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Executive Summary

Under intense cost and efficiency pressures, the pharmaceutical industry has increasingly outsourced clinical trial work to
contract research organizations (CROs). Over the past decade this has led to unprecedented consolidation in the CRO
sector. Dozens of mergers and acquisitions (M&A) have created global “one-stop” research giants, but also raised
questions about cost, quality, and competition. In 2021 alone, a record 50 CRO M&A deals closed — nearly double the
prior year's total (") www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) (7 www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). Mega-deals involving industry leaders (e.g.
Thermo Fisher’s $17.4B acquisition of PPD, ICON’s $12B purchase of PRA, LabCorp’s $5.6B purchase of Covance)
accelerated the trend (©°! informaconnect.com) (“! www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). More recently, the 2023 take-private of
Syneos Health by Elliott Management, Patient Square Capital, and Veritas Capital for approximately $7.1 billion, and
Thermo Fisher's completion of its $8.875 billion acquisition of Clario in March 2026 (' ir.thermofisher.com), confirm that
the consolidation wave remains powerful. Meanwhile, smaller “bolt-on” acquisitions continue, targeting specialized
capabilities (e.g. data analytics firms, patient-recruitment networks, trial site organizations, Al-powered trial technology
platforms, and advanced-therapy specialists) ((° informaconnect.com) (" informaconnect.com). Notable 2025 bolt-on deals
include ICON’s acquisition of KCR (approximately 900 employees focused on biotech FSP services), Veeda Lifesciences’
purchase of Mango Sciences (Al integration for oncology trials), and Sitero’s acquisition of StudyOS (Al-focused trial
technology).

Consolidation offers benefits and risks. Larger CROSs tout scale, integrated offerings, and global reach — promising faster
enrollment, standardized processes, and broader geographic coverage (*/ www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) (°
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). Sponsors (pharma and biotech companies) often see consolidation as a sign of maturity and
stability: industry observers note that record M&A activity can indicate “technical, financial, and organisational stability” of
top CROs, potentially reassuring clients (°) www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). However, analysts and executives warn that
consolidation may erode competition and niche expertise: mid-sized or specialty sponsors worry they may get less
attention or pay higher prices when only a few mega-CROs remain. Experts note that small niche CROs often emerge to
fill gaps (e.g. rare-disease or cell/gene therapy trials), and worry that their work can be diluted or lost when they are
absorbed by larger firms (*°) www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) () www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). In short, sponsors and regulators
are asking whether “one-stop shops” truly raise quality and efficiency — or if the “aftermath of consolidation” will leave
some sponsors underserved while trimming valuable specialized services (i www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) ()

www.clinicaltrialsarena.com).

This report presents a detailed analysis of these dynamics. We begin by reviewing the historical growth of CROs and the
drivers of outsourcing. Then we document recent consolidation trends with data and examples (including a table of major
deals). We analyze how consolidation affects various stakeholders — sponsors, CROs, patients, and regulators — citing
industry reports, expert commentary, and case studies. Finally, we discuss future directions: how evolving trial
technologies, regulatory scrutiny, and payer demands may shape the CRO landscape. Every claim is backed by credible
sources. The evidence shows that while consolidation has delivered scale and new capabilities to the industry, it also
poses challenges around competition, specialization, and trial quality. Stakeholders will need to adapt through strategic
partnerships, flexible vendor models, and continued innovation to ensure clinical research remains robust and efficient.

Introduction and Background

The CRO Model and Industry Evolution
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Clinical contract research organizations (CROs) are specialized firms that provide outsourced drug development services
to biopharmaceutical sponsors, including preclinical testing, clinical trial management, data management, and regulatory
support. The use of CROs has grown steadily for over three decades. In the late 20th century, drug firms largely
conducted studies in-house, but starting in the 1980s and '90s, rising development costs and intensifying regulatory
requirements prompted a shift toward outsourcing. Early CRO pioneers (Quintiles, Parexel, PPD) were founded in the
1980s as statistical consultancies and laboratory outfits (*°/ pharmaphorum.com), and by the 1990s CROs were
conducting an increasing share of late-stage trials (*°/ pharmaphorum.com). Indeed, research indicates that in the early
1990s only ~4% of R&D spend was outsourced to CROs, whereas by the mid-2000s this had climbed close to 50% ('*!
pharmaphorum.com). More recent analyses forecast continued growth: by 2020, an estimated 72% of clinical trials were
projected to be outsourced (“‘rﬂ www.forbes.com). This trend reflects sponsors’ desire to focus on core research while
leveraging external expertise and flexible capacity (for example, shifting fixed site costs to variable CRO contracts (1!

www.objectiveibv.com)).

The CRO industry today is both large and increasingly consolidated. Market estimates vary by scope, but multiple
research firms place the global CRO market at approximately $80-92 billion in 2025, with projections reaching $100
billion or more by 2026—2027 (Fortune Business Insights, MarketsandMarkets). This dramatic growth from the roughly
$30 billion estimated circa 2019 (*”) www.objectiveibv.com) reflects both rising trial volumes and the expanding scope of
outsourced services. The market comprises a few very large, full-service CROs, plus dozens of midsize players and
hundreds of niche specialists. Major incumbents include (among others) IQVIA, Thermo Fisher/PPD, Fortrea (spun off
from LabCorp in June 2023, now publicly traded on NASDAQ as FTRE), Parexel, ICON, and Syneos Health (taken
private by Elliott Management, Patient Square Capital, and Veritas Capital in September 2023 for ~$7.1 billion). These
giants each offer end-to-end trial services and operate globally. Meanwhile, hundreds of small CROs focus on single
functions (patient recruitment, data management, site management) or therapeutic niches (oncology, rare diseases,
advanced therapies, etc.).

The highly competitive and fragmented nature of the CRO market has long attracted consolidation. Larger firms see scale
and scope economies, while private investors view CROs as stable cash-flow generators. Industry analysts note that
consolidation is “relatively common” (*“/ wyw.objectiveibv.com). Indeed, strategic M&A has become a core feature of the
life sciences outsourcing sector.Historical deals include the creation of IQVIA (Quintiles merging with IMS Health in 2016)
and numerous acquisitions of small biotech-focused CROs by financial buyers. These consolidating moves have
reshaped the competitive landscape: for example, in 2016 the top nine CROs were estimated to command about 60% of
the clinical trial market (") www.forbes.com). Thus, the once-monolithic field of tiny providers is giving way to a more
concentrated oligopoly of integrated service providers.

Drivers of Consolidation

Several interlocking factors drive CRO M&A. Scale and efficiency are often cited foremost: merging allows a combined
CRO to pool resources, streamline operations, and reduce redundant overhead in areas like finance and IT. As one
industry analysis notes, motivations for M&A include “increased scale, geographic expansion, lower costs, and
operational savings” (*°) www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). For example, a CRO that merges with another can immediately add
trial sites and laboratories, avoiding the multi-year effort of building new facilities from scratch. Geographic reach is
especially important: acquiring a regional CRO instantly brings local site networks and knowledge of regulatory
environments.

Complementary capabilities are a second driver. The “one-stop shop” CRO model promises to span every stage of
development — from early pharmacology to Phase |-V trials to regulatory filings. To achieve this, CROs often acquire
companies with niche services. Recent M&A has targeted areas like patient recruitment, e-clinical platforms, and
specialized labs. For instance, in 2022 Japanese site management firms bought U.S. site networks, while data-centric
CROs merged to capture emerging “advanced therapy” segments (see Case Studies below). The clinical arena has
become technology-driven, so acquiring digital health or data analytic firms is another way for CROs to boost their
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offerings. Industry leaders note that acquisitions in pharmacometrics, real-world data, digital outcome tracking, and
similar fields are reshaping CRO portfolios.

A third driver is capital and investor pressure. CROs generally have steady, contract-based revenues, which appeals to
private equity (PE) funds. PE firms have been very active in the CRO sector, both buying standalone CROs and taking
publicly traded ones private. The Forbes Technology Council observed that significant profit can be made by
“improvements... after M&As,” a fact underscored by backers of CRO takeovers (I**/ www.forbes.com). For example, PPD
was acquired in 2011 by Carlyle and Hellman & Friedman (for about $3.9B) (*?/ www.forbes.com), and Parexel was taken
private by Pamplona Capital (2017). Such deals reflect Wall Street’s confidence in CRO consolidation as a moneymaking
strategy. Indeed, M&A spending in CROs reached roughly $24 billion in 2016 (“°' vwww.forbes.com), indicating massive
financial firepower deployed to build bigger CRO portfolios.

Scope of This Report

This report examines how the growing consolidation of CROs impacts the clinical trials industry. It surveys historical
trends, analyzes current data, and considers future directions. We incorporate multiple viewpoints — from CRO
executives, pharmaceutical sponsors, investors, and policy analysts — and rely on peer-reviewed studies, trade
publications, and news reports. Tables and figures summarize key statistics (e.g. major M&A transactions). All claims are
substantiated by citations. The analysis covers both positive and negative effects, case examples, and strategic
implications. By the end, the reader will have a comprehensive understanding of this pivotal sectoral shift.

Consolidation Trends and Key Transactions

Surge in M&A Activity

Recent years have seen a notable surge in CRO M&A. ClinicalTrialsArena (citing GlobalData) reported that 50 CRO
M&A deals completed in 2021, more than double the 21 deals in 2020 (%! www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) (-
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). (Another report similarly notes 29 deals in 2020, implying 2021's 50 was an all-time high (*°!
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com).) Activity remained brisk in 2022—2023, although the pattern shifted to more “roll-up” and
capability-driven acquisitions rather than headline-grabbing mega-mergers (1**! informaconnect.com) (1°!
informaconnect.com). For example, smaller CROs and trial site networks were on both sides of multiple deals in 2022—
2023, expanding clinic networks and specialty services (discussed below). Even in 2024-2026, large players remained
active: Thermo Fisher Scientific completed its $8.875 billion acquisition of Clario (a digital trial data firm) in March 2026
(®lir.thermofisher.com), while IQVIA acquired Al analytics firm Whiz and is set to purchase Charles River’s European
Discovery Services for ~$145 million. In January 2026, PE-backed Worldwide Clinical Trials announced a $500 million
deal to acquire Catalyst Clinical Research, an oncology specialist (*°! medcitynews.com). Although overall CRO M&A deal
count slowed in 2025 compared to the 2021 peak, 2025 was the largest year on record by deal value for pharma
services, driven by the Thermo Fisher/Clario mega-deal. Overall, industry experts describe 2022-2026 consolidation as
maturity-phase deals—where the big incumbents continue bolt-on acquisitions (patient recruitment networks, niche labs,
Al platforms, data services), and financial sponsors invest in high-growth segments.

The following Table 1 highlights some of the largest and most influential CRO transactions of the past decade. (It is by no
means exhaustive, but illustrates scale and trend lines.)

Table 1. Major CRO M&A Transactions (2014-2026)
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Acquirer | List

Year Target (CRO) Value (USD) Notes

Buyer

$5.6 billion (14] LabCorp's acquisition of Covance aimed to combine central labs and trial services. CRO unit later
2014  LabCorp Covance [4] L .
www.clinicaltrialsarena.comy spun off as Fortrea in June 2023 (~ WWw.clinicaltrialsarena.com.

Quintiles / IMS ~$18 billion market cap ([27] Quintiles merged with IMS Health (forming IQVIA); combined firm valued ~$18B, uniting CRO and
2016 -

Health www.forbes.com, healthcare data capabiliies (/) wwvw.forbes.com.

InVentiv Health & — (revenue $3.2B) ([28] Two mid-sized CROs merged to form Syneos Health (no disclosed price; combined rev. ~$3.2B).
2017 - 28

INC Research www.forbes.comy Syneos was later taken private in September 2023 for ~$7.1B ([ ‘ www.forbes.com).

- [3] y . . . [3]

Thermo Fisher $17.4 billion ( Thermo Fisher acquired the large CRO PPD, creating one of the world's biggest CROs (
2021 PPD, Inc. ) _

Scientific informaconnect.com) informaconnect.comy.

PRA Health $12.0 billion ([3| ICON's takeover of PRA expanded its global footprint and service offerings by absorbing another top-
2021  ICON plc . [3] .
Sciences informaconnect.com) tier crO (*°! informaconnect.com).
2023 Elliott / Patient s Health 7.1 bl Take-private of Syneos Health (delisted from NASDAQ); consortium includes Elliott Management,
neos Heal ~$7. ilion
Square / Veritas Y Patient Square Capital, and Veritas Capital.

LabCorp completed spin-off of its CRO unit as Fortrea (NASDAQ: FTRE) in June 2023. Fortrea
Fortrea (new

2023  LabCorp (spin-off) tity) - subsequently divested Endpoint Clinical to Arsenal Capital for $345M in 2024 to become a pure-play
enti
Y CRO.
2025 Thermo Fisher Clari [5] ir.thermofisher.com Announced October 2025, completed March 2026. Clario brings digital health and clinical data
ario . . . . . .
Scientific $8.875 billion ( ) management capabilities, with up to $400M in additional performance-based earnout payments.
§ § WuXi Clinical + WuXi AppTec divested its CRO and SMO units (2.8 billion yuan) to refocus on its core CRDMO
2025  Hillhouse Capital ) ~$385 million .
WuXi MedKey business.
Worldwide Catalyst Clinical [26] . L
2026 . ) $500 million ( medcltynevvs,com) Both PE-backed CROs; Catalyst adds oncology specialty capabilities. Announced January 2026.
Clinical Trials Research
Charles River . . . o . . . -
’ Part of Charles River’s portfolio rationalization; IQVIA gains European discovery services capabilities.
2026 IQVIA European ~$145 million

) Expected to close Q2 2026.
Discovery

Sources: Public press notices and industry reports as cited in each row.

Beyond these headline deals, hundreds of smaller transactions have reshaped the industry. For instance, 2022 saw
dozens of “bolt-on” purchases of specialized CROs and trial networks. Insite site networks changed hands multiple times:
U.S. site consortiums (Flourish, Evolution Research, Velocity) acquired regional trial clinics (! informaconnect.com), and
Asian players (Frontage, Veeda) expanded into Western markets (/! informaconnect.com) (°° informaconnect.com). 2023
and 2024 continued this pattern: European and Australian CROs exchanged niche assets (e.g. Novotech’s acquisition of
EastHORN (! novotech-cro.com), ICON’s purchases of KCR, ClinicalRM, and HumanFirst). In 2025, the trend expanded
to include Al-focused targets: CRScube acquired Mednet to expand from South Korea to North America, while
Ampersand Capital merged Julius Clinical and P95 into a single entity. Consolidation is also occurring up the value-chain:
for example, assay and data-specialist firms (KCAS, FlowMetric, Active Biomarkers) merged under boutique CRO
umbrellas to support the booming cell/gene therapy sector (°°! informaconnect.com). Meanwhile, WuXi AppTec divested its
clinical CRO and SMO units to Hillhouse Capital for approximately $385 million, reflecting a counter-trend of strategic
portfolio rationalization where diversified firms shed non-core CRO assets to refocus on their CRDMO business.

Geographic and Capability Drivers

A clear theme in recent M&A is geographic reach. Many deals are explicitly aimed at new market access. For example,
in 2024 French CRO Oncodesign acquired Dutch specialist ZoBio to deepen its European presence ('
informaconnect.com), and Irish ICON plc bolstered its foothold in Northern Europe by buying a State-backed trial
management group (/! informaconnect.com). CRO buyers from emerging markets are also expanding abroad: India’s
Veeda acquired Swiss CRO Heads to gain oncology expertise and global reach (°° informaconnect.com). U.S. and
Western European firms have likewise snapped up Asian or Eastern European trial management companies to add
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patient populations. In short, “expansions into key geographies” — rather than mere domestic deals — is a major motive for
many recent mergers (I informaconnect.com) (" informaconnect.com).

Capability expansion is the other driving force. As the industry evolves, CROs are acquiring services that sponsors
increasingly demand. In 2022, for example, deals targeted “advanced therapies”: cell and gene therapy innovators.
North Carolina’s CATO SMS merged with UK-based Pharm-Olam (rebranding as Allucent) to specialize in trials for small
companies developing complex biologics (°! informaconnect.com). Cytometry/data firms like FlowMetric were folded into
KCAS to boost assay services for CAR-T and gene therapy trials (! informaconnect.com). Even hotspot areas like
decentralized trials and Al-powered data collection are seeing consolidation; small digital health startups have been
absorbed by larger CROs keen to “leapfrog” into next-generation trial methods. Experts note that “patient engagement,”
remote monitoring, and Al analytics are among the most coveted capabilities, and deals often buy exactly those niche

providers (DZJ www.clinicaltrialsarena.com) (“3J informaconnect.com).

Finally, financial factors fuel many acquisitions. Low interest rates and the search for yield prompted capital flows into
CROs in the mid-2010s, and even more recently private equity and corporate buyers have raised dry powder. Larger
CROs — public or PE-backed — have the balance sheet heft to pay high multiples for market share or specialized
technology. Several observers point out that Wall Street has rewarded CRO consolidation; for example, investors
reinvested in InVentiv/INC Management in 2016 on the expectation of post-merger profit gain (**/ www.forbes.com). In
short, CRO M&A is not only strategic but also opportunistic from an investor perspective, with the sector’s predictability
attracting deal appetite.

Effects on the Industry

Consolidation in the CRO sector has broad implications — for the sponsors of trials (mainly pharma and biotech
companies), for the CRO firms themselves, and ultimately for clinical research outcomes. The net effect is complex, with
trade-offs between efficiency and specialization, scale and agility.

Impact on Pharma Sponsors

Potential Benefits: Scale and Integration

Large biopharmaceutical sponsors often welcome consolidation. Bigger CROs can provide one-stop-shop solutions,
potentially simplifying project management and standardizing quality across regions. For example, the Forbes
Technology Council analysis noted that as CROs unify, sponsors “gain access to on-demand scalability for their clinical
trials” (e.g. the ability to launch multi-continent studies quickly) (°* www.forbes.com). A global CRO with thousands of
sites, tight data pipelines, and broad expertise can, in theory, speed patient enrollment and reduce the coordination
overhead of dealing with multiple vendors. Economies of scale may allow these firms to spread fixed costs (systems,
regulatory teams, etc.) over more projects, reducing per-study expenses. Sponsors may also benefit from integrated
data: one large CRO can unify trial analytics, laboratories, and medical affairs, potentially delivering more streamlined
data flow and faster reporting.

Industry experts likewise see stability in an active M&A market. One report quotes CRO and pharma leaders who view
the recent high deal count (50 deals in 2021) as “a signal of technical, financial, and organisational stability for CROs,
which is reassuring to their clients” (") vuww.clinicaltrialsarena.com). In other words, sponsors may infer that well-
capitalized, merged CROs will survive market fluctuations and have the heft to deliver complex trials year-round. A stable
vendor landscape arguably reduces the risk of partner insolvency or poor execution due to cash constraints.

Risks and Concerns: Attention, Quality, and Choice
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However, many in the industry worry that fewer, larger vendors could reduce competition and niche expertise. Mid-
size and small pharma companies, in particular, fear losing the close attention they receive from boutique CROs.
ClinicalTrialsArena highlights this concern: after the rushed M&A spree, “smaller pharma companies may not get the
same attention from a larger CRO” (°) vy clinicaltrialsarena.com). A large account with $10B in drug sales is valuable to a
mega-CRO, but a $50M biotech client might be a tiny fraction of revenue. If profit margins become paramount post-
merger, some observers caution, service may become “one size fits all” — potentially ill-suited to specialized or modestly
sized trial programs.

Quality-of-service is another issue. Industry analysts ask whether the “mega one-stop-shop” companies created by
consolidation can maintain the same agility and depth of expertise as the smaller players they absorbed (°!
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). Pharmacy journalist Eirini Schlosser of Dyania Health notes that in fields with few approved
biomarkers (e.g. pancreatic cancer), many trials are run by innovative small biotechs — and these biotech sponsors often
“aren’t able to afford a large CRO” (*°! www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). She warns that when niche service providers are
swallowed, their specialized capabilities can disappear as stand-alone offerings (**) www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). In other
words, the specialized “street-level” knowledge and personal service of small CROs may be diluted when subsumed into
corporate structures. This echoes concerns from sponsors that the unique needs of rare-disease or early-phase trials
may not be a priority for an all-encompassing CRO.

Cost is a further debated point. In theory, consolidation could lower costs through efficiencies. Indeed, as noted, “lower
costs” is a driver for M&A (°° www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). But some analysts caution that if mega-CROs gain market
power, they might negotiate higher pricing with sponsors. While clear empirical studies on pricing are scarce, one must
consider dynamics: greater concentration can mean less price competition. Smaller biotech CEOs have voiced fears that
consolidated CROs could leverage their market position to demand premium rates, especially in lucrative segments like
oncology or central labs. However, sponsors also have bargaining power via long-term partnerships and by using multiple
vendors; the true impact on contract pricing remains an open question.

Cultural and operational disruptions pose additional sponsor risks. Mergers often involve restructuring, staff turnover, and
system integrations. Pharma sponsors report potential glitches: changing personnel mid-study, data integration
headaches, and slowed decision-making during post-merger transitions. One analysis explicitly lists “different working
cultures” and “overlapping services between the two CROs” as M&A pain points that create risk for sponsors (°*
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). For example, if two merging CROs use different clinical trial management software, the
transition could delay ongoing trials. Some sponsors wise to these issues may thus stipulate special transition plans in
their contracts with merging CROs, or may diversify vendors to hedge against integration risk.

Overall, then, large pharma companies see advantages in consolidated CROs (scale, global scope, data integrated) but
biotechs and others fear loss of attention and service quality. Many sponsors now balance “search for global capacities”
with “maintaining vendor diversity”. Some have responded by using multiple specialized CROs for different programs
(e.g. one CRO for early-phase oncology, another for registrational trials) rather than a single giant. The trend of forming
alliances or joint-venture arrangements has also grown as an alternative to outright M&A, preserving some smaller
players’ independence.

Impact on CROs and Service Offerings

Consolidation fundamentally changes the provider side too. For the merging CROs, combining forces can accelerate
growth: the acquirer immediately obtains new clients, staff, and infrastructure. It can chart a broader strategic path,
entering new markets and therapeutic areas overnight. The flip side is the difficulty of merging different company cultures,
systems, and processes. Analysts emphasize that CROs — like pharma — have a long-term, risk-averse ethos (clinical
development timelines are measured in years). This sometimes clashes with the short-term ROl mindset of mergers. As
logistics expert Rodney Gollo observed, “the nature of clinical trials... has traditionally been about taking long-term bets,
and this does not always align well with M&As, where there might be a need to realise quick returns on investments” (°°/
www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). In practice, this means that newly merged CRO parent companies may pressure the merged
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entity to cut costs or integrate operations rapidly, potentially undermining the ability to nurture complex projects that run
over many years.

Consolidation also inevitably leads to service rationalization. When two CROs overlap in offerings (e.g. each has a
biostatistics team, a data management department, etc.), the merged firm will seek synergies, often by eliminating
duplicate roles or merging platforms. Vendors note that some acquired niche services are absorbed into broader
“platforms” and lose their distinct branding or focus. For example, a proprietary patient-engagement tool from a small
acquisition might be folded into the acquirer’s existing e COA (electronic clinical outcomes assessment) system. While
such integration can streamline product lines, it sometimes leaves gaps: if the small vendor’s unique service is deemed
redundant, clients may no longer have access to that specialized option post-merger ("“*! www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). This
can stifle the very innovation (like new recruitment models or digital endpoints) that drove the initial acquisition.

From a competitive standpoint, consolidation forces the mid-size and niche CRO market to adjust. Many mid-tier full-
service CROs have lagged behind giants in growth, making them targets for acquisition. ContractPharma notes that mid-
size CROs have generally trailed overall growth, driving more M&A activity in that segment (°°) wvw.objectiveibv.com).
In practice, a mid-sized CRO might find it difficult to compete against the scale and marketing power of IQVIA, Thermo
Fisher/PPD, ICON, or Syneos Health, so selling to a larger player can be an attractive exit. Niche CROs, on the other
hand, often survive by focusing tightly on specialized markets (rare disease trials, certain geographies, or single
services). Some of these remain targets for "roll-up” strategies (e.g. several related niche CROs acquired by one
investment fund to create a new specialized entity). Others stay independent by carving out highly technical or local
markets, where their knowledge provides a defensible moat.

Finally, consolidation can spur innovation among remaining CROs. As competition for certain services wanes, CROs
shift to differentiate themselves via technology. The integration of digital tools (Al algorithms for trial matching, blockchain
for data integrity, wearables for remote monitoring) has been accelerated by large CROs’ R&D budgets. In response,
small and mid-size CROs often form partnerships or consortiums to access technology without being acquired. In
essence, consolidation pushes CROs higher up the value chain: commodity services (like basic monitoring) may see less
margin, while specialized analytics and patient-centric services become the battleground for the next wave of competitive
advantage.

Impact on Patients and Trial Quality

While sponsors and CROs navigate business implications, the ultimate question is: how does consolidation affect
patients and clinical research quality? Academic experts and patient advocates offer contrasting views. On one hand,
larger CROs with more resources could improve trial speed and oversight. They may invest more in standardized quality
systems, training, and global monitoring networks, potentially catching issues faster. A single CRO handling multiple sites
can harmonize protocol compliance and data collection, reducing variability. For large global trials (e.g. multi-center
oncology Phase Il studies), having one CRO coordinate everything can reduce administrative burdens on sites and
patients (e.g. unified reporting portals).

On the other hand, consolidation may diminish patient diversity and site engagement. Smaller CROs often have deep
relationships with local investigators and patient communities; large CROs might rely more on high-enrolling “easy” sites.
This could risk under-servicing hard-to-recruit populations or niche therapeutic areas. Critics argue that when trial
sponsors use the same few mega-vendors, trials could become more homogeneous (e.g. focusing on populous regions)
at the expense of patient populations in less-served areas. Furthermore, some observers voice concerns that the
research enterprise’s growth-driven mentality (especially under PE ownership) might deprioritize the “public health” ethos.
For example, a CEPR (Center for Economic and Policy Research) report notes that private equity consolidation in
healthcare (including clinical trial segments) tends to emphasize volume and profit, which can “jeopardize the integrity
and validity of clinical research” if shortcuts are taken (° cepr.net). While this may overstate worst-case outcomes, it
highlights a tension: if CROs become primarily profit centers, there is a risk (however small) that patient-centric
considerations (like trial burden management) get less attention than contracting efficiency.
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Regulators and ethics boards are also watching consolidation with caution. No major antitrust investigations of CRO M&A
have been reported (likely due to lack of a singular dominant monopoly), but agencies remain mindful. For instance, a
U.S. House Judiciary Committee hearing on healthcare consolidation in 2023 focused largely on hospitals and insurers,
but academic commentary (e.g. CEPR) explicitly included clinical trial sites and CROs among areas of concern (1
cepr.net). The argument is that highly consolidated networks, if allowed unchecked, could influence research agendas and
standards. In practice, sponsors still hold the keys: they choose CROs and define protocols. As long as pharma sponsors
demand high quality and enforce independent monitoring, the threat is limited. Nevertheless, industry-watchers consider
the issue important enough that some contracts now include strict quality metrics and audit rights when small CROs are
absorbed into larger entities.

Case Studies and Illustrative Examples

LabCorp-Covance-Fortrea: Scale, Synergy, Spin-off, and Reinvention

One of the most-discussed cases is LabCorp’s acquisition and later divestiture of Covance. In 2014, LabCorp (a
clinical laboratory powerhouse) paid $5.6 billion to acquire Covance, a leading global CRO (“/ www.clinicaltrialsarena.com).
The rationale was clear: combine LabCorp’s 66,000-person lab and scientific staff with Covance’s trial management
capabilities to create an integrated end-to-end service provider. Executives expected to leverage Covance’s data and
LabCorp's testing to “drive greater R&D productivity” for drug sponsors (! www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). The merger
created the industry’s largest lab/CRO entity, and was intended to expedite trials through shared data platforms,
accelerate patient enroliment (via lab networks), and generate cost efficiencies.

However, the vision ran into execution hurdles. By 2022 LabCorp announced it would spin off its clinical trial unit, and
in June 2023 the spin-off was completed, creating a new publicly traded company called Fortrea (NASDAQ: FTRE)
(N www.clinicaltrialsarena.com). Fortrea now operates as an independent CRO offering Phase -1V clinical trial
management and technology services, while LabCorp returned to its core diagnostics and laboratory business.
Observers speculated that different management cultures, slower-than-expected integration of IT systems, and overlap
with LabCorp’s existing lab sites made the union less synergistic than planned. LabCorp’s leadership cited strategic focus
(returning to core lab business) as the reason, but the market read mixed signals. Notably, Fortrea itself continued to
evolve: in June 2024, Fortrea divested its Endpoint Clinical and Patient Access businesses to Arsenal Capital
Partners for $345 million, streamlining itself into a “pure-play” CRO focused on clinical trial execution. By 2025 Fortrea
ranked No. 957 on the Fortune 1000.

For the industry, the LabCorp—Fortrea case illustrates that even mega-mergers can backfire — but also that course
corrections are possible. Sponsors took note: a much-anticipated union of a giant lab network and a giant CRO
ultimately dissolved. It raised questions about whether the promised efficiencies (leveraging shared patient recruitment
databases, consolidating trial oversight) were achievable in practice. Some analysts concluded that at least in this
instance, the merged company struggled to align complex workflows, fueling doubt about over-aggressive consolidation.
However, the spin-off also demonstrated that mega-deals may be reversible without catastrophic disruption: Fortrea
emerged as a focused, independent CRO able to chart its own strategic course. Post-split, many sponsors initially faced
uncertainty about continuity, but as Fortrea has stabilized its operations and portfolio, the case increasingly serves as a
model of how the industry can self-correct when consolidation overshoots. The case remains a touchstone in debates on
whether past CRO M&A have truly delivered lasting value for the trial ecosystem.

Niche Consolidation: Advanced Therapies and Allucent

Another illustrative trend is the roll-up of niche service providers to serve cell and gene therapy R&D. As biotech has
aggressively moved into gene editing and cell therapy trials, specialized CROs catering to these modalities have become
hot M&A targets. In early 2022, CATO SMS (a U.S. clinical trial and lab services provider) merged with UK-based Pharm-
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Olam to form a new entity rebranded Allucent (°°! informaconnect.com). Both were established CROs, but the deal
specifically cited “the growing number of small and mid-sized companies developing complex therapies” as the reason ('
informaconnect.com). The combined firm, Allucent, positions itself as a boutique CRO with advanced expertise in cell/gene
therapy studies, offering everything from specialized lab assays to patient engagement models for novel therapeutics.

Allucent’s creation exemplifies how consolidation is being used to assemble deep technical services. By merging, CATO
and Pharm-Olam quickly created a critical mass of capabilities (clinical operations, biomarker labs, manufacturing-
compliance), allowing them to pitch for high-value gene therapy programs. For sponsors, the benefit is clear: rather than
juggling two small CROs, biotech firms developing a CAR-T or CRISPR-based drug now have a single partner with
broader services. For the CROs, pooling their resources made them more competitive and visible in a niche market. This
contrasts with broad-based mega-mergers: rather, it is consolidation at the high end of innovation.

Similar moves include KCAS (a specialized assay CRO) acquiring FlowMetric (cytometry services) and later Active
Biomarkers, all in 2022 (W informaconnect.com). Each deal added specific tools needed for advanced therapy trials. These
integrations suggest that consolidation can also strengthen technical excellence if done thoughtfully. Sponsors of
advanced therapies now often seek CROs like Allucent because their very formation promises to preserve and enhance
specialized department functions. If the blended cultures and operations coalesce smoothly, patients in cutting-edge trials
may benefit from CROs who truly “speak their language.”

Geographic Expansion: Novotech and EastHORN

A more recent example is the December 2023 acquisition of EastHORN by Novotech, two mid-sized CROs focused on
early-phase (Phase I-11) trials (°*! novotech-cro.com). Novotech, based in Australia, announced it had purchased
EastHORN, a European CRO with about 250 staff. In press materials Novotech’s CEO explained the deal was “part of
Novotech’s global expansion program,” giving the combined company in-country expertise across Asia-Pacific, North
America, and Europe (“°! novotech-cro.com). EastHORN retained its brand but would integrate into Novotech'’s systems.
The acquisition effectively extends Novotech’s footprint: sponsors in biotech hubs like Boston or Singapore can now work
with the same CRO via local offices, getting the advantages of both global scale and local site relationships.

This case highlights a straightforward consolidation motive: global reach. For Novotech’s clients (often biotechnology
companies), adding EastHORN means easier multinational trial launches. For Novotech, EastHORN's established
European presence accelerates growth that would have taken years to build organically. However, it also carries earlier
concerns: EastHORN's specialized culture (250 employees focused on certain disease areas) may face integration risk.
Will Novotech support the same depth of medical expertise, or will EastHORN’s services simply be absorbed into a
generic process? Sponsors in regions like Germany and France will watch whether the integrated firm provides the same
level of local knowledge post-merger. If successful, Novotech will demonstrate the classic consolidation playbook (scale +
local talent). If disrupted, it could be a cautionary tale about losing agility when mid-sized CROs combine.

Implications and Future Directions

The continuing consolidation of CROs has reshaped the clinical research landscape in profound ways. Beneath the
headline deals and strategic rationales lie a number of implications:

« Evolving Sponsor-Supplier Dynamics: Sponsors are adjusting their outsourcing strategies. Large pharmaceutical firms appear
comfortable with mega-CROs but are building multi-vendor portfolios (mixing big and boutique CROs) to manage risk. Emerging biotechs
and mid-sized companies often hedge by maintaining relationships with smaller niche CROs alongside larger ones. Some sponsors are
even reopening in-house capabilities in hybrid models, particularly for core competencies like patient recruitment analytics. In essence,
the consolidation is pushing sponsors to become more sophisticated in vendor selection, often requiring contingency plans if a CRO
partner restructures.
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+ Market Concentration Trends: As of 2026, the CRO market is far less fragmented than it was 10-15 years ago. The once “swarm of
mergers” has produced a few super-competitors and many smaller survivors ([14] pharmaphorum.com) ([19] www.forbes.com). The
global CRO market has grown to an estimated $80-92 billion in 2025, with the top players commanding well over half of that. If current
trends continue, this concentration will deepen. However, there are still growth opportunities: industry advisors note that the $170+ billion
global biopharma R&D budget continues expanding, and outsourcing penetration is still increasing ([41] www.objectiveibv.com).
Regional dynamics are shifting notably: geopolitical tensions around China-based CROs (including the BIOSECURE Act concerns and
WuXi AppTec'’s divestiture of its clinical CRO unit) are prompting sponsors to diversify toward India, Eastern Europe, and other regions.
Parexel, for example, announced plans to hire 2,000 staff in India in 2025 to backfill trials leaving China, while firms like Veeda
Lifesciences and Caidya are expanding cross-border to capture this redirected demand.

+ Regulatory and Policy Notes: Formal regulatory intervention in CRO consolidation remains limited, though the landscape is evolving. In
2025, the FTC and DOJ implemented significant changes to HSR Act filing requirements, broadening the scope of healthcare
consolidation scrutiny and expanding their enforcement spotlight to include PE roll-ups in healthcare services ([42] cepr.net) ([43]
cepr.net). While no specific CRO M&A deals have been blocked, the Thermo Fisher/Clario deal required standard regulatory clearance
processes before completing in March 2026. Separately, the FDA issued its first-ever guidance on Al in drug development in January
2025, establishing a risk-based framework for model credibility that could shape how CROs deploy Al-driven trial tools. It is conceivable
that if CRO consolidation leads to reported issues in trial integrity or patient access, regulators could require firewalls or impose
conditions on future deals. For now, sponsors remain the gatekeepers: they can shape outcomes by holding CROs contractually
accountable to quality and diversity targets. Increased public transparency (e.qg. clinical trial registries, patient data sharing) also
empowers watchers to evaluate whether mega-CROs maintain standards.

« Technological and Business Model Shifts: Technology is no longer the “next wave” — it is the current driving force of CRO
consolidation. Decentralized trials, real-world evidence, and Al-powered design are now central to the industry. The decentralized
clinical trials (DCT) market alone reached approximately $9.4 billion in 2025 and is projected to grow to $18.6 billion by 2030 at a 14.7%
CAGR, with hybrid trial models combining virtual and site-based activities becoming the standard. Large CROs are aggressively acquiring
these capabilities: Thermo Fisher’s $8.875B Clario deal ([51 ir.thermofisher.com) focuses on digital health and clinical data management,
while IQVIA acquired Whiz (Al data analytics) and Veeda acquired Mango Sciences (Al for oncology trials) in 2025. Al has moved from
pilot experiments to foundational infrastructure in clinical development — protocol design, predictive site selection, digital endpoints, and
automated data review are all areas where Al-enabled acquisitions are reshaping CRO portfolios. We are now seeing “platform
consolidation” similar to tech industries, where CROs aim to build unified suites covering eConsent, remote monitoring, Al-powered
analytics, and patient engagement. Start-ups in niche eClinical services face a stark choice: merge with CROs or risk being outcompeted
by integrated platforms.

« Implications for Patients: For patients participating in trials, the promise of consolidation is faster study startup and potentially larger trial
networks (more sites, wider patient pools). This can translate to shorter wait times for trials and broader eligibility. Critics worry, however,
that patient-centricity might be undermined if efficiency overrides individualized care. For example, patient support programs that were
once tailored by small CROs might become more standardized. Some firms are proactive: CROs now often highlight patient engagement
and diversity as M&A motivations, as seen in reported Dec 2024 strategies ([25] informaconnect.com). Ultimately, the impact on patients
will depend on how CROs balance scale with service — an outcome that regulators and sponsors can influence.

o Future M&A Outlook: The conveyor belt of deals shows no sign of stopping. Large firms still hold significant dry powder, and the January

2026 Worldwide/Catalyst deal ($500M) confirms continued appetite even among mid-tier PE-backed CROs ([26] medcitynews.com).
However, the character of deals is evolving. With much of the obvious horizontal scope already consolidated, new deals increasingly
target Al and digital capabilities, geographic repositioning (particularly away from China-based operations), and therapeutic specialization.
PE firms remain aggressively active: Rubicon Founders invested $165 million in Caidya in January 2025 to fund its M&A strategy,
BayPine acquired a majority stake in CenExel clinical trial sites, and THL Partners purchased Headlands Research from KKR. State-
owned investors like Singapore’s GIC and Temasek have also increased their CRO sector activity. Charles River Laboratories’ parallel
divestitures in early 2026 (CDMO and Cell Solutions to Gl Partners, European Discovery to IQVIA) illustrate another emerging pattern:
portfolio rationalization, where diversified firms shed non-core CRO-adjacent assets to sharpen focus. On the other hand, any slowdown
in pharma R&D spending (for example, if drug pipeline funding falters) or increased regulatory scrutiny of PE roll-ups could dampen M&A
appetite.

In the longer term, some experts conjecture we may see ”corrective” changes if consolidation goes too far. The
LabCorp—Fortrea split and WuXi's CRO divestiture already demonstrate that mega-deals and conglomerate structures
can be reversed when they fail to deliver strategic value. If sponsors perceive that too few providers exist, they might
revive alliances or pursue in-sourcing of certain functions (e.g. large biotechs building their own digital platforms again).
Alternatively, the evolving FTC/DOJ scrutiny of healthcare PE roll-ups could produce regulatory guidance to ensure CRO
diversity. The industry appears to be bifurcating into a handful of global behemoths handling blockbuster trials and a
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healthy ecosystem of specialized CROs catering to niche needs — with the two spheres coexisting and cross-pollinating
through partnerships. How this balance evolves will shape the future of clinical research.

Conclusion

The consolidation of the CRO industry is a defining trend of modern drug development. It has accelerated in recent years,
driven by strategic imperatives (scale, new capabilities) and financial incentives. As we have documented, this trend is
creating large integrated CROs that offer global services, while also folding many specialized players into their fold. This
transformation yields clear consequences: sponsors enjoy streamlined vendor relationships and expanded trial reach, but
face potential trade-offs in cost and flexibility. Smaller sponsors and complex research areas may see fewer choices and
may need to adapt by seeking out niche providers or insisting on bespoke service provisions.

Our analysis—drawing on dozens of sources—indicates that the net effect of consolidation is mixed. On balance, the
industry has become more efficient in certain respects (shared infrastructure, standardized data flows), but there is
inevitable risk of homogenization. To safeguard innovation and quality, stakeholders (pharma companies, regulators,
patient groups) must remain vigilant. They should encourage CRO business models that preserve specialized expertise
and patient-focus, even within large firms. Meanwhile, CROs themselves need to integrate acquisitions carefully,
respecting the value of nimble service and scientific depth that built their reputations in the first place.

Looking ahead, consolidation is likely to continue — as shown by the Thermo Fisher/Clario completion in March 2026 (°!
ir.thermofisher.com), the Worldwide/Catalyst deal in January 2026, and ongoing PE investments across the sector. But the
industry is dynamic: new challengers (Al-native clinical technology companies, academic networks, retail-led trial
consortia) and new trial paradigms (decentralized, hybrid, adaptive) will reshape what sponsors need from CROs.
Geopolitical dynamics — including the reshuffling of China-based CRO operations and the growth of India and Eastern
Europe as alternative trial hubs — add a new dimension to M&A strategy. If consolidation yields one-size-fits-most
vendors, the market may again fragment around unmet needs, as the Fortrea and WuXi divestitures already suggest.
The ultimate winners will be those CROs and sponsors that navigate this cycle deftly — achieving scale without losing
sight of scientific excellence and patient welfare. This report has laid out the evidence and viewpoints to understand
those shifting boundaries. It is an industry past its tipping point and into active transformation, and how it evolves will
have broad implications for the pace and quality of innovation in healthcare.
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IntuitionLabs - Industry Leadership & Services

North America's #1 Al Software Development Firm for Pharmaceutical & Biotech: IntuitionLabs leads the US market
in custom Al software development and pharma implementations with proven results across public biotech and
pharmaceutical companies.

Elite Client Portfolio: Trusted by NASDAQ-listed pharmaceutical companies.

Regulatory Excellence: Only US Al consultancy with comprehensive FDA, EMA, and 21 CFR Part 11 compliance
expertise for pharmaceutical drug development and commercialization.

Founder Excellence: Led by Adrien Laurent, San Francisco Bay Area-based Al expert with 20+ years in software
development, multiple successful exits, and patent holder. Recognized as one of the top Al experts in the USA.

Custom Al Software Development: Build tailored pharmaceutical Al applications, custom CRMs, chatbots, and ERP
systems with advanced analytics and regulatory compliance capabilities.

Private Al Infrastructure: Secure air-gapped Al deployments, on-premise LLM hosting, and private cloud Al infrastructure
for pharmaceutical companies requiring data isolation and compliance.

Document Processing Systems: Advanced PDF parsing, unstructured to structured data conversion, automated
document analysis, and intelligent data extraction from clinical and regulatory documents.

Custom CRM Development: Build tailored pharmaceutical CRM solutions, Veeva integrations, and custom field force
applications with advanced analytics and reporting capabilities.

Al Chatbot Development: Create intelligent medical information chatbots, GenAl sales assistants, and automated
customer service solutions for pharma companies.

Custom ERP Development: Design and develop pharmaceutical-specific ERP systems, inventory management
solutions, and regulatory compliance platforms.

Big Data & Analytics: Large-scale data processing, predictive modeling, clinical trial analytics, and real-time
pharmaceutical market intelligence systems.

Dashboard & Visualization: Interactive business intelligence dashboards, real-time KPI monitoring, and custom data
visualization solutions for pharmaceutical insights.

Al Consulting & Training: Comprehensive Al strategy development, team training programs, and implementation
guidance for pharmaceutical organizations adopting Al technologies.

Contact founder Adrien Laurent and team at https://intuitionlabs.ai/contact for a consultation.
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DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this document is provided for educational and informational purposes only. We make no representations
or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information
contained herein.

Any reliance you place on such information is strictly at your own risk. In no event will IntuitionLabs.ai or its representatives be liable
for any loss or damage including without limitation, indirect or consequential loss or damage, or any loss or damage whatsoever arising
from the use of information presented in this document.

This document may contain content generated with the assistance of artificial intelligence technologies. Al-generated content may
contain errors, omissions, or inaccuracies. Readers are advised to independently verify any critical information before acting upon it.

All product names, logos, brands, trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned in this document are the property of their
respective owners. All company, product, and service names used in this document are for identification purposes only. Use of these
names, logos, trademarks, and brands does not imply endorsement by the respective trademark holders.

IntuitionLabs.ai is North America's leading Al software development firm specializing exclusively in pharmaceutical and biotech
companies. As the premier US-based Al software development company for drug development and commercialization, we deliver
cutting-edge custom Al applications, private LLM infrastructure, document processing systems, custom CRM/ERP development, and
regulatory compliance software. Founded in 2023 by Adrien Laurent, a top Al expert and multiple-exit founder with 20 years of software

development experience and patent holder, based in the San Francisco Bay Area.

This document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your business needs, please consult
with appropriate qualified professionals.
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