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ABSTRACT: DECODING PHARMACOKINETICS FROM A PROGRAMMER’S LENS 

Pharmacokinetics (PK) – the study of what the body does to a drug – might initially appear as a straightforward concept. 
At its core, it revolves around three seemingly simple variables: dose, concentration, and time. You administer a 
dose, measure the drug's concentration in a biological fluid (like blood) over time, and voilà, you get a PK profile. 
However, for those of us navigating the intricate world of clinical trial data, particularly statistical programmers, this 
"simplicity" often gives way to a more nuanced and, at times, considerably complex reality. 

While some PK analyses seamlessly glide through standard workflows with impeccably clean data and perfectly 
adhered-to time points, others present a formidable landscape of data inconsistencies, missing values, and deviations 
that can significantly impact the robustness and reliability of the PK analysis. This paper aims to demystify 
Pharmacokinetics and illuminate the pivotal role statistical programmers play in transforming raw data into meaningful 
insights. If terms like "PC," "PP," “Non-Compartmental Analysis (NCA), Modeling, or "exposure-response" seem foreign 
or vaguely familiar, then this discussion is for you. Whether your role involves supporting early-phase research or pivotal 
registration studies, this paper’s objective is for you: to gain a clearer understanding of the sometimes-complex PK 
environment and how we, as pharmacometrics programmers, contribute to its navigation. 

 

1. PHARMACOKINETICS: THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 

To truly appreciate the complexities, we must first grasp the foundational principles of Pharmacokinetics (PK). PK 
describes the journey of a drug within the body, encompassing four key processes, often collectively referred to as 
ADME: 

● Absorption: How the drug enters the systemic circulation from its site of administration (e.g., oral, 
intravenous, subcutaneous) 
 

● Distribution: How the drug spreads throughout the body's tissues and fluids once it has been absorbed 
 

● Metabolism: How the body chemically modifies the drug into metabolites 
 

● Excretion: How the drug and its metabolites are eliminated from the body 

The goal of PK studies is to understand the drug's concentration-time profile in the body, which helps determine 
appropriate dosing regimens to achieve desired therapeutic effects while minimizing adverse reactions. This profile is 
fundamentally influenced by the dose administered, the time elapsed since administration, and various 
physiological factors unique to each individual. 

 

2. THE PK DATA LANDSCAPE: ORIGINS AND STRUCTURE 

For statistical programmers, understanding where PK data originates is crucial. It’s not just a spreadsheet; it’s a 
meticulously collected record from clinical trials, each phase having its own set of PK data requirements. 

 

2.1 STUDY DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION 

PK data is primarily collected during clinical trials, which are typically divided into phases: 

● Early-Phase Studies (Phase 1): These often involve a small number of healthy volunteers or patients and 
are designed to assess drug safety, tolerability, and initial PK characteristics. PK sampling in these studies is 
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usually intensive (Figure 1), meaning many blood samples are taken over a precise time course to accurately 
define the entire concentration-time profile 

 

 

Figure 1  

 
● Pivotal Studies (Phase 2/3): These involve larger patient populations and focus on efficacy and safety. PK 

sampling here is often sparse, meaning fewer samples are collected per patient (often only pre-dose), relying 
on population PK modeling (which we'll discuss later) to characterize the drug's behavior across the 
population. 

      

2.2      TREATMENT ADMINISTRATION 

How you administer treatments to patients (Figure 2) will have an impact on your observed PK data. 

       

Figure 2 
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Intravenous (IV) Administration (blue line): The concentration starts at its highest point (Cmax) at time zero. This is 

because the drug is injected directly into the bloodstream. No other routes of administration will reach having this level 

of concentration of drug in the body at the dose equivalent. 

Inhalation (red line): The concentration rises very rapidly, almost as fast as the IV route. This is due to the quick 

absorption of the drug through the large surface area of the lungs. It reaches a high peak concentration (Cmax) quickly, 
followed by a decline as the drug is eliminated. 

Oral Administration (orange line): The drug must first be absorbed from the gastrointestinal tract, causing a delay in 
the rise of concentration. The curve shows a gradual increase to a lower peak concentration (Cmax) compared to IV 
and inhalation, and this peak is reached later. This is followed by a slower decline as the drug is eliminated. 

Subcutaneous (SC) Administration (green line): The absorption from the subcutaneous tissue is the slowest of the 
four routes. This results in the most gradual increase in concentration, a lower and significantly delayed peak (Cmax), 
and a prolonged, sustained drug effect. 

 

2.3 DATA STRUCTURE: FROM RAW TO ANALYSIS READY 

Before analysis, raw PK data undergoes a series of transformations. Statistical programmers are instrumental in 
creating standardized datasets. Common PK datasets include: 

• Raw Concentration Data (e.g. ADPC, ADNCA or PC): This dataset contains measured drug concentrations, 
corresponding nominal time and date time of collection, and subject identifiers. This is the "PC" (Plasma 
Concentration) data you might hear about. 

● PK Parameter Data (e.g. ADPP or PP): This dataset stores individual PK parameters derived from NCA or 
population modeling, such as AUC, Cmax, and half-life, along with subject identifiers and other relevant 
covariates. This is where "PP" (Population PK) parameters are coming from. 
 

 

2.4 KEY PK PARAMETERS 

PK analysis provides a set of essential parameters that characterize the drug's absorption, distribution, and elimination. 
Each of those parameters are derived for each patient/subject: 

● Maximum Concentration (Cmax) (Figure 3): The highest observed drug concentration in the      bloodstream          
. 
● Time to Maximum Concentration (Tmax) (Figure 3): The time at which Cmax occurs. These two parameters 

provide insights into the rate and extent of drug absorption. 
 

● Area Under the Curve (AUC) (Figure 4): This is perhaps one of the most important PK parameters. AUC 
represents the total drug exposure over a given time period. 
 

● Clearance (CL/F) (Figure 5): A measure of the body's efficiency in eliminating the drug 

● Volume of Distribution (Vd/F) (Figure 6): The apparent volume into which a drug distributes in the body. It 

provides an idea of how widely a drug distributes outside the blood. 
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Figure 3                                                                                            Figure 4 
 

 

 

 

Figure 5                                                                                            Figure 6 

 

 

3. PHARMACOKINETICS: THE “SIMPLE” SIDE NON-COMPARTMENTAL ANALYSIS (NCA) 

When people say, "Pharmacokinetics is simple," they're often referring to Non-Compartmental Analysis (NCA). NCA 

is a widely used and relatively straightforward method for determining key PK parameters directly from observed drug 

concentration-time data. We also call it “Join the dots” approach”.      

 The process of performing NCA typically involves:  

● Data Input: Loading the concentration-time data for each subject, including patients characteristics (age, 

gender, body weight….), actual times, concentrations, and dose information (ADNCA) 
 

● Parameter Calculation: Using specialized software (e.g., Phoenix WinNonlin®, often considered the industry 
standard) or other open-source solutions to automatically calculate the PK parameters listed above. 
 

● Output Generation: Export the PK parameters data and create PP and ADPP. 
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4. PHARMACOKINETICS: MOVING BEYOND NCA – MODELING 
 

While NCA is a powerful tool for initial PK characterization, a deeper understanding of drug behavior often requires PK 
Modeling. The decision to use NCA or modeling (or both) depends heavily on the study phase, the amount of data 
available, and the specific questions being asked. 

PK Modeling or Population PK modeling (POPPK) involves using mathematical models to describe the relationship 
between drug dose and drug concentration over time. 

 
Figure 7 

 

 

The model and NCA methods show some differences in parameter values (Figure 7). The model-based values are 
derived from a theoretical curve that best fits the data as a whole, while the NCA values are calculated directly from 
the observed data points. The differences highlight the impact of the method used to analyze the data. 

PopPK analysis aims to identify the typical PK parameters in the population and the variability around these parameters. 
PopPK also investigates covariates (patient characteristics like age, weight, renal function) that explain some of this 
variability. This is often performed using specialized software like NONMEM® or Monolix®. One of the main advantages 
of developing a PopPK model is to simulate “what-if” scenarios not tested during clinical studies. 
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5. NCA VS. MODELING 

PopPK and NCA are both valuable methods for analyzing pharmacokinetic data, but they offer different advantages 
and disadvantages. 

5.1 NON-COMPARTMENTAL ANALYSIS (NCA) 

NCA is a straightforward method that doesn't rely on a specific model structure. It's great for quick and initial analysis. 

Advantages of NCA: 

● Model-Independent: It doesn't require assumptions about the number of compartments or the order of 
kinetics. You can use it as long as you have enough data points to define the concentration-time curve 

 
● Simple and Quick: The calculations for parameters like AUC, Cmax and Tmax are simple and can be done 

easily, making it fast to implement. 

NCA Disadvantages 

● Data Intensive: NCA requires dense or rich sampling to accurately define the concentration-time curve. If you 
only have a few data points per individual (sparse data), NCA cannot be performed reliably. 

 
● Cannot Characterize Variability: NCA provides parameter estimates for each individual but does not formally 

quantify or explain the sources of variability in a population. 
 

● No Predictive Power: NCA is a descriptive method. It describes what happened in a study but cannot be 
used to simulate different dosing regimens or predict drug concentrations for new individuals.  

 
 
 
5.2 POPULATION PHARMACOKINETICS (POPPK) 

PopPK, on the other hand, is a model-based approach that uses statistical methods to analyze data from an entire 
population of individuals simultaneously. This allows for the estimation of typical population parameters as well as the 
variability between individuals. 

Advantages of PopPK: 

 
● Characterizes Variability: The primary advantage is its ability to quantify both inter-individual variability 

(differences between people) and intra-individual variability (differences within a person over time). It can also 
identify sources of variability, such as age, weight, or disease severity, which is crucial for personalized 
medicine. 
 

● Handles Sparse Data: PopPK can handle sparse sampling schedules, where only a few data points are 
available per individual. This is a major advantage for pediatric studies or situations where intensive sampling 
isn't feasible. 

 
● Informs Study Design: The model can be used for simulations to predict outcomes, which helps in designing 

more efficient clinical trials, for example, by optimizing sampling times or dose regimens. 
 

● Predictive Power: The PopPK model can be used to predict drug concentrations for individuals who haven't 
been sampled, and it can predict how the drug will behave under different dosing schedules 

 
● Integrates Covariates: It can formally incorporate patient characteristics (covariates) into the model to explain 

a portion of the inter-individual variability, leading to a deeper mechanistic understanding of the drug's 
behavior. 
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PopPK Disadvantages: 

● Model-Dependent: The PopPK approach heavily relies on a pre-defined model of how the drug behaves 
(e.g., one-compartment, two-compartment). If this model is incorrect or doesn't fit the data well, the parameter 
estimates and conclusions can be flawed. 

 
● More Complex and Time-Consuming: PopPK requires specialized software (like NONMEM®, Phoenix 

NLME®) and expertise in pharmacometrics and statistical modeling. The process involves a more complex 
workflow, including model development, parameter estimation, and model validation, which takes more time 
and effort than simple NCA calculations. 
 

● Requires More Assumptions: PopPK makes more assumptions than NCA. For example, it assumes a 
specific distribution for the random effects (e.g., log-normal) and a particular error model for the residual 
variability.  

 

 

6. THE “SOMETIMES” COMPLEXITIES: DATA INCONSISTENCIES AND MISSING DATA 

Here's where the "sometimes" in "Pharmacokinetics is Simple… Sometimes" really comes into play. Real-world clinical 
trial data is rarely perfect, and statistical programmers are often at the forefront of tackling these challenges. 

6.1 LOW LEVEL OF COMPLEXITY 

Missing data often requires imputation, particularly for variables like body weight or baseline laboratory results. This 
process is straightforward, guided by imputation rules established in consultation with the scientists conducting the 
analysis. 

However, when sampling clock times are unavailable, a different approach is needed. Traditionally, these can be 
imputed by combining the corresponding dose clock time with the scheduled pharmacokinetic timepoint (Table 1). 

 

PK sampling date time Scheduled timepoint Dose date time Imputed PK sampling date time 

05 Feb 2025 - ……. pre-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 05 Feb 2025 - 10:25 

05 Feb 2025 - ……. 2hrs post-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 05 Feb 2025 - 12:30 

Table 1 

Accurate timing between dose administration and sample collection is crucial for pharmacokinetic (PK) data analysis. 
Discrepancies can arise, for instance, if a sample is collected post-midnight but the associated visit date remains 
unchanged. In the example below, the 12hrs post-dose should have been collected on 06 Feb 2025. As a consequence, 
the Time After Dose is -10.25 hrs. whereas it should be 14.25 hrs (Table 2) 

 

PK sampling date time Scheduled timepoint Dose date time Time After Dose (hrs) 

05 Feb 2025 -10:15 pre-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 -0.25 

05 Feb 2025 - 12:25 2hrs post-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 1.917 
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05 Feb 2025 - 14:45 4 hrs post-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 4.25 

05 Feb 2025 - 18:27 8 hrs post-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 7.95 

05 Feb 2025 - 00:15 12 hrs post-dose 05 Feb 2025 - 10:30 -10.25 

Table 2 

Those date/time discrepancies should be corrected in the database, if possible, otherwise those samples need to be 
flagged in the PK analysis dataset and ignored for the analysis. 

 

6.2 HIGHER LEVEL OF COMPLEXITY 

Accurate modeling necessitates a complete dose history, encompassing interruptions, reductions, and changes in dose 
regimen. Challenges arise if CRFs are poorly designed, leading to issues in studies where patients switch dose 
regimens (e.g., QD to BID or BID to TID). It's crucial to verify if EXDOSE was correctly derived and represents the total 
dose for all patients, as this is not always clear. Often, visualizing PK concentrations alongside dose history graphically 
indicate the reliability of a patient's dose history, or not. 

Below is an example of a visualization (Figure 8) that overlays dose administration (red squares) with PK observations 
(BLQ samples as triangles and non-BLQ samples as dots). This type of visualization is highly informative as it allows 
for easy identification of patients who may have missed a dose (white rectangles) and helps to highlight potential 
discrepancies between dose administration and observed PK data. For instance, the patient highlighted in blue shows 
non-BLQ PK concentrations 50 days after the last dose administration which is unlikely to be correct. 

 

Figure 8 
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Incoherent PK concentrations represent another type of data discrepancy. For instance, a 2-hour post-dose sample 
with a Below Limit of Quantification (BLQ) value is typically impossible. This anomaly suggests either an error during 
PK sample analysis or an incorrect clock time, indicating the sample might be a pre-dose sample rather than a post-
dose one. 

For analyzing molecules where we have a strong grasp of their PK properties and an existing PK model, by overlaying 
the model predictions with the observed data, we can effectively identify potential data challenges. For instance, in the 
example below, the yellow line represents the observed data from PC, while the blue line depict the model predictions. 
Ideally, these two lines should closely align (Figure 9).In some cases it’s not the case (Figure 10). Those discrepancies 
need to be investigated. 

 

Figure 9 

 

Figure 10 
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Why data quality matters? 

Scientists derive pharmacometric parameters (e.g., Cmax, Cavg, AUC) from collected data. These parameters are then 
integrated with pharmacodynamic data for exposure-response analyses. Poor data quality (incorrectly recorded dose 
times, incorrectly recorded dose amounts, swapped sample concentrations….) at this stage can affect patient-level 

predictions and, if not addressed, can compromise exposure-efficacy and exposure-safety analyses. 

 
 
 

7. PHARMACODYNAMIC (PD) AND EXPOSURE-RESPONSE (ER) 

Beyond understanding how the body handles a drug (PK), it's equally important to understand how the drug affects the 
body. This is the realm of Pharmacodynamics (PD). The integration of PK and PD leads to the study of Exposure-
Response (E-R) relationships, which are critical for optimizing drug dosing and demonstrating efficacy and safety. 

 

7.1 PHARMACODYNYMICS (PD): WHAT THE DRUG DOES TO THE BODY 

Pharmacodynamics (PD) describes what the drug does to the body. This includes: 

● Efficacy Endpoints: Measures of how well the drug achieves its intended therapeutic effect (e.g., reduction 
in blood pressure, tumor shrinkage, improvement in symptoms) 

 
● Safety Endpoints: Measures of adverse effects or toxicities (e.g., changes in liver enzymes, blood cell 

counts, reported side effects) 
 

● Biomarkers: Measurable indicators of a biological state or process that can be influenced by drug action 
(e.g., protein levels, gene expression). 

 
 

7.2 EXPOSURE-RESPONSE(E-R) RELATIONSHIP: CONNECTING PK TO PD 

The Exposure-Response (E-R) relationship aims to link the drug's exposure (derived from PK, such as AUC or 
Cmax) to its observed pharmacological effects (PD, whether efficacy or safety). Understanding this relationship is 
paramount for: 

• Optimal Dosing: Determining the dose or exposure range that maximizes efficacy while minimizing toxicity 
 

• Risk-Benefit Assessment: Quantifying the balance between desired effects and potential adverse effects. 
 

• Labeling and Clinical Practice: Informing dosage recommendations and therapeutic drug monitoring. 

For example, an E-R analysis might show that a higher drug exposure (e.g., higher AUC) leads to a greater reduction 
in a disease biomarker (efficacy) but also increases the likelihood of a specific adverse event (safety). This helps 
clinicians make informed decisions about individual patient dosing. 

One way to represent ER plots is to use logistic regression (Figure 11). We can observe in this example that the 
probability of response is correlated with the AUC level.  

You can also notice that some patients in the 600 mg group have AUC comparable to the 300 mg. Such type of data 

analysis can be complementary to a more traditional statistical analysis where we would compare the 4 treatment arms. 
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Figure 11 

 

 

8. KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR STATISTICAL PROGRAMMERS IN PK 

The journey through Pharmacokinetics, from its apparent simplicity to its inherent complexities, highlights several 
critical aspects for statistical programmers: 

● Understand the Underlying PK Principles: While you're not a pharmacometrician, a foundational 
understanding of ADME, NCA parameters, and the goals of PK modeling will make you a more effective and 
valuable programmer. It helps you anticipate data challenges and interpret specifications more accurately. 
Knowing why data is collected in a certain way, or why a particular parameter is important, empowers you to 
write more robust and intelligent code. 
 

● Meticulous Attention to Detail in Data Handling: PK data is often sensitive to minor inaccuracies, especially 
with time points and concentrations. A misplaced decimal, an incorrect time conversion, or an unaddressed 

BLQ value can significantly alter individual results. This field demands precision. Develop robust validation 

checks within your programs to catch inconsistencies early. 
 

● Proactive Communication with PK Scientists and Clinicians: Don't hesitate to ask questions. If a data 
point seems odd, if a specification is unclear regarding missing data handling, or if the actual versus nominal 
time deviation is large, initiate a discussion. This collaborative approach is essential for preventing errors and 
ensuring the analysis aligns with scientific expectations. PK scientists often appreciate programmers who 
challenge assumptions or highlight potential data issues. 
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● Recognize the Value of Your Role: Statistical programmers are not just coders; they are critical enablers of 
scientific discovery in drug development. By ensuring the integrity, accuracy, and clear presentation of PK 
data, you directly contribute to understanding how drugs work, optimizing dosing for patients, and ultimately 
bringing safe and effective medicines to market. Your work forms the backbone of regulatory submissions and 
scientific publications. 

● Continuous Learning: The field of pharmacokinetics and pharmacometrics is constantly evolving. Staying 
updated on new guidelines, software capabilities, and analytical methodologies will enhance your skill set and 
career prospects. 

 

 

9.CONCLUSION: NAVIGATING THE NUANCES OF PK DATA 

As we've explored, while the fundamental premise of Pharmacokinetics—dose, concentration, and time—might appear 
simple on the surface, the practical application, especially from the perspective of a statistical programmer, is often rich 
with nuance and complexity. From meticulously handling discrepancies and navigating the labyrinth of missing data to 
providing essential support for both non-compartmental analysis and sophisticated population modeling, the 
programmer's role is far from trivial. 

You are the architects of the data infrastructure that supports critical decisions in drug development. Understanding 
where PK data originates, the challenges it presents, and how different analytical approaches contribute to a holistic 
picture is key to excelling in this environment. Whether you're untangling data inconsistencies for an early-phase study 
or preparing intricate datasets for a pivotal population PK analysis, your attention to detail, programming prowess, and 
collaborative spirit are invaluable. 

Hopefully, this paper has offered you a clearer glimpse into the sometimes-complex PK environment and reinforced 
the vital and dynamic contribution of statistical programmers. Keep asking questions, keep refining your skills, and 
remember, even when PK seems less "simple," your expertise makes all the difference.  
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