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                                                   The NHS App

[bookmark: _Toc212145703]Introduction

The NHS App is a digital innovation that was launched on 31 December 2018 (NHS England, 2019). It was developed by NHS England and NHS Digital, which helps people who are registered with a GP practice in England to gain access to a variety of NHS services from their phone or through the web. The app includes tools such as booking and managing GP appointments, ordering repeat prescriptions, viewing medical records, checking symptoms through NHS 111 services, organ donation, and choosing setting preferences for data sharing (NHS England, 2019). The NHS App is significant for health and social care as it supports patient-centered care by providing individuals with more control. Also, it can increase the efficacy of service delivery. Additionally, it can help make access to care fairer, allow services to run more smoothly, and help the NHS cope with growing pressures (Hadley, 2024). The report will explore the impact and implications of the NHS app through examining the workforce, service delivery, patient/service user, and the community.
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The NHS App has had a significant impact on the health and social care workforce. Digital tools have become more vital to patient interaction, which means staff are expected to engage with new technologies and support patients in using these tools effectively. This shift has initiated a need for digital training across the workforce (UK Parliament, 2023). Health and social care professionals, such as clinicians, administrative staff, and support workers, often assist patients with registering for the app, addressing issues with accessing data, and interpreting digital data, including online test results. These job responsibilities display a shift from traditional face-to-face support towards a hybrid model of digital and in-person care (Chaloner et al., 2025). Furthermore, the NHS app has led to the formation of new roles and competencies. For example, the digital champions programmes are designed to promote digital knowledge and encourage staff to utilise digital tools (Health Education England Digital Transformation, no date). They can also be used by staff to pass on their digital knowledge to other staff members. Professional development in data privacy, patient confidentiality, and digital skills has become increasingly significant. This supports the NHS Long Term Plan’s goal to create a more “digitally confident workforce” (Health Education England, 2025). 
The NHS app has been shown to provide many benefits. Research has found that the app can enhance efficiency and reduce administrative workload (Hadley, 2024). For example, the number of calls to GP practices has been reduced, which allows staff to focus on patients who require more complex support. Moreover, the number of missed appointments has reduced due to digital reminders, which help ensure that patients attend or cancel in advance, reducing wasted time (NHS England, 2025). Patients can also order repeat prescriptions directly via the app, reducing administrative workload for staff (Day, 2020). Additionally, the app has led to reduced errors linked with manual data entry since medical information is passed on directly between the patient and GP systems (NHS England, 2023). This enhances data quality and ensures records are more accurate, resulting in better and safer clinical decisions. 
However, the workforce transition has faced some challenges. Certain staff, in particular those less familiar with digital tools, have posed resistance to change (Clarke, 2021). Staff fear that new digital tools will add to their existing responsibilities, increasing their workload (Kremer et al., 2022). Furthermore, protected learning time is often limited, and staff may struggle to balance digital upskilling (Health Education England, 2025). Furthermore, staff may fear technology failures by using the app, especially concerning patient safety and reliable access to records (Jiwani, 2023). One solution may be to deliver protected digital training sessions and peer-support mentoring, which can enhance confidence and lessen resistance to change. They may also fear that the app may create a barrier between them and their patients, leading to reduced patient interactions (Safi, Thiessen, and Schmailzl, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc212145705]Service Delivery:

The NHS app has introduced many changes to daily service delivery workflows, communication, and integration across various care settings. One prime change is that various administrative processes have transitioned from paper or phone systems to digital channels. For example, booking appointments, correspondence, and reminders are mostly managed via the app rather than through postal letters or phone calls. This change streamlines the flow of important information between patients, GP practices, and hospitals, which enhances coordination and reduces extra waiting times. Statistics present that since July 2024, “the increased use of existing app features has saved almost 5.7 million hours of staff time, including 1.26 million clinical hours across care settings- along with 1.5 million missed appointments avoided” (GOV.UK, 2025). 
Integration has also been impacted by the NHS app, as some of the features allow hospital referrals, appointment schedules, and patient engagement signs to feed data into the app. The use of Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) combines information from various hospital systems, which offers patients and health professionals a centralised view of upcoming appointments and all significant, related documents (Accelerated Capability Environment, 2024). Better integration reduces duplication or work and enhances continuity of care across the system. 
Some benefits of the service delivery are that the app has provided faster and better access to services. The app has allowed patients to manage and change appointments more easily and avoid missing appointments, thereby enhancing responsiveness. For instance, 87% of hospitals are offering services via the app (GOV.UK, 2025). Another advantage is that the app has improved efficiency and reduced financial strains. Research suggests that the app has saved nearly £622 million in staff time through patients managing their own appointments, completing questionnaires, and ordering repeat prescriptions (GOV.UK, 2025). Furthermore, since July 2024, nearly 12 million fewer paper letters have been sent by hospitals, which has saved £5.2 million in postage costs (GOV.UK, 2025). Additionally, hospital trusts utilizing the app displayed a 3% point increase in the number waiting less than 18 weeks in November 2024 (GOV.UK, 2025).
Some challenges are that not all devices are compatible with the app. For example, individuals with older smartphones or non-supported versions are restricted to the app, limiting access for certain users (nhs.uk, 2021). Some individuals may face inconsistent Wi-Fi coverage and digital exclusion, which limits uptake, thus increasing inequality. Also, although the app made some savings in some fields, it requires investment to integrate new features (Accelerated Capability Environment, 2024). A final challenge is that some features are still being developed, which means there is inconsistent availability across areas and trusts. A practical solution could involve increasing national funding, further promoting the role of regional digital champions to support consistent adoption, and offering personalised digital inclusion initiatives to ensure equitable access. 
A recent case study by the Accelerated Capability Environment (ACE) describes how, since January 2022, work began with supplier Servita to build APIs to combine hospital patient admissions and appointment information on the NHS app. Features such as notifications, appointment documents, and pre-consultation questions were included. These improvements were live in 88 trusts in 2024, which covers about 89% of England’s population (Accelerated Capability Environment, 2024). This case study presents both better patient control and reduced administrative burden. 
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The establishment of the NHS app has had many significant implications for communities across England, including rural and underserved populations, families and carers, and the wider public health region. A positive impact is that it offers easier access and care management in contexts where physical services may be distant or limited, which reduces some of the geographical and logistical barriers that individuals in rural areas may face. For example, in remote areas where travel time to GP surgeries is long, the ability to check symptoms, order repeat prescriptions, or view medical records through the app can offer meaningful convenience and continuity. Research from rural-specific reports illustrates how digital inclusion in remote contexts is an important enabler of better access to healthcare (Rural Digital Health Inequalities, 2022). 
The NHS app also provides support for carers and families by helping patients take more control of their own health, facilitating self-management of long-term conditions, and reducing administrative burden for informal carers. Various community organisations use toolkits from NHS England to support local uptake. For instance, the “Help your community use the NHS app” resource is a way to encourage volunteers and community groups to help peers who may face difficulty with digital access or literacy (NHS Digital, 2025). 
Moreover, the NHS app has had an impact on the way patients and healthcare professionals work together to deliver and produce services. The NHS has made efforts to use lived experiences to help develop services. For example, systems like “Always Events” and co-production frameworks show the importance of partnership with service users from underserved communities (NHS England, 2021). Case studies demonstrate the positive effect of co-producing an Always Event for people using and providing services, with 59% stating their Always Event had “definitely” enhancing patient experience (Ainley, Witwicki and King, 2021).
However, there are also limitations and inequalities to the community aspect of the NHS app. One significant concern is the notion that digital innovations may disproportionately advantage those already equipped with the resources and disadvantage those who don’t have resources. A study revealed that the rate of NHS app registrations was 34% lower in the most deprived areas compared to the least (Kc et al., 2024). Another key finding from this study was that practices with a higher number of white patients displayed more engagement compared to patients in more ethnically diverse locations (Kc et al., 2024). These findings indicate that despite the benefits of the NHS app, it may worsen existing inequalities if not integrated with personalised digital inclusion support. In rural areas, the problem of digital exclusion is exacerbated by poor internet connections and fewer local services. For example, the Dispensing Doctors’ Association has warned that if rural GP practices cannot support the required and relevant electronic features, then patient users in rural areas may be unable to gain access to the latest functionalities of the app, resulting in a rural exclusion risk (Colquhoun, 2025). Although the NHS app offers great potential to benefit community-based access and combine service user voices, its impact on the community highly depends on digital inclusion. For instance, if issues like device access, limited digital literacy, or poor connectivity aren’t resolved, then the benefits of the app may be unevenly distributed. This increases inequality rather than reducing it. The NHS app can improve public-health outcomes by supporting earlier access to care and improving continuity of treatment. Addressing digital inclusion barriers allows the app to contribute to reducing health inequalities and promoting healthier, more connected communities. 


[bookmark: _Toc212145707]Conclusion and Recommendations:

The NHS app, launched in 2018, is one of the most significant and efficient digital innovations within the last decade of UK health and social care (NHS England, 2019). Its features have transformed how patients, healthcare professionals, and communities interact with the NHS, delivering faster and better access to healthcare services. The report has revealed that the app has improved efficiency and safety within service delivery, decreased administrative workload, and encouraged patients to engage in self-management of their own health (Hadley, 2024). Furthermore, it has led to the development of new workforce roles such as digital champions as well as better integration of digital tools and skills across various healthcare contexts. However, the report illustrates several limitations. For example, staff have faced more training needs and some resistance to change, while technical and access problems continue to affect the consistency of the services. Also, for rural and deprived communities, unequal digital access exacerbates existing health inequalities. These challenges suggest that the benefits of the NHS app heavily depend on support, inclusive design, and useful policies. 
Some recommendations can be implemented to further improve the NHS app. One recommendation is to invest in workforce training to improve digital literacy amongst all staff so they can confidently support patients in utilising the NHS app (NHS Digital, 2025). A key barrier is limited protected training time, but this could be addressed through shared budgets between the NHS and local integrated care systems to fund better learning sessions. Another recommendation is to provide better devices and targeted outreach to those in deprived and rural areas. Moreover, encouraging co-production to ensure future app features cover diverse needs (NHS England, 2023). Involving service users in developing the app builds trust and ensures the features meet diverse community needs.  Also, it is beneficial to monitor and evaluate equity of access by utilising recent data analysis to identify groups that are underrepresented among users. This results in targeted inclusion efforts. A final improvement is to continue combining services such as hospital records and screening reminders to create the most effective form of all NHS interactions. Although this may be difficult due to funding for interoperability between different systems, this can be controlled through nationally coordinated infrastructure funding.
In conclusion, the NHS app successfully shows how an effective digital innovation can transform health and social care. Still, its full potential can be achieved through equity-focused and integrated approaches.
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