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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_OCNGNUEq]The NHS Modernisation Bill reaffirmed the Government’s commitment to implementing the Single Patient Record (SPR) as part of wider plans to modernise The National Health Service (NHS) across England (Department of Health and Social Care, NHS England, 2026). The NHS is undergoing significant digital transformation to improve the quality, safety, and efficiency of healthcare services. One of the key initiatives supporting this transformation is the SPR, a system designed to bring together patient information from different healthcare settings into one shared electronic record. The SPR aims to improve communication between healthcare professionals by providing authorised staff with timely access to accurate and up-to-date patient information, enabling more coordinated and patient centred care (NHS England, 2026). SPR reflects the NHS’s commitment to modernising healthcare through improved information sharing and digital innovation. By integrating data from GP practices, hospitals, community services, and mental health services, the system has the potential to support safer clinical decision-making, reduce duplication of care, improve patient outcomes, and enhance service efficiency (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). However, the collection and sharing of large amounts of sensitive patient information also raise important ethical, legal, and practical considerations, including privacy, confidentiality, cybersecurity, and public trust. 
This report explores the purpose and development of the SPR, the role of data collection within the NHS, and the importance of UK GDPR in protecting patient information. It also examines the benefits and challenges of implementing a national shared patient record system, including its impact on healthcare staff, service delivery, and the overall quality of patient care.
What is the Single Patient Record 
The Single Patient Record (SPR) will be introduced gradually over several years, beginning with specific areas of care such as maternity and frailty services. Rather than replacing existing systems immediately, the SPR will build on current digital infrastructure to improve information sharing across the NHS (NHS England, 2026). The success of the programme will depend not only on the technology itself but also on effective implementation and strong governance, staff training, and the engagement of healthcare professionals (The Health Foundation, 2026). SPR will allow healthcare professionals to access and update patient information electronically, improving communication between healthcare teams and different departments across the NHS (NHS England, 2026). The SPR will collect and integrate information from a range of healthcare providers, including GP practices, hospitals, community services, and mental health services. Data such as medical history, medications, allergies, test results, treatment plans, and other relevant health information. The purpose of collecting this data is to provide healthcare professionals with a complete picture of a patient's health, enabling more informed and timely clinical decisions (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). 
Service Delivery Quality and Patient Outcomes
By reducing reliance on paper-based records and administrative tasks, the SPR will support nurses, doctors, administrators, and allied health professionals in delivering more efficient and coordinated care. The system is a positive development because it can reduce duplication of information, improve patient safety, and permit healthcare professionals to use more time offering direct patient care (NHS Confederation, 2024). Traditionally patient information has often been stored across multiple files, requiring healthcare professionals to access several records or rely on paper documentation to build a complete picture of a patient's medical history. The introduction of shared electronic records, will improve communication between healthcare teams by providing quicker access to accurate and up-to-date patient information, supporting more efficient and coordinated care (NHS England, 2026). A UK case study in Milton Keynes demonstrated that implementing the shared patient record system across 27 GP practices improved communication between clinicians, reduced repeated treatments, and increased patient safety. The project migrated over 260,000 patient records into one integrated system, helping healthcare professionals provide more coordinated care for their patients (NHS Arden & GEM CSU, 2025).
The SPR programme is currently in the test and learn phase, during which researchers have collaborated with clinicians, patients, and other stakeholders to better understand the challenges involved in accessing and sharing patient information. One hospital-based nurse described the experience as walking into a library and having to read all the books to find the specific information you need (NHS, 2026), highlighting how fragmented records can make accessing relevant information time consuming and inefficient. This finding supports the need for a more integrated system, such as the SPR, to provide quicker access to accurate patient information and improve the efficiency of patient care (NHS England, 2026).
Data Protection and Security
NHS Digital, England plays a key role in managing health and social care data across the Uk. It supports healthcare services in using data to improve patient outcomes and support research, while ensuring that patient information is protected, secure, and kept confidential (NHS Digital, 2026). Effective data collection improves healthcare delivery by reducing the need for patients to repeat their medical history, preventing duplicate tests, and supporting continuity of care across different services. Evidence suggests that shared electronic patient records can improve communication between healthcare teams and enhance patient safety through better access to information (Cresswell et al., 2018). 
[bookmark: _Int_fBym5cYn]Despite these benefits, the collection of large amounts of sensitive patient data raises concerns about privacy, consent, confidentiality, and the potential misuse of information. To address these concerns, strong data protection measures, clear governance, and effective policies are essential to safeguard patient information and maintain public trust. Healthcare professionals must also adhere to ethical and legal responsibilities to ensure patient data is managed appropriately and confidentially (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019). Healthcare data is highly valuable to cybercriminals because it contains sensitive information such as personal identifiers, medical histories, and financial details. As much of this information is permanent and cannot be changed easily, healthcare organisations are attractive targets for cyberattacks and identity fraud (Kerner, 2024). The risks associated with digital healthcare systems were demonstrated by the WannaCry cyberattack in 2017, which caused widespread disruption across NHS services in England. The attack affected at least 34% of NHS trusts, resulting in cancelled appointments and operations, loss of access to patient records and IT systems, and the diversion of ambulances from affected hospitals. This incident highlighted the importance of maintaining secure and up-to-date digital infrastructure as healthcare becomes increasingly reliant on electronic records and data sharing (National Audit Office, 2018). As the SPR will store large volumes of sensitive patient information in a centrally accessible system, robust cybersecurity will be essential to protect data from cyber threats and potential breaches (National Audit Office, 2018). 
The UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) is one of the most important legal frameworks governing the use of personal data within healthcare. It establishes rules for how organisations collect, store, process, and share personal information. GDPR will help ensure that SPR data is used lawfully, fairly, and transparently (NHS England, 2025). Under GDPR, patients have several important rights, including the right to be informed on how their data is used, the right to access their data, and the right to request corrections if information is inaccurate. These rights support patient autonomy by giving individuals greater control over their personal information (Information Commissioner's Office, 2026). GDPR requires the NHS to protect patient information from unauthorised access, loss, misuse, or disclosure. To achieve this, secure systems, controlled access, and regular security monitoring are in place to ensure patient data remains safe and confidential. These same standards will apply to the SPR, helping to protect patient privacy and maintain public trust in the system (NHS England, 2025).
In recent years, NHS data-sharing initiatives have faced public concern and mistrust, particularly around the involvement of private, for-profit companies using health data for research and product development. Some members of the public fear a sell-off of NHS patient data, which raises concerns about how the data is used, who benefits from it, and whether its commercial use aligns with patient expectations and the wider public interest. Although data sharing can support medical innovation and improve healthcare services, a lack of clarity can reduce public trust (Kerasidou and Kerasidou, 2023). GDPR compliance is an ongoing process rather than a one-off requirement and depends on consistent implementation across all NHS services, although governance and policies are in place, patients may not always fully understand how their data is being used or shared, which can further reduce confidence in the system. Overall, these issues highlight the need for strong of governance to maintain trust in NHS data use (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2026; Kerasidou and Kerasidou, 2023). To maintain public trust and ensure transparency, NHS organisations should regularly review and improve their policies in line with changes in technology. This helps ensure that data protection standards remain effective and that patient information continues to be stored and used securely in a rapidly developing digital healthcare system (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2026).
Although concerns have been highlighted around the use of digital health data, GDPR plays a crucial role in reducing risks such as breaches of confidentiality, loss of patient trust, and misuse of personal information. Future improvements in NHS data systems will continue to build on existing laws and regulations to strengthen data protection and ensure patient information is used responsibly (Kerasidou and Kerasidou, 2023).
Advantages and Disadvantages of the Single Patient Record

	Advantages
	Disadvantages / Challenges

	 
Provides healthcare professionals with access to complete and updated patient information (NHS England, 2026).
 
	 
Concerns about the potential misuse of patient data and unauthorised access to records (Kerasidou and Kerasidou, 2023).

	 
Improves communication and information sharing between NHS services (NHS England, 2026)
 
	 
[bookmark: _Int_IqVeRrJ6]Increased cybersecurity risks due to large amounts of sensitive data being stored digitally (Kerner, 2024).
 

	 
Supports faster clinical decision making and more coordinated patient care (NHS England, 2026; NHS Confederation, 2024).
 
	 
Technical issues such as system downtime or poor interoperability may affect access to information (Computer Weekly, 2026).
 

	 
Reduces duplicate tests, referrals, and administrative tasks (NHS England, 2026; NHS Confederation, 2024).
 
	 
Staff may require training and support to use the system effectively (Confederation, 2024).

	 
Improves patient safety by reducing medication errors and ensuring information is accurate and accessible (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025).
 
	 
Healthcare professionals may be resistant to change or lack confidence in using digital systems (Confederation, 2024).

	 
Allows patients to receive more joined-up care and reduces the need to repeatedly provide their medical history (NHS England, 2026).
 
	 
Public concerns about privacy, consent, and how patient information is shared (Kerasidou and Kerasidou, 2023).
 

	 
Supports NHS digital transformation and service efficiency (NHS England, 2026).
 
	
Implementation costs and ongoing system maintenance may be substantial (Computer Weekly, 2026).




Conclusion
The SPR represents a significant step forward in the NHS digital transformation agenda and has the potential to improve the quality, safety, and efficiency of healthcare delivery. By bringing together patient information from multiple healthcare settings into a shared electronic record, the SPR can improve communication between healthcare professionals, support more informed clinical decision-making, reduce duplication of care, and enhance patient safety. Evidence from existing shared care record initiatives suggests that improved access to accurate and up-to-date information can lead to more coordinated and patient-centred care.
However, the successful implementation of the SPR requires more than the introduction of modern technology, it depends on the holistic integration of effective governance, policies and institutional coordination to ensure advancements and sustainable. While the benefits of improved information sharing are considerable, the centralisation of large volumes of sensitive patient data creates significant ethical, legal, and practical challenges. The impact of the WannaCry cyberattack demonstrated the potential consequences of weaknesses within digital healthcare systems and highlights the importance of maintaining robust cybersecurity measures. Concerns relating to privacy, confidentiality, cybersecurity, interoperability, workforce readiness, and public trust must be effectively addressed if the system is to achieve its intended outcomes.
Furthermore, although UK GDPR provides an essential legal framework for protecting patient information, compliance alone does not guarantee public confidence. Patients must understand how their information is collected, shared, and protected, while NHS organisations must continue to demonstrate transparency, accountability, and responsible data governance. Public concerns regarding commercial access to NHS data also indicate that maintaining trust will remain an ongoing challenge as healthcare becomes increasingly data driven.
Overall, the SPR offers significant opportunities to improve healthcare delivery and patient outcomes across the NHS. Nevertheless, its long-term success depends on balancing the benefits of information sharing with the need to protect patient privacy, maintain public trust, and ensure that digital innovation is implemented in a safe, ethical, and patient-centred way. The SPR should therefore be viewed not as a complete solution, but as part of a wider commitment to improving healthcare through effective governance and responsible use of health data.
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