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IMPORTANCE Systemic corticosteroids are commonly used in treating severe COVID-19.
However, the role of inhaled corticosteroids in the treatment of patients with mild to
moderate disease is less clear.

OBJECTIVE To determine the efficacy of the inhaled steroid ciclesonide in reducing the time to
alleviation of all COVID-19–related symptoms among nonhospitalized participants with
symptomatic COVID-19 infection.

DESIGN, SETTING, AND PARTICIPANTS This phase 3, multicenter, double-blind, randomized
clinical trial was conducted at 10 centers throughout the US and assessed the safety and
efficacy of a ciclesonide metered-dose inhaler (MDI) for treating nonhospitalized participants
with symptomatic COVID-19 infection who were screened from June 11, 2020, to November
3, 2020.

INTERVENTIONS Participants were randomly assigned to receive ciclesonide MDI, 160 μg per
actuation, for a total of 2 actuations twice a day (total daily dose, 640 μg) or placebo for 30
days.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND MEASURES The primary end point was time to alleviation of all
COVID-19–related symptoms (cough, dyspnea, chills, feeling feverish, repeated shaking with
chills, muscle pain, headache, sore throat, and new loss of taste or smell) by day 30.
Secondary end points included subsequent emergency department visits or hospital
admissions for reasons attributable to COVID-19.

RESULTS A total of 413 participants were screened and 400 (96.9%) were enrolled and
randomized (197 [49.3%] in the ciclesonide arm and 203 [50.7%] in the placebo arm; mean
[SD] age, 43.3 [16.9] years; 221 [55.3%] female; 2 [0.5%] Asian, 47 [11.8%] Black or African
American, 3 [0.8%] Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, 345 [86.3%] White, and 1
multiracial individuals [0.3%]; 172 Hispanic or Latino individuals [43.0%]). The median time
to alleviation of all COVID-19–related symptoms was 19.0 days (95% CI, 14.0-21.0) in the
ciclesonide arm and 19.0 days (95% CI, 16.0-23.0) in the placebo arm. There was no
difference in resolution of all symptoms by day 30 (odds ratio, 1.28; 95% CI, 0.84-1.97).
Participants who were treated with ciclesonide had fewer subsequent emergency
department visits or hospital admissions for reasons related to COVID-19 (odds ratio, 0.18;
95% CI, 0.04-0.85). No participants died during the study.

CONCLUSIONS AND RELEVANCE The results of this randomized clinical trial demonstrated that
ciclesonide did not achieve the primary efficacy end point of reduced time to alleviation of all
COVID-19–related symptoms.
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T he SARS-CoV-2 COVID-19 pandemic has led to an on-
going global public health emergency. Symptoms of
COVID-19 vary widely and include fever, cough, diffi-

culty breathing, and loss of taste and smell. Reported ill-
nesses have ranged from asymptomatic to severe illness and
death among confirmed COVID-19 cases. To date, most thera-
peutic studies have focused on patients with severe disease
that required hospitalization.

In the RECOVERY trial, dexamethasone resulted in lower
28-day mortality among patients with severe COVID-19.1 The
role of inhaled corticosteroids for patients with mild to mod-
erate coronavirus disease is less clear. Systemic corticoste-
roids have shown mixed results for these patient types.2 The
potential antiinflammatory benefits of corticosteroids must be
weighed against the potential risks of immunosuppression and
other systemic steroid effects.3,4

Inhaled corticosteroids may also be beneficial in COVID-19
treatment, as they reduce the expression of key proteins that
are involved in the entry of the virus into host cells.5 Inhaled
corticosteroids have also been shown to cause downregula-
tion of COVID-19 genes.6

Among the available inhaled corticosteroids, ciclesonide has
emerged as a potential treatment option for COVID-19. In vitro,
ciclesonide has been shown to have antiviral properties against
COVID-19 and blocks COVID-19 viral replication.7,8 A case se-
ries described 3 elderly patients with hypoxia due to COVID-19
who recovered following treatment with ciclesonide.9 Clinical
trials are needed to determine the effects of ciclesonide on
COVID-19 in the clinical setting. This study examined the ef-
fects of ciclesonide vs placebo in nonhospitalized participants
with symptomatic COVID-19 infection.

Methods
Study Design and Participants
This was a phase 3, multicenter, double-blinded, randomized
placebo-controlled trial to assess the safety and efficacy of a
ciclesonide metered-dose inhaler (MDI) for treating nonhos-
pitalized patients with symptomatic COVID-19 infection
(Supplement 1). Participants were eligible for inclusion if, at the
time of enrollment, they (1) were at least age 12 years, (2) had
a positive SARS-CoV-2 molecular or antigen diagnostic sample
obtained during the previous 72 hours, (3) were not hospital-
ized or under consideration for hospitalization, (4) had an oxy-
gen saturation level of at least 93% on room air, (5) were able
to demonstrate successful use of an MDI, and (6) had at least
1 of the following symptoms of COVID-19: fever, cough, or dys-
pnea. An age of 12 years was selected as the age threshold for
enrollment, which was consistent with the US Food and Drug
Administration–approved prescribing information for cicle-
sonide for the maintenance treatment of asthma as prophy-
lactic therapy. Participants were excluded if they (1) had a his-
tory of hypersensitivity to ciclesonide, (2) had taken an inhaled
or intranasal corticosteroid within 14 days, (3) had taken oral
corticosteroids within 90 days, (4) had participated in any other
clinical trial or used any investigational agent within 30 days,
(5) had a history of cystic fibrosis, (6) had a history of idio-

pathic pulmonary fibrosis, (7) were receiving treatment with
hydroxychloroquine/chloroquine, or (8) were pregnant.

The study was conducted at 10 centers throughout the US.
Public and private academic and nonacademic sites were rep-
resented among the centers. This study was approved by the
Western Institutional Review Board. All participants, parents/
legal guardians, or legally authorized representatives pro-
vided written informed consent.

Randomization and Masking
Approximately 400 eligible participants were planned to be
randomized 1:1 to receive treatment with the ciclesonide MDI,
160 μg per actuation, for a total of 2 actuations (AM and PM)
twice a day (total daily dose, 640 μg) plus standard support-
ive care or placebo MDI twice a day plus standard supportive
care for 30 days. The total daily dose of 640 μg was selected
for this study, which was consistent with the highest recom-
mend daily dose in the US Food and Drug Administration–
approved prescribing information for ciclesonide for the main-
tenance treatment of asthma as prophylactic therapy.

The ciclesonide MDIs and placebo MDIs were identical in
appearance. The randomization schedule was generated by the
contract manufacturing organization and incorporated into the
labeling of kits. The MDI kits were sent to the study sites in
blocks of 6, with 3 active and 3 placebo kits randomized within
each block. Individual site personnel dispensed individual kits
in order and were masked to the assignment.

Procedures
Participant recruitment varied by site and included advertise-
ments in traditional and social media, as well as referrals from
testing sites and health care clinicians. In-person study visits
were performed on day 0 (enrollment) and day 30. One site per-
formed in-person visits at the participants’ homes, during
which 1 member of the study team traveled to the partici-
pants’ homes while other members of the study team joined
via audio/video telemedicine. At the remaining sites, partici-
pants traveled to the health care or research facilities of the
sites or were already there, seeking medical care, at the time
of enrollment. In all cases, COVID-19 precautions, such as

Key Points
Question Can the inhaled steroid ciclesonide reduce the time to
alleviation of all COVID-19–related symptoms among
nonhospitalized participants with symptomatic COVID-19
infection?

Findings In this randomized clinical trial of 400 patients with
symptomatic COVID-19, ciclesonide did not reduce the time to
alleviation of all COVID-19–related symptoms. However, patients
who were treated with ciclesonide had fewer subsequent
emergency department visits or hospital admissions for reasons
that were related to COVID-19.

Meaning The results of this randomized clinical trial suggest that
future studies of inhaled steroids are needed to explore their
efficacy in patients with a high risk for disease progression and in
reducing the incidence of long-term COVID-19 symptoms or
postacute sequelae of SARS-CoV-2.
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proper personal protective equipment use, were followed based
on local procedures. All other planned study contact was per-
formed by telephone.

At the enrollment visit, study staff reviewed and docu-
mented participants’ comorbidities and concomitant medica-
tion use. All medications, including prescription and over the
counter, were included. Each time study team members con-
tacted a participant, they inquired about any changes in
health status, comorbidities, or concomitant medications. A
medication’s use was considered concomitant if its use was
initiated or continued after the administration of an investiga-
tional product.

Race and ethnicity data were obtained based on partici-
pants’ self-reporting using predefined categories. This infor-
mation was included in the study because certain racial and
ethnic groups have been shown to be at higher risk for severe
COVID-19 disease progression.10

Participants were instructed on how to self-administer the
MDI at the initial visit by the study team. Metered-dose inhaler
use was reviewed with participants during all follow-up calls.
The MDI technique was not evaluated after the initial visits.
Participants were dispensed a 30-day supply of investigational
product, a pulse oximeter for at-home oxygen saturation level
monitoring,andanelectronicdiarysmartphoneapplication(eDi-
ary). Within 1 hour of self-administration of the investigational
product, participants were to complete and record in their eDi-
ary the presence of COVID-19–related symptoms. During each
self-assessment, participants logged their individual COVID-19–
related symptoms of cough, dyspnea, chills, and feeling fever-
ish using a subjective 4-point scale. Absent symptoms were
scored as 0. Mild, moderate, or severe symptoms were scored
as 1, 2, or 3, respectively. During each self-assessment, partici-
pants also logged their individual COVID-19–related symptoms
of repeated shaking with chills, muscle pain, headache, sore
throat, and new loss of taste or smell as either absent or pres-
ent. Participants received reminders to self-administer the study
medication and log symptoms in the form of push notifications
from their eDiary and scheduled phone calls from the study
team. Qualified health care clinicians contacted participants on
days 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, and 21 (or within 2 days before or af-
ter) and conducted a study visit on day 30 (or within 2 days be-
fore or after) for a health status check to collect adverse event
and concomitant medication information and confirm and/or
clarify information recorded in the eDiary. The health care cli-
nicians also contacted participants on day 37 (or within 4 days
before or after) and day 60 (or within 7 days before or after) to
collect follow-up safety and outcome data.

Per the protocol, participants were instructed to seek emer-
gency department evaluation if their oxygen saturation level
was less than or equal to 92%. Participants (or their represen-
tatives) were asked to notify study personnel directly in the
event that they visited an emergency department or were hos-
pitalized during their participation in the study. Participants
were instructed to continue using the study medication for 30
days, even if symptoms resolved earlier. Continuing the medi-
cation for 30 days standardized administration schemes for all
patients and allowed for the evaluation of symptom-based and
non–symptom-based outcome measures.

Supportive care was provided by the qualified health care
clinicians (physicians and nurses) from the research team and
was at the discretion of the individual site investigators. It was
not protocolized, with the exception of the standardized rec-
ommendation to seek emergency care for hypoxia. In addi-
tion, participants were free to continue to receive care from
nonstudy health care clinicians for COVID-19 and non–COVID-
19–related conditions throughout the study. There was no uni-
fied standard for hospital admission. Once a participant sought
emergency care, the decision to admit the patient to the hos-
pital was made by the treating clinician and was outside the
control of study team.

Outcomes
The primary outcome was time to alleviation of all COVID-
19–related symptoms (cough, dyspnea, chills, feeling fever-
ish, repeated shaking with chills, muscle pain, headache,
sore throat, and new loss of taste or smell) by day 30. The
time to alleviation of COVID-19–related symptoms was de-
fined as reporting all COVID-19–related symptoms as absent
for a continuous period of at least 24 hours (ie, at least 3
consecutive AM/PM assessments), as self-reported in the
participant’s eDiary.

The secondary outcomes were to assess whether cicle-
sonide MDI plus standard supportive care reduced the inci-
dence of subsequent emergency department visits or hospi-
tal admissions for reasons related to COVID-19, reduced the
incidence of hospital admissions or death, reduced all-cause
mortality, reduced COVID-19–related mortality, increased the
percentage of participants with alleviation of COVID-19–
related symptoms, and increased the time to hospital admis-
sion or death compared with placebo plus standard support-
ive care. Alleviation of all COVID-19–related symptoms by days
7, 14, and 30 were also compared.

Statistical Analysis
The primary efficacy analysis was based on the intent-to-treat
(ITT)population(allrandomizedparticipants).Asensitivityanaly-
sis was performed for the per-protocol (PP) population. Partici-
pant eDiary compliance of less than 65% was considered a
major protocol deviation, as a proxy for medication noncompli-
ance. To improve treatment-effect estimation and inference pre-
cision, preplanned baseline covariate adjustments were made for
sex, age, race and ethnicity, and body mass index (calculated as
weightinkilogramsdividedbyheightinmeterssquared),asthese
are known COVID-19 risk factors.10-13 A Cox proportional hazard
model was used to include these additional covariates. The me-
dian time to event and 95% CIs were summarized by treatment
arm,andKaplan-Meierestimatesofthesurvivalcurvesweregen-
erated. A shift table depicting the change in severity of COVID-
19–related symptoms of cough, dyspnea, chills, and feeling fever-
ish from baseline was presented for each day and point.

The secondary efficacy analysis was based on the ITT
population. A sensitivity analysis was performed for the PP
population. The secondary efficacy end points were ana-
lyzed using a logistic regression model.

The ITT population was used to evaluate safety. All ad-
verse events and serious adverse events were coded using
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Medical Dictionary for Regulatory Activities, version 23.0 (In-
ternational Council for Harmonisation of Technical Require-
ments for Pharmaceuticals for Human Use). The data moni-
toring committee conducted a review of masked safety data
once 100 participants had been enrolled. P< .05 was the thresh-
old for statistical significance.

Primary Outcome and Sample Size Changes
The original primary outcome registered was the percentage
of participants with a subsequent emergency department visit
or hospital admission for reasons related to COVID-19 by day
30. The enrollment target of 400 participants was based on
sample size calculations for this original end point.

The primary end point was changed in subsequent ver-
sions of the protocol. The final primary outcome, which is the
primary outcome reported in this article, was time to allevia-
tion of all COVID-19–related symptoms by day 30. A primary
outcome based on symptom resolution was chosen rather than
one based on emergency department visits or hospital admis-
sion after preliminary data demonstrated substantially lower
than expected rates of emergency department visits or hos-
pitalizations among study participants. For the final primary
outcome, a sample size of approximately 232 patients (116 per
arm) was required to achieve 90% power at α = .05. This was
based on the assumptions that there would be a median time
to alleviation of symptoms of 7 days for the ciclesonide arm
and 11 days for the placebo arm (hazard ratio [HR] of approxi-
mately 1.58) with a total study duration of 30 days. The larger
enrollment target of 400 participants was maintained to ac-
count for an unknown dropout rate in this patient popula-
tion, as well as other factors that may have affected the over-
all power of the study (eMethods in Supplement 2).

This trial was prospectively registered with ClinicalTrials.gov
(NCT04377711). The changes made to the primary outcome were
incorporated into the protocol, approved by the institutional
review board, reflected in updates to the study registration, and
had no effect on the data collection process. The final version
of the protocol will be available on ClinicalTrials.gov.

Results
From June 11, 2020, to November 3, 2020, 413 participants were
screened and 400 (96.9%) were enrolled and randomized (197
[49.3%] in the ciclesonide arm and 203 [50.7%] in the placebo
arm) (eTable 1 in Supplement 2). Sixteen participants (4.0%) were
younger than 18 years (9 in the ciclesonide arm and 7 in the pla-
cebo arm), with the youngest participant being age 13 years. All
randomized participants received at least 1 dose of investiga-
tional product and were included in the ITT and safety popula-
tions. The PP population included 377 participants (94.3%; 184
[93.4%] participants in the ciclesonide arm and 193 [95.1%] par-
ticipants in the placebo arm). One participant in the cicle-
sonide arm was excluded from the PP population because of a
pregnancy test being performed before signing the informed con-
sent, and the remaining 22 participants (12 in the ciclesonide arm,
10 in the placebo arm) were excluded from the PP population
because of a diary compliance of less than 65%.

Overall, 359 participants (89.8%; 178 participants [90.4%]
in the ciclesonide arm and 181 participants [89.2%] in the pla-
cebo arm) completed the study and 41 participants (10.3%; 19
[9.6%] and 22 [10.8%], respectively) discontinued participa-
tion. For participants in both arms, the most common reason
for discontinuation was that participants were lost to fol-

Figure 1. Trial Profile

413 Patients assessed for eligibility

400 Enrolled and randomizedb

197 Randomized to ciclesonide

178 Completed the treatment protocol 

203 Randomized to placebo

181 Completed the treatment protocol 

13 Patients ineligiblea

3 Hypoxia

2 Unable to show adequate MDI technique

3 Not experiencing fever, cough, or dyspnea
3 Treatment with inhaled or intranasal steroid use

2 Life-threatening comorbidity or condition

1 Use of another investigational agent

2 Under consideration for immediate hospitalization
2 Treatment with oral steroids

1 No PCR test within 72 h
1 Withdrawal by patient

19 Discontinued treatment

1 AE without hospitalizationd

11 Lost to follow-up 
5 Withdrawal by patient
2 AE with hospitalizationc

22 Discontinued treatment

1 AE without hospitalizationd

9 Lost to follow-up 
4 Withdrawal by patient
7 AE with hospitalization

1 Physician discretione

AE indicates adverse event;
MDI, metered-dose inhaler;
PCR, polymerase chain reaction.
a Some potential participants were

excluded for multiple reasons.
b All randomized participants were

included in the intention to treat
analysis.

c One participant was hospitalized for
a reason unrelated to COVID-19
(dog bite) but did not discontinue
treatment.

d One participant in each arm
discontinued treatment because of
a headache that was classified as an
adverse event; neither was
hospitalized.

e One participant was withdrawn at
the discretion of the physician in the
absence of an adverse event.
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low-up (11 participants [5.6%] in the ciclesonide arm and 9 par-
ticipants [4.4%] in the placebo arm) (Figure 1).

In the ITT population, 221 participants (55.3%) were fe-
male, 47 (11.8%) were Black or African American, and 172 (43.0%)
were Hispanic or Latino. The ciclesonide arm had higher rates
of type 2 diabetes (22 participants [11.2%] in the ciclesonide arm
and 8 participants [3.9%], P = .01) and asthma (18 participants
[9.1%] in the ciclesonide arm and 8 participants [3.9%]; P = .04);
otherwise, demographic characteristics, medical histories, and
concomitant medications of interest were not different be-
tween the arms (Table 1). No participants were treated with
remdesivir during the study.

The primary efficacy outcome was to assess whether treat-
ment with ciclesonide MDI plus standard supportive care re-
sulted in improved time to alleviation of all COVID-19–related
symptoms of cough, dyspnea, chills, feeling feverish, repeated
shaking with chills, muscle pain, headache, sore throat, and new

loss of taste or smell compared with placebo plus standard sup-
portive care in nonhospitalized participants with symptomatic
COVID-19 infection. In the ITT population, 139 of 197 partici-
pants (70.6%) in the ciclesonide arm and 129 of 203 partici-
pants (63.5%) in the placebo arm experienced alleviation of all
symptoms. Kaplan-Meier estimates of the median time to alle-
viation of COVID-19–related symptoms were 19.0 days (95% CI,
14.0-21.0) in the ciclesonide arm and 19.0 days (95% CI, 16.0-
23.0) in the placebo arm (Figure 2). The HR for the comparison
of ciclesonide vs placebo based on a Cox proportional hazards
regression model was 1.08 (95% CI, 0.84-1.38) (Figure 3). There
was no difference in the time to alleviation of cough (HR, 1.09;
95% CI, 0.87-1.36), dyspnea (HR, 0.96; 95% CI; 0.77-1.19), loss
of taste and smell (HR, 0.92; 95% CI, 0.75-1.13), or any of the other
individual symptoms studied. There was also no difference in
time to elevation of all symptoms exclusive of loss of taste and
smell (HR, 1.10; 95% CI, 0.87-1.40).

Table 1. Participants’ Demographic Characteristics, Medical Histories, and Concomitant Medications

Characteristic

No. (%)

Ciclesonide (n = 197) Placebo (n = 203) Overall (N = 400)

Age, mean (SD) [range], y 43.7 (17.53) [13-87] 42.9 (16.28)
[14-83]

43.3 (16.89) [13-87]

Participants <18 y 9 (4.6) 7 (3.4) 16 (4.0)

Sex

Male 85 (43.1) 94 (46.3) 179 (44.8)

Female 112 (56.9) 109 (53.7) 221 (55.3)

Race

Asian 1 (0.5) 1 (0.5) 2 (0.5)

Black or African American 20 (10.2) 27 (13.3) 47 (11.8)

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 1 (0.5) 2 (1.0) 3 (0.8)

White 174 (88.3) 171 (84.2) 345 (86.3)

Multiracial 0 1 (0.5) 1 (0.3)

Othera 1 (0.5) 1 (0.5) 2 (0.5)

Ethnicity

Hispanic or Latino 86 (43.7) 86 (42.4) 172 (43.0)

Not Hispanic or Latino 111 (56.3) 117 (57.6) 228 (57.0)

Body mass index, mean (SD)b 28.8 (6.06) 30.0 (6.87) 29.4 (6.50)

Medical historyc

Hypertension 47 (23.9) 42 (20.7) 89 (22.3)

Drug hypersensitivityd 21 (10.7) 30 (14.8) 51 (12.8)

Hyperlipidemia 20 (10.2) 16 (7.9) 36 (9.0)

Type 2 diabetes 22 (11.2) 8 (3.9) 30 (7.5)

Asthma 18 (9.1) 8 (3.9) 26 (6.5)

Selected concomitant medicationse

Paracetamol 105 (53.3) 109 (53.7) 214 (53.5)

Nonsteroidal antiinflammatory drugs 39 (19.8) 48 (23.6) 87 (21.8)

Antibiotics 12 (6.1) 8 (3.9) 20 (5.0)

Antivirals 1 (0.5) 3 (1.5) 4 (1.0)

Monoclonal antibodies 1 (0.5) 0 1 (0.3)

Baseline symptom severityf

One or more severe symptoms 5 (2.5) 9 (4.4) 14 (3.5)

One or more moderate or severe symptoms 80 (40.6) 74 (36.5) 154 (38.5)

a Other was a single predefined
category.

b Calculated as weight in kilograms
divided by height in meters
squared.

c Medical histories occurring at a
difference of more than 2.0%
between treatment arms.

d A reported history of an allergy to
any medication.

e Selected concomitant medications
of interest. A medication’s use was
considered concomitant if it was
initiated or continued after
administration of investigational
product. Concomitant medications
were classified based on the
Anatomical and Therapeutic Class of
World Health Organization drug,
preferred term, and treatment
group.

f Symptoms of cough, dyspnea, chills,
and feeling feverish as subjectively
rated by participants at time of
enrollment.
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Participants who received ciclesonide experienced fewer oc-
currences of emergency department visits or hospital admissions
for reasons related to COVID-19 by day 30 compared with those
who received placebo (1.0% vs 5.4%; odds ratio [OR], 0.18; 95%
CI;0.04-0.85;P = .03).Noothersecondaryoutcomesreachedsta-
tistical significance. The most common symptoms reported on
day 30 were cough (11.7% vs 12.3%; P = .88), muscle pain (9.6%
vs 8.9%; P = .86), and dyspnea (10.2% vs 7.9%; P = .49).

The results of the analysis of secondary efficacy outcomes
for the ITT population, including P values and ORs (95% CI) for
the comparison of ciclesonide vs placebo based on a logistic re-
gression model that was adjusted for baseline covariates of sex,
age, and baseline body mass index, are shown in Table 2. Sen-
sitivity analyses for the primary and secondary efficacy end
points showed similar results as those from the corresponding
primary analyses. Participants with at least 1 moderate or se-
vere symptom of cough, dyspnea, chills, or feeling feverish had
a similar time to alleviation of those symptoms than those who
had only mild symptoms (eTable 2 in Supplement 2).

Adverse events were reported by 22 participants (11.2%)
in the ciclesonide arm and 29 participants (14.3%) in the pla-
cebo arm (eTable 3 in Supplement 2). Most adverse events were
mild to moderate in severity. Oral candidiasis was reported in
1 participant (0.5%) in each of the study arms. Dry mouth was
reported in 3 participants (1.5%) in the ciclesonide arm and 1
participant (0.5%) in the placebo arm. Distinct from the par-
ticipants’ eDiary reporting, headache was reported as an ad-
verse event in 1 participant (0.5%) in the ciclesonide arm and
4 participants (0.5%) in the placebo arm. One participant (0.5%)
in each arm reported a headache that was judged to be an ad-
verse event in the opinion of the site principal investigators
and was subsequently discontinued from the protocol. No par-
ticipants died during the trial.

Discussion
No statistically significant difference was observed between
participants who were treated with ciclesonide vs placebo for
the primary efficacy end point.

These composite efficacy outcomes were based on resolu-
tion of all COVID-19 symptoms. It is not uncommon for pa-
tients with COVID-19 to continue to have 1 or more mild linger-
ing symptoms as they convalesce. In particular, loss of smell is
a frequently reported symptom of COVID-19 that can be pre-
sent for 3 weeks or longer for many patients.14 The end point of
complete symptom recovery across all COVID-19 symptoms may
have masked a significant population who were able to safely
return to their baseline activities and were no longer at high risk
for transmission, but who did not yet have complete symptom
resolution.

In this study, participants who were treated with cicle-
sonide were less likely to have a subsequent emergency depart-
ment visit or hospital admission for reasons related to COVID-19
by day 30 (1.0% vs 5.4%; P = .03). The sensitivity analysis con-
ducted on the PP population showed similar results. While sec-
ondary outcomes are considered exploratory, this was origi-
nally the primary outcome that was included in the initial study

registration. This outcome may be more relevant to the pa-
tients and health care systems than complete resolution of symp-
toms. Inhaled steroids may represent a relatively low-cost in-
tervention to prevent emergency department visits or hospital
admissions due to COVID-19. In this study, the number needed
to treat to prevent emergency department visits or hospital ad-
missions due to COVID-19 was 23.

Most participants did not report any moderate or severe
symptoms at the time of enrollment. Furthermore, there were
few hospitalizations and no deaths in this study. It is possible that
patients with more severe symptoms or who were at higher risk
for disease progression may have been less likely to volunteer to
participate in an outpatient study during the pandemic. A study
that focused on patients with severe symptoms or who were at
high risk for disease progression may have yielded different re-
sults. Further studies of the efficacy of inhaled steroids among
populations of pediatric patients, geriatric patients, and patients
with known risk factors are needed to explore the efficacy of in-
haled steroids among patients at higher risk for severe disease
progression, hospitalization, and death of COVID-19.

Corticosteroids are commonly used in treating various re-
spiratory diseases.15 Specifically, ciclesonide has been shown
to have antiinflammatory properties in lung and bronchial tis-
sues with minimal systemic effects.15 Inhaled corticosteroids
have been shown to downregulate angiotensin-converting en-
zyme 2 expression.6 Ciclesonide has been shown to inhibit the
PAK1 enzyme in cells, a pathogenic pathway for COVID-19 that
is associated with angiotensin-converting enzyme 2. By in-
hibiting PAK1, ciclesonide reduces immune suppression and
decreases lung inflammation.16 In addition, ciclesonide is be-
lieved to target the nonstructural proteins of the COVID-19 vi-
rus. This targeting, in vitro, has been shown to hinder viral
replication.7,17

Two recent open-label, randomized clinical trials of in-
haled budesonide in the treatment of patients with COVID-19
demonstrated a decreased need for COVID-19–related urgent
medical care18 and hospitalizations or death,19 which is con-
sistent with this study’s findings. Unlike this study’s find-
ings, the studies of budesonide also demonstrated a de-
creased time to symptom resolution.18,19

Figure 2. Kaplan-Meier Curve of Time to Alleviation
of COVID-19–Related Symptoms
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Among the various completed or ongoing trials
(NCT04193878, NCT04330586, NCT04331054, NCT04331470,
NCT04355637, NCT04356495, NCT04377711, NCT04381364,
NCT04416399, and ISRCTN86534580) of inhaled corticosteroids
for the treatment of COVID-19, few use a double-blinded design.
A double-blinded design, like the one used in this study, is
especially critical when relying on participant-dependent end
points, such as self-reported symptoms and the decision to seek
emergency department care.

This study followed participants for 60 days. As the pan-
demic continues, a growing population of patients with long-
term COVID-19 symptoms or postacute sequelae of SARS-
CoV-2 beyond 12 weeks has emerged.20 Longer-term studies
are needed to better understand factors that may affect this
growing subset of patients.

Limitations
COVID-19 has been noted to manifest with a wide variety
of dynamically changing symptoms. Adverse events were
evaluated by the site investigators without knowledge of
the participants’ treatment assignment. Specific symptoms,
such as headache, were adjudicated to be an adverse event if,

in the opinion of the principal investigator, they were outside
of what would be expected of the participant’s COVID-19 dis-
ease progression or if they were associated with a need for
emergency care or hospitalization. This may have led to
actual adverse event symptoms being incorrectly attributed
to COVID-19 disease progression or symptoms of COVID-19
disease progression incorrectly adjudicated as adverse
events.

In this study, symptom resolution was defined as 3 con-
secutive AM/PM eDiary entries that reported no symptoms.
Missed eDiary entries may have caused participants to
appear to have a longer duration of symptoms then they ac-
tually had. Participants in the treatment arm were more likely
to have asthma and type 2 diabetes, which are known risk fac-
tors for severe COVID-19 disease12; therefore, they may have
been at higher risk for disease progression.

Participants younger than 18 years comprised only 4% of
the sample; this small number prevented a meaningful analy-
sis of the efficacy of the inhaled corticosteroids in pediatric
patients with COVID-19. Use of inhaled or systemic steroids
were part of the exclusion criteria. This may have excluded po-
tential participants with comorbidities, such as moderate to

Figure 3. Cox Regression of Time to Alleviation of COVID-19–Related Symptoms
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Black or African American vs White 0.69 (0.44-1.07)

BMI indicates body mass index
(calculated as weight in kilograms
divided by height in meters squared);
HR, hazard ratio; ITT, intent to treat.

Table 2. Secondary Efficacy Outcomes

Secondary efficacy end point

No. (%)

Results, ciclesonide vs
placebo, OR (95% CI) P value

Ciclesonide
(n = 197)

Placebo
(n = 203)

Participants with subsequent emergency
department visit or hospital admission for
reasons related to COVID-19 by day 30, %

2 (1.0) 11 (5.4) 0.18 (0.04-0.85) .03

Participants with hospital admission or death
by day 30, %a

3 (1.5) 7 (3.4) 0.45 (0.11-1.84) .26

All-cause mortality by day 30 0 0 NA NA

COVID-19–related mortality by day 30 0 0 NA NA

Participants with alleviation of
COVID-19–related symptoms by day 7, %

28 (14.2) 29 (14.3) 0.92 (0.51-1.66) .79

Participants with alleviation of
COVID-19–related symptoms by day 14, %

81 (41.1) 76 (37.4) 1.19 (0.78-1.81) .43

Participants with alleviation of
COVID-19–related symptoms by day 30, %

139 (70.6) 129 (63.5) 1.28 (0.84-1.97) .25

Abbreviations: NA, not applicable;
OR, odds ratio.
a Hazard ratio for time to hospital

admission or death (ciclesonide vs
placebo) (95% CI): 0.39 (0.09-1.65).
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severe asthma or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, who
may have benefited from the addition of an inhaled steroid.

With the exception of a standardized recommendation to
seek emergency care for an oxygen saturation level of 92% or
less, supportive care was not protocolized and was at the dis-
cretion of the site investigators. This and the fact that partici-
pants were free to obtain medical care from nonstudy health
care clinicians may have led to variations in treatments among
sites and individual participants.

Conclusions

Ciclesonide did not achieve the primary efficacy end point of re-
duction of time to alleviation of all COVID-19–related symp-
toms. Future studies of inhaled steroids are needed to explore
their efficacy in patients with a high risk for disease progres-
sion and in reducing the incidence of long-term COVID-19 symp-
toms or postacute sequelae of SARS-CoV-2.
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