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We don’t need a chart of the planets to tell us that men  

and women are different. These differences reveal themselves 

in many ways, from consumer behavior to social interactions 

and relationships. 

INTRODUCTION

Researchers have shown that these differences exist because men’s and women’s 

brains are actually built differently. A study of 1,000 brain scans1 showed that  

“on average, female brains are highly connected across the left and right 

hemispheres, and connections in male brains are typically stronger between the 

front and back regions.”

As a result, men tend to perform tasks predominantly using the left side of the 

brain, which handles spoken language and fact retrieval along with logic and 

mathematical computations. Women, on the other hand, more often use both 

sides of their brain. Because a woman’s brain has a larger corpus callosum linking 

the two sides of the brain, women can transfer data more quickly between the 

left hemisphere and the right, which handles visual imagery, spatial abilities and 

interpreting context and tone in communication.2

1. http://www.fitbrains.com/blog/women-men-brains/  

2.  http://www.livescience.com/32935-whats-the-difference-
between-the-right-brain-and-left-brain.html
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But brain scans can’t provide the full story about why and how men and 

women trust. So how can we quantify men’s and women’s perceptions of the 

biopharmaceutical industry? Who do they trust and why? How do men and 

women want to connect with companies around their health?

To explore this topic in more detail, we conducted two revealing surveys  

asking 300 men and 300 women about their trust in and impressions of the  

biopharmaceutical industry:

1.  WEST 2016 Survey on Pharma: Women’s Engagement, Satisfaction & Trust

2.  MENT 2016 Survey on Pharma: Men’s Engagement, Needs & Trust

They revealed that on this topic, the genders are at the same time similar and different.

We conducted both surveys through our subsidiary Health Stories Project, an 

online community of people inspired to tell their health stories to help others to 

connect and learn.

We explored the topic of trust because trust is the most important building  

block of healthy relationships, between not only individuals but also consumers  

and organizations. 

As expected, our surveys showed several differences in how men and women perceive 

the biopharmaceutical industry, but they also showed some surprising alignment. 

This analysis will explore gender differences and similarities in trust, understanding and 

communication, presenting strategies for connecting with men and women and a 

roadmap for building relationships with health consumers of both genders.

When it comes to 

measuring feelings and 

trust, brain scans can’t  

tell the whole story. 

INTRODUCTION
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In 2016, we conducted a survey of 600 U.S. healthcare decision makers.  
We surveyed 300 men and 300 women across a range of ages. 

OVERVIEW  
OF RESPONDENTS

OVERVIEW OF RESPONDENTS
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Then, we asked for their opinions on the trustworthiness  
of biopharmaceutical companies and stakeholders in the  
healthcare space.

First, we made sure respondents had relevant experiences.

MEN WOMEN

100%

95.3%

100%

96.7%

are familiar with at least one of the  
top 10 pharmaceutical companies.*

of the respondents have taken a 
prescription medication.

*Top 10 by global sales

RESPONDENTS’ FAMILIARITY WITH THE TOP 10 PHARMACEUTICAL COMPANIES

OVERVIEW OF RESPONDENTS
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AGREE

 1. Reputation Ranking

 Among both men and women, the pharmaceutical industry’s reputation is only slightly  
higher than other “reputationally challenged” industries, including tobacco and oil. 

 Both men and women ranked the technology and food industries as #1 and 2  
most trustworthy, and the pharmaceutical industry trailed at #4 and 5 out of  
seven, respectively.

 LIST OF INDUSTRIES PROVIDING GOODS AND SERVICES TO CONSUMERS 

Ranked from Most Trustworthy (1) to Least Trustworthy (7)

MEN INDUSTRY 
RANKINGS WOMEN

Technology 1 Technology

Food 2 Food

Financial 3 Automobile Manufacturing

Pharmaceutical 4 Financial

Automobile Manufacturing 5 Pharmaceutical

Energy and Oil 6 Energy and Oil

Tobacco 7 Tobacco

n=600

F INDINGS

FINDINGS
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DISAGREE

MEN WOMEN

EXTREMELY  
TRUSTWORTHY

EXTREMELY  
TRUSTWORTHY

Healthcare Providers 
(Doctors, Nurses, etc.) 26.3% 21.0%

Pharmacists 26.3% 20.0%

Hospitals 21.7% 9.3%

Pharmaceutical Companies 18.7% 4.7%

Health Insurance Providers 17.3% 4.7%

Government 14% 2.3%
n=600

 Though the order of their selections is the same, men and women differ significantly in their 
level of perceived trustworthiness of the pharmaceutical industry among healthcare providers. 

 When asked to describe the trustworthiness of six categories of professionals, both genders 
agreed that pharmacists and providers such as doctors and nurses are the most trustworthy. 

 However, the survey showed that while only 18.7% of men describe the pharmaceutical  
industry as extremely trustworthy, women’s opinions of the industry are even more critical: 
only 4.7% of women think the pharmaceutical industry is extremely trustworthy. 

 When compared to other healthcare service and product providers, the pharmaceutical  
industry’s trust ranking among both men and women is closest to that of health insurance  
providers – and just above the government.

PERCEIVED TRUSTWORTHINESS OF HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS

 2. Trustworthiness

FINDINGS
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 Only 27% of men and 15% of women feel the pharmaceutical industry is “extremely 
interested” in meeting the needs of patients and their families. Both men and women  
believe the industry is more interested in meeting the needs of investors and shareholders 
than any other stakeholder.

WHO DOES PHARMA CARE ABOUT?

PHARMA IS EXTREMELY INTERESTED IN MEETING THE NEEDS OF:
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AGREE

 3. Priorities

n=600
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We asked men and women whose perspectives they would find very or extremely  
credible when forming an opinion of a company. Men’s top choice: a technical expert.  
This is compared to women’s top choice of a friend or family member, which took  
the #2 spot for men.

 Men’s top three influencers were rounded out by an academic professional, showing  
the value men place on validated, vetted authority figures when they are looking  
for information they can trust. 

 In contrast, women place a premium on trusted personal relationships. Looking at the 
top six choices for women and men, three of women’s selections for most credible, including 
#1 and #2, are real people close to them or who have personal experiences that are relevant. 
The top six choices by men include four outside experts.

WHO IS MOST CREDIBLE WHEN FORMING AN OPINION ABOUT A COMPANY?

MEN
VERY OR 

EXTREMELY 
CREDIBLE

WOMEN

Technical Expert 1 Friend or Family Member

Friend or Family Member 2 Nonprofit or Advocacy Organization Employee

Academic Professional 3 Academic Professional

Nonprofit or Advocacy Organization Employee 4 Technical Expert

Financial or Industry Analyst 5 Employee of the Company

Entrepreneur or Company Founder 6 Person Like Yourself Whom You Don’t Know

Employee of the Company 7 Financial or Industry Analyst

CEO of the Company 8 Entrepreneur or Company Founder

Person Like Yourself Whom You Don’t Know 9 Board of Directors of the Company

Board of Directors of the Company 10 CEO of the Company

Government Official/Regulator 11 Blogger or Social Media Opinion Leader

Blogger or Social Media Opinion Leader 12 Government Official/Regulator

n=600

Experts              Real People

DISAGREE

 4. Credible Sources

FINDINGS
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 Twice as many men think the pharmaceutical industry is very transparent about 
drug pricing, compared to women (18.9% vs. 8.7%). Also, almost 65% of women 
think the industry is not very or not at all transparent where pricing is concerned,  
compared with half of men.

HOW TRANSPARENT IS THE PHARMA INDUSTRY ABOUT DRUG PRICING?

MEN

22.9%

31.3%

18.9%

26.9%

WOMEN very
transparent

somewhat
transparent

not very
transparent

not 
transparent
at all

not 
transparent
at all

very
transparent

somewhat 
transparentnot very

transparent

28.9%

27.5%

8.7%

34.9%

MEN

22.9%

31.3%

18.9%

26.9%

WOMEN very
transparent

somewhat
transparent

not very
transparent

not 
transparent
at all

not 
transparent
at all

very
transparent

somewhat 
transparentnot very

transparent

28.9%

27.5%

8.7%

34.9%

n=600

 5. Pricing Transparency

FINDINGS
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Even after a year with high-profile negative attention on drug pricing, men were  
substantially less influenced by this focus than women. Almost two-thirds of  
men said their perception of the pharmaceutical industry has not changed due to recent 
attention on pricing, while fewer than half of women said they were unaffected.

HAS ATTENTION TO DRUG PRICING CHANGED YOUR PERCEPTION OF PHARMA?

no yes I don’t  
know

22%

MEN

WOMEN

n=600

62%

31%

8%

no yes I don’t  
know

42%

36%

22%

 6. Impact of Recent Events: Pricing

FINDINGS
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 When asked how any other recent events have impacted perception and trust of the  
pharmaceutical industry, men focused on lack of communication about facts and  
rationale from companies, while women questioned the industry’s driving  
motivation, looking at the bigger picture with a critical eye.

HOW HAVE RECENT EVENTS IMPACTED YOUR PERCEPTION OF PHARMA?

54%
MEN’S  
TOP RESPONSE

”
“I think more than 

ever the industry 
puts profits before 
creating the best 
treatments.

69%
WOMEN’S  

TOP RESPONSE

”
“I think companies do not 

communicate effectively their 
rationale for drug pricing.

DISAGREE

 7. Impact of Recent Events: Trust

FINDINGS
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 When asked about potential initiatives pharma could undertake to improve its reputation, 
both men and women agreed that talking directly with patients to better  
understand their needs would have a lot of or significant impact, second only  
to providing financial assistance. Following in third place for both men and women:  
providing patients and caregivers with more education and support.

HOW CAN PHARMA IMPROVE ITS REPUTATION?

Provide Financial  
Assistance to Patients  
in Financial Need

Talk Directly with 
Patients or Caregivers  
to Better Understand 
Their Needs

Provide Patients or 
Caregivers with More 
Education and Support

76.6%

80%

66.4%

65%

66.6%

67.7%
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Combined results: A Lot of and Significant Impact.

 8. Reputation Builders

FINDINGS
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 Among respondents of both genders who said pharmaceutical companies should  
communicate directly with patients and caregivers to understand their needs, women and 
men agreed direct channels that offer the possibility of in-depth communication would 
have the most impact.

 However, they had differing perspectives on the channels that communication should take. 
For men, their top choice was creating an online community where the company 
could engage with patients. Women preferred a more hands-on approach, choosing 
advisory meetings or focus groups where patients could provide feedback to companies 
with time for discussion in person, in a small group.

HOW CAN PHARMA GATHER PATIENTS’ INPUT?

MEN
A LOT OF OR 
SIGNIFICANT 

IMPACT
WOMEN

Create an online community  
where the company and  

patients/caregivers can engage

69.8%
1

Invite a group of patients/caregivers  
to regularly provide feedback on 
medical and business decisions

60.2%

Invite a group of patients/caregivers  
to regularly provide feedback on 
medical and business decisions

68%
2

Invite a group of patients/caregivers 
to an in-person or online advisory 

meeting or focus group

56.7%

Invite a group of patients/caregivers 
to an in-person or online advisory 

meeting or focus group

66.5%
3

Create an online community  
where the company and  

patients/caregivers can engage

52.8%

n=284 n=281

 9. Communicating and Connecting

FINDINGS
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Among men and women whose perceptions of the pharmaceutical industry would 
be positively influenced by more education and support, both placed more weight on 
interactive approaches over reference materials, but again the order of the preferred 
methods shows a subtle difference between the sexes.

 Men’s selections favor programs that are more private, enabling them to  
discuss their conditions and learn more with someone one-on-one, either someone  
else with the same condition or a nurse on a helpline. After the helpline option,  
women prefer to share their health experiences with others with the same  
condition through an online community.

 HOW CAN PHARMA PROVIDE EDUCATION AND SUPPORT?

MEN
A LOT OF OR 
SIGNIFICANT 

IMPACT
WOMEN

Develop a program that would enable  
a person to talk privately to another person 

with the same medical condition

69.8%
1 Provide access to a nurse helpline

58.9%

Provide access to a nurse helpline

69.1% 2
Create an online community where  

people could share personal experiences  
with a medical condition

53.9%

Create an online community where  
people could share personal experiences  

with a medical condition

65.1%
3

Develop a program that would enable  
a person to talk privately to another person 

with the same medical condition

50.4%

Provide access to stories (written or video)  
of other people who are successfully  
managing their medical conditions

64.7%
4

Provide access to stories (written or video)  
of other people who are successfully  
managing their medical conditions

48.2%

Distribute educational brochures

57.9% 5 Distribute educational brochures 

39.7%

n=278 n=280

 10. Education and Support

FINDINGS
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These two surveys provide interesting insight into how trustworthy men and 

women think the biopharmaceutical industry is and what approaches could be 

most effective in impacting those opinions. 

While men and women had similar responses in some areas and different 

responses in others, review of all the data revealed several interesting take-aways:

1.  When it comes to pharmaceutical companies, men are more 

trusting overall than women – sometimes twice as trusting.

  Across all survey questions, while the ranking or weight of their responses  

was often similar, women were universally less trusting of everything in 

the survey – industries, individuals, communication approaches. 

 •  For example, while both men and women gave very low rankings when 

asked if the pharma industry is extremely trustworthy, 18.7% of men 

agreed, but only 4.7% of women did (full data, p. 7). 

2.  Women have a less positive perspective overall, with a healthy 

dose of skepticism toward the biopharmaceutical industry.

  On any questions that required a value judgment, women’s responses 

were almost always more negative than men’s responses. 

 •  For example, when asked about the importance of meeting the needs 

of different categories of people, both men and women agreed that 

investors and shareholders are the top priority for pharmaceutical 

companies (38.7% of men and 34% of women). However, among 

the other five categories of people, men’s selections ranged from 

21%-31%, but the women’s responses dropped off significantly, all 

registering in the teen and single-digit percentages (full data, p. 8).

ANALYSIS

Review of all the 

data revealed several 

interesting take-aways. 

MEN WOMEN

18.7% 4.7%

Men’s  
Responses

Women’s 
Responses

38.7% 21.3%31%  27%  24.3%  22.7%

34% 8.7%19.7%  15%  14%  12%

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEN’S AND WOMEN’S PERCEPTIONS: PRIORITIES

ANALYSIS

Mars vs. Venus: Men, Women, Trust and Biopharma — Two Surveys and A Roadmap for Change
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 •  On the question referenced in #1 above, of men’s responses on 

whether each of six categories of healthcare providers were extremely 

trustworthy, three of the six categories were ranked in the 20% range, 

with the other three categories in the teens. In contrast, four of the 

categories were ranked by women in single digits (and the other two 

were in the very low 20s) (full data, p. 7).

3.  On approaches and initiatives that pharmaceutical companies  

could adopt to repair their untrustworthy image, men and women 

were in agreement, with relatively small differences in emphasis 

only in the rankings they gave to each option.

Even with their differences, there are a number of places where the options and 

preferences of men and women intersect, opening the door to reach both groups 

with well-designed programs and communication.

Men’s  
Responses

Women’s 
Responses

26.3% 14%26.3%  21.7%  18.7%  17.3%

21% 2.3%20%            9.3%                4.7%  4.7%

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEN’S AND WOMEN’S PERCEPTIONS: 

TRUSTWORTHINESS

ANALYSIS
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Taken as a whole, these survey results show that biopharmaceutical companies  

have a significant opportunity to take action and positively impact both  

men’s and women’s perceptions of the industry’s trustworthiness. 

It’s fortunate that, based on feedback in the surveys, men and women  

agreed on two impactful approaches — engaging directly and providing 

personalized support.

They also are making it clear that they want a two-way dialogue and a seat at the 

table with biopharmaceutical companies. Health consumers are ready and willing 

to take a more active role and engage with companies. This gives consumers the 

opportunity to better understand the overall process and share their perspectives, 

and it gives companies opportunities to build relationships and deeply understand 

their consumers’ wants and needs.

Two impactful approaches: 

engaging directly  

and providing  

personalized support.

SUMMARY

SUMMARY
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Men

CLOSED ONLINE COMMUNITIES 

Online communities enable patients and caregivers to support one another, 

share experiences and interact directly with the company to co-create solutions 

to specific problems. These forums 

provide opportunities for sharing and a 

two-way dialogue between companies 

and their health consumers for 

insights, education and support. These 

communities can be built compliantly  

to enable private interaction. 

PEER-TO-PEER MENTOR PROGRAMS  

Volunteer patients and caregiver 

mentors assist others through 

ongoing, private one-on-one 

communication by email or 

phone over months or years. 

These programs enable compliant 

communication, because the 

mentors can be trained with 

approved protocols. 

BUILDING TRUST AND LOYALTY:  
AN ACTION PLAN FOR BIOPHARMA

The Value 
Proposition:

Connection  
improves outcomes  
and builds trust. 

The Value 
Proposition:

Patients benefit 
from the 
experience of 
trained peers. 

Below, we outline a number of initiatives that biopharmaceutical companies can implement to support the two key areas of 

impact identified in this research. While all of these programs target both men and women, we have segmented some of the 

approaches based on specific top responses from men and women in the surveys. 

BUILDING TRUST AND LOYALTY: AN ACTION PLAN FOR BIOPHARMA

Mars vs. Venus: Men, Women, Trust and Biopharma — Two Surveys and A Roadmap for Change
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Women

PATIENT COUNCILS  

This carefully selected and trained group of patients and caregivers 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. 

CO-CREATION WORKSHOPS  

At these workshops, 

patients and caregivers 

can interact directly with 

the company to co-create 

solutions to specific 

problems. Examples of 

challenges that can be 

addressed collaboratively 

include identifying the 

best channels to reach 

undiagnosed or underserved patients, how to support clinical trial participation or 

the best support services to offer caregivers. 

The Value 
Proposition:

Ongoing 
relationships  
foster a richness  
of feedback.

The Value 
Proposition:

Collaboration  
with stakeholders 
solves problems.

BUILDING TRUST AND LOYALTY: AN ACTION PLAN FOR BIOPHARMA

Mars vs. Venus: Men, Women, Trust and Biopharma — Two Surveys and A Roadmap for Change
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Men and Women

ADVISORY MEETINGS  

These one-time meetings 

bring together 10-12 

patients and caregivers to 

share their patient journey 

and perspectives on topics 

ranging from marketing 

and clinical trials to 

education. 

REAL PATIENT STORIES  

People respond to the real, unvarnished, 

emotional stories of other people. When 

you share information or seek ways to 

communicate a message, use pictures, 

videos, quotes and bios of real patients. 

Real patient stories can be incorporated 

into just about any planned education or 

promotional activity.

PATIENT SPEAKER’S BUREAU  

Patient advocates who want to 

share their personal stories can 

speak at internal and external 

events. With special attention 

to training the patients on 

compliance and privacy guidelines, 

these speakers can leave a lasting 

impression with the audience and 

provide the patient with a positive 

impression as well.

The Value 
Proposition:

Hear first-hand 
from healthcare 
decision makers 
what they want 
and need. 

The Value 
Proposition:

Real stories 
resonate.

The Value 
Proposition:

People remember 
stories told by 
others like them.
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The biopharmaceutical 

industry can positively 

impact the perceptions  

of men and women.

Though men and women are different, they both have trust issues where 

biopharmaceutical companies are concerned, and the industry has much  

room for improvement.

The good news is that our surveys show there are ways to improve perceptions 

of the industry. And men and women are telling us how: build an active dialogue 

with them, listen to their concerns, learn from their perspectives and make them 

part of your team.

The approaches we’ve identified can help put these concepts into action,  

while delivering the added benefit of cultivating loyal patients who feel 

supported and heard – a real connection. 

CONCLUSION

CONCLUSION

Mars vs. Venus: Men, Women, Trust and Biopharma — Two Surveys and A Roadmap for Change


