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Executive Summary 

This evaluation has critically evaluated the Digital Plan of the Welsh Ambulance Service (WAST) using SWOT and PESTLE analysis, consideration against the NHS Providers “What makes a good digital strategy” and the NHS England’s “What Good Look Like” guidance.
WAST has a broad and complex range of technologies used across it’s different operations, including physical hardware such as PCs, laptops, radios and iPads. Applications used for call triage and prioritisation, dispatch of resources, CAD applications and the NHS 111 Wales website. Technical infrastructure including networks, data warehousing, reporting software and the responsibility of ensuring data compliance and security. 
The plan is well structured and engaging for stakeholders, it sets out clear priorities based around five key pillars which provide the framework for digital transformation. The strengths of the plan include its strong focus on people and culture, its consistent aim to improve care, outcomes and safety for the population of Wales through digital transformation and improving its services. These strengths align with wider vision and values of WAST as well as Welsh Government guidance and legislation, further ground the plan and strengthening its aims and credibility. 
The plan does lack detail regarding timeframes and measurable achievements and specific considerations towards finances and the economic impact on digital transformation is also unclear. Not having measurable actions poses a risk to the accountability of the plan’s aims and poor financial considerations can also have an impact on the realisation of the plans many benefits.
There is a clear opportunity to use digital transformation in WAST to improve ambulance and service performance, leading to improved patient outcomes and reduced pressure on the service and in turn other NHS organisations.

Business Drivers 
WAST employs approximately 3,500 people, most of this workforce is based in emergency medical services, incorporating staff based remotely in clinical contact centres and working with patients face-to-face. The Trust provides a Non-Emergency Patient Transport Service (NEPTS), employs corporate and support staff. It also has approximately 1,300 volunteers, including Community First Responders and Volunteer Car Drivers (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2026a). WAST has 90 ambulance stations, three clinical contact centres and four regional offices. The organisation has a purpose statement of “To Support. To Serve. To Save.” This is alongside WAST’s Long-Term Strategic Framework for 2030 of “Delivering Excellence” published in 2019 (Welsh Ambulance Services NHS Trust, 2024). The framework identifies three enablers to deliver excellence; helping patients and staff to stay healthy, helping patients more easily access our services at the right time, and providing the right care in the right place, wherever and whenever it is needed (Welsh Ambulance Service NHS Trust, 2022). The importance of digital capabilities is a common theme addressed in each enabler.

WAST is structured into directorates with different responsibilities and focuses. Key directorates and their capabilities are summarised in Table 1:

Table 1 - WAST Directorates and their digital capabilities
	Directorate
	Capabilities

	Emergency Medical Service
	Emergency care
Call handling and assessment 
Resource dispatching

	Remote Integrated Care Service
	NHS 111 Wales Service – including website
Urgent care referrals
Remote assessment via telephony & CAD

	Non-Emergency Patient Transport
	Planned transport schedules
Call centre operations
Eligibility assessments

	Digital 
	Technical Infrastructure
Data analysis & informatics
ICT Service desk

	Training & Education
	Induction training
Audit
Professional training development
Policies

	People Services
	Recruitment
Workforce Culture & Wellbeing
Professional Development

	Corporate & Support
	Estates management
Finance
Communications
Fleet management
Governance



Table 2 summarises WAST external partners, the relationship and the digital impact:
Table 2 - External partners of WAST
	Organisation
	Relationship
	Digital Impact

	Welsh Government
	Provides funding
Establishes policy
Sets targets
Accountable for performance
	Funds digital innovations
Sets national digital health policy
Digital governance and safety

	Health Boards (inc. hospitals)
	Conveyance of patients for emergency treatment
Referral to primary care
Shared patient records
	Interoperability of patient records
Referral pathways


	Digital Health Care Wales
	Provides digital systems
National digital infrastructure
	Responsible for ensuring interoperability


	Emergency Services (Police/Fire)

	Provide joint responses to incidents
	Shared digital systems
Communication systems between organisations

	Academic/Research Partners
	Training of workforce
Responsible for research innovations
	Ensure digital capabilities of workforce
Research into digital innovations and transformation

	Primary Care Services (e.g. GPs)
	Referral of patients to urgent care and receive referral for emergency care
Referral to out-of-hours GP service
	Shared patient records
Referral for urgent care needs


 
In its Integrated Medium-Term Plan (IMTP) the Trust identifies operational challenges from increased service pressure, including operational hours lost to handover delays at hospitals, increase volume of red and amber emergency calls, and high demand on the 111 service, these challenges have a direct impact on the service and can negatively impact patient care, safety and outcomes. Another challenge faced is to its workforce, high sickness absence level, challenges with staff retention, burnout and poor workforce culture. These challenges limit the organisation’s ability to deliver a high quality service and its ongoing resilience. An ageing Welsh population with significant health problems also challenges the service and requires adaptation to best meet the needs of the populace. This includes the challenge of rural communities and recruiting and retaining staff in these areas (Welsh Ambulance Services NHS Trust, 2024). The advancing digital landscape offers both challenges and opportunities. Legacy infrastructure can cause issues with interoperability, efficiency and quality. Further interoperability challenges exist when working with local health boards across Wales with different systems and digital platforms, these challenges mean that systems can struggle to reach their full benefits, leading to disjointed and ineffective care. These challenges also offer the opportunity to innovate and transform digital systems that can work intraoperatively, improving patient care and flow through the NHS. There is also the opportunity to improve the digital offer from WAST, particularly its patient facing digital front-end, for example the NHS 111 Wales website. 

Technology & Digital Transformation

WAST published its current digital strategy in 2024, with aims and objectives covering the next five years until 2029. The plan was introduced in recognition of the technological advancements and evolution of the healthcare industry and the necessity to innovate and keep pace with these developments. The plan exists alongside the Trust’s existing vision and purpose, as well as aligning with its current Integrated Medium-Plan (IMTP). It also takes into consideration Welsh Government plans and frameworks, such as Six Goals for Urgent and Emergency Care (Welsh Government, 2022). Aligning the digital plan ensures effective partnership working towards shared goals and legislative requirements and keeping the WAST vision to “Deliver Excellence” central. The ambulance service is going through a period of transformation, focussed on its clinical model and categorisation of 999 calls (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2025b). This work directly impacts the digital plan and is reflected in the plan itself.

The digital plan sets out a clear vision for the organisation based around five key pillars of Everyday Essentials, Security, Safety and Cyber, Digital Pioneers, Digital Transformation and Data, Information and Insight. It includes mission statements, considerations and current risks. The overall vision of is to equip the ambulance service with the latest and most advanced technology, that can improve patient care, support staff and stakeholders, use health data to enhance services and deliver better outcomes through continuous innovation.

Included in the digital plan is a rich picture which gives a clear visual aid to show the digital transformation journey that has been undertaken so far and the direction envisioned by the plan for the future of the organisation. This rich picture is shown in Image 1. Prior to this digital plan there were problems with digital systems working in isolation and a lack of interoperability, digital services were more often used to “fight fires” and fix problems without having the opportunity to innovate and transform. 
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Core operational systems
Key core systems use by WAST include their Computer Aided Dispatches (CAD), these systems supports both 999 and 111 call handlers respectively to triage and prioritise calls. In the 111 service calls will also be assessed further by a clinician and the 999 CAD system will also be used for the dispatch and coordination of emergency vehicles. This system is currently being enhanced to introduce a single CAD used by both 999 and 111 teams, the aim of this is to bring in to alignment the way all calls are triaged and prioritised, creating opportunities for more calls to be managed remotely and decrease the pressure on ambulances and the wider NHS, for example emergency departments (Welsh Ambulance Services NHS Trust, 2024).
The Electronic Patient Clinical Record (ePCR) was introduced in 2022 and enabled to the digitalisation all patient records. Used on iPad by ambulance crews the ePCR replaced handwritten patient notes and allowed records to be shared with other health care providers through the Welsh Clinical Portal (Emergency Service Times, 2022) The ePCR is essential for co-operative working with local health boards, being able to share patient information in real time to ensure they receive the best possible care and treatment.
The NHS 111 Wales website is further operational system, it includes a large resource of health information, details of local health services, symptom checkers and AI chatbot that can be used by the public. This is an important system as it can be used to meet patients needs and reduce pressures on the service (NHS 111 Wales, 2026).
 
Infrastructure
Due to nature of the ambulance and that it operates continuously, the performance and reliability of its digital capabilities are essential. Following Network and Information Systems Regulations 2018 set by the Welsh Government ensures that cyber security regulations are followed and essential services are protected and infrastructure is improved (Welsh Government, 2021). Mandatory training in cyber-security for all staff increases the workforce awareness of cyber security and reinforces the security of infrastructure. Operational system such as the CADs, ePCRs, triage platforms have security controls such as access control, audit logging and secure APIs for data exchange, these measures ensure resilience of ambulance operations. Security is further maintained using firewalls and VPN access for staff working remotely. WAST works in partnership with Digital Health Care Wales (DHCW) who provide and supply national data and digital services, including support with cloud services, digital infrastructure and cyber security (The NHS Alliance, 2025).

Interoperability
Data inputted to ePCRs is shared with health boards via the Welsh Clinical Portal, this interoperable sharing of data aligns with NHS Wales mandate for services to align with the Fast Healthcare Interoperability Resources (FHIR) standard, this further complies with the National Data Resource (NDR) platform provided DHCW. 
WAST also uses the Doc-works platform as a fully digital real-time safeguarding reporting system which links with Local Authorities and partner agencies directly. Replacing a previous paper system brought improvements to access and efficiency and compliance with safeguarding legislation (Doc-works, 2026). 

Information standards
WAST complies with information standards set out by DHCW, this includes the Welsh Clinical Coding Standards which address what data must be collected and how it should be documented. The NHS Wales Data Dictionary sets the standards for the use of classifications and data sets (Digital Health Care Wales, 2026b). Specific classifications used include the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and related health problems, tenth version (ICD-10) and the Office of Population, Census and Surveys Classification of interventions and procedures version 4 (OPCS-4) (Digital Health Care Wales, 2026a).

Data analytics capabilities
Ambulance Service Indicators used to measure performance are published through an interactive dashboard via the NHS Wales Joint Commissioning Committee (JCC). These data analytics give a clear picture of how the ambulance service is performing and meeting the needs of the Welsh population (Joint Commissioning Committee, 2026). This has been recently updated in July 2025 to reflect the new ambulance performance framework that was introduced with the Welsh Government (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2025b). Data provided includes call categorisation, response times, frequent callers, Community First Responder attendance, conveyance numbers and ambulance hours lost to Emergency Departments. This data can be further broken down by month and by local health board area.

Strategic Analysis

SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) is commonly used evaluation tool through different sectors, it can be used to evaluate projects, programmes and portfolios, assessing both internal and external influences. It can be further used to plan how to maximise strengths and opportunities and to protect against threats and improve weaknesses (Fisher et al., 2020). SWOT analysis can be used to give quantitative weighted scores which can then be used to create strategic actions that are prioritised for maximum benefit (Karadzhov, 2025). It has been successfully used in the health care industry to review digital services (Zhou & Yin, 2026).

SWOT analysis has been criticised for its limitations as a static tool and having subjective biases, one way to compensate for this is to use it in integration with other analysis tools (Chakrabarty, 2024). One tool that can be used to compliment SWOT analysis is PESTLE, this tool reviews the impact of political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors, it has been successfully used across different industries including healthcare (Makos, 2024). 

PESTLE analysis is beneficial to a company as it gives further insights into specific external factors which can be further classified using SWOT as being either opportunities or threats (Vilas & Jain, 2025). PESTLE can be used with both qualitative and quantitative data which can give more balanced insights and can adapt the model to give objective weighting to use in strategic planning (Karadzhov et al., 2025). When used together SWOT and PESTLE can give insights to the internal and external barriers and enablers impacting a business (Zhao et al., 2025). They have been used effectively together in healthcare to assess the benefits and limitations of digital products in a public health context; PESTLE analysis gave further detailed assessment of broader contextual factors which influence the sector (Morita et al., 2023).

SWOT and PESTLE have been used together to evaluate the plan, SWOT analysis gives a general overview of the plan as shown in Figure 2: Figure 2 - SWOT Analysis of WAST Digital Plan
Strengths
· Strong leadership and vision for digital in the organisation
· Key pillars show clear direction
· Awareness of ensuring basics are done well
· Focus on culture and ensuring equality for staff and public
Weaknesses
· Lack of consideration of the impact of rural population and connectivity issues
· No clear procurement policy or supplier management
· Welsh language requirements not addressed
· Change management approaches not included
· No clear details on timelines or how goals will be achieved
Threats
· Cyber security risks including compliance with legal requirements
· Insufficient and changing funding available
· Legacy systems becoming outdated
· Workforce resistance to change
Opportunities
· Remote monitoring and devices
· Partnership working with local health boards
· Impact improvement of ambulance performance
· Data driven dispatch to improve response times and allocations

PESTLE analysis has been carried out to give further insight to external factors as shown in Table 3.

Table 3 - PESTLE analysis of WAST Digital Plan
	PESTLE 
area
	Areas identified in WAST Digital Plan
	Areas for further consideration

	Political
	· Welsh Governments directives
· NHS Wales direction for urgent and emergency care
· Recognition of need for interoperability and compliance with FIHR and NDR through integration of ePCR and WCP
	· Aligns with Digital and data strategy for health and social care in Wales
· Consideration of impact of other organisations such as health boards and DHCW
· Current political focus of ambulance performance

	Economic
	· Need to be cost-effective highlighted
· Plan aims to enhance service efficiency which bring economic benefits
· Plan addresses it socio-economic responsibilities to communities of Wales

	· Plan needs to further consider investment and funding challenges
· High cost of replacing legacy systems and investing in new technologies

	Social
	· Addresses changing user expectations
· Alignment with WAST People and Culture Plan
· Prioritising user-friendliness and accessibility
· Recognises the diverse technical proficiency in population
· Challenges of ageing population and the impact on service demands
· Commitment to digital inclusivity and equality
· Repeated commitment to staff training and development
	· More specifics required regarding public engagement and how this will be carried out proactively
· Lacks clarity regarding specific goals and measures of staff development and training

	Technological
	· Plan has been updated in response to recent technological advancements in the sector
· Advancements in AI impact the plan
· Development of medical devices considered and included
· Identifies some legacy systems are still in use that risk becoming outdated
	· Interoperability requirements

	Legal
	· Regulatory requirements for cyber security
· Importance of prioritising digital security emphasised throughout the plan
· Necessity of compliance with relevant laws, regulations and industry standards included
	· Welsh Language legal requirements not addressed
· Specific accessibility requirements to be further considered

	Environmental
	· Awareness of environmental impact
· Use digital technologies to reduce carbon footprint
· Guided by sustainability principles
· Support long-term environmental goals
	· Clarity required regarding specific environmental aims and targets



The key factors from the PESTLE analysis have been categorised using SWOT in Table 4 to give further evaluation of the plan.

Table 4 - PESTLE and SWOT analysis
	PESTLE Area
	Strength
	Weakness
	Opportunity
	Threat

	Political
	Aligns with Welsh Government policy
	Lacks details on alignment with DHCW
Pressure on performance from government
	Alignment creates funding opportunities and increased support
	Risk of non-compliance
Risk of sanctions if targets are missed

	Economic
	Efficiency gains and waste reduction from digital triage
	Lack of clarity regarding finances
No forward planning for possible funding decreases
Funding constraints can limit the speed of digitalisation 
	Welsh Government funding investment opportunities
	Risk of future funding cuts

	Social
	People are a key priority in the plan
Commitment to training and development of staff is evident
	Time and operational resources needed to train staff, logistics not addressed in the plan
	Improving the digital front end of the service will direct more patients to online tools and alleviate service pressures
	Digital exclusion due to inequalities
Lack of public engagement affecting plans success

	Technological
	Plan shows strong digital ambitions to transform and innovate

	Legal systems still being in use limits interoperability
	Future focus of the plan gives opportunity for early adoption of new technologies such as medical devices
	Increasing cybersecurity risks
Operational risk from legacy systems and if they were to fail

	Legal
	Plan has a strong focus on information governance
	Lack of attention to Welsh language standards risks non-compliance and development complexity
	Legal compliance builds stake holder and public confidence
	Non-compliance with legal requirements risk regulatory penalties

	Environmental
	Greener fleet and estates improve efficiency 
Increasing remote triage through digital tools supports sustainability goals and reduces emissions.
	Infrastructure needs to be resilient to climate related service pressures
	Greener fleet and estates support the NHS Wales decarbonisation
	Threats from extreme weather increasing demand on services
Environmental impact of increased AI use 



NHS Providers gives guidance on creating digital strategy and provides insights of signs of a good and bad digital strategy (NHS Providers, 2023) It is sector specific to the NHS specifically for digital transformation making it an effective tool. The guidance is aimed to be used when creating a digital strategy, it can also be used to retrospectively evaluate an existing digital strategy. It lists the following areas as signs of a good digital strategy; integrated, user centred, useful to teams, mainstream, realistic and focussed. Each of these areas have been used to evaluate the WAST digital plan.
Integrated – the WAST Digital Plan is integrated with the existing vision of the service and other key plans such at the IMTP. This shows that is it being considered and incorporated with systems throughout the service and isn’t just a separate consideration working in silo. Further integration with Welsh Government directives and vision are identified as required in the plan. Interoperability is a theme identified in the “technology” section of the PESTLE analysis, it is a key requirement for successful digital transformation and is identified as such by the Welsh Government in its Digital and data strategy for health and social care in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). 
User centred – users are frequently referenced throughout the plan, including staff and patients. The importance of equality, accessibility and digital inclusivity are highlighted showing the Trust’s understanding of the importance of users. Staff becoming confident and digitally literate through comprehensive training is a priority. Many of the initiatives and developments are focused on improving the experience of patients to give them better care, safety and outcomes, aligning with the overall vision and purpose of WAST. This focus of staff and users is identified as a strength in the SWOT analysis and creates opportunities in the “social” element of the PESTLE analysis.
Useful to teams – the plan provides guiding principles for the digital development of the service, the inclusion of a rich picture and a list of projects being commenced are useful visual aids. However, teams outside of the digital directorate may not find this useful and struggle to identify the plan with their specific roles. This creates the risk of teams not being fully engaged or committed to the plan which could further impact its success, the threat of staff being resistant to change is identified in the SWOT analysis.
Mainstream – the vision and objectives set out in the plan are mainstream to the entire organisation and cover different directorates. Different teams reading the plan will be able to understand how it impacts and transforms their area of work, but the plan does not go far enough to show teams beyond the digital team how they are actively involved in the transformation process and how they contribute personally. As previously identified, this may cause a disconnect and impact the adoption of the plan.
Realistic – there is good balance between realistic goals and encouraging innovation. Key planned deliverables and projects currently being undertaken are listed and show the realistic aims which builds staff trust and confidence. However, the lack of clarity regarding timescales does undermine this clarity and impacts the trust and confidence of staff. The inclusion of the “Everyday Essentials” pillar shows the digital work that is already being undertaken and the commitment given to these essentials which can be relied upon. 
Focussed – the WAST digital plan is focussed on five key pillars to give a framework and address areas for digital transformation. As identified in the SWOT analysis these key pillars are a strength of the plan, giving clear vision and direction. A weakness of the plan is that it lacks specific details in funding, procurement and timescales. This lack of focus means that the plan appears vague and lacks credible objectives.

The NHS “What Good Looks Like” (WGLL) framework published in August 2021 by NHS England’s Transformation Directorate gives clear guidance to support health and care leaders working through digital transformation (NHS Transformation Directorate, 2021). It gives seven success areas as shown in Image 2, which can be used to evaluate the digital plan. 
[image: ]
Figure 3 - What Good Looks Like diagram - https://transform.england.nhs.uk/digitise-connect-transform/what-good-looks-like/what-good-looks-like-publication/

Well led - the WAST plan includes forewords from the Director of Digital Services and the Non-Executive Director, both emphasise the commitment and support for digital transformation in the organisation. It recognises that key requirement for digital transformation is strategic vision and having strong leadership to integrate with business strategy. The plan doesn’t address arrangements for board meetings, but board meeting papers show the digital plan is regularly discussed and reviewed by the executive team (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2026c). Highlighted through the plan is the importance of receiving feedback from stakeholders to shape ongoing direction. There is a lack of detail regarding the plans of underpinning a sustainable financial plan and more clarity would improve credibility further.  
Ensure smart foundations – the plan identifies that current systems in use need to be updated and invested in. Foundations such as secure networks, cloud data hosting and cyber security are recognised in the plan and contribute towards smart foundations. The need for staff to have access to the right technology for their roles is also highlighted and includes the right software such as CADs and hardware like iPads and laptops and computers. The plan also identifies the need to address its environmental impact by reducing its carbon footprint, reducing physical vehicle travel, increasing remote triage and greener fleets and estate investment.
Safe practice – the plan recognises its responsibility to ensure regulatory compliance for data protection and to meet information security standards, doing this ensures patient confidentiality and trustworthiness. A key pillar of the plan is “Security, Safety and Cyber”, which aims to ensure the protection of digital systems and data leading to safeguarding for patient information and operational integrity. This is achieved through compliance with legislation, system resilience to withstand threats, data protection, staff cybersecurity training, access control and encryption. The organisation’s security in its operational infrastructure reflects this commitment however SWOT analysis has identified the threat of cybersecurity and the negative impact this could have on the organisation. 
Support workforce – having a digitally literature workforce who can benefit and realise the full potential of the envisioned digital transformation is highlighted in the plan as a mission statement and key consideration. The creation of a culture of innovation through enabling and training staff is repeated throughout the plan, and the introduction of Innovation Labs is depicted in the “Our Digital Story” (Figure 1). Staff supported this way are best placed to carry out their roles effectively and efficiently, with confidence in their knowledge and skills, benefitting the organisation and positively impacting performance. As identified in the SWOT analysis further tangible goals and outcomes are needed in this area to see realisation.   
Empower people – the aim of directing patients to access digital services has a positive impact on the service by reducing demand on both 111 and 999 services. To achieve this a key deliverable identified is the development of the NHS 111 Wales website, increasing usability and accessibility. Directing patients to the website enables users to access symptom checkers, seek health care advice, find and refer themselves to local services. This empowerment of patients encourages them to take an active role in their health needs and diverts demands from traditional services. The plan recognises the diverse population that the organisation serves and the challenges that this presents in relation to digital literacy and equitable access. 
Improve care - the plans alignment with WAST’s vision and purpose to improve patient care and deliver excellence is a strong success measure. The enhancement of patient outcomes and safety is one of three pivotal themes the plan is centred around, using digital transformation to support patients in accessing the right care in the right place, improving their care and safety. Technological advancements will be used to enable faster and more accurate emergency responses, improve communication between road crew and hospitals and improving the digital offer available to patients through the NHS 111 Wales website. To develop this strength more detail could be given in the plan regarding partnership working with local health boards, as identified as an opportunity in the SWOT analysis.
Healthy populations - as identified in the SWOT and PESTLE analysis a strength of the digital plan is its social commitment to the population and the opportunity to ensure digital inclusivity and equality. The plan is forward looking and aligns with the WAST pledge to protect the wellbeing of future generations as set out by the Welsh Government (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2025a). The plan seeks to ensure that digital transformation contributes to the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of future generations. WAST has a Research & Development team who support all aspects of research within the Trust (Welsh Ambulance Services University NHS Trust, 2026b), this work helps create a healthy population through clinical trials and partnership working with academia. The plan needs to give more specifics for how it will use research to impact the health of the population.
The findings of the evaluation of the plan show similar themes, a key strength of the plan is it’s overarching aim to improve the care, outcomes and safety of the population it serves through digital transformation. People, both staff and users are a key consideration throughout the plan. It is integrated with the wider vision and purpose of WAST as well as the aims and objectives of Welsh Government, this gives credibility to the plan. The awareness of interoperability and working in partnership with other organisations is important and is a strength of the plan. Weaknesses have been identified in relation to the lack of clarity that the plan gives surrounds financial investment including future threats of budget constraints and reductions. Not including specific and measurable goals to assess the planned digital transformation reduces the clarity of the plan and impacts on staff, user and stakeholder confidence in the plan being realised. 
Threats of cyber security are identified in the plan and ways of mitigating these risks are discussed, this remains an area of vulnerability due to the large operational damage the risks could cause. 
Digital transformation detailed in the plan has the potential to positively impact the operations of WAST and improve the experience of its staff and patients. Increased clarity will further support this potential and ensure continuing engagement from stakeholders.
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