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Do you know who your customers really are today? Do 
you know who makes the buying decisions and who 
influences them? Do you understand the purchase 
criteria that inform those decisions?

In every sector of the healthcare industry—providers and 
payers, pharmaceuticals and medical technology—the 
purchasing decision makers have changed in the last 
few years. And the decision processes have grown far 
more complex.

In the past, for instance, the prescribing physician or 
the implanting surgeon was the archetypal customer 
for pharmaceutical and medical device companies. Today 
the customers who make or infl uence buying decisions 
include hospital committees, private insurers and gov-
ernment agencies, as well as the providers themselves. 
In the past, patients and their families generally went 
along with whatever the doctor recommended. Today’s 
patients and their advocates are likely to consult websites, 
chat rooms, blogs or other forums before making impor-
tant treatment choices. The payer is likely to have a say 
in those choices as well.

Decision criteria are changing, too. Cost is often as 
important as effectiveness in the minds of both decision 
makers and infl uencers. Patients look for evidence that 
proposed treatments are safe and that providers have 
their best interests at heart. Physicians, who are apt to 
spend less time with pharmaceutical or medtech sales 
representatives than they used to, increasingly look to 
other clinicians (and to medical websites) for advice.

These dramatic shifts in the customer environment 
create fundamentally new challenges for healthcare 
executives. Many companies find they must change 
their frontline operations or modify the way they go 
to market. Many recognize the need to increase their 
responsiveness in order to capitalize on new opportu-
nities. And nearly all healthcare companies are coming 
to understand the importance of customer advocacy. 
Those companies are discovering that the only sure 
path to sustained organic growth is to have an army 
of patients, providers and other customers who love 
doing business with them and who sing their praises 
to friends and colleagues. 

Responding to these challenges, many leading companies 
throughout the healthcare industry have adopted the 
Net Promoter® system. With the help of this system, 
these companies are learning new ways to identify their 
true customers, understand those customers’ needs 
and adapt their offerings to create powerful advocates. 

The Net Promoter system

Net Promoter rests on a simple analytic foundation. 
Companies regularly ask their customers two questions. 
The fi rst is, On a zero-to-10 scale, how likely would you 
be to recommend this company (or this product) to a 
friend or colleague? A customer’s answer to this question, 
research shows, is the single most reliable predictor of his 
or her behavior. Companies then divide their customers 
into promoters (scores of 9 and 10), passives (7 and 8) 
and detractors (0 to 6). This classifi cation, too, links 
directly to subsequent actions. Promoters as a group, 
for example, stay longer, spend more and generate more 
referrals than other customers. They provide more (and 
more enthusiastic) recommendations as well.

The second question—What is the primary reason for 
your score?—adds a qualitative dimension to the raw 
scores. It helps companies learn in detail what they are 
doing right and what they are doing wrong in the eyes 
of their customers. 

Most Net Promoter companies pose these questions in 
two different contexts:

• “Top-down” or competitive Net Promoter score 
(NPS®) measures a company’s score relative to scores 
of key competitors. The prime audience for these sur-
veys is senior management; the data informs major 
resource allocation and strategic decisions.

• “Bottom-up” NPS assesses the strength of relation-
ships with key accounts or individual customers. 
The process identifies promoters, passives and 
detractors and captures their feedback. It also allows 
companies to “close the loop” with detractors to learn 
more about the sources of their frustration and to 
address their problems when possible. The key 
audience for this kind of data is an organization’s 
frontline employees and their managers. 
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that market compared with competitors. Figure 1, which 
shows the results of a study by Philips, illustrates the 
correlation (see  Figure 1). Philips’s businesses with 
best-in-class NPS results grew faster than competitors 
by an average of 8 percentage points, while those with 
the worst NPS results trailed the competition by 5 points. 
Such data naturally fuels an intense effort to understand 
the factors that create promoters, passives and detractors, 
so that a company can take action and improve the mix. 
It provides guidelines for both the kind and the level of 
investment necessary to boost growth. 

A hospital’s economics depend partly on how many 
patients in its catchment area it can attract. NPS is a 
good proxy for the likelihood that patients will come (or 
return) to a given hospital. A Bain & Company survey 
of hospitals in Belgium, for instance, found that patients 
with the highest scores were four times as likely as others 
to return to the same hospital and were willing to travel 
farther to do so. Scores refl ected patients’ assessment both 
of the hospitals’ clinical expertise and of their administra-
tive qualities, such as facilities and process effi ciencies.

The two sets of data enable companies to crack two parts of 
a complex challenge simultaneously. First, a healthcare 
company must fi gure out how to meet the most important 
needs of a changing set of customer groups in ways that 
differentiate it from competitors. Second, it must develop 
operating procedures that channel a steady fl ow of feed-
back to frontline employees so that they can adapt and 
improve the customer experience. Both elements are 
essential. A company needs a common framework, 
language and set of metrics—all embraced at every level 
of the organization—to accomplish both objectives.

Let’s look more closely at three practices that are at the 
heart of the Net Promoter system and that help companies 
achieve these objectives.

1. Linking enterprise-level survey data to 
customer economics 

A company’s relative NPS in individual product and 
geographic markets—MRI equipment in Germany, 
say—is likely to correlate highly with its growth rate in 

Figure 1: NPS leaders in domestic appliances and personal care, for example, achieve market share gains

Source: Bain & Company.
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 2. Short-cycle closed-loop feedback, learning 
and action

Effective customer feedback programs start at the front 
line. Employees working there—sales reps, service 
technicians, physicians, nurses, call-center personnel, 
even manufacturing employees and engineers—receive 
evaluations of their performance from the people best 
able to render an appraisal, namely the customers they 
just served. The employees then follow up with willing 
customers in one-on-one conversations. In healthcare, 
there are usually two objectives. One is to identify all the 
stakeholders who infl uence or are affected by purchas-
ing decisions. The other is to understand in detail what 
those stakeholders value and what the front line can do 
to deliver it better. What’s most critical is to pinpoint the 
“moments of truth” in a company’s interaction with its 
customers—the few points of contact with the greatest 
potential to delight or alienate a decision maker. Loyalty 
leaders use this closed-loop process to create effective 
learning, action and recovery processes at every level 
(see  Figure 2).

Global medtech leader Medtronic piloted just such a 
system in the UK. After years of putting the physician 
at the center of its marketing system, the company real-
ized that nonclinical stakeholders were increasingly 
infl uential. In addition, Medtronic was now selling an 
increasingly complex portfolio, everything from pace-
makers to insulin pumps. Its frontline employees needed 
ways to engage more closely with the company’s full 
set of customers, both clinical and nonclinical.

So Medtronic first identified the full set of relevant 
stakeholders for each account. It asked sales leads to give 
their customers a heads-up and then sent the customers 
a simple online survey. To follow up, sales leaders con-
ducted meetings with disgruntled and delighted custom-
ers alike. The resulting insights informed individual 
account plans; they were also collated and integrated 
at other organizational levels. As Medtronic took action 
to resolve issues—more training on new products, better 
account management or whatever it might be—the 
account leads closed the loop with customers, demon-
strating that they had listened and taken action based 
on customers’ feedback.

Figure 2: A closed-loop process will yield real-time customer insights

Source: Bain & Company
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to deliver the patient’s desired experience in a consistent, 
sustainable and authentic fashion. The action plan 
included a cultural change program, real-time closed-
loop feedback processes for patients and families, and 
human resource policies focused on building a more 
engaged and caring staff. The new approach has already 
led to signifi cant systemwide improvement in customer 
loyalty and satisfaction, as measured by Net Promoter 
scores. The variation from one hospital to another has 
declined as well. 

Keeping up with a dynamic environment

Healthcare is an unusual—and unusually challenging—
industry because the customer landscape is both com-
plex and dynamic. The dual challenge for a healthcare 
company, whichever sector it is in, is to keep up with 
this rapidly changing environment and to generate 
higher levels of customer advocacy. Leading companies 
are fi guring out how to identify the decision makers 
and infl uencers, determine their decision criteria and 
deliver what these stakeholders want better than their 
competitors. The Net Promoter system is an invaluable 
tool in this pursuit. It allows a company to navigate 
the newly complex healthcare marketplace, learn from 
its customers’ feedback and incorporate that learning 
into daily operations. That is the path to true customer 
advocacy—and to competitive advantage.

3. Making it a strategic priority to earn loyalty

The most successful Net Promoter companies make 
earning the passionate loyalty of their customers a 
strategic priority. The goal engages everyone in the orga-
nization, from the CEO downward. Philips, for example, 
reports Net Promoter scores to its shareholders along 
with its fi nancial results. 

Building customer loyalty and advocacy requires full 
alignment of investment decisions, resource deploy-
ment and supporting initiatives. A company must 
develop the necessary infrastructure, talent and skills. 
Values, principles and policies must be consistent—
and consistently applied.

Ascension Health, the largest Catholic healthcare system 
in the US, fi rst deployed a bottom-up NPS program in 
2006 to improve the patient experience and reduce 
variability across the system. The results showed that 
“care responsiveness,” “communication and empower-
ment” and “compassionate and respectful care” were 
the factors that created the most promoters. At the same 
time, process errors and facilities shortcomings had the 
biggest potential to anger and cause detraction. 

As a result of these fi rst fi ndings, the company devel-
oped a multifaceted program. The strategic goal was 
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