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Abstract 
This report presents a scoping review of anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom. The review focuses on key themes identified in the peer-reviewed literature, including risk factors, lived experiences, help-seeking behaviours, and intervention approaches. A thematic analysis was conducted on six peer-reviewed studies identified through systematic database searches.
The findings highlight several important themes, including the impact of digital environments such as social media use, the lived experiences of adolescents with anxiety, and barriers to accessing support. The review also identifies challenges in the delivery of interventions within Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), as well as the effects of social isolation on mental health outcomes.
Overall, the review highlights that social, digital, and service-related factors play a significant role in shaping adolescent anxiety. It further suggests that improved access to support and continued research are necessary to enhance health and social care practice in the United Kingdom.














1. Introduction
Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterised by rapid physical, psychological, and social changes (Steinberg, 2014; Sawyer et al., 2018). During this stage, young people are more vulnerable to the development of mental health challenges, particularly anxiety disorders. Anxiety can be defined as a persistent feeling of fear, apprehension, or nervousness that affects emotional wellbeing and daily functioning (Walter et al., 2020). Although a moderate level of anxiety is a natural response to stress, prolonged and severe anxiety during adolescence has been shown to negatively impact academic performance, social relationships, and overall quality of life (Polanczyk et al., 2015).
Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health conditions affecting young people globally (Merikangas et al., 2010). In recent years, adolescent mental health has become an increasing concern in the United Kingdom. A range of social, environmental, and psychological factors, including academic stress, family relationships, peer interactions, and the growing use of digital technologies and social media, have been linked to the development of anxiety in this population. In addition, stigma, lack of awareness of available services, and fear of judgement often prevent adolescents from seeking professional help (Radez et al., 2022).
Health and social care services therefore play an important role in understanding the factors that contribute to adolescent anxiety and in developing effective support strategies. One way to explore this is through a review of existing research and the identification of key themes within the literature. Scoping reviews are particularly useful for mapping existing evidence and identifying gaps in knowledge (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005).
This scoping review examines peer-reviewed studies on anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom. It is guided by the following research question: What are the main themes identified in peer-reviewed literature on adolescent anxiety in the United Kingdom, and how can this information inform support and intervention strategies? The objectives of this review are to identify key themes in the literature, explore risk factors and lived experiences, examine support and intervention approaches, and highlight gaps in the current evidence base to inform future research and practice.




2. Background
Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterised by rapid physical, psychological, and social changes (Steinberg, 2014; Sawyer et al., 2018). During this period, young people are more vulnerable to mental health challenges. Anxiety is defined as fear, apprehension, or nervousness that affects emotional wellbeing and daily functioning (Walter et al., 2020). Although a moderate level of anxiety is a natural response to stress, prolonged anxiety during adolescence negatively impacts academic performance, social interactions, and quality of life (Polanczyk et al., 2015).
Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health conditions (Merikangas et al., 2010). In the United Kingdom, adolescent mental health has become an increasing concern. Social and psychological factors, including academic stress, family relationships, peer interactions, and social media use, are linked to anxiety. Stigma, lack of awareness, and fear of judgement prevent adolescents from seeking professional help (Radez et al., 2022).
2.1 Prevalence of Anxiety Among Adolescents
Anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom is a significant population health concern. Anxiety disorders are among the most common psychiatric conditions affecting young people, impacting emotional wellbeing, academic performance, and social functioning (Costello et al., 2011; Beesdo et al., 2009). Adolescence is a vulnerable stage, and early anxiety can lead to long-term mental health problems (Polanczyk et al., 2015; Merikangas et al., 2010).
Recent data show rising mental health difficulties among young people in the UK. NHS Digital (2022) reports that one in six children aged 7–16 years have a probable mental health disorder, with anxiety forming a significant proportion, highlighting the importance of early intervention.
2.2 Policy and Legislative Environment
Increasing concern about youth mental health has led to policies aimed at improving services for children and adolescents in the United Kingdom. The Mental Health Act 1983 provides the legal framework for assessing and treating individuals with severe mental disorders while protecting their rights (Department of Health and Social Care, 2015).
More recent strategies, such as the NHS Long Term Plan, focus on early intervention, prevention, and improving access to community-based services (NHS England, 2019). In addition, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) provides evidence-based guidelines for the assessment and treatment of anxiety disorders in young people (NICE, 2013).
2.3 Mental Health Services and Current Practice
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) are the main providers of specialist mental health support for young people in the United Kingdom. These multidisciplinary services offer assessment, diagnosis, and treatment for mental health conditions, including anxiety disorders (NHS England, 2019).
Schools have also become an important setting for mental health support. School-based programmes aim to promote emotional wellbeing, identify difficulties early, and improve access to support. Mental Health Support Teams provide early intervention for mild to moderate conditions and help reduce pressure on CAMHS (NHS England, 2019).
2.4 Effects of Digital Technology on Adolescent Mental Health
The increasing use of digital technologies and social media influences adolescent mental health. Many young people use social media regularly, shaping social relationships, identity, and emotional wellbeing. However, digital environments also expose adolescents to risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, and pressure to present idealised identities (Kelly et al., 2018; Keles et al., 2020).
Research shows that excessive social media use, particularly at night, is associated with poorer sleep quality and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression (Scott et al., 2019; Twenge et al., 2018), highlighting the complex relationship between digital environments and adolescent mental health.
2.5 Challenges in Current Mental Health Practice
Despite increased awareness of adolescent mental health issues, challenges remain within the UK health and social care system. Demand for services has increased, placing CAMHS under pressure due to high referral rates and limited capacity (Patalay and Gage, 2019). Recent data indicate that over 900,000 children and young people were referred to CAMHS in England between 2023 and 2024, resulting in long waiting times (YoungMinds, 2024).
Many adolescents also face barriers to seeking help, including stigma, fear of judgement, and lack of awareness of available services (Radez et al., 2022). Addressing these barriers is essential to improve access to support and outcomes for young people.



3. Methods
3.1 Data Collection and Search Strategy
Scoping reviews are useful for mapping key concepts and identifying gaps in the evidence base (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010), making this approach appropriate for exploring research and identifying major themes.
Relevant studies were identified through academic databases, including PubMed, Google Scholar, and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David library, which provides access to PsycINFO and CINAHL. Keywords were used with Boolean operators, including anxiety, adolescents, teenagers, youth, United Kingdom, mental health, CAMHS, and digital mental health. Example searches included “anxiety AND adolescents AND UK” and “teenagers AND mental health AND social media”.
3.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria required that studies were peer-reviewed journal articles, published within the past ten years, written in English, and focused on anxiety or mental health in adolescents or teenagers. Studies conducted in the United Kingdom, or those relevant to UK health and social care practice, were included.
Studies focusing on adult populations, non-peer-reviewed articles, editorials, and policy papers were excluded. The initial search identified approximately 40 articles; after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, this was reduced to six studies.
3.3 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns across the selected studies (Aveyard, 2014). Key information from each article was summarised in a table, including the author, year of publication, study design, participants, and main findings. The findings were then coded and grouped into themes related to adolescent anxiety.
3.4 Ethical Considerations
This study involved secondary research, meaning that no primary data were collected directly from participants. Therefore, formal ethical approval was not required. However, ethical research principles were followed, including accurate reporting of findings, appropriate citation of sources, and transparency in the study selection process (Creswell, 2014).


4. Results
4.1 Thematic Analysis
Three key themes were identified in the literature on anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom: the impact of the digital environment, social experiences and emotional wellbeing, and barriers to seeking support and interventions. These themes reflect the influence of social, environmental, and service-related factors on adolescent anxiety.
Theme 1 (digital influences on adolescent anxiety) was identified in the studies by Woods and Scott (2016) and O’Reilly et al. (2018). Theme 2 (social experiences and emotional wellbeing) was based on O’Reilly et al. (2018) and Loades et al. (2020). Theme 3 (barriers to support and interventions) was identified in Radez et al. (2022), Taylor et al. (2021), and Krause et al. (2022).
The key characteristics of the six selected studies are summarised in Table 1. The table provides an overview of study design, research methods, sample size, main findings, and relevance to the review question, allowing for comparison across the included literature. The studies demonstrate methodological diversity, including qualitative, quantitative, and systematic review approaches, which supports a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent anxiety. However, differences in study design and sample characteristics may influence the comparability of findings and should be considered when interpreting the results.












Table 1. Summary of Included Studies
	Authors
	Type of Study
	Research Method
	Type of Analysis
	Sample Size
	Main Findings
	Relevance to review question

	Woods and Scott, 2016
	Primary research
	Quantitative survey
	Statistical analysis
	467 adolescents in Scotland
	High night-time social media use was associated with poorer sleep quality, increased anxiety and depression symptoms, and lower self-esteem.
	Shows how digital behaviour (night-time social media use) relates to anxiety and wellbeing in UK adolescents.

	O’Reilly et al., 2018
	Primary research
	Qualitative focus groups
	Thematic analysis
	
54 adolescents aged 11–18
	Pressure to present idealised online identities, fear of negative judgement, and social comparison were linked to anxiety experiences.
	Explores adolescents lived experiences of social media and how online pressures contribute to anxiety.

	Taylor et al., 2021
	Primary research
	Qualitative interviews with CAMHS clinicians
	Thematic analysis
	CAMHS clinicians
	Cognitive therapy was considered effective, but barriers such as limited time, training needs, and engagement challenges affected delivery.
	Examines how anxiety interventions are delivered in UK CAMHS and practical barriers to effective treatment.

	Radez et al., 2022
	Primary research
	Qualitative interviews
	Thematic analysis
	Adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties
	Stigma, fear of judgement, and lack of awareness of services were identified as barriers to help-seeking.
	Identifies help seeking barriers for adolescents with anxiety and other difficulties in UK contexts.

	Krause et al., 2022
	Service evaluation
	Quantitative service data analysis
	Statistical analysis
	1,641 adolescents across 60 UK services
	Many adolescents improved following treatment, but outcome measurement varied between services.
	Provides evidence on outcomes of routine anxiety and other treatments in UK services and highlights service level issues.

	Loades et al., 2020
	Systematic review
	Secondary research of multiple studies
	Narrative synthesis
	80 studies involving over 51,000 participants
	Loneliness and social isolation were strongly associated with anxiety and depression among children and adolescents.
	Synthesises evidence on social isolation and loneliness as key risk factors for anxiety in young people.


4.2 Theme 1: Digital Effects on Anxiety in Adolescents
The literature indicates that digital environments play a significant role in adolescent psychological wellbeing. Woods and Scott (2016) found that excessive night-time social media use was associated with poor sleep quality, increased symptoms of anxiety and depression, and lower self-esteem. Similarly, O’Reilly et al. (2018) reported that adolescents often feel pressure to present idealised online identities and compare themselves with others, contributing to stress and anxiety.
However, some adolescents also reported positive experiences, including maintaining friendships and accessing peer support through social media.
4.3 Theme 2: Social Experiences and Emotional Wellbeing
Adolescent anxiety is closely linked to social relationships and peer interactions. O’Reilly et al. (2018) found that adolescents experience pressure to meet peer expectations and fear of rejection, which can contribute to anxiety. Loades et al. (2020) identified strong associations between loneliness, social isolation, and symptoms of anxiety and depression in children and adolescents.
These findings emphasise the importance of positive peer relationships and a sense of belonging in supporting emotional wellbeing.
4.4 Theme 3: Barriers to Support and Interventions
Barriers to help-seeking and access to services are consistently highlighted in the literature. Radez et al. (2022) identified stigma, fear of judgement, and concerns about confidentiality as key factors discouraging adolescents from seeking professional support. Taylor et al. (2021) reported that although cognitive behavioural therapy is effective, clinicians face challenges such as time constraints, limited training, and difficulties engaging young people in therapy.
Krause et al. (2022) also identified inconsistencies in outcome measurement across services, which may affect the evaluation of treatment effectiveness.
5.Discussion
The scoping review aimed to determine the most reported themes in the peer-reviewed literature on anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom and to investigate support and intervention methods. The review of the chosen articles shows that the factors of anxiety during adolescence are the product of a complex interaction of digital factors, social experiences, and service-related issues, which is consistent with wider literature on adolescent mental health (Polanczyk et al., 2015; Keles et al., 2020).
Although Woods and Scott (2016) introduced quantitative data to demonstrate the association between the use of social media at night, disturbed sleep, and the development of symptoms of anxiety, O’Reilly et al. (2018) provided qualitative evidence of how social comparison in digital environments contributes to feelings of judgement and inadequacy in adolescents. The six studies identified shared patterns; however, conflicts and gaps in the evidence base were also evident. This highlights the importance of combining different research approaches, as quantitative studies provide measurable associations while qualitative studies offer deeper insight into lived experiences (Aveyard, 2014). In addition, the combination of methods allows for triangulation of findings, strengthening the overall validity of the conclusions drawn about adolescent anxiety (Creswell, 2014).
The importance of digital spaces and social media was a consistent finding across the literature. Woods and Scott (2016) found that high levels of night-time social media use were associated with poor sleep quality, low self-esteem, and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression, suggesting that digital behaviours are directly and indirectly linked to emotional distress through sleep disturbance and self-perception. Similarly, O’Reilly et al. (2018) found that adolescents were driven to present idealised images online and compare themselves with others, contributing to stress and anxiety. These findings also suggest that digital environments may intensify existing vulnerabilities, particularly for adolescents who are already experiencing low self-esteem or social difficulties. This raises concerns about the cumulative effect of digital exposure over time, especially when combined with other risk factors such as academic pressure or family-related stress (Kelly et al., 2018; Twenge et al., 2018). However, it is important to recognise that these studies are largely correlational, meaning that causation cannot be firmly established between social media use and anxiety outcomes.
However, some positive effects were also reported. O’Reilly et al. (2018) found that digital platforms can be used to communicate and maintain peer connections, indicating that the impact of digital technology depends on patterns of use and context. Online communities, therefore, present both risks and opportunities for adolescent wellbeing. This indicates that the relationship between digital technology and anxiety is complex and context-dependent, rather than uniformly negative (Keles et al., 2020). This suggests that interventions should not aim to eliminate digital use entirely but rather promote healthy and balanced engagement with digital platforms. It also highlights the need for digital literacy education, enabling young people to critically engage with online content and manage their online experiences more effectively (NHS England, 2019).
The literature also suggests a reciprocal relationship between emotional wellbeing and social experiences. O’Reilly et al. (2018) showed that adolescents often feel evaluated by peers and experience pressure to meet expectations, particularly in online environments. Loades et al. (2020) identified a strong association between loneliness, social isolation, and anxiety and depression among children and adolescents. These findings highlight the importance of belonging, acceptance, and connectedness as key factors influencing anxiety during a developmental stage (Sawyer et al., 2018). They also suggest that social experiences can both contribute to and be affected by anxiety, reinforcing a cyclical relationship between emotional wellbeing and social interaction. This cycle may result in adolescents withdrawing from social situations, which in turn increases feelings of isolation and further exacerbates anxiety symptoms. However, it is important to consider that individual differences, such as coping strategies and personality traits, may influence how adolescents experience and respond to these social pressures.
Another dominant theme was barriers to help-seeking and support. Radez et al. (2022) found that stigma, fear of judgement, concerns about confidentiality, and lack of awareness of available services discourage adolescents from seeking professional help, demonstrating that access to services does not necessarily ensure their use. The study also highlighted the role of trusted adults, including parents and teachers, in supporting help-seeking behaviour. This aligns with wider research emphasising the importance of social support in accessing mental health services (Patalay and Gage, 2019). This suggests that improving service accessibility alone may not be sufficient without also addressing social and cultural attitudes towards mental health. In addition, culturally sensitive approaches may be required to address differences in attitudes towards mental health across diverse populations.
The strengths and limitations of current practice were also identified, particularly in relation to intervention delivery and treatment outcomes. Taylor et al. (2021) concluded that cognitive behavioural therapy is effective in treating adolescents with social anxiety; however, clinicians reported challenges including time constraints, lack of training, and difficulties engaging young people in therapy. Krause et al. (2022) reported improvements in many adolescents following treatment but also identified inconsistencies in outcome measurement across services. These findings suggest that the effectiveness of interventions is influenced not only by the therapeutic model but also by organisational and service delivery factors (NHS England, 2019).
The implications of these findings for health and social care practice, particularly within Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), are significant. Service pressures, workforce limitations, and inconsistent outcome measurement may reduce the effectiveness of otherwise evidence-based interventions (YoungMinds, 2024). Therefore, appropriate resource allocation, staff training, and standardised assessment methods are important in improving outcomes for young people experiencing anxiety. In addition, greater integration between schools, community services, and healthcare providers may help to create more accessible and coordinated support systems. Early intervention strategies, particularly those implemented within school settings, may also reduce the need for more intensive clinical interventions later.
Several gaps in the evidence base were also identified. Some studies, such as Woods and Scott (2016), relied on self-reported data, which may introduce response bias. In addition, qualitative studies are often limited in generalisability due to small sample sizes, while quantitative studies may lack depth in capturing individual experiences (Aveyard, 2014). Therefore, a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches may provide a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent anxiety.
In addition to these findings, broader contextual factors such as socioeconomic background, family environment, and educational pressures may also influence adolescent anxiety but are not always fully addressed within the selected studies (Polanczyk et al., 2015). This suggests that adolescent anxiety should be understood within a wider ecological framework.
Another gap relates to the long-term effectiveness of interventions. Although existing literature highlights associations between social media use, loneliness, and emotional distress, there is limited evidence on long-term intervention strategies for adolescents in the United Kingdom. Further longitudinal research would improve understanding of how anxiety develops over time and how interventions can be sustained (Keles et al., 2020).
An additional consideration is the role of early intervention and prevention strategies in addressing adolescent anxiety. The findings suggest that many of the identified risk factors, including social isolation, digital pressures, and barriers to help-seeking, develop gradually over time and may worsen if not addressed at an early stage (NHS England, 2019). This highlights the importance of preventative approaches within both educational and community settings. Schools, in particular, are well positioned to identify early signs of anxiety and provide initial support, as they represent a key environment in which adolescents spend a significant amount of time (Sawyer et al., 2018). Early intervention programmes, such as school-based mental health support teams, may help reduce the severity of symptoms and prevent escalation to more complex mental health conditions requiring specialist services such as CAMHS.
Furthermore, the integration of digital mental health interventions presents a potential opportunity to improve accessibility and engagement among young people. Digital platforms, including online counselling and mental health applications, may offer flexible and less stigmatising forms of support, particularly for adolescents who may be reluctant to seek face-to-face help (Keles et al., 2020). However, concerns remain regarding the effectiveness, safety, and regulation of such interventions, indicating the need for further research and evaluation in this area.
Overall, this review shows that digital pressures, social relationships, and barriers within support systems play a significant role in shaping adolescent anxiety in the United Kingdom. These findings highlight the need for early intervention, improved access to services, and support strategies that reflect both online and offline experiences of young people. Addressing adolescent anxiety therefore requires a holistic, multi-level approach involving healthcare, education, and community systems.
6. Recommendations
This review outlines research, policy, and practice recommendations related to adolescent anxiety in the United Kingdom. Future studies should expand the evidence base, particularly within the UK context. Existing literature shows associations between social media use and anxiety (Woods and Scott, 2016) and between loneliness and increased anxiety and depression (Loades et al., 2020). However, there is limited evidence on long-term effects. Longitudinal research examining digital behaviours and social isolation would improve understanding of how these factors influence anxiety development in adolescents.
Policy and healthcare practice should focus on improving access to mental health support for young people. Stigma, fear of judgement, and lack of awareness remain key barriers to help-seeking (Radez et al., 2022). Expanding school-based support, including Mental Health Support Teams (NHS England, 2019), improving CAMHS capacity to reduce waiting times (YoungMinds, 2024), and strengthening early identification in schools (Taylor et al., 2021) could improve access. In addition, school-based mental health literacy programmes may help reduce stigma and encourage help-seeking.
7. Conclusion
This scoping review examined anxiety among adolescents in the United Kingdom. The findings show that digital influences, social experiences, and access to services all contribute to adolescent anxiety. Social media use and social comparison can contribute to anxiety (Woods and Scott, 2016; O’Reilly et al., 2018), while loneliness is strongly associated with emotional distress (Loades et al., 2020).
The review highlights the importance of considering wider social and environmental factors, including peer interactions, online experiences, and barriers to support. Addressing adolescent anxiety requires a combined approach across healthcare, education, and digital environments. Improving access to services and increasing awareness of mental health support may lead to better outcomes for young people. Continued research and service development are essential to ensure effective support in a changing social and digital context.
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