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Research Proposal
Topic: Older adults accessing NHS digital health services in the UK.
1) Review question:
What barriers and support needs affect older adults access to NHS digital health services in the UK?
2) Objectives:
1. To identify barriers experienced by adults aged 65+ when using NHS digital services.
2. To explore how digital exclusion may influence access, patient experience, choice and health inequalities.
3. To identify recommendations that support more inclusive health and social care practice.
3) Rationale:
Digital access is now closely linked to healthcare access in the UK. Patients are increasingly expected to use the NHS App, online booking, repeat prescriptions, online consultations and electronic test results. These services can improve convenience and independence, but may disadvantage people who lack digital skills, confidence, devices, internet access or support. Older adults may face further barriers linked to disability, sensory impairment, language needs, fear of scams or privacy concerns. NHS England (2023) states that digital services should be inclusive and supported by non-digital routes. Age UK (2024) highlights ongoing digital exclusion among older people, while The King’s Fund (2023) argues that services must recognise different levels of access and capability. This topic is important because poor digital access may delay appointments, reduce communication with professionals, limit patient choice and widen health inequalities.
4) Methods:
A scoping review will be used because it can map broad evidence, summarise key concepts and identify gaps (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020). The review will be guided by recognised scoping review principles and PRISMA-ScR where appropriate (Tricco et al., 2018). Searches will be completed in CINAHL, PubMed/MEDLINE, Google Scholar and the university library database. Search terms will include “digital exclusion”, “digital inclusion”, “older adults”, “elderly”, “NHS App”, “online consultations”, “digital health”, “health inequalities” and “UK”. Inclusion criteria will be English-language peer-reviewed primary or secondary literature published from 2019 to 2026, focused on adults aged 65 and over and digital access to UK health or social care services. Policy documents will support the background only. Studies focused on children, younger adults or non-health digital services will be excluded. Sources will be screened by title, abstract and full text. Data will be charted in a summary table and findings grouped into themes such as access, skills, trust, accessibility, service design and support needs.
5) Ethical considerations:
As this is secondary research, no participants will be recruited and no personal data collected. Ethical practice will include accurate referencing, avoiding plagiarism, using credible sources, reporting findings honestly and respecting diversity among older adults. The review will avoid assuming that all older people have the same abilities, preferences or support needs.
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