
Are You Feeling Unsure 
About Clinical Trials?



1

• learn about clinical trials 
• know what questions to ask so that you have the information you need
• know what to expect if you decide to participate 
• decide if this is the right option for you

When you learn that you have a cancer diagnosis, it is normal to be anxious about 
what treatments are available. You may have heard about clinical trials from 
friends or colleagues. This may make you unsure about participating

Only agree to join a trial when all your questions have been answered to your 
satisfaction. You will then be asked to sign a written consent (agreement) form.

Depending on the type of cancer you have, your doctor may 
suggest a clinical research trial. This document will help you: 

• The purpose of the trial
• The possible benefits and risks to you
• If there will be extra tests or visits
• How long the trial will take
• Who to contact if you have questions or concerns

Before you agree to join a trial you should know:

Even if you have given your consent, you may leave the trial 
if you change your mind. 
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These are the questions and comments most 
cancer patients have about clinical trials

*In this document, your cancer care team includes the professionals involved in your cancer treatment. 
Clinical research teams are the professionals involved in patient cancer research. Some cancer care teams 
also do research. In your case, the cancer care team and the clinical research team may be the same.  

Oncology (cancer) clinical trials rarely use 
only placebos. (A placebo is an inactive 
substance, like a “sugar pill.”) Placebos can 
help to test if the treatment is really having 
an effect (to avoid bias). 

For example, in trials comparing standard 
treatment to a new treatment (or a new 
combination of treatments), patients may get 
standard care and placebo.

 "What if I get a placebo?"

There are several types of clinical trials. 

Trials go through many steps before they are offered to 
patients. They must follow guidelines about how 
treatments are given, how patients are informed, and how 
patients are followed. This is to make sure that the trials 
are as safe as possible. In some cases, the treatments are 
new. In other cases, they are new to a specific situation. 

To make sure that treatments are safe, side effects are 
carefully monitored. Your cancer care and clinical research 
teams* will work with you to keep track of any side effects.

"The treatment is new, and the
side effects are unknown"
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Some clinical trials use randomization. This means 
that no one knows which group they will be placed in 
before joining the trial. You will be placed in a 
treatment group randomly (by chance). Although you 
may have a preference, if you agree to participate, 
you should be comfortable being in any of the 
treatment groups.

Randomized trials help to ensure that the results are 
accurate, and reliable. If you have any unpleasant or 
painful side effects, you can stop participating in the 
clinical trial at any time. Some trials also provide 
access to the experimental treatments during the trial 
- even the patients originally assigned to standard 
treatment (this is called crossover). You may ask if you 
can have access to the experimental treatment at the 
end of the trial. 

"I will not be able to choose which
treatment group I am in"

Your personal information is confidential. 
Clinical research staff must maintain a high 
level of confidentiality. This means that 
anything that can identify you, such as your 
name or your medical file number, is not 
included in your research file. Your consent 
form explains the privacy rules. You should 
read this section before joining the trial and 
ask questions if you have concerns. 

"My personal information will be used by 
researchers without my knowledge"
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Your decision will not affect how your cancer 
care team treats you. 

If you do not participate in the trial, you will 
get “standard care.” Standard care is the 
commonly accepted way to treat your cancer 
at this time. Your cancer care team is not 
allowed to let your decision affect their 
behavior towards you. They will not treat you 
better if you participate or worse if you chose 
not to. As medical and research professionals, 
they must follow guidelines, including ethics 
rules that prevent this from happening. This is 
clearly explained in your consent form. 

"If I refuse, I will be treated differently 
by my cancer care team"

Participating in a clinical trial may mean more 
appointments and more tests than usual. 
This will be mentioned in your consent form 
before the clinical trial starts. If there are any 
costs because there are more visits, this may 
be covered by the trial sponsors. Ask your 
clinical research team about any costs related 
to the trial.

"I will have more appointments and tests"
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Clinical trials are a way of testing new treatments in a 
safe and organized way. During the trial, clinical 
researchers may analyze whether the new treatment 
is better than existing ones. They may also evaluate if 
a treatment can prevent the occurrence of cancer. It 
does not mean that the treatment is a “last resort.”

Trials can offer new or improved treatments to a 
variety of patients. Some people may have early-stage 
cancer. Others do have advanced cancer, metastatic 
cancer, or have few treatment options. 

When your doctor suggests a clinical trial, it is 
because they believe it may be a good option for you. 

Improves knowledge about cancer treatments and provides more treatment 
options 
The main benefit of participating in a clinical trial is to help clinical research teams learn 
more about your cancer care. This can help improve or develop new cancer care treatments. 
The treatments you currently receive were also developed thanks to patients who 
participated in earlier clinical trials. 

Clinical research staff watch you closely and do extra monitoring 
Your care will be monitored by your cancer care and clinical research teams. They will 
examine your test results, medications, and symptoms. They also follow strict guidelines to 
make sure that all tests and treatments are done correctly. This extra attention often means 
that the effects of your treatments may be noticed earlier compared to standard care.  

"Clinical trials are a last resort for people 
who have no other treatment options"

Here are some benefits of participating 
in a clinical trial
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Tips to help you decide:

Improves your knowledge of your condition
Participating in a study can encourage you to learn more about your cancer. It can also help 
you pay attention to your body and how it reacts to treatments. By getting more involved, 
you may feel more in control. This can help reduce stress.

Gives you access to new treatments 
You may get new treatments before they are available to others. Clinical trials can also allow 
you to have tests that are not normally covered by Quebec’s health insurance plan (RAMQ). 

• Take the time to read the consent form. You may have questions, which is 
normal. The clinical research professional (the person who explained the clinical 
trial to you) will be able to answer your questions. 

• Get more information about clinical trials.  You can search websites such as 
https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/, 3CTN (https://3ctn.ca/) OncoQuébec 
(https://oncoquebec.com/) or your treating hospital website.

• Speak with your loved ones. Let them know about the trial. 

• Ask questions. The professionals on your cancer care team or your clinical 
research team are there to answer your questions.

• Evaluate the pros and cons of participating in the trial. We encourage you to 
write these own. 

• Set a deadline.

• Decide only when you have all the information you need. It is normal to have 
questions and concerns. You should not feel stressed or pressured to participate 
in any trial. If you feel anxious, speak with a member of our team. We also 
recommend using stress management strategies such as relaxation techniques, 
exercise, and good sleep habits.
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The Quebec Cancer Consortium* for Novel Therapeutics and Biomarkers (QCC) is a 
collaborative network of four hospitals, with their respective research centres, and two 
university-based cancer research centres. Its goals are to standardize and harmonize 
practices in clinical and translational research, to improve cancer treatment by 
accelerating advances in precision medicine and immuno-oncology, and to engage with 
cancer patients to develop educational material and raise awareness of clinical trials of 
precision medicine and immunotherapies.

We acknowledge the financial support of the Ministère de l’Économie et de l’Innovation 
du Québec through the Fonds d’accélérations des collaborations en santé.

*Centre Hospitalier de l’Université de Montréal (CHUM)
Centre de recherche du CHUM 
Hôpital Maisonneuve-Rosemont du CIUSSS de l'Est-de-l'Île-de-Montréal  
Jewish General Hospital (JGH) 
Segal Cancer Centre - JGH  
Rosalind & Morris Goodman Cancer Institute 
McGill Genome Centre
Research Institute of the McGill University Health Centree (RI-MUHC)  


