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Background and Rationale
Mental health is a major public health priority in the United Kingdom, with the National Health Service (NHS) providing essential support and treatment for individuals experiencing mental health difficulties. Mental health conditions, including anxiety, depression, psychosis and severe mental illnesses, can significantly affect individuals’ wellbeing, social relationships, employment, and overall quality of life.
Over recent years, demand for NHS mental health services has increased significantly. This has created challenges including long waiting times, workforce shortages, inequalities in access to care and difficulties in providing timely support. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has further increased pressure on mental health services, highlighting the need to understand current challenges and areas for improvement.
Although extensive research has explored mental health care within the NHS, evidence remains varied across different services, patient groups and healthcare settings. A scoping review is therefore appropriate to map the existing evidence, identify key themes and highlight gaps within current research. This review will provide a broader understanding of the challenges affecting NHS mental health services and may support improvements in healthcare delivery and future service development.

Research Aim and Objective
The primary aim of this scoping review is to map existing research on mental health services within the UK NHS using a scoping review approach.
The objectives are to:
1. Identify and categorise key themes relating to the delivery of NHS mental health services.
2. Explore challenges affecting access, quality and effectiveness of NHS mental health care.
3. Identify gaps within current evidence to support future research and improvements in mental health practice.

Methodology
Scoping Review Framework
This review will follow the scoping review framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). The process will include identifying the research question, searching relevant literature, selecting suitable studies, extracting data, analysing findings and reporting key themes.

Research Question
What are the key themes identified in existing peer-reviewed literature regarding mental health services within the UK NHS?

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion:
• Peer-reviewed research studies published in English.
• Studies published within the last 10 years.
• Research focusing on mental health services provided within the UK NHS.
• Studies exploring service delivery, access to care, patient experiences or workforce challenges.
Exclusion:
• Non-peer-reviewed articles, blogs, opinion pieces and non-academic sources.
• Studies conducted outside the United Kingdom.
• Research unrelated to NHS mental health services.

Data Collection and Analysis
Search Strategy:
A systematic literature search will be conducted using academic databases including Google Scholar, PubMed, MEDLINE and CINAHL. Keywords will include “mental health”, “NHS mental health services”, “UK mental health care”, “access to mental health services”, “patient experience” and “mental health workforce”. Boolean operators such as AND OR will be used to refine the search strategy and identify relevant studies.
Analysis:
Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis approach will be used to analyse the selected literature. The process will include:
• Becoming familiar with the selected research articles.
• Identifying significant findings and applying initial codes.
• Grouping similar codes into broader themes.
• Developing a thematic map to demonstrate patterns, challenges and evidence gaps.

Expected Outcomes
The scoping review will produce a thematic map of mental health services within the UK NHS. It is expected to identify major challenges, current developments and gaps in evidence relating to mental health service delivery. The findings may contribute to improving healthcare practice, service planning and future research.

Ethical Considerations
The scoping review will maintain ethical research practice by using published academic literature only, accurately representing researchers’ findings, acknowledging all sources through Harvard referencing and maintaining academic integrity. As the review will analyse existing literature, no personal information or direct participant involvement will be required.
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