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Introduction
Mental health 
Research indicates that 1 in 5 adults in England is living with a common mental health problem, and these rates are steadily increasing. Higher prevalence rates of mental health issues are observed in the most deprived areas (26.2%) compared to the least deprived areas (16.0%) (Mind.org.uk, 2019). A 2014 survey revealed that 1 in 6 people aged 16 and over had experienced symptoms of common mental health problems, such as depression or anxiety. The research also found that women are more likely than men to experience these disorders (Baker and Kirk-Wade, 2024). 
Depression, anxiety, and psychosis are among the top ten leading causes of global disease burden. The World Health Organisation's 2022 report, "Transforming Mental Health for All," emphasised the urgent need for stronger global mental health initiatives, as services remain underfunded and under-resourced. By 2021, an estimated 8 million people were not in contact with mental health services. Those who sought help often faced high thresholds for eligibility to receive mental healthcare and, if deemed eligible, experienced long waiting times before receiving treatment (Lowther-Payne et al., 2023). 

Rationale 
The rising rates of mental health issues, along with the lack of access to mental health services, are crucial to understanding how these challenges contribute to substance misuse. The self-medication hypothesis stems primarily from observations of individuals with substance use disorders. People facing these disorders often struggle with intense emotions—either feeling overwhelmed by painful feelings or experiencing emotional numbness. As a result, they may turn to specific substances that help relieve or change their painful emotions, allowing them to experience or control their feelings when they are absent or confusing (Khantzian, 1997).

Review Questions
This scoping review (PRISMA, 2018)  aims to systematically review the research connecting mental health issues in adults to drug misuse. The objectives include:

·  Identifying the specific mental health disorders most strongly associated with substance misuse.
· Exploring how a lack of access to mental health care affects the likelihood of substance misuse.
· Examining how self-medication through substance misuse impacts emotional regulation in individuals with mental health issues.
.
Objectives 
· Examine which mental health disorders are more strongly linked to substance misuse 
· Explore the connections between mental illness, substance use, and the outcomes experienced by families in the UK.
· Explore services that address both co-occurring mental illnesses and substance misuse
· Examine identifications and treatment of mental health  and substance misuse 

Background 

Current policies and procedures
Mental Health Act 1983
The current policies and procedures that address this issue include the Mental Health Act  1983), which serves as a critical legal framework for detaining and treating individuals with severe mental health disorders. Historically, this act has shaped how mental health care is accessed and delivered, although there are still some gaps, particularly in areas related to early intervention and equitable treatment(Department of Health and Social Care, 2021).

From Harm to Hope 
"From Harm to Hope"(Gov.UK, 2022) is a 10-year drug strategy that introduces a new approach aimed at reducing crime. This plan views drug use not as a criminal issue but as a societal problem. The primary goal is to provide individuals with the opportunity to overcome addiction, ultimately lowering crime rates and enhancing community quality. 

The strategy emphasises early intervention for at-risk young people and families, ensuring they receive high-quality education on health and relationships to help prevent drug use. Additionally, it focuses on addressing the mental and physical health needs of individuals dependent on drugs, promoting harm reduction and supporting recovery efforts.


Co-occurring Mental Health and Substance Use Delivery Framework (2025)
Due to individuals being dependent on drugs, they are often excluded from mental health services until they address their substance use issues. Conversely, they are also denied access to substance misuse services until their mental health problems are resolved. Between 2024 and 2025, it is expected that 74% of individuals starting drug and alcohol treatment will have a mental health treatment need. Moreover, over a third of these individuals will have a serious mental illness that coexists with substance.

This plan aims to address the intertwined issues of co-occurring mental health and substance use disorders in order to create a fit-for-future NHS while reducing the pressure on services and the lives lost to both mental health and substance use conditions. The goal is to provide patient-oriented services and reduce health inequalities. 

The plan advocates for a unified approach, eliminating the separation of services that are difficult to access. It aims to champion integrated care and improve services for people dealing with both mental health issues and substance misuse. To support this, the government will invest up to £120 million in establishing dedicated mental health emergency departments to ensure patients receive fast, same-day access to care. Furthermore, mental health services will be transformed into neighbourhood care models, alongside an improved outreach program to narrow mental health inequalities (Reinert and Allen, 2007).





Existing Services and Practice

Change Grow Live 
Change Grow Live is a national health and social care charity that addresses various challenges, including substance use (drugs and alcohol), housing, justice, and overall well-being. The charity provides free and confidential treatment information related to drug and alcohol use. They offer a wide range of treatments, including medications such as methadone and buprenorphine for individuals dependent on heroin. Additionally, they provide peer support groups and meetings, as well as detox programs to help individuals transition safely from drugs to medication. For those who are already drug-free, rehab options are also available(Changegrowlive.org, 2025).

With You 
With You is a charity that offers a wide range of support services for alcohol, drug use, and mental health issues for both adults and young people. All services are free and accessible to everyone. The organisation helps individuals through various treatment options for drug and alcohol use. They also provide blood-borne virus testing and support for people in prisons, as well as needle and syringe services to create a safer environment for users(www.wearewithyou.org.uk, n.d.). 

Turning Point
(Turning Point, 2023) It is a charity established in 1964 in London, initially focused on supporting individuals with drug use. Over the years, they expanded their services to include support for alcohol-related issues. Now, 60 years later, the charity has become a leading provider of health and social care services, helping individuals live their lives on their own terms and inspiring them with new possibilities. Turning Point provides services such as talking therapies, residential rehabilitation, crisis services, and workplace support (Turning Point, 2025). They also offer services like detoxification, rehabilitation, harm reduction, overdose awareness and prevention, and support for young people (Turning Point, 2019).




Key Challenges and Issues

This scoping review is subject to several notable limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, a significant portion of the findings tends to concentrate on specific mental health disorders, particular age demographics, or certain types of substances being used. This focus may limit the applicability of the results to broader populations, as the nuances of different groups are not fully explored. Additionally, there is a lack of consistency in the definitions used across various studies, which can lead to confusion when comparing results. This inconsistency extends to the populations studied and the substances examined, further complicating the interpretation of the data.

Moreover, it is important to note that this review does not include a critical appraisal of the quality of the studies reviewed. As a result, while it offers a wide-ranging perspective on the relationship between substance misuse and mental health, it may lack the depth necessary for a thorough understanding of specific issues. The broad nature of both substance misuse and mental health challenges means that conclusions drawn from this review may not be as specific or actionable as they could be if a more focused approach were taken. These limitations highlight the need for further research that explores these variables in greater detail and with a more unified methodological framework.


Methods

Data Collection approach
During this scoping review, we utilised the methodological framework established by Arksey and O’Malley in 2005. This framework provided a structured approach that guided the research process. To gather relevant literature and data, a comprehensive search was conducted using several databases, including PubMed and Google Scholar, along with resources available through the UWTSD Library. This multi-faceted search strategy enabled the capture of a wide range of studies and ensured that the review was thorough and well-informed.

Data Analysis 
Data from the included studies were analysed using the Thematic Analysis approach (Aveyard, 2014), which was employed to categorise and examine the selected studies as the chosen method for synthesising findings. Key information from each study was extracted and organised into a data charting table, including details such as the author, year, population, mental health condition, type of substance misuse, and findings. The data was then reviewed, and recurring patterns and concepts were identified across the studies.
Initial codes were generated based on relevant findings related to the relationship between mental health and substance misuse. These codes were subsequently grouped into broader categories, facilitating the development of key themes. The use of thematic analysis allowed for a flexible and systematic exploration of the evidence, supporting the identification of key themes such as self-medication and specific mental health disorders like anxiety and depression linked to substance misuse, self-medication.

Ethical Considerations

As this study is a scoping review of existing literature, ethical approval was not required since no primary data were collected from human participants. This report is based on a collection of peer-reviewed articles, which guarantees that all data has already undergone ethical review by the original authors.

However, ethical principles were still upheld throughout the review process by avoiding misinterpretation or bias and ensuring an accurate representation of the findings. Proper citations and references were maintained to prevent plagiarism.







Results 

	Author(s), Year
	Research Objectives 
	Methods 
	Key findings 
	Relevance to the review question 

	(National Institutes on Drug Abuse, 2020)

	Examine which mental health disorders are more strongly linked to substance misuse 

	National Population Surveys 
	Data show high rates of comorbid substance use in individuals with anxiety disorders 
	This supports the self-medication hypothesis, highlighting how individuals with anxiety may use substances to cope with psychological distress. 

	(Spencer et al., 2023)

	Explore the connections between mental illness, substance use, and the outcomes experienced by families in the UK
	Behavioural Insight Survey and qualitative interviews with adult  and adolescent  service users 
	There is a strong link between mental illness and substance misuse, particularly among vulnerable populations. 
	Supports social factors and co-occurring disorders. 

	(Weaver et al., 2003)

	Explore services that address both co-occurring mental illnesses and substance misuse.

	Cross-sectional prevalence survey in four urban UK centres
	High levels of comorbidity 
	Shows a strong link between mental health and substance misuse 

	(Stefanidou et al., 2020)

	Examine identifications and treatment of mental health  and substance misuse 
	Systematic review 
	Gaps in identifying and treating co-occurring conditions 
	Supports treatment gaps 

	(Sirdifield, Brooker and Marples, 2020)

	Review substance use in vulnerable populations 
	Systematic review 
	Substance misuse is linked to mental health issues, especially in high-risk groups 
	Complex relationships and vulnerable populations 







Thematic Analysis 

Self-medication and Emotional Regulation 
Several studies (Spencer et al. 2023) , (Weaver et al., 2003)  and (Spencer et al., 2023) conducted a comprehensive study that examined the diverse pathways individuals take when entering into substance misuse. While the experiences varied significantly from person to person, several common patterns of initiation were identified. One prominent theme that emerged from participants' accounts was the recollection of negative mental health symptoms, such as anxiety, depression, and stress, which often served as catalysts for their substance use.

Many individuals reported turning to a wide range of substances, including both legal options like alcohol and prescription medications, as well as illegal drugs, in their efforts to manage or escape the distress associated with their mental health challenges. This reliance on substances was frequently described as a coping mechanism aimed at dulling emotional pain or temporarily alleviating the symptoms of mental health issues. The findings highlight the critical intersection between mental health and substance misuse, underscoring the need for targeted interventions that address both issues concurrently.

Specific Mental Health Disorders 

A key theme identified in the studies by Spencer et al. (2023) and Stefanidou et al. (2020) is the strong connection between specific mental health disorders, such as depression, anxiety, and trauma-related conditions. Several studies indicate that individuals with these disorders are at a significantly higher risk of using substances as a coping mechanism. Additionally, a link has been established between mental health disorders and substance use disorders, which may further explain the high rates of co-occurrence observed.

Barriers to Access to Care 
The final theme identified across two studies (Sirdifield, Brooker, and Marples, 2020; Weaver et al., 2003) is the significant barriers to accessing mental health services due to their limited availability. As a result, some individuals resort to substance misuse. Several studies highlight the lack of appropriate mental health support, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, who are more likely to experience both substance misuse and mental health issues. This situation reflects broader social inequalities, as individuals in deprived areas typically have reduced access to care.


Discussion 

Summary 
This scoping review aimed to examine the connection between mental health disorders and substance misuse. The findings reveal a strong and consistent relationship, indicating that individuals with mental health issues are at a higher risk of engaging in substance misuse. Several key themes emerged from the literature, including self-medication, specific mental health disorders, and obstacles to accessing appropriate care.

Findings 
A key finding from the reviewed studies highlights the role of self-medication, where individuals experiencing emotional distress use substances as a coping mechanism. This reinforces existing evidence that people with conditions such as anxiety and depression may turn to drugs or alcohol to manage their overwhelming emotions (Spencer et al., 2023). While this behaviour may offer temporary relief, it often leads to worsening mental health and creates obstacles to accessing appropriate care.

The review also highlights that specific mental health disorders, particularly depression, anxiety, and trauma-related conditions, are strongly linked to substance misuse. These findings align with earlier research indicating that individuals with these disorders face a significantly higher risk of developing substance misuse (Spencer et al., 2023). This issue is even more pronounced among individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds, who often encounter barriers to accessing healthcare, further exacerbating the problem.

Barriers to accessing mental health services play a significant role in the connection between mental health disorders and substance misuse. Research indicates that individuals who face difficulties in obtaining timely and appropriate mental health care may resort to self-medicating their symptoms with substances. Such barriers can include a lack of availability of mental health professionals, stigma surrounding mental health treatment, and a general unawareness of the available resources. 

When appropriate mental health support is not accessible, individuals may turn to alcohol or drugs as a means to alleviate their distress, which can exacerbate both their mental health issues and potential substance dependency. Studies highlight that this pattern of self-management through substance misuse is a concerning consequence of inadequate mental health care, underscoring the critical need for improved access to reliable mental health services (National Institutes on Drug Abuse, 2020).

Implications 

These findings carry substantial implications for both clinical practice and public policy. It is evident that there is a critical need for more integrated care approaches that can effectively address both mental health issues and substance misuse concurrently. 

Implementing early intervention strategies is vital, as they can help identify at-risk individuals before their conditions worsen. Improving access to care is equally important; individuals should have readily available resources for both mental health and addiction treatment without facing significant barriers. Moreover, increasing awareness and understanding of dual diagnoses—where an individual experiences both a mental health disorder and a substance use disorder—among healthcare professionals and the public is essential.

By prioritising these elements, we can significantly reduce the risk of substance misuse and enhance long-term outcomes for individuals suffering from these intertwined challenges. Comprehensive treatment plans that consider the multifaceted nature of these conditions will ultimately lead to more successful recovery trajectories and better overall well-being for patients.

Barriers and Limitations 
While this review presents valuable insights into the existing literature, it is important to acknowledge several limitations that may affect its overall findings. As a scoping review, its primary objective is to provide a comprehensive overview of the various studies and themes related to the topic. However, it does not engage in a critical assessment of the methodological quality of the studies included, which means that the reliability and validity of the findings may vary significantly among the sources.

Additionally, the review is based on a limited selection of studies, which could narrow the breadth of perspectives and data analysed. The search strategy employed may have inherent restrictions that could result in the omission of relevant research, thereby potentially skewing the conclusions drawn from the available literature. Overall, while the review serves as a useful starting point for understanding the subject, caution should be exercised when interpreting its findings due to these limitations.


Conclusion 
In conclusion, the intricate relationship between mental health issues and substance misuse is becoming increasingly evident, as demonstrated by the escalating prevalence of mental health disorders and the challenges individuals face in accessing appropriate treatment. The self-medication hypothesis underscores the critical need to understand why individuals may turn to substances as a means of coping with their mental health struggles. 

Current policies, including the Mental Health Act 1983 and the "From Harm to Hope" drug strategy, indicate a shift towards treating substance misuse as a societal issue rather than merely a criminal one. However, significant gaps remain in integrating mental health and substance misuse services, particularly for those with co-occurring disorders. The forthcoming Co-occurring Mental Health and Substance Use Delivery Framework aims to address these challenges and improve accessibility to necessary services.


Recommendations 
As we navigate the complexities of modern society, it becomes increasingly imperative to prioritise the creation and implementation of comprehensive support systems that tackle both mental health and substance misuse concurrently. This dual approach acknowledges the interconnected nature of these challenges and recognises that individuals often face them simultaneously.

Enhancing access to care is a fundamental step toward achieving this goal. This can be accomplished by expanding the availability of mental health and substance misuse services in various settings, including hospitals, community centres, and through telehealth platforms. Additionally, we must advocate for early intervention strategies, which play a crucial role in identifying and addressing issues before they escalate. Training for mental health professionals and first responders to recognise the signs of both mental health disorders and substance misuse is essential.

Moreover, promoting harm reduction strategies is vital in supporting individuals struggling with these issues. By offering options such as safe consumption spaces, needle exchange programs, and access to naloxone, we can reduce the negative consequences of substance use and lead individuals toward healthier choices. It is also important to create educational initiatives that inform communities about these strategies, dispelling myths and reducing stigma.

Fostering healthier communities necessitates a collaborative effort involving healthcare providers, policymakers, and community organisations. Continued research into effective interventions and policy development will be crucial to ensure that systems are adequately equipped to respond to the unique needs of individuals. Ultimately, by addressing mental health and substance misuse together, we can cultivate an environment where support is readily available, and no individual is left without the resources they deserve to navigate their challenges effectively.
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