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Introduction
Over the past decade, health systems have increasingly used digital technology to improve efficiency, expand access to services, and support patient involvement in care. In England, the Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England have promoted digital transformation as a central strategy for modernising healthcare and maintaining long-term sustainability (The King’s Fund, 2016). This reflects growing demand for services, workforce pressures, and changing patient expectations.
In healthcare, digital innovation is often described as health technology (healthtech), which includes digital tools, diagnostics and medical devices that transform how care is delivered and experienced by patients. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) explains that healthtech can improve patient care, support safer decision-making, reduce waiting times and help healthcare systems deliver better outcomes more efficiently (NICE, 2024).
A key example is the NHS application. It is a secure digital platform available via smartphone and web browser that allows patients to book GP appointments, order repeat prescriptions, view parts of their medical record and receive health information. NHS England launched the application nationally in 2019 to provide a single digital access point to routine healthcare services (NHS England, 2019).
This report critically evaluates the NHS application as a digital health innovation, examining both its benefits and limitations for healthcare delivery, with particular focus on workforce and patient impacts.
Workforce impact
Changing workforce roles and responsibilities
The NHS application is changing how work is organised across primary care and wider NHS services. The Department of Health and Social Care presents digital technology as essential for improving productivity and managing increasing demand for care (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). However, digital transformation does not remove work from healthcare systems. Instead, it redistributes tasks across professional roles and alters how care is delivered, meaning its impact depends on how new responsibilities are absorbed within existing workforce capacity. Evidence shows that digital technologies often change the nature of work rather than reduce workload, requiring staff to take on new tasks alongside existing responsibilities (Health Foundation, 2025).Administrative staff increasingly support patients to access digital services, including helping with registration, identity verification and system navigation. Their roles now involve digital facilitation alongside traditional reception work. Research in NHS primary care shows staff play a central role in helping patients take up and use online services as part of routine care delivery (Sussex et al., 2024). This support requires dedicated staff time and resources, with studies emphasising the need for investment in staff time and training, to deliver digital facilitation effectively (Sussex et al., 2024). While digital systems aim to improve efficiency, improving patient access often requires additional workforce input, demonstrating that digital transformation shifts administrative effort rather than eliminating it.
Clinical roles are also changing as digital systems reshape how healthcare professionals communicate and document care. Clinicians now manage online communication, respond to digital queries, and record information that patients can directly access. Research on patient online record access and digital communication in primary care shows clinicians increasingly interact with patients through electronic messaging and document records that are visible to patients, altering both communication practices and documentation responsibilities (Davidge et al., 2023; Blease et al., 2023).
Greater record transparency can support patient involvement and shared decision-making, as patients who view their records may feel more informed and engaged in their care (Turner et al., 2023). However, transparency also increases professional accountability. Documentation must be clearer and more accessible, and clinicians must consider how information may be interpreted outside clinical consultations (Davidge et al., 2023). Patients may also seek reassurance or clarification after viewing results or notes, increasing communication demands (Blease et al., 2023). Digital record access therefore enhances patient engagement while extending clinician responsibilities beyond the consultation.
These changes affect healthcare delivery directly. Communication is no longer confined to face-to-face or telephone interaction and information sharing occurs more rapidly and visibly. While this can improve access and continuity of care, it also increases the demands placed on healthcare staff, expanding their communication responsibilities, workload and professional accountability within digitally mediated care.
Skills and training
Because the NHS application changes how care is delivered, staff require new skills to use it effectively. The Department of Health and Social Care’s Health and Social Care Digital Strategy identifies digital literacy, technical competence and confidence in electronic systems as essential workforce capabilities (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022), while NHS England’s What Good Looks Like framework highlights workforce digital capability as fundamental to safe and effective healthcare transformation (NHS England Transformation Directorate, 2021).
However, policy expectations do not guarantee consistent workforce readiness in practice. Evidence shows many NHS organisations face ongoing digital skills gaps and training capacity limitations (The King’s Fund, 2025). Research also indicates that although around 90% of NHS trusts have electronic patient record systems, staff often struggle to use them effectively due to inadequate training and fragmented implementation (Health Foundation, 2024). This suggests workforce capability frequently lags behind technological adoption.
Resistance to digital change is often linked to organisational and training barriers rather than staff unwillingness. NHS workforce analysis found that three quarters of staff reported at least one digital skills gap, highlighting widespread capability challenges (Freed, 2025). Digital readiness also varies across general practice due to differences in infrastructure and organisational capacity (Hammerton et al., 2022). Where training and support are insufficient, staff may struggle to use systems effectively, meaning digital implementation can increase risk rather than improve care (Health Foundation, 2025).
Health Foundation (2025) reported that staff confidence, efficiency and effective system use improve where organisations provide structured training and implementation support during digital transformation. This indicates workforce adaptation depends largely on organisational investment in training, infrastructure and workforce capability, which is essential for digital innovation to deliver its intended benefits in Health Care.
Top of FormBottom of FormPatient and service user impact
Digital access and convenience 
NHS England promotes the NHS application as a digital entry point designed to make healthcare access more responsive and efficient (NHS England, 2019). Evidence suggests it has contributed to improved service efficiency, with NHS data showing the application has prevented 1.5 million missed hospital appointments, helping reduce delays and improve access to care (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). The application also enables faster access to health information, with millions of patients viewing test results and records each month without contacting healthcare providers (NHS Digital, 2026). Public uptake has been substantial, with tens of millions registered (NHS England, 2024). However, high adoption does not necessarily translate into improved health outcomes, as the impact depends on whether patients can effectively use digital functions to support appropriate healthcare decisions.
For many patients, the most immediate impact is improved convenience and faster access to routine services. The application allows users to manage prescriptions, appointments and health information independently, reducing reliance on GP reception and potentially shortening waiting times for administrative requests (Fletcher et al., 2024; Digital Health Network, 2024). Patient surveys indicate users value the ability to access services and information at convenient times, which can support ongoing management of long-term conditions (Patients Association, 2024). However, these improvements primarily affect administrative processes rather than clinical pathways, meaning the greatest benefits are often seen in routine interactions rather than complex care needs (Reidy et al., 2025). While digital access can improve efficiency and reduce some service pressures, it may also generate additional digital queries and follow-up contacts. The overall impact therefore depends on how effectively digital access reduces administrative burden without creating new demands on healthcare services.
Information transparency and patient understanding
Access to health records and test results through the NHS application is intended to support transparency and shared decision-making, enabling patients to access information more quickly and potentially improving continuity of care (Turner et al., 2023; Fletcher et al., 2024). NHS data show millions of patients view test results digitally each month, allowing faster access to health information (NHS Digital, 2026).
However, faster access does not always improve understanding. Patients may misinterpret clinical information or experience anxiety without professional explanation (Blease et al., 2023). Survey evidence shows around one in four patients report difficulty understanding digital health information, which can increase follow-up queries and service demand (Patients Association, 2024). This suggests digital transparency improves access but may also create new communication demands, meaning its benefits depend on patient understanding and available support (Turner et al., 2023; Reidy et al., 2025).


Equity and digital inclusion
Equitable access is essential for digital healthcare, but not all patients can benefit equally. Barriers such as limited internet access, lack of devices and low digital confidence restrict use for some groups (NHS England, 2023). Around 13 million UK adults lack essential digital skills, limiting their ability to use services like the NHS application (Lloyds Bank, 2023). This creates inequality because those with greater health needs are often the least able to use digital services (Sukriti et al., 2023).
Access also varies by location. Patients in more deprived areas are less likely to use NHS digital services, showing that national availability does not ensure equal access (Atherton et al., 2024). Barriers related to language, disability or cognition may also limit use (NHS, 2025). Staff support can help patients engage (Williams et al., 2025), but areas with fewer resources may struggle to provide this support. This shows digital services must be combined with non-digital options to avoid widening health inequalities (NHS England, 2023).
Trust, privacy and data governance
Trust in data security affects whether patients use digital healthcare. The NHS application handles sensitive data and must comply with UK GDPR requirements (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2023; NHS Digital, 2024). Although 83% of people trust the NHS to protect their data, concerns about cyberattacks and privacy remain (NHS Digital, 2024). These concerns can reduce uptake, even where services improve convenience (The King’s Fund, 2016).                                                                                                                                            If patients do not trust digital systems, they may avoid using them, meaning services must continue providing non-digital options. This reduces efficiency and limits the benefits of digital innovation. Strong data protection and clear communication are therefore essential to maintain trust and support safe digital healthcare use (South East Clinical Senate, 2024; NHS, 2023).
Conclusion                                                                                                                                  This report critically evaluated the NHS application as a recent digital healthcare innovation, examining its impact on the workforce and on patients and service users. The application has improved access to services, streamlined administrative processes and supported greater patient involvement in care. It reflects wider NHS efforts to modernise healthcare delivery in response to increasing demand and workforce pressures (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). For many patients, digital access provides greater convenience and faster access to information, while for healthcare organisations it offers opportunities to improve efficiency and service coordination.
However, the findings show that digital innovation does not automatically improve healthcare outcomes. The NHS application redistributes work, requires new skills and training, and increases professional responsibilities for communication and data governance. For patients, benefits are uneven, with some experiencing barriers related to digital exclusion, misunderstanding of information or concerns about privacy. These challenges demonstrate that technology alone cannot transform healthcare without wider organisational and system change. To maximise benefits, healthcare providers must invest in workforce capability, maintain inclusive access pathways and ensure robust data protection. Effective digital innovation depends on sustained organisational support and equitable implementation (NHS England, 2023; Patients Association, 2024).
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