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Clinical trials within Asia are on the rise again, however 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic continue to have a 
significant impact within the industry.

While the number of clinical trials and countries involved is 
increasing post pandemic, there remain key challenges that 
need to be navigated to support the surge. 

As clinical trials increase in the region, this upturn is not 
being matched by the recovery of the aviation industry, which 
is resulting in a shortage of flights to transport clinical trials’ 
samples.
 

Air freight space and cost is still the main headache when it 
comes to international transportation, and it is not anticipated the 
demand for air travel will pick up soon as it is predicted it will not 
reach the levels seen pre-pandemic.

Another challenge causing disruption is the lacking number of 
patients and trial volunteers, due to the perceived transmission risks 
associated with attending healthcare facilities and any necessary 
travel.

Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) implemented during 
the pandemic have restricted physical movements by patients and 
volunteers to hospitals and laboratories. This in turn has led to a 
demand for temperature-controlled packaging (TCP) to facilitate 
direct-to-patient (DtP) and direct-from-patient (DfP) services by 
Clinical Research Organisations (CROs).

While having to contend with these ongoing challenges, 
companies may seek alternative solutions which can be 
conducted virtually or rely more on the local production of 
clinical drugs.

China’s Covid Crackdown
As China’s Zero-Covid restrictions continue to impact supply 
chains, the ripple effect is impacting clinical trials in the region. 
Supply chains disruption have become the new norm due to 
different levels of COVID-19 movement controls.

With no sign of the situation changing in the near future, the 
challenges will continue to affect the clinical trial sector in Asia in 
a number of ways.

This can include creating further obstacles with regards to 
potential patients and participants reporting to hospitals or 
laboratories as part of the clinical trial process. This in turn will 
necessitate a step up in Asia in the DtP and DfP model and an 
overall more patient centric approach.

Asia's Clinical Trial Growth – Industry 
Developments and Challenges
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As countries continue to adapt to the new post pandemic world, 
we’ve seen a substantial rapid rise in home deliveries and huge 
e-commerce growth because people are increasingly ordering 
online. A reflection of these developments is being seen within the 
clinical trial sector including sending samples from the participating 
patients or trial volunteers, and such processes will have to be part 
of the “new normal”.

As a result we will continue to see the rise in remote 
consultations, rather than face to face, via video calls between the 
patient and doctor, to progress the clinical trial process.

These will become the more mainstream measures going forward 
if movements continue to be heavily restricted in China. Alongside 
these limitations within the region, there is a fear of attending health 
care facilities in person due to a risk of infection and consequently 
people want to stay away from such facilities. Therefore, the option 
of the remote contact touch points is vitally important.

The digitalisation of such services and how easily it can be to 
authenticate and validate the identities and secure the data of the 
patients and the volunteers is a key consideration within these 
ongoing developments. 

As clinical trials are increasing in Asia, we are seeing more 
centralised hubs where big Pharma are becoming increasingly 
established.

However there remain challenges in relation to the infrastructure 
for clinical trials in Asia, which is continuing to improve, and it is 
acknowledged what the region currently has in place is getting better. 

These essential elements are improving. However, compared 
to US and Europe’s approach, when it comes to the different 
distribution of drugs, Asia tends to use other solutions.

Traditionally Asia would utilise and rely on temperature-
controlled vehicles, rather than deploying TCP solutions. However, 
given the greater need to deliver direct to the patient’s door, these 
requirements clearly cannot be met alone by utilising the traditional 
temperature-controlled vehicles.

Consequently, those companies who need to conduct clinical 
trials with DtP need to utilise and deploy TCP shippers transporting 
deliveries directly to the trial participant’s home, ensuring there is 
no breakage within the cold chain. 

While it is acknowledged there are challenges to contend with, 
in comparison to the traditional cold chain processes which had 
been incorporated previously, what we are now seeing is the Asian 
countries are catching up with the drug delivery approaches taken 
by Western countries.
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With the increased move to DtP and DfP, whether facilitating a 
decentralised clinical trial or collecting samples from a patient in 
their home, within the TCP space is a greater use of single-use and 
reusable refrigerated shippers. 

These innovative TCP products are simple and easy to use at 
remote sites. By incorporating push-button temperature-controlled 
packaging solutions, which require no conditioning, makes cold chain 
accessible to patients and untrained medical professionals alike.

Utilising such touch of a button technology to activate the 
cooling process for refrigerated samples, brings room temperature 
samples gradually to +2 to +8 degrees Celsius. This is helping to 
facilitate the increasing drive for more patient centric processes 
within the clinical trial sector.

As the pandemic has accelerated the move to online ordering in 
numerous sectors of everyday life, so too is the face of healthcare 
changing to accommodate the growing need for convenience, which 
is where easy-to-use TCP supports the requirement for at-home 
care for patients and clinical trial participants, making the option 
more accessible to all. 

While TCP ease of use is important, it is also essential to ensure 
those organisations conducting clinical trials, or shipping pharma 
payloads within Asia, can maintain the international and national 
compliance conditions to meet the good distribution practice (GDP) 
requirements. 

This can be achieved by delivering perfect conditioning within 
the packaging deployed during the clinical trial process and ensure 
the temperature conditions are maintained at all times to prevent 
contamination of the pharma payloads. 

Supply Chain Challenges 
Unlike regions such as Europe or United States, countries in Asia 
are geographically more fragmented. Therefore, when it comes to 
the distribution of clinical drugs, site-centric clinical trials often 
face challenges upon cross-border transportation and travelling of 
patients even before the pandemic. 

Although regulations are easing in many parts of Asia, we are 
still seeing many constraints on logistics or passenger flights. When 
trade returned between China Europe and the US in 2021, logistics 
space was centralised within the shipping lanes between China 
and Europe/US. Other countries in Asia faced space constraints 
and consequently the freight costs rose drastically, which impacted 
parties who conduct, engage in, or operated within the clinical trials 
sector. 

Due to a strict Zero-COVID policy in place, some pharmaceutical 
and healthcare products faced the risk of being damaged due to 
a breakdown within the cold chain. Container bulk shippers were 
often opened at the airport or seaport to conduct COVID19 virus 
checks and sanitisation. As a result, many companies postponed 
shipments or tried to source suitable bulk shippers to transport their 
pharma payloads. 

The network support for clinical trials within the region 
continues to grow and there are major CROs and specialty couriers 
in Asia. They are equipped with current Good Manufacturing 
Practices (GMP) facilities, digital prowess and temperature-
controlled packaging specifically designed for increasing DtP and 
DfP services. 

In addition to these developments, we are seeing more airports, 
forwarders and warehouses operating within Asia which are 
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certified as IATA’s – the Center of Excellence for Independent 
Validators in Pharmaceutical Logistics (CEIV Pharma) – which meets 
international and national compliance to keep pharmaceutical 
products protected and effective.

Healthcare facilities providers and governments have also 
improved their services in Asia to enable a safe clinical trial 
experience for patients and volunteers.

Post Pandemic Developments
The pandemic has certainly created a greater awareness about 
the need for more healthcare facilities to be available throughout 
many countries. As we witnessed during the pandemic, countries 
globally had to rapidly set up healthcare hubs and facilities for mass 
vaccinations and testing.

These facilities, after the pandemic, would be redundant and 
ideal for conversion to clinical trial centres or associated trial 
facilities. 

Alongside an abundance of physical facilities, there is also an 
abundance of trained personnel who have been deployed during 
the pandemic for testing, for collection of samples and delivery of 
those samples. 

In terms of trained manpower and facilities, these countries will 
be left with a lot of infrastructures that would be left redundant once 
the need for mass testing and vaccinations is scaled down. These 
could be utilised for the purposes of future clinical trials that are to 
be conducted. 

As highlighted, due to the difficulty to secure patients’ access to 
designated sites during the pandemic, companies faced challenges 
with on-site-centric clinical trials. Those companies continue to 
see more opportunities to conduct patient-centric clinical activities 
with the help of advancements in digital tools and technologies, 
including but not limited to: connected devices, eConsent schemes 
and eAdverse events.

Not all the clinical trials are replaceable by digital tools and 
technology, and the distribution of clinical drugs to a patient’s 

personal location will require further financial investments and 
procedures to ensure the safe delivery of pharma payloads. 

To reduce travel, associated costs, inconvenience and future 
disruptions to patients and volunteers, patient-centric models 
such as DtP and DfP will become the norm in the next few 
years, with remote consultations replacing in-facility physical 
interactions.

It is expected patient-centric clinical trials will continue to 
increase. Due to differences of drug distribution, history and 
regulations, the utilisation of TCP solutions is on the increase in 
many countries and regions in Asia. 

With the anticipated rise in patient-centric trials in Asia, 
companies operating within the clinical trials space will be required 
to adopt new solutions and improve their existing systems to deliver 
vital pharma products to patients in the right condition that meets 
international and national compliance and most importantly, is safe 
for the patient. 

One late delivery or temperature fluctuation can compromise a 
study or endanger a patient.


