
co r r e s p o n d e n c e

516	 volume 16 | number 5 | may 2010  nature medicine

To the Editor:
Laursen1 highlights the decline in clinical trials activity within the 
UK’s National Health Service (NHS) over the past ten years and, in 
particular, the marked reduction in the UK’s global market share in 
commercial clinical trials from 6% to 2% between 2000 and 2006. 
His article attributes this largely to the introduction of regulation 
to protect the interests of trial participants and to ensure data integ-
rity. However, many other factors have contributed to this decline, 
including issues regarding research infrastructure, the provision 
of skills training for NHS research practitioners and the lack of an 
effective organizational framework for supporting and coordinating 
multicenter clinical trials. In addition, changes in the type of stud-
ies, including an increase in the number of very large phase 3 trials 
and improved performance in trials delivery in other countries, have 
contributed to decline within the UK.

But things are changing rapidly for the better after the introduc-
tion of the National Institute for Health Research Clinical Research 
Network (the NIHR CRN), one of the key components of the strategy 
for clinical research in England set out in “Best Research for Best 
Health” published by the UK Department of Health2. The NIHR CRN 
enables trial setup and recruitment to be achieved and supported in a 
rapid and coordinated manner across the entire country for all areas 
of disease and health care, with the introduction of resourced and 
managed systems embedded within the NHS, building on the success 
of the National Cancer Research Network.

Since the launch of the NIHR CRN, all networks within the north-
west of England have worked closely to ensure smooth implementa-
tion of the new approach across all the region’s 64 NHS trusts, which 
serve a total population of 6.7 million people—13% of England’s pop-
ulation. This has enabled swift progress to be made, resulting in selec-
tion of this region to undertake the North West Exemplar Programme 
(http://nwexemplar.nihr.ac.uk). The Exemplar Programme was set up 
in mid-2009 and brings together all components of the NIHR CRN 
with industry and NHS partners to demonstrate improved commer-
cial trial performance through every phase of the study life cycle.

The ambition is to achieve or exceed current best European stan-
dards for setup and delivery of commercial clinical trials. Specifically, 
we aim to show that the new NIHR CRN systems improve commer-
cial study performance and reliability, and that the CRN provides 
added value to NHS trusts and the pharmaceutical and biotechnology 
industries. During 2010, best practice emerging from the North West 
Exemplar Programme will be identified for wider implementation 
across the NHS, industry and the NIHR CRN infrastructure.

Although still in its early stages, the Exemplar Programme is already 
impressing our industry partners with increased rapidity of trial setup 
times—for example, median time for approval of Exemplar studies is 
just 52 days—and, in several instances, the first global or EU patient 
enrollment. The program will complete its initial phase this month, 
when more comprehensive data will be available.

Programs such as this demonstrate that there is now considerable 
reason to feel much more optimistic about the future of clinical tri-
als in the UK.
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