SWAT 257: Calculating and considering the carbon footprint of publicly
funded clinical trials

Objective of this SWAT
To estimate, quantify and assess the carbon footprint of a publicly funded clinical trial.

Additional SWAT Details

Primary Study Area: Trial Design, Greener Trials

Secondary Study Area: Carbon footprinting, Lower Carbon Trial Design, Environmentally
Sustainable Research

Who does the SWAT intervention target: Trial Team; Researchers

Estimated resources needed to conduct the SWAT: Low

Estimated cost of the SWAT (£): To perform carbon footprinting only: 1 month salary for a
member of the trial team/CTU (eg. Data Manager, (Senior) Trial Manager, MSc or PhD student
project. (Estimated maximum £10,000 @100% FEC) To perform continued research into
identification and implementation of possible mitigation strategies: small increase in fte of Senior
Trial Management staff to consider this during the trial set-up period (protocol development,
supplies procurement, monitoring plan etc) (Estimated maximum £30,000 @100% FEC)

Findings from Implementation of this SWAT
Reference(s) to publications of these findings: n/a
Primary Outcome Findings: n/a

Cost: n/a

Background

Climate change is the biggest health threat facing humanity [1], current action is neither sufficient
nor rapid enough to protect us from the worst effects of climate change, and healthcare
emissions are contributing to the problem, with an estimated 4-5% of global greenhouse gas
emission coming from health care [2]. Clinical trials are crucial to the development of new
treatments and the advancement of medical knowledge, but they also contribute significantly to
healthcare emissions [3]. As a first step to reducing greenhouse gas emissions, we must be able
to reliably quantify them and identify the carbon hotspots. If hotspots can be identified by the
team designing, managing and reporting a trial, steps can be taken to reduce emissions,
facilitating lower carbon trial design and delivery [4,5]. This Study Within a Trial (SWAT) [6]
provides a framework for doing this using the NIHR-funded guidance for the carbon footprinting
of clinical trials.

In order to calculate a clinical trial’'s carbon footprint using the guidance, all activities undertaken
to answer the research question which are in addition to routine care must first be identified
(activity data). Activities are structured into modules within the guidance, which facilitates both
identification and subsequent reporting. The activity data are then multiplied by standard
emission factors to calculate the footprint of the activity, module or clinical trial in its entirety.

The guidance document, all data collection tools, emission factors, and automated Excel
spreadsheet to perform calculations (and online Greener Trial Toolkit from 2026) are available to
support teams with carbon calculations. The Institute of Cancer Research in London, UK also run
monthly drop-in clinics, which are open access and free to attend, providing training in clinical
trial carbon footprinting and application of the guidance. For more information, email Cict-
icrctsu@icr.ac.uk or visit https://www.methodologyhubs.mrc.ac.uk/about/working-groupsi/trial-
conductwg/tcwg-subgroup-greener-trials/enabling-lower-carbon-clinical-trials-cict-project

Host Trial Population: Adults and Children
Host Trial Condition Area: Any and All

Interventions and Comparators

Intervention 1: Apply the NIHR-funded detailed guidance to carbon footprint clinical trials to a trial
in development, to calculate its likely carbon footprint, identify carbon hotspots and consider
possible mitigation strategies [4,5].


mailto:Cict-icrctsu@icr.ac.uk
mailto:Cict-icrctsu@icr.ac.uk

Intervention 2: Apply the NIHR-funded detailed guidance to carbon footprint clinical trials to the
completed trial, to report its carbon footprint, identify changes to anticipated hotspots and assess
implemented mitigation strategies [4,5].

Method for Allocating to Intervention or Comparator: n/a

Outcome Measures

Primary Outcomes: Clinical Trial Carbon Footprint (kgCoZ2e).

Secondary Outcomes: Identification of the carbon footprint of various trial activities, and reduction
of the footprint where possible

Analysis Plans

The primary analysis is the quantification and assessment of the clinical trial carbon footprint, and
relative quantification of any reduction in carbon footprint made as a result of the footprinting
exercise.

Possible Problems in Implementing This SWAT
Performing carbon footprinting after funding has been secured poses a problem if potential
mitigation strategies require funding beyond that included in the funding application.
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