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THE CONSUMER’S JOURNEY:
QUANTUM HEALTH CEO KARA TROTT APPLIES RETAIL
LESSONS TO HEALTHCARE (1/2)

by Kara Trott, Founder & CEO, Quantum Health

Kara Trott is the Founder and Chief Executive Officer of Quantum Health, a consumer
navigation and care coordination company. Throughout her career, Trott has had
success designing and executing research-based consumer intercept strategies for
major consumer brands like Citibank, Ford, Walmart, and Coca-Cola. She brought
this same expertise to healthcare. In 1999, Trott founded Quantum Health, the first
company in the healthcare industry to apply consumer behavior mapping strategies.
Using proprietary research, Quantum Health established a model for consumer
care coordination and navigation based on how people experience their healthcare
journey, what they need, and how best to connect with them. In Part 1 of a series on
“The Consumer’s Journey,” she contributes her perspective on recent industry shifts
and their impact on experience in healthcare:
When consulting in the 1990s, I observed parallels between the challenges people faced
getting through the healthcare journey and those in other industries. There wasn’t a clear
pathway for consumers to navigate the unchosen healthcare journey. They had to make a lot
of stressful decisions in a short period of time and were being bounced around the system
like a pinball, not knowing who to turn to or trust. The experience leaves those navigating the
complex healthcare system feeling lost, stuck, alone, and possibly misguided, leading them to
wrong solutions that pile on even more confusion and costs.
LESSONS FROM RETAIL

improved by first
understanding the
consumer pathway.

“

“

It struck me that the experience could be improved by first understanding the consumer
pathway – where they enter the system, how they make decisions, and their frame of mind
when in the journey. I had earlier worked with large retail companies on
consumer research and strategy projects analyzing how shoppers moved
through a decision process. Those efforts led to restructuring store layouts or
It struck me that the
product distribution to match the consumer’s normal behavioral patterns and
experience could be
intercept them in their normal process.
To find out how these lessons could apply in healthcare, I embarked on a twoyear consumer behavioral research study that tracked the healthcare journey
of 3,200 consumers with 290 physicians participating. The focus of the study
was to map out each journey.
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As expected, we observed how no one gets through the healthcare journey without getting
stuck somewhere. We saw the emotional and physical state of the consumer at the moment
they realized they were a healthcare consumer. We saw how the consumer feels as they
experienced the journey (fragmentation, confusion, and bewilderment), points at which they
had to make decisions, where they got stuck, and where all the disconnects happened.
Unexpectedly, we found there was no segmentation
based on sociodemographic factors or the reason
they were on the journey; all people experienced the
healthcare journey the same. Our essential conclusion:
even if the healthcare issue isn’t complex, the experience
is. Another unexpected finding was how critical the
starting point of the journey was to success: 41% of
consumers’ self-referred to a physician and 61% of the
referrals were to the wrong physician, resulting in a delay
of receiving the treatment needed.

“

We observed how
no one gets through
the healthcare journey
without getting
stuck somewhere.

MAPPING THE HEALTHCARE JOURNEY
With the results of this research forming its foundation, we launched Quantum Health in
1999. From there, we incubated and tested the model to ensure that results were replicable
over multiple years in a variety of demographics, plan designs, geographies, and industries.
In 2013, we updated the original research with narratology. This research involved panels of
patients, consultants, and human resources professionals and enabled us to have an even
deeper understanding of the entirety of the consumer healthcare journey, yielding insights
and a clear understanding of their emotional state, the kinds of decisions they make, and the
issues they face.
We gained an understanding of the consumer’s needs that helped us create a guided
experience that connects them to the right tools and resources they need throughout their
journey. We have been able to affect the way healthcare is delivered and experienced for
both the consumer and the employer, by building trust, simplifying the experience, engaging
earlier, and eliminating 20%+ of cost that didn’t need to be there in the first place.
As we have built out our business over the past 17 years, several industry shifts have had an
impact on the consumer experience in healthcare. Assumptions on how to drive consumerism
have evolved. Plan design has been used to incentivize engagement. By giving employees
more information and encouraging them to use solutions and programs focused on wellness,
the hope was that the consumers would make a change with the additional resources.

Few solutions connect with the consumer at just the right time, when
it is most relevant and appropriate for them.
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But now there’s a growing recognition that if you want to make an impact or get results,
you have to have a more targeted approach and connect with the consumer at the right
points along their healthcare journey, in the way they need to be connected with. There
are a lot of solutions out in the marketplace that address certain issue at a certain point
in the journey, but few solutions out there actually connect with the consumer at just the
right time, when it is most relevant and appropriate for them. And at the very moment
they realize they are on a healthcare journey, consumers have multiple decisions and
questions they are being inundated with. They are confused, don’t know who to trust,
scared, and unsure what is available to them and what to do next.
“HEALTH SEEKING” V “ON THE JOURNEY”
What is missing right now in the evolving healthcare marketplace is the appreciation for
the two types of healthcare consumer:
• “Health Seeking Consumer” (chosen)
• “On the Journey Consumer” (unchosen)
The next level of understanding will happen when the marketplace appreciates
the differences between the chosen and the unchosen healthcare consumer. We
have observed a lot of challenges with people understanding the “On the Journey”
experience: They tend to translate the “Health Seeking” consumer’s behaviors to the
“On the Journey” when in fact they are completely different and need to be treated
differently to make an impact.
In part 2 of “The Consumer’s Journey,” Trott will explore more in-depth the approaches
required to meeting the “Health Seeking” and the “On the Journey” consumers where
they are.
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THE CONSUMER’S JOURNEY:
UNDERSTANDING THE TWO OPERATING MODES (2/2)

by Kara Trott, Founder & CEO, Quantum Health

Kara Trott is the Founder and Chief Executive Officer of Quantum Health, a
consumer navigation and care coordination company. Throughout her career, Trott
has had success designing and executing research-based consumer intercept
strategies for major consumer brands like Citibank, Ford, Walmart, and Coca-Cola.
She brought this same expertise to healthcare. In 1999, Trott founded Quantum
Health, the first company in the healthcare industry to apply consumer behavior
mapping strategies. In Part 1 of a series on “The Consumer’s Journey,” she
contributed her perspective on recent industry shifts and their impact on experience
in healthcare. Here in Part 2, she further defines and explores the differences
between the two operating modes of the healthcare consumer - “On the Journey”
and “Be Healthier”:
There has been a great deal of attention paid to the issue of consumer health engagement.
In order to appropriately address the issue, one needs to understand the health consumer
and what is needed to support engagement. I’ve observed that in the healthcare industry we
seem to view healthcare consumers as one type, or acting in a single mode. We see this on
a regular basis with the tools and support that employers offer their employees within their
health and welfare benefits.
The commentary I hear is often along lines of, “We want people to make healthcare
decisions like they do other things, like buying a car.” The problem is that the cognitive
function and decision-making process that a person utilizes to purchase that car is often
different from that used by the person making healthcare decisions. There are essentially
two distinct consumer modes in healthcare. We call them the “On the Journey” consumer
mode and the “Be Healthier” consumer mode. To be clear, these are NOT distinct people –
these are modes of operating. A person can operate in “On the Journey” mode at one point
in time and in “Be Healthier” mode at another point in time. Which mode the consumer is
operating in dramatically changes their emotional reality, cognitive functioning, priorities,
ability to act, and behavior.
Strategies that work for the “Be Healthier” mode DO NOT work at all for the “On the
Journey” mode. To understand why, you have to truly understand how the “On the Journey”
and “Be Healthier” consumer modes differ. This knowledge will also help answer
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important questions, such as, “Who should work directly with members?,” “What types
of questions should these individuals be able to answer?” and “What are the best
practices for successful engagement?”
“ON THE JOURNEY” CONSUMER MODE
The “On the Journey” mode exists when people are thrust into the healthcare
journey because something is wrong with them, irrespective of the complexity of the
underlying problem. “On the Journey” mode, whether it is triggered by a knee injury,
a cancer diagnosis, or an elective procedure, results in the same human reaction.
Common characteristics of “On the Journey” mode include:
• It is an unchosen journey – people are thrust into it against their will (even during
elective care or services).
• At best, this unchosen journey is disruptive; at worst, life threatening. Whether
disruptive or life threatening, there is a common human response to externally
imposed change and stress.
• The unchosen nature of the journey triggers a primal human response well
documented in neurological science – cognitive functions are diminished, the
“reptilian brain” takes over, and people begin functioning at a primal emotional
level with classic human stress responses of fear, freeze, flight or fight (deny). The
ability to access and use cognitive logic and reasoning is not just impaired but
turned off by the primal neurological stress response system.
• The common experience of the consumer is one of bewilderment and confusion.
They suddenly have to make a lot of decisions (research says on average 41)
crossing financial, benefit, care, and life issues at a time when their cognitive
functions are diminished, leaving them without normal logic and reasoning, and
when they are not at their best physically. They have to interact with an insurance
and medical system that people feel is impersonal and have to speak a language
they don’t understand.
• People don’t have good self-trust during this journey.
• People don’t have institutional trust in the insurance industry and perceive that
their insurance company may hurt them.
• Age does not play a significant role in the help and support that a consumer in
“On the Journey” mode needs and desires. All consumers, regardless of age,
while on an unchosen journey are in a similar emotional state and therefore need
similar support.
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Key to understanding this mode is that people are overwhelmed by their emotions and
are adjusting to their new reality. Basic concerns take front and center. For example, a
member recently diagnosed with colorectal cancer was more concerned with whether
diapers were covered by her insurance than about which facility to go to or with second
opinions; she wanted to maintain her dignity so that they could go out in public. Another
member, recently diagnosed with diabetes, was more concerned with how they would
pay for the four medications prescribed by their doctor than looking up recipes for
healthy eating. We also see this type of behavior from consumers with short-term acute
problems. A member who had broken his ankle was focused on who would walk his
dog or drive his children to school rather than where he should go to get the most costeffective follow-up x-ray of his ankle.
So, how are we as an industry trying to support members in “On the Journey” mode?
Many point solutions are purchased by employers aiming to help the consumer make
quality, cost-effective decisions. These include transparency tools, advanced second
opinion, decision support tools, centers of excellence, specialty networks, and myriad
condition-specific solutions. All of these point solutions can be valuable to people in “On
the Journey” mode – if they remember these tools exist and think to access them when
they can be useful. As the examples above demonstrate, however, the overwhelming
emotional experience of members in “On the Journey” mode focuses their attention
elsewhere, on the most immediate, pragmatic concerns, and not on things like price
transparency and second opinions.
Frustrated by low engagement in such solutions, employers often turn to a more
aggressive communications strategy to increase awareness. They may repeat mass
communications, such as advertising, done in the initial stage, accelerate followup communications to more than a few times a year, and feature the solution more
prominently as a benefit on digital platforms and on websites. The operating assumption
is that, once informed, the consumer will be aware that the solution exists and, if they
have a need, will access it.
The underlying problem is not one of awareness, rather one of misunderstanding and
mismatching communications to the reality of the consumer experience while in “On the
Journey” mode. This is why we often fail to connect with“On the Journey” consumers in
a way that fits with the natural flow of their experience. People in “On the Journey” mode
cannot reliably access their usual cognitive abilities to seek out the tools and services
that employers have purchased to help them. Not understanding the emotional reality
of members in “On the Journey” mode prevents us from getting these tools to people
when they can be helpful.
The approach that works best is one that understands the member’s natural flow and
connects with them in the way they are naturally experiencing the journey. This requires
an understanding of the emotional and cognitive effects when the member has that
moment when they consciously realize they are on a healthcare journey. This requires an
understanding of how these members first “show up” when they begin to access their
benefit plan; how issues come together for them and when it makes sense to present
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“Which mode the consumer is operating in dramatically changes
their emotional reality, cognitive functioning, priorities, ability to act,
and behavior.”
– Quantum Health CEO Kara Trott
solutions; and how to know they are moving from point A to point B and where to intercept
them along that path. Given the vulnerable and primal emotional state of members in “On
the Journey” mode, their low trust in themselves and in the institutional players (primarily
the healthcare system and the insurance companies), who connects with them, guides them
along this journey, and brings them solutions is critical to earning their trust – and therefore
the single most important ingredient to this successful approach.
“BE HEALTHIER” CONSUMER MODE
The “Be Healthier” mode exists when people make an affirmative choice to reorder their
existing behavior patterns and to strive for better health. In this mode, consumers may
choose to engage in preventive care and to become aware of their biometric numbers and
what they mean, or they may begin a weight-loss program or attend smoking-cessation
classes. Common characteristics of “Be Healthier” mode include:
• It is a conscious, affirmative choice to enter this mode.
• In making this affirmative choice, the person generally has made a decision that it is
important to make changes in their life (hence, reordering their life). They affirmatively
choose to do this because the outcome they achieve is more important and is worth
the change. This intrinsic motivation gives them the strength of will to do the hard
work of fighting their own well-established habits. For instance, someone may seek
help with weight loss because of a life event, such as the birth of a grandchild. The
reward is the ability to play a more active role in the child’s life.
• The desire to engage in this change process is intrinsically, not extrinsically, motivated.
• Once in this mode, this consumer exhibits curiosity, seeks out information, and is open
to support that will help them make and stick with their chosen change. This behavior
makes high use of cognitive functions and executive decision-making skills. Emotion
in the “Be Healthier” mode provides a positive sense of purpose that fuels the hard
change process.
• There is a perceived meaningful reward as a result of going through the change.
• The age of the health consumer in this mode may affect the tools utilized and by the
consumer to successfully engage in the “Be Healthier” mode as well as modes of
communication and engagement.
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In benefits strategy, we are often seeking to figure out how we can trigger and reinforce
intrinsic motivation so people will enter or sustain the “Be Healthier” mode and
behaviors. We know from data that many people can benefit from engaging in these
kinds of changes and believe that long-term it will not only be beneficial to them, but
that it will reduce the demand for healthcare services.
While the affirmative decision to engage in “Be Healthier” consumer mode is intrinsic,
benefit approaches that provide financial or benefit incentives, such as reduced
premiums, can add initial external motivation in order to activate intrinsic motivation,
helping the consumer to see it as worth their time and effort to willingly go through this
life change. In addition to the use of extrinsic “kick-starting” incentives, many employers
offer coaches as a way to enable consumers to identify, or unlock, their intrinsic
motivators and stick with the process.
Providing tools and services that inform and support people in “Be Healthier” mode
along this journey can be welcomed. In this mode, the consumer has the cognitive
ability to make the cost-benefit decisions and to become aware of and appreciate
the value of benefits and services, as well as being in a position to affirmatively make
and act upon their choices. There are many ways people operate in this mode based
on their decision-making and information-seeking preferences, as well as cognitive
capabilities and socio-economic situation, so understanding the various segments is
important to effective strategy.
CONCLUSION
In order for employers to successfully engage the healthcare consumer, they have to
understand them. This means understanding that, as healthcare consumers, we have
two modes of operation: “On the Journey” and “Be Healthier.” The tools, interactions,
and support that we give consumers is directly associated with the mode that the
consumer is in at that time and the goals that are trying to be achieved. Being able
to really understand the “On the Journey” consumer mode will enable employers
to better match who is working directly with their members, the scope of services
and authority these individuals need to be able to deliver, and how to best engage
consumers in a way that is responsive to their emotional state and doesn’t rely on
cognitive capabilities that aren’t fully accessible in “On the Journey” mode.
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“ON THE JOURNEY” vs “BE HEALTHIER”
Understanding the two operating modes of the healthcare consumer

To successfully engage health care consumers, employers must recognize
the two modes in which they operate. We call them the “On the Journey”
and “Be Healthier” modes. Only when the different physical, emotional,
cognitive and behavioral needs of these two modes of operating are
understood can employers develop a strategy that provides
effective tools, interactions and support for the consumer.

“ON THE JOURNEY”

“BE HEALTHIER”

Consumer Mode

Consumer Mode

UNCHOSEN JOURNEY

CHOSEN JOURNEY

People are thrust into this against
their will because of an illness, injury
or diagnosis.

The consumer makes the choice to
“Be Healthier,” including doing the
hard work of overcoming habits.

PRIMAL EMOTIONAL
STATE IS TRIGGERED

INTRINSICALLY MOTIVATED

Consumers begin functioning at a
primal emotional level when the classic
human stress responses of fear, freeze,
fight or flight are triggered.

The reason they chose to go
through the hard process of change
is because they have a goal that
is more valuable to them than just
staying as is.

DIMINISHED COGNITIVE
FUNCTION

STRONG COGNITIVE
FUNCTIONING
In pursuing the desired outcome
people make use of their higher
order cognitive functions- Logic and
reasoning, and exhibit curiosity and
the ability to translate information
into action.

The human neurological stress
response shuts down or diminishes
people’s ability to think through things
logically. They report being in a state
of bewilderment or confusion.

DISTRUSTING

MULTIPLE SEGMENTS

On average, people must make 41
decisions about their care, creating
uncertainty, which results in a lack of
self-trust. In addition, people often
do not have institutional trust in the
insurance industry and feel that their
insurance company may put their
own interests above their care.

There are many different consumer
segments because of the way they
seek and process information, their
life stages, capacity to act and their
motivations.

PLEASURE / A REWARD
AT THE END

SIMILAR EXPERIENCE

The motivating forces behind the
reason for the engagement typically
have some element of pleasure or
reward. For instance, someone may
seek help with weight loss because
of a life event, such as the birth of a
grandchild. The reward is the ability
to play a more active role in the

As human animals, we have a
common reaction to being under
threat due to the triggering of our
reptilian brain. This response is
consistent across all demographics
and socio-economic segments.

SEEK HUMAN CONNECTION
FOR SAFETY

child’s life.

SEEK INFORMATION TOOLS
TO SUPPORT ACTION

When faced with the unchosen
healthcare journey, people seek safety
and look for someone to help them

With the decision to make healthier
lifestyle changes, people are willing
to seek tools and information to help
support an action.

“take care of it.” Human connections
are critical in creating a sense of safety
that alleviates their stress response.

© Quantum Health
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