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Research Proposal

Digital technologies are increasingly used across the United Kingdom to deliver health and social care services. Examples include the NHS App, online appointment booking, repeat prescription requests, remote consultations and electronic communication with healthcare professionals. While these developments can improve efficiency and convenience, they may disadvantage individuals who lack access to technology or the skills to use it effectively. Digital exclusion refers to the inability to access, afford or confidently use digital devices and online services (NHS England, 2023). Older adults are among the groups most affected by this issue.
The review question for this study is: How does digital exclusion affect older adults’ access to health and social care services in the United Kingdom? The objectives are: (1) to identify barriers older adults face when using digital health and social care services; (2) to examine how digital exclusion influences access to care and contributes to health inequalities; and (3) to identify strategies that may reduce digital exclusion and improve service accessibility.
This topic is important because the UK government and NHS are expanding digital healthcare to improve efficiency and reduce pressure on services. However, many older adults experience low digital confidence, limited internet access, financial constraints and age-related sensory or cognitive difficulties (Age UK, 2025). These barriers may prevent individuals from booking appointments, accessing medical information or communicating effectively with professionals. As a result, digital exclusion may increase loneliness, reduce independence and widen existing health inequalities (Xue et al., 2026). This issue is highly relevant to health and social care professionals, who have a responsibility to promote equal access to services and person-centred care.
This study will use a scoping review methodology following Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and later methodological guidance by Levac, Colquhoun and O’Brien (2010). Searches will be conducted in PubMed, CINAHL ,Google Scholar and university library using terms such as “digital exclusion”, “older adults”, “healthcare access” and “United Kingdom”. Peer-reviewed studies published in English between 2019 and 2026 will be included. Data will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify common patterns and themes.
As this is a secondary review of published studies, formal ethical approval is not required. However, ethical principles such as accurate reporting, appropriate referencing, transparency and avoidance of plagiarism will be followed throughout the study.
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