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Title: A scoping review of the Impact of NHS Digital Transformation on Patient Access and Health Inequalities in the UK health and social care sector
[bookmark: _Toc231469964]Introduction
NHS Digital has expanded its range of activities, including the development of online services and the NHS app, which has over 35 million registrations. The effects this proposal will have on access to patients, inequalities in health, current research evidence and gaps will be discussed.
[bookmark: _Toc231469965]Background and Rationale to Health and Social Care
The true uptake of digital transformation in health and social care has taken centre stage in UK care. Over 35 million people have signed up for the NHS App, making access to healthcare appointments, prescriptions and records easier (Abel et al., 2024). 
Research has revealed, however, that there are barriers for older adults, low-income individuals, and those with limited access to digital tools, hindering their use of online services (Farre et al., 2023). A scoping review is necessary to map existing evidence, to chart out themes of the evidence and to pinpoint the lack of knowledge (NHS England, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc231469966]Research Aim and Objectives
Aim
The scoping review aims to systematically map and review existing research on the impact of NHS digital transformation on patient access and health inequalities within the UK health and social care sectors.

Objectives
· To identify and categorise important themes from the literature regarding the use of the NHS App, NHS Electronic Health Records, Telehealth and Online appointment services.
· To find out if there are any gaps in the current research and understanding about the effects of digital healthcare services on older adults, low-income groups, rural and underserved communities.
· To gain an understanding of how healthcare and social care systems in the UK practice digital technologies, by exploring how digital services can enhance access, efficiency and delivery of health services.
[bookmark: _Toc231469967]Methodology
Scope Review Framework
The review will be conducted following recognized stages of the scoping review process (ARSAY and O’Malley, 2005) and will comprise: Identification of studies, screening studies, data extraction and reporting.
Research Question
How does the digital transformation of the NHS affect access to the NHS and health inequalities in the UK health and social care system?
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The inclusion includes peer-reviewed English language literature, which was published between 2016 and 2026. The Exclusion criteria include non-peer-reviewed research, older publications, and research outside of the scope.
Data Collection and Analysis
The search strategy involved PubMed, CINAHL, and Scopus, which were searched to find the related terms: NHS digital transformation, patient access, and health inequalities.
Parbery-Clark et al. (2024) thematic analysis will:
· Identify relevant studies.
· Extract key findings.
· Cluster the results into themes.
[bookmark: _Toc231469968]Expected Outcomes
The expected outcome of the scoping review will lead to a thematic map of NHS digital transformation and impacts on access to health services and inequalities (Gkiouleka et al., 2023). It will identify the gaps in evidence and how this should inform future research, policy and practice, using data and evidence, including that of the over 35 million people who have registered to use the NHS App, Aveyard (2014) 

[bookmark: _Toc231469969]Ethical Considerations
The scoping review will ensure ethical practice by only presenting published peer-reviewed studies, by reporting findings accurately and by giving appropriate citations. The patient's data will not be obtained (Parbery-Clark et al., 2024). The review will also share the facts fairly, be that in the context of children or older people, or regarding disadvantaged groups in UK health services.
[bookmark: _Toc231469971]Reference List
Abel, G., Atherton, H., Sussex, J., Akter, N., Aminu, A.Q., Aminu, A., Bak, W., Bryce, C., Clark, C.E., Clark, C. and Cockcroft, E. (2024). Current experience and future potential of facilitating access to digital NHS primary care services in England: the Di-Facto mixed-methods study. Health and Social Care Delivery Research, 12(32), pp.1-197.  https://www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk/hsdr/JKYT5803 [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
Farre, A., Fang, M., Hannah, B., Makita, M., McFadden, A., Menezes, D., Rodriguez, A., Sixsmith, J. and M. Grey, N. (2023). Exploring the use of digital technology to deliver healthcare services with explicit consideration of health inequalities in UK settings: A scoping review. Digital Health, 9, pp.20552076231185442.  Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/20552076231185442 [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
Gkiouleka, A., Wong, G., Sowden, S., Bambra, C., Siersbaek, R., Manji, S., Moseley, A., Harmston, R., Kuhn, I. and Ford, J. (2023). Reducing health inequalities through general practice. The Lancet Public Health, 8(6), pp.463-472.  https://www.thelancet.com/article/S2468-2667(23)00093-2/fulltext [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
GOV.UK (2024). Department of Health and Social Care. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-of-health-and-social-care. [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
NHS England (2023). NHS England. [online] England.nhs.uk. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/. [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
Parbery-Clark, C., McSweeney, L., Lally, J. and Sowden, S. (2024). How can health systems approach reducing health inequalities? An in-depth qualitative case study in the UK. BMC Public Health, 24(1), pp.21-68.  https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-024-19531-5 [Accessed on: 4th June 2026]
Page 2 of 2

image1.png
N Prifysgol Cymru
3N ¥ Drindod Dewi Sant
S University of Wales

Trinity Saint David




