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The book is dedicated to the people who work in pharmaceutical 

and biotechnology companies. They are now the heroes to the 

world as they help us get past the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, for 

decades they have helped people live better and long lives. 

Heroes now and always, thank you for everything you do!
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INTRODUCTION

More than once, pharma has literally saved the world. As 
I write this in July 2021, there have been three vaccines 
approved in the US for COVID-19, one by Pfizer, one by 
Moderna, and one by Johnson & Johnson.

Another COVID-19 vaccine, this one by AstraZeneca (and 
Oxford), has been approved in the UK. And there are sev-
eral more vaccines on the horizon that will help the world 
get past this pandemic.

Each is doing their part to let us feel hopeful again. Hugging 
a parent? Going to a ball game with friends? Seeing your 
favorite band in concert? Yes, yes, and yes!

Pharma is making all of it possible. They should be heroes 
to the world! And yet, most people are indifferent at best. 
It’s not that pharma companies are faceless brands that con-
sumers can’t connect with as they do with Apple, Spotify, 
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and Peloton. But according to The Harris poll, only 53% of 
consumers hold a positive view of pharma.

And a recent Gallup poll on consumer perceptions found 
pharma rated below electric utilities and oil and gas!

But why?

Because pharma does not emotionally connect with its ulti-
mate customer, the patient, like great consumer brands do. 
Let me explain.

The best consumer brands are completely obsessed with the 
customer experience, and the entire company is focused on 
it. These companies first create each customer experience 
with intention. Nothing is left to chance. They meticulously 
map every aspect of the customer experience—from first 
engagement to first purchase to continued usage over time.

And everything in between.

Everything.

The great consumer brands emotionally connect with the 
customer. Over and over again.

And they do that by delivering experiences that customers 
value, remember, and share with others.



I N T R O D U C T I O N   ·   11

Pharma does not do this. At least not consistently.

But they can. And, more importantly, they must if they 
want to continue to thrive. Patients who have positive expe-
riences with pharma are more likely to join clinical trials, 
successfully onboard to new medications, adhere over time, 
and enjoy positive medical outcomes.

And better experiences provide pharma with the opportu-
nity to connect with underserved populations and help the 
people in those populations live longer, better quality lives. 
Put another way, a great patient experience means all people 
have a chance at better medical outcomes and better lives.

Why am I qualified to write about this topic?

The company I founded in 2001, PeopleMetrics, has been 
working with pharma companies since we started. We have 
helped pharma understand stakeholders’ needs, wants, and 
experiences.

Up until 2015, most of this work was traditional market 
research type work, primarily with physicians and other 
Healthcare Professionals (HCPs)—sales force effective-
ness, market landscape, segmentation, message testing, 
you name it.

And then in 2015, we got a call from a client who asked us 
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if we had measured the experience with “patient support 
services”? We asked, “What in the world are patient sup-
port services?”

We learned quickly. Patient support services, also known 
as “patient support programs (PSPs),” are game changers 
for patients. These services help patients with access to 
their medication, improve adherence, better manage their 
disease, reduce complications, provide financial assistance, 
and more.

Then in 2017, a client asked us if we could help them mea-
sure the patient experience in a global clinical trial. This 
was new and incredibly exciting territory. A better patient 
experience in clinical trials impacts the ability to recruit and 
retain patients (including those from underserved popu-
lations), informs design for future trials, and provides an 
indication to the effectiveness of different trial sites.

We started to understand that being patient-centric applied 
across commercial and clinical.

Hmmm.

At the same time, the customer experience (CX) space 
was exploding, with nearly every industry embracing the 
concept and investing heavily to better engage with their 
customers. There even appeared a new category of software 
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called “experience management,” which helps companies 
measure and manage the customer experience. Analysts 
like Forrester and Gartner cover this space regularly.

This got us thinking, how does customer experience, or CX 
as we call it, apply to pharma?

And “pharma CX” was born.

In 2018, I wrote a book entitled Listen or Die: 40 Lessons 
that Turn Customer Feedback into Gold. I wrote that book 
because customer feedback about their experiences is the 
foundation for emotional connection between companies 
and customers.

Indeed, customer experience remains the only true differ-
entiator in most industries.

Yes, even in pharma. Especially in pharma.

This is easily the most important work my company has 
done or will do.

It is one thing helping a hotel measure and improve the 
checkout experience or helping a telecom company 
improve their customer support.

But it’s quite another to help a pharma company make it 
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easier for a new patient who has cancer to get the treatment 
they need to live a longer and higher-quality life. Or help a 
pharma company recruit and retain patients for a clinical 
trial that results in a new medicine that saves lives that can’t 
be saved today.

So, we got to work.

This book is about mindset more than anything else. Spe-
cifically, it’s about pharma changing its mindset from one 
focused on developing products to one focused on deliver-
ing experiences. I want to shift pharma’s approach to model 
the companies that cultivate not just customers, but advo-
cates and raving fans, over and over again.

I am writing this book to share twenty secrets that my 
company, PeopleMetrics, has learned in helping pharma 
companies focus on the customer and create exceptional 
experiences. Each secret falls within one of four sections.

The first section introduces three secrets that lay the foun-
dation for pharma CX. The second offers four secrets 
that introduce how pharma CX applies to both clinical 
and commercial teams. The third section contains ten 
secrets around patient support services, the front-line 
for commercial pharma CX. The final section includes 
three secrets that are key to implementing a successful 
pharma CX program.
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And at the end of the book, there is a bonus section, which 
takes a peek into the future.

Let’s dig in.
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#10

START SMALL
The most effective pharma CX programs 

for patient support services start tiny, 
with either a relationship survey or a 

transactional survey around onboarding.

Patients are also consumers. They have smartphones and 
smart watches. They shop on Amazon. Listen to Spo-
tify. Stay at W Hotels. Watch Netflix. A patient who is 
onboarding onto a new medication has also had consumer 
experiences that influence their expectations.

Apple, Peloton, Hyatt—you name it, your patients have 
probably experienced it.

As we learned in Secret #3, a hallmark of a superior cus-
tomer experience is one that is consistent, no matter the 
channel or touchpoint. All the companies listed above work 
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tirelessly to create and deliver an exceptional customer 
experience.

This rings true for patient support services as well.

Once a customer journey map has been completed with 
all patient touchpoints included (see Secret #3), moments 
of truth identified, and experiences created with intention, 
it’s time to measure in real-time. Patient and HCP feedback 
is critical if you want to know whether the experience you 
created resulted in the patient experience you expected.

But be careful—it’s tempting to try to measure everything 
all at once. Don’t do that. That’s how you get overwhelmed. 
It’s important to start with something that you can handle. 
Get started with what I call “tiny measurements.”

There are two tiny measurements you should consider: a 
relationship survey with all your customers and a trans-
actional survey that focuses on a single moment of truth.

RELATIONSHIP SURVEY (POINT IN TIME)

A relationship survey is a strategic snapshot of the effec-
tiveness of your patient support services program. This is 
often a good option to begin with—especially if you have 
not measured the patient and HCP experience with support 
services previously.
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This approach is simple. You reach out to all your current 
patients (and ideally HCPs), no matter what stage of the 
treatment journey they are on, and ask them questions 
about their experiences to date. You get a broader sense 
of the patient and HCP experience with patient support 
services, including the high and low points. You also get a 
baseline to gauge future progress against.

Please note, you will need a separate relationship survey 
for your patients and their HCP(s). The patient relationship 
survey should focus on their overall experience with patient 
support services offered, including specific touchpoints 
that they have experienced over the past year.

The HCP relationship survey is also about their overall 
experience but is more focused on the clarity of the com-
munication and literature provided by your patient support 
team. You can also ask competitors questions about other 
patient support services offerings they have experienced 
to get an indicator of relative performance. Asking about 
how the sales team introduced the available patient support 
services is another solid line of inquiry.

Relationship surveys are usually longer than other surveys 
(up to fifteen minutes) and because of this, may require 
an honorarium, especially for physicians who are used to 
being compensated for survey feedback. The benefit of the 
longer survey is that your respondents can provide deeper 
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and more thoughtful feedback. For example, we have had 
patients say they want digital wallets with their medical 
information, available nurses with whom to discuss condi-
tions, travel reimbursement for treatment-related travel, and 
patient events. Hearing recommendations from patients is 
invaluable to our clients because it gives them the evidence 
they need to advocate for program changes internally.

Please note, a relationship survey will result in a large 
volume of responses quickly, so right away you’ll have a 
lot to work with! Results from these surveys guide your 
future ongoing transactional survey design, as you use this 
feedback to decide what specific touchpoints and questions 
should be prioritized.

Whether or not you start with a relationship survey, it’s a 
good idea to conduct one at least once a year to understand 
the progress you have made with the overall customer expe-
rience and identify any emerging issues. It’s also a way to 
make sure you are touching all your patients and HCPs at 
least once a year.

TRANSACTIONAL (ONGOING)

A second option is to start with a transactional survey on a 
key touchpoint or moment of truth.

We have found that the onboarding touchpoint is often a 
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moment of truth and the best place to start a pharma CX 
program in patient support services. It’s a great starting 
point because this moment is often where patients need 
the most guidance from your support services. They’re 
navigating a recent diagnosis, prescription, and insurance 
coverage. So, feedback at this point gives you an overview 
of how well you’re serving their needs.

Be prepared, you will likely find something unexpected in 
your onboarding feedback. One PeopleMetrics client was 
concerned that patient welcome calls were too long. The 
patient onboarding process was split into multiple calls that 
usually took an hour and a half, and they expected patients 
to indicate that the calls were too long and contained too 
much information.

Instead, they found that 96% of patients said that the calls 
were an appropriate length. Patients commented that 
summary notes from their discussions would be valuable 
material for them to review ahead of subsequent calls. Prior 
to fielding the survey, our client was considering reduc-
ing the call length and the amount of information covered 
during the welcome calls, but patients actually wanted more 
detailed information to supplement their call. This kind 
of insight is only possible through asking patients directly.

This is another important reminder that even when you 
create experiences with intention, you may not get them 
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right the first time. You do your best to feel what the patient 
feels when you are creating the experiences. However, only 
by measuring the actual experience in real-time do you 
know whether what you created is optimal.

When you implement a transactional survey, make sure you 
keep them to five minutes or less. Since they are shorter, 
they won’t require an honorarium, but you should expect 
the volume to be lower than relationship surveys.

The benefit of the transactional approach is that by reaching 
out to patients and HCPs at a key delivery milestone, the 
real-time feedback is timely and actionable. You can then 
immediately follow up with patient concerns at critical 
moments and “close the loop” on any outstanding issues 
(see Secret #17). It’s tactical and has a strong ROI.

Transactional surveys also allow you to gather targeted 
feedback that can be used for individual coaching and rec-
ognition of case managers. This is the pharma CX feedback 
loop in action. First, you create a high-touch experience 
using case managers. Then, you measure patients’ actual 
experiences. Using that information, you proactively 
manage the patient experience by improving case manager 
performance. This is essentially creating a new experi-
ence for patients that you then measure again to assess the 
impact of your efforts.
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After getting your transactional program started, you can 
expand it in any number of ways. You can collect cus-
tomer feedback on everything from case managers, patient 
liaisons/certified nurse educators (CNEs), specialty phar-
macies, digital offerings (websites, apps), HCPs and office 
managers, first infusion, and key intervals after onboarding.

But first, start with tiny measurements—either a rela-
tionship survey or the onboarding “moment of truth” 
touchpoint survey. You will be glad you did.

In the next secret, I will introduce a model that identifies the 
key patient needs that your patient support services must 
fulfill, including specific questions to ask when onboarding 
a new patient onto a new medication.

Relationship Transactional

Timing Once a Year Ongoing

Follow Up Rarely Yes

Length 10–15 Minutes Under 5 Minutes

Honoraria Sometimes Never

Competitor Questions Often Never

# of Touchpoints 
Covered

All Usually one

Volume of Responses Large Smaller

Primary Objective Strategic Tactical 

Org. Access to Results Limited Extensive
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