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We map the Data Access Spectrum to the Five Safes to pro-
vide a framework that maximises use of individual-level data,
helping us to safely share population data for research, ac-
cording to the data’s risk profile. The Trusted Research En-
vironment (TRE) has been the success story of data access
this century. By providing highly secure access, TREs enable
researchers to safely make use of the most sensitive data. But
the Scientific Use File (SUF) remains the workhorse of aca-
demic research. SUFs are downloadable files made available
under licence to authorised users. Access to these data allows
researchers to undertake population research which doesn’t in-
volve the sensitive, detailed data available in TREs; they are
accessible to users who cannot access TREs (such as students

and overseas researchers), while the research can take place at
lower cost. The UK Data Service reports that the volume of
use of SUFs significantly exceeds that of their TRE. The fear
that new technologies could reverse engineer the de-identified
records in SUF data have led to suggestions that all individual-
level research data should only be available through TREs. Re-
stricting all population data research to TREs (a data access
spectrum polarised between closed (TRE) and open (aggre-
gated) data) is undesirable. We seek to rebalance the debate
by focusing on benefits that support providing access to SUFs
under license, and how stakeholders assess the risk versus util-
ity of that data. From this we draw conclusions for the future
of data access.
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