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Clinical Trials for pancreatic 
cancer 

           
 

This fact sheet is for anyone who would like to find out more about clinical 
trials for pancreatic cancer. Clinical trials can be an important treatment option 
for people with pancreatic cancer. This factsheet explains what clinical trials 
are, why they are important and what they involve.  
 
 
 
You can also speak to our specialist nurses on our confidential Support Line. 
Call free on 0808 801 0707, or email nurse@pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
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What are clinical trials for pancreatic cancer?  

Clinical trials are medical research studies involving people. They help 
researchers and doctors find out if a new treatment or a new way of providing 
care: 

 is better than a current one 

 has side effects 

 helps people to feel better 

 is safe. 
 
 
Read more about the treatments options for pancreatic cancer in our booklet 
Pancreatic cancer: An overview of diagnosis and treatment or on our 
website at pancreaticcancer.org.uk/treatment 
 

 

Why are clinical trials for pancreatic cancer 

important?  
Clinical trials for pancreatic cancer are important because they show us what 
medicines and healthcare do and don’t work. They can also look at what 
causes pancreatic cancer, how to prevent it and find better ways to diagnose 
it.  
 
Clinical trials for pancreatic cancer may include: 

 finding ways to diagnose pancreatic cancer at an earlier stage 

 finding better ways of giving existing treatments – for example, 
combining different chemotherapy drugs or giving combinations in 
different ways 

 testing new treatments  

 looking at ways to control the side effects of treatments 

 looking at how best to provide care.  
 
Most pancreatic cancer trials are looking at different treatment options. They 
aim to find better treatments that can help people live longer and improve the 
quality of their daily life. 
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What types of clinical trials are there for pancreatic 

cancer?  
Before any new treatment for pancreatic cancer is tested in a clinical trial it is 
thoroughly tested in a laboratory. If it works well, the next stage of testing is 
called a phase 1 study. The treatment must then pass through different types 
of clinical trials, known as phases. Each phase involves more people.  
 

Phase 1  

Phase 1 trials are the first stage in testing a new treatment in people. They 
usually involve a small number of people (around 10-30) who may have 
different types of cancer. The aim is to find out: 
 

 the safe dose of a drug and how often it can be given 

 what the side effects might be  

 how well the body copes with the drug  

 any early signs that the drug may have an effect on the cancer. 
 
People who join phase I trials usually have advanced (metastatic) cancer and 
no further treatment options are available for them. Advanced cancer is 
cancer that has spread from where it started to other parts of the body. 
 
Phase 1 trials usually take place at specialist cancer centres and there may 
be a waiting list to join the trial.   
 
 
Read about specialist cancer centres on our website at 
pancreaticcancer.org.uk/specialistcentres 
 
 

Phase 2 

If the results of a phase 1 trial are encouraging, the treatment will move to a 
phase 2 trial. A phase 2 trial usually involves more people – there may be as 
many as 100 people taking part. In the phase 2 trial, the research team will 
know which dose to use (from the phase 1 trial results) and will want to learn 
more about how effective this may be for specific types of cancer. The aim is 
to find out: 
 

 whether the new treatment works well enough to test it in an even 
bigger trial (a phase 3 trial) 

 more information about what dose to use  

 more about the side effects and how to manage them. 
 

If the results of the phase 2 trial are positive the treatment may move into a 
larger phase 3 trial. 
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Randomised controlled trials (RCT)  
Some phase 2 trials are randomised. This means that there are at least two 
different groups in the trial and the people taking part are selected at random 
by computer for each of the groups. One group will have the new treatment 
and the other group will have a comparison treatment. This could be a 
different dose of the new treatment, a standard treatment or a placebo (see 
below), depending on the trial. 
 

A placebo 
Sometimes phase 2 trials compare a new treatment to a placebo. A placebo is 
a ‘dummy’ drug that looks the same as the new treatment. It may be used in 
clinical trials if there is no standard treatment to compare the new treatment 
with, or if the new treatment being tested is being added to a standard 
treatment.  
 

Blinded trials 

People taking part in a trial using a placebo (a placebo-controlled trial) will not 
know whether they are receiving the active treatment or the placebo. This is 
also called a blinded trial. The research team will not know either, but will give 
them the best level of medical care, whichever treatment they are having. If 
there are any concerns about patient safety, the researchers can always find 
out whether someone is having active treatment or the placebo.  
 

The placebo effect  

Even though a placebo doesn’t actually treat the cancer, it can affect how 
some people feel. For example, they might feel better because they think they 
are getting a treatment for their cancer (even though they aren’t). A change in 
a person’s symptoms as a result of getting a placebo is called the ‘placebo 
effect’. The research team will consider the placebo effect when they look at 
the trial results. 
 

Phase 3 

Phase 3 trials compare new treatments with the best treatment currently 
available. They can do this by directly comparing a new treatment with an 
existing one, or by comparing different doses or different ways of giving the 
treatment.  
 
A Phase 3 trial will also look at: 

 how effective the treatment is  

 any side effects  

 any other problems that could develop, to learn more about how to 
provide the treatment safely.  
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Most phase 3 trials are randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and usually 
involve many more people than phase 2 studies. Larger numbers are needed 
so that even small differences in results can be seen more easily, which 
means the results of the trial will be more reliable. Some phase 3 trials are 
blinded trials.  
 
A new treatment usually has to show better results than the standard 
treatment before it can be introduced as a treatment in the NHS. Sometimes, 
a treatment needs to be tested in several trials before it is introduced. But if 
the trial is big enough and the results are good, several trials may not be 
needed. 
 

Phase 4 

Phase 4 trials are usually carried out soon after new drugs have passed all 
the previous stages and have been licensed for routine use. Phase 4 trials 
aim to find out as much as possible about how safe the drug is by monitoring 
very large numbers of people. They also look at how well the drug works, 
learn more about side effects and what the long-term risks and benefits are 
for people taking part. Phase 4 trials aren’t needed for every drug.  
 

Who can take part in a clinical trial for pancreatic 
cancer?  

Each trial has strict criteria for who can take part. These are called ‘inclusion 
and exclusion criteria’. They can include: 

 your age 

 the type of your cancer, how big it is and whether it has spread (stage)  

 your previous treatment  

 your medical history, including any previous cancer  

 other medical conditions  

 your blood test results 

 your general health – for example how well you are feeling or how 
active you are.  

 
Your doctor or research nurse will be able to explain whether a trial is suitable 
for you.  
 
 
Use our Trial Finder at pancreaticcancer.org.uk/trialfinder to find open 
clinical trials for pancreatic cancer in the UK 
 
 
To check if you are eligible for a trial and meet the criteria, you may need to 
have screening tests. These may include blood tests, scans or other tests. 
The screening tests help to make sure it is safe for you to take part, and that 
the treatment will have the best chance of working for you.  
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Read more about tests and scans on our website at 
pancreaticcancer.org.uk/tests 
 
 
 
Speak to our specialist nurses on our confidential Support Line. Call free on 
0808 801 0707, or email nurse@pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
 

 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of taking 
part in a clinical trial? 
There are advantages and disadvantages to taking part in a pancreatic cancer 
clinical trial and these may vary, depending on the trial. If you do find a 
suitable trial, think about the possible advantages and disadvantages and 
discuss these with your doctor or nurse. This will help you to decide if the trial 
is right for you. 
 

Possible advantages 

 You may have access to new treatments.  

 There may be fewer side effects compared to the standard treatment.  

 You may have more regular tests, which some people find reassuring. 

 You will be given a research nurse.  

 You may help to improve future pancreatic cancer treatments and 
medical knowledge. 

 

Possible disadvantages 

 The new treatment may not be any better than your current treatment. 

 There may be more side effects compared to the standard treatment. 

 The trial may not be available at a convenient location.  

 You will have to stick to the trial schedule and may have to go to 
hospital more often for tests and treatment, which can be inconvenient. 

 You may not like the uncertainty of not knowing whether you are taking 
a new drug, the standard treatment, or a placebo. 

 
Find out as much as possible about the trial to help you to decide if you do 
want to take part. You can leave a clinical trial at any time, without it affecting 
your care. 
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How do I decide if I want to take part in a clinical trial? 

Your doctor or nurse may tell you about a trial for pancreatic cancer that might 
be suitable for you. Or you might find out about a trial yourself. Talk it through 
with your doctor to find out if it is suitable for you and whether you are 
interested in taking part.  
 
You will be given detailed information about the trial, including written 
information. Make sure you ask about anything you don’t understand, so that 
you have all the information you need and know exactly what is involved 
before deciding to take part.  
 

 
Questions to ask  
 
Are there any clinical trials that are suitable for me? 
 
What does the trial involve?  
 
What tests or treatment will I have and how often? 
 
How long will the trial last? 
 
What are the advantages and disadvantages for me? 
 
Are there any potential side effects? 
 
Who can I talk to if I have any questions about the trial? 
 
What support is available for me during the trial? 
 
If the trial involves extra hospital visits, will my travel expenses be covered? 
 
Can I leave the trial at any time if I change my mind? 
 
How can I get referred for a trial that is not open at my hospital? 
 
If I take part in the trial, will it delay me starting treatment?  
 
How can I find out about the results of the trial? 
 
What treatment will I receive if I choose not to take part in the trial? 
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What happens if I do decide if I want to take part in a 
clinical trial? 
If you are offered a suitable trial, the doctors and nurses in the research team 
will explain: 

 the purpose of the trial  

 the advantages and disadvantages 

 what is involved 

 that you can leave the trial at any time. 
 
You will be given detailed written information about the trial. You will also be 
given the name of a research nurse who you can speak to about any 
questions you have. There will be plenty of opportunities for you to ask the 
research team questions and discuss what’s involved.  
 
If you do decide to take part, you will be asked to sign a consent form saying 
that you understand what is involved and agree to take part. This is called 
giving ‘informed consent’. You will be given a copy of the information and the 
signed consent form to keep. These include details about what was discussed 
with you, and how the research team will keep your medical records private.  
 
You will be given as much time as you need to decide whether to take part in 
the trial. You should have at least 24 hours between being invited to take part 
and signing the consent form. This is to give you plenty of time to think about 
the trial and talk to other people, including your family and GP if you wish to. 
Even after you sign the consent form, you can still leave the trial at any time.  
 
You will be given a phone number to contact at any time, as well as in an 
emergency, such as if you feel unwell or are admitted to hospital for any 
reason. 
 

Screening tests 

To check you are suitable to take part in a trial, you may need to have some 
tests, sometimes called screening tests. They will be explained in the 
information you are given. 
 
Screening tests may include: 

 blood and urine tests  

 scans, which produce pictures of the inside of your body 

 biopsies, which take tissue samples 

 other tests, such as tests on your heart or eyes, if there’s a risk that the 
new treatment could affect them  

 a pregnancy test. 
 
These tests will not be done unless you have signed the consent form, 
because they form part of the research study. It may take some time to 
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complete them and get all the results. Speak to the research team and your 
doctor about these tests and how long they take, so that you know exactly 
what is involved.   
 
The screening tests may find something that means you don’t meet the trial 
entry criteria after all. It can be very disappointing and frustrating if the 
screening tests show that you aren’t suitable for the trial. You will still be given 
the best treatment and care available outside the trial. Speak to your doctor or 
nurse about your treatment options. 
 
 
Speak to our specialist nurses on our confidential Support Line. 
 

 
What happens with the results of a pancreatic cancer 
clinical trial? 
Medical researchers have a duty to publish their results. Sharing research 

findings can show what was learned from the trial and any improvements it 

could make to treatment and care. The results are usually presented at 

meetings and conferences for health professionals and may be published 

online and in medical journals. Details of individuals taking part in a trial are 

not included in the results.  

 

The information you will have been given usually explains what will happen to 
the results of a trial. Ask your doctor or nurse how you can find out about the 
results if you would like to know them.  

If a trial is successful and the new treatment works, it can still take a long time 
before it is used in the NHS. If the treatment involves a new drug, it will need 
to be licensed for use. It will also need to be independently approved for use 
in the NHS. This is done by the following organisations in the UK: 

 the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) in England 

 the Scottish Medicines Consortium (SMC) in Scotland 

 the All Wales Medicines Strategy Group (AWMSG) in Wales  

 the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (HPSS) in 
Northern Ireland. 

They will look at the results of all the studies involving the treatment and 
decide whether it is effective and good value for money and should be funded 
on the NHS.   
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Further information and support  
 
Pancreatic Cancer UK services  
We are here for everyone affected by pancreatic cancer. 
 
We’re here to support and to listen 
Our free and confidential Support Line is a lifeline for thousands of people 
affected by pancreatic cancer. Our specialist nurses understand the issues 
you might be facing and their expert help will support you in coping with 
pancreatic cancer. 
 
Call free on 0808 801 0707 weekdays 10am-4pm, or email 
nurse@pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
 
We’re here with the information you need 
We have the most up-to-date information on everything you need to know 
about pancreatic cancer. We can help you every step of the way through 
diagnosis and treatment options to managing your symptoms and the care 
you receive.  
 
Go to pancreaticcancer.org.uk/informationandsupport  
Download or order our free publications at 
pancreaticcancer.org.uk/publications or call 0808 801 0707 
 
Find an A-Z of medical words at pancreaticcancer.org.uk/medicalwords  
 
We’re here so you can share 
Our Forum is a supportive place where everyone affected by pancreatic 
cancer can be there for each other online, any time of day or night: 
forum.pancreaticcancer.org.uk   
 
The local support groups mean you can meet other people to share your 
experiences: pancreaticcancer.org.uk/supportgroups 
 
And our Living with Pancreatic Cancer Support Days provide local face to 
face support in an informal setting for people with pancreatic cancer: 
pancreaticcancer.org.uk/supportdays 

 

mailto:nurse@pancreaticcancer.org.uk
http://www.pancreaticcancer.org.uk/publications
mailto:forum@pancreaticcancer.org.uk
file://///pcuk-fp/data/Comms/Brand/Comms%20team/Key%20Messages/pancreaticcancer.org.uk/supportgroups
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Useful organisations 

Cancer Research UK 
www.cancerresearchuk.org 
Helpline: 0808 800 4040 (Mon-Fri 9am-5pm) 
Information for anyone affected by cancer, including information about 
screening. 
 
Macmillan Cancer Support 
www.macmillan.org.uk 
Support Line: 0808 808 00 00 (Mon-Fri 9am-8pm) 
Provides practical, medical and financial support for anyone affected by 
cancer. 
 
Maggie’s Centres 
www.maggiescentres.org 
Centres around the UK and online for free, comprehensive support for anyone 
affected by cancer. 
 
UK Clinical Trials Gateway 
www.ukctg.nihr.ac.uk 
Information about clinical trials, including trials that are taking place in the UK. 
 
ClinicalTrials.gov 
www.clinicaltrials.gov 
Information about other clinical trials taking place around the world. 
 
The Elizabeth Coteman Fund 
www.ecfund.org 
01223 782171 
Provide grants to people with pancreatic cancer who can’t afford the costs of 
travelling to take part in a clinical trial. 
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This fact sheet has been produced by the Support and Information Team at 
Pancreatic Cancer UK. It has been reviewed by health professionals and 
people affected by pancreatic cancer. 
 
References to the sources of information used to write this fact sheet and a 
list of health professionals who reviewed it are available on our website –
pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
 
Pancreatic Cancer UK makes every effort to make sure that our services 
provide up-to-date, unbiased and accurate information about pancreatic 
cancer. We hope that this information will add to the medical advice you have 
received and help you to take part in decisions related to your treatment and 
care. This information should not replace information and advice from your 
medical team – please speak to your doctor, nurse or other members of your 
medical team about any questions or concerns. 
 
Give us your feedback  
We hope you have found this information helpful. We are always keen to 
improve our information, so let us know if you have any comments or 
suggestions. Email us at publications@pancreaticcancer.org.uk or write to 
the Information Manager at the address below. 
 
Pancreatic Cancer UK 
6th Floor Westminster Tower 

3 Albert Embankment 

London SE1 7SP 

 
020 3535 7090 
enquiries@pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
pancreaticcancer.org.uk 
 
© Pancreatic Cancer UK July 2018 
Review date July 2021 
 
Pancreatic Cancer UK is registered as a charity in England & Wales 
(1112708) and Scotland (SC046392) 

 
 
 
 
 

 


