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WHY SWIMMER PLOTS SWIMMER PLOT COMPARISON 

R (ggplot2) vs SAS (PROC SGPLOT)

Bar colors denote baseline disease stage. Thin 

lines indicate the period of clinical response 

(complete or partial), beginning at response 

onset and extending to response end or to 

treatment end for continued responders. 

Symbols highlight key events: response start and 

end, durable response, and ongoing response at 
last observation.

R IMPLEMENTATION SAS IMPLEMENTATION

DATA STRUCTURE

• One record per subject with 

treatment start and end.

• Response timing captured 

using start and end 

variables.

• Disease stage encoded as 

categorical variable.

• Durable and continued 

responses derived 

programmatically.

• Structure supports both 

SAS and R implementations.
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SAS vs R: PROS & CONS

SAS (SGPLOT) 
Pros:

• Standardized, validated 

outputs for clinical 

submissions.

• Attribute maps make 

consistent colour coding 

for disease stages easy.

Cons:

• Legends and arrows need 

extra coding/templates.

• Limited interactivity.

R (ggplot2) 

Pros:

• Multiple visualization 

packages (ggplot2, 

ggswim, swimplot) 

enable flexible layered 

plots.

• Allows interactive 

Visualization using 

ggplotly.

Cons: 

• Memory bound for huge 

datasets.

• Legends can get crowded 

with many aesthetics.

CONCLUSION

Both SAS and R generate 

equivalent subject-level 

swimmer plots when built on 

standardized input data. 

Differences arise primarily in 

customization flexibility and 

development efficiency. 

SAS is preferred for 

standardized, submission-

ready swimmer plots with 

consistent formatting and 

validated outputs. 

R is well suited for 

exploratory analysis, offering 

extensive customization and 

optional interactive 

visualizations. 

Beyond visualization, 

swimmer plots complement 

aggregate efficacy measures 

by visually linking individual 

response duration, durability 

to overall treatment effects, 

enhancing clinical 

interpretation.

• To Visualize individual 

subject treatment response 

over time.

• Commonly used in oncology 

trials to display subject-level 

treatment timelines.

• Shows whether, when, and 

for how long a subject 

responded to treatment.

• Simultaneously depicts 

treatment duration, 

response patterns, 

progression, and censoring.

• Reveals subject-level 

insights that are not evident 

from aggregate efficacy 

summaries.
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