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The UK health and social care system is one of many across the globe that is currently evolving to use technology. A development of recent years within England’s health services is the introduction of the NHS App. The App was launched in England in 2019 (NHS England, 2019). A public test of the App was conducted with over 3,000 patients in thirty GP practices before the January 2019 launch. It allows patients to access some services of NHS services, including making appointments, ordering repeat prescriptions and viewing past care/records where these have been placed online by healthcare staff.
The author has selected the NHS App for the author’s research into service delivery by health services and care provided by social services through digital health and social care. The routine delivery of services by health services and care provided by social services has been greatly improved using digital services such as the App to manage routine activities online.
This report explores how the changes in service delivery by the health services and care provided by social services have been implemented by using the NHS App. Analysis has been carried out on how the NHS App has affected patients accessing services and also the positive and negative points of the App. The report also explores the issues of digital inequality, access to information and privacy.
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Another key point is service delivery. There has been a shift in health and social care service delivery using technology, such as online services offered by the App for patients and service users. The App enables online booking of GP appointments, ordering repeat prescriptions, viewing online health and care information online and viewing online medical records that have been added by healthcare staff. NHS App is the national digital channel for the NHS’ health and social care services, and A Plan for Digital Health and Social Care (Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England, 2022) describes the role of the App as the front door to access a range of key health services.
The improvements to health and social care that can be delivered by using digital technology have been many and varied. One simple example is the completion of routine online activities. Patients can now order their repeat prescriptions online for their health services and social care using their smartphones or tablets. As already noted above, this has saved a lot of administrative time for health services and care provided by social services (NHS England, 2023). Patients ordering their repeat prescriptions online for their health services and social care via the App has greatly supported service delivery. Such service delivery has been supported by around 2.1M repeat prescription orders per month by the end of 2022/23 and saved approximately 336,000 hours of administrative time in the health services and care provided by social services by GP practices (NHS England, 2023). This is expected to increase by the end of 2024/25 and save more than two million hours of administrative time and 890,000 hours of GP time (NHS England, 2025a).
Pharmacies are also experiencing digital transformation, with almost 45% of calls to community pharmacies relating to whether prescriptions are ready (NHS England, 2025b). NHS App function to view your prescription has been updated to also show whether your prescription has been dispensed by your community pharmacy.
The same amount of work is actually being shifted rather than reduced in terms of how it is to be delivered by health services, in a new qualitative study of the implementation of the NHS App in 62 interviews with 62 participants, 4 focus groups with 19 participants, and over 60 hours of observation in 5 GP practices in England (Reidy et al., 2025). The practices under study organised the enabling function of the App in very different ways and thus delivered very different services to patients in terms of support to use the App and its functions.
A major problem with the way in which health services and social care are currently being structured by the new digital technology is how the technology has been implemented by services. The App’s functions are enabled by the patients’ GP’s IT system as well as other NHS systems and structures. The ways in which the enabling functions on the App are organized by practices and their supporting structures to deliver a service to their patients is highly variable and leads to very different service experiences for patients.
Digital technology in health and social care has the potential to deliver service changes, but the way in which new technologies are implemented can create new problems. In this case, patients using online access to their GP’s service to order their repeat prescriptions online could help reduce administration. However, as described in the above paragraphs, the systems are not integrated to deliver the same service to all patients. Furthermore, there are many patients who are angry and frustrated because they are unable to access all their test results online or all their online health and social care records.
This way of looking at patients’ online health and care affects delivery of health and social care by health services and social care structures and by health and social care staff. Ways in which this affects delivery of health and social care have been explored in a survey of 400 GPs in England by Blease et al. (2024). GPs were asked for their views on patients having access to their full online GP records. Some key findings from the views of GPs in the survey are shown in Box 4. The views of GPs have been explored in this paper. The findings do not provide evidence of the increased use of online patients’ health records but rather the views and experiences of their use to date.
The views of GPs on several aspects of using online patients’ records have been obtained and described in this paper. The study did not seek to establish the effects of an increase in use of online health records by patients; rather, it attempted to gain insight into the current views and experiences of GPs using online patients’ records.
However, digital technology could also be used to facilitate changes in how health and social care services are delivered and “effective digital maturity” for health and social care is more than using technology to deliver services (point 3, NHS England, 2023). Effective digital maturity for health and social care includes how health and social care is delivered, safe digital practice, digital foundations and supporting people to use technology.
Health services and social care are able to continue to deliver positive service delivery change using digital technology such as the App to complete online routine tasks. The work of health services and social care is being redistributed by the App, and a number of factors determine the effectiveness of the App in relation to service delivery. These factors include the technology and the supporting structures to use the technology within an organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc242205622][bookmark: _Toc242205680]3. Patient and Service User
Patients have reported improved services via online access to NHS services through the app. Patients are able to complete online routine activities and can access more care than previously possible and manage their own care via online access. Patients can book, view and cancel appointments and order repeat prescriptions as well as view information regarding their care and view previous health records.
Patient involvement: Online access to patients’ records will enable patients to plan for their appointment and become more involved in their care. Involving patients in their care is one of the key aims of ‘What Good Looks Like’ (Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England, 2022).
A recently conducted study by KC et al. (2024) tracked usage of various services delivered by the NHS App in 6,386 English GP practices over 3 years from March 2020 to the end of June 2022. Within this time frame, all functions on the App became available to patients. The study found that practices from the most deprived areas had significantly lower use of the NHS App than those from the least deprived areas.
Of the 6,386 English GP practices included in the study by KC et al. (2024) over 3 years from March 2020 to the end of June 2022, during which time all functions on the app became available to patients, practices from the most deprived areas had significantly lower use of the functions on the App than those from the least deprived areas. There were 34% fewer registrations by patients of practices from the most deprived areas compared to those from the least deprived areas. There were 34.9% fewer log-ins by patients of practices from the most deprived areas compared to those from the least deprived areas. There were 39.7% fewer appointments made by patients of practices from the most deprived areas compared to those from the least deprived areas. There were 32.3% fewer medical records viewed by patients of practices from the most deprived areas compared to those from the least deprived areas.
A systematic review and meta-analysis of digital patient portals was conducted by Goldberg et al. (2025), and significant associations were found between several demographic/socioeconomic variables and use of patient portals. The review found evidence of a digital divide, with access/use of online health services by patients varying with income, education and age.
Reidy et al. (2025) found in their research that some older patients and people from certain cultures and with language needs found using the App problematic. Some patients required support from family members and/or volunteers and/or health and care staff to use online services via the App.
The ability to access information online via the App has been seen positively by participants in the research. They were able to view their health records, order their prescribed medication and view other aspects of their care via the NHS App. Fingerprint and/or facial recognition was used to secure online accounts of patients and was viewed very positively by the participants in the research. Online access to information regarding the care of patients could enable them to have greater control over their care and therefore hold staff accountable for their actions.
Additionally, the written information contained within health care records is often complex and most likely to confuse patients rather than provide them with benefit. Furthermore, even individuals with some prior medical knowledge can find much written health care information complex and of little use. Blease et al. (2024) reported the views of GPs in relation to patients accessing their online health records. In a survey of GPs, 85% of respondents believed that the average patient would find their medical records more confusing than beneficial and 91% believed that patients would worry more as a consequence of accessing their online health records than before.
Healthcare information online is classified as special category data under the UK GDPR (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2024). Consequently, all organisations that process health care information online must ensure that the processing of this information is justified under the relevant Article 6 condition, and that one of the specified conditions in Article 9 has also been met.
The views of patients in relation to online health care and security/ confidentiality are of particular interest. The way in which the App utilises the patients’ fingerprint or face recognition to secure their online accounts was viewed very positively by the participants in this research (Reidy et al., 2025).
However, the aim of digital patient services is to enhance the patient experience through access to online health care services and to increase patient involvement and accountability in their care. That must allow for choice, not restrict to single-channel access.
Whilst the NHS App’s digital services have the potential to enhance the patient experience by enabling greater access to online health care services and patient involvement and accountability in their care, a positive service delivery change is dependent on the successful implementation of online GP services by all the thousands of GP practices in England.
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Innovations within health and social care have been incrementally implemented over the last decade in England (NHS England, 2019). As noted above, the online service for booking appointments and ordering online prescribed medications has been available since the App was launched in 2019 for many GP practices in England. Services offered by the App have since continued to rise.
The digitalisation of health and social care services will enable routine transactions to be completed more efficiently and better for patients and service users. However, work will be redistributed, not just transferred, and so there will be additional work for staff to get to grips with new systems and ways of working. The new systems and ways of working will also require a robust infrastructure and consistent processes to be developed and operationalised.
NHS organisations must monitor the usage of the App in different patient populations and ensure that support is given to all members of the practice team to use new online services effectively for them to become embedded into the day-to-day work of the practice. There also needs to be consideration of how online services could be designed and delivered to include all patients and access services online in a variety of ways.
It is clear from the many changes which are currently taking place in the way of delivery of services and designing new ways of caring for patients in health and care that all is not rosy. The real test of new digitalised service delivery is how effectively and safely it reaches all users of health and care services.
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