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“What’s the ROI?” 

Return on Investment (ROI) drives many decisions companies make every day. But, as the 
patient becomes an essential focus for companies in the healthcare space, it’s time to think 
also about the IOR, or Impact of Relationships, and how to measure the success of building 
strong relationships with healthcare consumers who have increasingly high expectations.

There is a perception that measuring the impact of relationships is “soft science” and not 
quantitative. However, other consumer-focused industries are finding ways to measure the 
impact of relationships on top-line revenue, providing key quantitative measures that can be 
applied in healthcare as well.

By analyzing these efforts, we have identified measurable 
building blocks that lead to strong customer relationships:

Empathy
Two-Way Communication

Transparency

We also identified two measurable direct benefits  
of maintaining strong customer relationships:

Trust
Loyalty

To assess how biopharmaceutical companies are doing in each of these five key aspects, we 
conducted a series of three surveys, asking a total of 900 consumers about their trust in and 
impressions of the industry. We conducted the surveys through our subsidiary Health Stories 
Project – Insights, a Health Perspectives Group research company focused on quantifying the 
patient perspective.

This analysis will explore current impressions by consumers on the biopharmaceutical industry, 
as well as key elements of strong relationships and the trust and loyalty they create.
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Building Blocks of Strong  
Customer Relationships 

Building Block #1: EMPATHY

Webster’s.com defines empathy as understanding others’ feelings and experiences. But it’s not 
just about communicating that your company cares – it’s about listening, understanding and 
taking action based on what you learn. 

There is data available that explores how listening and learning can affect the cost of clinical 
trials. Kenneth Getz, Director of Sponsored Research Programs at Tufts University, is a pioneer 
in measuring this impact. He has published data previously on the cost of clinical trial delays, 
and his latest research focuses specifically on the measurable financial impact of each change 
made in a clinical trial after gathering feedback from participants. That cost can range from 
$100,000-$500,000+ per change.1 This makes a strong case for practicing empathy and 
applying the results earlier in the clinical trial and drug development process.

Looking outside the biopharmaceutical realm, research shows that customers respond to 
empathy with how they spend. The Global Empathy Index, developed by The Empathy Group, 
uses a combination of publicly available information, social and financial data feeds, textual 
analysis of over half a million social media interactions and a proprietary algorithm to calculate 
an “empathy quotient” for 160 global companies (sortable by industry here2). This quotient 
can be correlated to financial performance. 

The findings are definitely measurable: The top 10 companies evaluated in the Global 
Empathy Index increased in value more than twice as much as the bottom 10 companies3 and 
generated 50% more net income than the bottom 10 in 2015.4 This indicates more empathy 
means more growth, productivity and profit. 

Impact 
potential: 
Cost per 
change during 
a clinical trial:
$100K-$500K

Empathy
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Top 10 Companies on Global Empathy Index:

Bottom 10 Companies on Global Empathy Index:

You can see there is one pharmaceutical company on the top 10 on the Global Empathy Index, 
but it is a company with a significant consumer brand presence in other areas as well. How 
are other pharmaceutical companies doing in expressing and acting on empathy?

We asked consumers to rate a variety of industries, including pharmaceutical companies, 
asking their perception of how these industries are doing when it comes to considering their 
thoughts and feelings when making business decisions.
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Empathy

More empathy 
means more:
- growth
- productivity
- profit

The top 10 companies had 50% higher net income  
per employee than the bottom 10 companies.
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The results show that only 19% of consumers say biopharmaceutical companies are good at 
considering the thoughts and feelings of consumers, ranking the industry #6, above only the 
federal/state governments and tobacco companies.5

Ranking of industries by those rated “good” at considering the thoughts 
and feelings of consumers when making business decisions:

It’s clear that the pharmaceutical industry has much room for improvement in the area of empathy.  
Here are some proactive approaches biopharmaceutical companies can take to increase their 
empathy with patients (see details on each approach in the Action Ideas section on p.16):

Empathy: Action Plan for Biopharmaceutical Companies 

Internal Approaches
• Employee training
•  Create a culture that is open to and actively seeks outside opinions 
•  Keep employee focus on patients with internal patient awareness programs
•  Patient-centric internal policies and procedures 
•  Patient advisory boards and councils to gather feedback from patients and caregivers

External Approaches 
•  MentorConnect™ Patient-to-patient peer mentor programs
•  Brand and disease state communication platforms to deliver customized information 

to opted-in patients
•  In-trial insights platforms
•  Reporting clinical trial results
•  Clinical Trial Alumni Platform™

Rank Industry Percent of Respondents
1 Electronics Companies 42%

2 Packaged Food Manufacturers 36%

3 Automobile Manufacturers 34%

4 Financial Services Companies 24%
5 Energy/Oil Companies 21%

6 Pharmaceutical Companies 19%
7 Federal & State Governments 18%

8 Tobacco Companies 15%

Empathy
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Building Block #2: TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION

Two-way communication could be seen as a redundant term, because communication by 
definition includes the exchange of information between two parties. In some business 
circles, however, communication has evolved as a one-way dissemination of information 
from a company outward, without the possibility of feedback or dialogue. It’s hard to build a 
relationship with consumers without a free exchange of information that includes listening 
to multiple viewpoints, sharing information freely and striving for mutual understanding – 
especially in the era of social media.

Why does two-way communication matter for the bottom line? Retail businesses measure the 
impact of their two-way communication in the context of the effectiveness of customer service 
and support.

A study conducted by Oracle for its Customer Experience Impact Report found that 86% of 
customers will pay more for a better customer experience.6 Specifically, in another survey, 
American Express found that 70% of Americans are willing to spend an average of 13% more 
with companies they believe provide excellent customer service in the Customer Service Survey 
it conducted. And three in five Americans (59%) would try a new brand or company for a 
better service experience.7

Emphasizing the importance of the “two-way” in communication, the Oracle study also 
showed that 50% of consumers give a brand only one week to respond to a question before 
they stop doing business with them.

Effective internal communication also can impact business performance.

For more than 10 years, global advisory firm Towers Watson has studied the strong 
relationship between superior financial performance and effective internal communication. 
The 2013 - 2014 Change Management and Communication ROI Study reflects insights from 
651 organizations in a broad range of industry sectors and from a cross section of regions. The 
study concludes that companies with highly effective communication practices are 3.5 times 
more likely to significantly outperform their industry peers.8

High Effectiveness

Organizations with effective 
communication are 3.5 times as 
likely to significantly outperform 
their peers

High Effectiveness firms are successful 
at both communication and change 
management. Low-effectiveness firms 
are not effective in either area.

Low Effectiveness

Time is of the 
essence: 50% 
of consumers 
wait only one 
week for a 
response before 
dropping a 
brand 

Two-Way Communication
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To evaluate how the pharmaceutical industry is performing in the area of two-way 
communication, we asked consumers if they think the industry places enough emphasis on 
talking directly with patients. The results show that 58% responded “no” to this question.9

We also had consumers rate eight industries, including biopharmaceutical, by their perception 
of how good these industries are at giving consumers options to communicate directly with 
them. It was surprising how many chose the option “terrible.”  

The results show that the pharmaceutical industry ranked #7, just above tobacco and below 
energy and oil. Only tobacco was rated worse at communicating with consumers.10 

Ranking of industries by those rated “terrible” at two-way communication 
with consumers (1 is least terrible, 8 is most terrible): 

No:
58.4%

Yes:
31.6%

Don’t
know:
10.0%

Rank Industry
1 Electronics

2 Automobile Manufacturers

3 Packaged Food

4 Financial Services

5 Federal and State Governments

6 Energy and Oil

7 Pharmaceutical
8 Tobacco

Two-Way Communication

Do you think the pharmaceutical 
industry places enough emphasis 
on talking directly to patients?
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With the looming addition of biosimilars and crowded markets, finding ways to provide 
two-way communication effectively and compliantly is more important than ever for 
biopharmaceutical companies. So how can the industry build strong two-way communication 
with patients? Here are some proactive approaches biopharmaceutical companies can take 
to improve their two-way communication with patients (see details on each approach in the 
Action Ideas section on p.16):

Two-Way Communication:  
Action Plan for Biopharmaceutical Companies 

Internal Approaches
• Build a two-way dialogue with patients into the business planning process 
•  Create a culture that is open to and actively seeks outside opinions
•  Keep employee focus on patients with internal patient awareness programs 
•  Co-creation sessions for solutions to issues and development of services 
•  Patient councils 
•  Patient advisory boards and councils to gather feedback from patients and caregivers

External Approaches 
• MentorConnect™ patient-to-patient peer mentor programs 
•  Patient speaker programs 
•  Health blogger summits 
•  Brand and disease state communication platforms to deliver customized information 

to opted-in patients
•  Clinical Trial Alumni Platform™

•  Interactive social media programs and websites

Two-Way Communication

“There is real value in two-way communication with 
patients – each connection helps to influence the image 
and perception of the industry.” 

– Jean McCoy, Senior Vice President of Strategy & Innovation,  
Health Advocacy Strategies
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Building Block #3: TRANSPARENCY  

It’s hard to pinpoint the exact reason that people have begun to push for transparency from 
businesses, but there are a multitude of factors that have likely contributed to this trend:

• The global recession hit everyone hard and rocked people’s faith in the basic systems that 
keep our society afloat

• Because consumers have more choices than ever before, it makes sense that they would 
gravitate toward buying products from a company they know everything about

• Specifically, in the biopharmaceutical area, recent attention to pricing issues has 
heightened awareness and raised questions among consumers.

• As other industries become more transparent, consumers will expect similar levels of 
transparency from all types of healthcare companies

As a result, consumers are asking more from companies with which they choose to do 
business. Transparency goes beyond simply being honest or free of deceit. The Business 
Dictionary defines transparency as a “lack of hidden agendas or conditions, accompanied 
by the availability of full information required for collaboration, cooperation, and collective 
decision making.”11 Again, the focus is on action.

Why does transparency matter? According to a Label Insight survey of more than 2,000 
consumers, 40% said they would switch to a new brand if it offered full product transparency, 
and 81% said they would consider a brand’s entire portfolio of products if they switched to 
that brand as a result of increased transparency.12 Real financial impact can be measured by 
companies that operate transparently with their consumers.

Transparency

Survey of 2,000 consumers: 

would switch to a new 
brand with transparency

would consider the new brand’s entire 
portfolio of products after the switch

40% 81%
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To assess how transparent the pharmaceutical industry is, we asked consumers to rank eight 
industries by how good each industry is at sharing information.

The biopharmaceutical industry was ranked last at sharing information with the public, 
meaning that consumers feel the industry is the worst of all eight industries. Financial services, 
tobacco and energy and oil all ranked higher than the biopharmaceutical industry.13 

Ranking of industries by those rated “good” at sharing information  
(1 is best, 8 is worst):

Rank Industry
1 Electronics

2 Packaged Food

3 Federal and State Governments

4 Automobile Manufacturers

5 Financial Services

6 Tobacco

7 Energy and Oil

8 Pharmaceutical

Transparency

“With consumers asked to make increasingly complex 
decisions about their health, they are looking for credible 
information from companies they can trust. Transparency 
is key to filling this need and building strong relationships 
with patients.”

– Pam Garfield, Senior Vice President of Strategy & Innovation, 
Patient Health Perspectives
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There are many ways biopharmaceutical companies can improve transparency. Here are 
some proactive approaches biopharmaceutical companies can take to communicate more 
transparently with consumers (see details on each approach in the Action Ideas section  
on p.16):

Transparency: Action Plan for Biopharmaceutical Companies 

Internal Approaches
• Policies and procedures manuals and implementation algorithms for consistent, 

compliant operations
•  Keep employee focus on patients with internal patient awareness programs
•  Patient advisory boards and councils with outward communication of activities  

and decisions
•  Co-creation sessions for solutions to issues and development of services 

External Approaches 
• In-trial insights platforms
•  Transparent social media programs
•  Reporting clinical trial results
•  Clinical Trial Alumni Platform™

•  Hosting health blogger summits with input from patient opinion leaders
• Brand and disease state communication platforms to deliver customized 

information to opted-in patients

Transparency
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Measurable Benefits of Relationships

When companies have embraced these key elements of empathy, two-way communication and 
transparency and worked to build strong relationships with their customers, the results create 
benefits in the form of trust and loyalty that have a measurable impact on the bottom line.

Benefit: TRUST 

Our instant-access news cycle puts every brand stumble and company mistake in the spotlight, 
and we can see the instant impact of eroded trust in company share prices and negative 
media coverage. But how is established trust impacting the bottom line for companies doing 
things right?

Reputation management consulting firm Reputation Institute assembles an annual list of the 
world’s most reputable companies using its RepTrak® Pulse score,14 determined by evaluating 
the trust, esteem, admiration and feelings the general public has for the world’s best-
known companies. The RepTrak Pulse score of 1-100 is based on online polls of more than 
170,000 people, tracking company perception in seven categories, including innovation, 
leadership, citizenship, performance, workplace governance and products/services.15 This score 
can be correlated to predict the effects of the score on stakeholder support.

According to Reputation Institute, companies with higher RepTrak Pulse scores are more likely 
to have their goods or services recommended by their customers. Improving a RepTrak Pulse 
score by five points can increase the likelihood of customer recommendations by 8.5%. For 
example, a score of 60-69 translates to 35% of potential customers willing to buy, but a score 
of 70-79 translates to 55% of potential customers willing to choose that brand.16

Do consumers trust the pharmaceutical industry? To find out, we conducted two surveys 
asking 300 men and 300 women about their trust in and impressions of pharmaceutical 
companies. The results were revealing.

The question 
of trust: Do 
consumers 
trust the 
biopharmaceutical 
industry?

Trust
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Industry Rankings
1

2

3

4
5
6

7

We asked men and women to rate seven industries in order of trustworthiness.

Women ranked the pharmaceutical industry #5 out of 7, above only energy and oil and 
tobacco. Men ranked the pharmaceutical industry #4, just below the financial industry and 
slightly above automobile manufacturing, energy and oil and tobacco (in that order).17

Ranking of industries by trustworthiness (1 is best, 7 is worst):

Men
Technology

Food

Financial

Pharmaceutical
Automobile Manufacturing

Energy and Oil

Tobacco

Women
Technology

Food

Automobile Manufacturing

Financial

Pharmaceutical
Energy and Oil

Tobacco

n=600

Trust

“When we think about the value of patient engagement, as 
an industry we need to flip the script. Focusing on the true 
impact of relationships with today’s savvy health consumers 
will not only impact the bottom line now but also lay the 
foundation for business growth moving forward.”

– Cheryl Lubbert, President, CEO and Co-Owner, 
Health Perspectives Group
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Benefit: LOYALTY 

The sum of all of the elements discussed above is loyalty, which is key to influencing consumer 
behaviors in the short term, but, more importantly, to influencing customer behavior in the 
long term.

In the book Marketing Metrics, the authors share the statistic that the probability of selling to 
a new prospect is 5-20%, but the probability of selling to an existing customer is 60-70%.18

The Oracle study on the communication and satisfaction referenced earlier shows that a 
negative customer experience can also negatively impact the bottom line – 89% of consumers 
said they began doing business with a competitor following a poor customer experience.19

Our own research reinforces the importance of loyalty. We asked consumers about their loyalty 
to companies in all industries with which they do business. Their response: 83% of consumers 
feel a sense of loyalty to companies that make the products they use frequently.20  That is a 
significant number, and one that must inevitably influence their buying decisions.

IOR is Crucial for Biopharma and Healthcare Companies 

So when we are evaluating IOR: (Impact of Relationships), it’s clear that strong relationships 
with health consumers have the potential to have significant business impact for 
biopharmaceutical and healthcare companies. But we face many challenges in embracing this 
new norm. For example, in our survey evaluating brand loyalty referenced above, we asked 
how many consumers feel the same sense of loyalty to their prescription medications as 
they do to their favorite consumer brands. The response was 51%,21 leaving much room for 
improvement – but also a door open to begin the process of truly engaging with patients and 
their families. 

Strong relationships can be built by taking steps to create an authentic sense of trust and 
loyalty to the companies that make their medications. When the biopharmaceutical industry 
takes action to ensure that these patient relationships are influencing all other decisions, 
across all business functions, this is patient-centricity.

Loyalty
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ACTION IDEAS FOR  
BIOPHARMACEUTICAL COMPANIES 
Internal Approaches 

Culture

Business planning – Include patients and the patient perspective in planning for clinical 
development, pre-launch, launch and commercialization of products and brands. Develop a 
Patient Charter to guide all corporate activities.

Internal patient awareness programs – Bring employee attention and focus to patient 
issues and needs using a variety of tactics featuring patients (videos and posters in common 
areas, personal patient story emails, thank you letters and voicemails to employees, internal 
events and Patient Days)

Culture that is open to outside opinions – Create a culture of patients at your company. 
Embed patients in planning teams and plan to include patient perspectives as programs are 
developed.

___________________________________________________________________

Resources

Patient Engagement Knowledge Hub™ – Share best practices internally through an 
interdepartmental community to facilitate resource sharing, communicate ongoing successes 
and key learnings and create patient-centric centers of excellence to help other departments. 

Employee training – Teach appropriate empathetic behaviors as a foundation for starting 
strong relationships. Example: Live patient meetings or videos where patients share their 
disease experience with new employees to build understanding and empathy.

Policies and procedures – Provide patient-facing employees with global, regional, 
functional or therapeutic area policies and procedures manuals and implementation 
algorithms as a foundation for best practices that ensure consistency and compliance.
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Internal Approaches 

Engagement

Patient advisory boards – Bring together 10-12 patients and caregivers in a one-time 
meeting to share their patient journey and perspectives on topics ranging from marketing and 
clinical trials to education.

Co-creation sessions – Host a working session at which patients, caregivers, physicians, 
advocacy groups and other stakeholders can interact directly with the company to co-create 
solutions to specific problems. By bringing together multiple stakeholders, the company can 
develop a holistic approach to issues taking into account many perspectives.

Patient councils – Develop a carefully selected and trained group of patients and caregivers 
who can be consulted periodically on an ongoing basis through in-person meetings, video 
conferencing and written feedback. Patient councils can help companies improve transparency, 
especially when summaries of discussions and decisions are shared with the larger patient 
community.

___________________________________________________________________

External Approaches 

Patient-Centered Communications and Support

Brand and disease state communication platforms – Proactively deliver customized 
information to opted-in patients and caregivers about company-sponsored programs and 
provide a feedback mechanism for future program ideas and improvements. 

Social media – Create a responsive social media program that is monitored daily and 
includes timely, thoughtful and compliant feedback.
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External Approaches 

Patient Peer-to-Peer

Patient speaker programs – Support patient advocates who want to share their personal 
stories at internal and external events. With special attention to training the patient speakers 
on compliance and privacy guidelines, they can leave a lasting impression.

MentorConnect™ patient-to-patient peer mentor programs – Provide a platform that 
enables volunteer patients and caregiver mentors to assist others through ongoing, private 
one-on-one communication by email or phone over months or years. With mentors trained 
using approved protocols, these programs provide compliant communication.

Blogger summits – Bring together key bloggers (people living with a disease or their 
caregivers) so they can provide feedback and gain access to information to share with their 
readers. 

___________________________________________________________________

Clinical Trial Engagement

Clinical trial results – Provide results from clinical trials to participants in a timely manner in 
patient-friendly language that is easy to understand. 

In-trial insights platform – Conduct surveys or interviews with patients currently enrolled 
in clinical trials with standardized controls for consent and release and data integrity. The 
results enable the company to obtain patient perspectives on services provided by contracted 
vendors, trial site communication and scheduling practices, pre- and ongoing-education and 
information and whether trial experiences align with expectations. 

Clinical Trial Alumni Platform™ – Provide a turnkey solution for communicating with 
patients from the time of study completion through product approval. This gives the 
opportunity to obtain feedback and provide disease education, trial milestone updates, patient 
advocacy group information and company news.
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