
Equity within digital health 
technology within the 

WHO European Region: 
a scoping review



The World Health Organization was established in 1948 as the specialized agency of 
the United Nations serving as the directing and coordinating authority for international 
health matters and public health. One of WHO’s constitutional functions is to provide 
objective and reliable information and advice in the field of human health. It fulfils this 
responsibility in part through its publication programmes, seeking to help countries 
make policies that benefit public health and address their most pressing public 
health concerns. 

The WHO Regional Office for Europe is one of six regional offices throughout the world, 
each with its own programme geared to the particular health problems of the countries 
it serves. The European Region embraces nearly 900 million people living in an area 
stretching from the Arctic Ocean in the north and the Mediterranean Sea in the south 
and from the Atlantic Ocean in the west to the Pacific Ocean in the east. The European 
programme of WHO supports all countries in the Region in developing and sustaining 
their own health policies, systems and programmes; preventing and overcoming threats 
to health; preparing for future health challenges; and advocating and implementing 
public health activities. 

To ensure the widest possible availability of authoritative information and guidance on 
health matters, WHO secures broad international distribution of its publications and 
encourages their translation and adaptation. By helping to promote and protect health 
and prevent and control disease, WHO’s books contribute to achieving the Organization’s 
principal objective  – the attainment by all people of the highest possible level of health. 



Equity within digital health 
technology within the 

WHO European Region: 
a scoping review



© World Health Organization 2022

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo). 

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt the work for non-commercial purposes, 
provided the work is appropriately cited, as indicated below. In any use of this work, there should be no 
suggestion that WHO endorses any specific organization, products or services. The use of the WHO logo is 
not permitted. If you adapt the work, then you must license your work under the same or equivalent Creative 
Commons licence. If you create a translation of this work, you should add the following disclaimer along with 
the suggested citation: “This translation was not created by the World Health Organization (WHO). WHO is not 
responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation. The original English edition shall be the binding 
and authentic edition: Suggested citation: Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European 
Region: a scoping review. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2022.”.

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be conducted in accordance with 
the mediation rules of the World Intellectual Property Organization. (http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/
mediation/rules/).

Suggested citation.  Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping 
review. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2022. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) data. CIP data are available at http://apps.who.int/iris.

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see http://apps.who.int/bookorders. To submit 
requests for commercial use and queries on rights and licensing, see http://www.who.int/about/licensing. 

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party, such as 
tables, figures or images, it is your responsibility to determine whether permission is needed for that reuse 
and to obtain permission from the copyright holder. The risk of claims resulting from infringement of any 
third-party-owned component in the work rests solely with the user.

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication 
do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the legal status of any 
country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full 
agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are 
endorsed or recommended by WHO in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. 
Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by WHO to verify the information contained in this publication. 
However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied. 
The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall WHO be 
liable for damages arising from its use. 

Designed by: Pellegrini

For further information please contact the WHO Data and Digital Health Unit (euhiudata@who.int) or 
the Regional Center for Studies on the Development of the Information Society of the Brazilian Network 
Information Center (https://cetic.br/en/contato/).

WHO/EURO:2022-6810-46576-67595

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://apps.who.int/iris
http://apps.who.int/bookorders
http://www.who.int/about/licensing
mailto:euhiudata@who.int
https://cetic.br/en/contato/


iiiiii

Contents

Acknowledgements	 iv
Abbreviations and acronyms	 v
Executive summary	 vi
Introduction	 1
Methodology	 5

The key review questions	 5
Terminology	 5
Search strategy and study selection	 6
Data extraction and analysis	 6

Findings	 9
Place of residence	 11
Race/ethnicity/culture/language and religion	 12
Occupation	 14
Gender/sex	 15
Education	 16
Socioeconomic status	 17
Social capital	 19
Age	 20
Disability or complex needs	 22
Marginalized groups such as homeless or substance misuse	 23
Summary of the findings	 24

Discussion	 27
Key findings	 27
Limitations of the review	 30
Key areas for future development	 30

References	 35
Annex 1. Search strategy	 45
Annex 2. Characteristics of included reviews	 51



Acknowledgements

This document was developed by the Data and Digital Health Unit, Division of Country Health 
Policies and Systems of the WHO Regional Office for Europe. The main authors were Diana Bright, 
Katherine Woolley, Fiona Morgan, Toby Ayres, Kirsty Little and Alisha Davies, from the Public 
Health Data, Knowledge and Research Directorate, Public Health Wales. Clayton Hamilton and 
David Novillo Ortiz (Data and Digital Health Unit) provided technical advice and direction during 
the production process. WHO would also like to thank Natasha Azzopardi-Muscat, Director of 
the Division of Country Health Policies and Systems, for her strategic guidance.

The WHO Regional Office for Europe is grateful to the following colleagues and experts who 
provided technical review and feedback during the development of this document: Theadora 
Swift Koller (WHO headquarters), Rosemary Morgan (Johns Hopkins University, United States of 
America) and Jane Ward (Independent Consultant).

Funding for this work was provided by the WHO Regional Office for Europe. Katherine Woolley 
received funding from the National Centre for Population Health & Wellbeing Research, funded 
by the Welsh Government through Health and Care Research Wales. For further information 
please contact the WHO Data and Digital Health Unit (euhiudata@who.int).

iv

mailto:euhiudata@who.int


v

Abbreviations and acronyms

DHT			   digital health technology

EU			   European Union

PROGRESS PLUS		  place of residence; race/ethnicity,culture/language; occupation; 	
			   gender/sex; religion; education; socioeconomic status; social 	
			   capital, plus other characteristics

SARS-CoV-2		  severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 		
			   (causing 	COVID-19)

vv



Executive summary

Health-care providers are increasingly using digital health technology (DHT) to enable patients 
and the public to manage their health and engage with health-care systems; a process that 
rapidly accelerated as the COVID-19 pandemic shifted services online. The uptake and 
development of digital health systems has the potential for widespread benefits through more 
efficient and targeted health care. Yet a focus on digital approaches may inadvertently widen 
existing inequities in health if known inequalities in access, use and engagement with digital 
technology are not considered and addressed. Equitable patient-centred approaches are at the 
centre of the proposed action plan for digital health for the WHO European Region.

This scoping review explores the extent of inequities in digital health across a comprehensive 
range of specific characteristics. It also identifies key areas that need to be considered when 
integrating digital health into health-care systems to ensure equity.

While there are many different definitions of digital health, for the purpose of this report the 
WHO definition was used: “the field of knowledge and practice associated with the development 
and use of digital technologies to improve health”. This will include digital consumers using a 
range of connecting devices and will encompass other digital technologies such as artificial 
intelligence, big data and robotics.

A scoping review identified 22 relevant quantitative and mixed-method reviews and meta-
analyses published between 2016 and May 2022. Inequalities in access, use and engagement with 
digital technology were mapped against the PROGRESS PLUS framework: place of residence; 
race/ethnicity, culture/language; occupation; gender/sex; religion; education; socioeconomic 
status; and social capital; plus age, disability or complex needs (e.g. homelessness or substance 
misuse).

Consistent evidence was found of the higher use of DHT:

	▶ in urban compared with rural areas;

	▶ in individuals of white ethnic origin and English speakers compared with those from ethnic 
minorities and those with language barriers;

	▶ in individuals with higher education;

	▶ in individuals with higher economic status; and

	▶ in younger individuals compared with older adults.

Better access to DHT was found in individuals without any disability or complex health needs, 
and those of white ethnic origin and English speakers.

This is one of the most comprehensive scoping reviews of equity in DHT, collating evidence 
across three dimensions of digital health (access, use and engagement) and 10 domains of 
equity as defined by the PROGRESS PLUS framework. By considering the role of equity within 
each of dimensions of digital health, the findings can help to inform future development and 

vi



integration of digital technology into health-care system policy and practice within the WHO 
European Region.

Some cross-cutting themes were identified by this scoping review and reflect key areas for 
future development.

Interaction between equity domains. There was a tendency for reviews to consider singular 
domains of equity with few examining relationships between domains; for example, 
differences in use by urban and rural populations did not take account of differences 
in population demographics or health needs. A systematic approach using a common 
framework to monitor and report differences in the uptake and engagement with DHT 
for a population would enable more rapid learning in digital health innovation and 
inequalities.

Classification of DHT. There was considerable heterogeneity in how types of DHT were 
described, including assistive technologies, web-based platforms and monitoring 
systems. In addition, there are a number of classification tools, including that 
developed by WHO and used in this review. Adoption of a common approach to DHT 
classification would help to collate actionable evidence on digital health innovation 
and inequalities.

Lack of information on access. Few reviews examined access as an underlying driver of 
inequalities in digital health, with those considering it tending to be limited to 
technology and connectivity issues by place of residence. Given that those in greatest 
health need (older people, marginal groups, people with an existing disability) 
are those less likely to have access to digital platforms for health, examining the 
intersectionality (interconnectedness of different social classifications as no social 
identity category exists in isolation) between access and equity is important to protect 
against widening inequalities in digital health systems. Consequently, mapping 
inequities in digital infrastructure will support efforts to address this potential barrier 
to accessing DHT.

Digital literacy as a key driver. A number of reviews focused on differences in use and 
engagement across equity domains and identified digital literacy as a key driver. 
There are many digital skills initiatives for patients and health professionals across 
countries, including community and patient hubs, local government measures and 
opportunities to learn what works. Equity in digital health is impacted by interactions 
across diverse social and demographic factors, yet this was only considered by 
two of the identified reviews. Research needs to incorporate analyses to help in 
understanding intersectionality of factors contributing to equity in digital health and 
for identifying effective approaches to address knowledge, skills and confidence in the 
use of DHT by those most in need.

Content and design of DHT in relation to user needs. Multilayered interventions need 
to be considered to meet the unique needs of different populations, particularly 
vulnerable populations including those with disabilities or language barriers. Good 
engagement with DHT will vary with the clinical condition (within mental and physical 



health conditions), the health service need being addressed (clinician contact, health 
information) and the characteristics of the population group (demographics, digital 
literacy, social factors or preferences). Inclusive and participatory design approaches, 
such as co-design and co-production, are required to ensure that DHT approaches 
have usability and meet needs across population groups. A structured framework 
is required for evaluation and reporting for DHT and equity across the full range of 
potential users.

National standards and guidelines. There are a range of national standards and guidelines 
that emphasize the need to consider equity when developing and implementing 
digital technologies into the policy and practice of health-care systems. For example, 
the National Institute for Health & Clinical Excellence in the United Kingdom has 
produced an evidence standards framework for DHT that covers design, value, 
performance, deployment and equity. The equity component has the requirement 
that, if DHT claims to address health or care inequality, it should show evidence of 
challenging identified health inequalities or improving access to care among hard-
to-reach populations. Collation and sharing of good examples of approaches that 
health and care systems are currently taking to address equity in the development 
and introduction of DHT will help the expansion of effective DHT for all.

viii
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The digitalization of society is not a new process but has been significantly accelerated by rapid 
spread of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus  2 (SARS-CoV-2) and the resulting 
COVID-19 pandemic (1). The development and adoption of digital technology in health 
and care systems is forging ahead, potentially revolutionizing complex systems to improve 
population health across the globe (2). Studies suggest that the expected benefits to health 
and care systems include delivering more efficient and effective care closer to patients and 
targeting scarce resources in a better way using precision medicine, big data and artificial 
intelligence (3,4). The expected benefits to individuals include more rapid access to information 
and personalized care, more control and empowerment for their own health. However, these 
benefits are not shared equally by everyone (5).

While there are many different definitions of digital health, for the purpose of this report the 
definition from WHO is used (6).

The field of knowledge and practice associated with the development and use of 
digital technologies to improve health. Digital health expands the concept of e-health 
to include digital consumers, with a wider range of smart-devices and connected 
equipment. It also encompasses other uses of digital technologies for health such as 
the Internet of things, artificial intelligence, big data and robotics.

Given the global interest in digital health, WHO has recognized the need to strengthen the 
international approach to digital health implementation and set out a vision within the Global 
Health Strategy on Digital Health 2020–2025 (6):

to accelerate the development and adoption of appropriate, accessible, affordable, 
scalable and sustainable person-centric digital health solutions to prevent, detect and 
respond to epidemics and pandemics, developing infrastructure and applications 
that enable countries to use health data to promote health and well-being and to 
achieve the health-related Sustainable Development Goals.

Based on this global strategy, the WHO Regional Office for Europe has developed a digital health 
action plan with four strategic priorities: (i)  development of evidence-informed guidance to 
support decision-making; (ii) enhancing in-country capacity; (iii) development of networks and 
knowledge exchange; and (iv) identification of patient-centred solutions (7). Part of this process 
is to encourage Member States to build a repository of good practice, strengthen health equity 
approaches and gender equality, and develop integrated solutions to monitor and evaluate 
digital health policies and interventions (8).

Yet, an emphasis on DHT raises concerns about the potential impact on underlying inequalities 
in health and well-being and the need to mitigate against these at an early stage (9). Patterns 
in the access, skill and levels of engagement with digital technology vary across populations, 
with older people, women and those with potentially greater health needs and/or who are 
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2 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

marginalized less likely to have access to digital technology, the skills to use it or motivation to 
engage with digital platforms (10). For example, a lack of accessible opportunities to develop 
knowledge, skills and confidence in the use of digital technology has been associated with 
lower use among older adults, women, migrants, ethnic minorities, rural communities and 
homeless and disabled people (11). Furthermore, there is a high level of intersectionality1 

between many of these factors that further exacerbates inequalities in digital health (12). There 
are also persistent differences in access to and use of technology to manage health between 
communities and geographical areas across the Region (1). These differences manifest as lower 
reported use among those with poorer underlying health, even after taking into account age 
and other sociodemographical factors (10).

Access and skills are not the only barriers to use digital health resources. Levels of engagement 
with and motivation to use digital technology are also highly variable between population 
groups. Factors cited include fear of discrimination and concerns that face-to-face services, 
valued for their social contact, will be replaced (13,14). Other important barriers are lack of 
agency and empowerment, which tend to affect women, particularly those from ethnic minority 
backgrounds (15,16). Such differences between population groups have been termed “the 
digital divide”, and digital exclusion is increasingly recognized as a determinant of inequality 
worldwide (1). Greater understanding of the role of inequity in people’s ability to access, use 
and engage with digital health is needed so that a more equitable future for digital health can 
be developed, ensuring no one is left behind.

In response to this challenge and the proposed action plan for digital health for the 
WHO European Region, WHO commissioned Public Health Wales (United Kingdom) to undertake 
a scoping review to explore the extent of inequities in digital health and to understand better 
the potential drivers and implications for health equity. The findings presented here will be 
considered by the WHO European Region, along with those from a systematic review of the 
impact of digital health interventions on women’s health-related outcomes, at a meeting in 
early 2023. The meeting will help to inform future developments towards integrating digital 
technology into health-care practices, systems and policy for the benefit of all.

1	  Intersectionality is defined as the interconnectedness of different social classifications (e.g. ethnicity, race, gender and 
disability) and recognises that no social identity category exists in isolation from the others.
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The key review questions
1. What inequities have been identified in access, use and engagement with digital health?
2. What are the drivers for and the impact of inequities in digital health?
3. What actions are needed to integrate DHT into health-care systems to enhance equity?

Terminology
Digital health equity
Within this report, equity is explored through three key components of digital health (10): 
access, use and engagement.

	 Access: the ability to access the resources required for digital health depends on 
an Internet connection and having digital devices such as a smartphone, computer 
or tablet. Access to digital technology can also operate at a collective level, where 
geography, finance and infrastructure may impose limits.2

	 Use: there will be variations in the ability of different groups that have access to 
resources to actually use DHT. For example, individuals with lower digital literacy 
levels or digital skills would not be able to use the technology to the same extent as 
those with higher levels of digital literacy.

	 Engagement: variations will occur in the level of engagement with digital health 
by individuals who have access to and can use digital technology. For example, 
differences among those who prefer to engage with health services via digital or 
non-digital platforms.

Digital health interventions
WHO has created a shared language to describe digital health interventions organized by 
the targeted primary users, be they clients, health-care providers, system managers or data 
services (17). Given that the focus of this review is on the connections between service users 
and health-care providers, this report focuses on a subsection of the types of digital health 
interventions described by WHO (Table 1).

2	  For the purposes of this review, it has also been identified that the availability of appropriate online tools needs 
to be addressed.

Methodology

Methodology
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Table 1. Digital health intervention groups in the WHO classification

Group Types of digital health intervention

Clients (service users) 	▶ Targeted client communication

	▶ Untargeted client communication

	▶ Client to client communication

	▶ Citizen-based reporting

	▶ Personal health tracking

	▶ On-demand information services to clients

	▶ Client financial transactions

Health-care providers 	▶ Client identification and registration

	▶ Client health records

	▶ Health-care provider decision support

	▶ Tele-medicine

	▶ Health-care provider communication

	▶ Referral coordination

	▶ Health worker activity planning and scheduling

	▶ Health-care provider training

	▶ Prescriptions and medication management

	▶ Laboratory diagnostic and management

Note: italic indicates interventions not relevant to this review because they do not involve interactions between health-care 
professionals and patients for the purpose of providing health care.

Source: WHO, 2018 (17).

Search strategy and study selection
This scoping review uses the methodology outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (18) with the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping 
Reviews checklist used as guidance (19).

Searches of databases found an initial 404 papers, which were supplemented by 62 from grey 
literature searches (see Annex 1 for details of the methodology and the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria). A further search was made for primary research conducted in the WHO European 
Region countries from 2018 to May 2022 to help to fill gaps in areas where no secondary research 
was identified. A final set of 22 reviews was used for data extraction and thematic mapping.

Data extraction and analysis
Data were extracted to capture the following information: (i) author and publication date; 
(ii)  participant characteristics; (iii)  interventions and exposures; (iv)  included study features; 
(v) equity outcomes; and (vi) solutions, limitations and evidence gaps.

As this is a scoping review the evidence was not critically appraised, but information on review 
quality was captured where it was available. 
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The results were thematically mapped against the PROGRESS PLUS framework (20) to capture 
data on equity of access, use and engagement with DHT. The framework indicates the different 
characteristics in which health inequities may be experienced. PROGRESS is an acronym used 
to identify characteristics that stratify health opportunities and outcomes:

Methodology

P lace of residence

R ace/ethnicity/culture/language

O ccupation

G ender/sex

R eligion

E ducation

S ocioeconomic status

S ocial capital

PROGRESS PLUS expands this definition to cover other characteristics such as age, disability or 
complex needs (e.g. minority groups, homelessness or substance misuse).

As the elements of PROGRESS  PLUS are not independent of each other, care was taken to 
capture any intersectional information reported. For this review, religion was included in 
the race/ethnicity/culture/language element of the PROGRESS  PLUS framework. A potential 
direction of effect was considered to exist where ≥  75% of the reviews discussing an equity 
domain noted evidence of inequity pointing in the same direction.
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This section summarizes the evidence from 22 reviews (see Annex 1) for inequity in access, use 
and engagement with DHT, structured by the PROGRESS PLUS criteria. Annex 2 provides details 
of the included reviews.

Despite excluding reviews where the questions were specific to countries outside the 
WHO European Region, almost half the studies in the included reviews come from the United 
States of America (49.4%), followed by Europe (33.9%), other developed countries (e.g. Australia, 
Canada) (11.3%) and low- and middle-income countries (5.4%) (Fig. 1) (9,21–38).

Fig. 1. Geographical distribution of primary evidence from each of the 
included reviews

Findings

Findings

Note: geographical information could not be obtained for three reviews as two were reviews of reviews and one did not report 
this (see Annex 1 for more details).
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The number of reviews that described inequity across each of the equity and digital technology 
domains is illustrated in Fig. 2 (further details are available in Annex 1).

Fig. 2. Number of reviews describing evidence of inequalities in each of the 
digital health areas (access, use, engagement) by equity domain

aNo evidence was found within the included reviews concerning social capital; however, evidence of a mixed effect was obtained 
from two primary studies.
bPersonal characteristics (e.g. marital status), features of relationship (e.g. smoking parents, excluded from school), time-
dependent relationship (e.g. leaving hospital, respite care, other instance where a person may be temporarily disadvantaged).

The evidence will now be described for the role of each equity domain against the digital 
technology components (access, use and engagement). Given that the evidence found 
was largely from North American studies (Fig.  1), the included data are supplemented with 
European-specific information on digital equity from other sources (e.g.  grey literature and 
single studies) to help in considering the findings within a WHO European Region context.

Place of residence

Race/ethnicity/culture/
language and religion

Occupation

Gender/sex

Education

Socioeconomic status

Social capital
a

Plus
b

Age

Disability or complex health needs

Minority group (e.g. homeless,
substance misuse)

Access Use Engagement

Extracted from more than one review Extracted from one review No evidence from included reviews
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Multiple reviews explored access to digital health services in underserved rural areas and 
examined the difference in use between urban and rural areas. However, no evidence was found 
reporting a link between urban/rural residence and level of engagement with DHT (Fig. 2).

Access
Three reviews included studies examining the effect of place of residence on access to health 
care facilitated through digital technology (29,36,39). They all reported that DHT in rural 
communities improved access to and participation in health services. For example, digital 
technology increased access to tele-health services for patients with cleft palate living in rural 
areas (36). Similarly, access to digital health services increased in rural and remote patients 
with viral hepatitis C through tele-mentoring in primary care (39). Finally, tele-medicine 
improved access to high-quality smoking cessation treatment among rural communities in the 
United States (29).

Findings

Place of residence

Overview: place of residence

Place of residence largely describes the difference in access and use of digital 
technology between urban and rural areas. This element of PROGRESS PLUS 
is an important determinant of health as many of the differences in health 
outcomes could be removed if the necessary infrastructure were put in 
place (20). Estimates from a Eurostat study that included the European Union 
(EU), the European Economic Area and Switzerland indicated that 8% of the 
urban population remains digitally excluded, rising to as high as 15% in rural 
areas. Notable differences were found in different regions, with lower Internet 
rates in rural southern and eastern Europe (62–75%) compared with urban 
areas (82–87%) (1). The majority of highly digitally skilled people were found in 
northern and north-western Europe, with over 50% of individuals possessing 
above basic digital skills (1). By contrast, less than 20% of individuals reported 
having above basic digital skills in south-eastern Europe (1). Furthermore, 
81% of individuals in the EU accessed the Internet daily in cities compared 
with 70% in rural areas (42).
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Use
Five reviews described trends in digital health use between rural and urban areas across 
different population groups including the general population (22,24), socioeconomic and 
disadvantaged groups (35), patients with chronic diseases (34) and older adults with cancer (37). 
Among disadvantaged populations, those living in urban areas are more likely to have more 
telephone consultations and higher use of digital methods to contact primary care compared 
with their rural counterparts (35). Use of patient portals and e-health has been found to be lower 
in rural areas than in urban areas (22,24,34). In addition, in older adults (≥ 65 years), those living 
in more rural areas were found to have lower digital health literacy levels than those living in 
more urban areas (37). It is important to note that not all reviews looking at differences by place 
of residence accounted for demographical and health differences between populations.

Engagement
No reviews were found that explored differences in levels of engagement with DHT by place 
of residence.

Race/ethnicity/culture/language and religion

Overview: race/ethnicity/culture/
language and religion

The COVID-19 pandemic has interacted with existing ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status divisions, exacerbating social and health inequalities 
in high-income countries (43). To mitigate the unequal burden on the 
marginalized members of society, there has been a shift towards providing 
health care remotely (38). However, the advantages of DHT have not applied 
equitably, particularly for historically marginalized population groups, 
including ethnic minorities and migrant communities. People facing 
language barriers live at the intersection of multiple social, economic and 
cultural disadvantages that contribute to being digitally excluded (38,44).

Evidence was found of differences in access to, use of and engagement with DHT by race or 
ethnicity. However, there was little evidence relating to language and none to culture and 
religion (Fig. 2). Most evidence on race, ethnicity and language came from studies conducted in 
the United States.
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Access
One review found that patients from ethnic minorities with mental ill health in high-income 
countries faced barriers to accessing digital health services. Despite tele-health services having 
been shown to be beneficial for depression in ethnic minorities, difficulties with access led to 
fewer sessions being completed compared with those for white ethnic groups (41).

One review reported that language may influence access to DHT as patients reported being 
challenged by patient portals not offering the patients’ preferred language (22). In addition, two 
reviews noted one primary study each reporting higher use of DHT among English-speaking 
patients (9,24).

Use
There is evidence of the use of DHT by ethnicity (9,22,24,32,34,35,38,40) and immigration 
status (35). Five reviews concluded that participants from a white ethnic background are more 
likely to use DHT (such as tele-medicine or patient portals) compared with Black, Hispanic and 
Asian ethnic groups in the United States (9,22,24,32,40). Quantitative data from one mixed-
methods review looking at immigrant populations in Denmark and Italy reported that host 
residents had a higher telephone consultation use than immigrant groups (35).

However, two reviews reported mixed results with no overall direction of effect established 
because of conflicting evidence (38) or no identified evidence of inequity (34). Overall, the 
preponderance of studies included in these reviews reported that patients of white ethnic 
background were more likely to use DHT than those from ethnic minorities. It is worth 
mentioning that not all primary studies included in the reviews accounted for structural 
inequalities (differences in income or Internet access) or adjusted for health needs, other 
barriers to seeking health care (such as stigma), socioeconomic variables or other important 
confounders such as language skills (38).

Engagement
Evidence was conflicting for the association between race/ethnicity and engagement with 
digital health. Six reviews were identified, none of which explored culture or religion in this 
context (9,21,22,25,34,38). Three of these reviews found evidence that participants of white 
ethnic background showed higher acceptance of, as well as greater engagement and satisfaction 
with, digital health resources (home-based electronic self-reporting systems and e-health) 
compared with individuals from ethnic minorities (22,25,34). One review by Truong et al. found 
that patients from ethnic minorities with mental health issues reported higher satisfaction with 
telephone triage over typical care than their white counterparts (21). Another review focusing on 
the United Kingdom reported mixed findings regarding the acceptability of and preference for 
digital services between ethnic groups (38). In the review carried out by Litchfield et al. in 2021, 
only one primary study found no difference in cancellation rates of teleconsultations based on 
race or ethnicity (9).

There is a paucity of research exploring the influence of language barriers on engagement with 
digital health services.

Findings
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Occupation

Overview: occupation

Estimates from Eurostat suggest that employed people have higher levels 
of digital skills compared with unemployed individuals. This is likely the 
result of being exposed to a digital environment, which, in turn, contributes 
to easier assimilation of digital technologies and greater digital skills 
development (1). For example, data from the United Kingdom’s largest study 
of digital engagement shows that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 34% 
of individuals in desk-based occupations reported that their Internet use 
(including for work and leisure) increased substantially, compared with 24% 
of those employed in manual jobs and 25% of those not in work (45). Although 
time online is not necessarily an indicator of greater digital capability, it does 
suggest confidence and comfort, which could mean that office-based workers 
are more likely to adapt to digital technology and, therefore, to DHT.

There is a paucity of evidence examining the association between occupation and the three 
dimensions of digital health. Only a few reviews were found examining the influence of 
occupation on digital health use and acceptance of DHT (Fig. 2).

Access
No reviews were identified that examined the association between occupation and access 
to DHT. 

Use
Two reviews reported the relationship between occupation and digital health use (32,34). One 
review found primary evidence that indicated being in employment (versus being unemployed) 
made no significant difference to e-health use among patients with chronic diseases, 
including those with diabetes (34). However, a second review among the general population 
from developed countries found evidence that e-consultation users were more likely to be 
in employment than non-users (32). Sociodemographical factors could explain these mixed 
results, as the first review (32) concluded that users of digital health services were also more 
likely to be younger and female while the second one (34) included older population with 
chronic diseases.
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Engagement
Only one review reported the effect of employment status on the acceptance of DHT; this was 
among people with cancer (25). It reported no conclusive evidence, based on data from two 
primary studies.

Gender/sex

Overview: gender/sex

There is a large gap in digital adoption and usage among women compared 
with men across all ages (46). Gender differences are more pronounced in 
older age, in marginalized communities such as ethnic minorities and among 
those with a disability (47,48). They are also more prominent in countries 
with lower digital inclusion, particularly southern and eastern Europe, the 
western Balkans and central Asia (48). This gender gap in digital access 
is accompanied by a gender gap in meaningful digital use. For example, 
women use a limited range of digital services and use digital services less 
often and less intensively compared with men (46). However, evidence from 
high-income countries indicates that women tend to use digital technologies 
more frequently than men to access health-related information (48) and to 
support their health, including activities related to mental well-being and 
social support (49–51). Addressing the digital gender gap is critical to realizing 
the significant potential health benefits that digital technologies can bring for 
women, their communities and the broader society (52).

Nonetheless, the digital gender gap is important because if it remains 
unaddressed, it has the potential to exacerbate health inequalities.

Not all reviews included in this scoping review disaggregated data from men and women but 
several reviews examined the influence of gender/sex on the use of and engagement with DHT.

Access
There is considerable evidence of a clear digital divide by gender reflecting many underlying 
sociocultural factors (53). However, this scoping review with its specific focus on digital health 
found no reviews that examined gender difference in access to DHT (Fig. 2).
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Use
The difference in digital use between men and women was reported in eight reviews, 
covering the general population (9,24,32,33), patients with chronic conditions (34,40,54) and 
socioeconomic and disadvantaged groups (35). Four reviews (32,33,35,40) reported higher use 
of DHT in women as did six of nine studies in the review by Carini et al. (24). Of the remaining 
three studies reported by Carini et al. (24), one found higher use of online health technology 
in men compared with women and two found no differences. No difference in the use of DHT 
between men and women was reported by Litchfield et al. (9). Finally, two reviews observed 
differing use between men and women by type of DHT (34,54). For example, women used 
e-health applications (risk assessment and management applications) more often than men.

Engagement
Two reviews reported mixed evidence for the association between gender and engagement 
with DHT among people with cancer (25) and people with chronic diseases (34). Men showed 
higher acceptance and use of electronic self-reporting systems (two primary studies) (25) 
and tele-monitoring (two primary studies) (34) compared with women. However, this higher 
acceptance in men was not consistent across all interventions, with evidence indicating that 
women were more engaged and satisfied with digital health applications compared with men 
(three primary studies) (34).

Education

Overview: education

Along with income, education is a strong predictor of variations in 
health (20). Evidence indicates that those with lower levels of education could 
be less comfortable with or unable to access DHT. This could be explained 
by low access, poor skills and less use among those with a lower level of 
education (55). Findings from the Eurostat survey indicate that students have 
the highest levels of above-basic skills (68.2%) as a result of being exposed to 
digital technology from a young age (1).

Only a few reviews looked at education as a factor influencing access to and engagement with 
DHT (Fig. 2). 
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Access
No reviews were identified examining an association with access to services (Fig. 2).

Use
Five reviews looked at a possible association between education and use of digital health care, 
within the general population (24,33), patients with chronic conditions (22,34) and patients mainly 
with cancer or musculoskeletal conditions (31). In four of these reviews, most primary studies 
concluded that individuals with higher education used digital health services (self-scheduling, 
patient portals and e-health technologies) more often than those with lower education 
levels (22,24,31,33). Inconclusive evidence was found by Reiners et al. (34), with 50% of included 
studies indicating that education was not associated with the use of digital health.

Engagement
Two reviews reported that higher education leads to higher acceptance and engagement in 
DHT among patients with cancer (25) and with chronic diseases (34). However, Chambers 
et al. (32) noted that, in one primary study, patients with low to medium levels of education were 
motivated more towards indirect e-consultation (involving contact with a health professional 
via email) to reduce uncertainty.

Socioeconomic status

Overview: socioeconomic status

Socioeconomic status is an important influence on an individual’s health 
status (20). There is evidence suggesting that social and digital exclusion 
are interlinked, with poverty being a leading cause of the digital divide 
worldwide (56). People suffering economic disadvantage perceive fewer 
benefits from online health services even when differences in access, skills 
and use are accounted for (57). The Eurostat survey found that households 
in the most deprived income quartile report a lower Internet connectivity 
rate (73%) compared with those in the least deprived quartile (99%). Data 
indicated that low income is similarly associated with lower levels of Internet 
access, with the most deprived income quartile reporting overall access 
to the Internet of 33–96%, compared with 96–100% for the least deprived 
quartile (1).
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The scoping review identified evidence examining differences in access, use and engagement 
with socioeconomic status (Fig. 2).

Access
A single review explored sociodemographical factors influencing access to digital health among 
people with chronic diseases (34). The review concluded that lower income is associated with 
limited availability and access to Internet health-care resources. One primary study within this 
review reported that geographical influence is often related to socioeconomic status.

Use
Five reviews considered associations between socioeconomic status and the use of digital 
health services. Reviews investigated usage trends among the general population (9,33), 
disadvantaged groups (35) and patients with chronic conditions (22,40). In the general population, 
low socioeconomic status was found to be a driver of low adoption rates of automated patient 
self-scheduling (33). A relationship between low income and decreased use of patient portals 
was identified in one review (22). Similarly, individuals living in postcodes in the United 
Kingdom with low-income populations had lower adoption rates of tele-medicine (9). Higher 
income was associated with greater enrollment and use of patient portals among patients with 
chronic conditions (40). One review found mixed results, with three primary studies finding no 
difference between socioeconomic factors and the use of remote consultations with a general 
practitioner, and two indicating that more-affluent patients were more likely than less-affluent 
patients to use DHT (35).

Engagement
The association between socioeconomic status and engagement with digital health is mixed. 
Two reviews explored engagement in patients with chronic diseases (34) and in the general 
population (9). The reviews identified two primary studies indicating that people with higher 
incomes tended to have more interest in digital health than those with lower income. However, 
four primary studies with quantitative data reported that income was not a factor influencing 
engagement or satisfaction with e-health (9,34).
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The search did not identify any reviews examining the relationship between social capital and 
DHT access, use and engagement; consequently, a focused search for primary literature was 
conducted to provide some insight. Two primary studies conducted in European countries 
were identified (Fig. 2) (60,61).

Access
Both studies examined the effect of social capital on access to digital health. One study, carried 
out in Italy, found differences in the successful completion of tele-visit rates in older patients 
with dementia, who underwent neurological evaluation via video call during the COVID-19 
period of restricted movements (60). Tele-visits performed in the presence of a caregiver of 
a younger generation had a higher success rate than for those without a younger generation 
caregiver (P < 0.001). The authors suggested that this finding is mainly linked to the ability of 
younger people to use technology, describing them as digital natives (people who have grown 
up in the digital age), whereas caregivers of the same generation as patients were described as 
digital immigrants (people who have acquired familiarity with digital systems as adults). The 
main barrier to access was patient difficulty in establishing a connection; this issue was more 
prevalent than a lack of hardware (76.4% and 23.5% of failed tele-visits, respectively,). Another 
study, carried out in Belgium, France and Germany, found that partnership status (living in a 
partnership or not living in a partnership) was not associated with physical access to personal 
health records (61).

Overview: social capital

Social capital refers to social relationships and networks and represents 
the degree of social cohesion that exists in communities. It is the processes 
between people that establish networks, norms and social trust and which 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefits (20,58). Evidence 
has found a strong causal link between social capital and health in 14 EU 
countries (59). A proposed mechanism for this is improved access to health 
information and greater promotion of access to and utilization of health 
services (59). However, evidence examining the association between social 
capital and digital health use, access and engagement is limited.

Social capital
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Use
Only one study reported the effect of social capital measures on use of DHT (61). Survey data 
identified social influence and social support as strong predictors of regular use of digital 
medical records among adult patients offered personal health record services.

Engagement
Evidence for an association between social capital and engagement with digital health was 
reported in one study (61). The number of individuals in a patient’s social network was not 
associated with a desire to access to personal health records.

Age

Overview: age

The WHO European Region is experiencing ageing-related challenges that 
are hindering the move to a digitally inclusive society. For example, ageing 
brings with it health challenges that make it difficult to learn digital skills 
or use them fully (62). Despite evidence indicating that, as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, more older adults are online than ever before (45,63), 
older adults continue to be more digitally excluded than their younger 
counterparts (1,10,49), particularly those living in rural communities (34,64). 
In the Eurostat survey, 33% of those aged 55–74  years possessed at least 
basic digital skills compared with 80% of young adults aged 16–24  years. 
Higher digital skills were most common in younger individuals (16–24 years) 
and least in adults aged 65–74 years (60.4% and 5.7%, respectively) (1).

Age is one of the factors that influences access to, use of and engagement with DHT. Several 
reviews were identified that examined the association between age and the use of and 
engagement with DHT (Fig. 2).

Access
Despite existing evidence indicating that connectivity is lower for older adults than it is for 
younger people (10,49), no review that examined age differences in access to DHT was identified. 
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Use
Twelve reviews examined the association between use of DHT and age. Reviews focused on 
the general population (9,22,24,32,33), patients with chronic disease (34,40), patients mainly 
with cancer or musculoskeletal conditions (31), those aged 50–70  years with or without 
chronic conditions (26), patients with cancer (25,37) and socioeconomic and disadvantaged 
groups (35). In eight reviews, lower use was found among adults aged 50 years or older 
compared with younger people (22,25,26,31–34,40). Three reviews found mixed results or no 
difference by age (9,24,35). However, one of these reviews observed a difference in the age 
groups that used different types of intervention (35); for example, older adults were more likely 
to use telephone consultations, while Internet-based consultations were more likely to be used 
by younger individuals. The most commonly reported reason for lower use of digital health 
resources (electronic patient-reported outcome measures) in older adults was lower health 
literacy (31,37).

Engagement
Five reviews reported that older adults were less likely to engage with DHT than younger adults. 
These reviews included older adults from the general population (33), patients with chronic 
disease (34) or with cancer (25), those aged 50–70 years with or without chronic conditions (26) 
and older adults with cancer (28). Three reviews concluded that older adults had less preference 
or interest in tele-medicine (28,33,34), with concern over losing contact with health-care 
professionals (34) and privacy and security concerns (24). However, Hirvonen et al. found some 
evidence that older adults had greater sustained interest compared with younger adults once 
they had adopted the technology (26), and Cho et al. found no association with age and DHT 
engagement (25).

Findings
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Evidence of an association between the access to and use of digital health services among 
people with disability and complex needs was identified (Fig. 2).

Access
Three reviews reported on associations between disabilities and access to digital health (22,25,31). 
One review indicated that access and navigation barriers to patient portals existed for those 
with physical, visual, neurocognitive and intellectual disabilities (22). Barriers also existed in 
patients with brain tumours, who struggle to use electronic self-reporting systems because of 
loss of hand strength and poor memory, as well in older adults with visual impairments (25). 
Quantitative evidence indicated that patients with cancer and musculoskeletal conditions who 
did not have Internet availability preferred paper-based questionnaires for patient-reported 
outcome measures over the electronic version (31).

Use
Three reviews found evidence examining the relationship between complex health needs and 
use of DHT (24,27,40). High illness burden, depression, moderate to severe asthma and well-
controlled diabetes were all positively associated with patient portal usage, while schizophrenia 
and schizoaffective disorders were negatively associated with portal usage. However, use of DHT 
to manage health varied depending on the chronic condition or disability and on the number 
of comorbidities (24,40). Consequently, it is not possible to determine the direction of effect.

Disability or complex needs

Overview: disability or complex needs

Around one in four people in the EU has a long-term physical, mental, 
intellectual or sensory impairment (65). Disability is often ignored as a 
potential reason for digital exclusion, but it is a major cause of diversity 
and inequality in society (57,66). Disability-related digital divides have been 
found to differ by type of disability. For example, individuals whose disability 
is related to language and understanding report the greatest difficulties 
using the Internet (66,67). Nonetheless, some people with disabilities (such 
as those with a hearing impairment) and those with complex health needs 
are more likely to take advantage of digital technology to manage their 
health. For example, the use of digital technology has improved health 
outcomes among people with cancer (68) and musculoskeletal conditions 
and functional disabilities (69). There is also evidence that digital health 
interventions can improve the management of mental health in people with 
chronic diseases (70).
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Overview: marginalized groups

There is little evidence exploring how digital technology is used to promote 
health and well-being for socially marginalized and underserved population 
groups such as the homeless or those with substance use disorders (23,71). 
Exploring how it can support the health of vulnerable members of society 
is crucial, as homelessness has increased since the late 2000s in 24 out of 
the 28 Member States of the EU in 2019 (72). In addition, substance misuse 
continues to be a public health concern in the WHO European Region, with 
important differences between countries (73).

There is limited evidence exploring the three dimensions of DHT among marginalized and 
underserved populations. Only a  few reviews explored the association between use and 
engagement with DHT among people experiencing homelessness and those with substance 
misuse.

Access
Included reviews did not find any evidence about the influence of homelessness or substance 
misuse on access to DHT.

Use
One review looked specifically at the use of DHT to promote health and well-being among 
homeless individuals (23). Homeless people are twice as likely to seek health advice online if 
they are using class A drugs, and young homeless people who indicated they had a mental 
illness were five times more likely to seek help online.

Engagement
A mixed-methods review found one quantitative study exploring engagement among patients 
with opioid addiction with remote consultations (35). Telephone appointments improved 
engagement with primary care in patients with opioid addiction compared with face-to-face 
consultations (59% and 48%, respectively).

Engagement
No review that examined the association between individuals with disability or complex needs 
and engagement with DHT was identified.

Marginalized groups such as homeless or substance misuse

Findings
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Summary of the findings
The data described above are summarized for direction of effect in a heat map (Fig. 3). Table 
A1.3 in Annex 1 gives a detailed summary of the number of reviews reporting significant 
differences in inequity based on PROGRESS PLUS element versus the total number of reviews 
that investigated this inequity indicator in relation to access, use and engagement.

Fig. 3. Heat map indicating the direction of effect found in the reviews

Access Use Engagement

Place of residence                 a

Urban

Race/ethnicity, 
culture, language and 

religionb White and English speaking White and English speaking

Occupation

Gender/sex

Education
Higher education

Socioeconomic status
Higher economic status

Social capitalc

Plus: age  
Younger individuals

Plus: disability or 
complex health needs 

No disability

Plus: minority group 
(e.g. homelessness or 

substance misuse)

                           a              *

Note: a potential direction of effect was considered to exist where ≥ 75% of the reviews discussing an equity domain noted 
evidence of inequity pointing in the same direction.
aSome evidence indicated that provision of digital health care increased an individual’s ability to access health care.
bReligion was included in the race/equity/culture/language element of PROGRESS PLUS.
cNo evidence was found within the included reviews concerning social capital; however, evidence of a mixed effect was obtained 
from two primary studies.

Evidence of possible effect Evidence is unclear or mixed No evidence from included reviews
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This is one of the most comprehensive scoping reviews of equity in DHT, collating evidence 
across three dimensions of digital health (access, use and engagement) and 10 domains of 
equity as defined within the PROGRESS PLUS framework.

By considering the role of equity within each dimension of digital health, the findings can help 
to inform future development and integration of digital technology into health-care systems, 
policy and practice within the WHO European Region.

This section of the report summarizes the evidence within each equity domain, reflects on the 
limitations of the evidence collated and identifies cross-cutting themes and key areas for future 
development.

Key findings
Specific inequities identified in this review and requiring action, include the following based on 
the PROGRESS PLUS groups.

Place of residence
Access to health care facilitated through digital technology has shown to have beneficial 
health outcomes for rural communities (29,36,39). However, barriers to full adoption and use 
of DHT must be addressed to tackle digital health inequities. In rural areas, people experience 
multiple disadvantages that prevent them from harnessing DHT to tackle the long-standing 
health disparities between rural and urban areas. Cumulative factors influence access, use and 
engagement with online health services for rural communities. For example, people are not 
only digitally excluded because of inadequate infrastructure but they may also experience a 
lack of affordable Internet and devices, as well as poor digital skills related to low income and/
or lack of education (27,34). The biggest barriers reported in reviews were access to technology 
and connectivity issues (29,36). Potential solutions include increasing participation to fund 
infrastructure and encouraging new connectivity models in the Region. A mix of regional and 
national policy measures has been proposed to bridge the rural–urban digital divide (74,75).

Mapping information and communication technology infrastructure is helping to identify gaps 
and support policy and investment decisions. For example, mapping these data against the 
requirements of rural communities has the potential to identify needs and support long-term 
infrastructure investment (76). Additionally, mapping local initiatives currently helping people 
to access technological support and training could provide local knowledge important in the 
planning of digital health services (77). Providing effective advice and training for patients in rural 
communities and ensuring that health professionals are well equipped and trained to provide 
online health services are both likely to increase adoption (78). Consideration should also be 
given to social network support and technology integration into everyday life in rural areas, 
particularly for rural older adults, with family members playing a supportive role in the use of 

Discussion

Discussion

Extracted from one review
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digital health (34). It is also important to develop digital health literacy educational materials 
in close collaboration with service users and recognize the potential benefits of collective 
action (79). Embedding rural community stakeholders in the planning and development 
process will help in tailoring and modifying digital health literacy education to address the 
unique barriers among rural communities (80).

Race/ethnicity/culture/language and religion
The design of culturally appropriate DHT is essential, as culture influences many aspects of 
an individual’s health care, including trust and rapport (81). Involving members of these 
communities in the planning and design of online health services will ensure that services are 
credible to the groups involved (10). Embedding key community stakeholders or gatekeepers 
is also crucial to improve engagement from these communities (82). Overcoming barriers 
and challenges to e-health should address the need for digital literacy and for linguistically 
appropriate online information for ethnic minorities and migrant groups (21). It is notable 
that some of the language-related solutions are so-called quick wins, which may be more 
easily resolved than are issues related to underlying differences by ethnicity, race and culture. 
Further research is also needed to explore the effect of language barriers and the relationship 
between religion and other characteristics, such as gender and culture, on access to, use of 
and engagement with DHT (12,81). Addressing security and trust issues is crucial to increase 
the adoption among these communities (10,83). Finally, there is a need to gather usage data 
routinely to increase our knowledge of factors contributing to engagement.

Education and occupation
Provision of educational resources, including those aimed at improving digital literacy, is needed 
to help those who are less well educated to engage with DHT (37). Community and patient 
hubs (84) where information is provided in a variety of formats (30,38) and simplifying digital 
health information could improve access. Although there is a paucity of evidence examining the 
relationship between occupation and the use of, access to and engagement with DHT, occupation 
could be seen as an important marker of digital skills. However, digital skills are not enough for 
people to benefit from online web-based health services; a broader set of digital health literacy 
skills is needed to properly use such resources (85). Digital health literacy needs to be addressed 
across the spectrum of engagement (86). This includes increasing user ability via education and 
training, but also designing and tailoring digital health approaches to suit individual needs, 
particularly for those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged and those with lower levels 
of digital literacy, including those employed in low-skilled occupations. Ensuring that DHT is 
user friendly (with a simple interface design) and accessible should be considered by those 
designing such technologies. Provision of educational material at recommended reading levels 
or using visual and audio information, animations and links to additional resources could also 
support people with poorer digital and e-health literacy skills (86).

Gender/sex
The evidence found was mixed but factors such as type of technology and health status (such 
as having a long-term condition) may play a role in the use of DHT among women (31,34,40). 
Few studies in the included reviews provided gender-disaggregated data or considered other 
intersectional factors such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity or race. These data are needed to 
better understand digital health inequities (52). Although there is evidence indicating that in high-
income countries women use the Internet more frequently than men to access health-related 
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resources (25,34,48,49), the majority of available tools do not address women’s needs and 
priorities (12). Therefore, there is a need to develop more inclusive and gender-responsive 
digital training that focuses on the specific needs of women (12,15). Consideration should also 
be given to understanding and addressing the harmful gender norms, practices and stereotypes 
that prevent women from engaging in digital technology, particularly women from marginalized 
backgrounds, those living in deprived areas, those with disabilities and those from ethnic 
minorities (52). Finally, women should also participate in the planning and development of DHT 
to ensure that this addresses their needs (12,15).

Socioeconomic status
Provision should be made to enable individuals of lower socioeconomic status to access, 
use and engage with digital health care. Examples include targeting community hub support 
and resources (provision of Internet access) for disadvantaged groups (30), changes to service 
provision (such as clinic times) that may enable low-income groups to access digital services 
around their employment, and user-centred design for future DHT (10). Consideration should 
also be given to incorporating recommendations for some of the other characteristics associated 
with lower socioeconomic status (such as education, health and digital literacy, ethnic minority 
populations) to encompass successful support more fully at a system level (40).

Age
Technical literacy, availability of technology and connectivity are the age-related barriers cited 
most often. The offer of public programmes to assist those with these difficulties (36,37,57) 
and the opportunity to learn alongside other older users (working in pairs or having older 
volunteers who are confident digital users as champions) are potential solutions (63,87). 
Community centres that provide access to computers, classes on computers and a dedicated 
broadband connection can all contribute to supporting older adults (30). In addition, social and 
cultural practices among older adults should be considered when designing and implementing 
DHT (64). Finally, DHT should provide individuals with transparent privacy policies and comply 
with data governance regulations and security protocols to address safety concerns.

Disability or complex needs
Although there is a growing body of evidence showing the benefits of DHT for people with 
disability or complex needs, no single solution can cover every eventuality, and more work is 
needed to design, test and evaluate the efficacy of innovative digital health solutions for people 
with disabilities or complex needs (88). Security, trust and transparency should be considered 
when developing online digital health resources for vulnerable groups of the population, such 
as those with mental ill health (89). Improved community services and a strong social network 
could also improve access to, use of and engagement with digital technologies (84).

Marginalized groups
There is little evidence of the impact of online health services on health outcomes and measures 
of quality of care among vulnerable subgroups of the population, such as the homeless or those 
with substance misuse conditions. Service evaluation is needed to assess the benefits and 
harms to these and other population groups. These evaluations should take a cumulative risk 
approach to understand better the impact of multiple disadvantages and clinical complexity. 
Research should distinguish between types of online service and indicate what works, when 
and for whom (35).
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Limitations of the review
This review was restricted to a scoping review of quantitative evidence and only includes reviews 
and grey literature published in English. While the searches were not limited by language, only 
two reviews published in languages other than English were identified, neither of which met 
the criteria for inclusion. As is common with scoping review methodology, an assessment of the 
methodological robustness of the included reviews was not conducted; however, of those that 
conducted critical appraisal (12 out of 22 reviews), the overall quality of the studies was reported 
to be low. These reviews cited methodological weaknesses, including a lack of blinding, small 
sample sizes, not accounting for all confounders and only including participants who had 
access to digital technologies; these were further compounded by low participation rates.

Much of the evidence that provides contextual information on barriers to and facilitators 
of equity in digital health is provided in the qualitative literature and, therefore, outside the 
scope of this review. In addition, most evidence in the included reviews comes from outside 
the WHO European Region. What European evidence there is comes almost entirely from 
high-income western European countries. Consequently, generalizability is problematic and 
applicability to low- or middle-income countries within the Region is likely to be limited.

The lack of available evidence in some areas prevented the complexities of inequities within 
digital health care being mapped fully against all relevant elements of PROGRESS  PLUS. 
Although an attempt was made to fill some of these gaps with primary studies conducted in the 
Region, further evaluation is required. In addition, the general lack of an intersectional lens in 
almost all the included reviews restricted a holistic insight into inequities in digital health care.

Key areas for future development
A number of cross-cutting themes were identified in this scoping review. These are 
summarized below with key areas for future development given for each.

	▶ 	Most reviews examined digital health across singular domains of equity. The approach to 
reporting quantitative data was highly variable and few accounted for relationships between 
domains (for example, differences in use by urban and rural populations did not take 
account of differences in population demographics or health needs). A systematic approach 
to reporting the population studied would help to enable more rapid learning in digital 
health innovation and inequalities.

	▷ Develop a common framework to monitor and report differences in the uptake and 
engagement with DHT across equity domains.

	▶ There was considerable heterogeneity in how the types of DHT were described (for example, 
assistive technologies, web-based platforms or monitoring systems). Although WHO has 
developed a classification tool (17), which was used in this review, there are a number of 
other tools available.

	▷ Adopt a common framework to define DHT to support the collation of evidence of impact 
to direct action.

	▶ Few reviews that examined access as an underlying driver of inequalities in DHT were 
identified. This tended to be limited to technology and connectivity issues by place of 
residence. Given that those in greatest health need (older people, marginal groups, people 
with an existing disability) are those less likely to have access to digital platforms for health, 
examining the intersectionality between access and equity is important to protect against 
widening inequalities in digital health systems.
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	▷ Map inequities in digital infrastructure, recognize and address this potential barrier to 
accessing DHT.

	▶ A number of reviews focused on differences in use and engagement across equity domains 
and reflected digital literacy as a key driver. There are many digital skills initiatives for 
patients and health professionals, globally, regionally and within countries; these include 
community and patient hubs, local government and opportunities to learn what works 
(Table  2) (90–102). However, digital health and equity is a function of interactions across 
much more diverse social and demographical factors, yet only two reviews (27,34) mentioned 
interrelated factors that accentuate digital health inequities. To obtain a full picture of the 
drivers of use and engagement with DHT, research needs to incorporate intersectional 
analyses (12,15,16,82) to account for the complex systems and interactions at play (12,52).

	▷ Collate evidence of effective approaches to address knowledge, skills and confidence in 
the use of DHT targeted to those most in need.

	▷ Increase understanding of the intersectionality of factors contributing to equity in digital 
health.

	▶ A number of reviews reflected on the importance of DHT addressing user needs in both 
content and design (24,26,30,31,34,35,40). The need for multilayered interventions to meet 
the unique needs of vulnerable populations was also highlighted (82). It was clear that 
successful engagement varies with factors such as the clinical condition itself (mental 
and/or physical health issues), the health service need being addressed (clinician contact, 
health information) and the characteristics of the population group (demographics, digital 
literacy, social factors or preferences). These effects demonstrate the importance of both 
co-production and co-design of DHT and a structured framework to evaluate it along with 
differences in uptake, engagement and outcomes by population groups.

	▷ Use inclusive and participatory design approaches to ensure DHT meets needs across 
population groups and addresses usability for those with disabilities or language barriers.

	▷ Develop a good-practice approach to the evaluation, design and reporting for DHT and 
equity.

	▶ There are a range of national standards and guidelines that emphasize the need to consider 
equity when developing and implementing digital technologies into health-care systems’ 
policy and practice. For example, the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence 
in the United Kingdom has produced an Evidence Standards Framework for Digital Health 
Technologies that outlines 21 standards across the design, value, performance and 
deployment of such technologies (93). Equity is one of the standards, with a requirement 
that, if the DHT claims to address health or care inequality, it should show evidence of 
“contributing to challenging health inequalities in the United Kingdom health and social 
care system, or improving access to care among hard-to-reach populations; and promoting 
equality, eliminating unlawful discrimination and fostering good relations between people 
with protected characteristics”. These characteristics are set out in the United Kingdom 
Government Equalities Act 2010 (103). The standards extend this to include “actions taken 
in the design of the DHT to mitigate against algorithmic bias that could lead to unequal 
impacts between different groups of service users or people”.

	▷ Collate examples of approaches health and care systems are taking to address equity in 
the development and introduction of DHT in order to facilitate health system and policy 
learning in digital equity.



32 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

Table 2. Directives and standards focused on digital technology in health 
and care systems

Country or 
region

Organization 
(year)

Publication Equality consideration

Global WHO (2012) National eHealth 
Strategy Toolkit (90)

Equity and accessibility of care 
included as a strategic goal and 
challenges to address

WHO (2016) Monitoring and 
Evaluating Digital 
Health Interventions: 
A Practical Guide to 
Conducting Research 
and Assessment (91)

Equity as a dimension of quality, 
one of the four health-system level 
indicators in the digital health metric

WHO (2019) Recommendations on 
Digital Interventions 
for Health System 
Strengthening: WHO 
Guideline (92)

Client to provider telemedicine – 
awareness of inequalities, 
targeted client communication 
(Recommendation 6), highlighted 
that measures should be taken to 
address inequities in access to mobile 
devices so that further inequity is 
not perpetuated in accessing health 
information and services, including 
mechanisms to ensure individuals 
who do not have access to mobile 
devices can still receive appropriate 
services

United Kingdom National 
Institute 
for Clinical 
Excellence 
(2022) 

Evidence Standards 
Framework for Digital 
Health Technologies 
(last updated August 
2022) (93)

Equity considered in standard 4: 
consider health and care inequalities 
and bias mitigation (evidence to 
address, mitigate health inequalities); 
standard 10: describes the intended 
purpose and target population 
(evidence on consideration of access 
(connectivity/hardware), digital 
literacy)

EU European 
Parliament and 
Council (2016)

Directive 2016/2012 on 
the accessibility of the 
websites and mobile 
applications of public 
sector bodies (94)

An EU directive on accessibility of 
public sector websites (all disciplines 
not limited to health); includes a 
requirement to ensure that access for 
people with disabilities is on an equal 
basis

United States Agency for 
Healthcare 
Research and 
Quality (2021)

Creating a digital 
healthcare equity 
framework with an 
accompanying guide 
for its use (95)

Underway, expected completion 
September 2023
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Country or 
region

Organization 
(year)

Publication Equality consideration

Digital inclusion

England (United 
Kingdom)

NHS Digital 
(2022)

Digital inclusion for 
health and social care 
(96)

Guidelines for local health and 
care organizations to help them 
to take practical steps to increase 
access to digital services for all in 
their communities; includes design 
principles for digital inclusion

NHS Digital 
(2022)

Digital Service Manual 
(97)

Guidelines to support the National 
Health Service to design and build 
its digital services, considering 
standards, design, style guide, 
accessibility, including a focus on 
inclusivity

Digital Inclusion 
Toolkit (2022)

Digital inclusion 
advice for councils, by 
councils (98)

A collaborative resource for local 
councils and other organizations 
tackling digital exclusion

Department 
of Health and 
Social Care 
(2022)

A Plan for Digital 
Health and Social Care 
(99)

Government White Paper setting out 
approach to digital health care

Wales (United 
Kingdom)

Welsh 
Government

Digital Communities 
Wales (100)

Digital inclusion community 
programme providing resources, 
tools and support for organizations 
working with digitally excluded 
people, including a focus on digital to 
support health and well-being; part of 
the Welsh Government’s strategy for 
digital inclusion

Sweden Swedish Post 
and Telecom 
Authority (2022)

Digital Coach (101) Digital Coach is a new initiative to 
support citizens to use digital services, 
including digital health services

Sweden Swedish Post 
and Telecom 
Authority (2022)

Supporting health 
professionals (102)

A guide for health professionals to 
support others

Discussion



34 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review



35

References

1.	 van Kessel R, Wong BLH, Rubinić I, ONuallain E, Czabanowska K. Is Europe prepared to go 
digital? making the case for developing digital capacity: an exploratory analysis of Eurostat 
survey data. PLOS Digital Health. 2022;1(2):e0000013. doi: 10.1371/journal.pdig.0000013.

2.	 Golinelli D, Boetto E, Carullo G, Nuzzolese AG, Landini MP, Fantini MP. Adoption of digital 
technologies in health care during the COVID-19 pandemic: systematic review of early 
scientific literature. J Med Internet Res. 2020;22(11):e22280. doi: 10.2196/22280.

3.	 Gunasekeran DV, Tseng RMWW, Tham YC, Wong TY. Applications of digital health for 
public health responses to COVID-19: a systematic scoping review of artificial intelligence, 
telehealth and related technologies. NPJ Digit Med. 2021;4(1):1–7. doi: 10.1038/S41746-
021-00412–9.

4.	 Manteghinejad A, Javanmard SH. Challenges and opportunities of digital health in a 
post‑COVID19 world. J Res Med Sci. 2021;26(11):1–6. doi: 10.4103/jrms.jrms_1255_20.

5.	 Davies AR, Honeyman M, Gann B. Addressing the digital inverse care law in the time of 
COVID-19: potential for digital technology to exacerbate or mitigate health inequalities. 
J Med Internet Res. 2021;23(4):e21726. doi: 10.2196/21726.

6.	 Global strategy on digital health 2020–2025. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021 
(https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/344249, accessed 7 November 2022).

7.	 Regional digital health action plan for the WHO European Region 2023–2030. In: 
Seventy-second Regional Committee for Europe: Tel Aviv, 12–14 September 2022. 
Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2022 (https://www.who.int/europe/
publications/i/item/EUR-RC72-5, accessed 10 November 2022).

8.	 WHO Regional Committee for Europe resolution EUR/RC72/R2 on leveraging digital 
transformation for better health in Europe: regional digital health action plan for 
the WHO European Region 2023–2030. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for 
Europe; 2022 (https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/EUR-RC72-R2, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

9.	 Litchfield I, Shukla D, Greenfield S. Impact of COVID-19 on the digital divide: a rapid review. 
BMJ Open. 2021;11(10):e053440. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2021-053440.

10.	 Honeyman M, Maguire D, Evans H, Davies A. Digital technology and health inequalities: a 
scoping review. Cardiff: Public Health Wales Research and Evaluation; 2022 (https://phw.
nhs.wales/publications/publications1/digital-technology-and-health-inequalities-a-
scoping-review/, accessed 10 November 2022).

References

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/344249
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/EUR-RC72-5
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/EUR-RC72-5
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/EUR-RC72-R2
https://phw.nhs.wales/publications/publications1/digital-technology-and-health-inequalities-a-scoping-review/
https://phw.nhs.wales/publications/publications1/digital-technology-and-health-inequalities-a-scoping-review/
https://phw.nhs.wales/publications/publications1/digital-technology-and-health-inequalities-a-scoping-review/


36 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

11.	 Briefing December 2015: bridging the digital divide in the EU. Brussels: European 
Commission; 2015 (https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/
BRIE/2015/573884/EPRS_BRI(2015)573884_EN.pdf, accessed 10 November 2022).

12.	 Figueroa CA, Luo T, Aguilera A, Lyles CR. The need for feminist intersectionality in digital 
health. Lancet. Digital Health. 2021;3(8):e526–33. doi: 10.1016/S2589-7500 (21)00118–7.

13.	 Sheon AR, Bolen SD, Callahan B, Shick S, Perzynski AT. Addressing disparities in diabetes 
management through novel approaches to encourage technology adoption and use. 
JMIR Diabetes. 2017;2(2):e16. doi: 10.2196/diabetes.6751.

14.	 Aldridge S. Improving digital health inclusion: evidence scan. Leyland: Midlands 
and Lancashire Commissioning Support Unit; 2020 (https://www.strategyunitwm.
nhs.uk/sites/default/files/2021-04/Digital Inclusion evidence scan.pdf, accessed 
10 November 2022).

15.	 George AS, Morgan R, Larson E, LeFevre A. Gender dynamics in digital health: overcoming 
blind spots and biases to seize opportunities and responsibilities for transformative health 
systems. J Public Health (Oxf). 2018;40:ii6–11. doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdy180.

16.	 Medero K, Merrill K, Ross MQ. Modeling access across the digital divide for intersectional 
groups seeking web-based health information: national survey. J Med Internet Res. 
2022;24(3):e32678. doi: 10.2196/32678.

17.	 Classification of digital health interventions v1.0: a shared language to describe the uses of 
digital technology for health. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2018 (https://apps.who.
int/iris/handle/10665/260480, accessed 10 November 2022).

18.	 Arksey H, O’Malley L. Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework. Int J Soc Res 
Methodol. 2007;8(1):19–32. doi: 10.1080/1364557032000119616.

19.	 Tricco AC, Lillie E, Zarin W, O’Brien KK, Colquhoun H, Levac D et al. PRISMA extension 
for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR): checklist and explanation. Ann Intern Med. 
2018;169(7);467–73. doi: 10.7326/M18-0850.

20.	 O’Neill J, Tabish H, Welch V, Petticrew M, Pottie K, Clarke M et al. Applying an equity lens 
to interventions: using PROGRESS ensures consideration of socially stratifying factors 
to illuminate inequities in health. J Clin Epidemiol. 2014;67(1):56–64. doi: 10.1016/J. 
JCLINEPI.2013.08.005.

21.	 Truong M, Yeganeh L, Cook O, Crawford K, Wong P, Allen J. Using telehealth consultations 
for healthcare provision to patients from non-Indigenous racial/ethnic minorities: a 
systematic review. J Am Med Inform Assoc. 2022;29(5):970–82. doi: 10.1093/jamia/ocac015.

22.	 Antonio MG, Petrovskaya O, Lau F. Is research on patient portals attuned to health equity? 
A scoping review. J Am Med Inform Assoc. 2019;26(8–9):871–3. doi: 10.1093/jamia/ocz054.

23.	 Heaslip V, Richer S, Simkhada B, Dogan H, Green S. Use of technology to promote health 
and wellbeing of people who are homeless: a systematic review. Int J Environ Res. 
2021;18(13):6845. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18136845.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/573884/EPRS_BRI(2015)573884_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/573884/EPRS_BRI(2015)573884_EN.pdf
https://www.strategyunitwm.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/2021-04/Digital Inclusion evidence scan.pdf
https://www.strategyunitwm.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/2021-04/Digital Inclusion evidence scan.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/260480
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/260480


37

24.	 Carini E, Villani L, Pezzullo AM, Gentili A, Barbara A, Ricciardi W et al. The impact of digital 
patient portals on health outcomes, system efficiency, and patient attitudes: updated 
systematic literature review. J Med Internet Res. 2021;23(9):e26189. doi: 10.2196/26189.

25.	 Cho Y, Zhang H, Harris MR, Gong Y, Smith EL, Jiang Y. Acceptance and use of home-based 
electronic symptom self-reporting systems in patients with cancer: systematic review. J 
Med Internet Res. 2021;23(3):e24638. doi: 10.2196/24638.

26.	 Hirvonen N, Enwald H, Känsäkoski H, Eriksson-Backa K, Nguyen H, Huhta AM et al. 
Older adults’ views on eHealth services: a systematic review of scientific journal articles. 
Int J Med Inform. 2020;135:104031. doi: 10.1016/j.ijmedinf.2019.104031.

27.	 Yao R, Zhang W, Evans R, Cao G, Rui T, Shen L. Inequities in health care services caused 
by the adoption of digital health technologies: scoping review. J Med Internet Res. 
2022;24(3):e34144. doi: 10.2196/34144.

28.	 Pang N-Q, Lau J, Fong S-Y, Wong CY.-H, Tan K-K. Telemedicine acceptance among older 
adult patients with cancer: scoping review. J Med Internet Res. 2022;24(3):e28724. 
doi: 10.2196/28724.

29.	 Beheshti L, Kalankesh LR, Doshmangir L, Farahbakhsh M. Telehealth in primary health 
care: a scoping review of the literature. Perspect Health Inf Manag. 2022;19(1).

30.	 Kruse C, Heinemann K. Facilitators and barriers to the adoption of telemedicine during 
the first year of COVID-19: systematic review. J Med Internet Res. 2022;24:e31752. 
doi: 10.2196/31752.

31.	 Meirte J, Hellemans N, Anthonissen M, Denteneer L, Maertens K, Moortgat P et al. Benefits 
and disadvantages of electronic patient-reported outcome measures: systematic review. 
JMIR Perioper Med. 2020;3(1):e15588. doi: 10.2196/15588.

32.	 Chambers D, Cantrell AJ, Johnson M, Preston L, Baxter SK, Booth A et al. Digital and online 
symptom checkers and health assessment/triage services for urgent health problems: 
systematic review. BMJ Open. 2019;9(8):e027743. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2018-027743.

33.	 Woodcock EW. Barriers to and facilitators of automated patient self-scheduling for 
health care organizations: scoping review. J Med Internet Res. 2022;24(1):e28323. 
doi: 10.2196/28323.

34.	 Reiners F, Sturm J, Bouw LJW, Wouters EJM. Sociodemographic factors influencing the use 
of eHealth in people with chronic diseases. Int J Environ Res. 2019;16(4):645. doi: 10.3390/
ijerph16040645.

35.	 Parker R, Figures E, Paddison C, Matheson J, Blane D, Ford J. Inequalities in general 
practice remote consultations: a systematic review. BJGP Open. 2021;12(12):1–12. 
doi: 10.3399/BJGPO.2021.0040.

36.	 Bedi G, Vyas KS, Chung MT, Morrison SD, Asaad M, Mardini S. Telemedicine in 
international cleft care: a systematic review. Cleft Palate Craniofac J. 2021;58(12):1547–55. 
doi: 10.1177/1055665621989140.

References



38 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

37.	 Verma R, Saldanha C, Ellis U, Sattar S, Haase KR. eHealth literacy among older adults living 
with cancer and their caregivers: a scoping review. J Geriatr Oncol. 2022;13(5):555–62. 
doi: 10.1016/j.jgo.2021.11.008.

38.	 Kapadia D, Zhang J, Salway S, Nazroo J, Booth A, Villarroel-Williams N et al. Ethnic 
inequalities in healthcare: a rapid evidence review. London: NHS Race & Health 
Observatory; 2022 (https://www.nhsrho.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/RHO-Rapid-
Review-Final-Report_v.7.pdf, accessed 16 November 2022).

39.	 Haridy J, Iyngkaran G, Nicoll A, Hebbard G, Tse E, Fazio T. eHealth technologies 
for screening, diagnosis, and management of viral hepatitis: a systematic review. 
Clin Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2021;19(6):1139–50.e30. doi: 10.1016/j.cgh.2020.09.011.

40.	 Antonio MG, Petrovskaya O, Lau F. The state of evidence in patient portals: umbrella 
review. J Med Internet Res. 2020;22(11):e23851. doi: 10.2196/23851.

41.	 Barnett P, Goulding L, Casetta C, Jordan H, Sheridan-Rains L, Steare T et al. 
Implementation of telemental health services before COVID-19: rapid umbrella review of 
systematic reviews. J Med Internet Res. 2021;23(7):e26492. doi: 10.2196/26492.

42.	 Urban and rural living in the EU. In: Eurostat [online database]. Brussels: European 
Commission; 2020 (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-
20200207-1, accessed 10 November 2022).

43.	 Valeriani G, Vukovic IS, Lindegaard T, Felizia R, Mollica R, Andersson G. Addressing 
healthcare gaps in Sweden during the COVID-19 outbreak: on community outreach 
and empowering ethnic minority groups in a digitalized context. Healthcare (Basel). 
2020;8(4):445. doi: 10.3390/healthcare8040445.

44.	 Nguyen A, Mosadeghi S, Almario CV. Persistent digital divide in access to and use of the 
Internet as a resource for health information: results from a California population-based 
study. Int J Med Inform. 2017;103;49–54. doi: 10.1016/J.IJMEDINF.2017.04.008.

45.	 UK Consumer Digital Index 2021 [website]. London: Lloyds Banking Group; 2021 (https://
www.lloydsbank.com/banking-with-us/whats-happening/consumer-digital-index.html, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

46.	 Tyers-Chowdhury A, Binder G. What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: a 
literature review. New York: United Nations Children’s Fund; 2021 (https://www.unicef.org/
eap/media/8311/file/What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: a literature 
review.pdf, accessed 10 November 2022).

47.	 Longoria IAI, Bustamante-Bello R, Ramírez-Montoya MS, Molina A. Systematic mapping 
of digital gap and gender, age, ethnicity, or disability. Sustainability. 2022;14(3):1297. 
doi: 10.3390/SU14031297.

48.	 Ageing in the digital era. Geneva: United Nations Economic Commission for Europe; 2021 
(https://unece.org/ageing-digital-era, accessed 10 November 2022).

https://www.nhsrho.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/RHO-Rapid-Review-Final-Report_v.7.pdf
https://www.nhsrho.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/RHO-Rapid-Review-Final-Report_v.7.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-20200207-1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-20200207-1
https://www.lloydsbank.com/banking-with-us/whats-happening/consumer-digital-index.html
https://www.lloydsbank.com/banking-with-us/whats-happening/consumer-digital-index.html
https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/8311/file/What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: a literature review.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/8311/file/What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: a literature review.pdf
https://unece.org/ageing-digital-era


39

49.	 Davies AR, Sharp CA, Song J. Population health in a digital age: the use of digital 
technology to support and monitor health in Wales. Cardiff: Public Health Wales; 2020 
(https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/digital-technology-and-health/population-health-in-a-
digital-age1/, accessed 10 November 2022).

50.	 Ek S. Gender differences in health information behaviour: a Finnish population-based 
survey. Health Promot Int. 2015;30(3):736–45. doi: 10.1093/heapro/dat063.

51.	 Hallyburton A, Evarts LA. Gender and online health information seeking: 
a five survey meta-analysis. J Consum Health Internet. 2014;18(2):128–42. 
doi: 10.1080/15398285.2014.902268.

52.	 The digital gender gap in healthcare: progress, challenges, and policy implications. Kuala 
Lumpur: United Nations University International Institute for Global Health; 2021 (https://
iigh.unu.edu/news/news/the-digital-gender-gap-in-healthcare-progress-challenges-
and-policy-implications.html, accessed 10 November 2022).

53.	 Acilar A, Sæbø Ø. Towards understanding the gender digital divide: a systematic literature 
review. Glob Knowl Mem Commun. 2021 (e-pub ahead of print). doi: 10.1108/GKMC-09-
2021–0147.

54.	 Fang ML, Korol A, Sixsmith J, Siden E, Demestihas M-A, Sixsmith A. A scoping review 
exploration of the intended and unintended consequences of eHealth on older people: 
a health equity impact assessment. Hum Technol. 2018;14(3):297–323. doi: 10.17011/ht/
urn.201811224835.

55.	 Chang JE, Lai A, Gupta A, Nguyen AM, Berry C, Shelly D. Rapid transition to telehealth and 
the digital divide: implications for primary care access and equity in a post-COVID era. 
Milbank Q. 2021;99(2):340–68. doi: 10.1111/1468–0009.12509.

56.	 Mubarak F, Suomi R, Kantola S-P. Confirming the links between socio-economic variables 
and digitalization worldwide: the unsettled debate on digital divide. J Inf Commun Ethics 
Soc. 2020;18(3):415–30. doi: 10.1108/JICES-02-2019–0021.

57.	 Heponiemi T, Jormanainen V, Leemann L, Manderbacka K, Aalto AM, Hyppönen H. Digital 
divide in perceived benefits of online health care and social welfare services: national 
cross-sectional survey study. J Med Internet Res. 2020;22(7):e17616. doi: 10.2196/17616.

58.	 Health promotion glossary. Geneva: World Health Organization; 1998 (https://apps.who.
int/iris/handle/10665/64546, accessed 10 November 2022).

59.	 Rocco L, Suhrcke M. Is social capital good for health? A European perspective. 
Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2012 (https://apps.who.int/iris/
handle/10665/352821, accessed 10 November 2022).

60.	 Arighi A, Fumagalli GG, Carandini T, Pietroboni AM, De Riz MA, Galimberti D et al. Facing the 
digital divide into a dementia clinic during COVID-19 pandemic: caregiver age matters. J 
Neurol Sci. 2021;42(4):1247–51. doi: 10.1007/s10072-020-05009-w.

References

https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/digital-technology-and-health/population-health-in-a-digital-age1/
https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/digital-technology-and-health/population-health-in-a-digital-age1/
https://iigh.unu.edu/news/news/the-digital-gender-gap-in-healthcare-progress-challenges-and-policy-implications.html
https://iigh.unu.edu/news/news/the-digital-gender-gap-in-healthcare-progress-challenges-and-policy-implications.html
https://iigh.unu.edu/news/news/the-digital-gender-gap-in-healthcare-progress-challenges-and-policy-implications.html
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/64546
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/64546
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/352821
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/352821


40 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

61.	 Paccoud I, Baumann M, Le Bihan E, Pétré B, Breinbauer M, Böhme P et al. Socioeconomic 
and behavioural factors associated with access to and use of personal health records. 
BMC Med Inform Decis Mak. 2021;21(1):1–12. doi: 10.1186/s12911-020-01383–9.

62.	 Niehaves B, Plattfaut R. Internet adoption by the elderly: employing IS technology 
acceptance theories for understanding the age-related digital divide. Eur J Inf Syst. 
2014;23(6):708–26. doi: 10.1057/ejis.2013.19.

63.	 COVID-19 and the digital divide. London: The Centre for Ageing Better; 2021 (https://
ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-07/COVID-19-and-the-digital-divide.pdf, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

64.	 Airola E. Learning and use of eHealth among older adults living at home in rural 
and nonrural settings: systematic review. J Med Internet Res. 2021;23(12):e23804. 
doi: 10.2196/23804.

65.	 Disability in the EU: facts and figures. Brussels: Council of the European Union; 2022 
(https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/disability-eu-facts-figures/, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

66.	 Johansson S, Gulliksen J, Gustavsson C. Disability digital divide: the use of the internet, 
smartphones, computers and tablets among people with disabilities in Sweden. 
Univers Access Inf Soc. 2021;20(1):105–20. doi: 10.1007/s10209-020-00714-x.

67.	 van Kessel R, Hrzic R, ONuallain E, Weir E, Wong BLH, Anderson M et al. Digital health 
paradox: international policy perspectives to address increased health inequalities for 
people living with disabilities. J Med Internet Res. 2022;24(2):e33819. doi: 10.2196/33819.

68.	 Aapro M, Bossi P, Dasari A, Fallowfield L, Gascón P, Geller M et al. Digital health for optimal 
supportive care in oncology: benefits, limits, and future perspectives, Support Care Cancer. 
2020;28(10):4589–612. doi: 10.1007/s00520-020-05539–1.

69.	 Hewitt C, Lloyd KC, Tariq S, Durrant A, Claisse C, Kasadha B et al. Patient-generated 
data in the management of HIV: a scoping review. BMJ Open. 2021;11(5):e046393. 
doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2020-046393.

70.	 Sasseville M, Leblanc A, Boucher M, Dugas M, Mbemba G, Tchuente J et al. Digital health 
interventions for the management of mental health in people with chronic diseases: 
a rapid review. BMJ Open. 2021;11:44437. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2020-044437.

71.	 Eibl JK, Daiter J, Varenbut M, Pellegrini D, Marsh DC. Evaluating the effectiveness of 
telehealth-delivered opioid agonist therapy across Ontario, Canada. Drug Alcohol Depend. 
2015;100(156):e63. doi: 10.1016/j.drugalcde 2015.07.1090.

72.	 European Commission, Directorate-General for Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion, 
Baptista I, Marlier E. Fighting homelessness and housing exclusion in Europe. Brussels: 
Publications Office of the EU; 2019 (https://o europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/
publication/2dd1bd61-d834-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en, accessed 
10 November 2022).

https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-07/COVID-19-and-the-digital-divide.pdf
https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-07/COVID-19-and-the-digital-divide.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/disability-eu-facts-figures/
http://europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2dd1bd61-d834-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
http://europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2dd1bd61-d834-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


41

73.	 Seyler T, Giraudon I, Noor A, Mounteney J, Griffiths P. Is Europe facing an opioid 
epidemic: what does European monitoring data tell us? Eur J Pain. 2021;25(5):1072–80. 
doi: 10.1002/EJP.1728.

74.	 Esteban-Navarro MÁ, García-Madurga MÁ, Morte-Nadal T, Nogales-Bocio AI. The rural 
digital divide in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic in Europe: recommendations from 
a scoping review. Informatics. 2020;7(4):54. doi: 10.3390/INFORMATICS7040054.

75.	 Philip L, Cottrill C, Farrington J, Williams F, Ashmore F. The digital divide: patterns, policy 
and scenarios for connecting the “final few” in rural communities across Great Britain. 
J Rural Stud. 2017;54:386–98. doi: 10.1016/J. JRURSTUD.2016.12.002.

76.	 Rural health during the pandemic: challenges and solutions to accessing care. Washington 
(DC): NIHCM Foundation; 2022 (https://nihcm.org/publications/rural-health-during-the-
pandemic, accessed 10 November 2022).

77.	 Rural digital health inequalities. Exeter: Devon Communities Together; 2022 (https://www.
devoncommunities.org.uk/sites/default/files/users/LauraDixon/Rural Digital Health 
Inequalities final report May 2022.pdf, accessed 10 November 2022).

78.	 Lennon MR, Bouamrane MM, Devlin AM, O’Connor S, O’Donnell C, Chetty U et al. Readiness 
for delivering digital health at scale: lessons from a longitudinal qualitative evaluation of 
a national digital health innovation program in the United Kingdom. J Med Internet Res. 
2017;19(2):e6900. doi: 10.2196/JMIR.6900.

79.	 Tackling inequalities in public service coverage to build forward better for the rural 
poor: policy brief by the HLCP Inequalities Task Team. New York: United Nations; 2021 
(https://unsceb.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/HLCP ITT Policy Brief Rural Inequalities 
2021.pdf, accessed 10 November 2022).

80.	 Sui W, Facca D. Digital health in a broadband land: the role of digital health literacy within 
rural environments. Health Sci Inquir. 2020;11(1):140–3. doi: 10.29173/hsi294.

81.	 Craig KJT, Fusco N, Lindsley K, Snowdon JL, Willis VC, Arriaga YE et al. Rapid review: 
identification of digital health interventions in atherosclerotic-related cardiovascular 
disease populations to address racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic health disparities. 
Cardiovasc Digit Health J. 2020;1(3):139–48. doi: 10.1016/j.cvdhj.2020.11.001.

82.	 Brewer LPC, Fortuna KL, Jones C, Walker R, Hayes SN, Patten CA et al. Back to the future: 
achieving health equity through health informatics and digital health. JMIR Mhealth 
Uhealth. 2020;8(1):e14512. doi: 10.2196/14512.

83.	 Adjekum A, Blasimme A, Vayena E. Elements of trust in digital health systems: scoping 
review. J Med Internet Res. 2018;20(12):e11254. doi: 10.2196/11254.

84.	 Gann B. Digital inclusion in health and care in Wales. Cardiff: The Wales Co-operative 
Centre with Carnegie UK Trust; 2018 (https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/wp-
content/uploads/2018/11/Digital-Inclusion-in-Health-and-Care-in-Wales-Eng.pdf, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

References

https://nihcm.org/publications/rural-health-during-the-pandemic
https://nihcm.org/publications/rural-health-during-the-pandemic
https://www.devoncommunities.org.uk/sites/default/files/users/LauraDixon/Rural Digital Health Inequalities final report May 2022.pd
https://www.devoncommunities.org.uk/sites/default/files/users/LauraDixon/Rural Digital Health Inequalities final report May 2022.pd
https://unsceb.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/HLCP ITT Policy Brief Rural Inequalities 2021.pdf
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Digital-Inclusion-in-Health-and-Care-in-Wales-Eng.pdf
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Digital-Inclusion-in-Health-and-Care-in-Wales-Eng.pdf


42 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review

85.	 van der Vaart R, Drossaert C. Development of the Digital Health Literacy Instrument: 
measuring a broad spectrum of health. J Med Internet Res. 2017;19(1):1–13. 
doi: 10.2196/jmir.6709.

86.	 Kemp E, Trigg J, Beatty L, Christensen C, Dhillon HM, Maeder A et al. Health literacy, 
digital health literacy and the implementation of digital health technologies in cancer 
care: the need for a strategic approach. Health Promot J Austr. 2021;32(suppl 1):104–14. 
doi: 10.1002/HPJA.387.

87.	 Francesc L, Pedro MDS, Verges EA, Sim S, Garcia F. An intergenerational information and 
communications technology learning project to improve digital skills: user satisfaction 
evaluation. J Med Internet Res. 2019;2:1–9. doi: 10.2196/13939.

88.	 Vaitkienė G, Kuzborska Z, Žukauskienė M. Digital health solutions for chronic illness: a 
systematic review of mobile health apps and quality analysis with mobile app rating scale. 
J Ageing Longev. 2022;2(3):193–205. doi: 10.3390/JAL2030016.

89.	 Torous J, Weiss Roberts L. Needed innovation in digital health and smartphone 
applications for mental health: transparency and trust. JAMA Psychiatry. 
2017;74(5):437–8. doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2017.0262.

90.	 WHO, International Telecommunication Union. National eHealth strategy toolkit. Geneva: 
World Health Organization; 2012 (https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/75211, 
accessed 10 November 2022).

91.	 Monitoring and evaluating digital health interventions: a practical guide to conducting 
research and assessment. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2016 (https://apps.who.int/
iris/handle/10665/252183, accessed 10 November 2022).

92.	 WHO guideline: recommendations on digital interventions for health system 
strengthening. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2019 (https://apps.who.int/iris/
handle/10665/311941, accessed 10 November 2022).

93.	 Evidence standards framework for digital health technologies. Manchester: National 
Institute for Health and Care Excellence; 2018 (https://www.nice.org.uk/corporate/ecd7/
chapter/section-b-classification-of-digital-health-technologies, accessed 10 November 
2022).

94.	 Directive (EU) 2016/2102 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 October 
2016 on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies. 
Brussels: European Parliament; 2016 (https://www.legislation.gov.uk/eudr/2016/2102/
pdfs/eudr_20162102_adopted_en.pdf, accessed 10 November 2022).

95.	 Creating a digital healthcare equity framework with an accompanying guide for its 
use [website]. In: Digital healthcare research. Rockville (MD): Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality; 2021 (https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/creating-
digital-healthcare-equity-framework-accompanying-guide-its-use, accessed 
10 November 2022).

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/75211
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/252183
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/252183
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/311941
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/311941
https://www.nice.org.uk/corporate/ecd7/chapter/section-b-classification-of-digital-health-technologies
https://www.nice.org.uk/corporate/ecd7/chapter/section-b-classification-of-digital-health-technologies
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/eudr/2016/2102/pdfs/eudr_20162102_adopted_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/eudr/2016/2102/pdfs/eudr_20162102_adopted_en.pdf
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/creating-digital-healthcare-equity-framework-accompanying-guide-its-use
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/creating-digital-healthcare-equity-framework-accompanying-guide-its-use


43

96.	 Digital inclusion for health and social care [website]. In: NHS Digital. Leeds: NHS Digital; 
2022 (https://digital.nhs.uk/about-nhs-digital/our-work/digital-inclusion, accessed 
10 November 2022).

97.	 Principles: design principles [website]. In: NHS digital service manual. Leeds: NHS Digital; 
2022 (https://service-manual.nhs.uk/design-system/design-principles, accessed 
10 November 2022).

98.	 Digital inclusion advice for councils, by councils [website]. In: Digital Inclusion Toolkit. 
Croydon: Digital Inclusion Toolkit; 2022 (https://digitalinclusionkit.org/, accessed 
10 November 2022).

99.	 A plan for digital health and social care. London: Department of Health and Social Care; 
2022 (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-
social-care/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care, accessed 10 November 2022).

100.	 Digital communities Wales. Cardiff: Welsh Government; 2022 (https://www.
digitalcommunities.gov.wales/, accessed 10 November 2022).

101.	 Utbildning digital coach [Education digital coach]. Stockholm: Swedish Post and 
Telecom Authority; 2022 (in Swedish; https://www.pts.se/digitalcoach, accessed 
10 November 2022).

102.	 Tips för vård- och omsorgspersonal [Supporting health professionals]. Stockholm: 
Swedish Post and Telecom Authority; 2022 (in Swedish; https://www.pts.se/sv/
digitalhjalpen/tips-for-vard--och-omsorgspersonal/, accessed 10 November 2022).

103.	 Equality Act 2010. London: United Kingdom Government; 2010 (https://www.legislation.
gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents, accessed 10 November 2022).

References

https://digital.nhs.uk/about-nhs-digital/our-work/digital-inclusion
https://service-manual.nhs.uk/design-system/design-principles
https://digitalinclusionkit.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/
https://www.digitalcommunities.gov.wales/
https://www.pts.se/digitalcoach
https://www.pts.se/sv/digitalhjalpen/tips-for-vard--och-omsorgspersonal/
https://www.pts.se/sv/digitalhjalpen/tips-for-vard--och-omsorgspersonal/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents


44 Equity within digital health technology within the WHO European Region: a scoping review



45

Annex 1. Search strategy
This scoping review uses the methodology outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (18) with the 
PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension 
for Scoping Reviews) checklist guiding the reporting (19).1

The Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA), Medline, Psychological Information 
Database (PschINFO; American Psychological Association) and Scopus were searched for 
reviews and meta-analyses published between 2016 and May 2022. Table A1.1 shows a sample 
search strategy. Supplementary searches were carried out for grey literature in the Health 
Management Information Consortium and the Turning Research into Practice databases and 
relevant websites, reviewing electronic contents of key journals and citation tracking included 
literature in Google Scholar. Once data had been extracted and thematically mapped, a further 
search was made for primary research conducted in the WHO European Region countries from 
2018 to May 2022 to help to fill gaps in areas where no secondary research was identified.

Table A1.1. A sample search strategy for reviews (ProQuest Dialog of 
Psychological Information Database)

Set Searched for Resultsa

S1 (SU.EXACT.EXPLODE(“Electronic Health Services”)) 14 931

S2 (SU.EXACT(“Information and Communication 
Technology” OR “Computer Mediated 
Communication”))

16 950

S3 (ti,ab(“health IT” OR “health information technology” 
OR “health information technologies” OR ehealth 
OR eHealth OR “electronic health” OR mhealth OR 
m-health OR “mobile health”))

8 400

S4 (ti,ab(“digital health” OR telehealth OR telecare OR 
telemedicine OR teleHealth OR tele-care OR tele-
medicine))

4 740

S5 (ti,ab((medical or clinical or health or healthcare or 
nurs*) N/3 informatics))

499

S6 (ti,ab(health N/1 (app OR apps OR application*))) 1 532

S7 S6 OR S5 OR S4 OR S3 OR S2 OR S1 39 481

S8 (SU.EXACT (“Text Messaging” OR “Computer Mediated 
Communication” OR “Mobile Applications”) OR 
SU.EXACT.EXPLODE(“Mobile Devices”))

10 158

S9 (ti,ab(cell* N/1 (phone* or telephone* or technolog* or 
device*)) OR ti,ab(mobile* N/1 (phone* or telephone* 
or technolog* or device*)))

10 604

S10 (ti,ab(digital N/1 (technolog* or device*))) 4 130

S11 (ti,ab(smartphone* or smart-phone* or ipad* or 
i-pad*))

7 522

S12 (ti,ab(tablet N/1 (device* or computer*))) 810

S13 (ti,ab(electronic mail* OR email* OR e-mail)) 10 893

S14 (ti,ab((text* OR voice OR electronic OR instant) N/1 
messag*) OR ti,ab((text* OR voice OR electronic OR 
instant) N/1 remind*))

3 964

Annex 1. Search strategy

1Reference numbers refer to the main reference list.
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Set Searched for Resultsa

S15 (ti,ab(texting or texted)) 1 092

S16 (ti,ab(sms N/1 (service* or messag*)) OR ti,ab(mobile 
N/1 (app OR apps OR application*)))

3 537

S17 S16 OR S15 OR S14 OR S13 OR S12 OR S11 OR S10 OR 
S9 OR S8

37 385

S18 (ti,ab(Health OR healthcare OR “health care”)) 666 635

S19 S18 AND S17 8 787

S20 S19 OR S7 45 011

S21 (SU.EXACT(“Healthcare Disparities” OR “Health 
Equity”))

3 700

S22 (MJSUB.EXACT(“Rural Health”) AND ti,ab(equity or 
inequit* or equality or inequalit* or disparit*))

66

S23 (ti,ab((health) N/2 (equity or inequit* or equality 
or inequalit* or disparit*)) OR ti,ab((healthcare) 
N/2 (equity or inequit* or equality or inequalit* 
or disparit*)) OR ti,ab(“health care” N/2 (equity or 
inequit* or equality or inequalit* or disparit*)))

15 483

S24 (ti,ab(“medically underserved area” OR “physician 
shortage area” OR “underserved patients”))

135

S25 S24 OR S23 OR S22 OR S21 17 784

S26 (SU.EXACT.EXPLODE(“Socioeconomic Factors”) OR 
SU.EXACT(“Gender Equality”))

123 141

S27 (SU.EXACT(“Social Equity” OR “Equity” OR “Racial 
Disparities” OR “social deprivation”))

5 177

S28 (SU.EXACT(“Immigration” OR “Racial and Ethnic 
Groups” OR “Refugees” OR “Older Adulthood”) AND 
ti,ab(equity or inequit* or equality or inequalit* or 
disparit*))

3 525

S29 (ti,ab(social N/1 determinant*)) 4 555

S30 (ti,ab(socioeconomic N/1 (determinant* OR factor*)) 
OR ti,ab(socio-economic N/1 (determinant* OR 
factor*)))

4 157

S31 (ti,ab(rural N/1 communit*)) 6 259

S32 ti,ab((vulnerable OR underserved OR “low income” OR 
rural OR sensitive OR disadvantaged) N/1 population*)

11 774

S33 S32 OR S31 OR S30 OR S29 OR S28 OR S27 OR S26 151 175

S34 S33 AND S18 51 362

S35 (SU.EXACT(“Meta Analysis” OR “systematic review”)) 60 762

S36 (ti,ab(review N/2 (systematic or rapid or scoping or 
mapping)))

47 129

S37 ti,ab(meta-analysis OR metaanalysis OR meta-
analyses OR metaanalyses)

42 097

S38 S37 OR S36 OR S35 84 088

S39 S34 OR S25 62 712

S40 (S39 AND S38 AND S20) and (pd(2016-2022)) 52
aDuplicates are removed from the search and from the result count.

Table A1.1 (contd)
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Screening
Screening by title and abstract and subsequent full-text review of relevant literature was 
undertaken by three reviewers (TA, DB and KW) with each review screened by one person 
and checked by a second at title/abstract and full-text stages using the inclusion/exclusion 
criteria outlined in Table A1.2. Prior to screening and full-text review, researchers followed 
a calibration process to ensure agreement. A second reviewer resolved any uncertainty 
throughout the initial screening and full-text review process.

Table A1.2. Summary of review inclusion and exclusion criteria

Included Excluded 

Population 	▶ Any –

Concept 	▶ Digital health specific

	▶ Technology connects 
an individual to health 
professionals

	▶ Addresses equity through 
access to, use of or 
engagement with DHT within 
groups of interest

	▶ Technology that connects peers 
to peers or health professionals 
to health professionals (e.g. a 
laboratory providing blood test 
result to a doctor)

	▶ If the topic is general wellness 
rather than health (e.g. wellness 
apps)

Context 	▶ Specific to Member States of 
the WHO European Region or 
global in interpretation

	▶ Specific to a country that is not 
part of the WHO European Region 
(e.g. reviews specific to the United 
States)

Type of evidence 	▶ Quantitative or mixed 
methods; systematic, scoping, 
rapid or mapping reviews; 
meta-analyses reporting clear 
quantitative results

	▶ Qualitative reviews

	▶ Mixed-method reviews where 
quantitative outcomes could not 
be disaggregated

Dates 	▶ Reviews published from 2016 
onwards

	▶ Published before 2016

Language 	▶ All languages –

Data extraction and analysis
Data were extracted by one reviewer and checked by a second. The following information was 
captured: (i) author and publication date; (ii) participant characteristics; (iii) interventions and 
exposures; (iv) included study features; (v) equity outcomes; and (vi) solutions, limitations and 
evidence gaps.

Fig. A1.1 outlines the PRISMA flow diagram for the identification of the final set of documents.

Annex 1. Search strategy
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Fig. A1.1. PRISMA flow diagram

Note: Assia: Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts; PschINFO: Psychological Information Database.

Summary of results linked to the PROGRESS PLUS elements
The results were thematically mapped against the PROGRESS PLUS framework to capture 
data on equity of access, use and engagement with DHT. Care was taken to capture any 
intersectional information reported. Religion was included in the race/ethnicity/culture/
language element of the PROGRESS PLUS framework. A potential direction of effect was 
considered to exist where ≥75% of the reviews discussing an equity domain noted evidence 
of inequity pointing in the same direction. Table A1.3 summarizes the results linked to the 
PROGRESS PLUS elements in relation to access, use and engagement.

MEDLINE (n = 205)
ASSIA (n = 15)

PsycINFO (n = 52)
Scopus (n = 198)

Removal of duplicates
(n = 66)

Records screened by title, 
abstract and 

publication date 
(n = 404)

Records assessed for 
eligibility
(n = 184)

Record excluded (n = 164)
United States only (n = 8)
Developing countries only (n = 1)
Digital health tool did not connect health-
care professional to patient (n = 16)
Digital health tool used by health-care staff 
only (n = 2)
No digital health tool (n = 5)
No reported measure of equity (n = 53)
Qualitative methodology (n = 12)
Commentary or no review methods (n = 19)
No quantified results or results cannot be 
disaggregated (n = 47)

Additional documents from websites, 
grey literature, supplementary searches

(n = 62)

Other sources
(n = 2)

Identified as 
relevant 

but primary 
studies
(n = 6)

Reviews included 
(n = 22)

Records excluded 
(n = 276)
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Table A1.3. Number of reviews reporting significant differences in inequity 
based on PROGRESS PLUS element versus the total number of reviews 
that investigated this inequity indicator in relation to access to, use of and 
engagement with DHT

PROGRESS PLUS element Evidence related to inequity Linkage toa

Access Use Engagement

Place of residence Evidence of inequity 3/3b 5/5 –

Race/ethnicity/culture and 
religionc

Evidence of inequity 2/2 6/8 3/6

Evidence of no inequity – 1/8 1/6

Conflicting evidence – 1/8 2/6

Occupation Evidence of inequity – 1/2 –

Evidence of no inequity – 1/2 –

Conflicting evidence – – 1/1

Gender/sex Evidence of inequity – 5/8d 1/2

Evidence of no inequity – 1/8 –

Conflicting evidence – 2/8 1/2

Education Evidence of inequity – 4/5 3/3e

Evidence of no inequity – – –

Conflicting evidence – 1/5 –

Socioeconomic status Evidence of inequity 1/1 4/5 –

Evidence of no inequity – – 1/2

Conflicting evidence – 1/5 1/2

Social capitald Evidence of inequity – 1/1 –

Evidence of no inequity – – –

Conflicting evidence 2/2 – –

Plus: age Evidence of inequity – 8/12 4/5e

Evidence of no inequity – 2/12 –

Conflicting evidence – – 1/5

Plus: disability or complex 
needs

Evidence of inequity 3/3 1/3 –

Evidence of no inequity – – –

Conflicting evidence – 2/3 –

Plus: marginalized groups 
such as homeless or 
substance misuse

Evidence of inequity – 1/1b 1/1b

aNo evidence found indicated by –; a potential direction of effect was considered to exist when ≥75% of the reviews discussing 
the domain noted consistent evidence of inequity.
bSome evidence indicated that provision of digital health care increased an individual’s ability to access health care.
cFor the purpose of this review religion was included in the race/ethnicity/culture domain.
dEvidence from two primary studies.

ePotential direction of effect could not be determined, as the evidence indicated conflicting directions of effect. 

Annex 1. Search strategy
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Annex 2. Characteristics of 
included reviews
Please note that in the following table the reference numbers refer to the main Reference list.

Annex 2. Characteristics of included reviews

Table A2.1. Charactistics of the included reviews

Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Antonio et 
al., 2019 (22)

General 
population

Tethered patient 
portals

Not stated No date–
2018

65 United States (n = 51)
WHO/Europe (n = 6)
Netherlands (n = 4)
United Kingdom 
(n = 2)
New Zealand (n = 1)
Australia (n = 2)
Other developed 
(n = 3)
Not applicable (n = 5)

Quantitative 
(n = 24)
Qualitative 
(n = 17)
Mixed methods 
(n = 15)
Grey literature 
(n = 9)

Bedi et al., 
2021 (36)

Children 
undergoing 
cleft palate 
treatment

Telehealth Not stated 1995–
2020

8 United States (n = 2)
Mexico and United 
States (n = 2)
WHO/Europe (n = 1)
Scotland (United 
Kingdom) (n = 1)
LMIC (n = 5)
India (n = 3)
Ecuador (n = 1)
Brazil (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 8)
Case-series 
(n = 3)
Case–control 
(n = 3)
Case report 
(n = 1)
Cohort study 
(n = 1)
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Table A2.1 (contd)

Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Behesti et 
al., 2022 (29)

Not stated Telehealth Primary care 2000–
2018

43 United States (n = 15)
WHO/Europe (n = 24)
United Kingdom 
(n = 12)
Netherlands (n = 3)
Poland (n = 2)
Belgium (n = 1)
Greece (n = 1)
Germany (n = 1)
Ireland (n = 1)
Italy (n = 1)
Spain (n = 1)
Sweden (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 1)
China (n = 1)
LMIC (n = 3)
Bahrain (n = 1)
Brazil (n = 1)
Zambia (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 40)
RCT (n = 14)
Observational 
(n = 17)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 3) 
Longitudinal 
survey (n = 1)
Descriptive 
(n = 2)
Retrospective 
(n = 1)
Prospective 
(n = 1)
Controlled trial 
(n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)
Mixed methods 
(n = 1)
Not mentioned 
(n = 1)

Carini et al., 
2021 (24)

Not stated Not stated Digital patient 
portals

2013–
2019

47 United States (n = 33)
WHO/Europe (n = 10)
Netherlands (n = 3)
Finland (n = 2)
United Kingdom 
(n = 2)
France (n = 1)
Israel (n = 1)
Sweden (n = 1)
Canada (n = 3)
Australia (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 4)

Quantitative 
(n = 39)a

Descriptive 
(n = 17)
Observational 
(n = 14)
Interventional 
(n = 5)
RCT (n = 3)
Qualitative 
(n = 7)
Mixed methods 
(n = 2)



53

Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Chambers et 
al., 2019 (32)

General 
population

Online digital 
service for 
addressing 
symptoms, 
providing 
health advice 
and directing 
to appropriate 
services; excluded 
treatment 
services 
(e.g. cognitive 
behavioural 
therapy)

Health 
seeking for an 
urgent health 
problem

No date–
2018

27 (29 
papers) 

United States (n = 9)
WHO/Europe (n = 12)
United Kingdom 
(n = 9)
Netherlands (n = 2)
Norway (n = 1)
Not applicable (n = 1)
Not reported (n = 5)

Quantitative 
(n = 21)
Uncontrolled 
observational 
(n = 12)
Simulation 
(n = 4)
RCT (n = 2)
Experimental 
audit (n = 1)
Physician 
vs symptom 
checker (n = 1)
Other (n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)
Not reported 
(n = 5)

Cho et al., 
2021 (25)

Patients 
≥18 years who 
are diagnosed 
with cancer; 
includes family 
members

Electronic 
symptom self-
reporting system/
tool

Reporting 
outside of the 
clinic/hospital 
setting

2010–
2020

33 Quantitative 
(n = 25)
Quasi-
experimental 
(n = 17)
Experimental 
(n = 7)
Case–control 
(n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)
Mixed methods 
(n = 7)

Haridy et al., 
2021 (39) 

Patients with 
chronic viral 
hepatitis

Telemedicine, 
electronic 
medical 
records, mobile 
applications 
(m-health), web-
based or email 
intervention, 
social media or 
novel devices

Settings 
in which 
screening, 
diagnosis or 
treatment is 
provided

No date–
2020

80 Reported as:
North America 
(n = 56)
Europe (n = 10)
Australasia (n = 7)
Asia (n = 7)

Quantitative 
studies
Observational 
(n = 10)
Quasi-
experimental 
pre–post (n = 21)
RCT (n = 3)
Cluster 
randomized 
(n = 2)
Retrospective 
cohort (n = 11)
Prospective 
cohort (n = 2)
Group 
randomized 
(n = 2)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Heaslip et 
al., 2021 (23)

Homeless 
population 
within 
underlying 
health 
conditions

Mobile phone 
technology

Homeless 
accessing 
any health 
or warfare 
services

2015–
2017

17 United States (n = 13)
WHO/Europe (n = 2)
Italy (n = 1)
United Kingdom 
(n = 1)
Canada (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 5) 
Qualitive (n = 10)
Mixed methods 
(n = 2)

Hirvonen et 
al., 2020 (26)

Older adults 
(50–70 years; 
majority 
of study 
participants had 
to fall into this 
age range)

eHealth 
(e.g. online 
personal health 
records, tele-
health services 
and m-health)

Not stated 2010–not 
stated

32 United States (n = 15)
WHO/Europe (n = 10)
Netherlands (n = 3)
United Kingdom 
(n = 3)
Spain (n = 2)
France (n = 1)
Germany (n = 1)
Australia (n = 2)
New Zealand (n = 1)
Canada (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 6)
Taiwan (China) (n = 2)
LMIC (n = 1)
Malaysia (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 10)
Questionnaire 
(n = 8)
Non-randomized 
(n = 1)
RCT (n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 14) 
Mixed methods 
(n = 8)

Kapadia et 
al., 2022 (38)

Includes at 
least one ethnic 
minority group 
who are health 
service users

Digital health 
application and 
online digital 
information

Online 
national 
health services 
for primary, 
secondary and 
tertiary care

2011–
2021

12 WHO/Europe (n = 12)
United Kingdom 
(n = 4); England 
(n = 2); Scotland 
(n = 10); specific 
localities in England 
(Enfield, Hampshire, 
Leicester and south 
London) (n = 5) 

Quantitative 
(n = 10)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 9)
RCT (n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)
Mixed methods 
(n = 1)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Kruse and 
Heinemann, 
2022 (22)

Patients Telemedicine in 
all aspects of care

Put in place 
during 
COVID-19

2020–
2021

46 United States (n = 16)
WHO/Europe (n = 12)
Belgium and Iceland 
(n = 2)
Spain (n = 2)
Sweden (n = 1)
Czechia (n = 1)
Netherlands and 
Spain (n = 1)
Finland (n = 1)
Netherlands, Spain 
and Taiwan (China) 
(n = 1)
United Kingdom 
(n = 1)
France (n = 1)
Netherlands (n = 1)
Australia (n = 5)
Canada (n = 2)
Other developed 
(n = 12)
Korea (Republic of) 
(n = 1)
China (n = 2)
Japan (n = 1)
Taiwan (China) (n = 1)
LMIC (n = 6)
Brazil (n = 2)
Israel (n = 1)
India, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe (n = 1)
Iran (Islamic Republic 
of) (n = 1)
Peru (n = 1)

Quantitative 
RCT (n = 18)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 5)
Prospective 
(n = 3)
Clinical trial 
(n = 2)
Post-trial (n = 2)
Open label 
intervention 
(n = 1)
Cohort (n = 1)
Non-
experimental 
(n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 9)
Mixed methods 
(n = 3)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Litchfield et 
al., 2021 (9)

Any individuals 
using digital 
technology in 
relation to their 
health and well-
being

Health care in the 
developed world 
in the early stages 
of the COVID-19 
pandemic

Not stated 2020–
2021

9 United States (n = 6)
WHO/Europe (n = 3)
United Kingdom 
(n = 1)
Italy (n = 2)

Quantitative 
(n = 8)
Cohort (n = 6)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 2)
Mixed methods 
(n = 1)

Meirte et al., 
2020 (31)

ePROM 
questionnaires 
in a digital form 
(i.e. mobile phone 
app, tablet, 
computer)

Clinical setting No date–
2017

32 United States (n = 11)
WHO/Europe (n = 17)
Netherlands (n = 5)
United 
Kingdom (n = 3)
Italy (n =  2)
Austria (n = 1)
Denmark (n = 1)
France (n = 1)
Germany (n = 1)
Norway (n = 1)
Spain (n = 1)
Switzerland (n = 1)
Canada (n = 2)
Other developed 
(n = 3)
China (n = 1)
Unknown (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 32)
Observational 
studies (n = 14)
Experimental 
studies (n = 18)

Pang et al., 
2022 (28)

Older adults 
with cancer 
(> 65 years; 
average sample 
in article had 
to be over 
65 years)

Any technology 
use to aid the 
delivery of health 
care

Health-care 
setting

No date–
2020

19 United States (n = 7)
WHO/Europe (n = 11)
United 
Kingdom (n = 7)
Germany (n = 2) 
Denmark (n = 1)
Netherlands (n = 1)
Canada (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 15)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 10)
Non-randomized 
(n = 2)
Pre- and post-
test (n = 1)
RCT (n = 2)
Qualitative 
(n = 4)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Parker et al., 
2021 (35)

Different 
socioeconomic 
or 
disadvantaged 
groups

Remote general 
practitioner 
consultations

Primary 
care, general 
practitioner 
consultation

No date–
2020

13 United States (n = 4)
WHO/Europe (n = 8)
Denmark (n = 2)
United Kingdom 
(n = 2)
Italy (n = 1) 
Netherlands (n = 1)
Spain (n = 1)
Sweden (n = 1)
Canada (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 1)

Quantitative
Retrospective 
longitudinal 
studies (n = 8)
Cross-sectional 
surveys (n = 3)
Interrupted time 
series (n = 1) 
Mixed methods 
(n = 1)

Reiners et 
al., 2019 (34)

Presence of a 
chronic disease

e-health 
technology for 
chronic disease

Not stated 2008–
2018

22 United States (n = 7)
WHO/Europe (n = 8)
England (United 
Kingdom) (n = 2)
Germany (n = 2)
Netherlands (n = 1)
Poland (n = 1)
Spain (n = 1)
Sweden (n = 1)
Canada (n = 1)
Australia (n = 2) 
Other developed 
(n = 4)
Korea (Republic of) 
(n = 1)
LMIC (n = 3)
Bolivia (n = 1)
Malaysia (n = 1) 
India (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 20)
Non-randomized 
(n = 11)
Descriptive 
(n = 7)
RCT (n = 2)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)
Mixed method 
(n = 1)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of primary studies

Truong et 
al., 2022 (21)

Racial/ethnic 
minorities 
of any ages 
including their 
care and health-
care providers

Health-care 
settings

Telehealth 
consultation 
for clinical 
assessment, 
diagnosis and 
management

2005–
2020

28 United States (n = 23)
WHO/Europe (n = 3)
Denmark (n = 1)
Denmark and 
Sweden (n = 1)
United Kingdom 
(n = 1)
Australia (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 1)
LMIC (n = 1)
Cambodia, Korea 
(Republic of), 
Uzbekistan and 
Vietnam (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 19)
RCT (n = 11)
Cohort (n = 1)
Quasi-
experimental 
(n = 2)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 4)
Case series 
(n = 1)
Qualitative 
(n = 3)
Mixed methods 
(n = 6)

Verma et al., 
2021 (37)

Older adults 
(≥ 65 years) 
living with 
cancer or a 
cancer survivor 
and their care 
givers

Digital health 
(e.g. technologies 
with Internet such 
as smartphones, 
wearables)

Not stated 2000–
2021

11 United States (n = 2)
WHO/Europe (n = 3)
Denmark (n = 2)
Germany (n = 1)
Canada (n = 3)
Australia (n = 2)
Other developed 
(n = 5)
LMIC (n = 1)
Iran (Islamic Republic 
of) (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 10)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 10)
Qualitative 
(n = 1)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of reviews

Woodcock, 
2022 (33)

Not stated Automatic patient 
self-scheduling

Booking 
outpatients’ 
appointments

No limits 30 United States (n = 10)
WHO/Europe (n = 5)
England (United 
Kingdom) (n = 4)
7 countries within 
WHO/Europe (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 10)
Australia (n = 3)
Canada (n = 1)
Taiwan (China) (n = 3)
China (n = 3)
LMIC (n = 4)
Iran (Islamic Republic 
of) (n = 3)
Philippines (n = 1)
Other (review) (n = 1)

Quantitative 
(n = 26)
Cross-sectional 
(n = 20)
Case study 
(n = 3)
Case–control 
(n = 2)
Descriptive 
(n = 1)
Mixed methods 
(n = 2)
Other (n = 2)
Systematic 
review (n = 1)
Commentary 
(n = 1)

Yao et al., 
2022 (27)

General 
population

Any digital health 
intervention

Not stated 1990–
2020

41 United States (n = 19)
WHO/Europe (n = 15)
United Kingdom 
(n = 8)
Norway (n = 3) 
Italy (n = 2) 
Netherlands (n = 1)
Switzerland (n = 1)
Canada (n = 2)
Australia (n = 1)
Other developed 
(n = 4)
Korea (Republic of) 
(n = 1)
LMIC (n = 3)
Bangladesh (n = 1)
Indonesia (n = 1)
Israel (n = 1)

Literature 
reviews (n = 6) 
Quantitative 
(n = 17)
Qualitative 
(n = 15)
Mixed methods 
(n = 3)

Table A2.1 (contd)
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Review Inclusion criteria for review Features of included studies

Population Digital tool Setting/
context

Date 
limit

No. of 
studies

Countries Study design

Reviews of reviews

Antonio et 
al., 2020 (40) 

Patients 
regardless of 
demographic 
and disease 
characteristic

Health 
providers, 
consumers, 
educators, 
policy-makers, 
researchers, 
and the public

Patient portal, 
patient web 
portal, tethered 
personal health 
record

Clinical setting 
in any country 
except LMICs

1990–
2019

14 
reviews

Not stated N/A

Barnett et 
al., 2021 (41)

Diagnosed 
mental health 
condition 
or receiving 
mental health 
care; includes 
staff and family 
members 
of people 
receiving 
mental health 
care

Any spoken 
or written 
communication 
(Internet or 
telephone) 
between a 
mental health 
professional 
and the patient, 
family member, 
service user, carer 
or other health 
professional

Not stated 2010–
2020

19 
reviews

Not stated N/A

Notes: LMIC: low- and middle-income country; N/A: not applicable; RCT: randomized control trial; WHO/Europe: WHO European Region. 

aThe total number of study designs was 48 despite only including 47 studies because one study counted as both an observational study and 
a descriptive study.
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THE WHO REGIONAL OFFICE FOR EUROPE
The World Health Organization (WHO) is a specialized agency of the United Nations created in 

1948 with the primary responsibility for international health matters and public health. The WHO 

Regional Office for Europe is one of six regional offices throughout the world, each with its own 

programme geared to the particular health conditions of the countries it serves.
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