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Introduction 

 Since its founding 1892, Nationwide Children’s Hospital has remained true to its mission 

of providing the most excellent, top-rate care to its patients and their families. A leader in 

research, prenatal care, and courtesy care, Nationwide Children’s has been recognized national 

for its dedication to all the work it does. Families come from across the country and around the 

globe to receive the care that trumps the work of other facilities, and the hospital itself works 

diligently each day to provide the best healthcare possible by improving its resources, its 

facilities, and its community and corporate partnerships. Located in Columbus, Nationwide 

Children’s Hospital rises to meet and surpass the work of other medical institutions, such as 

Cincinnati Children’s and The Cleveland Clinic. 

 Despite its world-renowned reputation, Nationwide Children’s – like any other institution 

– has areas that require improvement. Specifically, the relationship between the hospital’s 

physicians and their PR/Marketing team is good in some aspects, and lacking in others. Because 

doctors are so passionate about all the work that they do, they believe that some of the 

procedures and details of their work are more suited for the media than others, when in reality 

this might not be the case. Their knowledge and understanding of the PR/Marketing side of the 

medical field can benefit from the strategies we hope to employ here in our plan for the 

upcoming year. 
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Situation Analysis & Research 

- Current situation/status at Nationwide Children’s 

o The hospital has been ranked in all 10 specialties in the U.S. News & World 

Report’s Honor Roll List of the 2012-13 Best Children’s Hospitals. 

 #5 in Cardiologys and Heart Surgery 

 #5 in Gastroenterology 

 #6 in Pulmonary 

 #9 in Nephrology 

 #10 in Neurology and Neurosurgery 

 #11 in Urology 

 #12 in Diabetes and Endocrinology 

 #13 in Neonatology 

 #23 in Cancer 

 #36 in Orthopedics 

o These rankings are due to the groundbreaking work that all doctors, nurses, 

surgeons, etc. bring to the hospital every single day, in addition to the equally 

groundbreaking research that saves the lives of millions. 

- Our perception of the situation 

o While the healthcare professionals are doing all they can and doing it extremely 

well, their knowledge of how their work impacts the reputation and image of their 

hospital could be substantially improved. Specifically, medical professionals’ 

understanding of how their work gets turned into community-comprehensive 

material through the media. 
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- Strengths 

o The work of the physicians and surgeons of the hospital is efficiently being 

recognized on both a large and small scale in the media. 

o Media professionals often seek out interviews with employees of Nationwide 

Children’s as a credible source for their news stories. 

o The PR/Marketing department is dedicated to protecting and promoting the 

reputation and image of the hospital by educating their doctors. 

o The PR/Marketing department excels in utilizing each one of their social media 

channels in order to push out the most relevant information to the community and 

to the media. 

o The structure of the PR/Marketing department is small, which makes 

collaboration between teams easy within the hospital, so ideas can be cross-

communicated in a way that everyone understands. This way, the same 

information is being released to the public across the board. 

- Weaknesses 

o Medical professionals at the hospital have a low level of awareness as to how the 

PR process operates within the hospital and therefore in the community. 

o The response time to every-day media inquiries is not as timely as it could be. 

o Some physicians are not trained to present themselves well in front of a camera. 

Therefore, when media comes to the hospital requesting interviews, the same core 

group of doctors is called upon to speak with them. 

o The PR/Marketing department is very small. 
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o The structure of the PR/Marketing department overlaps the area of Public 

Relations and Marketing to the point where it is difficult to see the line between 

what is image-enhancing PR and paid advertisements. 

- Opportunities 

o Doctors are very enthusiastic about their work. Some physicians are good at 

bringing information forward to the PR/Marketing department, even if that 

information turns out not to be news worthy. 

o  The hospital is doing cutting-edge work, which means there are almost always 

media opportunities for coverage to release to the public. 

o Enthusiastic physicians correlate to a positive opportunity to educate more doctors 

about the PR process, so that their work may be properly highlighted in the future. 

o The bottom line is: enthusiastic doctors who are able to present themselves, their 

work, and the hospital well in front of a camera or during an interview will help 

increase the amount of trust from the community, encouraging them to continue 

bringing their families to this hospital, rather than going anywhere else. 

- Threats 

o Ohio has several children’s hospitals around the state that target the same 

audiences in close proximity to one another. 

o Competition not only exists in state, but out of state as well. CHOP and St. Jude’s 

are major competition for Nationwide Children’s. 

o A bad interview or bad on-camera experience that makes its way to the public, 

has the potential to create a negative stigma or wary perspective about the work of 

the hospital. 
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o Some doctors may refuse to be educated on the PR processes, believing that PR is 

not as important as the work they do on a daily basis. 

- Primary Research: Mary Ellen Peacock – Senior Strategist, Media Relations 

1 March 2013 

 

4:30pm 

 

Q: What is your title, and how long have you been with Nationwide Children’s? 

A: Senior Strategist in Media Relations, and I’ve been at the hospital – 8 years in the summer. 

Q: How exactly does the hospital structure its PR department? (Different teams, etc.) 

A: The marketing and PR department at NCH is one department. And we have audience focus 

teams, and each team – for example, I’m on the media relations team. Internal communications, 

and there is also the physician referral marketing team, which is more on the marketing side, and 

they do things like brochures and different marketing materials to market to physicians to attract 

people to our hospital. And our social media team – we have a social media manager who 

manages all of our channels, I think we have like, 27 channels. I think we’re one of the first 

hospitals to have a Pinterest. We do a lot of crossover – each of the different teams will get 

together to come up with strategies. 

Q: How many are on your team? 

A: It’s myself, my manager Pam, and another person to be named, to be determined. 

Q: What are your major events that are held annually? What is your role with those 

events? 

A: I would say that our events are really on the foundation side of things. And then we do some 

community events that we participate in, in the community, and that is actually an entirely 

different team – our consumer team, and they’re out at different events where they think there 
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are benefits for us to be there and have a presence there. That team also handles things such as 

professional conferences for doctors. That team will determine whether we’ll have a booth at 

conferences, etc. Then there are the foundation events – fundraising arm – and they have what 

they call auxiliary that will fundraise on behalf of the hospital. One of the auxiliaries is Pleasure 

Guild of Nationwide Children’s. They raise money on behalf of the hospital – one of their big 

events coming up is the Pleasure Guild Play. And that play, the proceeds benefit the hospital. My 

team supports all of these different events and teams – pitching local media different stories, 

news release writing, so, for example, for the Pleasure Guild Play, one of the things they did to 

promote the play and ticket sales was kind of a mini performance here for the patients. For that, 

my team invited media to cover the event, so I put together a media advisory, I did some one-on-

one media pitching, and it was just promoting the play and ticket sales. I wouldn’t say that the 

media relations team has specific events; we just support the other teams on their projects. We’ll 

have news conferences once in a while – ones that we put on about a really cool procedure or 

surgery we did that nobody else has done, but those are few and far between. We always work 

with outside organizations. Sherrod Brown came in and wanted to do a news conference to 

generate support on pediatric research. We do a lot of supporting of all areas of the hospital – 

foundation, government relations, and specialty services. 

Q: What exists as major competition when it comes to funding, and how is it different in a 

non-profit compared to a for-profit organization? 

A: So we’re considered a non-profit, but we really operate as a corporation. A lot of our patient 

base, more that 50% are on Medicaid, and that’s provided by the government, and it allows 

families and children that are at a certain income level to be completely covered as far as their 

health costs and insurance. We do not get reimbursed like we do for patients that are on private 
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insurance, if patients come to us and they’re on those, we actually get reimbursed more by the 

health insurance companies. So we have to make up that difference, so a lot of that is grants – 

government relations work really hard to make sure those grants are there – we also rely a lot on 

donations, whether that’s from companies (locally, nationally) and day-to-day donations. As far 

as competition – we really consider the regional hospitals around us our competition – Cincinnati 

Children’s – same state pulling patients. Patient referrals for specialty services are big as well. 

Other children’s hospitals higher ranked too – U.S. News & World Report ratings are very 

important to us. We’ve been ranking on the list every year for the past six, and we are considered 

a Top 10, we’re actually number 7 in the whole country. Heart, cancer, GI, research, 

neurology/neurosurgery, preemie babies – between our department and our administration these 

are our top product lines. 

Q: Where do you receive the majority of your funding – donations, hospital allotted, 

events, individuals, etc.? 

A: A lot of it is relied on locations - $50 million from Nationwide Insurance in 2007 – prompted 

name change. 

Q: Candidly speaking, if it isn’t disrespectful to ask, what is the budget that you have to 

work with each year? 

A: We’ve been asked by reporters in the past for that, and we don’t disclose that. 

Q: What do you believe are some of the strengths and weaknesses of your PR strategies and 

tactics that you are or have been using to date? Where do you see opportunities for 

improvement and growth? 

A: Specifically from a media relations standpoint, I think what we do really well is our response 

(reactive media inquiries) where we get calls from reporters for interviews with our 
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experts/doctors. And from the time I’ve been here, that has really grown and that’s a good thing. 

We’re getting into the contact list of reporters who will continually come back to interview us. 

And we take pride in our local media outreach – Misty Crane at Dispatch, etc. – we take pride in 

those relationships. So our response time – how quickly we can line up an expert for a reporter, 

and getting into their rolodexes for the future. And for improvement would be, I think, what 

we’re trying to do within our department, we’ve just implemented what we call a content core, so 

our content team, which is basically a team that our VP put together, and it’s utilizing people 

from each of our audience teams and we come together about how we can push out ideas through 

all of our different channels. We do that now, but we need to do a better job as far as timing, and 

reacting to news of the day. Example – around Thanksgiving, and right now the craze is gluten-

free diets, what can we do to really be seen as the expert in gluten-free diets? Maybe we could 

come up with an alternative for your Thanksgiving dinner for your kids – the nutrition team 

helps with this. And then we say why this is so important, and we push it out there, and we 

maybe do a flipcam video with one of our experts, and we get it out on social media, and we 

pitch a local news story. So this idea of content and timeliness and coming up with ideas to put 

out there, our team is very hot on that, and we’re trying to figure out a way to get a grip on 

“okay, who’s going to take the lead on this and how are we going to get it out there?” We want 

to be seen as the experts on just general health issues, but we don’t want to do that through one 

communication channel. We want to do it across all channels. 

Q: Are there any campaigns, events, or funding strategies that didn’t succeed as was 

expected? 

A: I think there is always room for improvement. One of the big ones that we were just involved 

with was the Columbus Marathon – NCH was the title beneficiary. This was the first year we did 
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it, and we have a three year relationship with the Marathon. We had a patient champion at each 

mile of the marathon – we involved our patients in that aspect and we did all kind of stuff around 

it – social media, media relations, pitching stories everywhere – but there is always room for 

improvement. We could have done better as in how many stories we got out there, and we might 

have been able to be quicker on the social media and have people covering different parts of the 

marathon. 

Q: Are there campaigns, events, or funding strategies that surprised you and exceeded 

expectations? 

A: We did what’s called an “every gift matters” campaign, and it was a philanthropic message 

during the holidays – toward the end of the year is the time for big fundraising opportunities. 

2011 was the first year we did it, so 2012 was our second year. And we had advertising strategies 

– Dispatch, channel 10, commercial with patients – and asking the community to give back to 

their local children’s hospital. And it went well from a media standpoint. Channel 10 really came 

on board – they did a phone bank with us, where throughout the whole day, they promote the 

event, and viewers can call in and pledge donations – grassroots, you know? – and unfortunately 

this year it was Dec. 14th, the day of the Connecticut shooting, and they had a scroll running on 

the bottom of the screen, and we had people taking calls, and for the evening we had set up 

where we had three patient families coming in to share their personal stories. Well that shooting 

happened, and then we just made the decision to cancel everything, considering the tragedy. 

Plus, the new channels were all over it. So, unfortunately we had to cut it short, understandably, 

and I had to call the families, but it was still good because Channel 10 still worked with us and 

they aired those stories on different dates, and they still used the “every gift matters” tagline. I 

thought they wouldn’t do anything with those interviews and that material. So Channel 10 has 
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really been a partner in everything we’ve done. So in 2011, that phone bank raised $15,000 in 

four hours, and I thought that was really cool, we weren’t expecting that, we didn’t have a set 

goal. And then this past year, from about 4:30 to about noon, we had already gotten $8,000, and 

that’s really just a small part of that “every gift matters” campaign. 

Q: What has been your favorite part of your job so far? And what has been the biggest 

challenge you have faced during your time here? 

A: Favorite part is meeting patient families – we come into contact with them for different stories 

we’re working on, and it’s really neat to meet these families that go through such a horrible time 

of their lives but then are so willing to share their story with you and with the community. So, 

you’re always kind of nervous about approaching patient families to share their stories, and we 

never push it. If they seem uneasy, then we don’t push it, but most of the time it’s surprising 

because most of the time the families are so willing to share their stories, because they want 

other people to know, or they want to give back to the hospital. And sometimes there isn’t a good 

outcome – we don’t save every single patient, so it’s really neat to see those families who have 

lost a child, still feel like they want to give back to the hospital. (Biggest challenge) Oh man, 

that’s a good question. I think when our staff, when our doctors are very passionate about what 

they do, and they feel that what they’re doing is a strong media story and they really want us to 

pitch it, but in the back of your head you know the Today Show is really going to pick up on the 

story, or that the Dispatch is going to pick up on the story. Taking the doctor through the process 

and explaining respectfully to them how the media relations process works. They’re so 

passionate about what they do, and they don’t approach us all the time. We need them to tell us 

more of the things they’re doing, too. So, even if it’s not a newspaper story or a TV story, there 

are other channels to push the stories through. We need the staff to come to us more, and think 
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about marketing and PR more, because our offices are actually off-site, so really the biggest time 

we find out about great stories is when we’re over there and we run into people in the hallway. 

And that’s been an issue ever since I’ve been here. 

Q: What was the hospital called before? 

A: We were Columbus Children’s Hospital, and prior to that we were Children’s Hospital. We 

actually went through a brand change, where we changed the logo to the butterflies, that 

happened in August of 2011, so none of our publications look the same from 2009, etc., and we 

wanted everything to have the same look and feel, and even have it match the new aesthetic of 

the new hospital, so we went through this entire research process, and we came up with the new 

logo with the butterflies, and black & white photos, splash of color where necessary, so now 

everything looks the same. 

- Secondary Research 

o All of our statistical information comes from both our interview with Mary Ellen 

as well as from the navigation in and throughout the website of Nationwide 

Children’s Hospital. Because our strategic plan centers around an internal 

communication issue, our best source of information has been primary research. 
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Action Planning 

Problem Statement: Despite a strong reputation and image for excellent care and 

groundbreaking research, the healthcare professionals at Nationwide Children’s lack knowledge 

and understanding of the PR process and how better to use it to their utmost advantage. 

 

Goal Statement: To increase the knowledge and understanding of the PR process and how 

better to use it to the utmost advantage of the hospital’s physicians and researchers; this is as an 

initiative to further improve the reputation and image of Nationwide Children’s Hospital as a 

whole. 

 

Audience #1: Current physicians who are most utilized with the media. This audience is 

important because they have obvious medical experience, media experience, and a deeper 

understanding of the PR process. These physicians can act as opinion leaders for the following 

two audiences, and help to increase knowledge about the processes that we are working to 

improve. 

1. To maintain 100 percent of the relationships between these physicians and the 

PR/Marketing department and the media throughout the 2013-14 year. 

Evaluation: Have 100 percent of the relationships between physicians and 

PR/Marketing department been maintained by our deadline set? 

2.  To increase knowledge and understanding of media relationships and PR processes 

by five doctors, who will act as vocal opinion leaders among colleagues throughout 

the 2013-14 year. 
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Evaluation: Have five doctors been added to the “core group” of physicians who 

work most frequently with the PR/Marketing department and the media? 

- Strategy: Create and offer benefits of some type to this core group of physicians as 

incentives to provide their insight and advice to their colleagues about media/PR 

involvement. 

- Tactics: 

o Inquire as to what simple benefits physicians would be interested in. 

o Acquire said benefits in order to entice this group of physicians. 

o Distribute said benefits to physicians, ensuring their involvement. 

- Strategy: Hold a “refresher session” to further this core group’s knowledge of the PR 

processes. This includes a) explaining how social media changes and influences media 

involvement, b) teaching physicians how to better answer difficult media questions, and 

c) proactivity for crisis communication. 

- Tactics: 

o Invite social media team to speak with physicians about the social media that is 

most utilized by the hospital and what its purposes are. 

o Invite media professionals to refresh physician’s as to how best to answer difficult 

media questions. 

o Develop/repurpose the existing crisis communication plan to further include 

physicians who may come into contact with the media. 
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Audience #2: Physicians and other medical personnel who have little or no experience working 

with the media or the PR/Marketing department, who may not or do not understand the processes 

of PR. This audience is important because, with education, possible animosity and/or confusion 

about the PR processes and PR/Marketing department could be alleviated. 

1. To increase knowledge and understanding of the PR processes and media relations 

through education strategies by 25 percent throughout the 2013-14 year. 

Evaluation: Has knowledge and understanding of PR processes and media relations 

increased by 25 percent by the deadline we set? 

2. To increase the number of physicians included in the “core group” called upon for 

media inquiries by 10 percent of the previously mentioned 25 percent of doctors who 

have been educated and experienced with media involvement by the end of the 2013-

14 year. 

Evaluation: Has the “core group” of physicians expanded through our designed 

education program? 

- Strategy: Create a physician education program that details and explains the PR 

processes to physicians whose knowledge is not sufficient for media involvement. 

- Tactics: 

o Compile information for physicians about PR plans and media relations. 

o Create an information packet that walks physicians through the steps of a PR plan 

and media involvement. 

o Reserve a time and space in which physicians and PR department members can 

execute the education program to its fullest extent. 
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- Strategy: Hold a media training day during which physicians can go through the process 

of press conferences, mock interviews, and mock TV experiences to better improve their 

media relations skills. 

- Tactics: 

o Invite the “core group” of media-experienced physicians to provide insight and 

practical advice for handling and interacting with the media in different forms. 

o Invite PR department to volunteer their time on this day in order to better prepare 

physicians for media relations/interaction. 

o Invite media personnel to volunteer their time on this day to interact with 

physicians to make them more comfortable in a media/PR setting. 

 

Audience #3: All researchers at Nationwide Children’s. This audience is important because the 

majority of information being released most frequently to the public is research related. By 

continuing the relationship between researchers and the PR/Marketing department and the media, 

the best information can continue to be publicized to the community. 

1. To establish a liaison between The Research Institute and the PR/Marketing 

department by August of 2013. 

Evaluation: Did we hire a thorough and successful liaison that works between The 

Research Institute and the PR/Marketing department? 

2. To maintain 100 percent of the information flow between The Research Institute and 

the PR/Marketing department throughout the 2013-14 year. 

Evaluation: Has there been a constant and efficient flow of communication and 

information between The Research Institute and the PR/Marketing department? 
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- Strategy: Create a position for a research-PR liaison for Nationwide Children’s Hospital, 

and use this position to maintain a constant level of communication between The 

Research Institute and the PR/Marketing department. 

- Tactics: 

o Hold interviews for research-PR liaison 

o Hire liaison 

o Provide liaison with education about the PR processes utilized by the department, 

and the research necessary for the most efficient and attention-grabbing news 

stories. 
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Overall Project Summary 

 At the end of the 2013-14 year, the core group of physicians used in media inquiries will 

be expanded and better informed as how best to interact with the media and with the 

PR/Marketing department. Most physicians will at least aware of the basics of the PR processes 

necessary to introduce a story to the media and therefore to the public. The Research Institute 

will have an official connection to the PR/Marketing department in order to better the level of 

communication between the two, and to increase and maintain the publicity of worthy 

information from the institute to the public. 

 It is our hope that this plan increases the amount of media awareness among physicians 

and other medical personnel within the hospital, and in turn, promotes the hospital in a better, 

expanded, and more thorough way, being able to hear stories from more physicians within 

Nationwide Children’s. 

 


