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introduction
Digital transformation has been one‌ of the most important developments within modern healthcare systems․ All over the world‚ more and more healthcare organisations are using digital technologies with the goal to improve patient care‚ bring‌ down costs‚ increase efficiency and support communications․ The NHS has identified digital as key to‌ the modernization of the health service in the UK․ A decade of increased adoption‌ of digital technologies in health and social care has been followed by the COVID-19 pandemic‚ which highlighted the importance of remote access to health services and the use of digital channels to communicate with patients.
One of such acts of digitalisation in the UK was the introduction of the NHS App in 2018․ It enables patients‌ in England to access some of their health services through their mobile devices․ It can be used to book appointments with doctors‚ order‌ repeat prescriptions‚ check medical records‚ obtain health advice and communicate with healthcare staff (NHS England‚ 2024). During the COVID-19 pandemic‚‌ the app was used for vaccine passports and public health messaging‚ increasing its uptake across the UK (DHSC‚ 2022), and this based on the choice of workforce and service delivery.
Introduction of NHS APP
Digital transformation is the integration of digital technology into all areas of a healthcare system․ In the UK‚ digital healthcare is one of the government's top priorities for a variety of reasons‚ including increased demand and pressure on NHS services‚ staff shortages‚ increasing costs and the increasing number of patients․ The NHS Long Term Plan sets out that digital innovation will be key to creating a more sustainable health system.
Digital health technologies‚ such as electronic health records‚ telemedicine‚ artificial intelligence‚ wearable health technology and mobile health apps‚ are being used in health and social care․ Mobile health technologies are digital mobile health applications that assist health care delivery‚ assessment‚ and management‚ using smartphones and other digital mobile devices (Marston et al․‚ 2020). The aim of mHealth technologies is to ease patient engagement‚ convenience‚ and self-management of health conditions․
The app is part of wider NHS policies and strategies around digital healthcare‚ including the "Data Saves Lives" strategy and NHS digital transformation programs‚ and exists to improve the connectivity of patients and healthcare services and relieve pressure on the healthcare system․ As part of the ambition of the NHS to develop more efficient and personalized care‚ the app allows patients to have some degree of control over their care․ (DHSC‚ 2022).
Digital transformation increases access to healthcare for patients by enabling healthcare services to be delivered remotely․ This was particularly clear during the COVID-19 pandemic when global healthcare services did not have as many in person visits‚ highlighting the benefits of digitalization with faster communication processes‚ improved healthcare record management‚ and a reduction in administrative workload (Nuffield Trust‚ 2022).
However, there are concerns that not everyone would be able to access digital health transformation as there maybe persons without access to smartphone‚ internet access‚ or the digital literacy skills to use them․ Older adults‚ low-income individuals‚ individuals in rural areas‚ and people with disabilities are groups that may struggle to take advantage of digital health. Cybersecurity and data privacy concerns persist a barrier to public trust in digital health solutions․
A Critical Evaluation of the NHS App
Impact on Workforce
The app has had some impact on the health care workforce in the UK․ One of the benefits has been to reduce the administrative burden on the healthcare workforce‚ as historically‚ it had been necessary to book appointments in person‚ via paper or over the telephone at GP surgeries and hospitals․ The NHS App allows patients to book appointments and order medication‚ freeing up time for staff members (NHS Digital‚ 2023).
Communication benefits may include improved communication between clinicians and patients․ Additional benefits include improved access to patient information‚ better decision-making‚ continuity of care‚ and reduced duplication․ Digitalisation of healthcare may allow for improved scheduling and allocate more time for healthcare professionals to spend with the patient and have a more efficient workflow․ Another meaningful impact on the workforce is that healthcare professionals now require digital literacy skills to use the newly introduced digital healthcare technology․ In response to this‚ the Topol Review published in 2019 highlighted the need for training and development to equip the healthcare workforce with the knowledge and skills needed for a digital future and also new roles‚ including digital health and informatics roles‚ are being created in the NHS․
Research suggests that healthcare professionals may experience frustration, stress and increased workload when adapting to new digital technologies, particularly during implementation periods when staff must learn new systems while continuing to deliver patient care (Tawfik et al., 2021; Oliveira et al., 2024)․ Older staff and those with lower digital literacy may not feel confident using technology related to healthcare․ According to Baines et al․ (2021) digital transformation can result in additional workload during implementation periods‚ as healthcare workers must learn to use the technology while continuing to deliver their clinical services․
Technical problems can also interrupt employee productivity‚ where system outages‚ limited internet access and software application errors prevent the delivery of patient care․ In contrast‚ some other clinicians claim the provision of digital health care merely replaces human interactions between healthcare providers and patients in the first place․ A large aspect of patient-centred care is communication and relationships and some clinicians have concerns that the excessive use of digital health care may degrade the quality of patient interactions. Further‚ staff burnout can also occur‚ with clinicians experiencing mental fatigue and job dissatisfaction in digital healthcare caused by an avalanche of electronics‚ notifications and online consultations․ Although the NHS App can help to reduce the administrative load and improve efficiency‚ it can also place new demands on the healthcare workforce alongside meaningful training requirements (Oliveira et al., 2024).
Impact on Service Delivery
The NHS App has improved the delivery of healthcare services‚ making them more accessible to people across the United Kingdom․ Healthcare advice and support can be accessed by patients remotely‚ and at any time of day‚ without the need to attend a healthcare setting‚ improving access and reducing unnecessary travel and waiting․
It allows patients to order prescriptions‚ access their medical records and book an appointment more easily․ The app will increase continuity of care as healthcare information is more easily accessible․ During the COVID-19 pandemic‚ online healthcare technologies were critical to maintaining delivery whilst limiting face-to-face contact and the risk of infection (DHSC‚ 2022). Another advantage is that many routine administrative responsibilities‚ which can be completed online‚ will no longer be required to be completed in GP surgeries and hospitals‚ reducing demand on hospitals and surgeries․ This may help to reduce some of the costs incurred by the NHS and improve the way resources are allocated to services․
The NHS App has also been shown to improve the communication between patients and healthcare professionals‚ by allowing patients to receive updates‚ reminders and healthcare information through the app․ The app may also improve adherence to treatment and patient engagement in health systems․ Accessing healthcare through digital services has been obstructed by issues such as application crashes‚ software bugs and outages of servers․ The lack of digital systems can delay delivery of healthcare and affect patients' confidence of receiving care through digital services when required․
Interoperability is another barrier‚ as varying digital systems across NHS trusts and health care organizations can sometimes inhibit data sharing between services (The King's Fund‚ 2023). It can also mean that the overall effectiveness of digital transformation is limited․ Some patients may also prefer the in-person provision of healthcare, and it may not be appropriate for all healthcare encounters‚ such as those involving complex medical problems‚ communication difficulties or mental health conditions․ Individualized‚ patient-centred care may be compromised for some people‚ if staff become reliant on digital systems․ So‚ whilst the NHS App may breed efficiency and access to services‚ it must not act as a substitute for customary means of service delivery․
Effects on patients and service users
The NHS App provides benefits to patients and service users‚ by improving access to information about health and care‚ and empowering users to manage their care by providing the option to book an appointment‚ order a repeat prescription‚ and view their medical record‚ which supports self-management of long-term conditions (Murray et al․‚ 2021)․ Increased access to personal health information has the potential to improve transparency and support shared decision-making․ However‚ access alone does not improve health outcomes․ Patients need to have the knowledge and confidence to understand and use their personal health information․
One of the most commonly cited benefits of the NHS App is that patients are able to access healthcare services without having to physically attend a healthcare venue․ This could be of particular use to people with reduced mobility‚ long-term conditions or people who work long hours․ The greatest benefit of the app was during the COVID-19 pandemic when it could be used for vaccination and health certification of individuals‚ exemplifying the value and potential of digital technologies to ease healthcare delivery in times of public health emergencies and reduce in-person interactions between healthcare providers and patients․
However‚ these benefits cannot be assumed for all groups of patients․ Those who are digitally excluded because they do not have access to a smartphone‚ the internet or because they lack the skills to access online resources may not be able to use the app. Online health services can also be difficult for older people‚ those from lower socio-economic groups and some disabled people․ The technology may exacerbate health inequalities if appropriate measures are not put in place for these disadvantaged populations․
Data privacy and cyber security concerns may also affect attitudes towards digital care. Health data are likely to be sensitive‚ and patients may not be willing to fully engage with digital service delivery if they are not confident in the storage and protection of their data․ Cybersecurity concerns can cause worries that reduce trust in the technology and lower its uptake (Baines et al․ 2021)․ People who value human contact are likely to prefer face-to-face care when it is needed for emotional support‚ complex consultation‚ or personal care․ The NHS App is convenient and can support access and engagement with users‚ but it is critical to address digital inclusion‚ public trust and ensure they are used as part of person-centred care to sustain its long-term benefits․
NHS App: Obstacles and Limitations
There are‚ however‚ potentially serious negative issues associated with the use of the NHS App‚ particularly concerning cybersecurity and privacy of personal medical data. Generally‚ personal and clinical data in health care organisations are particularly sensitive and valuable to criminals and other parties not authorised to have access to that data․ A data breach can violate the individual's right to privacy and erode public trust that's essential for the success of successful digital health initiatives․ There is a risk of digital exclusion and the potential for the NHS App to widen health inequalities where population subgroups such as older people‚ lower income earners and those with other characteristics such as disability‚ care requirements‚ and low literacy and numeracy skills do not have access to a smartphone‚ the internet and/or a certain level of digital skills․ It follows that progress in digital transformation should not be reported solely by the pace of technology adoption but also by equitable access to healthcare.
Technical reliability remains a concern․ System outages‚ connectivity concerns‚ and software defects that prevent accessing critical healthcare services are likely to negatively impact user trust and perceived usefulness of the technology․ The need for healthcare professionals to continually retrain to keep up with new technology is further indication that digital change cannot be seen as a replacement for care‚ posing both a challenge for system change and a further training burden on provider organisations․ The NHS App should therefore be accompanied by a broader strategy for how to deliver care in a way that eases access‚ continuity and a patient-centred approach․



Conclusion
The NHS App is seen as one of the biggest digital technology transformations in health and social care in the UK in recent years to improve access‚ productivity‚ communications and patient empowerment‚ supporting healthcare delivery through the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. The NHS App has had a positive impact on workforce efficiency‚ the services provided‚ patient experience and public health messaging‚ but some difficulties remain‚ including digital exclusion‚ workforce adoption‚ technical limitations and cyber-security․ Overall, the progress of the NHS App has been a success story of digital transformation in the NHS‚ modernising the experience of healthcare and increasing access to services and information for many more people․ Future digital healthcare strategies must also address inequities in access and experience amongst disadvantaged communities‚ patients and staff․
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