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Digital Exclusion Among Older Adults in UK Home Care Settings: A Mixed-Methods Study on the Role of Carer Workers in Supporting Healthcare Access
Introduction 
Digital technologies are increasingly integrated into the United Kingdom’s health and social care system, including services such as online GP appointments, electronic health records, and telehealth consultations. While these innovations improve efficiency and access, many older adults remain digitally excluded due to limited digital skills, lack of internet access, or low confidence in using technology (Spanakis et al., 2022). Digital exclusion can create barriers to healthcare access and widen health inequalities, particularly for older adults receiving home care services (Good Things Foundation, 2024). Carer workers therefore play a key role in supporting service users to access digital health services. This report examines digital exclusion among older adults in UK home care settings, evaluates relevant research, and proposes an appropriate research methodology and data collection approach to investigate this issue.
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Task 1: Selection of Research Topic 
Identification of the Issue
A current issue within the United Kingdom’s health and social care sector is digital exclusion among older adults, particularly those receiving home care services. Digital exclusion refers to the inability to access or effectively use digital technologies due to limited skills, lack of internet access, or low confidence (Spanakis et al., 2022). In recent years, healthcare services in the UK have increasingly adopted digital tools such as online GP appointment systems, electronic health records, and telehealth consultations to improve efficiency and accessibility. However, research shows that these digital innovations can unintentionally disadvantage individuals who lack digital literacy or access to technology (Mohan et al., 2024).
Who Is Affected and Why It Matters
Older adults are most affected by digital exclusion. Many individuals aged 65 and above struggle to navigate online health platforms or communicate with healthcare providers digitally (Seifert et al., 2021). This can delay consultations, reduce engagement with healthcare services, and contribute to health inequalities. Carer workers play a key role in addressing this issue by assisting service users with daily activities and healthcare communication. In home care settings, carers may support older adults in booking online appointments, accessing telehealth services, or understanding digital health information. However, these responsibilities can increase workload and present challenges if carers have limited training in digital technologies.
Personal Rationale	
This topic was selected because it highlights a practical challenge faced by both service users and carer workers. Understanding digital exclusion is particularly relevant for those pursuing a career in health and social care, as technology becomes increasingly central to service delivery. Exploring this issue may help identify strategies to improve digital support for older adults and enhance carers’ ability to facilitate access to healthcare services.
Task 2: Evaluating Information Sources 
To understand the issue of digital exclusion among older adults in the UK health and social care sector, it is important to examine credible academic research. This section evaluates three recent sources that explore digital inequality and its impact on access to healthcare services.
Source 1: Spanakis et al. (2022)
Spanakis et al. (2022) examined digital inequalities in access to healthcare services and highlighted how rapid digitalisation can unintentionally exclude vulnerable populations. The study analysed barriers faced by individuals who lack digital skills or access to internet-enabled devices. The authors found that older adults are among the groups most affected by digital exclusion, particularly when healthcare services rely heavily on online systems such as digital appointment booking and telehealth consultations. The research also emphasised that healthcare professionals and care workers often play an important role in supporting digitally excluded individuals.
This source is useful because it provides evidence of how digital healthcare systems may increase inequalities if adequate support is not provided. The study also highlights the importance of support from healthcare staff and carers, which is directly relevant to the focus of this report. However, the study primarily focuses on healthcare services in general rather than specifically examining the role of carer workers in home care environments.
Source 2: Seifert et al. (2021)
Seifert et al. (2021) investigated digital exclusion among older adults and explored how technological barriers can affect access to services. The research found that many older individuals lack confidence in using digital devices and may struggle with navigating online platforms. These challenges can limit their ability to access digital healthcare services and information. The study also noted that older adults often rely on support from family members or care workers to access digital services.
This research is valuable because it provides detailed insights into the experiences of older adults who face digital barriers. It demonstrates that digital exclusion is not only related to access to technology but also to digital literacy and confidence. However, the study focuses primarily on older adults’ experiences and provides limited discussion about how care workers manage these challenges in daily practice.
Source 3: Mohan et al. (2024)	
Mohan et al. (2024) explored the relationship between digital exclusion and healthcare access, particularly in the context of increasing digitalisation of health services. The study reported that individuals who lack digital skills are more likely to experience difficulties accessing healthcare services, which can lead to delayed treatment and reduced engagement with healthcare providers. The authors also suggested that additional support mechanisms are needed to ensure that vulnerable populations are not left behind as healthcare systems continue to adopt digital technologies.
This study is useful because it highlights the broader implications of digital exclusion for healthcare accessibility and health inequalities. It provides evidence that digital inclusion should be considered an important component of healthcare policy. Nevertheless, the research does not specifically examine the practical role of carers in helping older adults access digital healthcare services.
Research Gap
Although existing research highlights the challenges of digital exclusion and its impact on older adults, there is limited research exploring the role of carer workers in supporting digitally excluded individuals in home care settings. Many studies focus on patient experiences or healthcare policy rather than examining the practical challenges faced by carers who assist service users with digital technologies. Therefore, further research is needed to explore how carer workers support older adults in accessing digital healthcare services and what barriers they encounter in this process.
Task 3: Research Methodologies 
Importance of the Research Topic
Digital exclusion among older adults in UK home care is a significant concern, as increasing reliance on digital healthcare services can restrict access for those lacking digital literacy or internet connectivity (van Deursen & Helsper, 2022). Carer workers often act as intermediaries, assisting service users with online appointments, telehealth consultations, and digital health information. Researching this issue helps identify strategies to support both carers and older adults in accessing essential healthcare services.
Quantitative Research
Quantitative research involves systematically gathering numerical information to measure variables, identify trends, and analyse relationships between factors (Blaikie, 2022).In this study, a survey could measure how many older adults experience digital exclusion and the frequency of carer interventions. Quantitative data allows the researcher to generalise findings across a wider population and establish measurable trends in digital support needs.
Qualitative Research	
Qualitative research is an approach that seeks to understand people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours by collecting non-numerical data, such as interviews or observations (Silverman, 2022). Semi-structured interviews with carer workers could uncover challenges they face when supporting digitally excluded older adults, and the strategies they use to facilitate digital access. This approach captures nuanced insights into practical realities that numerical data alone cannot reveal.
Mixed-Methods Research
Mixed-methods research combines both numerical and non-numerical data collection and analysis to gain a comprehensive understanding of a research problem (Fetters et al., 2023). 
For this study, a mixed-methods approach would involve surveys to gather numerical data on digital exclusion and interviews to explore carers’ experiences. This methodology is suitable because it captures both statistical trends and in-depth insights, enhancing the reliability and richness of the findings.
Task 4: Data Collection 
Primary vs Secondary Data
Primary data is information gathered directly by the researcher for the specific purpose of answering their research question (Blaikie, 2022). It provides up-to-date, context-specific insights, often collected through methods such as surveys, interviews, focus groups, or observations. Secondary data, by contrast, refers to information previously collected by other researchers or organisations, such as government reports, NHS statistics, or published academic studies (Bryman, 2021). Secondary data is useful for establishing context or identifying trends but may not fully address the specific needs of a study.
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Choice of Data for This Study
For researching digital exclusion among older adults in UK home care, primary data is the most appropriate. A structured survey can quantify the extent of digital exclusion and the frequency with which carer workers assist service users with digital tasks. Additionally, semi-structured interviews with carers can explore their experiences, challenges, and strategies when supporting older adults with digital technologies.
Advantages of Primary Data
Primary data allows the researcher to collect direct, relevant, and current information from participants. It captures both measurable trends and detailed insights from carers’ experiences, ensuring that the findings are tailored to the study’s objectives (Cohen et al., 2022). Using a mixed-methods approach enhances the credibility and depth of the research.
Challenges of Primary Data
Collecting primary data can be time-intensive and may require ethical approval, especially when working with vulnerable populations or healthcare staff. Recruiting participants and ensuring consistent responses can also be challenging. Despite these limitations, primary data remains the most effective way to investigate the practical experiences of carers and the digital needs of older adults.	
Conclusion 
Digital exclusion among older adults in UK home care settings is a significant issue that can limit access to healthcare services and increase health inequalities. Carer workers play a vital role in supporting digitally excluded service users by assisting with online appointments, telehealth consultations, and access to health information (Spanakis et al., 2022; Seifert et al., 2021). This report has highlighted the importance of understanding both the prevalence of digital exclusion and the practical experiences of carers through a mixed-methods approach. Further research using surveys and interviews can provide valuable insights to improve digital support and enhance equitable healthcare access for older adults.
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