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Patients increasingly use digital access routes

The national GP Patient Survey shows 

increasing numbers of patients using 

their GP surgery website
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Online consultation 

submission rates
*Utilisation data is based on submissions by system suppliers. The data set 

is not complete and so these figures provide an indication of activity only. 

Number of logins 

Jan 2023: 17,274,920

Usage of the NHS 

App

38% - 2019

42% - 2020

53% - 2021

60% - 2022



Amazing user experiences are 

expected and patients require a 

consistent experience as they 

navigate all NHS services 

through all stages of their life

Well designed and tested digital experiences 

make the complex simple, making them useable 

and accessible for the majority of the population
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We need your help

To create a great experience of digital 

access to general practice we need to:

• Reduce complexity 

• Improve integration

• Provide support to patients and staff

• Deliver a consistent experience

• User test to ensure digital journeys and tools 

are highly usable and accessible

GP websites, online 
consultation tools, 

apps and other digital 
tools are now critical 
enablers of general 
practice access and 

service delivery



Making GP websites highly usable and 
accessible for patients
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Why do patients visit GP surgery websites?

Visits are task 
focused. 

A small number of 
tasks dominate 

visits.
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We asked 102 patients to start those five key tasks 
on 10 GP website templates 

102 participants 

• 102 participants 

• With low to moderate 

digital confidence from 

across England

• 46% of patient-users had 

previously visited their 

surgery website

Five tasks

• Make, change or cancel my 

appointment

• Complete an online 

consultation form

• Order a repeat prescription

• Get my test results

• Find opening times / phone 

number for the surgery

Ten GP Templates

• Representing 90% of 

market usage

Read our patient-user research on our Digital Primary Care FutureNHS workspace 

(log in required)
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Many participants struggle to find and start key tasks

Participants failed to or struggled to 

find the starting point for 25-60% of 

key tasks on the GP surgery 

templates tested

● Uncompleted tasks (red): 36% of 

tasks were abandoned or 

uncompleted on the poorest 

performing templates compared to 

10% on best performing.

● Easy completion (green): 76% of 

tasks were completed easily on the 

best performing template vs 38% on 

the poorest.

Template 1

Template 2

Template 3

Template 4

Template 5

Template 6

Template 7

Template 8

Template 9

Template 10
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Overlays/pop-up screens were a major obstacle 
27% of participants struggled to get to the homepage

Overlays blocking  the homepage

In this example multiple overlays are 

piled on top of each other, obscuring the 

homepage and causing confusion for 

participant.

Site-wide overlays

Blocking access to 

underlying content, in 

this case about repeat 

prescriptions.

Function overlays

Functions (like the ‘live 

chat’ head icon) obscure 

important functions 

underneath.

Good practice:

Urgent information embedded in 

the page
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Participants use their mental model and keywords 
to scan and explore a GP website

Mental model: All of these (routine) tasks 

were well understood by participant and 

many had experienced them before. 

Keywords: Users bring this ‘mental 

model’ and associated keywords with 

them when they approach a website.

These keywords are critical. These are 

the key words patient-users scan the 

page for, look for in navigation or enter 

into search boxes.

Task Users scanned pages 

and searched for:

Make, change or 

cancel an appointment

Appointments

Get a repeat 

prescription online

Prescriptions

Get a sick note for 

work

Sick note

Get test results Test results

Complete a form to 

join the surgery

Participants varied 

between register or join

the practice.

"Register" was often confused with other items you can register for, 

eg. register for patient access.
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Participants use their keywords in three ways to find 
the starting point for key tasks

This template supports users needs and search strategies

Scanning the homepage Scanning primary navigation Using keywords in search

.
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Participants use the menu and search less when they 
aren’t visible or open
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This template doesn’t support users search strategies

Overlays roadblock users 

from the homepage

Navigation and search not open 

(and persistent on mobile)

Icon overlay blocks functions 

below

Key task link is buried in a 

list of symptoms in a section 

headed ‘who do I see?’
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Large amounts of text and long lists of options are a huge 
barriers for users. NHS recommended reading age is 9-11

93 symptoms to 

choose from to 

start this online 

consultation 

prevents users 

from finding a 

symptom 

relevant to them.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacter
istics/homeinternetandsocialmediausage/articles/exploringtheuksdigitaldivide/
2019-03-04

https://literacytrust.org.uk/parents-and-families/adult-literacy/

11
million

UK adults lack the 
skills to use digital 
effectively

7
million

Adults in England 
have very poor 
literacy skills

A 1000 word

appointment 

page creates 

a huge barrier 

for many 

users.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetandsocialmediausage/articles/exploringtheuksdigitaldivide/2019-03-04
https://literacytrust.org.uk/parents-and-families/adult-literacy/
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The NHS content style guide is a key standard for accurate, 
clear and concise content

NHS target reading 
age is 9-11.

It provides well tested 
guidance on writing 
well structured, 
accurate, clear and 
concise content.

.



Finding online consultation forms
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Online consultation forms: 81% of participants did not 
find an Online Consultation form easily

81% of participants did not 

find an online consultation 

form easily or abandoned the 

task

Ideally users should be able to find 

this critical form in a minute or less

For most users this was not possible

• 49% abandoned the task

• 32% found the form with difficulty

• 19% found the OC form easily

Template A

Template B

Template C

Template D

Template E

Template F

Template G

Template H

Template I

Template J
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The term “online consultation” and when to use online 
consultation forms is unclear to many patients

Patient understanding

The access model for patients is 

changing and we’re using new 

terms like OC and triage.

▪ The term “online 

consultation” is unclear to 

many patients.

▪ How and when they 

should use “online 

consultations” is unclear 

to many patients.

▪ Patients are unsure what 

key words to scan for on 

a GP website.

Patient behaviour

Patients fall back on existing 

knowledge and behaviours

▪ Patients search for 

“appointments” 

▪ When patients look in 

appointments sections OC 

is often not listed 

▪ Patients see a range of 

terms for OC which is 

confusing.

▪ Use of brand names for OC 

also confuses patients.
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The term “online consultation” and when to use online 
consultation forms is unclear to many patients

Patient understanding

The access model for patients is 

changing and we’re using new 

terms like OC and triage.

▪ The term “online 

consultation” is unclear to 

many patients.

▪ How and when they 

should use “online 

consultations” is unclear 

to many patients.

▪ Patients are unsure what 

key words to scan for on 

a GP website.

Patient behaviour

Patients fall back on existing 

knowledge and behaviours

▪ Patients search for 

“appointments” 

▪ When patients look in 

appointments sections OC 

is often not listed 

▪ Patients see a range of 

terms for OC which is 

confusing.

▪ Use of brand names for OC 

also confuses patients.

Recommendations

Use “request an appointment 

online” to describe online 

consultation forms.

Integrate OC options alongside 

other ways of contacting the 

practice (eg. Phone and walk-in).

Support patients ways of 

searching: make sure “request 

an appointment online” is a quick 

link on the homepage, in search 

results and on your appointments 

page.
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Our recommended (and tested) copy for the appointments 
page integrates OC alongside other options

Our tested and 

recommended 

copy is in our 

guidance on 

nhs.uk
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3/10 participants found the OC form on this template

No OC link in ‘appointments’: 

9 of 10 participants look for the OC 

form in ‘Appointments’. There is no 

link to OC forms here.

Not understanding ‘econsultations’: 

3 of 10 participants spontaneously say 

they don’t know what ‘eConsultations’ 

means. This is the only link on the site 

to OC.

Tap zone:

Of the participants who find the 

eConsultation box, some struggle to 

see the ‘start now’ button and try to 

click the ‘eConsultations’ heading or 

the image. 

Poor content 

design: 

eConsultations is not 

understood and this 

is the only link to the 

online consultation 

form. 

There is no path via 

primary navigation 

and no link on any 

other content page.

Poor content design: OC is not 

described and no link provided in the 

appointments section. And eConsult is 

not accessible via main navigation, only 

through a single link on the homepage
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9/10 participants found the OC form on this template

Homepage: Participants were torn 

between ‘Get help and advice 

online’ and ‘Book an appointment’. 

The decision to choose one over the 

other was evenly split between 

participants. Both pages link to the 

OC form.

Sub-pages: The ‘Start now’ links to 

the OC form in the sub-pages were 

missed by 2 of 11 participants. 

Visibility of ‘start now’: Overall 5 

of 11 participants had difficulty 

finding the links to the OC form. 

There’s a lot of information to read 

and understand. The link is hidden 

in a lot of content. One main link 

to OC form -

‘Start now’ 

One main link to OC form -

‘Start now’ 

BUT the content above the link 

gives conflicting advice about 

when and how to get in touch 

online

There are deep links to 

specific forms further 

down the page. 
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We tested 10 web journeys/templates for accessibility. 
9/10 were not fully compliant. 

All suppliers are required to be compliant with WCAG AA 

standards.

The patient-user journey from the homepage to the online 

consultation form was tested by a specialist accessibility agency 

against these standards

Template 

1

Template 

2

Template 

3

Template 

4

Template 

5

Template 

6

Template 

7

Template 

8

Template 

9

Template 

10

Fail: high 

priority - - - 1 2 3 4 4 5 6

Fail: 

medium 

priority
- 2 3 4 - 3 1 9 2 1

Fail (H) High priority The website or journey fails to meet 

the requirements against A criteria 

measured against WCAG 2.1 and 

more severe accessibility issues 

were identified

Fail (M) Medium 

priority

The website or journey fails to meet 

the requirements against AA criteria 

measured against WCAG 2.1



Making GP websites highly usable and 
accessible for patients
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Supporting improvement - foundations

• We have great foundations / design standards in the 
NHS Digital Service Manual and Content Style Guide.
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Supporting improvement - guidance

• We have great foundations / design standards in the 
NHS Digital Service Manual and Content Style Guide.

• We have codified good practice around GP websites 
into national guidance, based on user research.
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Supporting improvement - product

• We have great foundations / design standards in the 
NHS Digital Service Manual and Content Style Guide.

• We have codified good practice around GP websites 
into national guidance, based on user research.

• Suppliers have adopted the guidance and their latest 
GP website templates incorporate recommendations 
from guidance and are converging on NHS design 
standards.
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Supporting improvement – web audit

• We have great foundations / design standards in the 
NHS Digital Service Manual and Content Style Guide.

• We have codified good practice around GP websites 
into national guidance, based on user research.

• Suppliers have adopted the guidance and their latest 
GP website templates incorporate recommendations 
from guidance and are converging on NHS design 
standards.

• We’re beta testing a web audit tool to help practices, 
PCN’s, Federations, ICS’s identify specific issues and 
fix them – and to compare sites and track 
improvement.
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Supporting improvement – people 

• We have great foundations / design standards in the NHS 
Digital Service Manual and Content Style Guide.

• We have codified good practice around GP websites into 
national guidance, based on user research.

• Suppliers have adopted the guidance and their latest GP 
website templates incorporate recommendations from 
guidance and are converging on NHS design standards.

• We’re beta testing a web audit tool to help practices, PCN’s, 
Federations, ICS’s identify specific issues and fix them – and 
to compare sites and track improvement

• Working with ICB’s to enhance capability and skills in audit, 
strategy, delivery and measurement.

• Creating Digital and Transformation Leads within additional 
roles scheme for PCNs and supporting with mentoring and 
training.

• We’re embedding a systematic approach to continuous 
improvement in general practice.
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How can we help?

Read Review Contact us

Scan the QR code 
or visit the NHS 
England website for 
guidance on 
‘creating a highly 
usable and 
accessible GP 
website for patients’

Guidance on copy 

writing, web design 

and free web 

components: 

https://service-

manual.nhs.uk 

If you are planning to 

improve the user 

experience of GP 

websites we would be 

happy to talk through 

our research and 

offer advice and 

support

england.digitalfirstprimarycare@nhs.net
Join our 5500+ community on FutureNHS: Digital Primary Care

If you are not a FutureNHS user please email us

NB: membership if for NHS colleagues only. 

mailto:england.digitalfirstprimarycare@nhs.net
https://future.nhs.uk/DigitalPC/grouphome
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