buying experience to be 
interactive.  They want products that are customized and unique 
sold by companies with an altruistic attitude.  This generation is the 
first to be raised with a significant environmental consciousness. 
Therefore, socially responsible companies are their preferred 
suppliers.  

Technology – The World is Technology
This techno savvy generation believes that electronic or digital 
connections with other people are as acceptable as face-to-face 
communication.  They use technology to build and expand social 
networks and to constantly communicate with “friends.”  With the 
advent of Facebook, the Internet, Twitter, YouTube, etc., the concept 
of friendship has evolved from the boy next door to the girl across 
the globe.

Healthcare- Connect With Me
Millennials primarily interact with the healthcare system through 
pediatrics, ob/gyn and sports medicine.  They are looking for 
immediate interactions that are technology based.  They will not 
wait for appointments, surgery dates, etc. preferring real time, and 
individualized, problem resolution. 

2. “Decoding Generational Differences: Fact, Fiction, or Should we just go back to work?”
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The Generations – A Summary

Generational Implications for Healthcare Providers
Not surprisingly, consumers make hospital and provider choices based 
on their generational experiences.  Regardless of the generation, 
consumers expect quality of care, access to care and continuity of care.  
But according to the Thomson-Reuters Pulse Survey, Boomers may 
often select physicians based on hospital affiliation.  Gen Xer’s and 
Millennials are more likely to rely on recommendations from friends 
and family. When personal recommendations are the basis for choice, a 
positive customer experience becomes more important than ever before.

Social Influences Characteristics
Greatest 

Generation
Direct Me

•	Great Depression
•	Recovery through Public 

Works
•	World War II/Korean 

War
•	Pearl Harbor/Hiroshima

•	Loyal
•	Patriotic
•	Faith in Institutions

Baby 
Boomers

Engage Me

•	Economic Prosperity
•	Vietnam War
•	Civil Rights Movement
•	Sexual Revolution
•	Protest Marches/Sit-ins

•	 Idealistic
•	Competitive
•	Question Authority
•	Workaholic

Gen Xer’s
Educate Me

•	Watergate
•	Corporate Raiders
•	Fall of the Berlin Wall
•	Gulf War - High-Tech 

Warfare
•	PC Boom
•	Environmentalism

•	Self-Reliant
•	Skeptical - Distrust 

Institutions
•	Adaptive

Millennials
Connect 

With Me

•	Terrorist Attacks 
(Oklahoma City, 9/11, 
Columbine High 
School)

•	 Internet Boom
•	World Without 

Boundaries

•	Tolerant
•	Cyber-literate
•	Social Confident
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An important test of consumer satisfaction and loyalty is the willingness 
to recommend. The Greatest Generation and Boomers are likely to 
recommend their physicians more than 50% of the time. This figure 
drops below 40% for Gen Xer’s and even lower for Millennials. 

Source: Matching the Market: Using Generational Segments  
to Attract & Retain Customers; Thomson Reuters, 2009

Influences on PHP Selection
Greatest Generation & Boomers select 
physicians based on referrals or hospital 
affiliation

Gen Xer’s & Millenials select physicians 
based on friends and family referrals

Source: Matching the Market: Using Generational Segments  
to Attract & Retain Customers; Thomson Reuters, 2009

Influences on PHP Recommendations

Greatest Generation & Boomers’  
loyalty results in more frequent PCP 
recommendations

Gen Xer’s & Millenials value service 
quality and their experiences influence 
their recommendations
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According to Thomson-Reuters, the Greatest Generation and Boomers 
are the least likely to switch physicians. Millennials and Gen Xer’s, by 
contrast, are likely to switch their primary care physician (PCP) due 
to service experiential factors such as lack of confidence, relationship 
satisfaction, location and wait times. 

This is also confirmed by Deloitte’s 2009 healthcare customer 
survey which reports that of the 16% of respondents who switched 
physicians in the past year, “2 in 3 report that they switched because 
they were dissatisfied with the service they received.” Service, then is 
a critical retention tool for physicians – particularly for Gen Xer’s and 
Millennials. With more employed physicians, this has a significant 
impact on hospitals as well. 

The generations also weigh criteria differently when selecting hospitals.  
The Greatest Generation and Boomers rely on physician direction, 
prior experience and reputation in the selection process.  For Gen Xer’s 
and Millennials the order is reversed with the highest priority given to 
reputation. 

Source: Matching the Market: Using Generational Segments  
to Attract & Retain Customers; Thomson Reuters, 2009

Influences on PHP Switching
Greatest Generation & Boomers’  are 
more loyal to their established PCP 
relationship

Gen Xer’s & Millenials seek comfort in 
the service experiences and will switch if 
expectations are missed



10 

Since the four generations have diverse expectations from the 
healthcare system, smart organizations will understand and leverage 
these differences to create the optimal customer service experience.

MinuteClinic – A Case Study in Generational 
Healthcare Service

A major revolution in healthcare delivery began with MinuteClinic, 
resulting in the creation of retail healthcare. Designed around the 
convenience of healthcare consumers rather than healthcare providers 
and leveraging the principles of the retail shopping experience, 
MinuteClinic was cited by Forbes Magazine (Oct 2007) as one of 
the top ten innovators of the last decade.  It was the only healthcare 
advance included with disruptive technologies such as Blackberry, 
YouTube, iPod, Google and Netflix.  

MinuteClinic represents the first intersection of healthcare and retail 
services.  The strategy of MinuteClinic is based on integrating simple 
healthcare solutions into the consumers’ lifestyle.  All of the key 

Source: Matching the Market: Using Generational Segments  
to Attract & Retain Customers; Thomson Reuters, 2009

Influences on Hospital Selection
Greatest Generation & Boomers select 
hospitals via physicians

Gen Xer’s & Millenials select based on 
experience and reputation
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elements, operational and clinical, are designed to deliver the highest 
quality of care while meeting the “multi-tasking” lifestyle needs of 
today’s consumers.  Starting with a tightly defined scope of services 
and highly trained providers, through the use of electronic medical 
records and technology driven, nationally defined medical protocols, 
the MinuteClinic team focuses on exceeding consumer expectations for 
service experience quality.  

In creating MinuteClinic, every element of the service delivery was 
considered.  Hours of operation included nights and weekends.  A 
“menu” of services with clear prices was posted outside each clinic.  
Consumer communication taught the consumer what MinuteClinic 
was designed to deliver and how they and their families should interact 
with the brand.  Connectivity systems were established to assure the 
information from each visit would be shared with the patient’s Primary 
Care Physician (PCP) - with the patient’s permission.  When the 
MinuteClinic provider discovered the patient had no PCP, a list of 
local practices open to new patients was provided.  The small clinic 
space was designed to be efficient and yet communicate confidence and 
competency to consumers.  When it was clear that a standard exam table 
would not meet the needs of the minimal space, a “Murphy style” fold 
down exam table was developed by the team.  To assure consumers and 
local providers that MinuteClinic was committed to and consistently 
delivering high quality healthcare, they became the first retail clinic 
brand to be fully accredited by the Joint Commission.  This system wide 
attention to service details paid off in terms of customer satisfaction.  

With reported satisfaction rates of 97%, consumers are obviously 
very satisfied with their MinuteClinic experience. This compares very 
favorably with reports that less than 7 of 10 patients would recommend 
the hospital where they were treated.  (New England Journal of Medicine, 
October 30, 2008).  And these satisfied consumers are eager to share 
their MinuteClinic experience. Even four to six months post visit, 97% 
of users are likely to recommend MinuteClinic. This contrasts sharply 
with the likelihood to recommend physicians by any of the age cohorts. 

This high level of customer satisfaction is possible in large part because 
the MinuteClinic team understood from the beginning that the target 
audience is the Gen X’ers and their families.  The consumers of these 
generations are looking for a healthcare service system that will allow 
them to satisfy the simple healthcare needs of their families without 
causing additional trips or time distractions.  MinuteClinic’s retail 
location facilitates this combination of service expectations and the 
research confirms the effectiveness of this approach.
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According to a 2007 RAND study, over 80% of retail clinic users come 
from the Gen X’ers and Millennial generations.  The basis for this usage 
is confirmed by consumer research. According to the Thomson-Reuters 
Pulse Report, Gen X’ers are likely to think of health professionals as 
“nurse practitioners, physician assistants, insurance companies, and 
pharmacies,” as opposed to Boomers and the Greatest Generation whose 
view of  healthcare professionals is primarily restricted to physicians and 
nurses.

MinuteClinic Delivers High Patient Satisfaction

Female
71%

Male
29%

45-64
16%

2-5
12%

6-17
26%

18-44
46%

Over 80% of Patients from Gen Xer’s
and Millennial Generations

Gender Age Groupings

Source: Rand Study 2007 
© Howe Associates, Inc.  All Rights Reserved 2008

Who’s Using Retail Health?
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Customer Service Tips to Improve the Generational 
Experience

Hospitals and healthcare organizations can use this same generational 
targeting to improve their healthcare customer service experience.  Some 
tips include:

Manage the customer experience. 
A commitment at the highest level of management is needed to assure 
success of any customer service improvement effort.  Either the CEO, 
or someone reporting directly to the CEO, must own the complete 
customer experience. Specific service performance metrics, customized 
by generations, must be incorporated into the institutional customer 
service design. 

Design operational elements of the healthcare delivery around the 
patient not the convenience of the provider. 
This should include everything from how the parking spaces are 
assigned, to the structure of operating hours, to the design of the facility 
the consumers will utilize for services and waiting, to the design of the 
communication system.

Invest in front-line customer service.
Customer service structure and experience goals must reflect the 
generations being served.  For the Boomers and Greatest Generation, 
this means a face to face experience. For the Gen Xer’s and Millennials, 
this can be technology based – such as a registration kiosk to reduce 
wait times.

Educate staff on service and communication expectations. 
Gen X and Millennial staffers serving the needs of the Greatest 
or Boomer Generations will not intuitively understand the service 
expectations of these older generations.  Providing information and 
tools to bridge the communication gap is a critical part of the customer 
service initiative.

Use formal and informal communication styles appropriately.  
When communicating with the Greatest Generation, staff should use 
formal forms of address and share the credentials of the staff.  Gen 
Xer’s respond better to informal communication styles.  The Millennials 
will respect competency and connection rather than position.  This 
generation will not respond to a hierarchal communication style.
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Provide different communication tools for different generations.   
The Greatest Generation will respond to tools that direct them.  Baby 
Boomers want to be engaged. The Gen Xer’s expect educational 
tools that can be easily accessed and the Millennials want a two-way, 
technology based, on-going communication system.

Expand access using online and other technological tools. 
Millennials expect instant communication – 24/7. The ability to make 
appointments, access healthcare information, and register electronically 
meets their needs and frees resources for other purposes.

Focus on Boomers and Gen Xer’s. 
Boomers and GenXer’s comprise the largest share of current healthcare 
consumers.  Boomers, because they are now a “bridging” generation 
for themselves and their parents, make healthcare decisions for many 
of the Greatest Generation.  However, while Boomers are making the 
decisions, those receiving the care may have different expectations for 
the healthcare experience.  

Prepare your staff to deliver healthcare through education
and engagement. 
Generations have different expectations of the healthcare experience.  
The generations dominating the consumption and decision making of 
healthcare services today are concentrated in the Boomers and Gen X 
segments.  Staff should understand that while Baby Boomers prefer to 
partner with their healthcare provider, Gen Xer’s want to be taught to 
manage the healthcare experience themselves. 
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March 2009 
Character Counts: Integrating Civility into 
the Healthcare Culture
Award-winning publisher and author Chuck Lauer 
explores the need for hospitals to incorporate a “civility 
initiative” into their customer service programs. 
Lauer addresses the prevailing climate of rude 
behavior in society at-large and offers solutions to 
healthcare providers seeking to provide consumers 
with outstanding healthcare experiences, including five 
secrets for bringing civility to healthcare. 

October 2008
Balancing Consumer and Physician 
Influence: Finding the “Sweet Spot” in 
Healthcare Marketing
This paper is authored by Al Swinney, senior vice 
president of marketing communications for Meridian 
Health. The paper explores the history of marketing 
to consumers, the relationship between physicians and 
hospitals, the physician as the patient influencer, and 
physician-to-physician marketing programs. Swinney 
explains how physician-to-physician marketing 
programs work and the immediate impact they can 
have on hospital volume.

July 2008
Mystery Shopping the Patient Experience
This paper, written by Kristin Baird, Baird Consulting 
and a senior faculty member of The Beryl Institute, 
outlines how mystery shopping goes beyond 
satisfaction surveys to discover why patients leave 
before they ever engage a health care provider. This 
paper explores the value of mystery shopping, how the 
shopping is done, and how healthcare organizations 
can turn the results into actionable improvement 
opportunities.

November 2007 
High Performing Organizations: Culture as a 
Bottom-Line Issue
This paper, written by adjunct faculty members Britt 
Berrett, CEO of Medical City, and Jason Wolf, 
Director of Organization Development for the Eastern 
Group of HCA, outlines the results of a ground-
breaking study.  It discusses “Seven Truths” about high 
performing organizations in case study format and 
provides actionable tips for hospital executives.

August 2007 
Moments of Truth: Hospital Switchboards a 
Bottom-Line Issue
Switchboard operators and other hospital-based call 
centers are the front-line of the customer acquisition 
process. Individual healthcare organizations are 
losing significant dollars by providing poor customer 
service at this initial touch point. Savvy healthcare 
leaders will close this “service gap” and transform their 
switchboards into customer focused and outcomes 
oriented front-line acquisition centers.

May 2007
It’s Not Just a Call, It’s a Customer
Consumers are becoming more selective in making 
healthcare decisions and they are demanding 
convenience and accessibility from service providers. 
Data reveals that, contrary to popular belief, consumers 
are not willing to give providers a second chance if they 
are unable to make contact on the first try. This paper 
explores reasons why callers hang up before completing 
the call, the impact of lost revenue as a result of those 
abandoned attempts, and ways to decrease the number 
of callers who cannot get through.

March 2007
Ready or Not, Customer Service is Coming to 
Healthcare
Consumers are gaining more control of healthcare 
spending. This will lead to a new culture where cost, 
quality and service are all part of the value equation. 
With pricing transparency and quality reporting 
standards, the true differentiator in the future will be 
service. Savvy healthcare leaders will transform their 
institutions to be consumer rather than patient focused, 
leading to new standards in care and service delivery.
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