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Abstract
Background: There are currently several concerns about the ways in which people are recruited
to participate in randomised controlled trials, the low acceptance rates among people invited to
participate, and the experiences of trial participants. An information resource about on-going
clinical trials designed for potential and current participants could help overcome some of these
problems.

Methods: We carried out a scoping exercise to explore the desirability and feasibility of
establishing such a resource. We sought the views of a range of people including people who were
considering taking part in a trial, current trial participants, people who had been asked but refused
to participate in a trial, consumer group representatives and researchers who design and conduct
trials.

Results: There was broad-based support for the concept of a centralised information resource for
members of the public about on-going and recently completed clinical trials. Such an information
resource could be based on a database containing standardised information for each trial relating
to the purpose of the trial; the interventions being compared; the implications of participation for
participants; and features indicative of scientific quality and ethical probity. The usefulness of the
database could be enhanced if its search facility could allow people to enter criteria such as a
disease and geographic area and be presented with all the trials relevant to them, and if optional
display formats could allow them to view information in varying levels of detail. Access via the
Internet was considered desirable, with complementary supported access via health information
services. The development of such a resource is technically feasible, but the collation of the
required information would take a significant investment of resources.

Conclusion: A centralised participant oriented information resource about clinical trials could
serve several purposes. A more detailed investigation of its feasibility and exploration of its
potential impacts are required.

Background
The rigorous evaluation of health care interventions

requires potential users of these interventions to partici-
pate in clinical trials to assess their effectiveness. There are

Published: 24 May 2005

BMC Health Services Research 2005, 5:39 doi:10.1186/1472-6963-5-39

Received: 20 January 2005
Accepted: 24 May 2005

This article is available from: http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/5/39

© 2005 Langston et al; licensee BioMed Central Ltd. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
Page 1 of 6
(page number not for citation purposes)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15913460
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/5/39
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
http://www.biomedcentral.com/
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/about/charter/


BMC Health Services Research 2005, 5:39 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/5/39
currently various concerns about both the small propor-
tion of eligible people who participate in randomised
controlled trials (RCTs) and the experiences of partici-
pants [1,2]. Inadequate information provision is a con-
tributing factor to several of these concerns. For example,
some people who would like to enter RCTs are not invited
to do so, and struggle to identify trials for which they
would be eligible [3]. Problems have been identified with
the quality of information given [4]. Thus some people
who are invited to participate in RCTs do not develop an
adequate understanding to make a well-informed deci-
sion to participate or not [5,6]. People who agree to par-
ticipate in trials sometimes struggle to make sense of their
participation [7], may not know what to do if they iden-
tify questions during the course of the trial, and are often
disappointed at the lack of information they are given
about the progress or results of the trials [8].

An information resource about ongoing clinical trials
designed for potential and current participants could help
overcome some of these problems. It could serve as a
source of additional, semi-independent information for
people who have been invited to participate in trials, and
it could help people to identify trials in which they might
participate. If kept up to date, it could serve as a source of
information about the progress and results of particular
trials.

A number of trial registers have been established in recent
years (for example, metaRegister of Controlled Trials
http://www.controlled-trials.com, UKCCCR National
Register of Cancer Trials http://www.ctu.mrc.ac.uk/ukc
ccr/home.asp), and there has been increasing pressure for
requirements that all clinical trials be registered in the
public domain. [9]. Trial registers are undoubtedly helpful
in terms of getting information about planned, ongoing
and completed trials into the public domain and reducing
the problems associated with underreporting of trials.
However, the current registers are not comprehensive [10-
12]. They were not designed to be easily accessible or use-
ful to general public audiences and none were designed
specifically to meet the information needs of members of
the public as potential or current trial participants. It can
be difficult to identify which registers are appropriate for
particular purposes [12,13], and it is hard to search across
registers because they do not organise and present infor-
mation in a standardised way [3,13].

In this paper we report on a scoping exercise undertaken
for Consumers in NHS Research (now known as
INVOLVE) to assess the desirable features and feasibility
of developing and providing an information resource
about ongoing clinical trials for potential and current par-
ticipants [14].

Methods
We recognised that people who had played different roles
in relation to trials would have different perspectives on
information needs relating to clinical trials. Reflecting
this, we sought information and opinions from a range of
people from across the UK that included: people seeking
to participate in or considering participating in a trial; cur-
rent and recent trial participants; representatives of
national patient interest/support groups; and researchers
involved in the design and conduct of trials. People who
were seeking to participate and considering participating
in a trial were identified through condition-specific con-
sumer networks, in particular the National Association for
the Relief of Paget's Disease (a trial investigating the treat-
ment of Paget's disease was about to start at the time we
conducted this scoping exercise). Current and recent trial
participants were identified at three meetings of health
care consumers and advocates. Representatives of con-
sumer groups were selected from those patient interest/
support groups with a known interest in trials (identified
primarily by Consumers in NHS Research). Researchers
involved in the design and conduct of trials were selected
from the UK MRC trial managers network and individuals
known to the research team. Several of the consumer
advocates and researchers had current or recent personal
experience of participating (or declining to participate) in
clinical trials. We accepted their contributions from the
perspective of trial participants, because the time frame of
our scoping exercise did not permit us to obtain ethics
committee approval to identify and approach current par-
ticipants via trial offices.

We used semi-structured interviews, focus groups and e-
mail discussion lists to explore the kinds of information
that people want and need when considering whether or
not to participate in a particular trial, and the ways they
might access and use this information. We asked people to
discuss the feasibility and appropriateness of 'star rated'
information on the quality of particular aspects of ongo-
ing trials, and the provision of generic guidance about
how to interpret and appraise information about trials.
We also asked researchers and consumer representatives
what they thought made for a good quality trial and what
issues might arise from an attempt to provide standard-
ised information about ongoing randomised clinical trials
in a publicly accessible participant-orientated informa-
tion resource.

We used topic guides to support semi-structured inter-
views and focus group discussions. An example of the
topic guide used with potential trial participants is
included [see Additional file 1]. Most interviews were
audio-taped and transcribed in full. If audio-recording
was not possible, members of the research team took
detailed notes. Analysis of transcripts, discussion notes
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and e-mails was carried out using a modified 'charting'
approach [15]: to facilitate the identification of the range
of views about particular issues, the points made by each
participant were summarised under key headings that
reflected the main areas of questioning.

Over the course of the scoping exercise we formally inter-
viewed 25 individuals on a one-to-one basis including:

• nine potential trial participants;

• six representatives from patient interest /support groups;

• nine researchers (including trial principal investigators,
trial managers and a research nurse); and

• one pharmaceutical/medical devices industry
representative.

In addition, the views of 24 consumer advocates were elic-
ited in focus groups held at national meetings of consum-
ers and advocates, and nine consumer representatives
contributed comments via e-mail. Several of the con-
sumer advocates and researchers had personal experience
of participating (or declining to participate) in clinical
trials.

Results
Information elements required by potential trial 
participants
Our informants identified a range of information needs of
potential trial participants. We grouped these into the fol-
lowing categories: (a) the interventions being compared;
(b) the implications of trial participation for participants;
(c) the scientific or methodological quality of a trial; (d)
the ethical probity and governance of a trial; and (e) con-
tact details (Figure 1).

The features identified as desirable for a centralised information resource about randomised controlled trialsFigure 1
The features identified as desirable for a centralised information resource about randomised controlled trials.

INFORMATION ELEMENTS

Scientific/ methodological quality: Assurance that the trial protocol
had been independently peer reviewed; assurance that the trial was 
well designed to generate robust knowledge.

Interventions being compared: What processes they involve; how 
they ought to work; hoped for benefits; known effects/ side effects.

Implications for participants:  Extra visits or tests; How long the trial
would run for; Length of follow-up for individual participants;
description of how and when they could withdraw.

Importance of the trial: What knowledge it would generate and the
difference that knowledge could make in practice.

Ethical probity & governance: Assurance that the trial had been
approved by an independent ethics committee; assurance that
appropriate structures and processes were in place to protect
interests of participants.

Contact details: Information about who to contact with different
types of query/concern about a particular trial.

Desirable features of 

a centralised 

information resource 

about RCTs

AIDS TO INFORMATION APPRAISAL

Information about trials in general:  purpose
of trials; key features of trials (including
randomisation); glossary of terms.

Self-appraisal guide:  To help people appraise
the quality of particular trials for themselves.

KEY DESIGN FEATURES

Sophisticated search facility: to allow people to retrieve
information on trials that fulfilled their search criteria.

Options to view information in varying levels of detail

Use of different media types: permits incorporation of video
clips etc.
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Interventions being compared
There was a consensus that potential trial participants
need to know about the 'new' intervention being tested,
its potential risks, and how it is known to compare with
the current "standard" intervention and any other inter-
ventions with which it is compared in the trial. Informa-
tion about the availability of relevant interventions
outwith the trial was also mentioned as important.

Implications for participants
Information needs relating to implications for partici-
pants included practical issues such as the timescales for
the trial interventions and follow-up, and the rationale
for, and number of extra visits or investigations associated
with the trial. Several informants highlighted the need for
information about whether and how people could with-
draw from or join the trial at a later date. They also
thought that participants should be told whether or how
they could gain access to data about their own outcomes
and the trial findings, and about whether and how partic-
ipants would be told if a trial was stopped early for any
reason.

Scientific or methodological quality, and ethical probity and 
governance
There was a consensus that people should be able to be
confident about the quality of any trial they might agree
to participate in, but it was widely recognised that rela-
tively few people would currently be able to judge the sci-
entific quality or ethical probity of a trial for themselves
on the basis of the information they are typically given for
recruitment purposes. The provision of information
about key features of trial quality (and/or about quality
assessment) was thought desirable for a centralised
resource.

Contact details
Several respondents from all categories mentioned that
potential trial participants might benefit from the option
to talk to someone before deciding whether or not to par-
ticipate in a trial, and possibly also during the trial. The
case was regularly made that two-way interaction was key
to understanding information, as any misconceptions
could be corrected and personal concerns could be
addressed. For people who had been invited to participate
in a particular trial, the options suggested were:

• having a chance to speak with a member of the trial team
(preferably someone who is not related directly to a per-
son's normal care) – someone who can explain things like
randomisation;

• having a chance to talk to an independent person (i.e.
someone not associated with the trial) e.g. GP, consumer

advocate, voluntary health organisations, advice services;
and

• having contact details, so know whom to contact if con-
cerned about anything while participating in the trial.

People who were themselves looking for trials in which
they might participate would be likely to need:

• contact details for initial enquiries about the specific
trial and (possibly subsequently) local recruiting centres/
clinicians; and possibly

• an information helpline staffed by people who could
offer general information, answer general questions about
trials, and help explain information provided about spe-
cific trials.

However, the capacity of trialists or trial centres to handle
unsolicited enquiries was limited, they might be reluctant
to have their contact details 'advertised' in the context of
an information resource that promised help to people
identify trials in which they might participate.

Aids to information appraisal
As indicated in the methods section, we explored two
approaches that might help people evaluate information
about trials and assess their quality: (a) a quality or "star"
rating scheme in which key features of trials were allo-
cated one- to three- star ratings; and (b) a guide to help
people appraise trials for themselves.

Informants registered some strongly felt concerns about
the quality ratings option. These included doubts about
the feasibility of producing valid and reliable ratings
across a diverse range of trials, and fears that particular rat-
ings were likely to be contested by trial sponsors and trial-
ists, which could create a lot of 'hassle' and work for the
resource producers.

Despite the limitations of a quality ratings scheme, there
was general agreement that it would be useful to indicate
that key quality assurance features were in place for partic-
ular trials. The most obvious features suggested were that
a trial had been through an independent peer review proc-
ess (a check on scientific quality) and that it had been
assessed and approved by an independent ethics commit-
tee (a check on ethical probity).

There was widespread support for the provision of a gen-
eral information section within any centralised resource
that could: explain the purpose of clinical trials; highlight
key features and indicate points to look out for in clinical
trials; provide a glossary of commonly used terms; and
identify links to relevant organisations. The inclusion of a
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'guide' to help people appraise the quality of a trial for
themselves was also thought appropriate. This guide
could be based on existing checklists developed for peer
reviewers, ethics committees and consumer representa-
tives who appraise trials, but modified for more general
public use.

Key design features of a centralised resource
All informants supported the basic concept of a central-
ised information resource about clinical trials. This could
be built using a database structure with a standard set of
information elements for each trial reflecting the key areas
outlined above. Respondents identified a variety of design
features that could potentially enhance the usefulness of
the information within the resource, including:

• A sophisticated search facility that would allow people
to enter their personal details (e.g. health condition, age,
gender, geographical location etc), and retrieve informa-
tion on trials that fulfilled their search criteria.

• Options to view particular types of information in vary-
ing levels of detail.

• The use of a variety of media within or as a complement
to the resource (for example, diagrams or video-clips to
illustrate and explain trial procedures or the interventions
being compared in particular trials

Potential models for providing a centralised information 
resource
There was widespread support for the provision of this
centralised information resource on the Internet, but a
clear recognition that some people would not be able to
access the information effectively via this route. Opportu-
nities for supported access via outlets in health care set-
tings, public libraries or other community centres would
also be useful. Health information services might usefully
serve as valuable 'intermediaries', adding value to the
resource by helping people to appraise the information
and interpret it for their own use.

Discussion
One of the strengths of our study is that we canvassed
views from a range of perspectives. We identified a broad-
base of support for the concept of a centralised, publicly
accessible, participant-oriented information resource
about ongoing clinical trials. We also identified several
concrete suggestions for the content and design of such a
resource. However, time constraints prevented us from
exploring the views of a larger sample of people, and from
considering the issues we identified in more depth. We
acknowledge in particular that further research is needed
to explore the opinions of a wider spectrum of the 'general
public' as potential users of a centralised resource for

information about clinical trials, and to consider the
potential implications of presenting particular elements
of information and in particular ways. We also acknowl-
edge that the potential trial participants interviewed for
this study were mostly people with a chronic condition.
Their perspectives may differ from potential trial partici-
pants with acute health problems. However, individuals
with acute conditions were canvassed for their views as
current or recent trial participants. We do not claim to
have identified all possible information requirements, but
are confident that we have identified the main ones.

In theory, a centralised information resource about clini-
cal trials would have two main audiences in terms of trial
participants: those who have been invited to participate in
a trial and want to find out more about it, and those who
have not been invited to participate in a trial, but would
like to identify any ongoing trials for which they might be
eligible. If the resource included updated reports on trial
progress, it may also be useful to a third group of people
who are currently participating in trials who want more
information about the trials in which they are
participating

It is unclear whether and to what extent a centralised
information resource would achieve the desired aims of
improving recruitment rates, and people's experiences of
information provision relating to trial recruitment and
participation, nor whether it would have any unwanted
effects. It is not clear to what extent a publicly accessible
resource might increase demand for participation in trials,
nor what the implications of such demands might be. At
the moment, some health care providers are not in a posi-
tion to offer trial participation to their service users.
Increased public awareness of particular trials might place
a variety of extra burdens on health care systems, for
example if patients start demanding access to particular
trials and/or changing health care providers in order to
gain access to them.

Other potential disadvantages of making information
about trials more easily accessible should be explored. For
example, breaches of privacy might become a problem if
the knowledge that someone is eligible to participate in a
particular trial (which is often readily obtained by third
parties who observe markers on medical records or wit-
ness the receipt of mailings from a trial team) could
quickly lead to the revelation of information about per-
sonal health status or health care experiences because trial
eligibility criteria would be easily ascertained. Public
access to trial progress reports might, depending on the
nature of information provided, influence people's self-
reporting of outcome status and willingness to continue
to participate in a trial. Issues such as these require further
consideration and investigation.
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While the development of the database framework, search
engine and the features identified above as desirable are
technologically feasible, there are several potential barri-
ers to the development of a participant-oriented central
information resource about clinical trials. Current trial
registers do not contain all the information elements that
potential participants might find useful. The process of
gathering, checking and updating the requisite informa-
tion would be logistically challenging and time consum-
ing, and would require considerable and sustained
investment. Any attempt to include trial progress reports
to the database would significantly add to the logistical
challenges. However, recent trends towards increasing dis-
closure of information about trials, including commit-
ments to openness from some pharmaceutical
companies, will facilitate the acquisition of relevant
information.

Conclusion
A centralised participant-oriented information resource
about randomised trials could offer many benefits. The
development of such a resource would require considera-
ble investment, but the support for the basic concept that
is evident among trial participants, consumer advocates
and trialists suggest that it warrants further investigation
and evaluation.

Abbreviations
UKCCR United Kingdom Coordinating Committee on
Cancer Research

RCT Randomised Controlled Trial

Competing interests
The author(s) declare that they have no competing
interests.

Authors' contributions
All authors contributed equally to the design and execu-
tion of the study. MKC was principal investigator. ALL
wrote the first draft of the manuscript. All authors contrib-
uted to the development of subsequent drafts, and read
and approved the final manuscript.

Additional material

Acknowledgements
Consumers in NHS Research (now known as INVOLVE) funded the scoping 
study on which this paper is based. We would like to thank the secretarial 
staff of the Health Services Research Unit for transcription of the inter-
views. Most of all we would like to extend our many thanks to the people 
who agreed to be interviewed or submit opinions for this study and gave 
generously of their time and views. The Health Services Research Unit is 
funded by the Chief Scientist Office of the Scottish Executive Department 
of Health. The views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily 
those of the funders.

References
1. Prescott RJ, Counsell CE, Gillespie WJ, Grant AM, Russell IT, Kiauka

S, Colthart IR, Ross S, Shepherd SM, Russell D: Factors that limit
the quality, number and progress of randomised controlled
trials. Health Technol Assess 1999, 3:20.

2. Edwards SJL, Lilford RJ, Thorton J, Hewison J: Informed consent
for clinical trials: in search of the 'best' method. Soc Sci Med
1998, 47:1825-1840.

3. Case Notes [Radio programme]. British Broadcasting Corporation:
Radio 4 . 28 August 2001

4. Lees N, Dixon-Woods M, Young B, Heney D, Thornton H: CaT-
LET: Evaluation of information leaflets for patients entering
cancer trials. Psycho Oncol 2001, 10(3):266.

5. Thornton H: Information and involvement. Health Expect 2001,
4:71-74.

6. Donovan JL, Brindle L, Mills N: Capturing users' experiences of
participating in cancer trials. Eur J Cancer Care 2002, 11:210-214.

7. Featherstone K, Donovan JL: 'Why don't they just tell me
straight? Why allocate it?' The struggle to make sense of par-
ticipating in a randomised controlled trial. Soc Sci Med 2002,
55:709-719.

8. Madsden S, Holm S, Riis P: Ethical aspects of clinical trials: the
attitudes of the public and outpatients. J Intern Med 1999,
245:571-579.

9. Steinbrook R: Public registration of clinical trials. N Engl J Med
2004, 351(4):315-317.

10. Till JE, Phillips RA, Jadad AR: Finding Canadian cancer clinical tri-
als on the Internet: an exploratory evaluation of online
resources. CMAJ 2003, 168(9):1127-1129.

11. Tonks A: A clinical trials register for Europe. BMJ 2002,
325(7376):1314-1315.

12. Manheimer E, Anderson D: Survey of public information about
ongoing clinical trials funded by industry: evaluation of com-
pleteness and accessibility. BMJ 2002, 325(7363):528-531.

13. Meric F, Bernstam EV, Mirza NQ, Hunt KK, Ames FC, Ross MI,
Kuerer HM, Pollock RE, Musen MA, Singletary SE: Breast cancer on
the world wide web: cross sectional survey of quality of infor-
mation and popularity of websites. BMJ 2002,
324(7337):577-581.

14. Campbell M, Entwistle V, Langston A, Skea Z: Scoping Study to
explore the most appropriate way to produce and dissemi-
nate information on Randomised Control Trials. Report to Con-
sumers in NHS Research 2002.

15. Ritchie J, Spencer L: Qualitative data analysis for applied policy
research. In Analysis of Qualitative Data Edited by: Bryman A, Burgess
R. London: Routledge; 1994. 

Pre-publication history
The pre-publication history for this paper can be accessed
here:

http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/5/39/prepub

Additional File 1
2001. Example Topic Guide.
Click here for file
[http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1472-
6963-5-39-S1.doc]
Page 6 of 6
(page number not for citation purposes)

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1472-6963-5-39-S1.doc
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9877351
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9877351
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11286601
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12190265
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12190265
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12190265
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10395186
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10395186
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15269307
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12719315
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12719315
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12719315
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12468459
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12217994
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12217994
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12217994
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11884322
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11884322
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11884322
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/5/39/prepub

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Information elements required by potential trial participants
	Interventions being compared
	Implications for participants
	Scientific or methodological quality, and ethical probity and governance
	Contact details

	Aids to information appraisal
	Key design features of a centralised resource
	Potential models for providing a centralised information resource

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Competing interests
	Authors' contributions
	Additional material
	Acknowledgements
	References
	Pre-publication history

