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Digital Innovation - NHS App

Introduction 
This report examines the digital innovation introduced in the UK Health and Social Care sector over the past decade, focusing on the NHS App. It explores the app’s significance, its impact on the workforce, patients and service roles, and highlights any related challenges. The report concludes with key findings and recommendations for future improvements. 

Digital technology now plays a vital role in improving how people access and experience health and social care in the UK. A major example of this is the NHS App, launched in 2018 by NHS Digital and the Department of Health and Social Care. The app enables users to manage healthcare tasks such as booking appointments, ordering repeat prescriptions, viewing their medical records and accessing services like the COVID-19 Pass. Patients can also control who accesses their data and how it is used (NHS Digital, 2021). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a new feature, the NHS COVID Pass, was launched on 17 May 2021, allowing users to prove their vaccination status. NHS England’s goals for the app were to: 
1) Improve access to primary care services
2) Enhance patient experience
3) Save time in general practices 
4) Promote self-care (Hodes and Majeed, 2021).

The NHS App plays a vital role in improving access to healthcare services and empowering patients. It allows users to view and manage their health information in real time, helping them take greater control of their conditions. Overall, it demonstrates how large-scale digital innovation can enhance fairness, patient involvement and the effectiveness of health and social care systems. (The King’s Fund, 2023). 

Workforce roles using the NHS App 
The NHS App has significantly influenced the health and social care workforce, changing how staff deliver and manage services. Its integration into daily practice has reshaped roles, requiring new digital skills, revised job responsibilities and a stronger understanding of technology-enabled care. This has improved efficiency and streamlined service delivery, 
The App has transformed many traditional administrative and communication processes into digital formats, meaning staff must now be more confident in using digital tools to support patient care. Consequently, national initiatives such as the NHS Digital Academy and Health Education England’s Digital Readiness Programme focus on upskilling staff in digital leadership, cybersecurity, and patient-facing technology (Topol Review, 2019). 

Due to the app, there have been many adjustments for the administrative staff, such as booking appointments, processing repeat prescriptions, and confirming test results, which can now be managed directly by patients. This reduces the administrative workload for reception, allowing them to focus on more complex queries or patient support needs (The Health Foundation, 2022) (1). For example, reception staff have developed new competencies in managing online triage systems to direct patients to the most appropriate service, monitoring and responding to secure patient messages and ensuring data accuracy when information is transferred between systems. However, a common barrier has been the limited time for staff training, as employees often must learn new digital systems while managing their usual workloads. To address this, some organisations have implemented brief, flexible e-learning modules and peer support from digital champions.

For clinicians, the change means more time for patient care and fewer interruptions for administrative tasks. Additionally, new support roles have emerged, such as digital champions or patient engagement officers, who provide guidance and troubleshooting for patients struggling with the app (NHS England, 2023).  

Benefits 
The app has benefited the NHS in several ways that have improved the workforce efficiency and the overall service quality. It has reduced human error in appointment scheduling and prescription management, leading to more accurate records, fewer missed appointments and providing more effective personalised care (NHS England, 2019). Staff have reported that online prescription requests save time and minimise transcription errors, enhancing medical safety. It lets patients request repeat prescriptions directly, which reduces the number of phone calls and other administrative tasks that the GP practices must handle (NHS England, 2025). 

The app has improved communication and secure messaging inbox, so patients can receive messages, screening invitations or hospital appointments all directly to the app, rather than via SMS or postal letters. Lastly, it supports multidisciplinary collaboration, as the clinicians can access the same patient data across systems, improving care coordination between primary, secondary and community care teams, “Since July 2024, the increased use of existing app features has saved almost 5.7 million hours of staff time, including 1.26 million clinical hours across care settings” (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). This is a huge reduction in labour costs and an opportunity for staff to handle additional patient load without hiring extra staff. With all these benefits, staff are freer from repetitive tasks and can dedicate more attention to patients with complex needs, those who speak different languages or those with limited health literacy.  This saved time across multiple care settings may improve equitable access to timely care.

Critical evaluation of barriers and challenges 
The adoption of the NHS App has also presented challenges; one major issue has been resistance to change, particularly among staff who feel less confident with the digital systems. “Some staff have expressed concerns about the uncertainty about the security and privacy of using digital health tools, stressing that robust training and support are necessary for confidence in adoption, and the potential loss of personal interaction in patient care” (Reidy et al., 2025, p.8). For example, make sure everyone knows the rules around data protection, provide leaflets explaining GDPR compliant handling of online patient portals, and have a secure chat app with multi-factor authentication to share patient care notes. Health data refers to any personal information about an individual’s physical or mental well-being, including details of healthcare services that can disclose their health condition (UK Government, 2018). 

Others were initially reluctant to shift from familiar paper-based workflows to digital platforms. Workload pressures were also temporarily increased as staff had to manage both digital and traditional systems while supporting patients unfamiliar with the digital app. This dual burden increased the administrative strain and slowed adoption (The Health Foundation, 2022) (2). 

Therefore, it becomes evident that digital innovation offers efficiency in the long term as the pace of technological change often outstrips the rate of staff development. Without consistent investment in workforce training and engagement, digital tools risk amplifying inequalities between digitally confident and less confident staff. This requires shared learning, adequate resources for development and leadership, which supports innovation while recognising frontline pressures. 

Patient/Service Users' Experiences with the NHS App
Let's now see the changes it has been for patients and service users accessing the NHS app. It's helped patients manage their own healthcare anywhere they are, it’s a greater convenience, transparency and autonomy in their care. Patients can easily book appointments, order repeat prescriptions and view their medical records from home. This has made healthcare interaction faster and more flexible, aligning with modern expectations for on-demand digital services. A study looking at patient portal adoption by older adults revealed a notable interest among this group in using functions enabling access to health information and appointment booking. However, there were also reported issues surrounding the usability of the technology and a need for increased user support (Wildenbos et al., 2018). Between January 2019 and May 2021, the NHS App was downloaded 8,524,882 times and registered 4,449,869 (Majeed et al., 2024). Please (Figure 1a and 1b) below. 
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Most service users have reported back that having this access to their personal health information in real time helps them feel more in control of their care, which promotes self-management and informed decision-making. The ability to view test results and clinical notes has prepared the patients for consultations and can identify issues earlier, leading to quicker diagnosis and intervention. 

Having the Covid Pass and online triage services has improved the public health responsiveness, especially during emergencies. For any patients with long-term illnesses to be able to track health data and prescriptions digitally reduces the need to have repeat visits to the GP, saving the patients' and clinicians’ time. Participants described feeling more informed and empowered to manage their long-term conditions. 

However, inequalities persist because some individuals may lack access to smartphones or reliable internet, face cost to data costs, or have impairments that make using digital platforms challenging. To improve inclusion, health and social care services can maintain non-digital alternatives such as phone or in-person services, ensure apps are accessible for people with visual or hearing impairments, and provide devices or data support for those who cannot afford them. 

Issues 
One key concern is data privacy and security, as the app allows patients to view medical records and test results. Questions have been raised about how securely this sensitive data is stored and shared. Although NHS England provides encryption and authentication measures, some users remain anxious about any potential breaches or unauthorised access. So, we need to ensure there is transparency in how the data is used and who can view it remains vital for maintaining the public trust. 

Another significant issue is digital literacy involving older people, who may have disadvantaged backgrounds or who struggle to navigate digital platforms. This can then lead to the digital divide, meaning that those in most need of healthcare may find it most difficult to use the NHS app, potentially exacerbating health inequalities. As these digital tools become the default entry point for care, people without smartphones, internet access, or confidence in technology are at risk of being left behind. Furthermore, the differences in the NHS App registration rates support earlier research findings, and they indicate that use of the NHS App, as with other digital health technology, differs according to gender, ethnic group, socioeconomic status, and healthcare needs (Chapman et al., 2022).

Evidence from Patient/Studies 
Patient feedback from NHS surveys further supports these findings; many users cited quicker access to test results and greater clarity over medication as key benefits. Patients largely appreciate the app’s convenience but often face partial access to records, limiting its usefulness for managing care (The Patient Coalition for Digital Health, 2024, p.5).  Yet others felt the service lacked personal interaction and worried about missing reassurance from face-to-face care. Research suggests that the rural population and individuals with disabilities face more barriers in accessing online services due to poor connectivity or accessibility issues (NHS Confederation, 2023). To promote fairness, continuous investment in digital inclusion initiatives, more patient education, and alternative non-digital routes is necessary. 

Recommendation to Enhance the NHS App 
The NHS App has the potential to improve access to healthcare services, but barriers such as digital, literacy, accessibility, and financial constraints limit its effectiveness. A recent study looking at the uptake and engagement of health and wellbeing apps found that one of the most important factors for engagement was apps coupled with health practitioner support (Szinay et al., 2020). 

Evidence has shown that the NHS app delivers substantial user benefits, including convenience and faster access to appointments and test results. It has also improved medication management and reduced administrative workload for staff. Qualitative research indicates that patients generally trust the NHS app and value access to their records, yet concerns about data privacy remain. Workforce effects include time savings and free clinical capacity, but the rollout has created short-term workload pressures and exposed gaps in digital skills and training (Transformation Partners, The Health Foundation, 2022). 

The main findings for development are as follows: 
1) Establish more digital champions and patient support roles to help with frontline tasks, introduce a structured digital training programme that covers key digital tools, data security and patient communication. This could affect time pressure as staff report limited capacity for additional training during working hours. If this is the case, then introduce more protected learning hours through rota adjustments or e-learning modules accessible at convenient times. 
2) Increase the funding for local digital hubs that offer access to devices, free Wi-Fi, and one-to-one support. These hubs can help patients register for and navigate the NHS App, improving digital literacy and confidence. For future development, community partnerships with local councils, libraries, and voluntary organisations to share resources and reduce costs will strengthen community engagement.
3) Target interventions in deprived areas, older adults, giving them tailored support and communications as they prefer face-to-face interactions or lack the necessary technology, action to continue offering traditional methods for appointment bookings through phone lines. This could be achieved, but with minimal resources. The operational costs will increase, and there could be a delay in service delivery. 
4) Have more trust in maintaining the transparency about data use and strengthening patient privacy information, patient education on account security, and have routine public reporting on safeguards and incidents. This could be achievable if no technical complexity occurs and in future, having the central NHS templates to ensure consistency in data recording, communication and service delivery.

Suggestions going forward:
· Increase awareness of the NHS App.
· Provide universal access to information via the App.
· Make the App easier to access.
· Reassure people about data security within the App.
· Provide a clear path to find help using the App.
· Provide a clear explanation of the different healthcare apps in use.

Conclusion
The NHS App helps patients manage their healthcare more easily by allowing them to book appointments, order prescriptions, and view their records online. It has made service more convenient and reduced some of the pressure on staff by saving time. However, not everyone can use the app equally. People who don’t have internet access, digital skills, or suitable devices can be left behind. Staff also face challenges in finding time to learn and support patients with digital tools. More training, protected learning hours, and local support, such as community digital hubs, could help improve inclusion. Keeping non-digital options available is also important to make sure no one is excluded. 

Overall, the NHS App is a positive step towards modern, efficient healthcare, but continued effort is needed to make it fully accessible, fair, and sustainable for all users. It requires coordinated investment in workforce training, the policy levers to standardise practice behaviour and sustained focus on digital inclusion and governance. This digital innovation can modernise healthcare, but only if implemented with equity and user trust at its core
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