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INTRODUCTION and BACKGROUND
Adolescent substance misuse refers to the harmful or hazardous use of substances such as alcohol and drugs among individuals typically aged between 12 and 18 years. In the United Kingdom, substance misuse among young people remains a significant public health concern, with long-term implications for physical health, mental well-being, and social functioning. Psychological interventions refer to structured therapeutic approaches designed to influence behaviour, thoughts, and emotions, and are widely used in the treatment of substance misuse.
Young people accessing substance misuse services in the UK often present with complex and interconnected needs, including co-occurring mental health conditions, trauma exposure, and social disadvantage. According to NHS Digital (2023), a substantial proportion of young people in treatment services report additional mental health difficulties, highlighting the need for integrated and holistic approaches to care. Similarly, Public Health England (2018) emphasises that early intervention and targeted support are critical in improving outcomes for young people experiencing substance misuse.
Within the UK context, substance misuse services are delivered through a combination of community-based services, local authority provision, and the healthcare system, such as the National Health Service (NHS). National guidance provided by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) recommends the use of evidence-based psychological interventions, including cognitive behavioural therapy, motivational interviewing, and family-based approaches, as key components of treatment for young people (NICE, 2019). These interventions aim to support behaviour change, improve mental health outcomes, and promote long-term recovery.
Despite the recognised importance of psychological interventions, the existing evidence base is fragmented across different study designs and service contexts. Much of the available research focuses on adult populations or international settings, with limited synthesis specifically examining adolescent substance misuse services within the UK. As a result, there is a need to explore and map the current evidence to better understand which interventions are used and what outcomes are reported. 
This study, therefore, aims to conduct a scoping review to examine psychological interventions used in UK adolescent substance misuse services and to identify recovery-related outcomes reported in the literature. The review is guided by the following question: What psychological interventions are used to treat substance misuse in UK youth substance misuse services, and what recovery-related outcomes are reported in the literature? The objectives are to identify intervention types, map outcomes, explore implementation in UK contexts, and identify gaps in the evidence base.
 In addition to the increasing prevalence of substance misuse among young people, there is growing recognition of the importance of early intervention and prevention within the UK. Early support can reduce the likelihood of long-term substance dependence and associated social and health problems. Services such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) play a key role in identifying and supporting young people at risk.

Furthermore, multi-agency working is considered essential in addressing adolescent substance misuse. Collaboration between healthcare providers, social services, schools, and youth justice systems allows for a more comprehensive approach to care. However, variations in service provision across different regions of the UK may lead to inequalities in access to support.

These factors highlight the importance of developing consistent and accessible services that can respond effectively to the diverse needs of young people experiencing substance misuse.





METHODS
  This study adopts a scoping review methodology to explore the range of psychological interventions used in adolescent substance misuse services in the United Kingdom. A scoping review was selected as the most appropriate approach, as it allows for the identification and mapping of existing research across a broad topic area and enables the inclusion of different study designs.
The review was guided by the methodological framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which involves identifying the research question, searching for relevant studies, selecting studies based on predefined criteria, charting the data, and summarising the findings. In addition, the review process followed the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Scoping Reviews) guidelines to ensure transparency and consistency in reporting.
A systematic search of electronic databases, including PubMed, CINAHL and PsycINFO, was conducted to identify relevant peer-reviewed literature. Search terms included combinations of keywords such as “adolescent” “, young people “, substance misuse “, psychological intervention” and “United Kingdom.” Boolean operators (and, or) were used to refine the search results.
The inclusion criteria for this review were as follows: studies published between 2014 and 2024, written in English, and published as peer-reviewed journal articles reporting primary or secondary research. Studies were required to focus on adolescents aged 12-18 receiving treatment for substance misuse within services based in the United Kingdom. Both qualitative and quantitative studies were included to provide a comprehensive overview of the available evidence.
Studies conducted outside the UK, focusing exclusively on adult populations, or not addressing psychological interventions, were excluded from the review. Following the selection process, relevant data were extracted and charted to identify key characteristics of the studies, including study design, sample, type of intervention, and reported outcomes.
The extracted data were analysed using a thematic approach to identify common patterns, themes, and gaps within the literature.
Ethical considerations were considered, although formal ethical approval was not required due to the use of secondary data. Academic integrity was maintained through accurate referencing and careful representation of the original studies.




RESULTS

	Authors
	Year
	Method
	Sample
	Intervention
	Key Findings

	Coulton et al.
	2024
	Randomised controlled trial
	Young people in UK drug services
	Brief psychological intervention
	Reduced substance uses and improved wellbeing

	Hindley et al.
	2023
	Qualitative study
	Adolescents (13-17) in England
	Therapeutic support
	Mental health and trauma linked to substance misuse

	McCambridge & Strang
	2004
	Randomised trial
	Young drug users
	Motivational interviewing
	Increased motivation but limited reduction in substance use


TABELA1: Summary of selected studies


   The analysis of the selected studies identified several key themes related to the use of psychological interventions in adolescent substance misuse services in the UK. These themes included the types of psychological interventions used, the recovery-related outcomes reported, and the relationship between mental health and substance misuse.

Theme 1: Types of Psychological Interventions

  Across the selected studies, a range of psychological interventions were identified, with particular emphasis on brief interventions and motivational interviewing. Coulton et al. (2024) examined the use of a brief psychological intervention delivered to young people within UK drug services. The findings suggested that such interventions are feasible within real-world service settings and may support reductions in substance use. In addition, the study highlighted that brief interventions can be delivered within a limited time, making them suitable for use in busy clinical environments.
Similarly, McCambridge and Strang (2004) explored the use of motivational interviewing, a widely used approach in substance misuse treatment. While the results indicated that the intervention had a limited impact on directly reducing substance use, it was associated with increased motivation to change behaviour. This suggests that motivational interviewing may play a key role in enhancing engagement and readiness for change, particularly in the initial stages of treatment.
These findings indicate that different psychological interventions may serve complementary roles within UK services, with some focusing on behaviour change and others supporting engagement and motivation.

Theme 2: Recovery-Related Outcomes
  The studies reported a range of recovery-related outcomes, including reductions in substance use, improvements in psychological well-being, and increased engagement with services. Coulton et al. (2024) demonstrated that brief interventions may contribute to both behavioural and emotional improvements among young people. This highlights the potential value of early intervention strategies in preventing the escalation of substance misuse.
However, the findings also indicate variability in outcomes across different interventions. For example, while motivational interviewing improved motivation and engagement, it did not consistently lead to sustained reductions in substance use (McCambridge and Strang, 2004). This suggests that improvements in motivation alone may not be sufficient to achieve long-term recovery and that additional therapeutic support may be required.
Furthermore, the outcomes reported across studies were often short-term, with limited evidence on long-term recovery. This highlights a gap in the literature, as it remains unclear whether the positive effects of psychological interventions are maintained over time.

THEME 3: Mental Health and Substance Misuse 

A key theme identified across the literature is the strong relationship between mental health difficulties and substance misuse among adolescents. Hindley et al. (2023) found that young people accessing substance misuse services frequently reported experiences of trauma, anxiety, and emotional distress. These factors were intricately linked to both the initiation and continuation of substance use.
The study also highlighted that adolescents were more likely to engage with services when interventions addressed their broader psychological and social needs. This suggests that effective treatment requires a comprehensive approach that considers the wider context of young people’s lives.
In addition, the findings emphasise the importance of therapeutic relationships. Young people valued supportive, non-judgemental interactions with practitioners, which contributed to increased engagement and trust. This is consistent with person-centred approaches widely used in UK health and social care settings.
Overall, the findings suggest that psychological interventions play a significant role in supporting adolescents in substance misuse services in the UK. However, their effectiveness is influenced by a range of individual, social, and contextual factors, highlighting the need for flexible and tailored approaches to treatment.

DISCUSSION

  The findings of this pre-scoping review highlight the significant role of psychological interventions in supporting adolescents within substance misuse services in the UK. Across the selected studies, interventions such as brief psychological interventions and motivational interviewing were commonly identified. These approaches are consistent with the current UK practice, where psychological support is considered a principal component of treatment for young people experiencing substance misuse.
One of the key findings is that psychological interventions may have varying levels of effectiveness depending on the outcomes measured. For example, while Coulton et al. (2024) demonstrated that brief interventions may contribute to a reduction in substance use and improvements in well-being, McCambridge and Strang (2004) found that motivational interviewing had a more limited impact on substance use outcomes. However, it was effective in increasing motivation to change behaviour. This suggests that different interventions may serve different purposes within treatment, and that a combination of approaches may be required to achieve long-term recovery.
Another important finding is the strong relationship between mental health difficulties and substance misuse among adolescents. Hindley et al. (2023) highlighted that young people accessing substance misuse services often experience trauma, anxiety, and other psychological challenges. These findings support existing evidence that substance misuse in adolescence is frequently linked to underlying emotional and social issues. As a result, interventions that fail to address these factors may be less effective.
The findings also emphasise the importance of engagement in treatment. Adolescents were more likely to engage with services when they experienced supportive, non-judgmental relationships with practitioners. This aligns with person-centred approaches commonly used within UK health and social care practice. It also highlights the importance of building trust and rapport to improve treatment outcomes.
However, several limitations within the selected studies must be considered. Firstly, the small number of studies included in this review limits the generalisability of the findings. Secondly, the studies varied in their design, sample size, and outcome measures, making direct comparison difficult. Additionally, some studies, such as McCambridge and Strang (2004), are dated, which may limit their relevance to current service provision.
Furthermore, there is a lack of longitudinal research examining the long-term effectiveness of psychological interventions for adolescents. Most studies focus on short-term outcomes, which does not provide a complete understanding of recovery processes. There is also limited research exploring the experiences of diverse populations within the UK, including differences related to gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic background.
Overall, the findings suggest that psychological interventions are a valuable component of adolescent substance misuse treatment in the UK. However, their effectiveness is influenced by a range of individual and contextual factors. Future research should focus on developing more integrated and trauma-informed approaches, as well as improving the evidence base through larger and more longitudinal studies.
  In addition to the identified findings, it is important to consider the broader context of adolescent substance misuse services within the UK. Service provision is often influenced by factors such as funding limitations, regional variation, and access to appropriate support. These structural challenges may impact the consistency and effectiveness of psychological interventions across different settings. For example, young people living in more deprived areas may experience reduced access to specialist services, which can affect treatment outcomes.
Another important consideration is the complexity of adolescent development. Young people are at a critical stage of psychological and social development, which may influence both substances use behaviours and responses to treatment. As a result, interventions that are effective for adults may not always be appropriate for adolescents. This highlights the importance of age-specific and developmentally appropriate approaches within UK services.
The findings of this review also suggest that multi-agency working plays a significant role in supporting young people with substance misuse issues. Collaboration between health services, social care, education, and youth justice systems is often necessary to address the multiple needs of this population. However, existing research provides limited insight into how effectively these systems work together in practice, indicating a gap in the literature.
Furthermore, there is a need to consider the diversity of the adolescent population. Current research does not sufficiently explore how factors such as gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic status may influence access to services and treatment outcomes. This lack of diversity in the evidence base limits the generalisability of findings and highlights the need for more inclusive research in the UK context.
Finally, while psychological interventions are widely recommended, there is still uncertainty regarding which approaches are most effective for diverse groups of young people. This suggests a need for more tailored and flexible treatment models that can respond to individual needs. Future research should focus on identifying which interventions are most effective for specific populations and under what conditions they are most successful.
 An additional consideration is the role of prevention and early intervention in reducing substance misuse among adolescents. While the studies included in this review primarily focus on treatment, it is important to recognise that early identification of risk factors may significantly improve long-term outcomes. Preventative approaches within schools, community services, and primary care settings can help to identify young people at risk before substance misuse becomes more severe.
Moreover, digital, and online interventions are becoming increasingly relevant in the UK context. Young people are more likely to engage with digital platforms, which may provide new opportunities for delivering psychological support. Although research in this area remains limited, digital interventions could complement traditional face-to-face services and improve accessibility, particularly for those who may be reluctant to engage with formal treatment services.
These considerations highlight the need for a broader approach to adolescent substance misuse, one that includes both treatment and prevention strategies. Integrating early intervention and innovative service delivery methods may enhance the overall effectiveness of psychological support within UK youth services.

 Limitations
  This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, the review included a small number of studies, which may limit the generalisability of the findings. The focus on UK-based research further restricted the number of eligible studies, as much of the existing literature on adolescent substance misuse is conducted in international contexts.
Secondly, the included studies varied in terms of research design, sample size, and outcome measures. This made it difficult to directly compare findings across studies and may have influenced the consistency of the results. In addition, some of the selected studies reported short-term outcomes only, limiting the ability to assess the long-term effectiveness of psychological interventions.
Finally, as a scoping review, this study did not include a formal quality assessment of the included studies. As a result, the findings should be interpreted with caution. Despite these limitations, the review provides a useful overview of the current evidence base and highlights critical areas for future research.

CONCLUSION and RECOMMENDATIONS

  This pre-scoping review aimed to explore the use of psychological interventions within adolescent substance misuse services in the United Kingdom and to identify the recovery-related outcomes reported in the literature. The findings indicate that psychological interventions, including brief interventions and motivational interviewing, are widely used within UK services and play a significant role in supporting young people experiencing substance misuse.
The review highlights that these interventions can contribute to positive outcomes such as increased motivation to change behaviour, improved well-being, and, in some cases, reductions in substance use. However, the effectiveness of these interventions appears to vary depending on individual circumstances and the complexity of young people’s needs. In particular, the findings emphasise the strong relationship between substance misuse and co-occurring mental health difficulties, including trauma and anxiety.
The results also demonstrate the importance of engagement and therapeutic relationships in supporting recovery. Adolescents are more likely to benefit from interventions when they experience supportive and non-judgmental environments within services. This supports the use of person-centred and trauma-informed approaches within UK practice.
Despite these findings, there are several gaps in the current evidence base. There is a lack of longitudinal research exploring the long-term effectiveness of psychological interventions for adolescents. Additionally, there is limited research focusing specifically on diverse populations within the UK, including variations in gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic background.
Based on these findings, several recommendations can be made. Future research should focus on conducting larger-scale and longitudinal studies to better understand long-term recovery outcomes. There is also a need for further research into integrated and trauma-informed approaches that address both substance misuse and mental health difficulties.
In terms of practice, UK services should continue to prioritise psychological interventions while ensuring that they are tailored to the individual needs of young people. Strengthening multi-agency collaboration and improving access to early intervention services may also enhance treatment outcomes.
  Overall, this review provides a useful overview of the current evidence and highlights the importance of continued research and development in adolescent substance misuse services in the UK. 
In addition, there is a need to improve accessibility and consistency of services across the UK. Policymakers should consider addressing regional disparities in service provision to ensure that all young people have equal access to appropriate support. Strengthening early intervention services may also help to prevent the escalation of substance misuse among adolescents.
Furthermore, training for practitioners should emphasise the importance of trauma-informed and person-centred approaches. Developing stronger therapeutic relationships may improve engagement and treatment outcomes. Increased investment in youth services and mental health support is also essential to address the complex needs of this population.
Finally, future research should explore the effectiveness of combined interventions, rather than focusing on single approaches. This may provide a more realistic understanding of how treatment is delivered in practice and how multiple factors contribute to recovery.
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