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Research Topic: NHS Digital Care: Risks and Opportunities

Introduction

NHS digital care involves the use of data and technology to improve healthcare delivery, enabling faster access to services and better clinical decision-making. It creates opportunities such as improved efficiency and patient outcomes through integrated digital systems. However, risks include data security concerns, system failures, and digital exclusion, which may widen inequalities. Ensuring safe implementation and equal access is essential for effective digital transformation in healthcare (NHS England, 2024).


Problem Statement

NHS digital care refers to the use of digital technologies, data systems, and online platforms to improve healthcare delivery across England. It offers significant opportunities, including increased efficiency, faster access to services such as online consultations, and improved clinical decision-making through real-time patient data (NHS England, 2024). Digital tools also support better coordination between healthcare providers, helping to reduce delays and improve patient outcomes.
 However, there are important risks. Data security and privacy breaches are major concerns due to the growing use of electronic health records. System failures or poorly implemented technologies can impact patient safety and disrupt care delivery (NHS England, 2021). In addition, digital exclusion remains a challenge, as some individuals—particularly older adults, people with low income, and those lacking digital skills—may struggle to access online healthcare services, increasing health inequalities (NHS Transformation Unit, 2025).
Several groups are affected by NHS digital care. Patients benefit from improved access and convenience but may face barriers due to digital exclusion. Healthcare professionals depend on digital systems for accurate information; however, inadequate training or inefficient systems can increase workload and stress. Healthcare organisations and policymakers are responsible for ensuring that digital systems are safe, secure, and inclusive.
This issue matters because digital transformation is essential for the future sustainability of the NHS. While it can enhance quality and efficiency, failing to address risks such as inequality, safety, and data protection could reduce trust in healthcare services and negatively impact patient outcomes. Therefore, balancing innovation with safety and accessibility is crucial (NHS England, 2024; NHS England, 2021; NHS Transformation Unit, 2025).



Justification

NHS digital care has been widely discussed in policy reports, academic studies, and government publications, each offering insights into its risks and opportunities. A key credible source is the NHS Confederation (2025) report, which outlines how digital transformation aims to improve efficiency, patient outcomes, and service integration. The report highlights opportunities such as the use of artificial intelligence, data-driven decision-making, and personalised care. It also emphasises leadership and system-wide adoption as essential for success. This source is useful because it provides a strategic overview of NHS policy and aligns digital transformation with long-term healthcare goals. It strongly supports the topic by explaining how digital care can modernise healthcare systems and improve service delivery. However, it is more policy-focused and lacks detailed empirical evidence on patient outcomes.
Another important source is the UK Parliament Health and Social Care Committee report (2023), which critically examines both benefits and risks. It identifies opportunities such as faster and more convenient access to care but also highlights risks including data breaches, loss of human interaction, and digital exclusion. This source is particularly valuable because it presents a balanced and evidence-informed perspective, drawing on expert testimony. It supports the topic by clearly outlining real-world concerns that may limit the effectiveness of digital healthcare. Its strength lies in its critical analysis, but it may not fully capture recent technological advancements such as AI developments after 2023.
Additionally, NHS England’s (2023) framework on digital inclusion focuses on ensuring equitable access to digital healthcare. It emphasises that digital transformation must be inclusive and supported by collaboration across sectors to reduce health inequalities. This source is useful because it highlights the social impact of digital care, particularly on vulnerable populations. It supports the topic by demonstrating that opportunities in digital healthcare can only be realised if barriers such as lack of digital skills and access are addressed. However, it focuses mainly on inclusion and less on technical risks such as cybersecurity. impact of digital care, particularly on vulnerable populations. It supports the topic by demonstrating that opportunities in digital healthcare can only be realised if barriers such as lack of digital skills and access are addressed. However, it focuses mainly on inclusion and less on technical risks such as cybersecurity.
Academic research, such as Cresswell (2024), provides further insight by analysing large-scale NHS digitalisation efforts. It identifies key lessons, including the importance of learning from past failures and addressing implementation challenges. This source is valuable because it offers evidence-based analysis and highlights why many digital initiatives fail to achieve their intended outcomes. It supports the topic by linking risks (e.g., poor implementation) with missed opportunities. However, it may be limited by its focus on specific case studies rather than system-wide evaluation.
Despite the range of literature, there are gaps in current research. Many sources focus on policy and strategy rather than long-term patient outcomes. There is also limited research on the impact of emerging technologies such as AI and machine learning in real clinical settings. Furthermore, issues like digital exclusion are recognised but not fully explored in terms of practical solutions. More up-to-date, empirical, and patient-centred research is needed to fully understand the balance between risks and opportunities in NHS digital care.

















Research Methodologies

Quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods are three main approaches used in research to collect and analyse data.

Quantitative research focuses on numbers and measurable data. It is used to identify patterns, relationships or trends through statistical analysis (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This method often involves surveys, experiments or structured observations. For example, a study measuring how many NHS patients use digital health apps each month, and analysing the data using percentages or graphs, would be quantitative. It is useful because it produces clear, objective results that can be generalised to larger populations.

Qualitative research, on the other hand, focuses on understanding people’s experiences, opinions and behaviours. It uses non-numerical data such as interviews, focus groups or open-ended questions (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). For instance, interviewing patients about their experiences using online GP services would be qualitative. This approach is valuable because it provides deeper insight into attitudes and feelings, which numbers alone cannot explain.

Mixed method research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches in one study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This allows researchers to gain a more complete understanding of a topic. For example, a study on NHS digital care might collect survey data on how many people use digital services (quantitative) and conduct interviews to explore patient experiences (qualitative). This method is useful because it balances statistical evidence with detailed personal insights.



Overview of Primary and Secondary Data Collection

Primary and secondary data collection are two different ways of gathering information in research. Primary data is collected directly by the researcher for a specific purpose. This can include methods such as interviews, questionnaires or surveys. 

On the other hand, secondary data refers to information that has already been collected by other people, such as government reports, academic journals or official websites. This type of data is easier and quicker to access, but it may not always fully match the research topic.

In this research on NHS digital care, I mainly used secondary data. I used sources like NHS England, the NHS Confederation and the UK Parliament which are all published reports and not data I collected myself.

One advantage of using secondary data is that it is usually reliable, especially when it comes from trusted organisations. It also saves time. However, a challenge is that the data might not be completely specific to my topic, and I have no control over how it was collected. This means I must carefully choose credible sources.



Conclusion

Overall, this research shows that digital care in the NHS offers significant opportunities to improve efficiency, patient outcomes and access to services. Technologies such as electronic records and digital apps can support faster, more personalised care. However, there are also important risks, including cybersecurity threats, system failures and digital exclusion, which may widen inequalities. The findings highlight that while digital transformation is essential for the future of healthcare, its success depends on careful planning, investment and inclusive implementation to ensure that all patients and staff can benefit safely and effectively.
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