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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_g3CSF6sw]Adolescent mental health has emerged as a growing public health concern in the United Kingdom, particularly within urban environments where social, environmental, and digital determinants interact to influence wellbeing (Fleckney & Bentley, 2021). Mental health encompasses a person’s emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, developing how they perceive, process, and respond to daily experiences. Adolescence represents a critical developmental period during which many mental health conditions first manifest, highlighting the importance of early identification, preventative strategies, and timely interventions to support positive developmental trajectories (World Health Organization, 2021).
As urbanisation continues across the UK, concerns regarding adolescent mental health are increasingly urgent. Urban environments present unique challenges that may heighten vulnerability to mental distress, making this a critical area for both research and policy development (Collins et al., 2024). Data from the REACH study indicate that approximately 14% of young people aged 11–16 living in inner-city areas experience mental health difficulties, underscoring the prevalence of these issues in urban populations (Knowles et al., 2021).
Young people living in urban areas may face pressures that affect their mental wellbeing, including socioeconomic inequalities, environmental stressors, high population density, exposure to digital technologies, and limited access to safe outdoor spaces. Urban environments can therefore affect adolescent mental health in a positive or negative way, depending on access to green spaces, community resources, and social support (Mears et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). Research also highlights the influence of social media, socioeconomic disparities, and major societal events such as COVID-19. Higher social media use has been linked to poorer mental health outcomes for some adolescents, while the COVID-19 pandemic increased distress due to isolation and disrupted education (Zhang et al., 2020; Collins et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_npVPtbmC]This scoping review therefore aims to synthesise existing literature on the social and environmental challenges affecting adolescent mental health in urban areas of England. The review specifically seeks to identify how these challenges influence emotional wellbeing and daily functioning, as well as to evaluate the interventions and strategies that have been implemented to support adolescent mental health. The review is guided by the following research questions:
1. What social challenges affect the mental health of adolescents in urban areas of England?
2. How do these challenges influence adolescent’s emotional wellbeing and daily functioning?
3. What interventions and strategies are in place to support adolescent mental health, and how effective are they?

Rational
Adolescents living in inner-city areas are exposed to a range of social and environmental challenges, including poverty, overcrowding, academic pressures, exposure to crime, and limited access to safe recreational spaces. These factors have been shown to negatively affect emotional wellbeing and increase the risk of mental health difficulties, including anxiety, depression, and social isolation (Knowles et al., 2021). During this stage poor mental health can have long term consequences for educational attainment, relationships, employment prospects, and overall wellbeing (The University of Manchester, 2025).
Urban environments can have both harmful and beneficial impacts on mental health, while environmental stressors and social inequalities may heighten vulnerability to psychological distress, access to green spaces, supportive communities, and safe public environments can promote emotional wellbeing and resilience (Mears et al., 2019; Birch, Rishbeth & Payne, 2020). Evidence indicates that natural environments and urban green spaces play a particularly important part in reducing stress, facilitating social interaction, and fostering a sense of belonging among adolescents (Birch, Rishbeth & Payne, 2020). 
Despite an expanding body of research on adolescent mental health, existing studies are often dispersed across multiple disciplines, including public health, psychology, and urban planning. This fragmentation limits comprehensive understanding of the key factors influencing youth mental health within urban contexts (Kim et al., 2023). A scoping review is therefore well-suited to synthesise the available evidence, systematically mapping key concepts, themes, and research gaps. By connecting and analysing findings from diverse sources, this review aims to provide a clearer perspective of the social and environmental outcomes of adolescent mental health in UK urban settings and to become a part of wider research and understanding.
Background 
During the adolescent's period, individuals are particularly vulnerable to external influences, including social pressures, environmental conditions, and digital engagement. As a result, improving understanding of the factors that influence adolescent mental health has become a key priority for public health research and policy development (Kelly, 2022). Urban environments present both opportunities and challenges for young people’s mental health. High population density, social inequality, and environmental stressors can increase vulnerability to mental distress among adolescents living in cities (Knowles et al., 2021)
Inner-city areas expose adolescents to higher levels of social inequality, academic pressure, financial hardship, bullying, and the influence of social media and digital technologies. In some urban settings, young people may also live in environments where safety concerns restrict their freedom to access outdoor spaces and participate in recreational activities  (Knowles et al., 2021).
These combined pressures can contribute to emotional distress and increase the risk of mental health difficulties such as anxiety, depression, and social isolation. Research conducted in inner-city London has also shown that adolescents mental health is shaped by social and environmental factors, including socioeconomic disadvantage, peer relationships, and neighbourhood characteristic (Knowles et al., 2021).
The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the vulnerability of young people’s mental health. During periods of lockdown and social restrictions, many children and adolescents experienced increased isolation, disruption to education, and uncertainty about the future. These challenges contributed to increased levels of anxiety, loneliness, and emotional distress among young people (Knowles et al., 2022). Adolescents today have grown up in a fully digital world where social interaction, entertainment, and learning are increasingly mediated online. While digital technologies can offer opportunities for connection, excessive social media use has been associated with poor wellbeing and factors such as lower self‑esteem, which may negatively affect mental health outcomes (Plackett et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_JffqttKq]Research examining environmental influences on youth wellbeing highlights the important role of natural spaces in supporting mental health. Birch, Rishbeth and Payne (2020) found that access to urban green spaces such as parks, trees, and open environments provides young people with opportunities to relax, reduce stress, and escape from everyday pressures. These environments were described as non-judgmental spaces where adolescents could reflect, connect with others, and develop a stronger sense of identity. Engaging with nature can therefore support emotional wellbeing while also encouraging social interaction and a sense of belonging.
UK Legislation for Youth Mental Health
Legislation and policy frameworks in the United Kingdom play a vital role in protecting and promoting the wellbeing of children and young people. The (Equality Act 2010) places a legal duty on public bodies to prevent discrimination and promote equality, ensuring that children and young people are safeguarded in educational settings such as schools, colleges, and universities. By creating inclusive environments, the Act allows young people to learn and develop without fear of harassment or unfair treatment, contributing directly to their mental health and wellbeing (UK Government, 2010). Educational institutions further support this by identifying early signs of mental health difficulties and providing appropriate support. Schools and colleges offer pastoral care, counselling services, and partnerships with external mental health services to ensure that young people receive early intervention and guidance when needed (House of Commons Health Committee, 2017).
In addition, the (Children Act 2004) and (Children Act 1989) provide a legislative foundation for safeguarding young people and promoting their emotional and physiological wellbeing. The (Children Act 2004) introduced Every Child Matters framework, focusing on five outcomes: being healthy, staying safe, enjoying, and achieving, making a positive contribution, and achieving economic wellbeing. It emphasises the requirement of local authorities, health services, and educational institutions to work together to support children and young people (UK Government, 2004). (The Children Act 1989) established that a child’s welfare is the paramount consideration in all decisions affecting their care, placing responsibilities on local authorities to provide support for children in need and intervene in safeguarding concerns. This legislation underpins policies that encourage early intervention and ensure access to mental health support for children and adolescents, forming a key component of the UK’s framework for protecting young people’s mental health (UK Government, 1989).
Methods of Data Collection 
This study used a scoping review methodology to explore the key factors affecting adolescent mental health in urban environments within the United Kingdom. The review followed the framework proposed by (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), which outlines five stages. 
1. Identifying the research question  
2. Identifying relevant studies 
3. Selecting studies 
4. Charting the data 
5. Summarising the results
This helped identify existing evidence and highlight patterns or gaps in the literature
Data Collection and Search Strategy - Relevant studies were identified through electronic searches of academic databases, including PubMed, ScienceDirect, and Google Seach. These databases were selected because they provide access to peer-reviewed research in fields such as public health, psychology, and environmental health, which are relevant to adolescent mental health.
A structured search strategy was used to identify relevant literature. Example search terms included:
1. “Adolescent Mental Health” AND “Urban UK”
2. “Youth mental health” AND “Inner city”
3. “Social Media use” AND “Adolescent Mental Health UK”
4. “Greenspace” AND “Mental Health” AND “Young People”
The search used Boolean operators like AND to focus on studies examining factors affecting Adolescent Mental Health in UK Urban Areas. 
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria - Studies were included if they:
1. Were peer-reviewed journal articles
2. Focused on adolescents or young people (approximately aged 10–24)
3. Examined mental health or wellbeing outcomes
4. Were conducted in the United Kingdom or included UK data
5. Were published in English
Studies were excluded if they were editorials, opinion pieces, or studies that did not focus on adolescents or urban contexts. The selected studies were reviewed to ensure they aligned with the review questions.
Data Analysis - Following Aveyard (2014), thematic analysis was used to identify key patterns in the literature. Study aims, methods, and findings were extracted, coded for recurring concepts, and grouped into broader themes such as social inequality, digital influences, and environmental factors affecting adolescent mental health.
Ethical Considerations - As this scoping review synthesised existing literature rather than collecting primary data, formal ethical approval was not required. However, ethical considerations were maintained by including only studies that followed recognised ethical standards, such as informed consent and confidentiality. Findings were reported respectfully to avoid stigmatising adolescent mental health. Transparency was maintained by clearly documenting the search strategies, data extraction process, and thematic analysis, helping ensure the review could be reproduced and reducing the risk of misinterpretation.
Results 
	Author(s) - Year
	Research
	Methods
	Findings
	Relevance

	
Birch, Rishbeth and Payne. (2020)

	
Explored how urban nature supports mental health and wellbeing in young people in a diverse UK city

	
Qualitative study using interviews and creative arts workshops with 24 young people (17–27 years) from Sheffield, 9 of whom had lived experience with mental 
health difficulties
	
Urban nature provides emotional support, connection to others and environment. Barriers include rundown or neglected spaces


	
Impact of city living on young people’s mental health and wellbeing



	
Knowles et al. (2022)
	
Examined how COVID‑19 social restrictions and school closures affected mental distress among young people in the UK

	Study of 1,074 UK teens (12–18) over 4 waves (2016–2020) tracking mental health and social factors

	
Overall distress stayed the same; worse for teens with problems, better for those with good experiences

	
How major recent events have affected young people


	
Kelly, Y. (2022)

	
Overview of adolescent health and wellbeing in the UK, including mental health trends, social determinants, and policy context
	
Narrative review of existing data and literature on adolescent health indicators and inequalities
	
UK youth face rising mental health issues, especially depression, influenced by social factors, digital media, school stress, and gaps in support services.

	
Identifying challenges effecting youth

	
Mears et al. 2020)
	
Examined links between urban greenspace and population health, including mental health inequalities
	
Population-level study in Sheffield linking greenspace (amount, type, access, quality) to and mental health

	
Better access to clean, high-quality greenspaces improves mental health; larger gardens and more green areas linked to lower depression.

	The urban environment reduces greenspace availability, which is a key feature of urbanisation. The loss of green areas limits opportunities for social interaction.


	
Booker, C. L., Kelly, Y. J. & Sacker, A. (2018)
	
Examined how social media interaction relates to changes in well‑being among UK adolescents
	Long-term study of 10–15-year-olds tracking social media use and well-being over five waves in the UK.

	
For girls, more early social media use was linked to lower well-being over time; no effect was seen for boys.

	
These findings help understand cause and effect and can guide future policies and interventions.



Environmental Influences: Access to urban green spaces consistently emerged as a key protective factor for adolescent mental health. Well-maintained parks, gardens, and natural environments provide opportunities for relaxation, social interaction, and emotional support, fostering a sense of belonging and psychological restoration. Conversely, limited or poorly maintained green spaces, particularly in densely populated areas, constrain these benefits and exacerbate environmental inequalities, limiting opportunities for stress relief and social engagement (Birch, Rishbeth & Payne, 2020; Mears et al., 2020).
Social and Socioeconomic Determinants: Adolescents living in urban areas face multiple pressures, including academic expectations, poverty, overcrowding, and inequalities in access to services and recreational resources. These factors contribute to increased vulnerability to mental health problems, such as anxiety, depression, and social isolation, and influence daily functioning, coping, and emotional regulation (Kelly, 2022; Booker, Kelly & Sacker, 2018).
Technological and Societal Factors: Digital media use and major societal events were also influential. Social media engagement has gender-specific effects, with higher early use linked to lower wellbeing among girls but not boys. Major events, such as the COVID‑19 pandemic, demonstrated that adolescents’ mental health outcomes vary according to individual circumstances; those experiencing financial or routine-related hardships reported increased distress, while supportive environments mitigated negative impacts (Knowles et al., 2022).
Collectively, the findings highlight the importance of integrated, multifaceted interventions. Strategies should focus on equitable access to high-quality green spaces, strengthening social support networks, and considering psychosocial and environmental determinants of wellbeing. Urban planning, school-based programmes, and community initiatives can help reduce mental health inequalities, promote resilience, and support the emotional and social development of adolescents in urban UK settings.
Discussion
This scoping review identifies key factors affecting adolescent mental health in UK urban areas. Three main themes emerged from the studies:
1. The role of urban green spaces and environmental conditions for better mental health.
2. The influence of social, socioeconomic pressures and inequalities.
3. The impact of digital media use and major societal events, including the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Together, these themes highlight that adolescent mental health is influenced by interconnected factors, emphasising the importance of an integrated approach when addressing the challenges faced by young people living in urban areas.
Environmental Influences: Urban Green Spaces - Access to urban green spaces consistently emerged as a protective factor for adolescent mental health. Birch, Rishbeth and Payne (2020) used qualitative interviews and creative arts workshops with 24 young people aged 17–27, including those with lived experience of mental health difficulties, to explore how urban nature supports wellbeing. Their findings suggest that natural environments provide emotional support, reflection, and social interaction, while barriers such as poor maintenance, safety concerns, and reduced availability limit these benefits.
Population level evidence also supports this relationship. Mears et al. (2019) conducted a large-scale study linking the quality, accessibility, and quantity of urban greenspace in Sheffield to mental health outcomes. Their results showed that better access to high quality green areas was associated with improved wellbeing. Maes et al. (2021) similarly highlight that proximity to natural environments can benefit adolescent’s cognition and mental health, though usability and accessibility remain critical. Both studies confirm the importance of urban green spaces for adolescent mental health but highlight limited access and underrepresentation of some groups. However, Maes et al. (2021) notes that many studies assume that living or attending school near natural environments leads to greater exposure, which may not always be the case due to barriers such as accessibility, safety, and usability.
Social and Socioeconomic Pressures - Social and economic inequalities were identified as key determinants of adolescent mental health. Kelly (2022) used a narrative synthesis of national data, epidemiological studies, and previous research to examine trends and determinants of adolescent mental health in the UK. The study highlights how poverty, academic pressure, and limited access to resources contribute to anxiety, depression, and social isolation. Matthews et al. (2021), using a cohort study, found that socioeconomic disadvantage and loneliness are strongly associated with poorer mental health outcomes, particularly in urban populations.
The methods enable a broad analysis of patterns and risk factors but cannot always establish cause and effect. Research also often overlooks protective factors, such as peer support, and underrepresents disadvantaged or minority groups, limiting how widely the findings can be applied Maes et al. (2021).
Technological and Societal Factors - Digital media and major societal events such as COVID-19 were also found to influence adolescent mental health. Booker, Kelly, and Sacker (2018) conducted a longitudinal study tracking 10–15-year-olds over multiple waves to examine the relationship between social media use and wellbeing. Higher early social media interaction was associated with lower wellbeing among girls, while no significant effect was observed for boys. Zhang et al. (2020) also conducted a longitudinal analysis, showing that mental health outcomes depend on patterns of social media engagement and online experiences rather than time spent online alone.
[bookmark: _Int_x0Cs8tGC]Societal disruptions, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, further illustrate variability in adolescent mental health outcomes. Knowles et al. (2022) followed 1,074 UK adolescents over four waves between 2016 and 2020 to track mental distress before and during COVID-19 restrictions. Overall distress remained relatively stable, but adolescents experiencing financial difficulties or disrupted routines reported increased distress, while supportive home environments mitigated negative impacts. This allowed for observation of changes over time, highlighting how social, economic, and familial contexts interact with external stressors.
Strengths and Limitations of the Evidence
The reviewed studies use a mix of qualitative, longitudinal, cohort, and population-level methods, providing a clear view of how environmental, social, and technological factors affect adolescent mental health. They capture lived experiences, track changes over time, and reveal patterns across populations.
Maes et al. (2021) note that many studies rely on self-reported data, which can be bias, and that disadvantaged or minority groups are often underrepresented, limiting the transferability of the findings. Research on the effectiveness of interventions is scarce, and findings on social media’s impact are sometimes contradictory (Agyapong‑Opoku et al., 2025). Future studies should include diverse populations, consider access and safety of green spaces, and evaluate strategies to support mental health (Zhang et al., 2020).
Overall Implications - Adolescent mental health in urban UK settings is shaped by the interplay of environmental, social, and technological factors. Effective interventions should integrate these domains, address inequalities, improve access to safe and supportive spaces, and consider individual differences. Future studies should prioritise underrepresented populations, evaluate interventions, and use mixed method approaches to inform policies that support emotional wellbeing and resilience among urban adolescents.
Conclusion 
This scoping review highlights that adolescent mental health in urban areas of the United Kingdom is influenced by a dynamic interplay of environmental, social, and technological factors. Access to urban green spaces consistently emerges as a crucial protective factor, providing adolescents with opportunities for relaxation, reflection, and social interaction. Well-maintained parks, gardens, and natural environments foster emotional wellbeing and a sense of connection with peers and the wider community, whereas limited access, poor maintenance, or safety concerns can restrict these benefits and amplify inequalities, particularly for young people in densely populated or disadvantaged areas. These findings underscore the importance of considering environmental conditions as key determinants of mental health.
Social and socioeconomic pressures also exert a significant influence on adolescent wellbeing. Academic expectations, financial hardship, overcrowding, and limited access to support services can increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties, affecting emotional regulation, coping strategies, and daily functioning. These pressures are compounded in urban settings, where disparities in resources and opportunities can intensify the risk of anxiety, depression, and social isolation. In addition, digital media has emerged as a complex and context-dependent factor in adolescent wellbeing. Social media engagement affects young people differently based on gender, individual circumstances, and patterns of use, highlighting the nuanced ways technology interacts with mental health outcomes.
Experiences of distress or resilience are closely linked to personal, familial, and social contexts, with supportive environments mitigating negative outcomes, while financial insecurity or disrupted routines heighten vulnerability. This variation highlights the importance of understanding the broader social and environmental context when designing interventions to support adolescent mental health.
Taken together, these findings indicate that promoting mental wellbeing among urban adolescents requires multifaceted and integrated approaches. Policies and interventions should focus on equitable and safe access to high-quality green spaces, strengthening social support networks, and addressing both social and technological determinants of wellbeing. 
Increasing young people’s access to safe, supportive outdoor spaces can help improve mental health by encouraging social interaction and reducing reliance on digital devices. Urban planning, school-based initiatives, and community programmes that combine these elements can reduce inequalities, foster resilience, and support the emotional, social, and psychological development of adolescents in urban areas. A holistic approach is therefore essential to create environments that enable young people to thrive and maintain positive mental health in increasingly complex urban contexts.
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