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The digital transformation of Health and Social care sectors has fundamentally changed how medical information is processed, kept and shared. Idea to improve clinical decision makings, patient’s outcome and more effective operation brought us in the world of digital technology (National Audit Office, 2023).  Nowadays organization that are working within Health and Social Care sector, such as NHS, had to adapt their day-to-day work, administration, and patient services in a long-term planning by riling on electronic systems, digital tools. With the progress, data storage has been easier to access and work with for the professional within NHS. 

However, as digital records become a core part of healthcare delivery, protecting patient information, maintaining confidentiality.  Ensuring data is handled appropriately has become a major priority for practitioners, regulators, and the wider public (Jalali and Kaiser, 2018). Cybersecurity within the NHS is therefore not only a technical requirement but also an ethical and legal obligation under GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025). Any failure to protect patient information may damage public trust and threaten the reputation and financial stability of healthcare organisations.

Depending on advanced digital systems also creates major risks related to data protection and cyber threats. Health organizations now carry the dual responsibility of providing treatment while securely managing extensive and highly personal data, such as medical histories, identity details, and genetic information. Therefore, cybersecurity extends beyond technical system management, it represents an ethical requirement, a legal duty, and a matter of public trust. Any loss of data, unauthorized access, or security lacks can damage confidence in healthcare services.

 Therefore, it is important to understand the risks and challenges of data privacy and cybersecurity in the NHS, so that patient information is protected and healthcare services stay safe and reliable as technology continues to develop.

[bookmark: _Toc2]Problem Statement
 The NHS is one of the largest publicly funded digital healthcare systems in the world. Managing millions of records across hospitals, GP surgeries, laboratories, and third-party partners is complex and creates risks around secure access and responsible data sharing (National Audit Office, 2023). As digital expansion continues, cyber-attacks, technical failures, and data breaches have become increasingly frequent, highlighting vulnerabilities within NHS infrastructure.

 Research into NHS data privacy and cybersecurity is necessary because the number of reported cyber incidents continues to rise, placing confidential medical information at risk and affecting public confidence in digital healthcare.

In addition to incident reports, survey data highlights widespread public concern about the safety of NHS digital systems. According to NHS Digital (2024), 82% of respondents “slightly” or “strongly” agreed that NHS IT systems may be vulnerable to cyber-attacks, demonstrating that cyber security concerns extend beyond organisational responsibilities and influence public trust in healthcare data handling practices.
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Figure 1: Public concern that NHS IT systems may be vulnerable to cyber-attacks (NHS Digital, 2024).

Recent, the 2024 Synnovis cyber-attack caused over £32 million in financial damage and disrupted essential pathology services across London (NHS England, 2024). These disruptions prove that cybersecurity failures affect more than privacy—they impact clinical outcomes, organisational cost, and overall public trust.

Research into data privacy and cybersecurity within the NHS is necessary because the frequency of data breaches in the UK health sector continues to rise and poses a direct threat to the safe handling of sensitive medical information. Recent data shows that the health sector recorded 3,820 self-reported personal data breaches between 2023 and early 2025, making it the highest-risk sector for reported incidents (IT Brief, 2025). In addition to this, public confidence has been affected, with a national survey showing that a significant number of people worry that NHS digital systems could be vulnerable to cyber-attacks, indicating that data security concerns extend beyond organizational challenges and influence public trust (NHS Digital, 2024). The consequences of cyber incidents are not limited to privacy; recent attacks linked to NHS service providers resulted in the exposure of confidential patient records and disruption to essential healthcare services, demonstrating how cybersecurity failures can impact service delivery and patient well-being (NHS England, 2024). These trends highlight the ongoing need for further research to strengthen NHS cybersecurity strategies, protect patient information, and ensure that digital services continue to operate safely and effectively.

Justification
There is a clear need to carry out research into data privacy and cybersecurity within the NHS because the rapid pace of digital transformation has created new responsibilities and challenges that many health and social care organizations are still adapting to. Evidence shows that lacks in staff digital skills, legacy IT systems and inconsistent data-governance processes continue to increase vulnerability across NHS services (National Audit Office, 2023). At the same time, the expansion of digital tools and data-sharing for research, planning and innovation raises ethical and legal questions regarding transparency and informed consent. Recent findings show that public expectations are changing, with many people wanting clearer information about how their data is used and who can access it (Understanding Patient Data, 2024). Research is therefore justified to help identify practical solutions that support safe digital practice, improve public confidence, and ensure that technological progress does not compromise patient rights, privacy or organizational accountability. By strengthening understanding in these areas, the NHS can continue to benefit from digital technology while ensuring that systems remain secure and aligned with public expectations and regulatory requirements.

Cybersecurity is also an ethical responsibility. Patient health records contain sensitive information that could cause emotional distress, discrimination, or personal harm if breached. Research indicates increasing demand for transparency, with many people seeking clearer explanations about how their data is shared and who can access it (Understanding Patient Data, 2024). If these concerns are not addressed, trust in digital health platforms may decrease, influencing patient engagement with technology-based healthcare.
 
As new technologies such as artificial intelligence, telehealth, and automated diagnostics expand, robust cybersecurity must develop alongside innovation. Research supports evidence-based strategies that ensure transformation occurs responsibly, sustainably, and safely for all users (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc3]Information Sources and Justification
[bookmark: _Toc4]This research will use a combination of government publications, NHS policy documents, academic journal articles, and public data, as these provide a reliable and up-to-date understanding of cybersecurity and data privacy within the NHS. Government reports, such as the Cyber Security Breaches Survey, offer national evidence about the frequency and impact of cyber incidents across sectors and are relevant for identifying the scale of risks affecting health and social care (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025). NHS Digital guidance has been selected because it outlines how patient information should be stored, shared, and protected in practice, making it directly relevant to understanding organisational responsibilities and current data protection measures (NHS Digital, 2023). Academic literature is included as it provides research-based perspectives on digital transformation and cybersecurity challenges in healthcare, supporting a deeper evaluation of risks, human factors and potential solutions (National Audit Office, 2023; Jalali and Kaiser, 2018; Martin et al., 2021).
In addition, sources that explore public views on the use of health data have been chosen as they provide insight into how data privacy affects patient trust, which is essential when analysing the social impact of digital healthcare (Understanding Patient Data, 2024). These sources were selected because they collectively represent the legal, professional, ethical and public dimensions of data privacy and cybersecurity, ensuring that the research remains balanced, well-informed and relevant to current developments in the NHS. This combination of sources also allows comparison between policy expectations, real-world risks, and public attitudes, creating a stronger evidence base for identifying areas where digital practice and public confidence must improve for the NHS to operate securely and effectively in the future.
Task 2: Research Methodologies
[bookmark: _Toc5]Give a brief overview of quantitative and qualitative research.
Quantitative research focuses on collecting numerical data that can be measured and analyzed, such as statistics on the number of data breaches or surveys about public trust in NHS systems. It aims to identify trends and produce results that can be compared or generalized (Bryman, 2016).
Qualitative research gathers non-numerical information, for example comments from staff, policies, interviews or case studies about cybersecurity incidents. This type of research helps explore people’s opinions, experiences and reasons behind behavior, which is important when understanding attitudes toward data privacy in the NHS (Creswell, 2018)
[bookmark: _Toc6]What type of research methodology will you use for your research and why?
For this research, a qualitative methodology will be used. This approach is appropriate because the topic focuses on understanding attitudes, concerns and organizational challenges related to data privacy and cybersecurity in the NHS. Qualitative research allows the researcher to analyze policy documents, reports, case studies of cyber incidents and public viewpoints, which helps to explore why these issues occur and how they affect patients, staff and the organization (Creswell, 2018). Unlike quantitative research, which focuses mainly on numbers, qualitative research provides deeper insight into experiences, decision-making and challenges within digital healthcare systems (Bryman, 2016). This makes it the most suitable method for examining the ethical, social and practical implications of data protection within the NHS.
This research adopts a qualitative methodology to explore data privacy and cybersecurity risks in the NHS. Qualitative research focuses on understanding behaviours, experiences, and attitudes, which are essential when examining how staff respond to digital policies and how patients perceive the safety of their records (Creswell, 2018). Cybersecurity is not only a technological concern - but it also involves organizational culture, human awareness, training, and communication practices (Jalali and Kaiser, 2018).

Quantitative research can demonstrate how many incidents occur and the cost of breaches, but it does not explain why vulnerabilities exist or how they influence decision-making and public confidence (Bryman, 2016). Qualitative data allows deeper exploration of case studies such as WannaCry (National Audit Office, 2017) and Synnovis (NHS England, 2024), providing insight into real consequences and lessons learned.

Therefore, qualitative data has been selected because cybersecurity incidents contain confidential information and direct primary access would present ethical challenges. Secondary data enables safe and meaningful investigation by reviewing reports, policy documents, and academic literature (Martin et al., 2021). This approach supports thematic analysis and comparison, making qualitative methodology suitable for exploring the complexities of NHS cybersecurity risks.

[bookmark: _Toc7]Task 3: Data Collection 
[bookmark: _Toc8]Overview of primary and secondary data collection
Primary data collection involves obtaining information directly from original sources through methods such as interviews, surveys, observations, or focus groups. This form of data is specifically collected by the researcher for the purpose of addressing the research question and therefore reflects current views, behaviors, or experiences related to the topic being studied (Creswell, 2018). Primary data offers the advantage of being highly relevant and context-specific; however, it can be time-consuming, resource intensive, and may require ethical approval depending on the sample and subject matter.
Secondary data collection refers to the use of existing information that has been previously published or recorded by other authors, organizations, or institutions. This may include government reports, academic journal articles, policy documents, or statistical datasets (Bryman, 2016). Secondary data is valuable for building background knowledge, comparing trends and supporting critical analysis, especially when primary access to participants or sensitive organizational information is limited. It also allows researchers to draw from credible and peer-reviewed sources to strengthen the academic foundation of the study.
In essence, primary data provides first-hand evidence, while secondary data offers established knowledge that supports interpretation, comparison and evaluation within the research process.
[bookmark: _Toc9]What form of data will be used to address your research problem, and why?
This research will primarily use secondary qualitative data, including government publications, NHS policy documents, academic journal articles, and reports from recognized health and technology organizations. Secondary data is appropriate because cybersecurity and data privacy in the NHS involve organizational policies, legal frameworks, and complex technological issues that are widely documented and analyzed in existing literature (Bryman, 2016). Access to internal systems or patient information is restricted due to confidentiality and ethical considerations; therefore, secondary data provides a safe and responsible method for examining the topic without compromising privacy.
Using secondary qualitative sources enables the researcher to critically review case studies of past cyber incidents, evaluate public attitudes toward data sharing, and explore national strategies and recommendations for digital security in healthcare (Creswell, 2018). This approach aligns with the qualitative methodology as it supports interpretation, comparison and thematic analysis across multiple perspectives. Secondary data is therefore the most suitable form for this research as it offers credibility, relevance and ethical feasibility when exploring data privacy and cybersecurity risks within the NHS.
[bookmark: _Toc10]Conclusion
In conclusion, the increasing use of digital technology in the NHS has introduced important challenges in relation to data privacy and cybersecurity. Research shows that the digital transformation of healthcare requires stronger protections to maintain confidentiality and meet legal responsibilities (National Audit Office, 2023). Public expectations around how patient data is used and shared continue to evolve, reinforcing the need for transparency and secure digital systems (Understanding Patient Data, 2024). As highlighted in government reports, cyber threats remain a significant risk to service continuity and organizational resilience across the health sector (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).
This report has justified the use of a qualitative methodology supported by secondary data, as this enables critical interpretation of policies, public attitudes, and documented cyber incidents without compromising confidentiality (Creswell, 2018). By analyzing existing literature and policy evidence, this research contributes to a clearer understanding of how the NHS can strengthen security measures and maintain public trust while continuing to innovate in a rapidly changing digital environment.

 Overall, the findings show that the NHS must continue improving digital systems, updating old technology, strengthening staff training, and developing clear policies around how data is used. Ongoing research is important to help the NHS balance the benefits of digital innovation with the risks that come from greater use of technology, so that healthcare services remain secure, trusted, and effective for the future.
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