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Although pharma companies 
frequently speak to health care 

professionals and patient advocacy groups 
about patients’ needs, they seem to spend 
far less effort on asking patients them-
selves what they want. Thus, patients’ 
wishes and preferences often remain 
unclear, posing a real problem for pharma 
companies looking to better engage 
patients. It’s particularly critical to solve 
this problem in countries such as the US 
and China, where the prevalence of private 
health care means that patients are playing 
a more influential role in their own 
treatment decisions.  

To better understand what patients want 
from pharma companies, we surveyed 
3,200 patients and other health care indus-
try stakeholders in five markets—the US, 
UK, Germany, China, and Japan—looking 
to answer two main questions: What do pa-
tients want from pharma companies? and 
How well are those companies meeting 
those needs? (The survey was cofunded by 
AstraZeneca.) What we found was enlight-
ening both in terms of what patients wish 

to see and also the benefits that pharma 
companies stand to gain if they can be-
come patient centric. These findings will 
help pharma companies address the key  
areas that matter to patients and are even 
more important in crises such as the cur-
rent coronavirus pandemic—when  
patients’ needs are most urgent.

What Matters Most to Patients?
Our survey focused on three important 
themes: patient engagement, innovation  
for patients, and patient impact. Grouped 
under each of these themes are key attri-
butes that matter most to patients. (See Ex-
hibit 1; for more on the survey’s methodolo-
gy, please see the sidebar “About Our 
Survey.”)

The survey yielded major insights into 
what patients want from pharma compa-
nies. First, patients, health care profession-
als (HCPs), and patient advisory groups 
(PAGs) seem to be quite pragmatic about 
what these companies should be doing for 
patients. The three most important attri-
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butes are “Commits to affordable access,” 
“Trials reflect real world and outcomes 
that matter to patients,” and “Provides 
transparent information.” (See Exhibit 2.) 

Second, these responses are remarkably 
consistent across markets and therapeutic 
areas (TAs). At present, many pharma 
companies have a fragmented approach, 
where efforts to engage with patients differ 
widely by region. But our findings suggest 
that pharma companies could benefit by 
building a core patient-centric capability 
with common programs, which could in 
turn be scaled effectively across markets 
and TAs. Of course, tailoring patient 
offerings to the local culture and the nature 
of the disease will always be necessary, but 

our survey suggests that these offerings can 
be fundamentally similar. 

Are Pharma Companies  
Delivering What Matters to 
Patients?
We also asked patients, HCPs, and PAGs to 
assess how well pharma companies are 
meeting the needs of patients by market 
and TA. (See Exhibit 3.) Respondents noted 
relative strengths, such as “Trials reflect 
real world and outcomes that matter to 
patients” and “Provides transparent 
information.” However, their responses  
also reveal some notable areas for 
improvement, including “Commits to 
affordable access,” “Engages patients via 

• Seeks patient input
• Provides transparent info
• Communicates trial outcomes, including patient-reported outcomes
• Engages patients via sustained relationships
• Involves patients in product creation

Understanding patient needs
Transparent communication

Partnership/collaboration

Products and services innovation

Drug development

• Commits to medical innovation
• Provides products beyond medicines
• Trials reflect real world and outcomes that matter to patients
• Conducts easy-to-complete trials

Patient outcomes
Patient empowerment
Affordability

• Works to achieve best health outcomes
• Empowers patients via info/services
• Commits to affordable access

PATIENT ENGAGEMENT ATTRIBUTE

INNOVATION FOR PATIENTS

PATIENT IMPACT

Source: BCG analysis with inputs from patient panels.

Exhibit 1 | Patient Centricity Themes and Key Attributes

As part of our survey design, we gathered 
input from patients, health care profes-
sionals (HCPs), and representatives from 
patient advisory groups (PAGs) to 
identify patient centricity attributes 
across three categories: patient engage-
ment, innovation for patients, and 
patient impact. Our survey design makes 
it possible to conduct a very detailed 
analysis of disease areas, stakeholders, 

and markets by patient centricity 
attribute and company without 
force-ranking companies. The survey also 
makes it possible to compare what 
patients say their needs are with how 
their needs are perceived by those who 
care for them (HCPs) and those advocat-
ing on their behalf (PAGs). Our 3,200 
respondents came from five markets—
the US, UK, Germany, China, and Japan.

ABOUT OUR SURVEY
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RESPONDENTS RATING IMPORTANCE OF ATTRIBUTE
AT 8 OR MORE (OUT OF 10)

Commits to affordable access

Trials reflect real world and outcomes that matter to patients

Provides transparent info

Empowers patients via info/services

Works to achieve best health outcomes

Commits to medical innovation

Conducts easy-to-complete trials

Provides products beyond medicines

Communicates trial outcomes, including patient reported outcomes

Involves patients in product creation

Engages patients via sustained relationships

PATIENT CENTRICITY ATTRIBUTE (IN DESCENDING
IMPORTANCE)

Seeks patient input

73%
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60%

59%

58%

56%

53%

50%

66%

Source: BCG Patient Centricity Survey 2019.
Note: N = 3,230.

Exhibit 2 | Which Attributes Matter Most to Patients?
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RESPONDENTS RATING PHARMA INDUSTRY
PERFORMANCE AT 8 OR MORE (OUT OF 10)

PATIENT CENTRICITY ATTRIBUTE (IN DESCENDING
PERFORMANCE)

Trials reflect real world and outcomes that matter to patients

Provides transparent info

Commits to medical innovation

Empowers patients via info/services

Communicates trial outcomes including patient reported outcomes

Provides products beyond medicines

Conducts easy-to-complete trials

Seeks patient input

Engages patients via sustained relationships

Involves patients in product creation

Commits to affordable access

Works to achieve best health outcomes

Source: BCG Patient Centricity Survey 2019.
Note: N = 3,230.

Exhibit 3 | Pharma’s Patient Centricity Performance Rated as Low
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sustained relationships,” and “Seeks 
patient input.” Some pharma companies 
already have initiatives in place to address 
these areas, but they might need to attend 
to additional issues and to communicate 
more transparently about what they are 
doing and why. 

About half of all respondents observed 
that pharma companies are meeting their 
needs. However, the views of patients 
alone are less positive; only 44% report 
their needs are being met. The largest gaps 
are in attributes related to engaging direct-
ly with patients and HCPs, which are areas 
where pharma companies should focus 
their patient centricity efforts. 

Interestingly, patients in the survey who 
could identify the pharma company that 
manufactured their medicine tended to 
view the industry as more patient centric 
than those who could not. Unfortunately, 
only 18% to 27% of patients could make 
this identification. These individuals 
tended to come from markets with high 
out-of-pocket health care systems, such as 
China. That makes sense—patients paying 
directly for their medicines will be more 
engaged. This is a clear opportunity for 
pharma companies: if a patient knows the 

name of the drug manufacturer, that 
represents the start (no matter how basic) 
of a relationship. China provides a 
particularly interesting opportunity, given 
its higher levels of patient engagement and 
increasingly available private health care.

One intriguing side note: among all stake-
holders, the survey responses of nurses 
were the most similar to those of patients, 
underscoring their understanding of pa-
tient needs and the nature of their rela-
tionships to patients. This suggests that 
working more closely with nurses is one 
way for pharma companies to improve pa-
tient centricity.

Pharma Company Performance 
Varies
We also developed insights on how HCPs 
and PAGs view the performance of specific 
pharma companies. They noted significant 
variation in patient centricity between 
companies and across markets. (See Exhib-
it 4.) Notably, we were struck by how few 
pharma companies are perceived to have 
delivered truly breakout performance. 

The top pharma performers in the survey 
tend to be highly focused in a specific dis-

PHARMA PERFORMANCE RATED BY HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONALS AND PATIENT ADVOCACY GROUPS

All Markets Germany China JapanUS UKPharma Company

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M
N
O
P
Q

Rated overall 5% or more above average Rated overall 5% or more below averageRated overall within 5% of average

Source: BCG Patient Centricity Survey 2019.
Note: N = 1,997.

Exhibit 4 | Pharma’s Perceived Patient Centricity Performance Varies by Market
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ease or TA and to invest heavily and play a 
high-profile role in conjunction with these 
special areas across the health care system. 
We know from our other work in the indus-
try that PAGs and key opinion leaders also 
view these top performers as the partners 
of choice in addressing a particular medi-
cal condition. This level of investment and 
depth of expertise create a virtuous cycle 
and raise the bar for other pharma compa-
nies looking to stand out among patients 
and HCPs in regard to those diseases or 
TAs. This challenge is particularly acute for 
pharma companies with large portfolios of 
disease areas. 

The Benefits of a Patient-
Centric Agenda
Patient centricity is not just a noble goal; it 
offers clear benefits to pharma companies. 
HCP respondents said they were more will-
ing to engage and work with pharma com-
panies that they perceived as more patient 
centric. In addition, more than 50% of doc-
tors said that, all else being being equal, 
they were more likely to prescribe medica-
tion from a pharma company they consid-
ered more patient centric. Notably, doctors 
in China seem particularly inclined to favor 
companies that they perceived as patient 
centric. 

Our survey highlighted some key agenda 
items for any pharma company’s patient- 
centricity efforts.

•• Create a clear corporate identity and 
develop a cross-geography approach that 
emphasizes direct engagement with 
patients. Focus the approach on the attri-
butes that matter most and/or where the 
company is performing worse.

•• Ensure consistent execution in each 
local market and across functions, from 
R&D to commercial, to deliver consis-
tent patient-centric outcomes.

•• Engage key members of the health care 
ecosystem, especially nurses, to under-
stand patients’ needs and what is and 
isn’t working.

•• Act on the tremendous patient centrici-
ty opportunity in large private-pay 
markets.

Pharma companies must have clarity into 
what patients want and how well they are 
delivering on these fronts in order to de-
sign the right initiatives, set goals, and 
measure performance. Without this clarity, 
patient centricity efforts are much more 
likely to falter. But this new annual BCG 
survey makes plain that there are enor-
mous opportunities for pharma companies 
to open up new avenues of engagement 
with patients. 

About the Authors
Mark Lubkeman is a managing director and senior partner in the London office of Boston Consulting 
Group and leads the firm’s biopharma transformation topic. You may contact him by email at  
lubkeman.mark@bcg.com.

Myrto Lee is a managing director and partner in BCG’s London office focusing on medical, regulatory, 
and R&D. You may contact her at by email at lee.myrto@bcg.com. 

Gaby Barrios is an associate director and partner based in BCG’s Paris office and one of the leaders of 
the firm’s Center for Customer Insight. You may contact her by email at barrios.gaby@bcg.com. 

Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business and society to tackle their most important 
challenges and capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the pioneer in business strategy when it was 
founded in 1963. Today, we help clients with total transformation—inspiring complex change, enabling or-
ganizations to grow, building competitive advantage, and driving bottom-line impact.

mailto:lubkeman.mark%40bcg.com?subject=lubkeman.mark%40bcg.com
mailto:lee.myrto%40bcg.com?subject=lee.myrto%40bcg.com
mailto:barrios.gaby%40bcg.com?subject=lee.myrto%40bcg.com


Boston Consulting Group  |  What Do Patients Want, and Is Pharma Delivering?� 6

To succeed, organizations must blend digital and human capabilities. Our diverse, global teams bring deep 
industry and functional expertise and a range of perspectives to spark change. BCG delivers solutions 
through leading-edge management consulting along with technology and design, corporate and digital 
ventures—and business purpose. We work in a uniquely collaborative model across the firm and through-
out all levels of the client organization, generating results that allow our clients to thrive.

© Boston Consulting Group 2020. All rights reserved. 5/20  Rev. 6/20

For information or permission to reprint, please contact BCG at permissions@bcg.com. To find the latest 
BCG content and register to receive e-alerts on this topic or others, please visit bcg.com. Follow Boston 
Consulting Group on Facebook and Twitter.




