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Mental health is one of the biggest public health problems facing the United Kingdom. Most young people who are students at a university face various kinds of life transitions, changes regarding their career prospects and a lot of financial and living conditions pressure. Even though anxiety, depression and stress are becoming more frequent conditions among youth, they often delay seeking out a professional until their situation gets dangerously out of hand. The young who wait until they are so bad that they are completely overwhelmed end up being placed a lot of additional burden on themselves, their close relatives, their employers and especially, NHS mental health services. The proposed "It's Okay to Ask" campaign aims directly at the problem, the campaign proposes a nationwide Safe Spaces Network. In this model, community settings such as cafés, libraries, youth organizations and community centers become places that provide young adults with safe and inviting facilities. These facilities enable young adults the opportunity of having someone to talk to whom they trust, to get accurate mental health information and also receive direction as to which services, NHS or voluntary ones, will be the most appropriate to reach out to at that point. 
The campaign mainly targets adults aged 18 to 30 years who are particularly vulnerable. They are a population group that shows very high anxiety and depressive disorder rates. In contrast, this group also has the lowest percentage of individuals who get timely mental health services from professionals. There are reports from some researchers indicating that about half of all mental health disorders that we suffer from in our lives begin before we hit the age of 15, while three-quarters happen before one enters adulthood. This means that the time period when a person goes from childhood to adulthood is a very crucial period for early intervention or even prevention of mental health problems (Udu et al., 2026). The psychological impact was significant at the time COVID-19 was at its peak. Young people were among the groups having the greatest mental health issues as lockdowns caused upheavals in education, financial status, jobs, and social relationships (Pierce et al., 2020). Waite et al. (2021) highlighted that during lockdown, emotional and behavioural symptoms among children and young people got worse, thus confirming worries that many were stepping into adulthood with some unresolved mental health issues.
The proposed campaign has been deliberately based on what young people have identified personally as being crucial for help-seeking effectively. Research consistently points out that adolescents and young adults usually look for support when they come across trusted adults who listen without prejudice, value confidentiality and show genuine concern in their interactions. Radez et al. (2021) discovered that adolescents often find it hard to recognise symptoms, are afraid of being judged and have confidentiality as one of their main worries whereas at the same time, they usually rely on supportive adults’ parents, teachers and community professionals to access the mental health services. Velasco et al. (2020), on the other hand, found that the most important barriers are stigma, wrong and often negative beliefs about help-seeking and lack of emotional skill; while very satisfying previous interactions with professionals and enhanced mental health knowledge significantly increase the desire for finding a professional support system. Those research results are the very reason why the Safe Spaces model was developed. Employees and volunteers will obtain a certificate by means of Mental Health First Aid training in order to have a better picture of their emotional health through identification of signs; giving initial compassionate support, evaluating safety concerns and guiding individuals without hesitation to services such as NHS Talking Therapies, GPs, mental health clinics and local voluntary organisations.
The campaign further acknowledges that people's access to healthcare for mental illness is affected differently across society due to various reasons. For example, young persons coming from socially deprived areas, ethnic minorities, the seaside areas in a state of deprivation and other excluded groups generally have structural disadvantages that delay their getting treatment that is suitable to the level of their mental state in the community, resulting in further delay. Barriers to mental health services access identified by Udu et al., 2026 include inadequate psychological knowledge, cultural differences between professionals and patients, poverty, excessive waiting periods and regional differences in mental health provisions as the most severe causes of inequality in mental health services availability in the UK. On the other hand, Grice-Jackson et al. (2026) reported that young people regularly described existing help as fragmented, hard to navigate and youth-centred, while at the same time they strongly preferred trust and community support that could come from volunteer agencies and non-professionals who are properly trained. These discoveries align with the campaign's place-based strategy. Working with local-level organisations that have deep connections with communities, Safe Spaces will be able to get help to those potential patients who out of fear, negative past experiences or not being aware of the services, would not walk into clinics and hospitals even by themselves. Moreover, the campaign will focus on young males as they are not adequately involved in mental health service provision, although young males face the same type of mental disorders as young females. 
Getting this project off the ground will involve teamwork from health, education, local government, and the voluntary sectors all the time respecting the laws and regulations of the UK as well as professional standards. This campaign will support the NHS Long Term Plan's objective of developing community-based mental health services and early interventions at the same time following the requirements of the Equality Act 2010, Data Protection Act 2018, UK GDPR, Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, the safeguarding requirements, and the applicable NICE guidance for anxiety and depression. Technology has increased accessibility in this way by putting up a QR code that links straight to NHS Talking Therapies, Every Mind Matters, crisis helplines, and local support services together with an interactive web page that identifies Safe Spaces close by and shows a list of evidence-based self-help resources. Dissemination will be carried out by universities, GP surgeries, employers, libraries, charities, and social media platforms using real-life stories that demonstrate how stigma could be reduced and how talking about issues can be brought forward sooner.
 This approach is a copy of some successful NHS programmes, including "London, You Good?" which highlights the importance of early support after Emergency Department visits. Statistics from NHS England show that amongst 16- 25-year-olds with mental health diagnoses, the proportion of those receiving support after their first attendance increased by over 7%. The campaign, It's Okay to Ask, goes much deeper than a mere fundraising event; it is an ongoing public health effort that teaches people how to spot signs of distress, initiate compassionate conversations, and link young people with professional help in a timely manner. Public involvement is the most important factor here because stigma breaking has to be a community effort. Each conversation, each Safe Space area and each onward referral carries the potential to prevent a breakdown, to aid in a person's recovery, and to develop communities that are overall less stressed and better able to cope with change.
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INNOVATION OVERVIEW

It's Okay to Ask™ is a community -based mental health campaign designed to encourage young adults aged 18-30 to seek help early for anxiety, depression, stress, and
other common mental health concerns. The campaign introduces a Safe Spaces Network, bringing together cafés, libraries, community centres, universities, youth
organisations and workplaces to provide trusted, non-clinical environments where trained staff offer compassionate first-line support, mental health information, and direct
signposting to NHS and voluntary sector services.

Rather than replacing professional mental healthcare, Safe Spaces bridge the gap between recognising emotional distress and accessing appropriate support. They reduce
stigma, increase accessibility, and promote earlier intervention before mental health difficulties escalate into crisis.

The Health and Social Care Issue Expected Benefits

The campaign aims to:

Reduce stigma surrounding mental illness.

« Increase confidence in seeking professional help.
+ Improve mental health literacy.

+ Encourage earlier intervention.

* Mental health problems among young adults continue to represent one of the
UK's most significant public health challenges. Anxiety and depression are the
most common mental health conditions affecting people aged 18-30, with
prevalence increasing substantially over recent years.

« Evidence demonstrates that approximately one in four people aged 17-19 years
now experience a diagnosable mental health disorder, with prevalence among
adolescents and young people increasing from approximately 12.5% in 2017 to
over 20% in 2023 (Udu et al, 2026). Furthermore, around 50% of all mental
health conditions begin before age 14 and nearly 75% before age 18, highlighting
the importance of early intervention before problems become chronic (Velasco

Reduce crisis presentations.

Strengthen community resilience.

Improve wellbeing, educational achievement and employment outcomes.
Community -based support particularly benefits disadvantaged populations where
traditional services may be difficult to access (Grice-Jackson et al. 2026)

et al, 2020). i
 Despite increasing need, many young people still do not receive timely care. Implementatlon Plan
National evidence indicates that approximately 40% of Children and Adolescent Phase 1 (Months 1-3) Phase 2 (Months 4-6) p.ce 3 (Months 7-12)

Mental Health Services (CAMHS) referrals were closed before treatment, while
almost 28% remained on waiting lists, with many waiting over two years (Grice-

Develop campaign branding. * Launch pilot sites.

; na ®. 4 Expand Safe Spaces
Recruit partner organisations. * Promote campaign

nationally.

Jackson et al, 2026). Delayed intervention increases the risk of worsening » Produce educational through universities, 5
. 3 . _  Integrate with voluntary
symptoms, educational disruption, self-harm and long - term social disadvantage. materials. workplaces and organisations.
» Train Safe Space staff. oG GHESS « Evaluate effectiveness.

Build NHS referral pathways. * Collect user

Why Young Adults Do Not Seek Help ) Refine implementation.
Approximately 75% of adolescents Technology Integration

experiencing mental health

difficulties are not in CONSERRITIPL- ©' 1udgement or embarrassment QR Codes Social Media
mentallhisalth setvicas Wit BE"ekf that seeking help shows Located inside every Safe Space Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and  Digital systems
- L Lk linking users directly to: Facebook promote
reluctance to seek help remainin; . g y to: p comply with
the princitbl barmo W;am i aﬁ + Limited mental health literacy. « NHS Talking Therapies « Mental health education « UK GDPR
2020). Radez et al. (2021) further csitaitviabougwherstoloE bl * Every Mind Matters * Real recovery stories « Data Protection
EUERCKE « YoungMinds » Myth-busting videos
demonstrated that parents, schools g ly usting Act 2018
and trusted edulfs play a crucial fo"cems'eg”.d‘"g Eopticer Sy * Samaritans » Influencer partnerships « NHS Digital
g e Vel 2 = « Local NHS services Campaign events
Bl g;‘nv‘;”egsy:gg PEOPIE ., Negative previous experiences with (= D
successfull access professional 1% Development and Regulatory Compliance
support The campaign aligns with + UK GDPR
n n « NHS Long Term Plan  Data Protection Act 2018
Innovative Solution + NHS Talking Therapies Programme = NICE guidance on depression and anxiety
The campaign establishes a nationally recognised network of accredited Safe * Mental Health Act 1983 (as amended)  Mental Health First Aid England standards
Spaces located within everyday community environments * Equality Act 2010 » Safeguarding legislation

Participating organisations include:

+ Cafés ‘\ Promotion and Dissemination
: Libraries \\‘%%$ A

Community centres The campaign will be promoted through: e Youth charities

* Universities * NHS England  Libraries
« Colleges « Universities and colleges « Cafés
* Youth organisations * GP surgeries » Social media influencers
« Large employers « Community pharmacies « Student unions
Each Safe Space displays the “It's Okay to Ask” logo, signalling that young « Employers « Local radio
adults can confidentially approach trained staff without fear of judgement. « Local authorities « Posters and public transport advertising

Safe Space staff receive Mental Health First Aid training and provide

V/ Active listening Timeline

+/ Information about anxiety, depression and stress Phase Activities Time
4
/

Crisis contact information
VACE: o e [ose [sammangsn]wmses
ser\/Ri:Zesrra’ guidance to GPs, NHS 111 Mental Health, charities and local National rollout, | Months 7-12

Target Audience and Expected Impact Conclusion
It's Okay to Ask” transforms familiar community venues into trusted gateways for early
mental health support. By combining Safe Spaces, trained community staff, digital
technology and NHS referral pathways, the campaign addresses stigma, improves
accessibility and promotes timely intervention. Through strong partnerships between
health services, voluntary organisations and local communities, this innovative initiative
has the potential to reduce untreated mental illness, improve wellbeing among young
adults, and create a more compassionate, mentally healthy United Kingdom.

Young adults aged 18-30 years Unemployed young adults
across the United Kingdom, Individuals from deprived
particularly: communities

« University students Ethnic minority groups

« Apprentices Young men reluctant to seek

« Young professionals support
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