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Introduction
Digital technology has become an increasingly important part of modernising health and social care services in the UK. One of the most significant digital developments in recent years is the NHS App, which acts as a digital “front door” for many NHS services in England. The NHS App was first rolled out to the public in January 2019 and allows patients to access several services through a single platform. These include ordering repeat prescriptions, booking GP appointments where available, viewing parts of their medical record, accessing NHS 111 online, and managing personal health information (NHS England, 2019). Since its introduction, national health policy has increasingly emphasised the importance of digital technologies in improving access to services, supporting patient self-management, and making healthcare delivery more efficient (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).
The use of the NHS App has grown rapidly since its launch. By late 2025, almost 40 million people had registered to use the App, indicating that digital tools are becoming a normal part of how patients interact with healthcare services (NHS England, 2025a). However, high levels of adoption do not automatically mean that a digital innovation is successful. It is important to consider whether the NHS App genuinely improves service delivery, supports healthcare staff, and benefits patients in practice. At the same time, potential challenges must also be considered, such as digital exclusion, privacy concerns and the possibility that digital services could increase workload for healthcare professionals.
This report critically evaluates the impact of the NHS App on three key areas: service delivery, the healthcare workforce, and patients or service users. Evidence from policy documents and academic literature is used to assess both the advantages and the limitations of this digital innovation. The report concludes with recommendations for improving the implementation of the NHS App in line with national digital health strategies and information governance standards.

Impact on Service Delivery
Improvements in access, convenience and efficiency
One of the main objectives of the NHS App is to make it easier for patients to carry out routine healthcare tasks without needing to contact their GP practice directly. Through the App, patients can order repeat prescriptions, access healthcare information and manage appointments digitally. This supports wider government strategies aimed at improving efficiency and providing patients with greater control over their healthcare (DHSC, 2022).
Evidence suggests that many patients are already using the App for routine services. For example, NHS England reported that 67.8 million repeat prescriptions were ordered through the NHS App between December 2024 and November 2025 (NHS England, 2025a). This indicates a significant shift towards digital channels rather than telephone requests or in-person visits to GP practices.
In theory, this shift could reduce pressure on administrative staff in primary care. Reception teams may spend less time dealing with routine prescription requests and appointment queries, allowing them to focus on more complex tasks such as safeguarding concerns or supporting vulnerable patients. The NHS App also allows patients to view parts of their medical records, which may help them better understand their health conditions and treatment plans. This aligns with national policy goals that encourage greater patient involvement and shared decision-making in healthcare (DHSC, 2022).

Limitations and system integration challenges
Despite these benefits, the effectiveness of the NHS App depends largely on how well it is integrated into existing NHS systems. In practice, not all GP practices offer the same functions through the App. For example, appointment booking may be available in some practices but not in others due to differences in local systems or organisational decisions.
National digital strategies have recognised that uneven digital infrastructure can limit the impact of innovations such as the NHS App. The Department of Health and Social Care (2022) emphasises the importance of improving interoperability and data sharing across NHS systems. Without consistent integration, digital tools may only partially improve service delivery.
In some cases, the NHS App may simply provide a more convenient way for patients to access services that are already under pressure. If appointment availability remains limited, digital access may not increase overall capacity. Instead, it may simply change the way patients request services rather than improving the availability of care.

Demand amplification and workload shift
Another important issue is the potential for digital access to increase demand. When it becomes easier for patients to contact healthcare services, the number of requests may rise. Research examining digital consultation models suggests that many online contacts still result in follow-up appointments with clinicians (Salisbury et al., 2020). As a result, digital contact may add an additional step rather than replacing traditional consultations.
Although the NHS App is not identical to online consultation systems, it forms part of the wider digital ecosystem that encourages patients to interact with healthcare services more frequently. If healthcare systems do not adapt their triage processes and service pathways, digital tools may unintentionally increase workload instead of reducing it.

Equity and access considerations
The impact of digital services also depends on whether all patients are able to use them. NHS England has recognised that digital exclusion remains a significant concern, particularly for older adults, individuals with limited digital literacy, and people without reliable internet access (NHS England, 2023).
If healthcare services increasingly promote digital access as the primary method of communication, patients who cannot use digital tools may face additional barriers. This could potentially create unequal access to healthcare services. To address this issue, digital services should be implemented alongside alternative options and support systems that ensure all patients can access care.
Overall, the NHS App has the potential to improve convenience and efficiency for routine healthcare tasks. However, its overall impact on service delivery is influenced by wider issues such as system integration, service capacity and digital inclusion.

Impact on the Healthcare Workforce
Changing roles and digital skills
The introduction of digital technologies such as the NHS App has also influenced the roles and responsibilities of healthcare staff. Administrative teams may spend additional time helping patients with digital registration or identity verification, while clinicians may need to adapt how they document information knowing that patients can view their records.
The “What Good Looks Like” framework highlights that successful digital transformation requires organisational support, leadership and staff training rather than simply introducing new technology (NHS England Transformation Directorate, 2021). When digital systems are implemented effectively, they may reduce repetitive administrative work and improve workflow efficiency. However, without sufficient training or resources, staff may experience additional pressure when adapting to new digital systems.

Workload and safeguarding considerations
Research has also highlighted concerns about the impact of patient access to digital records on staff workload. Clinicians may need to respond to patient queries about medical terminology, explain test results or clarify information within clinical records (Davidge et al., 2023). While increased transparency can improve patient engagement, it may also generate additional communication tasks for healthcare professionals.
Safeguarding concerns are another important issue. In some situations, patients may feel pressured by family members or partners to share access to their health records. This can create risks, particularly in cases involving domestic abuse or coercive control. Research has emphasised the need for healthcare professionals to be aware of these risks and to have appropriate procedures in place to manage them (McMillan et al., 2022).
Despite these challenges, digital tools can also bring benefits for healthcare staff. For example, when patients are able to manage prescriptions or access information independently, administrative teams may spend less time handling routine requests. This could allow healthcare professionals to focus more on complex clinical interactions.
Overall, the NHS App may support more efficient working practices, but its impact on staff depends heavily on how it is implemented and supported within healthcare organisations.

Impact on Patients and Service Users
Benefits for patient engagement and convenience
For many patients, the NHS App offers greater flexibility when accessing healthcare services. Instead of calling GP practices during limited opening hours, patients can manage prescriptions, check medical information or access services through their smartphone at a time that suits them.
Research has suggested that providing patients with access to their own health records can improve engagement and encourage better self-management of health conditions (Hägglund et al., 2022). Being able to review medication information, appointment details and test results may help patients feel more informed and involved in their healthcare.

Digital exclusion and health inequalities
However, the benefits of digital health services are not experienced equally across all groups. Some individuals may lack smartphones, reliable internet access or the digital skills required to use online platforms. Others may face language barriers or accessibility challenges when navigating digital systems.
NHS England has recognised that digital exclusion may widen existing health inequalities if services rely too heavily on digital access (NHS England, 2023). Healthcare organisations therefore need to ensure that non-digital options remain available and that additional support is provided for individuals who may struggle to use digital services.

Privacy, trust and data protection
Another key issue for patients is trust in how their personal health data is managed. Health information is classified as “special category data” under UK GDPR, meaning it requires strong legal protection and strict safeguards (ICO, 2024a). Although the NHS App is designed with secure data protection systems, some patients may still feel concerned about privacy and data sharing.
Trust is essential for encouraging patients to adopt digital healthcare services. Clear communication about how personal data is stored, protected and used is therefore necessary to maintain public confidence.

Patient understanding and communication
Another issue highlighted in the literature is that some patients may find clinical information difficult to interpret without professional guidance. Medical records often contain technical terminology that may be confusing for individuals without medical training. This could lead to anxiety or misunderstanding if patients misinterpret the information they read (Davidge et al., 2023).
Healthcare organisations may therefore need to consider how medical information is presented and explained to patients. Improving communication and providing clearer explanations could help ensure that digital access improves understanding rather than causing confusion.
Overall, the NHS App has the potential to improve convenience and engagement for many patients, but issues such as digital exclusion, privacy concerns and communication challenges must be addressed to ensure that digital innovations benefit all users.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The NHS App represents a major digital innovation introduced within the past decade and plays an important role in the UK government’s strategy to modernise healthcare services. Evidence suggests that the App has been widely adopted and is frequently used for routine tasks such as ordering repeat prescriptions and accessing health information (NHS England, 2025a). These features demonstrate its potential to improve convenience and efficiency in healthcare delivery.

However, the evidence also shows that the benefits of digital technologies are not guaranteed. Improvements in service delivery may be limited by uneven system integration and the risk that digital access could increase demand for services. The workforce may also experience new pressures related to workload, communication and safeguarding responsibilities. For patients, digital services can improve engagement and access, but challenges such as digital exclusion and privacy concerns remain significant.

To maximise the benefits of the NHS App, several steps should be considered. First, digital inclusion should be prioritised to ensure that all patients can access healthcare services regardless of their digital skills or resources. Second, healthcare staff should receive appropriate training and support to manage digital tools effectively. Finally, healthcare systems should redesign workflows and triage processes so that digital access improves efficiency rather than increasing workload.

Overall, the NHS App has clear potential to support more accessible and responsive healthcare services. However, its long-term success will depend on careful implementation, continued investment in digital infrastructure and a strong focus on equity and patient safety. 
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