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Research Proposal
Topic of focus, review question and objectives
This proposal focuses on digital exclusion in access to online GP consultation systems among older adults and disadvantaged groups in England. 
Review question: How does digital exclusion influence patient access, experience and safety when using online GP consultation systems in UK primary care? 
Objectives are to map UK evidence on barriers to access; identify affected groups; examine impacts on appointment access, continuity, safety and self-care; and summarise implications for inclusive digital health practice.

Rationale
The topic is relevant because the online consultation system is becoming an increasingly important tool for demand management and referral of patients to the right care in general practices in the UK. There is evidence that experience can be enhanced with the design and operation of systems for some groups but can be negatively impacted by lengthy online forms, systems that are confusing, or systems that are not well integrated (Ge et al., 2024). A study of GP online services has revealed that patients appreciate the convenience but are worried about the repetitive forms and gaps in continuity and feedback (Jones et al., 2022). Additionally, evidence from systematic reviews suggests that a focus on the availability of remote consulting is not solely a technology issue, as it is not equally available for all patients, and is a health inequality issue (Parker et al., 2021). 

Methods for data collection and analysis
To map available evidence, clarify concepts and identify gaps the scoping review will be conducted (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020). Literature searches will be undertaken in CINAHL, MEDLINE/PubMed and Google Scholar with the following search terms; “digital exclusion”, “online consultation”, “GP access”, “older adults”, “primary care” and “UK”. Studies will be identified through peer-reviewed journals and will be published between 2020 and 2026 and be relevant to digital health in the UK and/or access to primary care and social care relevance. Opinion pieces, any studies not carried out in the UK (unless they are methodologically useful), and studies not specifically about access and inequality will be excluded (Tricco et al., 2018).

Ethical considerations
This study is based on published data, which means that no recruitment, consent or clinical intervention are necessary. Ethical practice will include fair reporting, avoiding plagiarism, and the proper citation of information, as well as not misrepresenting vulnerable groups. The data will be gathered focusing on equity, confidentiality and respectful language, particularly in relation to studies that mention age, disability, ethnicity, deprivation or digital literacy.
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