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Summary Clinical trials are subject to an ever-
evolving landscape of treatment options, regula-
tory requirements, socioeconomic conditions, and
paradigms of scientific research. In this opinion pa-
per, we illustrate current methods and topics with
a focus on clinical trial designs, conduct and modes
of collaboration. The example of successful clinical
breast cancer research in Austria demonstrates the
opportunities, but also the challenges for academic
research. We also investigate potential pitfalls, and
suggest new ideas and strategies on how to increase
practicability along with transparency and fairness,
but ultimately also scientific and clinical relevance of
clinical trials in oncology.
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Introduction

Clinical trials have become the mainstay of knowl-
edge generation in modern applied medical sciences
and are an essential cornerstone in continuously ad-
vancing patient care. In this article, we analyze some
of the strengths and weaknesses of current method-
ology and governance. We also provide reflection and
some suggestions for the future development of this
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important part of constantly redefining and improv-
ing the so-called standard of care. In this up-to-date
summary and opinion paper, we investigate how po-
tential improvements can be integrated into contem-
porary practice of clinical trial design, conduct and
reporting. In order to provide impulses and “food-
for-thought” to readers and clinical trial enthusiasts,
we aim to provide a wide range of aspects that in our
opinion require consideration when conducting clini-
cal research—this however leads to some inevitable
superficiality; a real in-depth analysis of all topics
mentioned would result in a book format and goes
beyond the scope of this article.

Based on the practical perspectives and experience
of decades of internationally successful clinical and
translational breast cancer research, we discuss the
medical/clinical as well as operational view of clini-
cal trials. We argue that the most important strate-
gic goal of clinical research should always be to en-
sure that patient-relevant issues are studied. Ulti-
mately, innovation must be brought to patients in
an effective and timely manner. How this can be
achieved is depicted in this article in various topics
and proposed contemporary methods, supplemented
by specific examples. Further emphasis is placed on
the building of professional operational structures and
development of time- and cost-effective strategies to
conduct academic clinical research—and thus to re-
main capable to (both scientifically and operationally)
compete with industry-sponsored trials. Focusing on
the most pressing scientific questions, focusing on
key data collection, and omitting an over-burden on
involved research teams are over-arching aims if we
want to adapt clinical trials to a fast-paced regula-
tory environment, and limitations in study funding
for academia.
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Patient-centric approach and less restrictive trial
designs

Clinical research would not be possible without vol-
unteers who donate their valuable time, data and
biospecimen as well as their trust that clinical tri-
als are conducted at a high-quality scientific and
operational level. Recently, an increased focus has
been placed on the involvement of participants in
the development and conduct of clinical trial designs.
A patient-centric approach to clinical research may
positively influence study recruitment as well as de-
crease the loss of participants during the study and
prolonged study follow-up and subsequently enable
the research teams to better tackle the important
topic of patient retention [1]. As it is crucial to min-
imize the burden on patients during participation in
clinical trials, the incorporation of patient advocacy
feedback when developing a clinical trial protocol
seems worthwhile. These measures might include
patient representatives being able to provide input
for planned assessments and study schedules but
also being nominated to become members of steer-
ing committees throughout the life cycle of a clinical
study to support sponsors and caregivers in the es-
sential task of retaining participants on the project.

Based on the advancement of our understanding
of diseases, there is currently a trend towards in-
creased complexity of trial designs and—in cancer
research towards rare tumor mutations and special
patient populations, which are difficult to apply in
routine care—a paradigm shift towards less restrictive
trial designs and eligibility criteria, and a subsequent
reduction of inclusion and exclusion criteria to a min-
imum seems to be advisable. Developing trial designs
that are more inclusive in real-world populations
among broader populations might further increase
the practical application of clinical research results,
while significantly increasing patient recruitment [2,
3].

At the Austrian Breast and Colorectal Cancer Study
Group (ABCSG), we closely collaborate with Austrian
and European patient advocacy groups (e.g., www.
europadonna.org), by inviting patient representatives
to have formal votes on study-specific steering com-
mittees and to provide them a platform to share the
patient’s view, for example in the course of annual
group meetings. It is furthermore intended to mimic
real-world populations and not just create rather spe-
cific interventions and cohorts by conducting non-
interventional studies and registries in breast cancer,
pancreatic cancer, and colorectal cancer.

Decentralization and regional/institutional
diversity for better patient engagement

The commitment of compliant trial participants
might be further increased by using decentralized
trial approaches [4] that can be better integrated into

daily routines, such as telemedicine visits and remote
data collection via wearable technologies (e.g., smart
phones, smart watches, tablets) [5]. A decentralized
set-up facilitates data collection from geographically
large and diverse populations and may therefore have
a positive effect on trial recruitment as well as ethni-
cal diversity. As clinical trials are mainly conducted in
academic medical centers, and respective specialized
facilities may not be available in all remote areas,
decentralization should be helpful to include patients
in clinical trials living in rural areas.

Experience from large breast cancer studies at
ABCSG in the last 30 years [6–22] showed that smaller,
rural clinics significantly contributed to study en-
rollment, and that less bureaucratic administrative
burden associated with them—compared to larger
university/research hospitals—often provided for
a rather quick set-up, and highly successful track
record of enrollment and compliance. In addition,
collaborations and scientific exchange with smaller
medical practices that can refer patients to clinical
research facilities or clinical research projects are an
important step leading to broader patient inclusion
[23, 24].

In addition to outreach measures to the geograph-
ical periphery and usually less integrated clinics and
healthcare providers in countryside regions, it is es-
sential to generally balance and represent as many
demographic subgroups in clinical research: a lack
of “subject diversity” in clinical trials and overly “ho-
mogenous” trial participants (e.g., only one gender,
race/ethnicity, age group) may result in a nongener-
alizable—and thus incomplete—resulting dataset. On
the other hand, inclusion of a diverse set of individu-
als may lead to more robust and complete data, while
broadening the understanding of, for example, ethnic
differences in treatment response. A fair balance in
ethnicity is an increasingly important topic in enroll-
ment for multiethnic, large-scale societies such as the
USA, with communities that consist of heterogenous
backgrounds, both in terms of genetic predispositions
and variance as well as socioeconomic possibilities
[25]. While we might have fewer African–European
citizens in European countries compared to the US,
our ethnical diversity is also increasing based on re-
cent migration and refugee events—these new “sub-
populations” deserve particular attention since they
are especially endangered to be underrepresented in
clinical trials, for a variety of reasons, including lim-
ited access to care, cultural differences, andmany oth-
ers [26].

In general, language barriers, mistrust in clinical
research, but certainly also lack of information (or:
misinformation in regard to clinical research) as well
as time and resource constraints may negatively influ-
ence patients to participate in clinical research stud-
ies. Consequently, increasing the awareness of re-
search studies, also amongminorities and low-income
communities, is pivotal as well as taking time when
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discussing the possible participation in a study with
a patient and provide credible, clear, and trustwor-
thy information. For example, provision of informed
consent forms in the main spoken languages of the
country, prepared in a comprehensible lay language
manner, in combination with diverse healthcare pro-
fessionals with different ethnical backgrounds as well
as collaborations with smaller care units to win the
trust of marginalized groups, may be helpful strate-
gies.

Involvement and education of diverse healthcare
teams

Diversity and inclusion efforts within professional
healthcare teams—not only in the potential trial pop-
ulation—might further increase patient recruitment
and potentially study compliance in (minority) pop-
ulations, as healthcare studies show that patients
generally fare better when care was provided by more
diverse teams [27]. In addition, there is evidence sug-
gesting that more diverse teams lead to improvements
in innovations, team communications, and improved
risk assessment. In terms of inclusion of various
healthcare teams, ABCSG—in addition to planning,
conducting, and analyzing clinical research stud-
ies—strives for the second main aim of distributing
trial results and knowledge among the scientific (i.e.,
academic treatment centers) but also a broader med-
ical community within community based or country-
side hospitals. In order to achieve this, trial results
and the current state-of-the-art are not only commu-
nicated via high-level scientific publications and pre-
sentations but also using a wide array of continuing
education events. In these events, there is an active
effort to keep a fair balance considering the expertise,
age, and gender among speakers and expert panelists;
in addition, the surrounding communication efforts
aim to attract an audience of healthcare professionals
from various educational levels, backgrounds, and
age groups, also offering tailored events for more ru-
ral areas and smaller hospitals as well as the “next
generation” with the involvement of a dedicated task
force led by young, female investigators.

Digitalization and artificial intelligence

In this context, digitization plays a major role in pro-
viding a more inclusive and accessible clinical trial
landscape, while reducing the workload of healthcare
professionals through automatizing time-consuming
processes [4]. Digitized tools, such as the use of elec-
tronic medical records (EMRs), are already in use for
retrospective data collection and introduced in ret-
rospective, noninterventional study designs. EMRs
can further be used in the screening process, i.e., to
check for eligible patients according to the informa-
tion available in the database and to subsequently
perform a remote contact and consenting of poten-

tial participants. In general, online informed consent
procedures (via video calls, etc.) are still facing legal
and regulatory challenges in some environments (e.g.,
keeping in mind rather strict General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) guidelines in the EU; https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/2016-05-04) but seem
to be a robust new method to include patients in re-
mote areas and maintain patient retention (e.g., re-
duction of lost to follow-up patients as well as re-con-
senting possibilities regarding further use of already
collected biological samples with no additional on-
site visits of patients).

The use of further digitized patient-related tools
such as ePROs or eDiaries also become increasingly
common in new emergent clinical research trials [28].
Still, challenges remain as digitized approaches might
reduce study populations to younger or more techni-
cally versed participants, and remote data collection
designs require active participation from study sub-
jects (i.e., responsibility of data collection is in the
hands of the patient). Importantly, appropriate steps
to ensure data protection and obtaining informed
consent in accordance with applicable regulations
need to be ensured when implementing digitized
elements in clinical trial designs.

Another new emerging strategy in the digital realm
is the implementation of machine-learning-assisted
methods as well as use of artificial intelligence (AI).
Major advantages of integrating these tools include
the automation of time-consuming, repetitive tasks
alongside the reduction of human error. Practical ap-
plications in cancer clinical research are manifold and
include, among others, use in diagnostics [29] and
screening, onco-imaging (using imaging assessment
data), pathology (using digitized pathological slides)
for diagnosis, grading, prognostication, and the use
in translational oncology to further study molecular
pathways with the aim to develop novel therapeutic
interventions.

Despite the wide range of possibilities that come
with the incorporation of AI in clinical research and
medical care, several challenges remain in regard to
the natural and unique heterogeneity of the human
body between individuals, but are also present in be-
havior and institutions as well as factors related to
the technology and underlying algorithms of AI it-
self. Therefore, precise clinical research studies and
study protocols released by ethics committees need
to be further developed and conducted that eventu-
ally prove the actual benefit use of the emerging op-
portunities, while maintaining a sound balance of pa-
tient rights and data integrity. In current and planned
collaborative projects with biotech and AI companies,
ABCSG explores projects that include machine learn-
ing endpoints, for example, using digitized pathology
slides by using a machine-learning-assisted develop-
ment of breast cancer signatures and patterns from
these images that can increase prognostic and po-
tentially predictive value of such automated imaging
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tests. As for AI-based language processing tools such
as ChatGPT (OpenAI, San Francisco, CA, USA)), there
is currently only limited use in the context of clin-
ical and development of clinical trial design due to
the confidential and sensible nature of the associated
data. The natural tension between opportunities and
chances of using AI for clinical research and observ-
ing basic data protection rules in order to guarantee
the necessary privacy but also sensitive health-relative
information. Some suggestions to define this corridor
have recently been proposed [30].

Translational research and biomarker-guided
therapy

Translational research is an important topic in the
context of current clinical research and a cornerstone
of ABCSG’s oncology portfolio of scientific projects.
The inclusion of translational research questions and
biosample collection in the early stage of the de-
velopment of clinical trial protocol development is
of utmost importance. During that protocol devel-
opment stage, key translational research objectives
should be defined in order to collect and process
biological samples correctly and use appropriately for
future projects. Genomic assays that provide treat-
ment guidance based on the genomic composition
of each patient as well as individual signatures in
other -omics fields (e.g., proteomics) support a tai-
lored approach for medical care. With costs for RNA
and DNA sequencing continuing to decrease, there is
the opportunity to make individualized diagnosis and
treatment options more accessible (first in clinical
research studies and after testing and validation in
these projects, companies will have an incentive to
provide such tests on a larger and more affordable
scale outside of clinical studies).

Biomarker-guided participant screening and inclu-
sion, as well as treatment decisions, are increasingly
integrated into prospective trial designs, with less-in-
vasive biopsy options such as circulating tumor DNA
(ctDNA), or tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes (TILs) be-
ing assessed in different entities and subtypes of can-
cer for their practical application in clinical care.

As a result of the “abcsg.research” initiative, we
have shown on multiple instances how close collab-
oration with companies in biotech and translational
research led to the development and validation of
tests by making good use of ABCSG’s invaluable col-
lection of biospecimen as well as long-term follow-
up and survival data of (neo)adjuvant breast cancer
patient cohorts [31–47].

Moving forward, new study designs should already
integrate the donation of biosamples (tumor tissue
and blood samples) to allow not only for new con-
cepts such as ctDNA-guided therapy, but also for the
use in future research projects that may address ques-
tions with quickly emerging technologies later on.

Trends in clinical statistics and trial designs

Among the variety of developments within the broad
field of biostatistics, we would like to mention a few
topics which attracted high attention in recent years.
With the publication of the estimand framework [48],
a huge step forward has been made in understanding
and quantifying treatment effects. Most importantly,
the framework recognizes that the different handling
of so-called “intercurrent events” (i.e., events that oc-
cur after baseline but prior to the endpoint of interest)
can alter the scientific question that is addressed. In
other words, two trials with the exact same endpoint
definition could address different objectives when
both do not handle intercurrent events in the same
way (e.g., ignoring vs censoring for early drug discon-
tinuations [49]). Since then, this concept has found
wide recognition in the statistical community (see,
for example, [50–53]) and is on its way to be routinely
used in study protocols and analysis plans to eventu-
ally help in the definition of the scientific questions
and understanding of clinical data.

Furthermore, as patient involvement into trial de-
signs becomes more important, it might also be time
to move away from the traditional way of assessing
the benefit vs harm of a drug to a more patient-cen-
tric assessment. In the past and still today, efficacy
and safety endpoints are analyzed separately, which is
mainly because of the limitations of traditional statis-
tical methods. But this has been criticized in the past
and a more “patient-centric” approach has been sug-
gested where the efficacy and toxicity of a drug is com-
bined into a single, quantitative measure [54]. With
the invention of a “new” statistical method, called
“generalized pairwise comparisons”, the groundwork
has been laid for enabling the combined analysis of
efficacy and safety and many extensions have been
made recently [55–57]. And importantly, the effect can
then be summarized with the so-called net treatment
benefit (NTB). The NTB is an absolute treatment ef-
fect measure which directly addresses the benefit vs
harm issue, and it has a number of advantages. To
name only a few: it does not rely on the proportional
hazards assumption, it is probably more meaningful
than the classic hazard ratio as it provides the net
chance of a longer survival [58] and it overcomes lim-
itations of standard time-to-first-event analysis (i.e., it
prioritizes more relevant components of a composite
endpoint [59], e.g., a local recurrence is less problem-
atic than a distant recurrence in breast cancer). It is
therefore not surprising that this new method has al-
ready been suggested for assessing treatment benefit
in immuno-oncology [60] and has been used success-
fully to gain a deeper understanding of the drug ef-
fects of FOLFIRINOX and nab-paclitaxel in metastatic
pancreatic adenocarcinoma [61, 62].

Furthermore, there is still and active and contro-
versial discussion about optimal primary endpoints in
clinical trials. For example, in a very recent commen-
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tary, Leary et al. argued that overall survival (OS) and
quality of life (QOL) should be the main endpoints
[63]. It is difficult to imagine that OS will replace
progression-free-survival (PFS) in metastatic clinical
trials any time soon (and even less realistic that OS
might replace disease-free-survival (DFS) in all its
variations) [64, 65], but maybe generalized pairwise
comparisons could be useful here in order to bridge
the gap between both approaches: with generalized
pairwise comparisons OS and PFS can be analyzed
simultaneously: death could be the primary event
of interest, but a progression event can be the “tie-
breaker” between two patients who have not (yet)
died, of whom one has already progressed, and the
other did not. This would result in a “combined
PFS–OS endpoint” analysis, and has the potential to
satisfy both needs of the “overall survival” argument.
Whether such an innovative statistical approach can
serve as viable replacement strategy for traditional
trial endpoints needs to be further assessed with
simulations and large clinical trial data sets [66].

New designs of clinical trials such as platform, um-
brella or basket trials have become increasingly pop-
ular during recent years. While basket trials aim to as-
sess the same intervention in more than one disease,
platform trials seek to evaluate different interventions
in one disease and umbrella trials in different sub-
types of the same disease [67]. In the field of breast
cancer, the I-SPY series of clinical trials is also an-
other example of a successful co-operation between
pharmaceutical companies, academic medical cen-
ters, and the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
as regulatory body: the core trial I-SPY 2 is a plat-
form trial for neoadjuvant treatment of locally ad-
vanced breast cancer; its adaptive-trial design is based
on comparisons of new interventions with a standard
treatment using Bayesian probability statistics. The
great advantage of such adaptive trial designs and
multi-arm multistage (MAMS) designs in general is
the possibility to react to a quickly changing clinical
landscape by replacing an outdated standard of care
arm with a more contemporary “new” standard arm.
Also, such trial design even allows to close treatment
arms (early) that turn out not promising, and rather
focus (and invest both resources and the ultimate pa-
tient donation of trial participation) on more auspi-
cious treatment arms based on a surrogate endpoint
[68, 69].

Regulations and funding of academic research

When discussing the future of clinical trials, we ulti-
mately need to consider current and recently estab-
lished legal and regulatory frameworks as well. In
2022, the European Clinical Trials Regulation (CTR)
came into effect in an effort to harmonize regu-
latory submissions in a single application instead
of requiring applications by each European Union
member state individually. The aim is to accelerate

the development of medications and bring innovative
medicines to broader populations faster. It is yet to
be observed, what will be the benefits and pitfalls
of the CTR implementation and how it will impact
clinical research conduct and whether it will facili-
tate or place a burden on the conduct of academic
clinical research. Based on preliminary experiences
in submitting and conducting clinical trials, further
adaptions may be warranted to achieve a more har-
monized and seamless approval process and avoid
burden on smaller, academic research organizations
(e.g., those conducting investigator-initiated trials).

On a further note, as the regulatory landscape is
changing and becoming more and more complex,
time-consuming as well as cost-consuming, it is in-
creasingly challenging to receive sufficient funding for
unbiased, independent academic clinical research.
Despite some—but painstakingly slow!—recent im-
provements, Europe still massively lags behind the
US in terms of public funding of clinical research (htt
ps://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-
on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/n
umber-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region
-and-income-group) [70–73]. It is therefore essential
(and inevitable!) that close (and transparent!) col-
laborations between pharmaceutical and/or biotech
companies and academic research organizations re-
main intact, and will even be further strengthened
in order to eventually produce the magnitude and
variety of unbiased and reliable clinical research data
necessary to continuously improve the standard of
patient care.

Sharing of such pivotal clinical trial data within
the scientific community and with interested re-
searchers who want to address additional questions
from the obtained information is another hallmark
of successful global collaboration in the future of
clinical research. This is supported by many emerg-
ing policies and regulations that mandate the public
provision of trial results, or even recommend the
sharing of (anonymized and aggregated) datasets to
stimulate research beyond single sponsors and study
groups. At ABCSG, we have successfully conducted
“fully academic” projects, albeit in collaboration with
pharmaceutical companies, but with ABCSG as legal
sponsor [74]. Currently, ABCSG is acting as data cus-
todian in global collaborative studies, with other aca-
demic study groups being involved in key elements
of clinical trial design and protocol development,
even if projects are formally sponsored by phar-
maceutical companies (e.g., ABCSG-62/CAMBRIA-
2/NCT05952557 is conducted via the transparency
model which is described in more detail below).

Building professional operational structures

Large clinical trials for early breast cancer require
huge participant numbers, and usually international,
often global collaboration. Although sufficient fund-

K The future of clinical trials—goals, ideas, and discussion

https://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/number-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region-and-income-group
https://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/number-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region-and-income-group
https://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/number-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region-and-income-group
https://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/number-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region-and-income-group
https://www.who.int/observatories/global-observatory-on-health-research-and-development/monitoring/number-of-clinical-trials-by-year-country-who-region-and-income-group


review

ing for independent clinical research would be the
best way to generate unbiased data even of that
magnitude, full public or academic funding for such
mega-projects is currently unrealistic, thus, collabo-
ration with industry is inevitable. Since the pharma-
ceutic and biotech industry follows a for-profit model,
governance issues of such collaborations need to be
discussed and addressed:

In a previous generation of large adjuvant breast
cancer trials, international academic collaboration
was able to create enough momentum to effectively
control governance in many pivotal trials. The Breast
International Group (BIG) became a role model for
multinational collaboration, and [75] in many suc-
cessful trials academia effectively “controlled” trial
conduct. It is rather undisputed that academic con-
trol of clinical trials and their results ensures the
avoidance of commercially driven bias, and poten-
tial—even somewhat explainable—shareholder value
orientation by clinical trial funders [76]. However,
some of the challenges for such large collaborations
remain the same, irrespective if managed by academia
or by for-profit companies: effective governance with-
out overshooting bureaucracy, sufficient balance of
timely insight into the factual process of data col-
lection, cleaning and analysis for the noncontrolling
collaboration partner and consequent impacts on the
trial read out dates.

As a result, it has become less and less popular
for industry trial sponsors to allow for sole academic
database control, e.g., the most recent generation of
large adjuvant trials (investigating the use of Selec-
tive Estrogen Receptor Downregulators (SERDs) in-
stead of the previous endocrine standard) has largely
regressed into pure industry-controlled setups (e.g.,
NCT04961996, NCT05514054, NCT05774951). While
it is common that industry sponsors outsource total
trial conduct—including database control—to global
Clinical Research Organizations (CROs), there is a cer-
tain level of interdependency between these often also
stock exchange listed companies and the pharmaceu-
tic industry as individual trial managements are usu-
ally imbedded in large product- or even pipeline-de-
velopment collaboration models. While there might
be—some—academic contribution to scientific and
steering committees, and despite there being inde-
pendent data monitoring committees established in
large global trials, eventually the presentation of re-
sults, and their interpretation at large, will be confined
for most of these multihundred-million investments
solely by industry. Of course, we are not suggesting
that results be falsified fraudulently, but in itself such
“full industry control” constitutes an inevitable con-
flict of interest, and shows some impact on clinical
trial reporting [77].

However, there are successful examples of inter-
national academic clinical research: another is the
nonprofit academic research organization European
Organisation for Research and Treatment of Can-

cer (EORTC) that also has worked with a variety of
pharmaceutical companies and stakeholders over the
years [78]. In addition to fully academic trials, EORTC
collaborates with partners within partially industry-
supported trials and fully industry-supported trials,
where EORTC maintains a set of “principles of inde-
pendence” to safeguard scientific integrity (https://
www.eortc.org/strategic-overview/). EORTC suggests
an additional approach for the future of clinical re-
search within the academic setting, where nontra-
ditional partnerships could be developed (e.g., with
regulatory, patient organizations, health technology
assessment bodies) to conduct studies with a patient-
centered approach (and not investigational product-
centered).

A recent initiative such as “bigpicture”, which aims
to set up a central repository of digital pathology
images in order to boost the development of AI and
subsequently allow for an exchange of (in silico) data
between different research facilities and funding part-
ners is another possibility to create new research
projects (https://bigpicture.eu). Bigpicture is a pub-
lic–private partnership funded by the EU Innovative
Medicines Initiative and collaborates with a variety
of partners ranging from academic institutions to
pharmaceutical companies.

Another approach is conducting academic research
within the framework of EU consortia: Another re-
cent example is the DEFINITVE project (diagnostic
HER2DX®-guided treatment for patients with early-
stageHER2-positive breast cancer) under the sponsor-
ship of the Hospital Clínic de Barcelona (FRCB-HCB)
that will be funded by the European Commission, and
constitutes a collaborative effort of many hospitals,
research groups, universities, and cancer care organi-
zations in several European countries (https://www.
clinicbarcelona.org/en/news/a-european-project-
led-by-idibaps-will-test-a-diagnostic-genomic-test-
for-breast-cancer-to-improve-patients-quality-of-
life).

At ABCSG, we have additionally been working on
the development of a strategic compromise in the
field of tension between academic and commercial
control of clinical research: the “transparency model”
is aiming to combine the best knowledge in trial con-
duct from academic and industry partners ruled by
a governance process at eye level. All central study
plans, guidelines, and processes are developed to-
gether and database access is regulated strictly on
an expertise role-based model instead of a com-
pany model irrespective of who technically holds the
database. Independent academic validation of data
cleaning procedures as well as statistical analyses
results, together with a clear commitment to “deliv-
ery of results in time”, form the central cornerstone
of this new collaboration model. Robust, controlled
procedures, blinded or masked where applicable, and
technical restrictions outrule any operational or sta-
tistical bias throughout the trial conduct. Together
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with the delegation of major operational tasks to col-
laborative academic networks, this model could serve
as role model for future industry–academia collabora-
tion. We still need to prove the success—but we truly
believe that such operational and governance mid-
dle ground can combine the best of all worlds—and
eventually serve patients’ interests best.

Take-home message

Clinical trials remain the mainstay of knowledge genera-
tion in medicine. Despite challenges such as increasing
(regulatory) requirements in clinical trials for all involved
stakeholders, we examine how new technologies, inte-
grative approaches as well as forward-thinking trial de-
signs can positively contribute to the evolution of clini-
cal research for the benefit of patients.
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