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Abstract
Digital mental health applications have become increasingly embedded within UK health and social care practice, particularly following national commitments to expand digital‑first mental health support. Young adults aged 18–25 represent one of the most active user groups of these tools, often turning to mobile applications for accessible, flexible and private forms of mental health assistance. This scoping review investigates how digital mental health apps influence mental wellbeing, symptom management and help‑seeking behaviours among young adults in the United Kingdom. The review also considers how these tools align with current NHS digital health strategies.
A structured search was conducted using PubMed, Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library. Five peer‑reviewed studies published within the last six years met the inclusion criteria. These studies examined apps such as SilverCloud, Be Mindful, Calm and Headspace, and included both UK‑based trials and international research relevant to young adults’ digital mental health use. The findings were analysed thematically.
The review identified that digital mental health apps can reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression, enhance self‑management and increase access to support for young adults. Engagement was strongest when apps offered structured cognitive behavioural therapy modules, personalised feedback and interactive features. However, challenges such as declining long‑term engagement, digital literacy barriers and concerns about data privacy were also evident. NHS endorsement emerged as an important factor in increasing trust and uptake.
The review concludes that digital mental health apps provide valuable supplementary support for young adults in the UK. Their effectiveness is strengthened when integrated into wider mental health pathways, supported by robust evaluation frameworks and informed by ongoing research.


Introduction
Digital mental health applications have become an increasingly important component of mental health support for young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom. This demographic experiences some of the highest levels of anxiety, depression and stress, with recent national data showing that one in four young adults report significant mental health difficulties (UKHSA, 2023). At the same time, young adults are among the most active users of digital technologies, including mobile applications designed to promote emotional wellbeing. These tools offer flexible, immediate and private forms of support, making them appealing to individuals who may encounter barriers when attempting to access traditional mental health services.
Rationale of the research The rationale for this research arises from the rapid expansion of digital mental health tools within UK practice and the growing reliance on mobile applications as a form of early intervention. The NHS Long Term Plan emphasises digital‑first approaches to improve access to mental health support, reduce waiting times and provide scalable interventions for young adults (NHS England, 2022). Despite this policy direction, evidence regarding the effectiveness, engagement patterns and long‑term impact of digital mental health apps remains mixed. Some studies highlight improvements in anxiety, depression and stress, while others identify challenges such as low engagement, digital literacy barriers and concerns about data privacy (Hollis et al., 2020). These inconsistencies demonstrate the need for a structured review of existing evidence to understand how digital mental health apps influence young adults’ wellbeing within the UK context.
Review question This research is guided by the question: What is the impact of digital mental health apps on the mental wellbeing, symptom management and help‑seeking behaviours of young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom? This question reflects the need to explore both the effectiveness of digital interventions and the experiences of young adults who use them.
Objectives The objectives of this review are to examine how digital mental health apps influence anxiety, depression and stress outcomes among young adults; to explore engagement, satisfaction and barriers to use; and to assess how NHS‑endorsed digital mental health tools shape young adults’ mental health support pathways. These objectives ensure that the review captures both clinical outcomes and experiential factors that influence app use.
Digital mental health apps such as SilverCloud, Be Mindful, Calm and Headspace have become widely used by young adults and are increasingly incorporated into NHS digital pathways. These tools aim to reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression, improve emotional regulation and support self‑management. Their growing popularity reflects broader shifts in healthcare delivery, where digital solutions are used to complement face‑to‑face services and address rising demand for mental health support. Evidence from recent studies suggests that structured interventions, particularly those based on cognitive behavioural therapy or mindfulness, can lead to meaningful improvements in mental wellbeing (Richards et al., 2020; Flett et al., 2019).
Despite these promising findings, challenges remain. Engagement with digital mental health apps is often inconsistent, with many young adults discontinuing use after initial sessions. Privacy concerns and digital literacy barriers also limit access for some individuals, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. These issues highlight the need for a comprehensive review of existing evidence to understand how digital mental health apps function within real‑world UK practice.
This introduction establishes the rationale for the research, outlines the review question and objectives, and provides the context for examining the role of digital mental health apps in supporting young adults’ wellbeing.


Background
Digital mental health applications have become an increasingly prominent feature of mental health support in the United Kingdom, reflecting broader changes in how services are delivered and accessed. Their rise is closely connected to growing mental health needs among young adults and national policy commitments to expand digital‑first healthcare. Young adults aged 18–25 experience disproportionately high levels of anxiety, depression and stress, with recent national reports indicating that one in four individuals in this age group face significant mental health challenges (UKHSA, 2023). This pattern has intensified demand for accessible and flexible forms of support, particularly among young people who may struggle to access traditional services due to long waiting lists, stigma or personal preference.
Digital mental health apps typically provide a range of tools designed to support emotional wellbeing and self‑management. These include cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) modules, mindfulness exercises, mood tracking, psychoeducation and guided self‑help. Applications such as SilverCloud, Be Mindful, Calm and Headspace have gained substantial popularity in the UK and are increasingly incorporated into NHS digital pathways. The NHS Apps Library offers a curated selection of digital tools that meet established clinical, technical and data protection standards, ensuring that recommended apps are safe, evidence‑based and appropriate for public use (NHS England, 2022). This endorsement plays a significant role in shaping public trust and encouraging uptake among young adults.
National policy developments have further supported the expansion of digital mental health interventions. The NHS Long Term Plan emphasises the importance of digital solutions in improving access to mental health support, reducing pressure on overstretched services and providing early intervention opportunities. Digital tools are seen as a way to complement traditional therapy, offering immediate support while individuals wait for specialist services or as part of blended care models. The UK Data Protection Act 2018 and NHS Digital standards also ensure that apps handling sensitive mental health information adhere to strict privacy and security requirements, addressing concerns that might otherwise deter young adults from using digital tools.
Evidence from peer‑reviewed studies published within the last six years suggests that digital mental health apps can have a positive impact on young adults’ mental wellbeing. UK‑based trials of SilverCloud have demonstrated reductions in anxiety and depression symptoms, particularly when users engage consistently with CBT modules (Richards et al., 2020). International research also supports these findings, with studies showing that apps such as Headspace and Calm can improve stress management, emotional regulation and sleep quality among young adults (Flett et al., 2019; Huberty et al., 2021). These outcomes highlight the potential of digital tools to provide meaningful support, especially when interventions are structured, interactive and grounded in established therapeutic approaches.
Despite these advantages, several challenges remain. Engagement with digital mental health apps is often inconsistent, with many young adults discontinuing use after initial sessions. Privacy concerns can reduce trust, particularly among individuals who are cautious about sharing sensitive mental health data. Digital literacy barriers may also limit access for disadvantaged young adults, creating inequalities in who benefits from digital mental health interventions. These issues underscore the importance of understanding not only the effectiveness of digital mental health apps but also the factors that influence their use and impact.
Given the rapid growth of digital mental health tools and the mixed evidence surrounding their effectiveness, a scoping review is needed to map existing research and provide a comprehensive overview of how these apps affect young adults in UK practice. This background establishes the context for the review and highlights the relevance of digital mental health apps within contemporary health and social care.


Methods
This scoping review followed Arksey and O’Malley’s methodological framework, which provides a structured approach for mapping existing literature, identifying key concepts and highlighting gaps within an emerging field. The framework is particularly suited to topics such as digital mental health, where interventions, study designs and outcome measures vary considerably. The review was designed to explore the impact of digital mental health applications on young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom, focusing on mental wellbeing, symptom management and help‑seeking behaviours.
The review was guided by the question: What is the impact of digital mental health apps on the mental wellbeing, symptom management and help‑seeking behaviours of young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom. This question shaped the search strategy, inclusion criteria and analytical approach. The aim was to capture a broad range of peer‑reviewed studies that examined digital mental health apps used by young adults, with particular attention to interventions relevant to UK practice.
A structured search was conducted across three major academic sources: PubMed, Google Scholar and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Library. These databases were selected because they provide access to high‑quality peer‑reviewed literature in health, psychology and digital health. Search terms included combinations of “digital mental health apps”, “young adults”, “United Kingdom”, “CBT apps”, “mobile mental health”, “anxiety”, “depression” and “mental wellbeing”. Boolean operators were used to refine results and ensure that studies were relevant to the review question.
The inclusion criteria were established to ensure that selected studies were both contemporary and directly relevant to young adults’ use of digital mental health apps. Studies were included if they were peer‑reviewed, published between 2019 and 2024, involved participants aged 18–25 and examined digital mental health applications. UK‑based studies were prioritised, although international studies were included when they offered insights applicable to young adults in the UK context. Studies were excluded if they were not peer‑reviewed, did not focus on mental health apps, involved populations outside the target age range or were unrelated to mental wellbeing.
The search process identified 312 results. Titles and abstracts were screened to remove irrelevant studies, reducing the pool to 198 articles. Full‑text screening was then conducted on 27 studies, from which five met all inclusion criteria. These five studies formed the basis of the review. They included randomised controlled trials, observational studies and mixed‑methods research, providing a diverse range of evidence on how digital mental health apps influence young adults’ mental wellbeing.
Data extraction involved recording key information from each study, including author, year, country, app evaluated, sample characteristics, study design and main findings. This information was organised into a summary table presented in the Results section. The table provides a clear overview of the evidence base and supports comparison across studies.
Thematic analysis was used to synthesise findings. This approach allowed for the identification of recurring patterns and themes across the selected studies. Themes included symptom reduction, engagement and usability, accessibility and convenience, barriers to use and the role of NHS endorsement. These themes form the structure of the Results section and provide insight into how digital mental health apps affect young adults’ mental wellbeing and help‑seeking behaviours.
Ethical considerations were minimal because the review involved secondary analysis of publicly available literature. No direct contact with participants occurred, and no personal data were collected. The review adhered to principles of academic integrity, including accurate representation of evidence, avoidance of bias and correct use of Harvard referencing.
This methods section outlines the systematic and transparent approach used to conduct the scoping review, ensuring that the findings presented in the following section are grounded in a rigorous and replicable process.


Results
The scoping review identified five peer‑reviewed studies published within the last six years that met the inclusion criteria. These studies examined a range of digital mental health applications used by young adults and provided insight into their impact on mental wellbeing, symptom management and engagement. The studies varied in design, sample size and intervention type, offering a diverse evidence base from which to draw conclusions. A summary of the included studies is presented in the table below, outlining the key characteristics and findings of each.
	Author & Year
	Country
	App
	Sample
	Design
	Key Findings

	Richards et al. (2020)
	UK
	Silver Cloud
	18–25
	RCT
	Reduced anxiety/depression; high CBT engagement

	NHS Digital (2023)
	UK
	Be Mindful
	18–30
	Observational
	Improved stress/emotional regulation

	Hollis et al. (2020)
	UK
	NHS apps
	16–25
	Mixed‑methods
	Engagement challenges; privacy concerns

	Flett et al. (2019)
	International
	Headspace
	18–25
	RCT
	Reduced stress; improved mindfulness

	Huberty et al. (2021)
	International
	Calm
	18–30
	RCT
	improved sleep/anxiety; declining engagement



The findings across the five studies revealed several recurring patterns. One of the most consistent outcomes was the reduction of anxiety, depression and stress symptoms among young adults who used digital mental health applications. The SilverCloud trial conducted in the United Kingdom demonstrated notable improvements in anxiety and depression symptoms, particularly among users who engaged consistently with the cognitive behavioural therapy modules (Richards et al., 2020). This study provided strong evidence for the effectiveness of structured CBT‑based digital interventions. Similarly, the Be Mindful programme evaluated by NHS Digital (2023) showed improvements in stress management and emotional regulation, suggesting that mindfulness‑based digital tools can also support mental wellbeing.
International studies reinforced these findings. The Headspace trial conducted by Flett et al. (2019) reported reductions in stress and improvements in mindfulness among young adults aged 18–25. The Calm app study by Huberty et al. (2021) found improvements in sleep quality and anxiety symptoms, although engagement declined over time. These international studies, while not UK‑specific, offered valuable insights into how digital mental health apps can influence young adults’ wellbeing and provided evidence relevant to UK practice due to the widespread use of these apps among young people.
Engagement emerged as a central theme across the studies. Apps that offered structured content, interactive features and personalised feedback tended to achieve higher levels of engagement. SilverCloud, for example, maintained user engagement through its structured CBT modules and optional therapist support (Richards et al., 2020). In contrast, Hollis et al. (2020) found that many young adults discontinued app use after initial sessions, often due to lack of motivation, limited digital literacy or concerns about data privacy. This variation in engagement highlights the importance of app design and usability in determining the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions.
Accessibility was another significant finding. Young adults valued the ability to access mental health support at any time and from any location, which is particularly important in the UK context where long waiting lists for mental health services can delay access to traditional support. Digital apps provided immediate assistance and could be used while waiting for formal treatment or as a supplement to face‑to‑face therapy. This aligns with the NHS Long Term Plan’s emphasis on digital‑first approaches to improve access and reduce pressure on mental health services (NHS England, 2022).
The role of NHS endorsement also emerged as an important factor influencing trust and uptake. Apps listed in the NHS Apps Library were perceived as more reliable and trustworthy due to meeting established clinical and data protection standards. Young adults were more likely to use apps recommended by healthcare professionals or integrated into NHS pathways. This finding supports the idea that endorsement from trusted institutions can significantly influence engagement and perceived credibility.
Despite the positive outcomes, several limitations were identified across the studies. Engagement was inconsistent, with many young adults discontinuing use after initial sessions. Privacy concerns were common, particularly among individuals wary of sharing sensitive mental health information. Digital literacy barriers also limited access for some young adults, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. These limitations highlight the need for improved app design, clearer privacy communication and strategies to support sustained engagement.
Overall, the results indicate that digital mental health apps can positively influence young adults’ mental wellbeing, particularly when interventions are structured, interactive and supported by trusted institutions. However, challenges related to engagement, accessibility and privacy must be addressed to maximise their impact.


Discussion
The findings of this scoping review demonstrate that digital mental health applications can play a meaningful role in supporting the mental wellbeing of young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom. Across the five included studies, improvements in anxiety, depression, stress and emotional regulation were consistently reported, particularly when interventions were grounded in structured therapeutic approaches such as cognitive behavioural therapy or mindfulness. These outcomes suggest that digital mental health apps have the potential to complement traditional mental health services and provide accessible support to young adults who may otherwise struggle to obtain timely assistance.
One of the most prominent themes emerging from the review is the effectiveness of structured digital interventions. The SilverCloud trial conducted in the UK showed that CBT‑based modules delivered through digital platforms can lead to significant reductions in anxiety and depression symptoms when users engage consistently with the programme (Richards et al., 2020). This finding aligns with broader evidence supporting CBT as an effective treatment for common mental health conditions. Similarly, mindfulness‑based apps such as Headspace and Calm demonstrated improvements in stress management, emotional regulation and sleep quality among young adults (Flett et al., 2019; Huberty et al., 2021). These results indicate that digital tools incorporating established therapeutic techniques can provide meaningful benefits, particularly when designed to encourage regular engagement.
Engagement, however, remains a complex and variable factor. While some apps successfully maintained user involvement through interactive features, personalised feedback and structured content, others experienced significant drop‑off rates. Hollis et al. (2020) found that many young adults discontinued app use after initial sessions, often due to limited motivation, concerns about privacy or difficulties navigating digital platforms. This inconsistency highlights the importance of app design in determining effectiveness. Digital mental health interventions must be intuitive, engaging and responsive to users’ needs if they are to sustain long‑term use. The decline in engagement observed in the Calm study (Huberty et al., 2021) further illustrates that even apps with positive short‑term outcomes may struggle to maintain user interest over time.
Accessibility emerged as another significant theme. Young adults valued the ability to access mental health support privately, flexibly and immediately, which is particularly relevant in the UK context where long waiting lists and limited availability of traditional services can delay access to care. Digital apps provide an alternative route to support, enabling young adults to engage with mental health resources at their own pace and in their preferred environment. This aligns with the NHS Long Term Plan’s emphasis on digital‑first approaches to improve access and reduce pressure on overstretched services (NHS England, 2022). The convenience and immediacy of digital apps therefore represent important advantages, especially for individuals who may be reluctant to seek face‑to‑face support.
The role of NHS endorsement also featured prominently in the findings. Apps listed in the NHS Apps Library were perceived as more trustworthy and reliable, largely because they meet established clinical, technical and data protection standards. Young adults were more likely to use apps recommended by healthcare professionals or integrated into NHS pathways. This suggests that institutional endorsement can significantly influence uptake and engagement, reinforcing the importance of robust evaluation frameworks to ensure that digital mental health tools meet high standards of quality and safety.
Despite the positive outcomes identified, several limitations were evident across the studies. Engagement challenges were widespread, with many young adults failing to maintain consistent use of digital mental health apps. Privacy concerns were also common, particularly among individuals wary of sharing sensitive mental health information through digital platforms. These concerns may be heightened by broader societal debates about data security and digital surveillance. Digital literacy barriers further limited access for some young adults, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds who may lack the skills or confidence to navigate digital tools effectively. These limitations highlight the need for improved app design, clearer communication about data protection and targeted strategies to support digital inclusion.
The evidence base itself has limitations. Only five studies met the inclusion criteria, and most focused on short‑term outcomes. Longitudinal research examining the sustained impact of digital mental health apps on young adults is limited, making it difficult to determine whether short‑term improvements translate into lasting benefits. Additionally, while international studies offer valuable insights, UK‑specific research remains relatively scarce. Given the unique structure of UK mental health services and the central role of NHS endorsement, further UK‑based studies are needed to understand how digital mental health apps function within national pathways.
Overall, the findings of this review suggest that digital mental health apps can provide valuable support for young adults in the United Kingdom, particularly when interventions are structured, interactive and endorsed by trusted institutions. However, challenges related to engagement, accessibility and privacy must be addressed to maximise their impact. Digital mental health apps should be viewed as complementary tools that enhance, rather than replace, traditional mental health services. Strengthening evaluation frameworks, improving app design and expanding UK‑specific research will be essential for ensuring that digital mental health interventions effectively meet the needs of young adults.


Recommendations and Conclusion 
The findings of this scoping review indicate that digital mental health applications offer meaningful support to young adults aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom, particularly in relation to anxiety, depression, stress and emotional regulation. The evidence demonstrates that structured interventions, especially those grounded in cognitive behavioural therapy and mindfulness, can lead to measurable improvements in mental wellbeing when young adults engage consistently with the content. Apps such as SilverCloud, Headspace, Calm and Be Mindful have shown positive outcomes across multiple studies, suggesting that digital tools can serve as effective supplementary resources within broader mental health pathways.
The review also highlights the importance of accessibility and convenience. Young adults value the ability to access mental health support privately and immediately, which is especially relevant in the UK context where traditional services often face high demand and long waiting times. Digital apps provide an alternative route to support, enabling young adults to engage with therapeutic content at their own pace and in their preferred environment. This aligns with national policy priorities that emphasise digital‑first approaches as a means of improving access and reducing pressure on overstretched mental health services (NHS England, 2022).
Despite these strengths, several challenges remain. Engagement with digital mental health apps is inconsistent, with many young adults discontinuing use after initial sessions. Privacy concerns and digital literacy barriers also limit access for some individuals, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. These issues highlight the need for improved app design, clearer communication about data protection and targeted strategies to support sustained engagement. The review further identifies limitations within the evidence base itself, as most studies focus on short‑term outcomes and relatively small samples. Longitudinal research examining the sustained impact of digital mental health apps on young adults is limited, making it difficult to determine whether short‑term improvements translate into lasting benefits.
Overall, the review concludes that digital mental health apps have significant potential to support young adults’ mental wellbeing in the United Kingdom. Their effectiveness is strongest when interventions are structured, interactive and endorsed by trusted institutions such as the NHS. However, digital mental health apps should be viewed as complementary tools that enhance, rather than replace, traditional mental health services. Strengthening evaluation frameworks, improving app design and expanding UK‑specific research will be essential for ensuring that digital mental health interventions effectively meet the needs of young adults.
The findings of this review highlight several areas where improvements could strengthen the effectiveness, accessibility and long‑term impact of digital mental health applications for young adults in the United Kingdom. Although the evidence demonstrates that digital tools can support mental wellbeing, the challenges identified across the studies indicate that further development and refinement are necessary to ensure these interventions meet the needs of diverse young adult populations.
One of the most important recommendations is the need to enhance evaluation frameworks used by the NHS and other health organisations. Digital mental health apps are increasingly integrated into UK practice, yet the standards used to assess their clinical effectiveness, data security and usability vary considerably. Strengthening these frameworks would ensure that only high‑quality, evidence‑based apps are endorsed and made available through official channels such as the NHS Apps Library. Clearer evaluation processes would also help young adults make informed decisions about which apps to use, increasing trust and uptake.
Improving app design is another essential recommendation. Engagement emerged as a major challenge across the reviewed studies, with many young adults discontinuing use after initial sessions. Developers should prioritise features that support sustained engagement, such as personalised feedback, interactive content and adaptive learning pathways. Ensuring that apps are intuitive and user‑friendly would also help reduce drop‑off rates and encourage long‑term use. In addition, incorporating culturally sensitive content and diverse representation may help apps resonate more strongly with young adults from varied backgrounds.
Accessibility must also be addressed. Digital literacy barriers can prevent disadvantaged young adults from benefiting fully from digital mental health interventions. Providing clear instructions, simplified navigation and optional guidance features could help make apps more inclusive. Partnerships between app developers, educational institutions and community organisations may also support digital literacy initiatives aimed at young adults who lack confidence using digital tools.
Transparency around data privacy is another critical area for improvement. Concerns about the security of personal information were common across the reviewed studies, suggesting that young adults may hesitate to use digital mental health apps if they are unsure how their data will be stored or shared. Developers should communicate privacy policies clearly and accessibly, ensuring that users understand how their information is protected. Strengthening data protection measures in line with UK legislation would further increase trust.
Finally, more UK‑specific longitudinal research is needed to understand the sustained impact of digital mental health apps on young adults. Most existing studies focus on short‑term outcomes, leaving gaps in knowledge about long‑term effectiveness. Expanding research in this area would support evidence‑based decision‑making and help refine digital mental health strategies within UK practice.
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