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A new survey reveals physician support for referring 
patients to clinical trials and identifies a pressing need
for greater education and communication.
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Introduction

BBK Worldwide’s newest Study Voices 
survey challenges the long-held notion 
that physicians are not willing to refer 
their patients to other specialists for 
access to clinical studies. The survey, 
the latest in an ongoing series of 
surveys designed to shed light on 
key clinical research trends, features 
perspectives from pharmaceutical and 
biotechnology sponsors, physicians, 
and patients. The patient portion 
was conducted as part of BBK’s 
partnership with Health Union, a 
pioneer in online communities for 
people with chronic health conditions.

Despite a growing body of research, 
the myth that physicians won’t refer 
patients to clinical trials persists, 
perpetuated in part by the belief that 

physicians fear losing their patients to 
the care of the investigator following 
the completion of the study. The 
survey results challenge the myth, 
invoking a call to action for sponsors 
to take more dramatic measures to 
engage the physician community and 
build relationships to support clinical 
trial participation.

This white paper provides insight 
into the perceptions, attitudes, and 
patterns surrounding physician 
referrals, as well as strategies 
sponsors can implement to realize 
the full potential of physicians as 
partners in the clinical trial process.

There’s clearly a missed opportunity to engage physicians as 
partners in the clinical trial process – this not only impacts 
enrollment efforts, but it also impacts patients who miss out 
on learning about potential treatment options.

–   Matt Kibby, Principal and President, BBK Worldwide
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“Doctors Won’t Refer!”

It’s a phrase that’s repeated far too often, especially when the facts say 
otherwise. The Study Voices, Volume 2 survey adds to the growing body  
of evidence that challenges this notion. 

The survey findings revealed that 53% of sponsors believe that doctors are 
unwilling to refer their patients to other specialists for access to clinical trials, 
while 69% of doctors said they had in fact referred a patient.

Sponsors 
Doctors are unwilling to refer their patients to 
other specialists for access to clinical trials.

Physicians
Have you ever referred a patient to another specialist 

for the patient to gain access to a clinical trial?

53%
Strongly agree or 
somewhat agree

13%
Neither disagree  

nor agree

34%
Strongly disagree or 
somewhat disagree

69%
Said yes

31%
Said no
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It’s clear that despite their interest 
and willingness to refer, physicians 
remain a largely untapped resource 
to leverage for clinical trial patient 
enrollment. With more than two-thirds 
of physicians surveyed indicating 
they have referred a patient to a 
clinical study, and half of the sponsors 

surveyed assuming the exact 
opposite, the findings underscore 
the need for sponsor awareness and 
support for concentrated efforts to 
engage potential referring physicians 
during the recruitment stage of a 
clinical study. 

Referring physicians are 
generally enthusiastic about 
referring potential study 
participants.

–     Elliot Rosenstein, MD, FACR, FACP,  

Director, Institute for Rheumatic & Autoimmune  

Diseases, Overlook Medical Center
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Once and for all, the survey puts an end to the myth that the primary referral  
barrier is fear of losing the patient to the investigator. Of the 53% of sponsors who 
think physicians are unwilling to refer, 61% said they think the reason is because 
physicians fear losing the patient and losing revenue. However, of the 37% of 
physicians who said they were “neither willing nor unwilling” or “unwilling” to refer, 
68% said the reason they did not refer a patient was because of questions about 
the protocol – only 9% were concerned about losing the patient or losing revenue.

Breaking Down the Barrier

68%
Questions about 
the protocol

9%
Losing the patient / 
losing revenue

2%
Issues with the 

invetigational 
therapy

21%
Referral logistics / 

time burden

Physicians 
What is your primary reason for not referring your patients?
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While the survey results point to a high 
level of physician interest in referring 
their patients, questions about the 
protocol inhibit them from doing so. 
According to Matt Kibby, Principal 
and President, BBK Worldwide, these 
concerns extend to:

•   Limited information about the 
protocol and investigational therapy.

•   Overly complex protocols  
with too many exploratory tests  
and assessments.

•   Limited time to review information 
about the clinical study.

•   Lack of a clearly defined  
referral process.

The good news is that these 
concerns can be addressed 
by responding to the needs of 
physicians and investing in the 
sponsor-physician relationship.

Whether it’s engaging physicians in 
the protocol design, evaluating the 
protocol from a patient-centric mindset, 
providing more comprehensive study 
information than what’s currently 
publicly available, or creating a 
streamlined process for referrals, 
sponsors can take proactive steps  
to break down the barrier.

I think that the engagement of 
the patient is really important, but 
the engagement of the people 
delivering the protocol to the 
patient is also important.

–   Gerald Wayne Dryden, Jr., Professor of  

Medicine, Director of the Inflammatory Bowel 

Disease Program, Division of Gastroenterology, 

University of Louisville 
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The Study Voices, Volume 2 survey 
includes unique insight into the patient 
perspective, particularly in terms 
of referral patterns. Survey findings 
show that physicians are important 
influencers when patients decide 
whether to participate in a clinical trial. 
Nearly half of all patient responders 
who had participated in a clinical  
trial said their doctor had told  
them about it.

Survey findings from members 
of Health Union’s online patient 
communities revealed that the majority 
of patients learned about a clinical 
study opportunity from their doctor – 
35% of whom were referred to a 
different doctor conducting the clinical 
study. Among those that were not 
referred, 71% said they would still 
have wanted to participate if they had 
been referred to a different doctor. 

Of those that had been referred to a 
study doctor, 79% returned to their 
regular doctor for continued treatment 

and 11% continued to see both the 
study doctor and their regular doctor 
following the conclusion of the study.

The Physician-Patient  
Relationship Is Key

Patients
After your participation in the clinical trial 
concluded, did you return to your regular doctor 
for continued treatment or did you continue to see 
the study doctor?

79%
Returned to 
regular doctor 
for continued 
treatment

10%
Stayed exclusively  
with study doctor

11%
Continued to  
see study and  
regular doctor
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Findings suggest that the stronger the 
relationship is between the physician 
and the patient – with more open lines 
of communication – the more likely 
the physician will introduce clinical 
research as an option and the more 
likely the patient will participate. If 
the relationship is one of confidence 
and trust, and the patient feels 
informed and supported, he or she 
is more inclined to return to the 
physician following study completion. 
Furthermore, the more positive an 
experience the patient has within the 
healthcare system, the more positive 
and receptive he or she may be about 
clinical research.

According to Olivier Chateau,  
Co-Founder and CEO, Health Union,
“the findings reinforce that a positive 
physician-patient relationship can be 
a positive influence on willingness to 
consider a clinical trial as a treatment 
option. Patients who are more 
satisfied with their current physician 
said they were more likely to have 
participated in a clinical trial than 
those who aren’t.”

This survey confirms that many people 
with chronic health concerns are 
eager to learn about clinical trials, and 
physicians are important influencers 
in patients’ decisions to participate in 

clinical research. It also confirms that 
patients want options and look to their 
physicians for information. Physicians 
need to be empowered with tools 
to introduce and discuss the study 
option with their patients.

“A positive message we can share 
with the industry is that talking about 
clinical trials with your patient actually 
enhances your relationship because 
it shows that you care,” according to 
Matt Kibby, Principal and President, 
BBK Worldwide. “Physicians don’t 
need to feel as though they are failing 
when they refer a patient to a clinical 
trial – they should actually feel like 
they are enhancing the relationship  
by doing so. This is a key takeaway  
for me, and one that I view as  
very positive.”

I tend to do my own research 
on alternative medical options, 
in addition to asking my doctor 
about the latest research. I 
often discuss my alternative 
medicine findings with my 
doctor to keep him updated 
and to get his opinion.

–  Annie Finstein, patient
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Time for Action

It’s time to leave the conversation behind. The gap between perception and 
reality needs to close. The fact that more than a third of patients participating in 
clinical studies were referrals not only dispels the notion that doctors don’t refer, 
but it also suggests there may be room to significantly increase that number. 

In addition, the findings that 76% of physicians never conducted a clinical 
study reveals an untapped opportunity when considered alongside the findings 
that 65% of patients who have participated in a clinical study did so with their 
doctor serving as the investigator. It would seem that by increasing the number 
of investigators, sponsors could increase the number of patients exposed to 
clinical research as an option.

With a growing body of evidence confirming that physicians are willing to  
refer, sponsors should invest in strengthening their relationships with physicians 
through enhanced communication and education, while encouraging them  
to think about clinical research as part of the ecosystem of options for the 
patient’s healthcare.

 Engage Physicians Early in the Clinical Trial Process

•   Proactively provide physicians with study-specific information – 
including information about the protocol and investigational therapy –  
to remove barriers and encourage interest.

•   Leverage industry resources like BIO Notifier® (a tool that engages 
physicians who have expressed interest in referring patients to clinical 
studies) to enhance study awareness and build connections.

•   Consider grand rounds, conference presentations, and medical journals 
as opportunities to highlight the study.

Strategies for Success

With a few steps, sponsors can start to realize the full potential of physicians  
as partners in the clinical trial process.
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 Evaluate Protocol Complexity for Study Appeal

•   Consider evaluating the protocol and study requirements from a patient-
centric mindset to make participation more attractive.

•   Include realistic eligibility criteria, eliminating any criteria not relevant  
to the primary study objective or not important for patient safety.

•   Determine with thoughtful consideration if all tertiary endpoints are 
necessary and if the data will be leveraged. 

 Rethink Your Audience

•   Recognize physicians as an untapped resource for referrals – embrace 
them as partners in the clinical trial process and ensure they are being 
updated frequently on patient and study progress.

•   Leverage the physician-patient relationship and ensure physicians are 
provided with the tools they need to discuss study participation with  
their patients.

•   Invest in study-related tools and materials for investigators to  
leverage with their peers.

 Invest in an Online Presence

•   Secure an online presence for your study to educate physicians and  
encourage referrals.

•   Establish a clearly defined referral process to streamline and track  
referrals real-time.

•   Engage with online physician networks to reach untapped audiences.

For a deeper dive into the data and to discuss the implications for the 
industry, please contact us.
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Study Voices, Volume 2 is a global survey that includes responses from 655 
patients, 131 physicians, and 194 study sponsors. It was conducted between 
April and June 2019.  

•   The patient portion was conducted as part of BBK Worldwide’s partnership 
with Health Union, a pioneer in online communities for people with chronic 
health conditions. Health Union leveraged their 22 condition-specific online 
health communities.

•   The physician portion leveraged BBK Worldwide’s BIO Notifier®  
global database.

•    The sponsor portion included industry members from a range of 
pharmaceutical, biotech, and medical device companies.

For more information on how the Study Voices surveys are conducted,  
please contact us.

Methodology
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About BBK Worldwide

BBK Worldwide is committed to enhancing the clinical trial patient experience 
through a combination of services and technology-driven solutions that educate 
consumers, engage participants, unburden sites, and support sponsors. One 
of the few remaining corporately independent and full-service R&D marketing 
firms, BBK has maintained its position at the forefront of patient recruitment and 
engagement innovation for more than 35 years. Headquartered near Boston, 
Massachusetts, BBK has partners and offices across Europe and the Asia-
Pacific region.

BBK Worldwide
117 Kendrick Street, Suite 600
Needham, Massachusetts 02494
United States

info@bbkworldwide.com
+1.617.630.4477

bbkworldwide.com

Transforming the Patient Experience


