Zamzam Abdallah
2408411





BMHP5019_BIRM – Introduction to Independent Research Skills
Component 2 
Research Report

Student Name: Zamzam Abdallah
Student Number: 2408411



The Role of Digital Mental Health Applications in Supporting Early Intervention for Young People in the United Kingdom: A Scoping Review
Introduction
Mental health is an essential aspect of overall wellbeing and has become an increasingly important public health concern within the United Kingdom. Young people are particularly vulnerable to mental health difficulties due to social pressures, academic stress, family problems, financial concerns, and the impact of social media and digital environments. According to NHS Digital (2023), one in five young people aged 8–25 years in England has a probable mental health disorder. Conditions such as anxiety, depression, self-harm, and emotional distress are becoming increasingly common among adolescents and young adults. At the same time, mental health services across the UK are facing increasing pressure, with long waiting times and limited access to timely support.
Digital mental health refers to the use of digital technologies, such as mobile applications, online platforms, artificial intelligence, telehealth systems, and wearable technologies, to support mental health assessment, treatment, monitoring, and wellbeing promotion. Digital mental health applications are increasingly being introduced to support early intervention by allowing users to access mental health resources quickly and conveniently. Early intervention refers to identifying and addressing mental health difficulties at an early stage before conditions become more severe and require intensive treatment.
The use of digital health technologies has become an important part of healthcare transformation within the UK. The NHS Long Term Plan emphasises the importance of digital innovation and improving access to mental health services through technology (NHS England, 2019). Digital mental health applications may help reduce pressure on services such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) by supporting self-management, improving access to information, and encouraging young people to seek support earlier.
The review question for this scoping review is: “What is the role of digital mental health applications in supporting early intervention for young people in the United Kingdom?”
The objectives of this review are:
1. To explore the effectiveness of digital mental health applications for young people.
2. To identify the benefits and limitations of digital mental health technologies.
3. To examine the relevance of digital mental health applications to health, social care, and digital health practice in the UK.
This topic was chosen because mental health among young people continues to be a growing challenge within the UK healthcare system. Digital health innovation may provide opportunities to improve accessibility, early support, and patient engagement. Understanding the effectiveness and limitations of digital mental health applications is important for healthcare professionals, social workers, educators, and policy makers.
Background
Mental health disorders among young people represent a major challenge for healthcare services within the United Kingdom. Anxiety disorders, depression, eating disorders, and self-harm are increasingly reported among children and adolescents. Factors such as academic pressure, family instability, poverty, social isolation, bullying, and social media exposure contribute to worsening mental health outcomes. The COVID-19 pandemic also significantly increased emotional distress and isolation among young people.
Mental health services in the UK are under considerable strain. CAMHS services have experienced increasing referral rates while facing workforce shortages and limited funding. According to NHS England (2022), many young people experience long waiting times before receiving specialist mental health support. Delays in treatment may lead to worsening mental health conditions, increased crisis presentations, and greater pressure on emergency services.
In response to these challenges, the UK healthcare system has increasingly promoted digital transformation within health and social care. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) identifies digital technology as a key strategy for improving healthcare accessibility and patient-centred care. Digital mental health applications are considered a potentially effective approach for providing early intervention and preventative support.
Digital mental health applications include mood tracking apps, online cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) platforms, self-help applications, mindfulness apps, crisis support tools, and AI-supported wellbeing systems. These technologies may allow young people to access support privately, conveniently, and at a lower cost than traditional face-to-face services.
One significant advantage of digital mental health applications is accessibility. Many young people are comfortable using smartphones and digital technology as part of their daily lives. Mobile applications can provide immediate access to mental health support regardless of location or time. This may be particularly beneficial for young people living in rural areas or those reluctant to access traditional services due to stigma.
Digital applications may also encourage self-management and emotional awareness. Features such as mood tracking, guided breathing exercises, journaling, and wellbeing monitoring may help users recognise emotional changes and seek help earlier. Some applications use artificial intelligence to analyse behavioural patterns and identify warning signs of mental health deterioration.
However, digital mental health technologies also present challenges and risks. Privacy and confidentiality concerns are significant issues, particularly when applications collect personal mental health data. Young people may not fully understand how their information is stored or shared. Data breaches or misuse of sensitive information could negatively affect trust and wellbeing.
Digital exclusion is another concern. Not all young people have equal access to smartphones, internet connectivity, or digital literacy skills. Therefore, reliance on digital technology may unintentionally increase health inequalities.
There are also concerns regarding clinical safety and effectiveness. Some digital mental health applications are not evidence-based or clinically regulated. This may result in inaccurate advice, ineffective interventions, or delayed access to professional treatment. Consequently, digital technologies should complement rather than replace professional mental health services.
Several UK policies and frameworks support the use of digital innovation within healthcare. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) promotes digital healthcare transformation, while the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) provides guidance regarding data privacy and confidentiality. Safeguarding principles also remain essential when working with young people using digital health services.
Methods
This study used a scoping review methodology to explore the role of digital mental health applications in supporting early intervention for young people within the United Kingdom. A scoping review was chosen because it allows researchers to identify, examine, and summarise available evidence across a broad topic area.
The purpose of this scoping review was to identify peer-reviewed primary and secondary research studies related to digital mental health technologies and early intervention for young people. The review focused on identifying common themes, benefits, limitations, and implications for UK health and social care practice.
Data collection involved searching electronic academic databases, including PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and the UWTSD online library. These databases were selected because they provide access to reliable peer-reviewed healthcare and social care literature.
Key search terms used during the search process included:
· “Digital mental health”
· “Mental health applications”
· “Mobile mental health apps”
· “Young people”
· “adolescents”
· “Early intervention”
· “United Kingdom”
· “Digital wellbeing”
· “Mental health technology”
Boolean operators such as AND and OR were used to combine search terms and improve the relevance of search results.
The inclusion criteria for this review included:
· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· Studies published in English
· Research published within the last ten years
· Studies related to young people aged approximately 8–25 years
· Studies focusing on digital mental health interventions or applications
· Primary or secondary research studies
The exclusion criteria included:
· Editorials
· Conference proceedings
· Opinion papers
· Policy documents
· Non-peer-reviewed sources
· Studies unrelated to mental health or early intervention
Following the search process, relevant studies were screened according to title, abstract, and full-text review. Six peer-reviewed studies were selected for inclusion in the scoping review.
The selected studies were analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis involves identifying patterns, similarities, and recurring concepts within research findings. The studies were reviewed several times to identify major themes related to accessibility, self-management, stigma reduction, effectiveness, and challenges associated with digital mental health applications.
As this study involved secondary research using existing published literature, there was no direct involvement of human participants. Ethical risks were therefore minimal. However, ethical principles were followed throughout the research process. Accurate referencing and citation were used to avoid plagiarism. Only credible and reliable academic sources were included to maintain research quality and integrity.
Results
The scoping review identified six peer-reviewed studies focusing on digital mental health applications and early intervention among young people. The studies explored a range of digital interventions, including mood tracking applications, online CBT programmes, mindfulness applications, and AI-supported wellbeing platforms.
Summary Table of Studies
	Author/Year
	Aim
	Method
	Participants
	Key Findings

	Hollis et al. (2017)
	Explore digital mental health interventions for young people
	Systematic review
	Young people with mental health difficulties
	Digital interventions improved accessibility and engagement

	Grist et al. (2019)
	Examine effectiveness of mental health apps
	Systematic review
	Adolescents and young adults
	Apps showed potential benefits for anxiety and wellbeing

	Larsen et al. (2019)
	Investigate mobile apps for depression
	Literature review
	Young people with depression symptoms
	Mood tracking supported self-awareness

	Pretorius et al. (2020)
	Explore young people’s attitudes towards mental health apps
	Qualitative study
	UK adolescents
	Privacy and trust were major concerns

	Firth et al. (2021)
	Review smartphone interventions for mental health
	Meta-analysis
	Young adults
	Digital interventions moderately reduced anxiety and depression

	Garrido et al. (2022)
	Examine online mental health support systems
	Mixed-method review
	Adolescents and young adults
	Digital platforms increased accessibility but required professional oversight


Theme 1: Improved Access to Mental Health Support
A major theme identified within the literature was the role of digital mental health applications in improving access to mental health support for young people. Several studies suggested that digital interventions can make emotional support and wellbeing resources more available, particularly for young people who face barriers when accessing traditional face-to-face services. Hollis et al. (2017) found that digital mental health interventions may reduce barriers such as geographical distance, long waiting times, limited service availability, and stigma. This is especially relevant in the United Kingdom, where Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services often experience high demand and delays.
Digital mental health applications may provide young people with more immediate support. Traditional services usually involve referrals, appointments, and waiting periods, whereas applications can often be accessed quickly through a mobile phone, tablet, or computer. This allows young people to use mood tracking tools, breathing exercises, self-help resources, guided reflection, or CBT-based activities when they feel anxious, stressed, or emotionally overwhelmed. This immediate access may support early intervention by helping young people recognise and manage emotional difficulties before they become more serious.
Flexibility was also highlighted as an important benefit. Digital applications can often be used at any time and in any place, including evenings, weekends, or before school. This is useful because emotional distress does not always occur during healthcare opening hours. Digital platforms may also feel more familiar and private for young people because mobile phones and online technology are part of everyday life. As a result, they may provide a less intimidating first step for individuals who feel worried about stigma or judgement.
However, digital applications should not replace professional mental health care. Young people with severe or complex needs still require support from trained professionals. Overall, the evidence suggests that digital mental health applications can improve access by providing support that is immediate, flexible, private, and familiar, while also guiding young people towards further help when needed.
Theme 2: Self-Management and Early Identification
Another important theme identified within the literature was the role of digital mental health applications in promoting self-management, emotional awareness, and early identification of mental health concerns among young people. Many digital mental health applications include features such as mood tracking, symptom journals, wellbeing check-ins, goal setting, and self-assessment tools. These features encourage young users to reflect on their thoughts, feelings, behaviours, and daily experiences. This can help young people develop a better understanding of their emotional wellbeing and recognise changes in their mental health over time.
Mood tracking tools are particularly useful because they allow users to record how they feel on a regular basis. For example, a young person may log feelings of anxiety, sadness, stress, anger, or low motivation. Over time, this information can help them identify patterns in their emotional state. Larsen et al. (2019) reported that mood tracking applications can improve emotional self-awareness and help users recognise triggers linked to stress and anxiety. This is important because young people may not always understand why they are feeling distressed. By recording moods alongside daily activities, sleep, social interactions, school pressure, or family issues, they may begin to notice what affects their wellbeing.
Early identification is a key benefit of digital mental health applications. If young people are able to recognise emotional changes early, they may be more likely to seek support before their difficulties become more serious. For example, a young person who notices a repeated pattern of low mood, poor sleep, or increased anxiety may be encouraged to speak to a parent, teacher, school counsellor, GP, or mental health professional. In this way, digital tools can support early intervention by helping young people become more aware of warning signs and encouraging timely help-seeking.
Digital applications also support self-management by providing practical coping strategies. Several studies highlighted the role of online cognitive behavioural therapy programmes in helping young people develop skills to manage difficult emotions. CBT-based tools often encourage users to challenge negative thoughts, recognise unhelpful thinking patterns, practise relaxation techniques, and develop problem-solving skills. These strategies can help young people respond more positively to stress, anxiety, and emotional difficulties. As a result, digital applications may improve resilience, confidence, and emotional regulation.
Another strength of self-management tools is that they can give young people a sense of control over their mental health. Many young people may feel overwhelmed when experiencing anxiety, low mood, or emotional distress. Digital applications can provide structured activities and simple steps that help users manage their feelings independently. This may include breathing exercises, mindfulness tasks, journaling prompts, sleep routines, positive affirmations, or wellbeing goals. These tools can support young people in building healthy habits and developing coping techniques that they can use in everyday life.
The literature also suggests that digital self-management tools may be especially helpful for young people who are reluctant to discuss their emotions face-to-face. Some young people may feel embarrassed, worried about stigma, or unsure how to explain their feelings to others. A digital application can provide a private and less intimidating space for reflection. This may encourage users to engage with mental health support at an earlier stage and may act as a bridge towards professional help if further support is needed.
However, it is important to recognise that self-management tools have limitations. Digital applications rely on users engaging regularly and honestly with the platform. Some young people may stop using the application after a short time, while others may not fully understand the information provided. There is also a risk that young people with serious mental health concerns may require more intensive professional support than an application can provide. Therefore, digital tools should not replace clinical assessment or professional care. Instead, they should be viewed as a supportive resource that can help with emotional awareness, early identification, and everyday coping strategies.
Overall, this theme demonstrates that digital mental health applications can play a valuable role in helping young people understand and manage their emotional wellbeing. Mood tracking, symptom monitoring, and CBT-based activities can encourage reflection, identify triggers, and support early help-seeking. These tools may help young people develop resilience, confidence, and emotional regulation skills. Within health and social care practice, digital applications could be used as part of early intervention approaches, particularly when combined with appropriate professional guidance and clear signposting to further support.

Theme 3: Reduction of Stigma
The literature suggested that digital mental health technologies may reduce stigma associated with mental health support. Many young people experience embarrassment or fear when discussing mental health concerns face-to-face. Digital applications may provide a more private and anonymous method of accessing support.
Pretorius et al. (2020) found that adolescents preferred digital support because it reduced fear of judgement from peers or professionals. Anonymous access to support may encourage earlier help-seeking behaviour.
Theme 4: Privacy, Safety, and Ethical Concerns
Despite the potential benefits of digital mental health technologies, the reviewed studies also identified several limitations and ethical concerns. Privacy and confidentiality were major concerns among young people using mental health applications.
Pretorius et al. (2020) found that many users were uncertain about how their personal data was stored or shared. Concerns regarding data breaches and misuse of information negatively affected trust in some applications.
The literature also highlighted concerns regarding the quality and regulation of digital mental health applications. Some applications lacked evidence-based content or professional oversight. This raised concerns regarding patient safety and the possibility of inaccurate advice.
Theme 5: Digital Exclusion and Health Inequalities
Several studies identified digital inequality as a significant limitation. While many young people use smartphones regularly, not all individuals have equal access to digital technologies or internet connectivity.
Young people from low-income families or rural communities may experience barriers to accessing digital mental health support. Consequently, digital interventions may unintentionally widen existing health inequalities if not implemented carefully.
Discussion
The findings of this scoping review suggest that digital mental health applications may play an important role in supporting early intervention for young people within the United Kingdom. The reviewed studies consistently demonstrated that digital technologies can improve accessibility, encourage self-management, and reduce stigma associated with mental health support.
Accessibility was one of the strongest findings across the literature. Long waiting times and increasing demand for CAMHS services continue to create barriers for young people seeking mental health support. Digital interventions may help address these challenges by providing immediate access to information, self-help resources, and wellbeing monitoring tools.
The findings also demonstrated the importance of self-management within mental health care. Features such as mood tracking and CBT-based interventions may encourage emotional awareness and resilience. This supports person-centred approaches to healthcare by allowing young people to actively participate in managing their wellbeing.
The reduction of stigma was another important finding. Young people may avoid traditional services because of fear, embarrassment, or judgement. Digital platforms may create a safer and more comfortable environment for seeking support. This may contribute to earlier intervention and improved mental health outcomes.
However, the review also identified important limitations and risks. Privacy and confidentiality concerns remain significant challenges. Young people using digital mental health applications may share sensitive personal information without fully understanding how their data is stored or used. Healthcare organisations and developers therefore have a responsibility to ensure strong safeguarding and data protection measures.
Clinical effectiveness and professional oversight are also important considerations. While many applications show potential benefits, not all digital mental health tools are evidence-based or regulated. There is a risk that some applications may provide inaccurate information or delay access to professional care.
The findings also highlighted concerns regarding digital exclusion and health inequalities. Although digital technologies may improve access for many individuals, they may also disadvantage young people without reliable internet access or digital literacy skills. Consequently, digital interventions should complement rather than replace face-to-face services.
The findings of this review are highly relevant to UK healthcare policy and practice. The NHS Long Term Plan promotes digital transformation and preventative healthcare approaches. Digital mental health applications may support healthcare professionals by improving early identification, reducing service pressures, and encouraging self-management.
Healthcare professionals, including nurses, social workers, counsellors, and mental health practitioners, may increasingly use digital technologies as part of integrated care pathways. However, professional training, safeguarding awareness, and evidence-based practice remain essential.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review explored the role of digital mental health applications in supporting early intervention for young people within the United Kingdom. The findings suggest that digital mental health technologies may improve accessibility to support, encourage self-management, and reduce stigma associated with mental health difficulties.
Digital applications such as mood trackers, online CBT programmes, and wellbeing platforms may provide valuable early support for young people experiencing emotional distress. These technologies may also help reduce pressure on overstretched mental health services.
However, the review also identified important concerns regarding privacy, safeguarding, regulation, and digital inequality. Digital mental health applications should therefore complement rather than replace professional healthcare services.
Recommendations for UK Practice
· NHS services should continue integrating evidence-based digital mental health technologies into early intervention services.
· Healthcare professionals should receive training regarding digital mental health tools and safeguarding responsibilities.
· Greater regulation and quality assurance of mental health applications should be implemented.
· Services should ensure that digital interventions remain accessible to disadvantaged groups.
Recommendations for Future Research
· Future research should examine the long-term effectiveness of digital mental health applications.
· More UK-based studies focusing on adolescents are required.
· Further research should explore the role of artificial intelligence within mental health support.
· Additional research is needed regarding safeguarding, confidentiality, and digital ethics.
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