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The New Playbook for
Patient Recruitment

Executive Trends Report: Strategic Shifts
Reshaping Clinical Trial Enrollment

The clinical trial industry is experiencing a fundamental shift in how patients find, evaluate,
and commit to research participation. For executives overseeing trial operations—whether
at pharmaceutical companies, CROs, or academic medical centers—these changes
represent both significant opportunities and urgent strategic imperatives that will
determine competitive advantage over the next decade.

The organizations that adapt quickly to these trends will complete trials faster, reduce
costs, and access more diverse patient populations. Those that don't may find themselves
explaining to boards, deans, or funding agencies why their trials are taking twice as long
and costing twice as much as their competitors'.

The Digital-First Patient Is Here to Stay

The Trend: Patients increasingly expect the same digital convenience from
clinical trials that they get from every other aspect of healthcare and
life. This isn't just about the tech-competent - it's about fundamental
behavior change across all age groups accelerated by the pandemic.

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: Digital-savvy patients
are researching trials online, comparing options, and making
decisions based on the quality of their initial digital experience.
Investment in digital infrastructure has become a core competitive
advantage, requiring budget allocation for targeted digital
campaigns, user-friendly patient portals, and seamless online
screening processes.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: Principal

Investigators and research coordinators are finding that their traditional
recruitment methods—flyers in waiting rooms, physician referrals within the
health system—are increasingly insufficient. Academic centers that have
invested in digital patient engagement platforms are seeing dramatically
improved enrollment rates, while those relying solely on traditional methods
are struggling to meet targets.




The most successful academic programs are partnering with their marketing departments or hiring
digital specialists to create patient-friendly online presences that explain research opportunities in
accessible language. NIH and foundation funders are beginning to factor recruitment capability into
grant decisions.

Strategic Implication: Whether commercial or academic, organizations still relying primarily on
traditional recruitment methods are increasingly at a disadvantage. The digital divide in patient
recruitment is widening rapidly.

Decentralized and Hybrid Models Are Transforming Academic Research

The Trend: The regulatory acceptance of remote and hybrid trial components during COVID-19 has
permanently changed patient expectations and created new opportunities for academic researchers
to expand their reach beyond their immediate geographic catchment

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: Trials offering flexible, patient-centric participation
models are enrolling faster than traditional site-based studies. This isn't just about patient
convenience - it's about accessing patient populations that were previously excluded due to
geographic or mobility constraints.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: For Principal Investigators, decentralized
elements represent both an opportunity and a challenge. Academic medical centers can now recruit
patients from much broader geographic areas, potentially accessing rare disease populations that
were previously too small to study effectively. However, this requires new operational capabilities and
often conflicts with traditional academic medical center revenue models that depend on in-person
visits.

The digital divide in patient recruitment is widening rapidly

The most forward-thinking academic centers are creating shared service models where decentralized
trial infrastructure serves multiple Principal Investigators, spreading costs and building institutional
expertise. Some are partnering with commercial platforms or creating their own mobile health
capabilities to support hybrid research models.

Progressive department chairs and research deans are recognizing that institutions that master hybrid

trial delivery will have significant competitive advantages in securing research funding and attracting
top investigators.
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Strategic Implications: The question is no longer whether to adopt decentralized elements, but how
quickly organizations can implement them effectively while maintaining the scientific rigor that academic
medicine demands.

Data-Driven Recruitment Is Separating Winners from Losers

The Trend: The most successful trials are using predictive analytics, real-time monitoring, and
sophisticated attribution modeling to optimize recruitment performance continuously. They're not just
tracking enrollment numbers - they're predicting and preventing recruitment failures before they
happen. Regulators and funders are also beginning to expect this level of analytical capability.

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: Recruitment is becoming a
science that rewards analytical sophistication. Organizations with robust
data capabilities can identify the most effective channels, predict
enrollment trajectories with high accuracy, and reallocate resources in
real-time to prevent delays. Regulators and funders are also beginning to
expect this level of analytical capability.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: Principal
Investigators are discovering that recruitment success increasingly
depends on analytical capabilities that many weren't trained for and that
academic medical centers haven't traditionally prioritized. The Pls and
academic programs that are succeeding are either developing these
capabilities internally or partnering with organizations that provide them.

Academic medical centers are beginning to hire recruitment specialists
and data analysts specifically to support their research enterprise. Some
are creating centralized recruitment support services that serve multiple
departments and Principal Investigators, providing both expertise and
economies of scale.

The most successful academic researchers are tracking not just enrollment numbers, but leading
indicators like website traffic, pre-screening completion rates, and referral source effectiveness. They're
using this data to continuously optimize their approaches rather than relying on historical assumptions
about what works.

Strategic Implication: The gap between data-driven and intuition-based recruitment approaches is

growing quickly across both clinical and academic research. Analytical capability is becoming a core
competency that determines research success.
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Diversity and Inclusion Is Moving from Compliance to Scientific Excellence

The Trend: Regulatory pressure for diverse trial populations is intensifying, but the leading
organizations have moved beyond viewing this as a compliance requirement. They're treating inclusive
recruitment as essential for scientific validity and generalizability.

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: The organizations that figure out how to authentically and
effectively engage underrepresented populations will have access to larger patient pools and will be
better positioned for regulatory success. This requires genuine community engagement, not just
translated brochures.

They're not just tracking enrollment numbers - they're predicting and
preventing recruitment failures before they happen.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: For Principal Investigators, diverse enrollment
has become both a scientific imperative and a funding requirement. NIH and other major funders now
require detailed plans for achieving diverse enrollment, and study sections are evaluating these plans
seriously.

Academic medical centers are uniquely positioned to excel in this area because of their community
connections and mission-driven focus, but many lack the specialized expertise needed to design and
execute truly inclusive recruitment strategies. The most successful academic centers are hiring
community engagement specialists and forming partnerships with community-based organizations.
Some academic medical centers are creating diversity and inclusion cores that serve multiple Principal
Investigators, providing both expertise and community relationships that individual researchers
couldn't develop on their own.

Strategic Implication: Diversity in clinical trials is becoming a competitive moat and a scientific
necessity. Organizations that build genuine expertise in inclusive recruitment will be preferred
partners and will produce more generalizable research results.
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The Site-Sponsor-CRO Dynamic Is Being Reimagined, and Academics Have Unique
Advantages

The Trend: The traditional model where sites are passive recipients of protocols and recruitment
targets is giving way to more collaborative partnerships where successful sites have significant input
into recruitment strategy and execution.

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: The sites that consistently deliver strong recruitment
performance are becoming more selective about the trials they accept. They're looking for sponsors
and CROs that treat them as strategic partners rather than order-takers.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: Principal Investigators and academic medical
centers have unique advantages in this evolving landscape. Academic researchers often have deeper
relationships with patient communities, longer-term perspectives, and mission-driven motivations
that align well with patient interests. These factors can translate into superior recruitment
performance when properly leveraged.

However, academic medical centers also face
unique challenges. They often have less
flexible operational models than commercial
sites, and Principal Investigators may lack the
business development skills needed to
effectively partner with commercial sponsors.

The most successful academic centers are
creating business development and
partnership offices that help Principal
Investigators navigate commercial
relationships while maintaining academic
independence and scientific rigor.

Strategic Implication: Academic medical centers that learn to effectively partner with commercial
organizations while maintaining their unique advantages will become increasingly valuable in the
clinical research ecosystem.
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Patient Advocacy Organizations Are Becoming Research Partners

The Trend: Patient advocacy organizations are evolving from awareness-building entities to
sophisticated partners in clinical research. They're helping to shape trial design, identify recruitment
barriers, and directly facilitate connections between their communities and appropriate research
opportunities.

What This Means for Sponsors and CROs: The most successful trials are building authentic
partnerships with patient advocacy organizations long before they need recruitment support. These
relationships provide invaluable insights into patient preferences, concerns, and communication
preferences.

What This Means for Academic Research Facilities: Principal Investigators often have natural
advantages in building relationships with patient advocacy organizations because of their clinical
expertise and academic credibility. However, many don't realize the potential of these relationships for
recruitment success.

Academic medical centers are beginning to formalize
their relationships with patient advocacy organizations,
creating partnership agreements that benefit both
research advancement and community health. Some are
hiring patient advocates as staff members or creating
patient advisory boards that inform research priorities
and recruitment strategies.

The most successful academic researchers are
involving patient advocates in study design from the
beginning, ensuring that research questions and
recruitment approaches align with community priorities
and preferences.

Strategic Implication: Organizations that build authentic, long-term relationships with patient advocacy
communities will have significant advantages in both recruitment speed and scientific relevance.
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Academic Medical Centers Are Professionalizing Recruitment Operations

The Emerging Trend: While commercial organizations have long treated recruitment as a specialized
function requiring dedicated expertise, academic medical centers are beginning to recognize that
successful recruitment requires more than good intentions and clinical expertise.

What This Means for Academic Leadership: Research deans and department chairs are discovering
that recruitment capability has become a limiting factor for research productivity and
competitiveness. Many are investing in specialized recruitment staff, centralized support services, and
partnership with commercial recruitment platforms.

The most forward-thinking academic medical centers are creating hybrid models that combine the
clinical credibility and mission-driven approach that patients trust with the operational sophistication
and analytical capabilities that ensure consistent results.

Some academic medical centers are forming consortiums to share recruitment costs and expertise,
particularly for rare disease research where no single institution has sufficient patient populations.

Strategic Implication: Academic medical centers that professionalize their recruitment operations
while maintaining their unique advantages will significantly outperform those that continue to treat
recruitment as an afterthought.

The Bottom Line for All Executives

Patient recruitment is no longer a tactical execution challenge - it's a strategic capability that
separates industry leaders from laggards, whether in commercial or academic settings. The
organizations that thrive over the next decade will be those that:

For Sponsor and CRO Leaders:
e Treat recruitment as a core competency requiring dedicated investment and expertise
e Build authentic partnerships with academic medical centers that leverage their unique community
connections and scientific credibility
e Use data and analytics to continuously optimize performance across diverse site networks

For Academic Leaders:
e Recognize that recruitment success requires specialized expertise and operational sophistication
beyond what most Principal Investigators were trained for
¢ Investin centralized recruitment support services and partnerships that serve multiple
investigators
e Leverage their unique advantages - community trust, clinical expertise, mission alignment - while
building commercial-grade operational capabilities
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For All Leaders:
e Embrace technology not as a replacement for human relationships, but as an amplifier of them
e Design patient-centric experiences that respect participants' time, intelligence, and autonomy
e Build long-term partnerships with patient communities rather than transactional recruitment
relationships

The convergence of commercial efficiency and academic scientific rigor is creating new opportunities for
organizations that can bridge both worlds effectively. Academic medical centers that embrace
operational excellence will become increasingly valuable partners for commercial sponsors, while
commercial organizations that respect and leverage academic expertise will produce better science and
stronger community relationships.

The new playbook isn't just about recruiting patients more effectively. It's about positioning your
organization for sustained success in an industry where the rules of engagement are fundamentally
changing - and where the line between commercial and academic excellence is increasingly blurred.

How OpencClinica Supports the New Playbook

Big strategies only matter if they can be carried out. In clinical research, the difference between
vision and reality often comes down to how well organizations execute—day after day, across multiple
trials and sites.

The leaders who will thrive in this new environment aren't the ones with the most polished playbooks
on paper. They're the ones who can turn strategy into repeatable practice: engaging patients in ways
that match modern expectations, learning quickly from real-time data, and adapting their operations to
fit both traditional and decentralized models.

Whether you're a pharmaceutical executive managing global trial portfolios, a CRO leader balancing
efficiency with quality, or an academic research dean supporting dozens of Principal Investigators, that
level of execution requires more than willpower—it requires systems and processes that support
consistency, scale, and speed. When those are in place, executives can stay focused on the big picture:
partnerships, innovation, and advancing therapies—while trusting that the machinery underneath is
built to deliver.

Because ultimately, success in patient recruitment won't come from theory. It will come from
operational excellence.

Let OpenClinica help.

Based on industry trends analysis and insights from leading clinical research organizations and academic medical centers.
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