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Dr Malcolm White

Educating Health Professionals 
on Clean Air



Clean Air Day is the UK’s largest air pollution 
campaign, bringing together communities, 
businesses, schools and the health sector.





Air pollution is the biggest environmental 
threat to our health

Life Expectancy 
of PM2.5 and 
Unassociated 
Causes/Risks 
of Death, 
Global



Health Inequalities

The negative impacts of air pollution 
are unequal. 

The greatest burden falls on people:

• Already affected by inequality, often with existing 
health conditions/vulnerabilities

• Who contribute least to the problem of air 
pollution

• Who have the least agency to tackle the problem of 

air pollution.

Low-income families and black, asian and minority 
ethnic groups are disproportionately affected.



In the UK, air pollution….

Costs the NHS and care providers £22.6 billion per year

Causes 20,000+ hospital admissions for lung and heart problems

Causes up to 43,000 deaths each year

Causes over 6 million sick days each year

Is responsible for 25% of deaths from heart disease and 24% from strokes



Air pollution is a health issue that 
requires a health sector response

Healthcare creates air pollution

We can work to minimise those 
contributions and protect our staff, 
our patients and the public



1. Role Model
NHS leadership -
minimising the air 
pollution it creates 
and influences

2. Educator
Inform staff, 
patients and the 
public about the 
health risks and 
how to protect 
their health

3. Champion
Collaborating to 
support policy 
measures and work 
that improves air 
quality and reduce 
health inequalities



Solutions to air pollution are
a health opportunity

Walking and cycling reduce risks of heart 
disease, stroke, cancer and diabetes

They also promote mental wellbeing

And will help tackle the climate crisis 



UKHACC member insights:

• Health professionals are willing

• Messages need to be tailored to different patient groups

• Needs an accompanying public health campaign

• Health professionals cannot be expected to be air 

pollution experts – need for resources and support

• Air pollution needs to become part of health 

professional training and development



Clean Air Champions – Pilot Projects

2020/21 - Respiratory and Paediatrics - 40

2022 - Primary Care - 57

2023/24 City of London - 37

2024 - Southampton - 50

2024 - Maternal Health - 10

2025 - Cardiology - ~10  TOTAL > 200!!

Paediatric Health Professional and Clean Air Champion 
sharing materials on air pollution with 

patients and staff on Clean Air Day 2020



Co-Design 

• Map out relevant patient 
pathways

• Input from staff, stakeholders and 
experts in each field

• Review plans for projects and 
teaching

• Help design resources for patients 
and staff



Resources for Patients



Results – Teaching Surveys • Healthcare practitioners 
less confident on indoor 
air pollution

• Teaching increased 
knowledge, confidence 
and understanding about 
air pollution

Indicator (1 is low, 10 is high)

Before (n = 50) After (n = 40)

Average 
score

% with good 
understanding/ 

confidence (7-10)
Average 

score

% with good 
understanding/ 

confidence (7-10)

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your knowledge of sources of outdoor air 
pollution? 5.64 34% 8.13 98%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your knowledge of sources of indoor air 
pollution? 4.64 18% 8.03 95%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your understanding of the health impacts 
of air pollution? 5.84 32% 8 95%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your understanding of what patients can 
do to protect their health? 5.2 22% 7.78 88%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your confidence levels in talking to your 
patients about air pollution? 4.3 12% 7.53 90%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your confidence levels in giving your 
patients advice as to what they can do to 
reduce their exposure to air pollution? 4.34 16% 7.65 90%

On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate 
your ability to sign post patients to further 
information and advice on air pollution? 3.68 10% 7.93 93%



• Trained 40 primary care staff 
across England

• 85% cascaded learning to 
colleagues

• Resources freely available

• Used and recommended by royal 
colleges including RCP, RCPCH 
and RCGPs

• Interviews with GPs for additional 
insights

• Primary Care Protocol

National Primary Care
Key Moments



Wider communications 
campaign alongside education of staff

Patient surveys outside GP practices

Translated resources

• 7% of GPs had spoken to patients about 
air pollution before training. After training 
this rose to 88%

• 52% of Islington patients who received 
advice from their GP changed their 
behaviour to reduce their exposure

• 100% of health care practitioners said 
that training was useful in preparing 
them to talk about air pollution.

Islington – Key Moments



• Great to have engaged local partners

• 50(!) Champions Trained

• Very engaged group for Clean Air 
Day 2024

• Translated resources

• WhatsApp network

• Aiming towards self-sustaining and 
growing network

Southampton – Key Moments



Topline Messages for PatientsAir pollution seriously impacts our 
health.

There are things we can do to 
avoid polluted air and to cut down 
the air pollution we create

Do not underestimate the power 
of your voice in calling for change!



Conclusions

• Healthcare staff can teach patients about AQ issues
o Teaching helps them feel confident to do so
oNot just medical staff!

• Champions model successful, but not a replacement for educational 
review
o Train-the-trainer approach good for spreading learning
o Staff are time-poor and need AQ teaching incorporated

• Gathering patient input when designing projects and feedback into 
resources



Resources to help

• GAP's 'Clean Air 
Knowledge Hub'

• Video lectures

• Slides

• GAP and NHS K&M 
modules

• WHO modules

https://www.actionforcleanair.org.uk/health/knowledge-hub-health

https://www.actionforcleanair.org.uk/health/knowledge-hub-health


Leadership in this space

• Royal College of Paediatrics 
and Child Health

oWebinars

oPosition statement on air 
pollution

oRecommendations for 
government

oPowerful campaigning voice



• Coordination to incorporate AQ into 
healthcare curricula

o GLA/London's AQHPO, Royal colleges, HEE, 
devolved NHS bodies and other partners

o Mapping the healthcare education sector

o National Public Health Campaign on AP

o Ongoing campaign for Governmental action 
on AQ – Ella's Law?
o Working towards WHO targets

Join Us!



Thank you!
Malcolm.white@globalactionplan.org.uk

Make travel choices for cleaner air

• Walk or wheel to work or school, using 
greener routes with less traffic when 
you can.

• Consider switching to an electric vehicle 
or leaving the car at home.

• If you need to drive, turn the engine off 
when you are not moving and it is safe 
to do so.

• Find out what air quality is like in 
your local area.

Make cleaner air decisions in the home

• Use fragrance-free, milder cleaning products 
and avoid plug-in fragrances.

• When decorating, choose safer paints and 
varnishes that are labelled ‘low VOC’.

• Ask people not to smoke or vape in your 
home.

• Avoid home burning (e.g. log burners, coal 
fires, or candles).

• Open windows that are away from main 
roads to ventilate your home
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