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1. Introduction
Over the last ten years, digital transformation has been a key characteristic of the health and social care landscape in the United Kingdom. The NHS App was one of the numerous technologies launched and has also been rolled out to become a central hub for patients to access services in the National Health Service (NHS) (NHS England, 2023); it is a significant digital technology in the country. The NHS App enables patients to book appointments with their General Practitioner (GP), order repeat prescriptions, access their medical records from their GP, take part in their organ donation decision, and use the NHS 111 services online, amongst a number of other functions (NHS England, 2024). This report examines critically the implementation of the NHS App in the UK health and social care sector within the past decade, focusing on effects on the workforce, service delivery, patients/service users and community. While drawing on data specific to the UK, where relevant taking advantage of international literature, the report also addresses the advantages and constraints of this digital transformation.
2. Workforce
The new NHS App has significantly impacted on the skills and roles NHS staff working in primary care and administration need. Before the era of digital, much general practice administration was focused on the receptionist and admin staff, who handled the telephone bookings and repeat prescription requests and processed patients' queries (Papoutsi et al., 2023). There has been a marked shift in many of these tasks and almost half have been passed over to patients themselves, which they can fulfil digitally using the NHS App. This has meant that staff have been required to acquire new digital skills, such as helping patients with log-in or identity verification problems with the app or the digital systems used to manage the organisation's digital triage – including online consultation systems (Health Education England, 2023). The NHS App's connection with GP records has meant NHS clinical staff have had to pay more attention to data governance, ensuring that records are accurate and information is secure, with patients now having greater access to clinical notes, test results and medication lists (NHS England, 2024). But it's not easy. The length of rollout time reported increased workloads for many of the GP practice staff who participated in the survey, with digital implementation actually adding to existing workload, especially within practices attending older patients with on average lower digital literacy levels due to the time that was required to use it to handle more enquiries in early-stage rollout than other practices (Health Education England, 2023). Interviews with staff and patients in the practice indicate that there is also a digital skills gap amongst some administrative and care staff, a need conceded by NHS England (2023) for continued training programmed to help staff relate confidently with patients using the app. Overall, results from the workforce implications describe a shift from transactional and telephone administrative jobs to more technology infused support and digital facilitation labor roles that require on-going professional development.
3. Service Delivery
The NHS App, seen from the services perspective, has changed our daily delivery service in primary care and now, in an increasing way, in secondary health care services. The one change that has been most apparent is in appointment management. Patients are also able to book, view and cancel GP appointments – instead of relying on the telephone lines, which will now be a thing of the past for patients, especially during peak times like Monday mornings (The King's Fund, 2024). Another change to services brought about by repeat ordering has been NHS electronic transmissions of repeat prescriptions to a nominated surgery via the Electronic Prescription Service instead of patients going to their surgery to collect them, helping to reduce the number of patients presenting with paper repeat prescriptions (NHS England, 2024). This has simplified the process of prescriptions for pharmacies and minimised paperwork for GP surgeries. The NHS App was a key part of a critical infrastructure during the COVID-19 pandemic and played a crucial role in supporting the use of the NHS COVID Pass and the rollout of the COVID-19 vaccination system, this rapid uptake saw user numbers rise significantly from the pandemic's outset; by 2023, it was estimated that more than 33 million people have registered on the NHS App (NHS England, 2023). While the advantages, it must be admitted, have overshadowed the difficulties, they were nonetheless created by the changes in delivery service. There is a thinly veiled shadow of a ‘digital front door' effect where the use of linked NHS App services may have led to an overall increase in consultations but may not have reduced the need to call the GP, thus exacerbating challenges to capacity (Greenhalgh et al., 2022). Also, NHS App interoperability needs to be integrated into the NHS digital estate, particularly with the NHS Summary Care Record (SCR) and the NHS Login identity verification service, and this has been costly due to the high effort involved in getting legacy IT systems across different GP practices and NHS trusts working together (UK Parliament, 2023; NHS England, 2022). These integration issues, among others, highlight the relatively complex service delivery architecture behind the app, even though the user side of things is made easier for the patients.
4. Patient/Service User
The NHS App has made a significant difference to the experience of care and NHS perceptions of care for patients. The app has facilitated the move towards self-managed care because it allows patients to access their GP health record – this includes their test results, immunisation history and coded diagnoses – alongside the public health policy goal of ‘no decision about me without me’ (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022; NHS England, 2023). NHS England (2023) data indicate satisfaction with convenience in accessing hospital services has improved for patients who are active users of NHS App, including in accessing routine services like ordering medication/prescription, which were previously time-consuming. Use of NHS 111 online via the app is also linked to better views about the access to urgent care services, particularly out of normal working hours (NHS England, 2024). But it hasn't been a universal success. There have been concerns raised about the negative impacts of health inequalities and the 'digital divide', as older patients, those with lower digital literacy, people with certain disabilities and those with a lower income or social status are less likely to use or gain the benefits of the app (Papoutsi et al., 2023). A large percentage of older people in the UK don't own their own smartphone, and many don't feel as confident in using health apps, according to Good Things Foundation (2024), therefore leaving a serious risk that digital-first methods may further contribute to disparities in access to care. Additionally, there have been reports of some patients being worried about seeing sensitive results or diagnoses directly on the app before they are able to discuss those results with a clinician, which is why it's crucial that there are measures in place to protect patients, like the delay function (Ofcom, 2023).
5. Community
At the local level the NHS App represents a shift in patients, families and how local populations engage with the health and social care system. Considering location and type of services accessed, the app has also decreased the need for out-of-hospital consultation to GP surgeries, potentially saving UK patients in rural areas from a time-consuming journey to a GP surgery (The King's Fund, 2024). The app has also had an impact on its family members and carers, specifically via proxy access, enabling parent and carer to undertake health-related tasks for children and/or dependent adults, as part of informal care in the community (NHS England, 2024). This capability becomes particularly pertinent in social care settings as family carers frequently have a major involvement in arranging appointments and medicines for their families with long-term conditions. For co-production, NHS England has reached out to patient organisations and digital inclusion charities for feedback and enhancements to the accessibility features of the app including support for screen readers and translated content as it continues to be developed (NHS England, 2023). Other studies, however, suggest that digital inequality is still a serious public health problem at the community level. There are approximately 1.7 million households in the UK who lack the internet (Good Things Foundation, 2024), which means that there are significant numbers of people who are unable to access app-based services without extra support, for example access to digital inclusion hubs in the community, or the support of a social prescribing link worker to help with digital onboarding (UK Parliament, 2023). It emphasises those for which the success of NHS App as a community level service relies on the concurrent provision of digital services infrastructure and digital inclusion programmed, before digital transformation is able to "overlook the most vulnerable members of society".
6. Conclusion
In summary, the NHS App is an important initiative that has been introduced into health and social care in the UK in the last decade and will have an important impact on the future of the workforce, services the way they're offered, patient experiences and how people engage with communities and services. The advantages it offers such as greater convenience, administrative load reduction and greater empowerment of patients are well documented, especially given its growth during COVID-19. The assessment highlights, however, persistent issues, including health inequalities due to digital divide with others, and higher workload pressures on transitions; and new challenges with interoperability of NHS IT systems. The positive outcomes witnessed within the NHS App, for the four areas outlined in this report, will require further development with a focus on digital inclusion, staff training and clear integration of systems in place.
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