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[bookmark: _Toc225463214]Digital Exclusion Definition
Digital exclusion refers to the inability to access or effectively use digital technologies due to barriers such as lack of internet access, limited digital skills, low confidence, or affordability issues (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). In health and social care, digital exclusion can prevent individuals from accessing online services, health information, and communication with professionals. This issue has become increasingly important as UK health and social care services continue to adopt digital technologies such as online GP appointments, electronic prescriptions, and telehealth services (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). Digital exclusion therefore risks widening health inequalities, particularly among vulnerable populations.
[bookmark: _Toc225463215]Older Adults and Digital Health
Older adults are commonly defined as individuals aged 60 years and above, although definitions may vary across studies and organisations (Age UK, 2025). Older adults are more likely to experience digital exclusion due to factors such as limited digital literacy, physical impairments, financial constraints, and lack of confidence in using digital technologies (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). As healthcare services increasingly move online, older adults who are digitally excluded may struggle to book appointments, access medical information, and manage long-term conditions effectively (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). This can negatively affect independence, wellbeing, and access to healthcare services.
[bookmark: _Toc225463216]Rationale
Digital technologies are now central to UK health and social care delivery, particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the use of remote consultations and online services (Baker et al., 2018). However, many older adults remain digitally excluded, which may increase health inequalities and reduce access to essential services (Age UK, 2025). Understanding digital exclusion among older adults is therefore important for improving service accessibility and supporting inclusive healthcare delivery. This scoping review builds on the previously developed research proposal to explore digital exclusion in UK health and social care settings. 
[bookmark: _Toc225463217]Review Question
What themes are reported in peer-reviewed literature about digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care?
[bookmark: _Toc225463218]Objectives
This review aims to:
· Identify barriers and facilitators to digital inclusion 
· Examine impacts on healthcare access and wellbeing 
· Identify gaps in current research 
· Inform future UK health and social care practice and policy 

[bookmark: _Toc225463219]Background 
[bookmark: _Toc225463220]Digitalisation in UK Healthcare
Digital technology is becoming increasingly important in UK health and social care. The National Health Service (NHS) has expanded digital services such as online GP appointments, electronic prescriptions, telehealth consultations, and patient portals to improve access to care and service delivery (NHS England, 2022; NHS Digital, 2023). These developments increased significantly following the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the use of remote healthcare delivery to reduce face-to-face contact and minimise infection risks (Greenhalgh et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 2021). As a result, digital tools are now widely used across UK health and social care settings to improve efficiency, reduce waiting times, enhance communication, and support patient self-management of long-term conditions (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022; NHS England, 2023).
While digital transformation has improved access for many patients, it has also created challenges for those who lack digital skills or access to technology. Digital services assume that users have internet access, devices, and confidence to use them, which is not always the case for older adults (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). As digital healthcare continues to expand, there is growing concern that some groups may be left behind.
[bookmark: _Toc225463221]UK Ageing Population and Digital Access
The UK population is ageing, with the number of people aged 65 and over increasing each year. The Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023) reports that older adults are the fastest-growing age group in the UK. Older adults are more likely to require health and social care services due to long-term conditions, reduced mobility, and complex health needs. As a result, access to healthcare is particularly important for this group.
However, older adults are also more likely to experience digital exclusion. Research suggests that older people may face difficulties using digital technologies due to limited digital literacy, lack of confidence, physical impairments such as poor vision, and financial barriers (Age UK, 2023; Ofcom, 2023). Many older adults may also prefer traditional communication methods such as telephone or face-to-face appointments, particularly when discussing health concerns (NHS Digital, 2022; Seifert et al., 2021). The increasing shift towards digital services may therefore create barriers for this population and contribute to inequalities in access to care (World Health Organization, 2021; Age UK, 2023).
The research proposal for this study highlighted that older adults who are digitally excluded may struggle to book appointments, access health information, and maintain independence (Ofcom, 2023; NHS England, 2022). These challenges may reduce access to healthcare services, increase social isolation, and worsen health outcomes among older adults (Seifert et al., 2021; World Health Organization, 2021).
 
[bookmark: _Toc225463222]Online GP Services and Digital Access
Online GP services are one of the most common examples of digital healthcare. Patients are now encouraged to book appointments online, request prescriptions, and access medical records digitally. While this can improve efficiency, it may also disadvantage older adults who are not confident using digital tools (NHS England, 2022).
Research suggests that digital appointment systems may create barriers for some older adults, particularly those with limited internet access or digital skills (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). In addition, complex online systems may be difficult to navigate, leading to frustration and reduced engagement with healthcare services. This may increase reliance on emergency services or delay seeking care.
[bookmark: _Toc225463223]Impact on Health Inequalities
Digital exclusion is closely linked to health inequalities. Individuals who cannot access digital services may experience delays in receiving care, reduced access to information, and poorer health outcomes (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). Older adults who are digitally excluded may also experience increased loneliness and reduced independence, which can negatively affect wellbeing (Age UK, 2025).
Digital exclusion may also affect individuals living in rural areas, those with low income, or those with disabilities. These factors can create multiple barriers to accessing healthcare. As services continue to digitalise, there is a risk that health inequalities will widen unless inclusive strategies are implemented.
[bookmark: _Toc225463224]UK Policies and Initiatives
The UK government and NHS have recognised the importance of digital inclusion. NHS England (2022) highlights the need to ensure digital services are accessible for all patients. Initiatives such as digital training programmes, community support, and alternative access methods have been introduced to reduce digital exclusion.
Despite these efforts, digital exclusion remains a significant challenge. Understanding the barriers faced by older adults is essential for improving healthcare accessibility and reducing inequalities. This scoping review therefore aims to explore existing research on digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care.
[bookmark: _Toc225463225]Methods
[bookmark: _Toc225463226]Study Design 
This study used a scoping review design to explore existing research on digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care. Scoping reviews are useful for mapping available evidence, identifying key themes, and highlighting gaps in research (Munn et al., 2018). This approach is appropriate for this topic because digital exclusion is a broad and developing area. The review followed guidance for scoping reviews and used a structured process to identify, select, and analyse relevant peer-reviewed studies (Aveyard, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc225463227]Search Strategy
A systematic search was conducted to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies. Databases searched included PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, and the UWTSD library. These databases were selected because they contain health and social care research and academic journal articles. Keywords used included “digital exclusion”, “older adults”, “older people”, “digital health”, “telehealth”, “online GP”, “healthcare access”, and “United Kingdom”. Boolean operators such as AND and OR were used to refine searches and improve results. Searches were limited to studies published between 2020 and 2025 to ensure recent evidence. The search strategy was based on the approach outlined in the research proposal and aimed to identify studies relevant to digital exclusion in UK health and social care settings (Aveyard, 2019; Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc225463228]Inclusion Criteria 
Studies were included if they focused on digital exclusion among older adults in UK health or social care settings. Only peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2020 and 2025 were included to ensure recent and reliable evidence. Studies were required to involve participants aged 60 years or above. Research examining digital healthcare services, telehealth, online GP services, or digital access to care was included. Both qualitative and quantitative studies were considered. These criteria were based on the research proposal and scoping review guidance (Aveyard, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc225463229]Exclusion Criteria 
Studies were excluded if they were conducted outside the UK, focused on younger populations, or were not related to health or social care. Opinion articles, editorials, conference abstracts, and non-peer-reviewed studies were also excluded. Studies published before 2020 or not available in English were excluded (Munn et al., 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc225463230]Data Extraction 
Data extraction was conducted using a structured approach to ensure consistency. Key information was recorded from each study, including author, year, location, aim, methodology, sample size, and main findings. This information was organised into a summary table to allow comparison between studies. Data extraction helped identify similarities and differences across studies and supported thematic analysis. This process followed guidance for conducting scoping reviews and literature reviews in health and social care (Aveyard, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc225463231]Data Analysis (Thematic Analysis) 
Data were analysed using Aveyard’s simplified thematic analysis approach. This method involves identifying common themes across selected studies and grouping similar findings together (Aveyard, 2019). Studies were read several times to identify recurring ideas and patterns related to digital exclusion among older adults. Themes were developed based on similarities across studies. This approach supports clear comparison of evidence and helps identify gaps in research. Thematic analysis is widely used in scoping reviews to summarise findings (Munn et al., 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc225463232]Ethical Considerations
This study used published research and did not involve human participants. Ethical considerations included accurate reporting of findings, avoiding plagiarism, and using appropriate referencing. Ethical research practice also involved transparency in study selection and analysis. These steps followed recommended guidance for conducting scoping reviews (Munn et al., 2018).
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[bookmark: _Toc225463234]Study Selection
[bookmark: _Toc225463235]The database search identified 132 articles from PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar and the UWTSD library. After removing duplicates and screening titles and abstracts, 18 articles were assessed for full-text review. Following application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, five peer-reviewed studies were selected for the scoping review. These studies focused on digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care settings. The selection process followed the methodology outlined in the research proposal and scoping review guidance (Aveyard, 2019). Summary Table 
Table 1:Summary of Selected Studies on Digital Exclusion Among Older Adults in UK Health and Social Care
	Author(s) & Year
	Research Objectives
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	Seifert et al. (2021)
	Explore digital exclusion among older adults during digital healthcare expansion
	Literature review
	Older adults face barriers including lack of skills, confidence, and access
	Demonstrates digital exclusion challenges among older adults in healthcare

	Toner et al. (2022)
	Examine digital access to primary care in the UK
	Policy and service analysis
	Online GP services may increase inequalities for digitally excluded patients
	Shows impact of digital exclusion on healthcare access

	Nuffield Trust (2022)
	Investigate access to NHS digital services
	Mixed methods research
	Older adults struggle with online systems and digital navigation
	Highlights barriers to digital healthcare services

	Age UK (2025)
	Assess digital exclusion among older adults in the UK
	National survey
	Many older adults lack digital skills, devices, and internet access
	Supports existence of digital exclusion in UK older adults

	Davies et al. (2021)
	Explore barriers to digital healthcare among older adults
	Qualitative interviews
	Older adults require training and support for digital healthcare use
	Identifies facilitators and support strategies



[bookmark: _Toc225463236]Themes
[bookmark: _Toc225463237]Theme 1: Digital Skills Barriers 
A key theme identified across the selected studies was limited digital skills among older adults. Many older individuals reported difficulties using smartphones, computers, and online healthcare systems (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). These challenges included navigating websites, remembering passwords, and understanding online appointment systems. Lack of digital confidence was also commonly reported, with some older adults expressing anxiety about using technology and fear of making mistakes (Kunonga et al., 2021).

2

In addition, cognitive decline, visual impairment, and physical limitations may affect the ability to use digital devices effectively (Age UK, 2025). These factors contribute to digital exclusion and limit access to healthcare services. Research also suggests that individuals who have never used digital technologies may find it particularly difficult to adopt new systems (Nuffield Trust, 2022).
The research proposal also highlighted that many older adults lack digital confidence and skills, which may prevent them from accessing healthcare services (Age UK, 2025). These barriers demonstrate the importance of improving digital literacy support for older populations.

[bookmark: _Toc225463238]Theme 2: Access to Technology 
Another theme identified across the studies was limited access to digital devices and internet services. Some older adults do not own smartphones, computers, or tablets, which limits their ability to access digital healthcare services (Nuffield Trust, 2022). Financial barriers may also prevent older adults from purchasing devices or paying for internet services. This can create additional challenges, particularly for individuals on fixed incomes.
Studies also found that poor internet connectivity in rural areas may contribute to digital exclusion (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). In addition, some older adults rely on family members or carers for digital access, which may reduce independence and create privacy concerns (Kunonga et al., 2021)..
Age UK (2025) reported that millions of older adults in the UK remain digitally excluded due to lack of access to devices and internet connectivity. These barriers may limit access to online healthcare services, including appointment booking and telehealth consultations. The research proposal also emphasised that lack of access to technology is a major contributor to digital exclusion among older adults. 

[bookmark: _Toc225463239]Theme 3: Impact on Healthcare Access
Digital exclusion can significantly affect healthcare access for older adults. Studies report that older individuals who lack digital skills or access often struggle to book GP appointments, access health services, or find health information online (Age UK, 2024; NHS England, 2023). This may result in delayed treatment, reduced preventative care, and increased reliance on emergency services (Good Things Foundation, 2024). Older people who are offline may face difficulties managing GP and hospital appointments and accessing essential services, highlighting the impact of digital exclusion on healthcare access (Age UK, 2024). 
Research also found that digital exclusion may increase social isolation and negatively affect mental wellbeing. Older adults who cannot access digital communication tools may have limited contact with healthcare professionals and support services, which can negatively affect wellbeing and long-term condition management (Centre for Ageing Better, 2022; Ofcom, 2023). Groups most affected by digital exclusion include older adults, individuals with disabilities, and those with low digital literacy, who may experience poorer healthcare access (The King’s Fund, 2023). 
Furthermore, research reports that digitally excluded older adults may experience reduced independence and increased health risks. Digital exclusion remains common among older populations, particularly those over 65, who often rely most on health services but are less likely to access them online (Good Things Foundation, 2025). These findings highlight the importance of ensuring digital healthcare services remain accessible to all populations. Therefore, digital exclusion may worsen health inequalities and reduce healthcare access among older adults.


[bookmark: _Toc225463240]Theme 4: Facilitators and Support
Several studies identified potential facilitators to reduce digital exclusion. Digital training programmes, community support, and simplified online systems were suggested as effective strategies (Nuffield Trust, 2022). Family support and community organisations also play an important role in helping older adults develop digital skills (Kunonga et al., 2021).
Healthcare providers may also improve access by offering alternative appointment options such as telephone services (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). These strategies may help reduce digital inequalities and improve healthcare accessibility for older adults.
[bookmark: _Toc225463241]Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc225463242]Interpretation of Findings
This scoping review identified several key themes related to digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care. These included digital skills barriers, limited access to technology, impact on healthcare access, and facilitators such as support and training. These findings were consistent across the selected studies, highlighting that digital exclusion remains a significant issue for older adults in the UK.
Digital skills barriers were identified as one of the most common challenges. Many studies reported that older adults lack confidence and experience using digital devices, which makes it difficult to access online healthcare services (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). This finding is supported by Age UK (2025), which reported that many older adults struggle with using digital technology due to lack of skills and confidence. Similarly, Toner, Reeve and Cooper (2022) found that digital appointment systems may disadvantage individuals who are not comfortable using technology. These findings suggest that digital skills remain a major barrier to accessing healthcare.
Limited access to technology was another important theme identified across the studies. Some older adults do not own digital devices or have access to reliable internet connections (Nuffield Trust, 2022). Financial barriers were also identified, as some individuals may not be able to afford devices or broadband services. These findings align with the research proposal, which highlighted that lack of access to technology contributes to digital exclusion among older adults. These barriers can prevent individuals from accessing healthcare services and may increase health inequalities.
The findings also highlighted the impact of digital exclusion on healthcare access. Older adults who are digitally excluded may experience difficulty booking GP appointments, accessing health information, and managing long-term conditions (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). This may lead to delayed treatment and poorer health outcomes. Seifert, Cotton and Xie (2021) also reported that digital exclusion may increase social isolation and reduce wellbeing among older adults. These findings suggest that digital exclusion may negatively affect both physical and mental health.
Facilitators such as digital training and community support were also identified. Several studies suggested that providing training and support can improve digital confidence and reduce exclusion (Nuffield Trust, 2022). These findings suggest that healthcare organisations can play an important role in supporting digital inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc225463243]Strengths of Evidence
The selected studies provided valuable insight into digital exclusion among older adults in the UK. The use of peer-reviewed journal articles increased the reliability and credibility of the findings. In addition, the studies included a range of research methods, including qualitative and mixed-method approaches. This allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of digital exclusion.
Another strength of the evidence was the consistency of findings across studies. Multiple studies identified similar barriers, including lack of digital skills and limited access to technology. This strengthens the validity of the findings and supports the conclusion that digital exclusion remains a significant issue.
Furthermore, the studies focused on recent research published between 2020 and 2025. This ensured that findings reflect current digital healthcare practices, particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated digital transformation (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). The use of recent evidence improves the relevance of the findings to current UK healthcare practice.
[bookmark: _Toc225463244]Limitations
Despite these strengths, several limitations were identified. First, the number of studies included in the review was limited. Only five studies were selected, which may reduce the generalisability of findings. However, this is common in scoping reviews where the aim is to identify themes rather than provide definitive conclusions (Aveyard, 2019).
Second, some studies included small sample sizes, which may limit the reliability of findings. In addition, some research relied on self-reported data, which may introduce bias. Participants may have overestimated or underestimated their digital skills or access.
Another limitation is that digital exclusion is influenced by multiple factors such as income, education, and geographical location. Some studies did not explore these factors in detail. As a result, further research may be needed to understand how these factors affect digital exclusion among older adults.
Finally, most studies focused on healthcare access rather than social care services. This may limit understanding of digital exclusion in broader health and social care contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc225463245]Implications for Practice
The findings of this review have important implications for UK health and social care practice. Healthcare organisations should ensure that digital services are accessible for older adults. This may include providing digital training programmes, simplified online systems, and alternative access methods such as telephone appointments (NHS England, 2022).
Healthcare professionals should also assess digital skills when supporting older adults. Identifying individuals at risk of digital exclusion may help improve access to healthcare services. Community support services may also play an important role in improving digital literacy.
In addition, policymakers should consider digital inclusion when developing healthcare strategies. The NHS Long Term Plan highlights the importance of digital healthcare, but it is essential to ensure that digital transformation does not increase inequalities (NHS England, 2022).
Overall, the findings suggest that digital exclusion remains a significant challenge for older adults in UK health and social care. Addressing digital barriers is essential to improve access, reduce inequalities, and support inclusive healthcare delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc225463246]Conclusion 
This scoping review explored digital exclusion among older adults in UK health and social care. The findings identified several key themes, including limited digital skills, lack of access to technology, impact on healthcare access, and the importance of support and training. These findings were consistent across the selected studies and highlight that digital exclusion remains a significant challenge for older adults. Many older adults experience difficulties using digital technologies due to lack of confidence, limited experience, or physical and cognitive barriers (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). In addition, some individuals do not have access to digital devices or reliable internet, which further limits their ability to use online healthcare services (Nuffield Trust, 2022).
The review also found that digital exclusion can negatively affect access to healthcare services. Older adults who are digitally excluded may struggle to book appointments, access health information, or manage long-term conditions (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022). These barriers may increase health inequalities and reduce independence and wellbeing. The research proposal also highlighted that digital exclusion may worsen health inequalities and limit access to care among older adults in the UK. 
This topic is important because digital healthcare services are continuing to expand across the UK. While digital transformation can improve efficiency and accessibility, it may also disadvantage individuals who lack digital skills or access. Therefore, addressing digital exclusion is essential to ensure that healthcare services remain inclusive and accessible for all populations.
The key message from this review is that digital exclusion remains a major challenge for older adults in UK health and social care. Healthcare organisations and policymakers must work to improve digital inclusion by providing support, training, and alternative access options. Addressing digital exclusion is essential to reduce health inequalities and improve healthcare access for older adults.

[bookmark: _Toc225463247]Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc225463248]Recommendations for Practice
Healthcare providers should implement digital inclusion strategies to support older adults. This may include offering digital skills training, providing simplified online systems, and ensuring alternative access methods such as telephone appointments remain available (NHS England, 2022). Community-based digital support programmes may also help older adults improve confidence and access to services. Previous research suggests that digital training and support can improve engagement with healthcare services and reduce exclusion (Seifert, Cotton and Xie, 2021). Healthcare professionals should also assess digital needs when working with older adults to ensure services remain accessible.
[bookmark: _Toc225463249]Recommendations for Policy
Policymakers should ensure that digital transformation strategies include digital inclusion measures. This may involve funding community training programmes, improving access to affordable internet services, and supporting older adults with limited digital skills (Age UK, 2025). National policies should also ensure that face-to-face and telephone services remain available for individuals who cannot access digital platforms. These approaches can help reduce health inequalities and improve access to healthcare services (Toner, Reeve and Cooper, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc225463250]Recommendations for Research
Further research is needed to explore digital exclusion among diverse groups of older adults, including those living in rural areas and those with disabilities. Future studies should also examine the effectiveness of digital inclusion interventions in UK health and social care settings. Longitudinal research may help understand how digital exclusion changes over time and how services can adapt to meet the needs of older populations (Aveyard, 2019).
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