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The NHS App, launched in January 2019, is a secure digital platform that provides patients in England with convenient access to a wide range of NHS services via smartphones, tablets, or web browsers (NHS, 2023a). Acting as a digital “front door” to the NHS, the app allows users to book and manage GP appointments, order prescriptions, access parts of their GP health record, and use NHS 111 online for health advice (NHS Digital, 2023; NHS, 2023b). This innovation is significant because it improves patient access to healthcare services, increases efficiency in service delivery, and encourages patients to manage their own health, aligning with national priorities for a more digitally enabled health and care system (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022; 2025).
The Department of Health and Social Care’s 2022 plan for digital health and social care identified the NHS App as a central channel to support wellbeing and healthcare management, with a target of registering 75 percent of adults by March 2024 (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). The 2025 ten-year health plan for England further emphasises the app capabilities including appointment management, personalised patient interactions, and integration with a single patient record for comprehensive care management (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). These strategies highlight the NHS App as an essential tool in England’s drive toward digital health, aiming to enhance patient-centred care, reduce pressures on primary care services, and improve operational efficiency.
Given this strategic context and the scale of adoption, this report examines the impact of the NHS App on the workforce and patients. It focuses on changes to roles, digital skills, workflow, inequalities in access, and implications for future practice. The report also provides recommendations to improve adoption, usability, and equity, addressing both the opportunities and risks associated with digital health innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc222630740]Workforce
The introduction of the NHS App has reshaped workforce roles in primary care, particularly in administrative and clinical functions. Administrative staff have traditionally been responsible for tasks such as booking appointments, answering phone calls, and managing prescription requests. With the NHS App, these responsibilities are increasingly digitalised, requiring staff to guide patients through registration, identity verification, and troubleshooting app features (Reidy et al., 2025; NHS Digital, 2023). These tasks demand enhanced digital literacy, clear communication, and knowledge of data security procedures. Staff now act as digital facilitators, bridging the gap between technology and patients. This shift represents not merely a redistribution of tasks but a transformation in skill requirements, with greater emphasis on digital competence, problem-solving, and patient support in virtual environments.
Clinical staff have also experienced significant changes. The app requires monitoring secure messages, e-consultations, and digital appointment systems. While automation and digital communication reduce some routine administrative burden, these tasks introduce new responsibilities, including ensuring timely responses to messages, interpreting data from the app, and managing patient queries remotely (Reidy et al., 2025). These additional duties necessitate workflow redesign, with staff balancing digital interactions alongside traditional in-person care. In many practices, this has led to hybrid models of care delivery, combining face-to-face consultations with asynchronous digital communication. Although this can enhance accessibility and efficiency, it may also contribute to workload intensification if digital demand increases without corresponding workforce expansion.
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated workforce adaptation, forcing rapid upskilling and modification of operational procedures. Practices integrated app-based booking systems with existing workflows, implemented digital triage, and maintained secure patient communications (Reidy et al., 2025). Larger and better-resourced practices transitioned more smoothly than smaller or rural ones, highlighting that workforce readiness, digital infrastructure, and organisational capacity are key determinants of successful implementation. This variation reflects broader structural inequalities within primary care, where access to funding, IT support, and training opportunities significantly influences digital transformation outcomes.
As the NHS App evolves, workforce roles will require further adaptation. Future functionalities, such as direct messaging to care teams, integration with remote monitoring, and AI-assisted triage, will demand advanced skills in digital health management, data interpretation, and patient education (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). Workforce planning must therefore include structured training, career development in digital health, and ongoing support to ensure staff can maintain high-quality care while navigating digital systems. The Department of Health and Social Care (2022) emphasises the importance of building digital capability across the health workforce to support long-term transformation. Without investment in training and protected learning time, digital tools risk becoming an additional burden rather than an enabler of efficiency.
Digital inclusion also remains a critical workforce consideration. Staff frequently support patients who lack digital literacy, access to devices, or confidence in using online systems. Consequently, the anticipated reduction in administrative workload may not be fully realised, as staff time is redirected toward digital support and troubleshooting. This reinforces the need for clear role delineation, adequate staffing levels, and collaboration with community-based digital inclusion initiatives. Furthermore, concerns regarding data protection, cybersecurity, and patient confidentiality increase the governance responsibilities of both clinical and non-clinical staff.
[bookmark: _Toc222630741]Government reports suggest that greater uptake of the app’s existing features has resulted in millions of staff hours being saved, enabling frontline professionals to prioritise direct patient care instead of routine administrative duties such as appointment coordination and repeat prescription processing (UK Government, 2025). Furthermore, the use of NHS App messaging has lowered communication expenses and eased administrative pressures, with reported savings of over £1 million compared to conventional text messaging systems (NHS England, 2024). A qualitative evaluation of the national rollout also underscores the app’s potential to strengthen practice operations, while emphasising that continued optimisation and workforce engagement are necessary to ensure consistent benefits across healthcare settings (Reidy et al., 2025).
Patients and Service Users

The NHS App has significantly transformed how patients interact with healthcare services, offering benefits that support self-management, convenience, and proactive care. By providing digital access to appointments, prescriptions, and elements of health records, the app reduces the need for telephone or in-person contact, saving time for both patients and clinicians (NHS, 2023a; NHS Digital, 2023). Patients can track their medical history, monitor long-term conditions, and adhere more effectively to prescribed treatments. Features such as repeat prescription requests and automated medication reminders improve adherence, while digital appointment management reduces missed consultations, positively impacting clinical outcomes (NHS Digital, 2023).
The app also provides access to NHS 111 online, allowing patients to quickly obtain advice for symptoms and guidance on appropriate care pathways. This functionality may reduce unnecessary emergency department visits and support more efficient healthcare utilisation. Beyond clinical management, the app enables patients to manage data-sharing preferences, register organ donation decisions, and communicate securely with GP practices where supported, empowering patients to make informed decisions about their care (NHS Digital, 2023).
A key benefit of the NHS App is its role in preventive care. Features such as vaccination reminders, screening alerts, and personalised health notifications encourage users to proactively manage their health and reduce long-term risks. Patients with chronic conditions, including diabetes, hypertension, and asthma, can monitor trends in their medical records and medication adherence, supporting better management and outcomes over time (NHS Digital, 2023). By enabling continuous engagement with health information, the app helps shift care from reactive to preventive.
Despite these advantages, engagement varies across population groups. By December 2023, 33.6 million adults had downloaded the app, yet registration and active usage remain lower among socioeconomically deprived populations, older adults, and those with long-term health needs (NHS England, 2023; Kc et al., 2024). Higher engagement is reported in larger practices and among younger, predominantly White populations, suggesting that social factors which including age, ethnicity, and deprivation can affect digital adoption (Kc et al., 2024; JMIR, 2024). These disparities highlight the risk of widening health inequalities if digital inclusion is not actively promoted.
Usability is another factor influencing effectiveness. While appointment management and prescription ordering are highly valued, inconsistent feature availability and complex interfaces can limit utility for patients with lower digital literacy or complex healthcare needs (Reidy et al., 2025). Fragmented information and unclear instructions may create confusion, reducing overall effectiveness. Addressing these design and accessibility challenges is crucial to ensuring equitable benefits for all users.
Privacy and data security remain central concerns. The Data Protection Act 2018 sets standards for lawful processing, storage, and protection of health data, ensuring sensitive patient information is handled responsibly (UK Parliament, 2018). Nevertheless, patients may have limited awareness of how their data is used, and risks remain if devices are lost, shared, or compromised. Promoting safe device use, secure logins, and digital literacy is essential for safeguarding information and maintaining trust.
Survey evidence indicates strong user satisfaction. Over 78 percent of NHS App users engage with the platform, 81 percent find it easy to navigate, and 70 percent believe it improves their healthcare experience (Digital Coalition, 2024). The app facilitates preventive care, chronic disease management, and coordination across multiple services, enabling patients to take a more active role in their health.
However, potential risks include misinterpretation of information without professional guidance, over-reliance on digital self-management, and exclusion among certain groups. To mitigate these, the NHS App should be supported by patient education, alternative non-digital access, and interventions addressing digital literacy gaps (JMIR, 2024; Kc et al., 2024). Integrating technology with supportive measures can maximise benefits while minimising harms, promoting equitable, patient-centred care.
Overall, the NHS App is a transformative tool in modern healthcare delivery. It enables patients to manage appointments, medications, and health information efficiently, supports preventive care, and encourages self-management. Addressing challenges related to engagement, digital literacy, usability, and data security is essential to ensure equitable benefits. By combining technology with education and support, the NHS App can empower patients, reduce administrative burdens for clinicians, and contribute to a more efficient, inclusive healthcare system (NHS Digital, 2023; Kc et al., 2024).


[bookmark: _Toc222630742]Recommendations
Based on the evidence, three key recommendations are proposed to improve the adoption, accessibility, and effectiveness of the NHS App:
1. Enhance Patient Support and Guidance
To ensure patients can use the NHS App effectively, clear guidance and support resources should be provided. This includes in-app instructions, multilingual materials, and reassurances regarding data security and privacy. Research indicates that users frequently encounter difficulties understanding app features and navigating digital tools, highlighting the need for structured support (Digital Coalition, 2024). Potential barriers include patients struggling to access or comprehend guidance materials, particularly those with lower digital literacy. A systematic review found that visual-based interventions (e.g., videos, diagrams) significantly improved patients’ comprehension of health-related information compared with only oral or written content, especially where health literacy was a barrier (Galmarini, Marciano & Schulz, 2024). Hence why these challenges can be mitigated by providing simple, visual instructions, multilingual resources, and accessible online help sections, allowing patients to independently access information and navigate the app with confidence.  
2. Target Engagement for Diverse Patient Groups
To reduce inequalities in adoption, targeted engagement initiatives should be implemented for populations with lower uptake, such as older adults, socioeconomically deprived groups, and patients with lower digital literacy. Evidence demonstrates that registration and use of the NHS App are significantly lower among these groups, highlighting the need for outreach and support (JMIR, 2024). Potential barriers include limited access to devices or the internet and lack of confidence in using digital technology. Solutions include partnering with community organisations, libraries, and local health initiatives to provide digital access points and training, as well as offering alternative non-digital methods for managing appointments or prescriptions.
3. Improve Usability and Accessibility of App Features
The NHS App should be enhanced through consistent design and a user-centred approach to ensure accessibility for all patients. NHS England emphasises that user-centred design is critical to overcoming barriers and improving engagement with digital health tools (NHS England, 2023). Challenges include variability in patients’ abilities, preferences, and familiarity with digital technology, which may affect usability. Addressing these issues requires iterative testing and feedback sessions with patients from diverse backgrounds. Incorporating user input into design decisions ensures that features are intuitive, clear, and meet the practical needs of different populations.

[bookmark: _Toc222630743]Conclusion
The NHS App has fundamentally changed healthcare delivery by reshaping workforce roles and enhancing patient access. Staff now require digital skills, workflow adjustments, and training to manage new responsibilities, while patients benefit from improved convenience, autonomy, and control over their health. Usability challenges, inequalities in adoption, and potential data security risks remain significant. Implementing clear guidance, targeted engagement, and user-centred design can address these challenges and support equitable, effective, and patient-focused digital healthcare (Digital Coalition, 2024; JMIR, 2024; NHS England, 2023).
By prioritising inclusive access, patient education, and support for digital literacy, the NHS App can continue to improve health outcomes, empower patients, and enhance self-management while mitigating risks associated with digital health tools. Strategic workforce development and engagement with patients from diverse backgrounds will be essential to achieving the full benefits of this digital innovation.
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