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BACKGROUND 
During summer and autumn 2019, an independent survey was undertaken of England’s 15 
Academic Health Science Networks (AHSNs). This research was commissioned by NHS 
England and NHS Improvement, and the Office for Life Sciences (OLS) to explore and 
evaluate the views of AHSN stakeholders. The research will support commissioners in their 
reviews of AHSNs, and to provide independent feedback to AHSNs from their stakeholders 
that include NHS organisations, researchers, private companies, government 
organisations, patient and public groups and voluntary and community sector (VCS) 
organisations. 
 
Savanta ComRes, an independent research organisation, undertook the evaluation. With 
input from AHSNs and commissioners, Savanta ComRes developed and ran a 10-minute 
online survey and subsequently conducted 30-minute telephone interviews with up to 10 
stakeholders for each of the 15 AHSNs and for the National AHSN Network.  
 
A national report collating the feedback and key themes from across all AHSNs, can be 
viewed on the AHSN Network website: www.ahsnnetwork.com/ahsn-network-
stakeholder-research.  
 
This report summarises stakeholder feedback and themes specifically related to Wessex 
AHSN. 

 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 
1 Stakeholders identify multiple instances where Wessex AHSN has successfully 

contributed to improving patient outcomes, including around smoking cessation 
and sepsis. 

2 Multiple stakeholders provide evidence of Wessex AHSN’s successful management 
of projects. Specifically, there are numerous mentions of where they have 
contacted Wessex AHSN for help in overcoming complex challenges. 

3 Some stakeholders view Wessex AHSN as one of the leading AHSNs nationally and 
would like the organisation to showcase their work to other AHSNs to try to 
replicate its success in other regions. 

 

OVERVIEW 
Stakeholders generally report highly positive experiences working with Wessex AHSN. 
Many cite the organisation as being excellent at facilitating new relationships and a key 
enabler of successful projects that ultimately improve patient outcomes. Improvements 
and innovations Wessex AHSN have reportedly contributed to including sepsis 
management, News2, Restore2 and smoking cessation. Additionally, many stakeholders 
report that they enjoy working with Wessex AHSN’s ‘friendly’, ‘collaborative’ and 

http://www.ahsnnetwork.com/ahsn-network-stakeholder-research
http://www.ahsnnetwork.com/ahsn-network-stakeholder-research
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‘supportive’ staff. Areas for future consideration include continuing to create opportunities 
for involvement in projects and event and better alignment with other local AHSNs and 
across primary and secondary care teams.  

 

WHO WE SPOKE TO 
Nine stakeholder groups were identified, and across these, 280 stakeholders identified by 
Wessex AHSN were invited to take part; 86 completed the online survey from 21st August 
to 16th September 2019. This represents a response rate of 31% which is in line with the 
industry average for this type of survey.  In addition to the online surveys, Savanta ComRes 
conducted follow-up interviews with 10 stakeholders between 9th September and 13th 
November 2019, who put themselves forward to discuss their experiences further. Specific 
quotas were not set for the stakeholders interviewed as interviewees were self-selecting 
and interviews were dependent on stakeholders’ availability and feasibility of bookings. 
 

Type # 
SURVEYED 

% 
SURVEYED 

# 
INTERVIEWED 

Health or social care provider 35 41%  3 
NHS Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) 20 23% (+11) 3 
Private company or industry body 12 14%  3 
Research body or university 10 12%  0 
National government, agency or Arms Length Body (ALB) 3 3% 0 
Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) 2 2% 1 
Local government or Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) 2 2% 0 
Individual patient or member of the public 1 1% 0 
Patients group or public group 1 1% 0 
Total 86 100% 10 

Thinking about your role and organisation as it relates to your engagement with AHSNs, which of the following 
best describes your organisation? Base: All stakeholders answering on behalf of Wessex AHSN (n=86).  
Percentage point difference to the average survey response rate where difference is more than 5 (n=1,155) 

 

INTERPRETING THE RESULTS 
The report includes quantitative findings from the online survey and qualitative findings 
from interviews with local stakeholders. The number of online survey respondents are too 
small to draw reliable conclusions from. Additionally, comparisons between local survey 
data and the average across all AHSNs nationally are not necessarily statistically significant 
meaning higher or lower assessments of an individual AHSN in comparison to the national 
response rate may be due to the ‘play of chance’. Findings from the online survey at the 
level of an individual AHSN should therefore be treated as indicative only and used with 
caution. 
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Insights discussed in this section of the report are based on an aggregated analysis of 
discussions with participating Wessex AHSN stakeholders. Therefore, themes described 
may not necessarily reflect the views of those answering and are not generalisable to all 
stakeholder types. For instance, interviews were not conducted with research body or 
university stakeholders, local government or LEPs, national government, agency or ALBs, 
or those taking part as an individual patient, member of the public, or patient or public 
group representatives. Recommendations discussed are based on answering and are not 
tailored to specific types of stakeholders.  

Each local AHSN report has been reviewed by a representative at the AHSN to verify the 
accuracy of insights and interpretations presented in each report. Savanta ComRes held 
30-minute calls with the representative to collect and incorporate such feedback. AHSNs 
only saw the findings in the report and not raw data collected in fieldwork. 
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Figure 1- Q.1 Overall, thinking about Wessex AHSN’s work, how would you describe...? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders (n=86) 
Figure 2 – D.7 And approximately how long have you worked with Wessex AHSN? Q. Thinking about its overall visibility and any engagement you may have had, how would you rate the visibility of 
Wessex AHSN in its local area? Q. How would you rate your understanding of the role of Wessex AHSN? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders (n=86) 
Figure 5 – Q15_2. Which Wessex AHSN initiative, programme or support service would you say has had the greatest impact on your organisation's ability to meet its objectives or your ability to meet 
your own objectives? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders (n=86) 
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Figure 3 - Q.14 Overall, how easy did you find it to access Wessex AHSN services? Q17. Overall, how would you rate your working relationship with Wessex AHSN? How did you first find out about 
Wessex AHSN? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders (n=86) 
Figure 4 – Q.18 Thinking back over the period of time you have been working with Wessex AHSN, would you say your working relationship has gotten better, worse, or is about the same? Q. Which, 
if any, of the following ways does Wessex AHSN currently communicate with you? Q. How would you rate the effectiveness of Wessex AHSN’s communications? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders 
(n=86) 
Figure 6 - Q.19 You indicated that you have a good working relationship with Wessex AHSN and/or your working relationship has gotten better over the period of time you have been working with 
them. Why do you say this? Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders who say this (n=77) 
Figure 7 - Q.25 If you could make one recommendation for improvement for the local AHSN or the National AHSN Network to focus on in the next three years, what would this be? For example, is 
there a service you think should be expanded, or a new offering that should be explored or delivered? Base: Base: Wessex AHSN stakeholders (n=86) 
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AREAS OF STRENGTH AND GOOD PRACTICE 
 

DELIVERING SUCCESSFUL PROJECTS AND SOLVING PROBLEMS 

Multiple stakeholders report in interviews that the success of their project may not have 
been possible without the input of the Wessex AHSN, highlighting the positive impact of 
the organisation’s contribution. Examples include implementing technologies across 
organisations to improve patient outcomes and rolling out tools such as Restore2 in CCGs. 

 
“They can look at [what you are doing] from a totally different angle and 
then move it forward for you.  Personally, because we were really stuck, 
didn’t know how to move [Restore2] on, they came in and supported 
us.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                        CCG 
In addition, stakeholders often cite the staff at Wessex AHSN as excellent project 
managers; they provide positive testimonies of their ability to facilitate high quality 
meetings between people inside and outside their organisation and their ability to identify 
potential pitfalls. Some consider Wessex AHSN their ‘go-to’ organisation in the 
circumstance they are unable to find a solution to a problem; demonstrating the significant 
trust they have in it.  Stakeholders praise AHSN staff’s impartial advice and willingness to 
speak honestly, even if that involves delivering information that could be taken negatively.  

 
“They're a great partner to work with. They always tell us what they can, 
and they cannot do and they're always quite clear about it, and it means 
to us that they're prepared to think creatively about how to get things 
done within the constraints of the environments we're working in. We're 
not always aware of how best to do [some]thing or even what the 
potential alternative ways of getting [it] done, and Wessex has always 
been good at engaging with us in conversations about how we can get 
this done somehow.” 

 Private company/industry body 
 

Online survey responses from Wessex AHSN’s stakeholders support the interview feedback 
by demonstrating the AHSN’s ability to build strong relationship and communicate 
effectively. 

• Approaching nine in ten (88%) rate their working relationship as good; greater than 
average (82%). 

• Two thirds (67%) rate Wessex AHSN’s communication as good; greater than average 
(53%).  

• Those who have a good relationship with the Wessex AHSN or report that it has 
gotten better suggest this is because the organisation is ‘supportive’ and 
‘collaborative’ (38%). This is higher than the average of 23% across all regions. 
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CONNECTING PEOPLE FOR THE BENEFIT OF PATIENTS 
Wessex AHSN is perceived as taking a genuine interest in how the health community works 
together to make improvements for patients.  Many stakeholders note Wessex AHSN’s 
ability to facilitate new relationships that have positively contributed to improving patient 
outcomes. Specific examples identified by interviewees include bringing healthcare 
professionals together to fast track the implementation of new tools for sepsis detection 
and sharing learnings on smoking cessation programmes. The connections made by 
Wessex AHSN reportedly make it easier for stakeholders to better understand the 
prominent issues within the region and create joint strategies to manage them.  

“I'm quite confident in saying that if [Wessex AHSN] weren't there to 
enable us as a healthcare region to have come together, we wouldn't be 
where we are with so many hospitals having NEWS2 implemented, and 
the massive improvements that we've made in how we deal with sepsis.” 
                                                                                          Health or social care provider 
 

This finding is one again backed up by online survey results. A majority (84%) of Wessex 
AHSN’s CCG or health or social care stakeholders rate the AHSN as effective at bringing 
health care professionals together across regional systems to support knowledge sharing 
and collaboration.  

 

RUNNING HIGH QUALITY EVENTS 

A further strength of Wessex AHSN is its events that are considered highly informative, 
engaging and impactful by stakeholders. Interviewees indicate that they enjoy attending 
these mostly because they are practical, convenient and value participant contributions. 
Stakeholders also appreciate Wessex AHSN’s ability to organise high quality events on 
behalf of their own organisations. This is considered particularly useful because many 
stakeholders in trusts, CCGs and private companies claim to have limited experience within 
events management or lack the time to organise events. 
 

 “I think it was in May, we were invited to an event they had, with lots 
of clinicians and local pharmacists present, and we were able to meet 
quite a lot of people who we perhaps would not have otherwise met. So, 
it was very good." 

                                           Private company/industry body provider 
 

“So, they really organise us, they send out all the adverts, remind us to 
come, and provide the venue, and then they’re there to help us with 
issues in practice that we’re finding, just by putting a bunch of people 
in a room who all have different issues and problems.  We come up with 
solutions just by sharing our learning together.  So, it’s these sharing 
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and learning events that really help progress things along sometimes, 
it can make a difference.” 

                                                                                                                                  
CCG 

 
Wessex AHSN’s strength in organising and managing events is supported by the survey 
findings: 

• 20% of stakeholders mention “networking opportunities”, “events” “partnerships 
and collaborations” or “cross-organisation working relationships” as having the 
greatest impact on their organisation’s or their own ability to meet objectives. This 
is higher than the average across all AHSNs (14%). 

• 35% of stakeholders found out about Wessex AHSN through networking 
events/conferences compared to 28% on average across all AHSNs.  

POINTS FOR WESSEX AHSN TO CONSIDER 
BE CLEARER ABOUT THE RATIONAL FOR PRIORITIES AND OBJECTIVES  
Some interviewees suggest that they do not always understand why Wessex AHSN has 
chosen to focus on a particular topic area, which mirrors a theme seen in other AHSNs. 
These stakeholders would like more communication detailing the current and future local 
priorities of Wessex AHSN so that they can better understand how their own organisation 
fits in. While one CCG stakeholder cites that they would like to have more involvement and 
input in conversations around the priority setting for the Wessex AHSN. 

“I suppose [Wessex AHSN] have to decide what their priorities are, and 
they’ve decided to focus on this area, but I can’t see how they’ve come 
to that decision.” 

Health or social care provider 
 

“I suppose if there’s a key priority we identify, it’s about whether we can 
have a conversation with them, because I know they set their priorities, 
but it’s how we can be part of that, the priority setting” 
                                                                                                     CCG 
 

ENSURING CLEAR PATHWAYS FOR INVOLVEMENT 
Based on interviews with stakeholders, there may be a few gaps in Wessex AHSN’s 
outreach. For instance, one mentions wanting to contribute more but not being clear on 
how to do so.  

“I’d like to participate more in their work but I’m not sure if they are 
doing anything for me to join. Nobody reaches out to me with this, I 
haven’t heard from them in a while.”  
                                                                                                   CCG 
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 “Just getting [communication] above the level of all the other noise 
that’s going on in your mailbox, because if you get as many emails as 
we do sometimes email is not the best way.  So, I think that’s why it’s 
helpful to have these regular meetups, because you get that one-to-
one then which is better.” 

Health or social care provider                                                                                                           
 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES AHEAD 
 

NAVIGATING COMPLICATED REGIONAL BOUNDARIES 
Some stakeholders in interviews describe the setup of the NHS within the region as 
complicated, making it challenging to understand which AHSN their organisation is best 
aligned to. This is an area of concern that also came up in interviews with other AHSNs’ 
stakeholders. In the Wessex area specifically, one stakeholder expresses confusion about 
whether they should be consulting with the South West AHSN or Wessex AHSN. A few also 
mention that the imminent introduction of Primary Care Networks within the region will 
further add to the complexity.  

 

“The biggest challenge, I think, currently, yes, is the alignment of 
Wessex, so this is specifically for Wessex area, because where NHS 
England and Improvement have aligned with the South West and South 
East, so Dorset now, used to be with NHS England in the Wessex patch, 
we’re now in the South West, so the AHSN doesn’t necessarily align with 
our other areas for reporting, it is tricky.” 

                                                                                                                                CCG 

SUMMARY OF POINTS FOR THE AHSN TO 
CONSIDER 
Across interviews conducted, the following points emerged for Wessex AHSN to consider: 

 Involve key stakeholders in priority setting for the AHSN and gather their input 
on any change in its objectives to create clarity and maintain buy-in.  

 Regularly communicate with local NHS organisations as they tend to go through 
change regularly.  

 Continue to connect stakeholders to one another with the aim of driving 
innovation to improve patient experiences and outcomes. 

 Continue to organise informative and engaging events internally and on behalf of 
stakeholders as participants tend to gain high value from attending.  


	WESSEX ACADEMIC HEALTH SCIENCE NETWORK 
	STAKEHOLDER RESEARCH
	LOCAL FINDINGS 2019
	BACKGROUND
	KEY TAKEAWAYS
	OVERVIEW
	WHO WE SPOKE TO
	INTERPRETING THE RESULTS

