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INTRODUCTION

Drug repurposing is a strategy that seeks new medical treatments from existing licensed medications
rather than from de novo development of new molecules. The rationale for this approach is
predicated in part on the perceived advantages of using existing data on safety and toxicity, the ready
availability of such medicines and the potential for lowered drug costs (Pantziarka et al., 2014;
Bertolini et al., 2015). In particular, the use of non-cancer drugs as new cancer treatments is
becoming an increasingly attractive proposition.

While bibliometric data shows an exponential increase in the peer reviewed literature in this area,
much of it remains focused on drug candidate identification and pre-clinical studies (Pantziarka
et al., 2020). There has been a growth of computational support for candidate identification in recent
years, with a focus on algorithms and database support to enhance disease-target-drug analysis
(Peyvandipour et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2018; Tanoli et al., 2021). A notable contribution to the field is
the PRISM (profiling relative inhibition simultaneously in mixtures) system from the Broad Institute.
This open access resource records the growth inhibitory activity of thousands of compounds against
more than 500 cancer cell lines (Corsello et al., 2020). The importance of regulatory approvals,
intellectual property rights and other non-clinical factors in repurposing have also been highlighted
and discussed, particularly by Verbaanderd et al. (2019) and by Begley et al. (2021).

To date there has not been a comprehensive analysis of clinical trials in repurposing in oncology.
The answers to key questions regarding the proportion of clinical trials by drug, by phase, by
geographic location or cancer indication remain unclear. This work describes the methodology for
the creation of a curated database of drug repurposing clinical trials in oncology. The database, which
we have called the ReDO_Trials_DB, is available as an online, open access database with basic search,
filtering and download functionality.

Definitions of drug repurposing, sometimes also called drug repositioning, vary widely and can
encompass multiple drug development strategies from the further development of previously shelved
compounds to the use of licensed cancer drugs in new cancer types to the exploration of non-cancer
drugs as new cancer therapeutics (Pushpakom et al., 2019; Pantziarka et al., 2020). In this work we are
focused specifically on the use of licensed non-cancer drugs as potential cancer therapeutics. To this
end the list of drugs classed as repurposing candidates is derived from the ReDO_DB (https://www.
anticancerfund.org/en/redo-db), our previously published drug repurposing database (Pantziarka
et al., 2018). To recap, drugs are included in the ReDO_DB if they meet the following criteria:

• Licensed by one or more national/international medicines regulatory agency (e.g., FDA, EMA,
MHRA etc)
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• Are not licensed for a cancer indication, although drugs
used for symptomatic or diagnostic uses in cancer can be
included (e.g., anti-emetics) if there is evidence of anticancer
activity as well

• Have published evidence of anti-cancer activity, including
in vitro, in vivo, case reports, observational studies or clinical
trials

In this paper we present the ReDO_Trials_DB, the
methodology employed to generate and maintain it and a first
description of the number and characteristics of the included
trials.

METHODOLOGY

Clinical trials are eligible for inclusion in the ReDO_Trials_DB if
they include one or more of the repurposing candidates from
ReDO_DB as an active anticancer agent in an intervention arm.
Trials which include the repurposing candidate for supportive
care, to address adverse events from other treatments or for other
reasons not related to active anticancer uses, are not included in
the database. For example, there are many trials of the anti-
psychotic drug olanzapine for chemotherapy-induced nausea and
vomiting (Chow et al., 2021).While these are repurposing trials in
that they are investigating a new use for an existing licensed
medication, they are not included in the ReDO_Trials_DB as they
are not investigating the anticancer effects of the drug. Similarly,
primary cancer prevention trials that use repurposed drugs such
as aspirin or metformin are not included, whereas trials assessing
these drugs as active cancer treatments are included.

Finally, only active trials are included, these are defined as
trials which are recruiting, preparing to recruit or not recruiting
anymore but still in progress. Trials which have completed, have
been terminated or withdrawn are not included.

The data for clinical trials is sourced from a number of
registries via ClinicalTrials.gov (NCT), the EU Clinical Trials
Register (EUCTR) and the World Health Organisation
International Clinical Trials Registry Platform (ICTRP). A
semi-automated process is used to generate a single dataset of
trials, with duplicate records identified and excluded so that
manual assessment of trials can take place.

The list of repurposing candidates is derived from the
ReDO_DB. In addition to the international non-proprietary
name (INN), the database lists common synonyms for each
drug. Each INN and synonym is conjugated with a registry-
specific search term to generate automated queries which are used
to download and store datasets of clinical trials matching the
search terms.

The ClinicalTrials.gov API (https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/
resources/download) is used to download clinical trial records in
a tab-separated text format as defined by the API XML schema.
This format creates one clinical trial record per row of data in the
downloaded file. Search query parameters are used to include
interventional trials only, for all trial phases and for all active
recruitment statuses for the condition of “cancer.” The data
download and processing is performed using custom code in

an Excel workbook, which acts as the master file for the database.
The process enables an iterative workflow so that repeated queries
can be performed to incorporate both new trial registrations and
amendments to existing trials to ensure recency and accuracy
of data.

Currently there is no API provision for the EUCTR and
therefore custom web spider code has been constructed to
execute a search for cancer trials for each drug and to
download and process the pages for each trial thereby
identified. Data is extracted from each downloaded trial
HTML page and a dataset constructed by mapping the fields
to the same structure as the format derived from NCT.

Finally, the WHO ICTRP includes information from multiple
national and international clinical trial registries. API access has
been off-line since early in the covid-19 pandemic due to sustained
heavy traffic. In consequence the ICTRP now periodically issues
weekly updates to their database in the form of comma-separated
values text files. The fields in these files have been mapped to the
NCT structure and code is used to extract all cancer trials included
in them into a single file which acts as the master data file for
ICTRP cancer trials in this project. This data file is then used as the
search target for queries matching interventional trials to the
repurposed drugs. Trials which are included in the ICTRP but
derived from the NCT or EUCTR registries are discarded leaving
only repurposing trials from other international registries.

Data from all three sources is therefore combined into a single
dataset of eligible trials which can then be manually assessed for
relevance. Each trial is assessed by one of the authors and coded
using a custom interface, as shown in Figure 1. The left section of
the screen shows the information downloaded from the trial
registry, including links direct to the originating registry should
more detailed information be required. The right-hand section is
used to record the assessment for the trial. Note that trials which
are marked for exclusion are not included in the database, and the
reason for exclusion (e.g., drug used for original indication or
supportive care) is recorded.

For trials which are deemed to be in-scope, the following
information is recorded:

• Stage: Localised/Locoregional, Advanced/Metastatic,
Recurrent/Refractory, Any/All Stages, Other (specify)

• Cancer group—a high-level grouping of cancers by
histological type: Breast, Urological, Central Nervous
System, Gastro-Intestinal, Gynaecological, etc. A trial
may include multiple cancer groups

• Cancer type—more detailed selection of cancers within each
of the selected cancer groups

• Controlled—Yes/No to indicate if the trial includes a
control arm

• Multi-arm—Yes/No to indicate if the trial includes more
than one interventional arm

• Includes pediatric—Yes/No to indicate if trial enrolment
includes pediatric patients

• Country of principal investigator (PI)
• Type of sponsor—Company, Hospital/University/Research
Institute, Collaborative Group, Local/National government,
Not available/Missing, Other
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• Phase—Phase 1 to Phase 4, Not applicable (N/A), Other
• Setting—For Phase 3 trials only: Primary/Main Curative, Neo-
adjuvant/Window, Adjuvant/Maintenance, Perioperative,
Palliative or Other

• Primary end-points—One or more of: Safety and/or Dose,
Response rate, PFS, OS, DFS/RFS/EFS, Recurrence rate,
QoL, Biomarker and Other

• Repurposed drug INN: A delimited list of all the repurposing
candidates included in the intervention arms of the trial

Data from all included trials is extracted and uploaded to a
SQL database where it is used to populate the online open-
access database (https://www.anticancerfund.org/en/redo-
trials-db). This allows users to query the database for trials

FIGURE 1 | ReDO_Trials_DB coding screen.

FIGURE 2 | Individual trial record.

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 7909523

Pantziarka et al. Drug Repurposing Clinical Trials in Oncology

https://www.anticancerfund.org/en/redo-trials-db
https://www.anticancerfund.org/en/redo-trials-db
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles


by cancer type, whether trials are controlled and whether
pediatric patients are included. Further filtering can be used
to include or exclude trials based on drug, trial identifier or
trial title. Clicking on an individual trial record displays
further details and a link to the original trial registration,
as shown in Figure 2.

In addition to the online version, a tab-delimited values text
version of the database is also available for download so that the
data can be analysed off-line or included in data pipelines such as
BioDWH2 (Friedrichs, 2021), CANDO (Schuler et al., 2021) and
other bioinformatics platforms.

RESULTS

As of August 26, 2021 the full dataset consists of 3,734 trials,
constructed using 356 drug candidates from the ReDO_DB. Of
this dataset of 3,734 trials, 805 have been assessed as being

relevant repurposing trials and are therefore included in the
ReDO_Trials_DB database. Summary results are shown in
Table 1. As of the WHO ICTRP database update of August
16, the total number of active interventional cancer trials of all
types is 15,608, which means that repurposing trials are 5.2% of
the total. The number of repurposing trials which include
pediatric patients is 44 (5.6%). Also recorded in the database
is the trial sponsor. These are coded by class of sponsor and the
distribution by class is shown in Table 1.

The distribution of trials by cancer group is shown in Table 2.
Of the 356 repurposing drugs, there are clinical trials involving

164 (46%) of them. Out of the 122 ReDO drugs included in the
WHOEssential Medicines List, 71 (58%) have active clinical trials
listed in the ReDO trials database. In terms of the patent status,
the ReDO database shows 287 drugs (80.6%) are off-patent,
which is similar to the ReDO trials database with 134 of the
164 (81.7%) trials investigating ReDO drugs being off-patent.

Themost popular drugs in terms of number of trials are shown
in Table 3. Note that some trials may include more than one
repurposing candidate.

TABLE 1 | Summary statistics of ReDO_Trials_DB trials.

Trial characteristics Count % Of trials

Pediatric patients eligible 44 5.5
Controlled 329 40.9
Multi-arm 93 11.6
Analysis By Phase
Phase 1 146 18.1
Phase 1/2 90 11.2
Phase 2 353 43.9
Phase 2/3 25 3.1
Phase 3 82 10.2
Phase 4 1 0.1
Not available/Missing 31 3.9
Other 33 4.1

Analysis By Sponsor Type
Company 48 6.0
Hospital/University/Research Institute 701 87.1
Collaborative Group 48 6.0
Local/National government 5 0.6
Other 3 0.4

TABLE 2 | Distribution of trials by cancer group.

Cancer group Count % Of trials

Gastro-intestinal 204 25.3
Breast 102 12.7
Urological 89 11.1
Central Nervous System 68 8.4
Multiple cancer types 61 7.6
Lung 62 7.7
Gynaecological 45 5.6
Head and Neck 39 4.8
Other hematologic 38 4.7
Leukaemia 37 4.6
Skin 26 3.2
Lymphoma 26 3.2
Bone Sarcoma 18 2.2
Soft Tissue Sarcoma 18 2.2
Other 22 2.7

TABLE 3 | Most popular drugs by trial.

Drug Number % Of trials

Metformin 128 15.9
Celecoxib 49 6.1
Hydroxychloroquine 45 5.6
Acetylsalicylic Acid 38 4.7
Ascorbic acid 34 4.2
Sirolimus 28 3.5
Valproic Acid 29 3.6
Zoledronic Acid 23 2.9
Propofol 24 3.0
Cholecalciferol 22 2.7
Propranolol 18 2.2
Clarithromycin 19 2.4
Tocilizumab 18 2.2
Simvastatin 18 2.2
Atorvastatin 17 2.1

TABLE 4 | Trials by country.

Country Count % Of trials

United States 317 39.4
China 92 11.4
India 45 5.6
Netherlands 38 4.7
Italy 37 4.6
Japan 28 3.5
Canada 24 3.0
Australia 22 2.7
France 21 2.6
Korea, Republic of 21 2.6
United Kingdom 18 2.2
Denmark 17 2.1
Egypt 14 1.7
Belgium 12 1.5
Germany 12 1.5
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While we do not collect information on the trial locations for
each trial, we do record the country of the PI for each trial. In all
there are trials originating in 41 different countries. The number
of trials in the top 15 countries are shown in Table 4, and the
global distribution is shown in Figure 3.

The planned accrual of patients to all the trials in the database
is 157,342 with an average of 206 patients per included trial.

DISCUSSION

The field of drug repurposing in oncology encompasses a wide
range of scientific and clinical research but to date there has not
been a dedicated source of information on clinical trials in
repurposing. The ReDO_Trials_DB is the first database of
repurposing trials focused solely on interventional trials of
non-cancer drugs as new cancer treatments.

The current release of the database includes 805 active
trials, which represents an estimated 5.2% of all active
oncology trials. It is often asserted that an advantage of
drug repurposing is that early phase trials may be avoided
as existing data on safety and tolerability obviates the need for
them. The data here shows that 18.1% of repurposing trials
are at phase 1 and a further 11.2% are classified as phase 1/2.
Another putative advantage of repurposing is the availability
and low-cost of many repurposing candidates, shown here in
the high proportion (81.7%) of drugs included in the clinical
trials having off-patent status. However, it is also interesting

to note that some generic drug candidates, particularly
metformin, are included in many trials, suggesting a
degree of duplication is likely. The inclusion of pediatric
patients in repurposing trials is low, with only 44 (5.5%) of
trials open to pediatric patients.

In addition to building the database, a process has been
developed to maintain the currency of the data. The iterative
process described previously enables updates to existing trial
records to be incorporated into the database and new trials
added. The process also caters for withdrawal of trials—for
trials completing or being terminated early. Such trials will be
flagged and tracked so that we canmaintain a longitudinal view of
trial activity. A research question we wish to explore in the future
is an assessment of the completion and reporting rates of
repurposing trials.

The database has a number of strengths and weaknesses. A key
strength is the manual coding process which enables expert
reviewers to assess a trial for inclusion and to code key data
regarding interventions, end-points etc. This semi-automated
process can make up for data quality issues regarding the data
from the registries—particularly with inconsistent trial naming,
identification of multiple registrations, and inconsistent use of
trial phase identifiers.

One weakness is that data quality issues can remain in the data
even after manual review. Duplicate records may be identified
and only one selected for inclusion, but there are cases where
there is different information in the duplicate records—due to the
data being updated to the registries at different time points for

FIGURE 3 | Global distribution of repurposing trials in oncology.
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example. Another issue is that the choice of repurposing
candidates is via the ReDO_DB and there may be relevant
repurposing trials testing drugs which are not yet included in
that database. In cases where such trials do come to attention,
the drug will be added to the ReDO_DB at the next update
and then included in the ReDO_Trials_DB at a subsequent
release. Finally, the focus on active trials means that we
cannot comment on any long-term trends in terms of
increasing or decreasing numbers of trials, changes in trial
characteristics over time and so on. However, as
previously mentioned, our prospective tracking of trial
completion will, in time, allow the database to be used to
analyse such trends.

In addition to maintaining the currency of the data, the
development of the database will continue so that additional
data fields and types of analyses may be included in the future. In
particular, it is hoped that the data from the database can be

incorporated into bioinformatics pipelines for the identification
of new candidates for specific cancer types.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The datasets presented in this study can be found in online
repositories. The names of the repository/repositories and
accession number(s) can be found below: https://acfdata.
coworks.be/ReDO_Trials_DB.txt

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

PP and GB conceived this work. All authors took part in the data
analysis and screening of trials. PP wrote the manuscript and all
authors edited and approved the final draft.

REFERENCES

Begley, C. G., Ashton, M., Baell, J., Bettess, M., Brown, M. P., Carter, B., et al.
(2021). Drug Repurposing: Misconceptions, Challenges, and Opportunities for
Academic Researchers. Sci. Transl. Med. 13, eabd5524. doi:10.1126/
scitranslmed.abd5524

Bertolini, F., Sukhatme, V. P., and Bouche, G. (2015). Drug Repurposing in
Oncology-Ppatient and Health Systems Opportunities. Nat. Rev. Clin. Oncol.
12, 732–742. doi:10.1038/nrclinonc.2015.169

Chow, R., Herrstedt, J., Aapro, M., Chiu, L., Lam, H., Prsic, E., et al. (2021).
Olanzapine for the Prophylaxis and rescue of Chemotherapy-Induced Nausea
and Vomiting: a Systematic Review, Meta-Analysis, Cumulative Meta-Analysis
and Fragility Assessment of the Literature. Support. Care Cancer 29, 3439–3459.
doi:10.1007/s00520-020-05935-7

Corsello, S. M., Nagari, R. T., Spangler, R. D., Rossen, J., Kocak, M., Bryan, J. G., et al.
(2020). Discovering the Anti-cancer Potential of Non-oncology Drugs by Systematic
Viability Profiling. Nat. Cancer 1, 235–248. doi:10.1038/s43018-019-0018-6

Friedrichs, M. (2021). BioDWH2: an Automated Graph-Based Data Warehouse and
Mapping Tool. J. Integr. Bioinform. 18, 167–176. doi:10.1515/jib-2020-0033

Pantziarka, P., Bouche, G., Meheus, L., Sukhatme, V., Sukhatme, V. P., and Vikas,
P. (2014). The Repurposing Drugs in Oncology (ReDO) Project.
Ecancermedicalscience 8, 442. doi:10.3332/ecancer.2014.442

Pantziarka, P., Verbaanderd, C., Sukhatme, V., Rica Capistrano, I., Crispino, S.,
Gyawali, B., et al. (2018). ReDO_DB: the Repurposing Drugs in Oncology
Database. Ecancermedicalscience 12, 886. doi:10.3332/ecancer.2018.886

Pantziarka, P., Meheus, L., Rombauts, K., Vandeborne, L., and Bouche, G. (2020).
“Drug Repurposing for Cancer Therapy-An Introduction,” in Drug
Repurposing in Cancer Therapy. Editors K. K. W. To and W. C. S. Cho
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Academic Press), 1–14. doi:10.1016/B978-0-12-
819668-7.00001-4

Peyvandipour, A., Saberian, N., Shafi, A., Donato, M., and Draghici, S. (2018). A
Novel Computational Approach for Drug Repurposing Using Systems Biology.
Bioinformatics 34, 2817–2825. doi:10.1093/bioinformatics/bty133

Pushpakom, S., Iorio, F., Eyers, P. A., Escott, K. J., Hopper, S., Wells, A., et al.
(2019). Drug Repurposing: Progress, Challenges and Recommendations. Nat.
Rev. Drug Discov. 18, 41–58. doi:10.1038/nrd.2018.168

Schuler, J., Falls, Z., Mangione, W., Hudson, M. L., Bruggemann, L., and
Samudrala, R. (2021). Evaluating the Performance of Drug-Repurposing
Technologies. Drug Discov. Today. doi:10.1016/j.drudis.2021.08.002

Tanoli, Z., Vähä-Koskela, M., and Aittokallio, T. (2021). Artificial Intelligence,
Machine Learning, and Drug Repurposing in Cancer. Expert Opin. Drug Discov.
16, 977–989. doi:10.1080/17460441.2021.1883585

Verbaanderd, C., Rooman, I., Meheus, L., and Huys, I. (2019). On-Label or Off-
Label? Overcoming Regulatory and Financial Barriers to Bring Repurposed
Medicines to Cancer Patients. Front. Pharmacol. 10, 1664. doi:10.3389/
fphar.2019.01664

Zhu, Y., Elemento, O., Pathak, J., and Wang, F. (2018). Drug Knowledge Bases and
Their Applications in Biomedical Informatics Research. Brief. Bioinform 20,
1308–1321. doi:10.1093/bib/bbx169

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Pantziarka, Vandeborne and Bouche. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC
BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 7909526

Pantziarka et al. Drug Repurposing Clinical Trials in Oncology

https://acfdata.coworks.be/ReDO_Trials_DB.txt
https://acfdata.coworks.be/ReDO_Trials_DB.txt
https://doi.org/10.1126/scitranslmed.abd5524
https://doi.org/10.1126/scitranslmed.abd5524
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrclinonc.2015.169
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00520-020-05935-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43018-019-0018-6
https://doi.org/10.1515/jib-2020-0033
https://doi.org/10.3332/ecancer.2014.442
https://doi.org/10.3332/ecancer.2018.886
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-819668-7.00001-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-819668-7.00001-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/bty133
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrd.2018.168
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drudis.2021.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/17460441.2021.1883585
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2019.01664
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2019.01664
https://doi.org/10.1093/bib/bbx169
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles

	A Database of Drug Repurposing Clinical Trials in Oncology
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Results
	Discussion
	Data Availability Statement
	Author Contributions
	References


