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This informational white paper is part of a compendium intended to share best practices and ongoing learnings related to the impact
of COVID-19 on ongoing and planned clinical trials. Content is authored by a dedicated team of experienced scientists, clinicians,
technologists, and data quality experts. To read other white papers in the series, please visit www.signanthealth.com/covid

DATA COLLECTION IN
CLINICAL TRIALS AFFECTED
BY COVID-19
The global crisis caused by coronavirus has disrupted our personal and
professional lives in ways that, only a few months ago, seemed inconceivable.
This is also true for the conduct and operation of ongoing clinical trials.
Traditional clinical trials rely upon face-to-face consultations between patients
and the investigator and other site staff to assess whether it is safe and
appropriate for their continued participation, and to collect important clinical
safety and efficacy data to measure intervention and disease effects. While
some patient-reported outcome measures (PROMs) are already collected at
home, many still form part of the assessments completed by patients during
a site visit (e.g., many quality-of-life instruments are implemented during onsite visits). At Signant Health, for example, we see approximately one third of
studies requiring only home-based ePRO, a further third requiring only sitebased ePRO, and the remaining third requiring both home- and site-based
PROMs.

HOME-BASED
ePRO

HOME & SITE
Based ePRO
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The sudden requirement for social distancing in many territories across the
globe has made it impossible for patients (and sometimes site staff) to attend
site visits and to complete site-based PROMs and other clinical assessments.
Additionally, in areas where patients are free to move, some patients are
unsure and reluctant to attend
these visits. Not only are the
sponsors of trials for critical
medicines (such as oncology
and rare disease treatments)
seeking

to

continue

STUDIES ARE AL SO SE E KING TO
IMPLE ME NT ALTE RNATIVE WAYS TO
COLLEC T DATA WHILE PHYSICAL
ON -SITE VISITS ARE NOT POSSIB LE

data

collection during this crisis, but many other studies are also seeking to
implement alternative ways to collect data while physical on-site visits are
not possible for many patients.
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ALTERNATIVE MODES OF DATA COLLECTION
Sponsors and vendors are adapting to implement alternative ways to collect site-based PROMs where on-site
ePRO solutions, typically using tablet computers, were intended to be used. These alternative approaches include
the provision of paper questionnaires, the use of video or telephone interviews to administer the instruments
in addition to collecting other visit-related data, and the use of web backup capabilities. Each approach has
potential advantages and limitations, but it is advisable to implement only a single alternative approach across
all sites within a clinical trial.1

PAPER DATA COLLECTION
Paper data collection can be supported by the large body of evidence supporting the measurement
equivalence of instruments when migrated to electronic screen-based formats, but (especially in
unsupervised settings such as home completion) is associated with well known data quality and
integrity limitations – it is hard to verify the timing of instrument completion, and there is increased
potential for conflicting, ambiguous or missing entries. Despite these limitations, paper-recorded PROM
data remains used and accepted in regulatory drug submissions. In addition, paper collection in this
context is associated with additional challenges around unplanned production and distribution of paper
versions and ensuring the safe return of completed forms. When transitioning to the use of paper it
is recommended that, where practical, Sponsors utilise the original paper-developed formats of the
instruments as these were validated for paper completion and also formatted for optimal and compact
layout on paper. Many instrument license owners are receptive and responsive to requests for license
changes and to provide paper versions during this crisis.

INTERVIEWER ADMINISTRATION
Interviewer administration by video or phone may mitigate some of the concerns over paper data
collection as the site staff are able to validate the time/date of completion and mitigate some of the data
quality concerns. However, site staff may feel they do not have the time to work through questionnaires
with patients during telephone consultations.
Some instruments are associated with a validated
interviewer-administered version (e.g., EQ-5D), and where available it is recommended that these are
used. However, many instruments do not have a validated interviewer version available and in these cases
each PROM should be assessed for its suitability for interviewer administration – for example, does the
scale contain response scale types that cannot easily be administered via interview (e.g., visual analogue
scale), or is the nature of questioning thought to influence patients’ responses in an interview setting as
opposed to private completion using an electronic solution (e.g., questions of a sensitive or embarrassing
nature)? Where scales are considered suitable for interview administration it is recommended that sites
provide a copy of the paper version of the instrument to patients to act as a reference for the patient
during the interview. Some instrument authors have recommended this approach as a way to help
maintain consistency in instrument delivery when using this approach.

WEB BACKUP
Web backup has the advantages of electronic data capture including time/date stamping and data edit
checks to eliminate missing, conflicting and ambiguous entries. However, web backup may be associated
with delayed implementation times, complexities in providing alternative access credentials to patients,
provision of training for patients and sites on use of the new solution, and troubleshooting suitable
access using patients’ own mobile devices and computers.
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By implementing a new mode of data collection, we are mixing modes
– that is, collecting data via one mode (site-based ePRO) and then also
by a further mode such as one of those described above. While we
seek to limit variability
and potential sources of
bias in our experimental
designs by standardising

M I X I N G M O D E S M AY P R OV I D E T H E
O N LY A P P R OAC H TO E N S U R I N G DATA
A R E C O L L EC T E D A S O P P O S E D TO
BEING MISSING

around a single approach,
in situations like the COVID crisis mixing modes may provide the only
approach to ensuring data are collected as opposed to being missing.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR
MIXING MODES
The ISPOR PRO Mixed Modes Good Researches Practice Task Force identified
in their report of 2014 that mixing modes within a patient they consider to
be associated with an “extremely high” risk to measurement equivalence.2
Despite discouraging this approach, the task force identified that there may
be cases in which data would otherwise be missing that may require mixing
modes. This is the situation that faces us now.
Since the publication of the mixed modes recommendations and the
earlier ISPOR recommendations on evidence to demonstrate measurement
equivalence between paper and electronic formats in 2009 , there has
developed a substantial body of evidence supporting measurement
equivalence between modes of data collection when solutions are designed
following ePRO design best practice principles. 4,5
The majority of patient-reported outcomes (PRO) instruments are comprised
of a small set of common response scale types: visual analogue scales, verbal
response scales (including Likert scales and yes/no responses) and numeric
response scales. In addition to these, the commonly used EQ-5D instrument
contains a vertical index (the EQ-VAS) that is also well understood.

The

industry has substantial evidence already that the measurement properties of
instruments containing these standard response scale types are maintained
between common presentation formats when best practices are followed.
Specifically, this evidence is provided in a number of meta analyses
9

a synthesis of cognitive interview and usability studies.
10

bring-your-own-device (BYOD) equivalence study

6-8

and

In addition, a recent

provided strong evidence

that instrument measurement properties are maintained when mixing device
types in a BYOD setting, where migration best practice is applied. These are
well summarized in a recent commentary and industry textbook.11,12
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Despite this, there is a subtle difference between implementing a
new format to be used by all patients across a study, and switching
patients to a different mode within a study. Subtle differences
between modes could theoretically introduce additional error
or bias into estimates of within-patient change when modes are

THERE IS A SUBTLE DIFFERENCE BET WEEN
I M P L E M E N T I N G A N E W FO R M AT TO B E U S E D
BY A L L PAT I E N T S AC R O S S A S T U DY, A N D
S W I TC H I N G PAT I E N T S TO A D I F F E R E N T
M O D E W I T H I N A S T U DY

interchanged within an individual. This risk applies to the move to
any alternative mode of data collection mid-study, and while existing evidence would suggest that we have strong
grounds to expect equivalence to be maintained in this scenario, we should do what we can to mitigate this and
to prepare to defend the data when under future regulatory scrutiny. That in mind, Sponsors and vendors might
look to consider the following (but not limited to):

1

SUMMARISE EXISTING EQUIVALENCE DATA TO
SUPPORT EQUIVALENCE BETWEEN MODES
This could include both data relating to the specific instruments used that is developed by the sponsor
or vendor or reported in the literature, and the growing body of evidence relating to other similarly
constructed instruments.11

2

ENSURE THAT DATA COLLECTED USING THE
ALTERNATIVE MODE CAN BE CLEARLY IDENTIFIED
IN THE ANALYSIS DATASET
Ideally this is accomplished using the electronic system if interview/ paper/ web data are entered directly
into the same ePRO solution, but it may also be accomplished with suitable study documentation
implemented throughout the new process (e.g., site attestation record for each telephone interview visit)
or records contained in other systems such as EDC. This will enable summary statistics and analytics to
be provided to support the notion that the data collected with each mode exhibits similar and consistent
properties, and also that study conclusions are robust to the influence of data collected using the different
modes, for example using a sensitivity analysis.

3

ENSURE THAT DATA INTEGRITY IS MAINTAINED
Sponsors should avoid enabling sites to enter data from paper records or telephone interviews by
sharing the patient logon credentials as this will make it impossible to distinguish between patiententered ePRO data and site-entered data; and would contravene CRF 21 Part 11 making it impossible to
determine the identity of the user for each data entry. Instead, proxy user logons or “replacement patient
instances” (where a replacement device function is used to create a new instance of an existing patient
– often implemented to allow easy continuation of use in the event of a device loss or breakage) may
provide a suitable approach when accompanied with appropriate process documentation and associated
investigator approval/signature.

These are not unsurmountable considerations and, in my opinion,
should not discourage the implementation of mixed modes when
the alternative we face is loss of continued data collection. As we
progress, Sponsors and vendors will continue to work together on

W E M AY LO O K B AC K O N T H I S A S A T I M E
W H E N W E WO R K E D TO G E T H E R M O R E
C LO S E LY A S C R O S S - C O M PA N Y T E A M S W I T H
A COMMON PURPOSE

pragmatic solutions to facilitate the continued conduct of our clinical
trials, the support of patients and the important data they provide. We may look back on this as a time when we
worked together more closely as cross-company teams with a common purpose, and learned more about our
existing approaches to help refine and future-proof these for the new clinical trials that we will continue to design
and develop once this crisis has passed.
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WHO IS SIGNANT HEALTH?
The best technology succeeds in the background. Signant Health provides solutions that simplify every step of the patient journey to make it easier
for people to participate in, and for sites and study teams to run, clinical trials. Signant unites eCOA, eConsent, Patient Engagement, IRT, Clinical
Supplies and Endpoint Quality into the industry’s most comprehensive patient-centric suite – an evolution built on more than 20 years of proven
clinical research technology. Our intense focus on the patient experience, deep therapeutic area expertise and global operational scale enable
hundreds of sponsors and CROs (including all Top 20 pharma) to extend the reach of drug development, expand patient opportunities and improve
data quality – helping them bring life-changing therapies to our families and communities around the world. Take a significant step toward patientcentricity at signanthealth.com.

