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[bookmark: _Toc234253142]Business Research Proposal
1. [bookmark: _Toc234253143]Introduction
Digital transformation has become a central priority across the NHS, driven by the need to modernise services, improve patient outcomes, and streamline administrative processes. Over the last decade, NHS Trusts have invested heavily in digital systems such as electronic patient records (EPR), digital booking platforms, referral management tools, and communication systems designed to reduce paperwork and improve efficiency. Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust (BSMHFT) is one of the organisations undergoing significant digital change, with a clear strategic focus on improving digital capability and embedding new technologies into everyday workflows.
However, digital transformation is not simply about introducing new technology. It requires staff to have the confidence, skills, and support needed to use digital tools effectively. Administrative staff, who play a vital role in managing patient records, scheduling appointments, processing referrals, and supporting clinical teams, are central to the success of digital transformation. When digital skills vary widely across the workforce, digital adoption becomes inconsistent, workflows slow down, and the organisation struggles to achieve the full benefits of its digital investments.
This proposal explores the digital skills gap among administrative staff at BSMHFT and examines how this gap affects the Trust’s digital transformation progress. It aims to provide a structured research plan that investigates the issue, reviews relevant literature, and proposes a methodology for collecting and analysing data. 
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc234253144]Background of the Study
The NHS has been under increasing pressure to modernise its services and adopt digital technologies that can improve efficiency, reduce waiting times, and enhance patient care. National programmes such as the NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019) and the “What Good Looks Like” digital transformation framework (NHS England, 2022) emphasise the importance of digital innovation and workforce capability. These programmes highlight that digital transformation is not only about technology but also about people, culture, and organisational readiness.
BSMHFT, like many NHS Trusts, has introduced several digital systems aimed at improving administrative and clinical workflows. These include electronic patient record systems, digital appointment scheduling tools, and communication platforms designed to reduce reliance on paper-based processes. While these systems offer clear benefits, their success depends heavily on the digital skills and confidence of the staff who use them.
Research shows that digital capability varies widely across NHS staff groups, with administrative staff often receiving less structured digital training than clinical teams (Health Education England, 2021). This can lead to inconsistent digital adoption, increased errors, and reduced productivity. In mental health settings, where accurate record keeping and timely communication are essential, these challenges can have direct consequences for patient care.
The digital skills gap is therefore a significant organisational issue that affects both operational efficiency and the quality of services provided. Understanding this gap within BSMHFT’s administrative workforce is essential for supporting the Trust’s digital transformation goals and ensuring that digital tools are used effectively and confidently across the organisation.
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc234253145]Problem 
Problem statement: “The digital skills gap within BSMHFT’s administrative workforce is obstructing successful digital transformation”
BSMHFT has invested in several digital systems aimed at improving efficiency and reducing reliance on paper 
based processes. Despite these investments, many administrative staff report difficulties using new digital tools confidently and consistently. Some staff adapt quickly, while others struggle with basic digital tasks, leading to uneven adoption across departments. This inconsistency creates operational bottlenecks, increases the risk of errors in patient records, and slows down digital transformation efforts.
The Trust has acknowledged digital capability as a key challenge, noting that staff require more structured support and training to fully benefit from digital systems (BSMHFT, 2023). Without addressing the digital skills gap, the organisation risks ongoing inefficiencies, reduced staff morale, and limited return on digital investment. This proposal aims to explore the nature of the digital skills gap among administrative staff and how it affects the Trust’s digital transformation progress.
(NHS England, 2026) identifies a shortfall in staff digital competence and confidence, where employees lack the necessary skills, support, or leadership to fully engage with and optimise digital systems.
[bookmark: _Toc234253146]1.3 Aim and Objectives
Aim: To investigate how digital skills gaps among administrative staff at Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust affect the organisation’s digital transformation efforts.
Objectives:
1. Assess the current digital skill levels and confidence of administrative staff at BSMHFT.
2. Identify organisational factors contributing to the digital skills gap.
3. Examine how digital skills gaps impact productivity, workflow, and digital adoption.
4. Propose practical strategies to reduce the digital skills gap and support successful digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc234253147]1.4 Research Questions
1. What digital skills do administrative staff at BSMHFT currently possess?
2. What organisational factors contribute to the digital skills gap?
3. How does the digital skills gap affect productivity and digital transformation outcomes?
4. What strategies could help reduce the digital skills gap within the Trust?
[bookmark: _Toc234253148]1.5 Project Timeline
A project timeline has been developed to demonstrate the planned stages of the research process:
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[bookmark: _Toc234253149]2. Literature Review
Digital transformation in healthcare is widely recognised as essential for improving service delivery, reducing administrative burden, and enhancing patient outcomes (West 2021). However, successful digital transformation depends heavily on workforce capability, particularly digital literacy and confidence. (Creswell and Creswell 2018) emphasise the importance of selecting a research design that aligns with the complexity of the topic, which is relevant when examining digital literacy models in healthcare academia.
(Gardner et al. 2023) provide strong evidence that frontline NHS staff often experience frustration with digital systems that do not reflect real clinical workflows. Their qualitative study highlights gaps in usability, staff involvement, and system design, reinforcing the argument that digital capability is shaped not only by technical infrastructure but by how well digital tools align with everyday practice. These findings support the need for more iterative, agile co‑design approaches with vendors to ensure systems are developed in ways that genuinely meet frontline needs and improve digital readiness.
[bookmark: _Toc234253150]2.1 Digital Transformation in the NHS
Digital transformation involves integrating digital technologies into organisational processes to improve efficiency and service quality. In the NHS, this includes EPR systems, digital appointment platforms, telehealth services and automated workflows. (Vial, 2019) emphasises that successful digital transformation requires not only technological investment but also cultural change, leadership support and workforce development.
BSMHFT has committed to digital transformation through initiatives such as improving digital infrastructure, expanding digital training, and adopting new digital tools across clinical and administrative departments. However, the Trust acknowledges that digital readiness varies across teams. According to (BSMHFT, 2023), improving digital capability is essential for delivering modern, efficient services.
[bookmark: _Toc234253151]2.2 Digital Skills and Workforce Capability
Digital skills refer to the ability to use digital tools effectively, adapt to new technologies, and apply digital knowledge to work tasks (van Laar et al., 2017). In healthcare, digital skills are essential for maintaining accurate patient records, managing appointments, and supporting clinical workflows.
(Health Education England, 2021) found that many NHS staff lack confidence in using digital systems, particularly with complex interfaces. Digital capability gaps can lead to increased stress, reduced productivity, and resistance to digital change.
While these studies consistently identify digital capability as a barrier to successful transformation, they provide limited evidence relating specifically to administrative staff working in mental health settings. This suggests that further organisation specific research is needed to understand how workforce capability influences digital transformation within BSMHFT.
[bookmark: _Toc234253152]2.3 Barriers to Digital Adoption
(Matthews, 2025) argues that the complexity identified can either evolve in tandem with, or constrain, the development of other aspects of digital literacy. If this model is overlooked when designing learning activities, healthcare academics may encounter frustration, both during digital literacy training and when applying digital skills in their work. Strengthening digital literacy can improve efficiency and effectiveness, while also enhancing their overall job satisfaction.
Several barriers contribute to digital adoption challenges in healthcare:
· Inconsistent training: Staff often receive limited or one‑off training, leaving them unsure how to use digital tools effectively (CIPD, 2022).
· Poor communication: Digital changes may be introduced without clear explanations or ongoing support.
· Fear of technology: Some staff worry about making mistakes or being judged for lack of digital skills. 
· Limited managerial support: Managers may assume staff will “pick things up” without structured guidance.
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) suggests that employees adopt technology more easily when they perceive it as useful and easy to use (Davis, 1989). Digital skills gaps reduce both perceptions.
According to (CIPD, 2021) the shift to digital learning accelerated as in‑person L&D was reduced, with webinar and virtual classroom use rising from 36% to 51%, yet adoption of newer learning technologies remains low
[bookmark: _Toc234253153]2.4 Impact of Digital Skills Gaps
Digital skills gaps have several consequences:
· Reduced productivity due to inefficient use of digital tools.
· Slower digital transformation progress.
· Increased risk of errors in patient records.
· Higher training and support costs.
· Lower staff morale and confidence.
Although previous studies have explored digital transformation across NHS organisations, much of the existing research focuses on clinical staff or organisation wide implementation. Limited research specifically examines administrative staff within mental health trusts, despite their critical role in supporting patient pathways and digital processes. This study addresses that gap by focusing on administrative employees at BSMHFT, providing organisationally specific evidence to inform workforce development and digital transformation.
Recent NHS based research highlights that digital capability is shaped by organisational culture, training quality, and system usability (Gardner et al., 2023). This aligns with wider concerns about workforce readiness and the need for structured digital literacy development.
[bookmark: _Toc234253154]3 Methodology
(Cooper and Schindler, 2014) argue that selecting an appropriate research design and data collection method is essential to producing reliable and valid research findings. Therefore, the methodological approach adopted in this proposal has been chosen to align with the study's research aim and objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc234253155]3.1 Research Approach
[bookmark: _Toc234253156]A quantitative research approach will be used because it enables measurable comparisons of digital skills, confidence levels and perceived barriers across a larger sample of employees. This approach is appropriate for identifying organisational trends and relationships that can inform evidence-based recommendations. Although qualitative methods could provide greater depth, they would be less suitable for measuring workforce-wide patterns within the available timescale (Bryman, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc234253157]3.2 Data Collection
Data will be collected using an online questionnaire distributed to administrative staff at BSMHFT. The survey will include:
· Likert‑scale questions on digital confidence
· Multiple‑choice questions on training and support
· A small number of open‑ended questions
This method is cost‑effective and suitable for large organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc234253158]3.3 Sampling Strategy
Convenience sampling will be used because administrative staff are readily accessible within the organisation, making data collection achievable within the project timeframe. Although this approach may reduce the generalisability of findings, it is appropriate for an organisational case study where the aim is to explore local workforce trends rather than make wider NHS-wide generalisations (Saunders et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc234253159]3.4 Data Analysis
Data will be analysed using:
· Descriptive statistics
· Correlation analysis
· Thematic analysis for open‑ended responses
This mixed approach provides both numerical insights and qualitative depth.
[bookmark: _Toc234253160]3.5 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations include:
· Informed consent
· Voluntary participation
· Anonymity and confidentiality
· No collection of sensitive personal data
The study will follow NHS and academic ethical guidelines (Bell et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc234253161]4 Expected Results and Proposed Analysis
This section will present:
· Participant demographics
· Digital skill levels
· Confidence using digital tools
· Identified barriers
· Relationship between skills and productivity
· Themes from open‑ended responses
The proposed study is expected to generate findings clearly and logically, following Cooper and Schindler’s (2014) guidance on effective communication of research insights. The argument will be structured using (Swatridge’s, 2014) principles of critical thinking to ensure that each point is supported by evidence and contributes to a coherent overall narrative.
[bookmark: _Toc234253162]5 Discussion and Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc234253163]5.1 Discussion
The findings are expected to show that digital skills gaps significantly slow down digital transformation at BSMHFT. Organisational factors such as limited training and poor communication are likely to contribute to the skills gap. (Iltis and MacKay, 2020) argue that ethical leadership is fundamental to ensuring safe and responsible digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc234253164]5.2 Practical Implications
BSMHFT could:
· Introduce structured digital training programmes
· Provide ongoing support and coaching
· Improve communication around digital changes
· Implement digital champions
· Align digital tools with staff capability levels
· Introduce agile products
These actions would help reduce the digital skills gap and support smoother digital transformation. 
[bookmark: _Toc234253165]5.3 Conclusion
This research proposal highlights the importance of addressing the digital skills gap among administrative staff at Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust. The literature consistently shows that digital transformation in healthcare depends not only on technological investment but also on workforce capability, confidence, and organisational support. When staff lack the digital skills required to use new systems effectively, digital adoption slows down, productivity decreases, and the organisation struggles to achieve the intended benefits of digital change.
By investigating the digital skills gap within BSMHFT, this study aims to provide a clearer understanding of the challenges faced by administrative staff and how these challenges impact the Trust’s digital transformation progress. The proposed methodology will allow for the collection of meaningful data on digital confidence, training access, and perceived barriers, offering insights that can inform practical recommendations.
Addressing the digital skills gap has the potential to deliver significant benefits for the Trust. reduced errors, better communication, and a more confident and motivated workforce.  including improved patient experience, reduced administrative burden, and more effective use of digital systems.
Ultimately, this research contributes to a broader understanding of how digital transformation can be supported through targeted workforce development. By focusing on administrative staff, a group often overlooked in digital transformation discussions, the study highlights the importance of inclusive digital strategies that recognise the vital role all staff play in delivering high‑quality healthcare services. Strengthening digital skills within this group is not only essential for operational efficiency but also for ensuring that digital transformation is sustainable, effective, and aligned with the needs of both staff and patients.
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