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Digital champions — Health and social care providers have been at the forefront of driving digital transformation over the past ten years to enhance accessibility, efficiency and patient engagement. One of the UK flagship inventions is NHS App This was followed, in January 2019, by the launch of an app from NHS England, designed to help citizens manage their health by planning appointments and re- ordering repeat medicines and viewing electronic health information (NHS Alliance 2026). It was used as the NHS COVID Pass platform during the COVID-19 epidemic, and facilitated uptake. Simultaneously, registered users climbed to 33.6 million in December 2023; from November 2022 to the same month of 2023 monthly logins increased by 54 per cent. A press release in April 2026 claimed that it had seen 41 million registrations, and that 64% of hospital outpatient appointments were visible on the app. This research critically reviews the effect of the NHS App on staff, delivery of service, patients and the community over a decade. Positive outcomes as well as new challenges are also considered, including the generation of digital inequalities.
Background and Implementation
Aims and Features
In October, an app was launched to make it easier for patients to access its services. Things such as booking GP appointments, cancelling GP appointments, ordering repeat medications, checking symptoms, using NHS 111 online where you can get advice from a trained nurse or doctor over the phone and also check your own medical records with your GP by email, letting your doctor know whether you want to donor organs when you die (developing more widely later this year), share or not share data about yourself in non-GP settings were key tasks. It supports encrypted messaging and some functionality around personal health records (NHS England – Inclusive digital healthcare framework, 2023) In 2021, a new feature called the NHS COVID Pass was added to enable people to demonstrate their vaccination status or test results for travel and events (Queen Margaret University Blog, 2023). The app is now used for checking status of referral, managing hospital appointment, reviewing maternity notes and downloading letters. A: The app interacts with GP systems using NHS Spine and uses two-factor authentication combined with NHS login. It's free on iOS and Android.
Adoption and uptake
Initial adoption was low. There were 8.5 million downloads and 4.45 million registrations in May 2021 (Strategy Unit NHS Midlands and Lancashire,2021). With the launch of the NHS COVID Pass, this number rose. This grew from 33.6 million to approximately 41 million registered users between December 2023 and April 2026 (KC, 2023). NHS England app Over 40 million repeat prescription requests have been received in 2023 via the NHS England app, and millions logon each month and increase appointment booking/ management (Reidy, 2025). An observational study showed higher rates of registration in practices with older or poorer patient lists but found 25% lower rates of registration in the poorest practices. There were an increase in registrations amongst whites and working-age patients. Uneven adoption signals digital inequality.
Policy context
Supports national digital health strategies for NHS App Learn MoreYou will also be interested in...Digital First Primary CareThe 2019 NHS Long Term Plan encouraged "digital first" primary care and online manage(Health Innovation North East & North Cumbria, 2022) The app was used to offer remote consultations & contactless services during the pandemic. Tip 7: Health records will be made accessible for individuals This serves the government on the agenda of distributing medical responsibility to patients so that they can control chronic diseases on their own, and take control of their care.
Impact on the Workforce
Modifications of Job Roles and Skill-set
NHS App has swapped work between GPs, practice staff, pharmacists and call-centre operatives One practice claimed it saves its GP staff three minutes and patients 18 minutes per prescription as the software cuts down on administrative work for receptionists and GPs. Receptionists will spend less time on repeat medication requests and appointments, so can focus on more complex questions. Yet, technologies that allow for digital triage and texting have increased these electronic connections. Staff can feel an “always-on” workload due to patients wanting rapid responses. Digging through digital data, or answering medication questions with a few clicks of an app is up next for nurses and chemists (Winter 2024).
Digital adoption requires new skills. Staff have to understand how the app works, navigate NHS login and some basic troubleshooting capabilities so that they can be an aid for patients that are not able to functionally complete completing the tech (NHS England,2016). Qualitative analysis suggested that workers experienced its implementation as "market-led" and unprepared (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). Often, informal training was common and receptionists worked alongside clinicians. While some pointed to the potential capabilities of digital health apps, others raised concerns about digital exclusion and emphasized a need for more in-person assistance.
Workload and workflow impacts
According to studies, the app should cut back on phone calls by making repeat prescriptions, booking appointments and accessing records easier. NHS England also claimed in 2023 that such services as digital registration of friends and family testing and online appointment booking had saved patients over 10 million minutes. On the other side, we can see a heavy workload in some regions. There may be more app messages to clinicians, as non-urgent patients expect immediate responses. This includes redesigning triage operations and scheduling digital communications, NHS England – NHS App Pilot Report (2019). If the app data (appointment availability, test results) takes time to update then patients get frustrated.
Training and support
To help staff use the technologies effectively, NHS England developed digital pioneers and had launched local training programs. It was further highlighted in a 2023 digital pioneers blog to note the training had supported practice staff to helped them to learn how the software worked, create digital champions and hold patient seminars (NHS England – Hospital, 2026). Nonetheless, staff interviews suggest that ongoing support is required (Health and Social Care Committee, 2023). As features realised on the platform grow, clinicians need continuous professional development to be able to lead patients (NHS England - NHS, 2023).
Impact on Service Delivery
Efficiency and productivity
The program claims better efficiency because patients manage things themselves. Frees you from getting phone pressure and entering prescriptions manually. Reminders are sent, Patients can just cancel or reschedule their appointment easily and quick means no more zero turn up patients. NHS England said more than 40 million repeat prescriptions and appointment bookings were processed through the app in 2023. NHS 111 or online symptom checkers reduce unnecessary GP visits and direct people to appropriate providers (NHS England Digital Blog, 2019).
But these efficiencies are inconsistent. Some appointments will need manual confirmation, in particular where practice systems are not integrated (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). Inconsistent data flows between GP systems and hospital records may lag behind referrals made through the app. Staff have to cope with patients who either cannot or will not use digital services. Some therapists say that digital communication does not always reduce pressure, as non-synchronous messages may build up and need to be handled appropriately (Good Things Foundation, 2025).
Quality of care and safety
Patients can check drugs and allergies because they have access to their medical records, leading to a better environment for safety. Patients that assessed records through app felt a far better control of their health (Majeed, 2024). Electronic prescriptions eliminate handwriting errors. Safety issues persist: patients might just misinterpret the data about their condition or might access the clinical information before a professional has an opportunity to explain it and consequently become worried (World Health Organization, 2024). If you did not update referral statuses, most patients may miss important visits. Staff highlight the importance of maintaining telephone and face-to-face services for those without digital access.
Equity considerations
Digital divide affects service delivery. Poor or elderly practices may adopt apps less, negating efficiency advantages (Bennion 2025). A survey found a 25% decrease in registrations at disadvantaged practices and higher uptake amongst white patients (NHS England Digital Blog, 2019). Digital exclusion has been brought into focus following the unveiling of NHS England's digital inclusion framework, which shows 7% of households do not have home internet and that 10% lack basic digital skills, rendering older people, disabled populations, low-income consumers and rural communities vulnerable to exclusion. NHS England – Inclusive digital healthcare framework (2023), Digital revolution will increase inequity without more targeted support
The effect on patients and service users
Perceived benefits
For NHS App users, it results in increased convenience and more empowerment. Transparency and control is promoted by allowing users to view test results and medical history; qual study participants described enhanced feeling (and lack of worry) from seeing the same. Value: Prescriptions are only available through online re-filling and it is time saving also you do not to go anywhere to pharmacy or your GP. NHS Alliance (2026) find that many like booking ooh appointments and receiving electronic confirmations. They can use the app to track notes, immunization history, and referrals for chronic diseases.
Pandemic-prevention led to continuity of care due to video consultations in the app. One digital pioneers blog tells of a woman who hated technology but part a video call with her GP and arrange her medicines using the app, saving both money and time (KC, 2023). These comments demonstrate the programme's role in enhancing patient autonomy and minimising travel, particularly for patients who reside rurally or are otherwise impaired (NHS England – NHS, 2023).
Negative perceptions and challenges
Despite all of these benefits, some users are not satisfied. Without integrated GP systems, patients may not be able to book appointments or access records (Good Things Foundation, 2025). Proxy access-where carers can acount level of others-have been particularly slow in sease, causing problems for parents and caregivers. Access could be limited due to a lack of smartphones or computer skills among poor patients. Elderly persons, those without technical confidence, and non-English speakers may also struggle to almost the same extent: a study in BMC Medicine [11] demonstrated that people underrepresented based on age/language/technical confidence face challenges. Some concerns over medical data privacy and security, HOLLY: NHS reassurances tend to reassure.
Health behaviors and health outcomes
And while the marriage of digital tools and health has only sparingly shown to translate into better health, at least greater access to information can drive engagement. Studies show that access to records via a patient portal increases understanding of disease and preventative care (Winter, 2024). It could also motivate users to take a more active role in managing medications and appointments (Majeed, 2024) through the personalized NHS App. Digital services might replace phone or face to face contact, where those digitally excluded may defer care, possibly resulting in worse outcomes (NHS England Digital Blog, 2019).
Community and Population Impact
Access and inclusion across communities
The NHS App and its benefits are reliant on fair access Using data up to October 2023, research indicates a "digital inverse care law": registrations in some poor practices are 34% lower and differ by ethnicity and gender. Rural populations may face connectivity challenges, while urban impoverished locations may experience lower levels of digital literacy (NHS Alliance, 2026). Proxy access to the app is particularly important to caretakers and family members, delaying their ability to take action on medicines or appointments for older relatives has met with frustration.
Effect on family and caregivers
Family members can access and view appointments in relatives' medical records via proxy. It can alleviate care and support burden andhugely facilitate collaborative decision-making (NHS England, 2026). Restricted proxy access has been targeted by patient advocacy groups (NHS Alliance, 2026). Privacy implications due to lack of verification/consent (Health and Social Care Committee, 2023)
Co‑production and public health
The app to enter reading (., blood pressure) and share to professionals for co-production. Push alerts can remind users of immunisation or booking exams to support population health programs. It also provided COVID Pass and test result delivery via the app. Public health messages may fail to reach everyone if not all can access these services (Majeed, 2024). The framework for digital inclusion supports co-design at the community level, to meet differing needs.
Positive and Negative Outcomes Summary
Positive outcomes
• Better management of appointments, medicines, and health information anytime increases autonomy and decreases travel (NHS England 2026).
• Millions of digital transactions, the scalability of digital prescribing & online booking resulting in saved staff time and administrative complexity (Health and Social Care Committee 2023).
COVID-19 Support: The support offered by the rollout of video consultations along with both COVID Pass and NHS App to offer a safe method of care and movement during lockdown (NHS England – NHS App Pilot Report, 2019).
• Public health advantage: Push notifications and access to record facilitate massive vaccination and screening campaigns (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025).
• Co-production flab-> to facilitate access, proxy access and self-monitoring encourage involvement of patients, caretakers and professionals (NHS England – Hospital, 2026)
Negative outcomes
• Digital inequalities: 7% of households do not have internet and 10 million adults lack the confidence or skills to use the internet (NHS England-NHS, 2023); less affluent ageing/ minority groups are less likely to adopt.
• Some GP practices work in a slightly different ways; some patients are not able to get an appointment or check if records (Health and Social Care Committee, 2023)
• More work for staff: Clinicians may be overwhelmed by messages and not trained to deal with them (NHS Alliance, 2026).
Privacy and security: Patients fear data breaches and misappropriation of data, but evidence is scarce (Queen Margaret University Blog, 2023)
• If overreliant upon the app to keep our vaccination status up-to-date it may cause marginalisation of non-digital users who cannot or chose not use digital technologies (Bennion, 2025).
Recommendations
More computer literacy training for older people, disabled people and poor communities Give out devices or internet subsidies to the unconnected (NHS England — NHS, 2023). Engage with local charities and libraries to deliver face-to-face assistance (Good Things Foundation, 2025).
Maintain hybrid service delivery: Provide phone and in-person options to prevent digital exclusion. Digital Should Be An Extension Of Traditional Media
Thoroughly train the receptionists, clinicians and chemists. Make evidence-based digital competence a core competency and free up staff to support patients (Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), 2022).
Make GP IT systems and hospitals' connection more uniform so that every patient can view their own appointments, referrals, and test results. Accelerate development of proxy access and self-monitoring capabilities.
Monitor equity and outcomes: Create demographic usage statistics to expose disparities. Value guarantees via support to assess data about App health outcomes(NHS England, 2026).
Enhance privacy and security: Define data protection and compliance. Facilitate intuitive authentication mechanism that does not discriminate the digitally illiterate (NHS England – NHS, 2023).
Conclusion
The NHS AppTransforming UK health and social care accessibility, the NHS app gives people unprecedented access to appointments, medications & medical information. It has improved efficiency and allowed patients to take charge of their own health. But many realized the potential of these apps for remote care and public health services during COVID-19. But digital inequities, inconsistent functionality, and inadequate training limit its promise. Maximising the app's potential requires potentially significant investment in digital inclusion, hybrid service delivery, interoperability, and staff and patient support from policymakers and providers. These changes can make a truly inclusive NHS App — which is crucial for better health outcomes and reducing inequities.
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