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Introduction

Digital change is transforming UK health and social‑care delivery. Over the past decade, the NHS has expanded online services to improve access and patient‑centred care. A major development is the NHS App, launched nationally December 2019 and accelerated by the COVID‑19 pandemic.
[bookmark: _Int_M0nMh8Bg]This free digital platform allows users to order repeat prescriptions, book appointments, view health records and message their GP. By early 2026, over 44 million adults in England were registered (NHS Digital, 2026). For many it has become a primary route to routine care; some GP practices prioritise app‑based contact, increasing pressure on traditional telephone lines (Patients Association, 2025).
This report critically evaluates the NHS App as a recent digital innovation. It assesses impacts across four domains: workforce roles and skills; everyday service delivery; patient‑user experience; and community‑level public‑health effects, reviewing both benefits and concerns. It argues that although the app improves speed and convenience, it has also created access gaps, shifted extra workload onto staff and unpaid carers, and risked making digital literacy an unspoken requirement for care.
This report adopts a thematic evaluation framework to examine the NHS App’s impacts across workforce experience, service delivery, patient‑user outcomes, and wider community public‑health effects, drawing on recent health‑policy research to explore its benefits and ongoing challenges.




Overview of the NHS App
[bookmark: _Int_m3ZAe6X1]The NHS App was developed by NHS England and NHS Digital as a single, trusted digital entry point to health services. It connects directly to the computer systems used by GP practices across England, so information shown in the app comes straight from a patient’s official medical record. To use the app, people must register and prove their identity, usually by uploading a photo of their ID and a short video of themselves, to keep personal health information safe and secure.

[bookmark: _Int_0id3eCay]The main features available through the app include:
• Booking, viewing, and cancelling GP appointments and vaccination slots
• Ordering repeat prescriptions and seeing when they will be ready for collection or delivery
• Viewing parts of the full GP health record, including test results, consultation notes, and past appointments
• Sending secure messages to the practice team and taking part in online video or text consultations
• Using the NHS 111 symptom checker to get advice or find local services
• Managing organ donation choices and viewing vaccination status information
[bookmark: _Int_DXuE3LkX][bookmark: _Int_kM0Y2RSq][bookmark: _Int_KBf7quUa][bookmark: _Int_dKLOdXwJ][bookmark: _Int_An1VbRCE]In theory, using the app is optional. Patients can still telephone or visit their GP surgery in person if they prefer. In practice, however, the situation has changed a lot since 2020. Many GP practices have reduced the number of phone lines available, made waiting times much longer, or stated clearly that online contact is preferred first. This means that while no one is legally forced to download the app, it has become the fastest and most reliable way to get routine help (Patients Association, 2025). The app is now a core part of NHS policy and is included in long-term plans for how care will be delivered in the future.

Critical Evaluation
Workforce: Roles, Competencies, and Changing Responsibilities
 First, this theme explores how the introduction of the NHS App has shaped workloads, skills and everyday working practice for primary‑care workforce members.
Positive impacts
[bookmark: _Int_iFjC7Nom][bookmark: _Int_RvaBzJgu][bookmark: _Int_Mmv7VhRX]The NHS App has changed daily work patterns for almost everyone in general practice, and many of these changes have been positive. Receptionists and administrative staff in particular have seen a big reduction in routine, repetitive tasks. Before the app, ordering prescriptions or booking appointments often meant long phone conversations, writing down details by hand, or walking between rooms to check availability. Now, many of these tasks happen automatically when patients use the app. NHS England (2025) reports that practices with high app usage see between 30% and 40% fewer routine administrative calls. This frees up reception staff to spend time helping people who really need extra support, such as those with complex needs, people who are confused or distressed, or anyone who finds using digital systems difficult.
[bookmark: _Int_MhLMWvsr]New roles have also been created to support digital working. Many practices now have Digital Patient Champions or Practice Digital Leads, members of staff whose job includes helping colleagues learn new digital skills, solving small technical problems, and showing patients how to use the app. These roles have given staff new responsibilities and helped them feel more confident with technology (NHS Confederation, 2024). For doctors, nurses, and other clinical staff, the app has made it easier to prepare for appointments. They can see what a patient has typed in an online message or view test results before the consultation starts, which means less time looking up information and more time talking to the patient (NIHR, 2024).

Challenges and negative outcomes
[bookmark: _Int_bKn9lga4][bookmark: _Int_zofjiCdv]Despite these benefits, the shift has also created real pressure and stress for many staff. A common concern is that training has not kept up with change. Many receptionists, practice nurses, and administrative staff say they were given little or no formal teaching about how the app works and were expected to learn on the job instead. This has left some people feeling anxious, unprepared, or less confident in their work (Unison, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_neQDtE8o]Another major issue is that reception and frontline staff have effectively become digital gatekeepers. They are often the people who have to explain to patients that the app is the preferred way to get help and then deal with the frustration of those who cannot use it. Many staff report spending large amounts of time walking patients through the app over the phone, helping them reset passwords, or finding workarounds when the system does not show the right information, all while doing their normal jobs, with no extra time or pay provided (Patients Association, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_mgoMr94b]For clinical staff, online forms and messages can sometimes cause more work rather than less. Information typed into the app is not always clear or complete, and doctors and nurses often have to spend timsending follow-up messages or making phone calls to get the full picture. There are also concerns about where one person’s job ends and another’s begins: reception staff are increasingly being asked to guide patients through medical advice pathways built into the app work that falls outside their usual training and role boundaries (Royal College of General Practitioners, 2025).

Service Delivery: Efficiency, Access, and Changing Routines
[bookmark: _Int_e4RqzUJr] Moving to service delivery, this theme evaluates how the NHS App has altered care pathways, access speeds and cross‑service coordination across UK primary‑care settings.
Positive impacts
[bookmark: _Int_yO5Y82Sb]The most obvious change to day-to-day service delivery is that help is now available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Before the app, anyone wanting to order a prescription or book an appointment had to do so during surgery opening hours usually between 8am and 6.30pm on weekdays. This was hard for people who work, look after children, or have other daytime responsibilities. Now, prescriptions can be ordered at 8pm, appointments booked before breakfast, and messages sent at weekends. One national evaluation found that patients using the app secure appointments up to twice as quickly as those who rely only on phoning the surgery (NHS Digital, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_PBI04h4Q][bookmark: _Int_JyZ1lzQx][bookmark: _Int_wKDvdHCz]The app has also helped to smooth out busy periods. Traditionally, GP phone lines would jam first thing in the morning as everyone tried to call at once. With more people booking online, these peaks are less crowded and less stressful for patients and staff alike. Digital records can also be shared more easily between different parts of the health service such as GPs, hospitals, and community teams  which means patients do not have to repeat the same information over and over again (NHS England, 2025).

Challenges and negative outcomes
[bookmark: _Int_qLPLy2CU]The biggest problem is that service delivery has effectively split into two different systems. People who can use the app get a fast, convenient service that works around their own schedule. People who cannot or do not want to use the app often face long waits, engaged phone lines, and limited availability. The Patients Association (2025) describes this as “digital by default, digital by necessity” where non-digital options still exist on paper but are being slowly pushed to the edges, making them harder to use in real life.
[bookmark: _Int_FI7Wwhmf][bookmark: _Int_fSfFOqAL][bookmark: _Int_prjblNfd][bookmark: _Int_yIoT9Wds]Technical problems also affect reliability. The app does not connect fully with every hospital, mental health service, or social care system across the whole of the UK, so important information can be missing or out of date. When the app itself stops working which has happened several times, including major outages in 2024 and 2025 there is often no practical backup, because phone lines are already too busy to handle everyone at once (Digital Health News, 2025). Perhaps most importantly, services are increasingly designed around what the technology can do, rather than what patients actually need. Complex, sensitive, or personal concerns are hard to explain through a standard online form, and some patients feel their care has become simplified or rushed as a result (Royal College of General Practitioners, 2025).

Patient and Service-User Perceptions and Experiences
This theme examines how the NHS App has changed patients’ access to their health records and routine care services.
Positive impacts
The NHS App gives patients greater control over their health by allowing them to access records and test results without waiting for a phone call. This can help them prepare for appointments, ask informed questions, and feel more involved in their care. Written messaging can also make discussing sensitive concerns easier (Healthwatch England, 2025).
The app is particularly useful for full-time workers, parents and carers who struggle to contact their GP during opening hours. It also benefits people who live far away or have difficulty travelling, reducing the need for unnecessary journeys and stressful waits on the phone (Ipsos, 2025).
Challenges and negative outcomes
However, digital access is unequal. Older people, those on low incomes, people with learning disabilities and those who do not speak English as their first language may struggle to use the app, risking exclusion from services (Age UK, 2026). Some patients also feel pressured to use it to access care (Patients Association, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_1y7rA4qN]Privacy concerns, confusing technical language and difficulty understanding test results without professional explanation can further affect patients’ confidence and experience (Ipsos, 2025).

Community: Location, Families, and Public Health
 Finally, this theme examines the NHS App’s broader effects on communities, including risks of digital exclusion and opportunities for joined‑up public‑health outreach.
Positive impacts
[bookmark: _Int_hDTRhawy][bookmark: _Int_OSKlWard]The NHS App has made care more accessible for people who live far from their GP surgery or have trouble getting around. Routine tasks no longer need a trip to the building, which saves time, money, and effort. For family carers, proxy access, a system that allows someone to use the app on behalf of a relative or friend  has been a very helpful addition. It means an adult child can order medicine for an elderly parent, or a partner can book appointments when someone is too unwell to do it themselves (NHS Digital, 2026). The app also offers a quick way to share important public health messages, such as reminders for screening or vaccination, reaching large numbers of people directly.


Challenges and negative outcomes
[bookmark: _Int_e5v0XYIb][bookmark: _Int_wKpbjppz]In practice, these benefits have come with a hidden cost: unpaid work for families and communities. Many older or less digitally confident people now rely on children, grandchildren, friends, or neighbours to help them manage their health through the app. Carers UK (2025) found that one in five people providing care now spend extra time helping with digital task, often without any guidance or support on how to do it safely. Setting up proxy access is also often described as complicated and slow, meaning people who need help the most can be left waiting (Age UK, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_x9NeZ8N4][bookmark: _Int_MyXFF3kI]Inequality between different areas is also a growing concern. The app is used far more in wealthier areas with good internet connection than in poorer neighbourhoods or rural places with weak signal. This means that digital changes to care can actually make existing health gaps wider (The King’s Fund, 2025). There is also a deeper worry: as more communication happens through screens, the personal connections between patients and their local surgery which are so important for trust, wellbeing, and early help, may be getting weaker.

Conclusion
The NHS App is a major digital tool now widely used across England. It helps millions of patients do routine health tasks more easily and cuts down repetitive work for staff, letting people see more of their own health records.
However, its roll‑out has brought real problems. What started as an extra choice has become the main way to access care, leaving people who struggle with digital systems at a disadvantage. Staff have not always had enough training, and family carers take on extra digital‑support work without help. This creates a two‑tier care system linked to people’s digital skills.
Digital tools can help health‑care, but they need to work for everyone. To be fair, the NHS App must keep proper telephone and in‑person support available — using the app should remain a choice, not something people have to do.
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