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Key points 

 A vibrant research and innovation culture is critical to a sustainable healthcare system 
that meets the needs of patients.  

 Measures are needed to reaffirm the NHS as a unique asset and world leading place for 
research and innovation. These include improving workforce training and public 
confidence, and streamlining research and innovation systems. 

 To realise the benefits of new technologies such as genomics and ‘big data’, there must 
be robust dialogue with the public and training and resource for the NHS workforce. 

Introduction 

1. Wellcome is the UK’s largest charity. Over the next five years, we plan to invest up to £5 

billion in biomedical research and the medical humanities. We are pleased to respond to 

this inquiry on the long-term sustainability of the NHS. Given Wellcome’s position as a 

funder, our response focuses on how a thriving environment for research and innovation 

will benefit the health service in the long-term.  

Future Healthcare, Resource & Productivity  

1. As NHS resources are stretched by chronic disease and an ageing population, research 
and innovation have a critical role to play in developing new interventions; testing 
whether they are effective; rolling out those offering the greatest benefits for patients; 
and stopping less productive, potentially wasteful, practices. Research and innovation 
will therefore be central to an effective, evidence-informed and sustainable healthcare 
system.  

2. The NHS is one of the UK’s unique assets and could be one of the best places in the 
world to trial and launch promising innovations. The Accelerated Access Review, 
coordinated by the Government’s Office for Life Sciences and supported by Wellcome, 
aims to speed up access to transformative drugs, devices and diagnostics for NHS 
patients, provide a stronger system of advice for innovators, and use Academic Health 
Science Networks to promote adoption by bringing together academic and clinical 
expertise. The final report will be published later this year and the Committee should 
consider its recommendations as part of its inquiry. 

3. Research must be ‘business as usual’ in an evidence-informed, sustainable NHS. To 
develop a vibrant research culture there must be high-level recognition of the value of 
research and championing of research at all levels. The wider workforce also has a vital 
role to play, and career pathways must support clinicians who drive research and 
innovation. In addition, it is important that the wider clinical workforce is sufficiently 
research aware to build the capacity of the NHS to apply findings and spread benefits.  

4. Other barriers must also be addressed to make to the NHS a world-leading location for 
health research. The development of a ‘single approval’ for NHS studies by the Health 
Research Authority (HRA) Authority has the potential to make a transformative 



 

difference to study set up. Single approval will address long-standing concerns about 
the huge administrative burden associated with seeking separate R&D permissions at 
every NHS site where research takes place. We are confident that the HRA can 
overcome existing technical and cultural barriers to deliver this, but it must receive 
ongoing financial support from the Government to achieve this.  

5. We are pleased that NHS England has committed to resolving issues around the 
payment of excess treatment costs — where the costs of including a participant in a 
study are greater than those of standard care. However, it is essential that NHS 
England now fulfils its duty to promote research by ensuring these plans are 
implemented.  

New Technologies 

6. New technologies will thrive in a research- and innovation-friendly NHS, and have 
significant potential to transform care. For example, the greater specificity provided by 
genomic medicine is leading to a transformation in diagnosis and therapy. In the 
Deciphering Developmental Disorders project – a pioneering collaboration between the 
Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute and UK NHS Genetics Services – the genomes of 
12,000 families of a child with an undiagnosed developmental disorder have been 
sequenced. Diagnosis provided targeted therapies for the children; improving quality of 
life and allowing their families to make informed choices. Its success drove the 
Department of Health’s 100,000 Genomes project.    

   
7. To ensure that the NHS benefits from new technologies it is essential that healthcare 

professionals have appropriate education, training and resources to use them. New 
technologies, such as genomics, must be adopted into generalist and specialist 
curricula in a timely fashion to facilitate the uptake of innovation across the NHS.   

8. As well as engaging the public to talk about their health service, it is vital that there is an 
effective dialogue with patients about the risks and benefits of emerging health 
technologies, such as mitochondria donation or genomic medicine. 

Data 

9. Developing ‘big data’ technologies has the potential to improve both NHS services and 
the research underpinning advances in healthcare. The value of this critical resource 
will only be realised if citizens have confidence that their data are used in the public 
interest and with appropriate safeguards. For example, people are often suspicious 
about companies accessing their personal information; it is imperative that the systems 
of governance for managing patient data are trustworthy, robust and transparent.  

10. To address these concerns, Wellcome is supporting a new independent taskforce that 
will develop a framework for clear discussions with the public, patients and healthcare 
professionals about how data can be used to improve health. As the National Data 
Guardian for Health and Social Care has recognised, this is an essential part of building 
a trustworthy system for protecting patient data, while maximising its enormous value 
for improving NHS services and creating a more efficient, innovative healthcare system. 

11. The use of big data depends on an effective and pragmatic legal framework. It is not yet 
clear whether the EU Data Protection Regulation or something similar will be 
implemented in the UK following its adoption by the EU institutions. This 
regulation creates a supportive framework for scientific research, including safeguards 
to ensure personal information is used appropriately and remains secure. Should the 
UK's data protection laws develop in a way that is incompatible with the EU regulation it 
could undermine research that relies on sharing health data across borders, such as 
genomic projects run at the Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute and European projects 
including the European Bioinformatics Institute. 


