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1. [bookmark: _Toc2053275576]Introduction
Digital exclusion is a growing issue in UK health and social care as services become more dependent on digital technology. It refers to the inability of some individuals to access or use online services such as GP booking systems and virtual consultations. This mainly affects older adults, people on low incomes, and those with limited digital skills. According to Office for National Statistics (2023), some people in the UK still do not use the internet. This report will explore digital exclusion, look at different sources, and apply research methods. It will also include a critical analysis using the digital divide and review current policies.
2. [bookmark: _Toc147528482]Selection of a Research Topic
A significant issue within UK health and social care is digital exclusion. Digital exclusion refers to the inability of individuals to access or effectively use digital technologies, including smartphones, computers, and online healthcare systems. As healthcare services increasingly adopt digital solutions, such as online appointment booking, electronic prescriptions, and remote consultations, this issue has become more prominent. While these developments aim to improve efficiency and accessibility, they may also create barriers for certain groups.
Digital exclusion disproportionately affects older adults, individuals from low-income backgrounds, and those with limited digital literacy. According to NHS England (2023), improving digital access and skills is a key priority in reducing health inequalities. Similarly, The King's Fund (2023) highlights that digital exclusion is strongly linked to wider social inequalities, including income, education, and age. This demonstrates that digital exclusion is not only a technological issue but also a social concern.
This issue has important implications for care organisations, healthcare professionals, and service users. For organisations, digital exclusion may reduce the effectiveness of digital systems and lead to unequal service delivery. For healthcare professionals, it can increase workload, as additional support may be required for patients who cannot access digital services. For service users, it may limit access to healthcare, delay treatment, and negatively affect health outcomes.
I chose this topic due to its growing relevance within modern healthcare and its strong links to equality and accessibility. Reflecting on this choice, it has increased understanding of how digital exclusion affects vulnerable groups and highlights the importance of inclusive healthcare services. This also links to future professional development, as understanding digital barriers will support the ability to provide patient-centred care and ensure that all individuals can access healthcare services effectively.

[bookmark: _Toc275310416]3. Evaluating Information Sources
[bookmark: _Toc1660106177]3.1 Evaluation of Sources
Digital exclusion is influenced by social, economic, and technological factors. Barriers such as lack of devices, poor internet access, and low confidence with technology can limit access to healthcare services. This links to the idea of the digital divide, where some groups are disadvantaged due to limited access to technology. This issue has become more significant as healthcare services increasingly rely on digital systems for communication, booking, and consultations.
· NHS England (2023) provides a policy framework to improve digital inclusion. It is a reliable source because it is official and relevant to the UK healthcare system. It outlines key priorities such as improving access to digital tools, increasing digital skills, and ensuring services remain inclusive. However, it focuses more on plans and strategies and gives less detail about real-life experiences. These limits understanding of how these policies affect individuals daily.
· The King's Fund (2023) provides a more critical view. It looks at how digital exclusion is linked to wider social issues like income and age. It explains that people from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to face barriers when using digital services. While this gives a deeper understanding, it does not include much statistical data, which makes it harder to measure the size of the problem or compare different groups.
· Good Things Foundation (2025) gives useful information about real-life experiences and challenges. It highlights issues such as lack of confidence, limited access to devices, and difficulties using online services. However, as it is an advocacy organisation, it may focus more on promoting solutions, which could make it slightly biased. This means its findings may not always present a fully balanced view of the issue.
Overall, these sources provide a mix of policy, analysis, and real-life examples. However, there are still gaps, especially in detailed personal experiences and measurable data. This shows that more primary research is needed to fully understand the impact of digital exclusion on different groups.
[bookmark: _Toc1214396856]3.2 Critical Analysis of Digital Exclusion
Digital exclusion can be explained using the idea of the digital divide, which is the gap between people who have access to technology and those who do not. This helps explain why older adults may struggle more with digital healthcare services, particularly if they have limited experience with technology.
Looking more closely, digital exclusion is not just about technology but also about social issues. While digital healthcare aims to make services easier and faster, it can also create problems for people who do not have the skills or access needed. For example, online-only systems may stop some people from booking appointments, which can reduce access to care.
Policies from NHS England (2023) aim to improve access and digital skills. However, they often assume people are ready to use technology, which is not always true. In contrast, Good Things Foundation (2025) focuses on practical support in communities, such as training and guidance.
Even with these efforts, there is still a gap between policy and real-life experience. This shows more research is needed to make services fully accessible and inclusive for all individuals. 
[bookmark: _Toc1051150729]4. Research Methodologies
Research methodologies refer to the systematic approaches used to collect and analyse data to answer a research question. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and typically involves structured methods such as questionnaires with closed questions. This approach is useful for identifying patterns and trends, for example measuring levels of digital access, frequency of internet use, and confidence in using digital healthcare services.
In contrast, qualitative research focuses on understanding individuals’ experiences, opinions, and perceptions. It uses methods such as interviews and focus groups, allowing participants to provide detailed insights into their experiences with digital healthcare services. This approach is particularly useful when exploring complex issues such as digital exclusion, as it provides deeper understanding of personal challenges and barriers.
Mixed-methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches. For example, questionnaires can be used to collect statistical data, followed by interviews to explore experiences in greater depth. This approach is effective as it combines the reliability of numerical data with the depth of qualitative insights. Academic research (Author(s), 2024) supports the use of mixed methods for studying complex social issues.
For this study, a mixed-methods approach will be applied as the most appropriate methodology. This is justified because digital exclusion includes both measurable factors and personal experiences, making this approach suitable for addressing the research topic effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc1119855786]5. Data Collection
Data collection is the process of gathering information to answer a research question. Data can be classified as either primary or secondary. Primary data is collected directly by the researcher through methods such as questionnaires and interviews, while secondary data includes existing information from reports, journals, and official statistics. Both types of data are important, but primary data is more specific to the research topic.
The research question for this study is:
“How does digital exclusion affect access to healthcare services among older adults in the UK?”
This research question focuses on both the impact of digital exclusion and the experiences of a specific group. It allows the researcher to explore both measurable outcomes and personal experiences. To address this question, primary data will be collected, as it provides first-hand, relevant, and up-to-date information.
A mixed-methods approach will be applied, using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Questionnaires will collect quantitative data, such as levels of digital access and confidence, while interviews will gather qualitative data on personal experiences and challenges. This approach is supported by national data trends from Office for National Statistics (2023).
The use of these methods is justified as they enable the collection of both measurable and detailed data. Although primary data collection can be time-consuming, it ensures that findings are directly relevant and reflect real-life experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc1673987512]6. Conclusion
In conclusion, digital exclusion is a significant issue within UK health and social care, particularly affecting older adults and disadvantaged groups. It can limit access to healthcare services and contribute to health inequalities. This report has justified the need for further research, evaluated relevant sources, and applied appropriate research methodologies and data collection techniques. The use of a mixed-methods approach and primary data collection has been justified as the most effective way to address the research question. Addressing digital exclusion is essential to ensure that healthcare services remain inclusive, equitable, and accessible to all individuals.
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