
FDA’s Final Q&A Guidance on Risk-Based
Monitoring of Clinical Trials Provides
Additional Recommendations for Sponsors

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) recently finalized its guidance, “A Risk-Based
Approach to Monitoring of Clinical Investigations” (the “2023 RBM Guidance”) which follows
up on the Agency’s March 2019 draft guidance (the “Draft Guidance”) of the same name and
expands on (but does not supersede) the FDA’s August 2013 guidance, “Oversight of Clinical
Investigations – A Risk-Based Approach to Monitoring” (the “2013 RBM Guidance”), with new
recommendations summarized below to aid sponsors in implementing an effective and efficient risk-
based approach to monitoring both risks to participants and to data integrity throughout all stages
of clinical investigations of human drug and biological products, medical devices, and combination
products.

(1) Approach: Identify, assess and re-assess risks. Create a plan to manage, mitigate,
and/or eliminate those risks, including those risks that are newly identified or may not
have been anticipated.

Risk assessments should inform clinical trial protocol design, investigational plans, and
monitoring plans and should be reevaluated and revised throughout the investigation. The
monitoring plan should be comprehensive in highlighting identified risks, even those less likely
to occur but that could have a significant impact on trial quality or subject safety, and should
note how risks will be managed, mitigated, or eliminated.
Consider how easily detectable the identified risks are, and the severity and consequences of
those risks to human subject welfare and data quality if not detected and addressed.
Assess systemic risks, as well as site-specific risks, and consider whether site-specific risks
have the potential to become systemic risks.
Determine an approach to on-site monitoring visits by taking into account the risks identified
and the complexity and intensity of a clinical investigation. Monitoring activities should evolve
based on risks identified during trials and should be proportionate to the risks to participants’
rights or safety or to data integrity.
Implement a centralized monitoring approach to help minimize missing data and protocol
deviations in real-time, such as through the use of electronic data capture systems.
The risk assessment should guide how and to what extent source data verification (SDV) will
be utilized during on-site monitoring visits.
Establish processes to ensure appropriate blinding is maintained. Identify and monitor
deviations which could result in unintentional unblinding.
Be prepared during an FDA inspection to furnish documentation of the sponsor’s initial risk
assessment, if requested.
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(2) Content: Components of the monitoring plan should help explain how the sponsor
intends to address the risks that could affect the investigation.

Include the following components (in addition to those recommended in the 2013 RBM
Guidance) in the monitoring plan:

Overall investigation design, including blinding and randomization procedures and
processes for confirming randomization is performed according to the protocol and
investigational plan
Sample plan(s), including rationale for, and approach to, identifying the records and data
that will be monitored
Description of particular issues that would trigger immediate escalation
Approach for assessing and addressing a site issue that could escalate into a systemic
issue that may warrant protocol or investigation plan changes

Reference other clinical investigation management plans in the monitoring plan rather than
repeating the information in the current monitoring plan to avoid inconsistencies.

(3) Communicate: Promptly address and communicate monitoring results to the
appropriate parties to mitigate and eliminate risk.

Perform monitoring in accordance with the pre-established monitoring plan and address issues
as the monitor identifies them, including escalation, if needed.
Perform a root-cause analysis of issues and promptly implement corrective and preventive
actions (CAPAs).
Consider amendments or revisions to the protocol or the investigational plan.
Communicate and document significant issues to the relevant parties involved at the sponsor
and site level, which may also include institutional review boards, data monitoring committees,
and/or regulatory agencies, such as the FDA.
Provide reports of monitoring activities in a timely manner to the site and discuss the findings
with the clinical investigator and site staff. Reports should follow the 2013 RBM Guidance.

While the FDA’s regulations require sponsors to monitor the conduct and progress of their clinical
investigations, there are no specifics on how sponsors are to conduct such monitoring. FDA’s
guidance provides helpful direction on clinical trial monitoring while recognizing that a monitoring
approach should evolve over the course of a trial as risk assessments evolve. Sponsors with
upcoming or ongoing clinical trials should consider FDA’s recommendations in monitoring plan
development and execution of monitoring activities throughout a trial.

 


