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My name is Anna Smith, and my area of interest lies in improving access to mental health services within the mental healthcare sector, particularly for veterans. This interest developed during my previous research project, which explored why veterans with service-related mental health issues were often referred through Local Primary Mental Health Support Services (LPMHSS) or Community Mental Health Teams (CMHT) instead of directly to Veterans NHS Wales (VNHSW). That study highlighted significant delays in treatment and informed the creation of targeted awareness campaigns aimed at promoting VNHSW’s self-referral options (Veterans NHS Wales,00).
The focus of my proposed project is to evaluate the effectiveness of these campaigns in informing both GPs and veterans about self-referral pathways. This topic aligns closely with my personal and professional development goals because I am passionate about improving mental health support systems and reducing barriers to care (Omiyefa, S,2025). Understanding what works in awareness strategies will not only help VNHSW sustain its progress but also provide valuable insights for future health communication initiatives (Njuguna, J., Smith, L. and Patel, R,2025).
Through this project, I aim to achieve three key outcomes:
1. Assess the level of awareness among GPs and veterans regarding VNHSW self-referral options.
2. Identify which campaign strategies were most effective.
3. Recommend improvements to ensure continued success and wider reach.
By building on the impact of my previous research, this proposal represents a natural progression in my commitment to enhancing mental health services for veterans.

Introduction 
Over the past year, significant progress has been made in improving access to mental health support for veterans in the Swansea Bay area of Wales. Veterans NHS Wales (VNHSW), a specialist service designed to address the unique needs of former service personnel, has seen a marked increase in direct referrals following targeted awareness campaigns. These initiatives aimed to inform both veterans and healthcare professionals about VNHSW’s self-referral options, reducing reliance on indirect pathways through Local Primary Mental Health Support Services (LPMHSS) or Community Mental Health Teams (CMHT). While early indicators suggest these campaigns have been highly successful, it is essential to evaluate their effectiveness systematically to understand what strategies worked, where gaps remain, and how future efforts can build on this success (Stevelink et al., 2018; Greenberg et al., 2019).
Background
VNHSW was established in 2008 to provide evidence-based interventions for service-related mental health conditions. Historically, veterans often faced delays in accessing this specialist support due to indirect referral routes and limited awareness among GPs and veterans themselves (Kime,P, 2024). In response, awareness campaigns were launched to promote self-referral options and encourage direct GP referrals. Recent reports and subjective evidence indicate that these campaigns have achieved impressive results, with most new veterans now being informed about VNHSW and a growing proportion referred directly. However, not all veterans are reached, and understanding the factors behind this improvement and any remaining barriers is critical for sustaining momentum and ensuring equitable access across Wales.
Research Problem
While recent awareness campaigns have significantly improved direct referrals to Veterans NHS Wales (VNHSW), it is essential to evaluate their effectiveness systematically. These campaigns were developed based on my previous research, which identified delays caused by indirect referral pathways and limited awareness among GPs and veterans. Early evidence suggests that most new veterans who present to their GP with mental health difficulties are now informed about VNHSW and that GP referrals have increased. However, not all veterans are reached, and the degree of awareness among healthcare professionals may vary across regions and GP practices.
Evaluating these campaigns will provide valuable insights into which strategies worked best and why. Understanding the factors behind their success will help VNHSW sustain progress and identify areas for improvement. This research is also important for informing future health communication initiatives, ensuring that awareness efforts remain effective and inclusive. By focusing on both GPs and veterans, the study will highlight whether the campaigns have achieved their intended goals and what additional measures might be needed to close any remaining gaps.
Ultimately, this evaluation will contribute to improving access to mental health services for veterans, reducing delays, and supporting early engagement with specialist care. It aligns with broader objectives of enhancing healthcare delivery and promoting equity in mental health support.
Research Question & Objectives
Research Question:
How effective are current awareness campaigns in informing GPs and veterans about VNHSW self-referral options?
Objectives
1. Assess the level of awareness among GPs regarding VNHSW self-referral pathways.
2. Evaluate veterans’ understanding of self-referral options and their experiences accessing VNHSW.
3. Identify which campaign strategies were most effective in reaching both groups.
4. Explore any remaining barriers to awareness and direct referral.
5. Provide recommendations for sustaining and improving future campaigns.
Literature Review
Veteran mental health has been widely studied, with research consistently highlighting elevated rates of conditions such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety among former service personnel. (Stevelink et al, 2018) estimated that 6–10% of UK veterans experience PTSD, while up to 22% report symptoms of common mental health disorders. Despite these figures, help-seeking remains a challenge, with many veterans reluctant to engage with healthcare services due to stigma, lack of awareness, and perceived barriers (King’s Centre for Military Health Research, 2024). These findings underscore the importance of interventions that improve access and encourage early engagement.
Awareness campaigns have long been recognised as a strategy for addressing gaps in healthcare access. According to (Evans-Lacko, Henderson and Thornicroft, 2013) , effective campaigns can influence knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours, particularly when tailored to specific populations. In mental health contexts, campaigns often aim to reduce stigma and promote available services. However, their success depends on clarity of messaging, reach, and the credibility of sources. Studies suggest that campaigns targeting both service users and healthcare professionals can have a greater impact, as they address barriers on multiple fronts (Sunshine City Counseling, 2024; Digital Dot, 2024; JVoices, 2024).
GP engagement is another critical factor in referral pathways. Research indicates that primary care providers play a pivotal role in directing patients to appropriate services, yet awareness of specialist options can vary significantly (Hartnett, 2025; AAFP, 2025; Geissler and Zeber, 2020). In the case of veterans, limited GP knowledge about dedicated services such as VNHSW has historically contributed to indirect referrals and delays in treatment. Previous studies have called for targeted education and communication strategies to ensure GPs are informed and confident in making direct referrals.
Despite these insights, there is limited empirical evidence on the effectiveness of awareness campaigns specifically designed for veterans and healthcare professionals in Wales. While personal reports suggest recent VNHSW campaigns have improved direct referrals, systematic evaluation is lacking. Understanding which strategies worked, how well they reached their intended audiences, and what barriers remain is essential for sustaining progress and informing future initiatives. This gap in the literature provides a clear rationale for the proposed study, which will assess the impact of these campaigns on awareness among GPs and veterans and identify opportunities for improvement.
Methodology
Research Design
This study will adopt a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews. This design is appropriate because it allows for a comprehensive evaluation of the awareness campaigns by capturing both measurable levels of awareness and deeper insights into perceptions and experiences. Quantitative data will provide breadth, while qualitative data will add depth and context.
Participants
The research will involve two key participant groups:
· General Practitioners (GPs) within the Swansea Bay University Health Board area, as they play a critical role in referral pathways.
· Veterans who have accessed VNHSW services since the implementation of the awareness campaigns.
Additionally, interviews will be conducted with VNHSW staff involved in campaign delivery to understand the strategies used and their perceived impact.
Sampling Strategy
For GPs, a census sampling approach will be used, distributing questionnaires to all surgeries within the health board area. For veterans, purposive sampling will identify individuals who have engaged with VNHSW in the past year. VNHSW staff will also be selected purposively based on their involvement in campaign planning and implementation.
Data Collection Methods
· Surveys: Structured questionnaires will be distributed to GPs and veterans. These will include closed-ended questions to measure awareness levels and open-ended questions to capture qualitative feedback.
· Interviews: Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with VNHSW staff to explore campaign strategies, successes, and challenges.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data from surveys will be analysed using descriptive statistics to identify trends in awareness among GPs and veterans. Qualitative data from open-ended survey responses and interviews will undergo thematic analysis to identify recurring themes and insights related to campaign effectiveness.
Justification
This mixed-methods approach is justified because it provides a holistic understanding of the research problem (Harper, G.D.J., 2022). While surveys offer measurable indicators of awareness, interviews provide nuanced perspectives on why certain strategies worked and where improvements are needed. Combining these methods enhances the validity and reliability of the findings.
Ethical Considerations 
This study will adhere to strict ethical standards to ensure the safety and dignity of all participants. Informed consent will be obtained from GPs, veterans, and VNHSW staff before participation. Each participant will receive clear information about the purpose of the research, how their data will be used, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence.
Confidentiality will be maintained by anonymising all responses and storing data securely in compliance with GDPR regulations. Given the sensitivity of mental health topics, particular care will be taken when engaging with veterans to avoid distress. Interviews will be conducted in a supportive manner, and participants will be provided with information about available mental health resources should they require additional support.
Ethical approval will be sought from the relevant institutional review board prior to data collection. These measures ensure that the research respects participants’ rights and minimises potential risks.
Expected Outcomes
The study is expected to confirm that recent awareness campaigns have significantly improved knowledge of VNHSW self-referral options among both GPs and veterans. It will identify which strategies were most effective and highlight any remaining gaps in awareness or engagement.
Findings will provide VNHSW with evidence-based recommendations for sustaining and enhancing future campaigns. This research will also contribute to broader discussions on health communication strategies within mental health services, offering insights that can be applied to other specialist care pathways. Ultimately, the project aims to support continued improvements in access to timely, appropriate mental health care for veterans, reducing delays and promoting early intervention.
Limitations 
While this study will provide valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The research will focus on a single health board area, which may limit the generalisability of findings to other regions. Self-reported data from surveys and interviews may be subject to bias, as participants could overstate or understate their awareness. Additionally, the study will evaluate campaigns retrospectively, which may affect the accuracy of participants’ recall. Despite these limitations, the mixed-methods approach and triangulation of data sources will help ensure robust and meaningful findings.
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