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Wessex Data Access Scheme -FAQ’s

Section 1: About the Wessex Data Access Scheme
What is the Wessex Secure Data Environment (SDE)?
The Wessex SDE exists as a service for researchers. Our aim is to enable impactful research that improves patient outcomes and returns value to the NHS. The Wessex SDE is one of ten regional SDEs across England and supports the NHS ambition to provide secure access to health data for research and innovation.
We intend to make Wessex SDE England's leading regional testbed for linked, longitudinal and multimodal data, enabling research and AI that improves care.
Researchers can access approved datasets within the secure environment, bring their own analytical tools where appropriate, and undertake research without patient-level data ever leaving the platform.

What is the purpose of the Wessex SDE Data Access Scheme?
The Data Access Scheme has three key objectives:
Firstly, it aims to maximise the value of the datasets already available within the SDE by supporting researchers to answer new research questions using existing data assets. Researchers are welcome to bring their own research data into the SDE.
Secondly, it helps identify additional datasets that researchers would like to access in the future. This helps the SDE team work with data providers and partner organisations to expand the range of data available for research across Wessex.
Thirdly, it helps build connections and networks across Wessex to improve patient care across the region in the future.

What data is currently available within the Wessex SDE?
Many of the datasets available today are research-grade, developed through prior research projects and transferred into the SDE for reuse.
Researchers can explore available datasets through the Wessex SDE Data Capability Register (Data Capabilities Register – WSDE), which provides dataset descriptions, cohort definitions, coverage information, and data dictionaries to support feasibility assessment.

Can researchers propose additional datasets that are not currently available?
Yes.
Researchers are encouraged to identify datasets that would strengthen their research or help answer important unanswered questions.
Applications help us understand future data demand and support discussions with data providers about future onboarding opportunities.

Can I bring my own data into the SDE?
Yes. Researchers can propose bringing additional datasets into the SDE where they are needed to answer the research question.
Any proposed datasets will be reviewed through the governance process to ensure they can be safely incorporated into the environment. The SDE team can support technical onboarding and data engineering activities where required.
Researchers should clearly describe any datasets they wish to bring into the SDE, identify the data controller (where known), and provide any useful contacts within the application.

How does the data access process work?
Figure 1: SDE Data Access Process.
Figure 1 below describes the data access process for the SDE from research question through to set-up and access.
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All projects begin with a Data Access Request Form (DARF), which captures:
• The research question and study objectives
• The proposed methodology
• The data required
• Individuals requiring access
• Planned outputs and dissemination
Applications are reviewed by the Data Access Committee (DAC), which includes professional and public representatives.
The DAC assesses whether:
• The project aligns with the remit of the Wessex SDE
• Appropriate governance requirements have been met
• The requested data is suitable for answering the proposed research question
Following approval, organisational onboarding and user access arrangements are completed before researchers gain access to the environment.

How quickly can researchers gain access to data?
We aim to make the governance process as straightforward as possible whilst maintaining the appropriate safeguards around NHS data.
Our goal is to move researchers from application to approved access as quickly as possible so that projects can begin without unnecessary delay. The SDE will work with successful applicants to use the SDE Delegated HRA authority where appropriate to help streamline the pathway.

What analysis tools are available within the SDE?
The Wessex SDE provides access to a secure analytical environment through BCInsight, which is accessed via Azure Virtual Desktop.
Researchers can:
• Explore datasets through interactive interfaces
• Create and define cohorts
• Generate visualisations
• Analyse data using Python
• Analyse data using R
The platform supports both code-based and visual analytical workflows.
How are research outputs extracted from the SDE?
Researchers may request the extraction of outputs such as figures, tables, presentations, and publication materials.
All extraction requests are reviewed during the SDE output-checking process to ensure that no personally identifiable information is included before approval is granted.
Only approved outputs may leave the environment. Patient-level data cannot be extracted.

What support is available for researchers who are new to the SDE?
Successful applicants will be supported by the Wessex SDE and CIRU teams throughout their project.
Support may include:
• Accessing and navigating the platform
• Understanding available datasets
• Building analytical workspaces
• Developing cohorts
• Conducting analyses
• Managing output extraction requests

Support is available throughout the project lifecycle to help researchers make effective use of the environment.

I have an idea, but I'm not sure where to start. What would you recommend?
Start with the research question.
Think about the clinical, operational or population health problem you are trying to solve and then explore the datasets available through the Data Capability Register.
If additional datasets are required, include them within your application and be as specific as possible about the data you need and why it is important.
You do not need to have every detail fully worked through before applying. The application process is intended to initiate conversations and help shape future research opportunities in collaboration with the SDE team.

What advice would you give to clinicians and academics considering using the SDE for the first time?
Start with a problem that matters.
Focus on a research question that has the potential to improve patient outcomes, influence clinical practice, support service development, or generate value for the NHS.
Review the Data Capabilities Register – WSDE, identify datasets that may help answer your question, and apply them, even if some elements need further discussion.
The SDE team can support conversations around data availability, linkage opportunities, governance requirements, and future data development. The scheme is designed to support high-quality research and help us understand what data, services, and support researchers need in the future.


Section 2: Applying to the Data Access Scheme 
Who can apply to the Wessex SDE Data Access Scheme?
The scheme is open to researchers, clinicians, healthcare professionals, academics, and innovators whose research aligns with the aims and priorities of the Wessex Secure Data Environment.
Applications are welcomed from NHS organisations, universities and other partner organisations across the Wessex region.

What types of projects is the panel looking to support?
We are looking for projects that have the potential to improve patient care, support NHS services, answer important research questions or demonstrate innovative uses of data.
Applications will be assessed on the quality of the research question, potential impact, feasibility, and the value generated using the data.

Do I need to know exactly what data I need before applying?
No.
Applicants are encouraged to be as specific as possible about the data they believe will be required, but it is recognised that some projects may need further scoping and discussion following submission. If you would like any clarification prior to submission, please email the SDE at wessexsde@uhs.nhs.uk.
The application process is intended to support conversations between researchers and the SDE team to refine requirements and identify opportunities for data access, linkage, and future dataset development.

What happens if the data I need is not currently available in the SDE?
Researchers should still apply.
Wessex SDE continues to build and expand its data assets; some of these developments are underway but may not yet be listed in the data Capabilities Register. One of the objectives of the scheme is to understand future demand for datasets across Wessex. Applications help us identify priority datasets, engage with data providers, and inform future data acquisition plans. 
Even where a dataset is not immediately available, an application may help shape future SDE development and collaboration opportunities.

Can I apply if my project requires data from multiple organisations?
Yes.
The Wessex SDE has been designed to support the use of data from multiple NHS organisations across the region, and many of the necessary data sharing agreements are already in place. Where necessary, the SDE will work with successful applicants to complete any new agreements.
Researchers should clearly describe the organisations involved, the datasets required and any linkage requirements within their application. The SDE team can then work with data providers to assess feasibility and governance requirements.

What support is available after a project is approved?
Researchers will receive support throughout the lifecycle of their project.
This may include assistance with onboarding, workspace setup, understanding available datasets, cohort creation, analytical approaches, data engineering requirements, and output extraction processes.
The Wessex SDE and CIRU technical teams are available to support researchers in making effective use of the environment.
What makes a strong application?
Strong applications clearly describe:
• The problem being addressed
• The research question or objective
• The potential benefit to patients, services, or the NHS
• The datasets required
• Any data linkage requirements
• The anticipated outputs and impact
You do not need to have every detail fully worked through before applying. However, applications should clearly explain what you are trying to achieve, why it matters and how access to the data will help answer the question.

What happens if my application is not successful?
Not all applications will be funded through this scheme.
However, applications help us understand future research demand and may identify opportunities for future collaboration, data development, or support through subsequent calls.

Section 3: Application and Data Access 
If I want to bring my own dataset into the SDE, do I need to sort out the data governance arrangements before I apply?
No.
The SDE has data sharing agreements in place with NHS organisations across Wessex that provide the overarching governance framework for data sharing.
Applicants should clearly describe any datasets they wish to bring into the SDE, identify the data controller (where known), and provide any useful contacts. Any detailed governance discussions can then take place during application review.


How would a new dataset be technically brought into the SDE?
New datasets can be onboarded either through technical integration with local data teams or through a secure transfer process into the SDE.
The SDE team can support data engineering, data cleaning and technical onboarding where required to ensure datasets are suitable for analysis.

How much capacity is there to bring new datasets into the SDE in the future?
Expanding the range of datasets available to researchers is a key objective of the Wessex SDE.
Applications help us understand demand for new datasets and support discussions with data providers about future onboarding opportunities.
Researchers are encouraged to identify datasets they would like to access, even if they are not currently available.

I'm interested in data held by another NHS organisation. How much engagement do I need with that organisation before applying?
Applicants should be as specific as possible about the data they require.
If you already have relationships with the organisation in question, please reference them in your application. However, applicants are not expected to have secured all agreements before applying.
The SDE team can support discussions with data providers during the review process.


Is primary care data across Wessex available as part of this Scheme?

No. 

We are in the process of signing data sharing agreements with GP practices across Wessex. We hope that primary care data will be made available for research in a future Data Access Scheme call.




Are there existing data sharing agreements with local authorities for social care data?
Social care data is recognised as an important area for future research.
Whilst data-sharing arrangements with local authorities are still developing, researchers are encouraged to include social care data requirements in their applications to help inform future priorities and discussions.

Is it within the scope of the scheme to explore linking datasets?
Yes.
The Wessex SDE exists to support the secure linkage of datasets and researchers are encouraged to identify where linkage is required to answer their research question.
Applications should clearly describe any linkage requirements and the value that linked data would bring to the proposed research.

Can the SDE support linkage of data across NHS organisations without requiring separate CAG or REC applications?
The Wessex SDE operates under an established governance framework that includes delegated approval arrangements for eligible projects.
For many NHS data use cases, researchers can apply through the SDE governance process rather than seeking separate approvals, provided the project meets the requirements of the Wessex SDE governance framework.

If datasets cover different date ranges, can they still be linked?
Yes.
Researchers should clearly describe the datasets and date ranges required within their application.
Where datasets overlap, linkage can often be achieved, although the extent of analysis may depend on the period for which comparable data is available across all relevant sources



For further information on the Data Access Scheme or to download an application form, please see the Data Access Scheme | Wessex Health Partners.
If you require specific information, please email the wessexsde@uhs.nhs.uk.
Closing date is Friday 10th July
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