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 Introduction 
Digital innovation has become increasingly important within UK health and social care, helping organisations improve efficiency, communication and patient access to services. One significant example is the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS)) App, which was publicly rolled out in 2019 to provide patients with digital access to healthcare services, including GP appointments, repeat prescriptions and aspects of their medical records (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England, 2019). Its introduction reflects the wider ambition to develop a digitally enabled health and social care system, with technology recognised as an important part of improving service delivery and patient access (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).
This report critically evaluates the impact of the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App on two key areas: the workforce and patient/service user experience. From a workforce perspective, it examines how the app influences staff responsibilities, administrative workload, digital skills and the way professionals support patients. Digital transformation can create opportunities to improve efficiency, but staff may also require additional training and technical support to adapt to new systems (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England, 2019; Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). From the patient/service user perspective, the report explores the benefits of convenience, independence and access to health information, while considering challenges such as digital exclusion, accessibility and privacy (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England, 2023). By examining both positive and negative outcomes, the report evaluates whether the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App supports more efficient, inclusive and patient-centred healthcare across the UK.
Workforce 
The NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App creates an important tension between its potential to reduce routine administrative work and the additional responsibilities involved in implementing and supporting a digital service. The intended benefit is that patients can complete straightforward activities themselves, such as ordering repeat prescriptions or managing appointments, potentially reducing unnecessary contact with GP practices. This reflects the wider NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) ambition to use digital technology to create more efficient services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). 
NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital's pilot research provides evidence supporting this positive view. During the pilot, there was no noticeable negative impact on participating practices, and reception staff were enthusiastic about promoting the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App to patients (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019a). Staff also became more confident in promoting the app after receiving demonstrations or using a test account themselves. This suggests that workforce confidence can influence whether digital innovation becomes successfully embedded into everyday practice.
However, the same evidence demonstrates that introducing the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App did not simply remove work. GP practices needed to understand new procedures, support patients with registration and learn how appointment information was displayed. Some practices also experienced delays because promoting the app required staff to work with existing systems and communication processes (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019a). This suggests that digital transformation can initially redistribute workload rather than eliminate it.
This creates the first critical friction. Although the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App can potentially reduce repetitive administrative tasks, staff still need to support patients who experience difficulties. Therefore, efficiency depends on whether staff receive adequate training and whether the application integrates effectively with existing working practices.
The A Plan for Digital Health and Social Care supports the importance of digital skills, stating that successful transformation requires general digital literacy, specialist skills and digital leadership across the health and social care workforce (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). This demonstrates that technology cannot be separated from the people expected to use and support it.
NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital's evidence is particularly useful because it provides a frontline perspective. Staff were not strongly resistant to the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App; instead, many were positive about it. Nevertheless, the evidence also shows that staff required clear guidance, demonstrations and information about how to support patients (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019a). The issue is therefore less about whether staff accept technology and more about whether organisations give them the resources required to use it effectively.
The “so what?” is that the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App should not be viewed simply as a technological replacement for existing administrative work. It changes the nature of staff responsibilities. Some routine tasks can be transferred to patients, but staff may become responsible for supporting people who cannot use the application independently. If this additional responsibility is not recognised, the expected efficiency benefits may be reduced.
Overall, the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App has had a positive but conditional workforce impact. It can support efficiency and patient self-service, but these benefits depend on appropriate training, communication and implementation. The strongest judgement is therefore that the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App represents a workforce transformation rather than simply an IT improvement. NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) organisations should ensure that staff are properly prepared so that digital innovation supports their roles rather than creating additional pressure.
Patient/Service User 
For patients and service users, the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App has the potential to make healthcare more convenient and give people greater control over routine aspects of their care. However, the main tension is between greater convenience for digitally confident patients and the possibility of excluding people who experience digital barriers.
NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital's pilot research provides evidence of significant patient interest. During the pilot, 64% of people who registered for the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App had never previously registered for an online service connected to their GP practice (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019b). This suggests that the app encouraged some patients to engage with digital healthcare for the first time. Users also reported that the application was easy to navigate, while repeat prescription ordering was considered particularly useful (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019b). 
This represents a clear benefit because patients can complete routine tasks without necessarily contacting their GP practice. Digital access can provide greater independence and convenience, particularly for people who find telephone contact difficult or who need to manage healthcare outside traditional opening times.
However, the same NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital research provides evidence that challenges this positive picture. Patients reported that appointment availability did not always meet their expectations. Some users found that few appointments were available or that the appointment information was difficult to understand because of professional terminology and abbreviations (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019b). This demonstrates a significant difference between digital access and actual access to healthcare. An app can make the process of searching for an appointment easier, but it cannot create additional appointments when demand exceeds capacity.
This is important to the critical evaluation because it shows that technology cannot solve every problem within healthcare. If there are insufficient appointments, making them available through an app does not necessarily improve the patient's underlying access to care. Similarly, if appointment names contain terminology that patients do not understand, the technology may create confusion.
There is also a wider concern around digital exclusion. NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England's Inclusive Digital Healthcare framework states that digital approaches should complement non-digital services and recognises that the benefits of digital healthcare are not equally accessible to everyone. In 2023, NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England reported that around 7% of households did not have home internet access, while also identifying affordability, digital skills and confidence as barriers (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England, 2023). 
This creates a significant ethical issue. If the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) increasingly expects patients to use applications for routine healthcare, people without reliable internet access, appropriate devices or digital confidence could find themselves disadvantaged. This may affect older people, people experiencing poverty, individuals with disabilities and others who require additional support. Therefore, increasing NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App use should not automatically be interpreted as evidence that healthcare has become more accessible.
The NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App also raises questions about privacy and trust because patients can access personal health information through the application. NICE's Evidence Standards Framework states that digital health technologies should meet relevant safety and quality standards and that appropriate evidence should support their use (NICE, 2022). For patients, this means that convenience must be balanced with confidence that personal information is secure and that digital services are dependable.
The evidence therefore presents two different sides. NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital's pilot demonstrates that patients appreciated the app's design and valued functions such as prescription ordering and access to medical records. However, NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) England's digital inclusion evidence demonstrates that digital healthcare does not automatically benefit everyone equally. These findings are not contradictory; rather, they demonstrate that the patient experience depends on individual circumstances.
The “so what?” is that the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App has improved convenience and patient empowerment, but these benefits should not be confused with universal accessibility. A patient with a suitable device, reliable internet connection and good digital skills may find the application extremely useful. Another patient may experience it as an additional barrier.
Overall, the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App can be considered a positive but incomplete success for patients and service users. It provides greater independence and convenience for many users, but the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) must ensure that digital innovation does not replace alternative forms of access. Telephone, face-to-face and other non-digital routes should remain available, while patients who require assistance should receive appropriate digital support.
Critical Evaluation 
The evidence from the workforce and patient/service-user lenses demonstrates that the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App cannot be judged simply as either a success or failure. Its impact is more complex because the same innovation can create benefits for one group while creating challenges for another.
From the workforce perspective, NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital's pilot evidence presents a positive picture. Staff were willing to promote the app and no significant negative impact on practices was identified during the pilot (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019a). However, staff still required guidance, training and time to integrate the application into existing processes. This means that efficiency is dependent on effective implementation rather than the technology itself.
From the patient perspective, the evidence is similarly mixed. Patients valued the convenience of prescription ordering and access to health information, and the app encouraged people who had not previously used online GP services to engage digitally (NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) Digital, 2019b). However, problems with appointment availability, confusing terminology and digital exclusion demonstrate that convenience does not automatically mean equal access.
The overall critical judgement is therefore that the NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) App is a valuable digital innovation with significant benefits, but its success is conditional. Its effectiveness depends on staff support, accessible design and maintaining non-digital alternatives. The NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE (NHS) should judge its success not only by adoption and usage but by whether it improves healthcare without increasing inequalities.
Conclusion and Recommendations
Overall, the National Health Service App demonstrates both the benefits and challenges of digital transformation in UK health and social care. From a workforce perspective, it can reduce routine administrative tasks and release staff time, while patients and service users benefit from convenient access to appointments, repeat prescriptions and health information. However, these benefits do not automatically translate into improved experiences for everyone. While digital services may reduce pressure on staff, employees may face additional responsibilities supporting patients who struggle with the technology. Similarly, although the app encourages patient independence, digital exclusion, accessibility barriers and privacy concerns can prevent some individuals from benefiting fully. This highlights a gap between the intended advantages of digital healthcare and the experiences of people using and delivering these services.
On balance, the National Health Service App can be considered a positive digital innovation, but its success depends on how inclusively and effectively it is implemented. Technology alone cannot guarantee better care without appropriate staff support and consideration of individual patient needs.
To improve its effectiveness, healthcare organisations should provide regular digital training for staff, establish accessible support for patients and maintain telephone and face-to-face alternatives. Policymakers should also monitor patient satisfaction, workforce workload and inequalities in digital access to identify where improvements are needed. These measures would help ensure that digital transformation strengthens healthcare delivery without disadvantaging vulnerable patients or placing unnecessary pressure on staff.
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