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Research Proposal
Introduction, Review Question and Objectives


The rapid digitalisation of healthcare delivery across UK primary care has significantly transformed how patients access services. Online consultation systems, remote triage platforms and mobile health applications have become embedded within general practice, particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic. While digital innovation aims to improve efficiency, accessibility and workforce sustainability, concerns have emerged regarding digital exclusion and widening health inequalities.

Review Question:
What is the impact of digital exclusion on access to NHS primary care services in the United Kingdom?

Objectives:

1. To map existing peer-reviewed evidence examining digital exclusion in UK primary care.
2. To identify demographic groups disproportionately affected by digital barriers.
3. To examine the reported impact on service utilisation, patient access and health inequalities.
4. To identify gaps in the evidence base to inform future policy and practice.






Rationale


Digital transformation remains central to the strategic priorities of NHS England (2023), particularly in response to rising service demand and workforce pressures. However, digital-first models may unintentionally disadvantage individuals who lack access to digital devices, internet connectivity or essential digital literacy skills.

Data from the Office for National Statistics (2022) indicate that a substantial proportion of UK adults lack basic digital skills, with older adults and socioeconomically deprived groups disproportionately affected. Emerging evidence suggests that digital exclusion may limit timely access to primary care services and exacerbate pre-existing health inequalities (Watts, 2020). Furthermore, the Department of Health and Social Care (2022) emphasises that digital innovation must be inclusive to avoid reinforcing disparities in healthcare access.

Given the continued expansion of remote consultation models within NHS primary care, there is a clear need to systematically map the breadth and nature of existing research. A scoping review is appropriate as it enables comprehensive exploration of available evidence, identification of key concepts, and clarification of research gaps (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005).




Methods


This study will adopt the scoping review framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). A systematic search strategy will be conducted across CINAHL, MEDLINE, PubMed and Scopus databases. Peer-reviewed primary and secondary studies published in English from 2015 onwards will be included to reflect the period of accelerated digital expansion in UK healthcare.

Search terms will include combinations of “digital exclusion,” “digital divide,” “primary care,” “general practice,” “access,” and “United Kingdom.” Inclusion criteria will focus on UK-based studies examining digital access within NHS primary care settings. Studies unrelated to UK practice or not focused on primary care will be excluded. Data will be extracted using a structured charting form and analysed thematically to identify patterns, barriers and outcomes.




Ethical Considerations


As this research involves secondary analysis of publicly available peer-reviewed literature, formal ethical approval is not required. However, ethical principles including transparency, accurate representation of findings, avoidance of plagiarism and adherence to UWTSD Harvard referencing guidelines will be strictly maintained. Efforts will be made to minimise selection bias and ensure balanced reporting of evidence.
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