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Introduction
Digital technology has become increasingly important within UK health and social care services over the last decade. The NHS has introduced a range of digital innovations designed to improve efficiency, patient access and the quality of healthcare delivery. One important example is the NHS application, which was launched in England in 2018 by the Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England (Department of Health and Social Care, 2018). The application allows patients to access a variety of healthcare services digitally, including ordering repeat prescriptions, viewing GP health records, checking test results, managing appointments and accessing NHS health advice (NHS, 2026). Since its introduction, the NHS application has continued to expand and remains a central part of current NHS digital transformation plans.
The NHS application is considered a significant digital innovation because it aims to modernise healthcare services and improve accessibility for patients. Current NHS policies, including A Plan for Digital Health and Social Care and the What Good Looks Like framework, support the increased use of digital systems to improve healthcare delivery and patient outcomes (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022, Digital Health London , 2021). However, although digital healthcare can provide many benefits, it also creates challenges relating to privacy, digital exclusion, staff workload and inequalities in access to care.
This report critically evaluates the NHS application as a digital innovation introduced within the last ten years in UK healthcare. The discussion will focus on two areas: service delivery and patient/service user experience. Both positive and negative outcomes will be considered to provide a balanced critical evaluation of how the NHS application has transformed healthcare services in the UK.
Service Delivery
The NHS application has significantly changed service delivery within primary healthcare by allowing patients to access some services digitally rather than through traditional face-to-face or telephone contact. One major benefit is improved efficiency in administrative processes. Patients can use the app to request repeat prescriptions, view parts of their GP medical records and manage appointments without needing to contact reception staff directly (NHS, 2026). This may reduce pressure on GP surgeries by decreasing the number of routine telephone calls and administrative requests handled manually by staff.
This improvement is important because NHS services continue to experience increasing demand and workforce pressures. According to the Department of Health and Social Care (2022), digital healthcare systems are intended to support more efficient and sustainable healthcare delivery. By moving routine tasks online, the NHS application may allow healthcare staff to focus more on patients with urgent or complex healthcare needs. In this way, digital innovation may improve time management and reduce delays within healthcare settings.
Another positive impact on service delivery is improved access to healthcare information. Patients are now able to access consultation notes, test results and medication information more quickly than with traditional paper-based systems. NHS England (2023) reported that millions of patients in England have been given online access to their GP records through digital systems such as the NHS application. This may improve continuity of care because patients are better informed about their health conditions and treatment plans. Faster access to information may also reduce unnecessary appointments where patients simply need basic updates or clarification. The NHS application also supports electronic prescription services, which have become increasingly important in modern healthcare. Patients can order repeat prescriptions online and, in some cases, track prescriptions through connected pharmacy services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). This may improve convenience and reduce delays associated with paper prescriptions. For patients with long-term conditions requiring regular medication, digital prescription management can make healthcare more organised and accessible.
However, despite these advantages, the NHS application has also created challenges for healthcare service delivery. One major issue is the financial cost of digital transformation. Although digital systems may improve efficiency in the long term, they require significant investment in software development, cybersecurity, staff training and IT infrastructure. (NHS England (2021) emphasises that digital transformation requires continuous investment and maintenance rather than short-term funding alone. Smaller GP practices or organisations with limited resources may struggle to maintain the same level of digital readiness as larger organisations. As a result, the quality of digital service delivery may vary depending on location and funding.
Another challenge is the increasing dependence on digital systems within healthcare organisations. While the NHS application can improve accessibility and efficiency, technical failures or cyber-security incidents may disrupt healthcare services. Because digital systems are now interconnected, even short periods of technical disruption may affect appointments, communication systems and prescription services. This demonstrates that digital innovation introduces new operational risks that were less common in traditional paper-based healthcare systems. Therefore, healthcare organisations must continuously invest in cyber-security protection and technical support to ensure safe service delivery.
In addition, successful implementation depends heavily on staff training and organisational support. Digital transformation is not simply about introducing technology; healthcare professionals must also understand how to use systems effectively and safely. The What Good Looks Like framework highlights the importance of leadership, staff confidence and digital skills during implementation (NHS England, 2021). If staff are not properly trained, digital systems may increase confusion and workload rather than improve efficiency. For example, healthcare staff may spend additional time helping patients navigate digital systems or resolving technical issues. The NHS application may also create unintended increases in workload. Although online access reduces some routine administrative tasks, patients who view their records or test results independently may contact services more frequently for explanation or reassurance. Turner et al. (2022) found that online access to healthcare records may increase patient anxiety and create additional communication demands for healthcare professionals. This suggests that digital innovation does not always reduce workload overall; instead, it may shift workload into different areas of service delivery.
Privacy and information governance are also essential considerations. The NHS application contains sensitive personal health information and must comply with UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018. NHS England (2024) states that healthcare organisations must ensure personal information is stored and managed securely. While strong legal frameworks exist to protect patient data, concerns about cyber-security and confidentiality remain important. Some patients may feel uncomfortable sharing personal healthcare information digitally, particularly if they are uncertain about how their data is stored or used. Consequently, trust and transparency are essential for successful digital healthcare delivery.
Overall, the NHS application has modernised aspects of service delivery by improving access, reducing some administrative pressures and supporting more efficient communication. However, the success of digital transformation depends on staff training, financial investment, technical reliability and patient trust. The NHS application should therefore be viewed as a supportive healthcare tool rather than a complete solution to healthcare pressures.
Patient/Service User
The NHS application has also had a significant impact on patients and service users by changing how individuals access and manage healthcare services. One of the main benefits is improved convenience. Patients can access healthcare services at any time using smartphones, tablets or computers without needing to contact healthcare providers directly during opening hours (NHS, 2026). This flexibility may be particularly beneficial for individuals with work commitments, mobility difficulties or caring responsibilities. The app may also improve patient independence and self-management. By allowing patients to access medical records, prescriptions and test results directly, the NHS application encourages patients to become more involved in managing their own healthcare. This supports person-centred care, where patients are encouraged to participate actively in healthcare decisions rather than relying entirely on healthcare professionals. Access to consultation notes and medication information may help patients better understand their conditions and treatment plans. Research suggests that many patients value the convenience offered by digital healthcare systems. The Patients Association (2024) reported that most NHS application users believed the app helped them manage their healthcare more effectively. This indicates that digital technology may improve patient satisfaction when systems are accessible and easy to use. Faster access to healthcare information may also reduce frustration associated with long waiting times or difficulties contacting GP surgeries.
Another positive impact is improved accessibility to health information. Patients are no longer required to rely entirely on paper documents or memory following appointments because healthcare information can be reviewed digitally. This may improve communication between patients and healthcare professionals by helping patients remember advice, treatment plans and medication instructions more accurately. Improved access to information may also support better long-term condition management.
Despite these benefits, the NHS application also presents important challenges for patients and service users. One major issue is digital exclusion. Not all individuals have equal access to smartphones, internet connections or digital skills. NHS England (2023) recognises that digital exclusion remains a major barrier within healthcare services. Older adults, individuals with disabilities, people with low incomes and those with limited technological experience may struggle to use digital healthcare systems confidently. This issue is particularly significant because patients who require healthcare services most frequently may also be the most vulnerable to digital exclusion. For example, older patients with multiple long-term conditions may benefit from online prescription management but may also find digital systems difficult to navigate independently. If healthcare services rely too heavily on digital access, some vulnerable patients may experience reduced access to care rather than improved accessibility.
Another challenge is digital literacy. Even when patients have access to smartphones or internet services, they may not feel confident using healthcare applications. Some patients may struggle with passwords, identity verification processes or understanding healthcare terminology presented within the app. This demonstrates that digital access alone does not guarantee effective healthcare access. Without sufficient support and guidance, some patients may feel overwhelmed or excluded by digital healthcare systems.
Language and accessibility barriers must also be considered. Patients whose first language is not English may experience difficulties understanding healthcare instructions or navigating digital systems. Similarly, individuals with visual impairments, learning difficulties or cognitive conditions may struggle to use digital applications independently. This suggests that healthcare technology must be designed inclusively to meet the needs of diverse patient groups.
Privacy concerns may also affect patient confidence in digital healthcare. Although the NHS application operates within legal data protection frameworks, some patients remain concerned about how personal healthcare information is stored and shared digitally. The NHS application privacy policy explains how patient information may be used (NHS, 2026), but privacy policies are often lengthy and difficult for some patients to fully understand. As a result, patients may either avoid using the app due to fear about confidentiality or use it without fully understanding how their data is managed.
Another negative issue is the potential impact on patient anxiety. While access to test results and medical records may improve transparency, patients may also become worried if they view unfamiliar medical terminology or abnormal test results without professional explanation. Turner et al. (2022) found that online access to healthcare records may unintentionally increase patient anxiety and confusion. Consequently, although transparency can support patient empowerment, healthcare professionals still play an essential role in explaining information clearly and providing reassurance when necessary. The NHS application may also influence patient expectations of healthcare services. Because digital services provide quicker access to information and administrative support, some patients may begin expecting immediate responses or continuous online availability. This may increase pressure on healthcare professionals and contribute to patient dissatisfaction when services cannot respond instantly. Therefore, digital healthcare may improve convenience while simultaneously creating unrealistic expectations regarding healthcare accessibility.
Overall, the NHS application has improved convenience, access to information and patient involvement in healthcare for many individuals. However, these benefits are not experienced equally across all patient groups. Digital exclusion, literacy barriers, privacy concerns and anxiety demonstrate that digital innovation may unintentionally widen inequalities if healthcare organisations fail to provide inclusive support and alternative methods of access.	Comment by Zakiyyah Ahmed: You have not yet expanded/linked to policy/data protection/legislation - remember to include / expand on these points within your main body of your work
Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, the NHS application is an important digital innovation introduced within the last ten years that continues to play a major role in UK healthcare transformation. Since its introduction in 2018, the app has improved service delivery by supporting online access to appointments, prescriptions and healthcare information. It has also improved convenience and patient involvement for many service users by increasing access to healthcare services and personal medical records. However, this evaluation demonstrates that digital transformation also creates significant challenges. Financial costs, technical failures, cyber-security risks and increased workload may affect healthcare organisations implementing digital systems. Furthermore, digital exclusion, literacy barriers, privacy concerns and patient anxiety demonstrate that not all service users benefit equally from healthcare technology.
To improve future practice, healthcare organisations should continue offering non-digital alternatives alongside digital systems to avoid excluding vulnerable patients. Staff training and patient education should also be prioritised so individuals can use digital healthcare systems safely and confidently. In addition, healthcare organisations should invest in strong cyber-security systems and ensure patient information is communicated clearly and transparently. Finally, future digital healthcare policies should focus not only on technological efficiency but also on equality, accessibility and patient-centred care. Without inclusive implementation, digital innovation may unintentionally increase healthcare inequalities despite aiming to improve healthcare delivery overall.
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