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Dear England Decision Maker,

I am proposing Digital Health Connect, an innovative smartphone application designed to reduce digital exclusion and improve equitable access to NHS healthcare services. Although digital healthcare has transformed the way patients book appointments, order repeat prescriptions and access health information, many people remain unable to benefit from these services because of limited digital skills, language barriers or a lack of confidence using technology. NHS England recognises digital exclusion as a significant contributor to health inequalities and estimates that around 10 million adults in the UK lack basic digital skills, with older adults, people with disabilities and those on lower incomes being disproportionately affected.

Digital exclusion is no longer simply a technology issue; it is a healthcare issue. As the NHS continues to expand digital services, it is essential that everyone can access them regardless of age, disability, income or digital ability. Good Things Foundation (2024) highlights that people who are digitally excluded are also more likely to experience poorer health outcomes and face additional barriers when accessing healthcare. Without targeted interventions, digital transformation risks widening existing health inequalities rather than reducing them.

Digital Health Connect has been developed to address these challenges while supporting the NHS’s ambition to deliver more accessible, person-centred care. Rather than replacing existing NHS services, the application would complement them by providing one easy-to-use platform where patients can book GP appointments, request repeat prescriptions, receive personalised medication reminders and access reliable health information written in plain language. To improve accessibility, the application would also include multilingual translation options, enabling people whose first language is not English to understand healthcare information more confidently and communicate more effectively with healthcare services. These features directly support NHS England’s recommendations for inclusive digital healthcare and accessible service design.

One of the most important components of my proposal is the introduction of Digital Health Champions. These trained volunteers or staff members would provide practical support within GP surgeries, libraries and community centres, helping individuals learn how to use the application and develop confidence when accessing online healthcare services. NHS England and Good Things Foundation identify trusted community support as one of the most effective methods of overcoming digital exclusion, particularly among vulnerable and underserved populations.

I believe this innovation is particularly relevant because the NHS is continuing its digital transformation while recognising that inclusion must remain a priority. Digital services improve efficiency and convenience for many patients, but only if they are designed around the needs of the entire population. By combining accessible technology with community-based digital support, Digital Health Connect would help improve patient engagement, increase confidence in using NHS digital services and promote greater independence in managing long-term health conditions. Ultimately, my proposal aims to ensure that digital healthcare becomes more equitable, allowing every patient, not only those who are already digitally confident, to benefit from the opportunities created by technological innovation. This approach aligns closely with current NHS priorities to reduce health inequalities through inclusive digital healthcare.

To successfully implement Digital Health Connect, I would adopt a phased implementation approach to ensure the application is accessible, effective and responsive to users’ needs. During the first phase, I would work collaboratively with software developers, NHS digital teams, healthcare professionals and representatives from the target population to design an application that is user-friendly and inclusive. Involving patients throughout the design process would help ensure that the application meets the needs of those most at risk of digital exclusion while supporting person-centred care, in line with recommendations from the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2021). The second phase would involve pilot testing within selected GP surgeries and community settings to evaluate usability, accessibility and patient satisfaction. Feedback gathered during this stage would be used to refine the application before wider implementation. Following successful evaluation, the application would be launched nationally alongside a public awareness campaign delivered through GP surgeries, libraries, community centres and NHS digital platforms (Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England, 2022).

The implementation timeline would be completed over twelve months. Months 1–3 would focus on stakeholder consultation, application design and software development. Months 4–6 would involve pilot testing, staff training and patient evaluation. Months 7–9 would be used to refine the application based on user feedback and strengthen accessibility features. Months 10–12 would involve national rollout, supported by continuous monitoring and evaluation to ensure that the application continues to meet users’ needs and inform future improvements.

Successful implementation would require collaboration between several key stakeholders. NHS England would provide strategic leadership, while Integrated Care Systems (ICSs), GP surgeries and community pharmacies would support local implementation. Partnerships with organisations such as Good Things Foundation would help deliver Digital Health Champion programmes, providing practical support for individuals who lack confidence using digital technology. Software developers, cybersecurity specialists and accessibility experts would ensure that the application remains secure, reliable and compliant with national standards. Resources required would include funding for software development, staff training, Digital Health Champion programmes, public awareness campaigns and ongoing technical maintenance. Greenhalgh et al. (2017) emphasise that successful digital health innovations depend not only on technology but also on organisational readiness, collaboration and continuous user engagement.

Digital Health Connect would also need to comply with relevant legislation and professional standards. Patient information must be processed in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018 to ensure confidentiality and lawful processing of personal data. The application should also comply with the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No. 2) Accessibility Regulations 2018, ensuring that people with disabilities can use digital services effectively. Furthermore, implementation aligns with the NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019), which promotes digitally enabled healthcare while emphasising the importance of reducing health inequalities.

I believe Digital Health Connect is both valuable and feasible because it builds upon existing NHS digital services rather than replacing them. This approach makes implementation more feasible while supporting current NHS priorities for digital transformation. Potential barriers include limited digital literacy, funding constraints, language differences and resistance to adopting new technology. However, these challenges can be addressed through accessible design, multilingual support, Digital Health Champions and ongoing staff training. Mair et al. (2012) found that successful implementation of e-health systems depends on organisational readiness, user engagement and integration into existing healthcare services. Similarly, the World Health Organisation (2019) states that digital health interventions are most effective when they strengthen, rather than replace, existing health services.

Looking ahead, Digital Health Connect could be expanded by integrating additional language options, wearable device compatibility and personalised health management tools for people living with long-term conditions. I urge NHS England to support the development, pilot testing and national implementation of Digital Health Connect. By investing in an inclusive digital solution that combines accessible technology with community-based support, we can reduce digital exclusion, improve access to healthcare and ensure that digital transformation benefits every patient, regardless of their digital ability or personal circumstances.

References

Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England (2022) A plan for digital health and social care. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care
Good Things Foundation (2024) The digital divide. Available at: https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/the-digital-divide/
Google Fonts (n.d.) Material Symbols. Available at: https://fonts.google.com/icons
Greenhalgh, T., Wherton, J., Papoutsi, C., Lynch, J., Hughes, G., A’Court, C., Hinder, S., Fahy, N., Procter, R. and Shaw, S. (2017) ‘Beyond adoption: A new framework for theorizing and evaluating non-adoption, abandonment, and challenges to the scale-up, spread, and sustainability of health and care technologies’, Journal of Medical Internet Research, 19(11), e367.
Mair, F.S., May, C., O’Donnell, C., Finch, T., Sullivan, F. and Murray, E. (2012) ‘Factors that promote or inhibit the implementation of e-health systems: An explanatory systematic review’, Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 90(5), pp. 357–364.
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2021) Shared decision making (NG197). Available at: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng197
NHS England (2019) The NHS Long Term Plan. Available at: https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/
NHS England (2023) Inclusive digital healthcare: A framework for NHS action on digital inclusion. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/inclusive-digital-healthcare-a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-digital-inclusion/
OpenAI (2026) AI-generated image created using ChatGPT.
Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No. 2) Accessibility Regulations 2018. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/952/contents/made
UK Parliament (2018) Data Protection Act 2018. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/12/contents
World Health Organization (2019) WHO guideline: Recommendations on digital interventions for health system strengthening. Geneva: World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241550505

image1.png
Digital Health Connect
Connecting People. Improving Health. Strengthening

Communities.
An all-in-one digital health platform that reduces health inequalities and makes
healthcare simpler, faster and more accessible for everyone.
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Why is this innovation needed?

The NHS is increasingly delivering healthcare through
digital services such as the NHS app, online GP
appointments and electronic prescriptions. While
these developments improve efficiency, not everyone
can access or use digital healthcare confidently,
creating barriers for many patients (NHS England,
2023).

Around 10 million adults in the UK are estimated to

lack foundation-level digital skills (NHS England,

2023).

« Approximately 15% of UK adults (around 7.9
million people) lack Foundation Digital Skills,
limiting their ability to use essential online services
(Good Things Foundation, 2024).

+ Around 7% of UK households do not have home
internet access, creating further barriers to
accessing digital healthcare (NHS England, 2023).

People at greatest risk of digital exclusion include:

« Older adults

+ People with disabilities

*  Low-income households

« People experiencing homelessness

* Refugees and asylum seekers

+ People with long-term health conditions (NHS
England, 2023).

Digital Health Connect would use
mobile technology to provide users with
convenient access to healthcare

servic

es through a smartphone

application. Digital communication

platforms, including NHS websites and
social media, would support promotion
of the app and increase awareness
among target populations. Accessibility
features such as multilingual support
and plain-la guage content would hel
improve digit: mchsnon (NHS Engla
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Digital Health Connect is a free
smartphone application designed to
reduce digital exclusion by improving
access to healthcare for vulnerable
populations across the UK. The app
provides an accessible and user-friendly
platform that helps patients confidently
access NHS digital services, promoting
greater independence and reducing
barriers to care (NHS England, 2023)

Key Features

« Simple GP appointment booking

* Repeat prescription requests

* Medication reminders

* Multi-language translation

+ Easy-to-understand NHS health
information

* Access to Digital Health Champions
for additional support

Who will benefit?

Digital Health Connect is designed to support

individuals who are at greater risk of digital

exclusion, including

* Older adults

* People with disabilities

* Low-income households

* People experiencing homelessness

* Refugees and asylum seekers

* People with long-term health conditions
(NHS England, 2023)

Impact

Digital Health Connect aims to

* Improve access to healthcare services

* Reduce digital exclusion

* Promote health equality

* Increase digital confidence

« Support independent self-management

* Improve patient engagement with NHS
services (NHS England, 2023; Department of
Health and Social Care, 2022)

The app would be promoted through:
* GP surgeries

+ Community centers

* Libraries

* NHS websites

* Local authority campaigns

+ Sodal media platforms

This multi-channel approach would help ensure
that vulnerable populations are aware of Digital
Health Connect and understand how to access
and use the app.




