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Soothing The Logistical 
Headache of Clinical Trials

I pioneered the first specialised clinical trials travel service of 
its kind more than a decade ago after identifying demand in 
the industry for a bespoke service.

Our clinical trial offering was developed after discussions with 
a potential client in the pharmaceutical sector. Initially, we 
met to talk with them about handling their corporate travel 
needs, but it soon became evident that they were struggling 
with travel for their trial subjects. Confidentiality rules and 
regulations stipulated by regulatory bodies such as the FDA 
and EMA meant that the Sponsor could not know any specific 
patient information.  This made the arrangements of travel and 
expense reimbursement for the subjects extremely awkward.  

After much thought, I came up with the idea that we could 
step in between the investigating site and the Sponsor.  As 
an independent organisation, the subjects were given the 
choice to use this service and contacted us directly.  As the 
service is used by choice and in conjunction with preapproved 
travel and expense guidelines, Institutional Review Boards 
(IRB’s), Independent Ethics committees (IEC’s) or Ethical 
Review Boards (ERB’s) are happy that subjects are not being 
enticed to use the service. By coming up with the solution of 
assigning codes for the subject and the study in place of their 
personal information, we could then organise travel on their 
behalf.  Because the bills came directly to us we were able 
to desensitise them and charge them back to the Sponsor.  
Sponsors corporate credit cards could not be used for any 
element of the travel reservation process as patient details 
would appear on their credit card bills.  

We could guarantee that there would be no leak of personal 
information by utilising our own vendor accounts for all 
billing, reimbursements and reservation processes.  Through 
a three stage manual check process, we would desensitise the 
information and then report back to the  Sponsor who would 
get to see patient IDs, dates of travel, dates of booking, types 
of travel and cost – but no specifics.   This level of reporting 
allows sponsors to maintain control on costs and ensure 
patient ID’s match dates of clinic visits.

Our agents are very proactive in organising travel 
arrangements for subjects.  We would be in possession of a 
study schedule and would therefore know dates of all visits.  

Through forward planning, arrangements could be made to 
ensure no study visits would be missed due to flights or hotels 
selling out during peak travel periods.

The service grew from there. We later added expense 
reimbursement so we could pay the subjects any out of 
pocket expenses or stipends directly to them.  This took the 
administration away from Clinical Research Organisations 
(CRO) who ultimately are medical staff not administrators.
CROs quickly embraced the service as it takes away not just 
the administration of handling patient reimbursement but also 
saves them dealing with potential tax issues when handling 
cash.  In many countries there are tax implications with 
sponsors sending money to CRO’s to reimburse to subjects as 
a cash form of payment.  With our model the subjects are the 
first and only recipients of the payments which are made by 
electronic transfer directly to their bank account.  The expense 
report is then desensitised sent directly and electronically from 
us to the Sponsor.

Specific agents are allocated to each study, allowing the 
subjects to become familiar and comfortable with the agent 
they work with.  Electronic profiles that are data protection 
and PCI compliant are used to keep patient information 
up to date to allow our agents access to all of their needs at 
just a few key strokes.  This allows reservations and expense 
reimbursements to be made with minimal inconvenience to 
the subject. EQ is generally seen by the subject as a neutral 
party.  We find that subjects will communicate both willingly 
and freely with our agents which allows us to help them and in 
turn to keep their confidence.  EQ’s expertise means that each 
requirement is treated individually and they can arrange every 
aspect and detail of the operation, from home to clinic.  

For example, we understand that air travel can be unnerving 
for subjects who require special care and assistance including 
wheelchairs and access to oxygen, so they liaise with airlines 
through well established partnerships to ensure that optimum 
service is received.  If a subject requires specialised medical 
care whilst travelling, the EQ team can make arrangements 
for road or air ambulances to ensure maximised comfort and 
medical care for the journey.

In the life of a study, one of the largest benefits that a service 

As many as 30% of subjects on phase three clinical studies drop out.  Gruelling schedules, high travel 
costs and time waiting for expense reimbursement can all be factors in these fall rates, and this can be 
very problematic, delaying or even leading to the cancellation of the trial.  It is crucial to keep subjects 
motivated, and through efficient travel and expense management, this can be achieved. 
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such as this brings is that all members of the team dealing with 
subjects are trained to listen carefully to every subject and 
report their concerns or potential reasons for missing study 
visits before they actually happen. Over the years there have 
been many potential reasons for visits not taking place.  

The list is far from exhaustive and generally potential reasons 
for dropping out of a study are not things that would spring 
to mind. One subject that we worked with could not wear 
a seatbelt due to the pressure it placed on them.  The car 
company used for airport transfers explained that their 
driver would be fined should the police stop them.  After 
consultation between EQ and the sponsor, the sponsor with 
IRB approval agreed to pay the fine, should the driver be 
stopped.

One Amish family who were taking part in a study were 
struggling to commit to their visits, and as a result of 
discussions between the subjects agent and the family, it 
transpired that they needed help in milking their cows on 
the days the study took place.  After consultation with the 
sponsor, it was possible to secure the services of someone to 
milk the cow to keep the patient on the trial. In another case, 
a family who travelled with two children that were part of one 
study needed two car seats for their children when collecting 
their rental car after they’d flown into the city that the site was 
located in.  The only car rental company, who would allow full 
prepayment for the rental car, had a policy whereby passengers 
could pick any car from a line.  

The down side to this procedure was that after the car had 
been picked the child seats then had to be fitted, therefore 
slowing down the pick up process and causing the family 
inconvenience.  Once we learned of this, our agents spoke 
directly to the car rental site and ensured a car was waiting 
with baby seats fitted for the family’s arrival. For subjects 
who quite simply cannot travel for the occasional visit, where 
applicable, Cold Chain Couriers can be arranged.

The benefits of outsourcing these crucial aspects of a clinical 
trial are numerous.  Ultimately, the sponsor retains control 
and meaningful reporting.  The CRO will have a greatly 
reduced amount of administration, taking away the hassle 
of coordinating subjects, organising travel and reimbursing 

expenses, allowing them to concentrate on their primary role.

Additionally, improved budget control and cost savings can 
help the sponsor reduce expenditure through providing a 
study schedule that means travel can be planned effectively 
in advance. This in turn ensures the smooth running of the 
travel arrangements of a trial which leads to improved study 
continuity, happier and motivated subjects and reduced risk 
of missed appointment visits or subjects leaving a study early 
which are both a cost and inconvenience to the sponsor.
Dundee-based Onorach Clinical is the most recent CRO to 
benefit from our service. Professor Christene Leiper, Managing 
Director of Onorach Clinical said: “We have worked with EQ 
over the past year. 

“We value the holistic approach they offer us, tailored exactly 
to our business needs. We especially value the fact that EQ can, 
at short notice, provide a great solution at a competitive price.”

With a partner network that has been tried and tested for 
over a decade, EQ are well placed to bring a skill set and 
knowledge base to ensure long term satisfaction for both 
sponsors and subjects alike. Our GCP-accredited EQ team 
now have a long and successful history of working with the 
world’s leading pharmaceutical and biotechnology companies 
for clinical studies and their extensive knowledge means they 
fully understand the detailed planning, sensitive handling and 
confidentiality which subject travel and expense management 
require.  

Franc Jeffrey established Equilibrium Travel Management 
(EQ) in 2011 after gaining almost 25 years experience in the 
international business travel sector with the aim of bringing 
transparency and clarity to the industry by championing 
an innovative new fee system.  Franc pioneered the first 
specialised clinical trials travel service of its kind more than 
a decade ago after identifying demand for a bespoke service.  
His international experience and hands on approach leaves 
him well versed in globalising travel programmes and 
well placed to help CROs influence change, while always 
adopting best in region practices.  Franc has set in motion 
plans to expand his business to the US later this year, 
bringing his wealth of expertise to American soil.
fjeffrey@eqtravelmanagement.com
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