
f  CLINICAL TRIALS  p

Clinical Trials: Testing New Drugs, Devices and  
Treatments in St. Louis
Area ranks high nationally in number of research studies
By Jim Braibish, St. Louis Metropolitan Medicine

W 
ith two major academic medical centers and a host  
of large hospitals, St. Louis is a center for medical 

research … and with this, the site of many clinical trials 
studying new drugs, devices and treatments. 

The website clinicaltrials.gov shows 3,010 currently active trials 
within a 50-mile radius of St. Louis as of Sept 15. The figure 
includes not just trials for new items, but also other studies 
following up on drugs and devices currently approved. This is 
more trials than other metropolitan areas such as Minneapolis, 
Cleveland, Indianapolis and Kansas City, but fewer than 
larger metros such as Chicago, New York and Los Angeles. 
Nevertheless, this positions St. Louis well on the national map.

“This is the way we advance our understanding 
of how to treat diseases and improve the overall 
health of the community. It is the underpinning  

of how we move medicine forward.”  
– Yi Zhang

Washington University

The major factor behind St. Louis’ national presence in 
clinical trials is the wide-ranging research work at Washington 
University School of Medicine. About half of the St. Louis trials 
listed at clinicaltrials.gov are based at the School of Medicine 
and the affiliated BJC HealthCare hospitals. 

Of the trials at Washington University, about half are studies  
of new drugs, devices and treatments, with the other half being 
work on existing approved items, according to Yi Zhang, JD, 
assistant dean for clinical research and director of clinical 
research, Division of Oncology at Washington University  
School of Medicine.

The largest area of activity is in cancer research. At the 
nationally recognized Siteman Cancer Center, a NCI  

 
Comprehensive Cancer Center, there are about 500-600 
currently active clinical trials enrolling some 1,300 patients each 
year, Zhang said. “This puts us in the top 10 nationally in the  
number of patients and trials in the area of cancer,” she added.

The number of cancer trials at the university has grown  
50% in the last 10 years.

Various other departments within the School of Medicine 
also are very active in trials. For example, the Department 
of Neurology lists more than 110 active trials on its website, 
studying such conditions as Alzheimer’s, multiple sclerosis  
and Parkinson’s disease.

Some studies may be sponsored by a drug or device 
manufacturer, while others may be funded by the National 
Institutes of Health or a private foundation. Each study is  
led by a faculty member who has an interest in the condition.

Zhang oversees the Office of Clinical Studies, which supports 
these activities throughout the School of Medicine in the areas 
of regulatory, operations and budget. The office also includes 
Volunteer for Health, which maintains a registry of community 
participants and patients who are interested in serving with 
studies. All participation is voluntary.

Mercy

To help make cutting-edge treatments available to its patients, 
Mercy participates in a large number of clinical trials. Mercy’s 
research entity, Mercy Research, typically manages about 200 
active clinical trials in Mercy East Communities, which covers 
the St. Louis region, and about 450 system-wide, according to 
Bethany Sleckman, MD, division chief for hematology/oncology 
at Mercy Hospital St. Louis and principal investigator for 
Mercy Research Oncology St. Louis. A total of 933 patients are 
currently enrolled in industry and National Cancer Institute-
sponsored trials in the St. Louis region.

“We think that research is an important part of patient care.  
It’s important for our physicians and patients to have access 
to the latest drugs and devices,” Dr. Sleckman said. “Patients 
should not have to go to an academic medical center to have 
access to current research.”
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About half of Mercy’s clinical trials are in cancer research. Other 
large areas of activity are cardiology, infectious disease/critical 
care, and endocrinology.

Mercy Research is overseen by a system vice president and 
an executive director. They provide regulatory, business and 
operational support, and offer trial sponsors the opportunity to 
conduct the same study at multiple sites throughout the Mercy 
system. Within the St. Louis region, there are six research offices 
staffed by 26 clinical personnel and numerous business and 
regulatory personnel.

“Cancer is not taking a break for COVID-19.  
We are still diagnosing cancer and offering trials.”  

– Dr. Bethany Sleckman

Saint Louis University

Like Washington University and Mercy, Saint Louis University 
maintains a clinical trials office that supports the conduct of 
trials at the university. The clinicaltrials.gov website shows 
about 200 active trials at Saint Louis University and SSM Health 
Cardinal Glennon Children’s Hospital.

Recruiting Patients

Researchers face greater challenges today in recruiting patients. 
One cause is the studies themselves.

“As the types of studies become more complex, it becomes 
harder to find patients who meet the exact criteria for enrolling,” 
Zhang said. “The drugs today are so targeted. They may be 
directed to a particular group of patients of a single type of 
cancer. And, they may be used only within a narrow time 
window in the progress of treatment.” For that reason, some 

trials may not recruit any patients while others may enroll  
up to 100-plus.

Dr. Sleckman agreed that this can make it more difficult 
to recruit participants. “However, researchers are trying to 
overcome this by structuring the studies with an umbrella  
trial and then subsets.”

COVID-19 has impacted recruitment, particularly last year,  
as patients were more cautious about participating. Studies also 
may face limitations on available hospital staff as the number of 
COVID-19 patients rises. Yet researchers remained determined 
to carry out their mission.

“Cancer is not taking a break for COVID-19,” Dr. Sleckman 
said. “We are still diagnosing cancer and offering trials.”

Zhang noted that researchers are placing high importance  
on diversity in recruiting patients. “We want to make sure  
we are representing the population in terms of race, ethnicity, 
age and gender.”

Importance to Medicine

About clinical studies, Zhang said, “This is the way we advance 
our understanding of how to treat diseases and improve the 
overall health of the community. It is the underpinning of how 
we move medicine forward.”

Dr. Sleckman added, “The only way to determine if a drug or 
treatment is safe and effective is to do trials. People are eager  
to participate in trials—to potentially not only help themselves, 
but also patients similar to them in the future.”

“Cancer is a life-changing event,” she continued. “It’s a way  
that people feel they can make a difference. Patients on trials  
get excellent care, with an extra set of eyes watching over them.”

Zhang concluded, “Thanks to our research participants for their 
selfless volunteerism and their service to humanity." f

“The only way to determine if a  
drug or treatment is safe and effective is  

to do trials. People are eager to participate 
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themselves, but also patients similar  

to them in the future.”  
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