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Introduction and Rationale
Mental health is an essential component of overall health and wellbeing; however, access to mental health services for adults in the UK remains inconsistent and challenging. Although mental health has gained increased policy attention, service demand continues to exceed capacity, resulting in long waiting times, fragmented care pathways, and unmet needs (NHS England, 2023). These challenges have been intensified by workforce shortages, funding pressures, and rising prevalence of mental health conditions.
From a health and social care perspective, limited access to mental health services has significant consequences for individuals and communities. Delays in receiving timely assessment and treatment are associated with deterioration in mental health, increased crisis presentations, and greater reliance on emergency and social care services (Care Quality Commission, 2023). This places further strain on an already pressured system and undermines preventative and early-intervention approaches that are central to effective care.
Access to services is also shaped by wider social determinants of health. Research indicates that adults from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, ethnic minority communities, and rural areas experience additional barriers, including stigma, cultural misunderstanding, and limited service availability (Mental Health Foundation, 2022). These inequalities raise ethical concerns regarding fairness, inclusion, and equity in health and social care provision.
Given the growing demand for mental health services and persistent access challenges, there is a clear need to critically explore the barriers faced by adults in the UK. This project is therefore timely and relevant, contributing to evidence-based discussion that may inform service development and policy improvement.
Aim
The aim of this project is to critically explore the barriers that prevent adults in the UK from accessing mental health services.
Objectives
· To identify key structural, organisational, and social barriers to accessing adult mental health services
· To critically examine how these barriers affect service user experiences and outcomes
· To explore inequalities in access to mental health services among different adult population groups
· To review recommendations within the literature for improving access to mental health care

Research Question
What barriers prevent adults in the UK from accessing mental health services?
Methodology
This study will use a qualitative secondary research design, adopting a systematic literature review approach. Peer-reviewed journal articles, UK government publications, NHS reports, and documents from reputable mental health organisations will be analysed. Databases such as PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, and Social Care Online will be searched using defined inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure relevance to adult mental health services in the UK. The findings will be analysed thematically to identify recurring barriers and critically evaluate their impact.
Ethical Considerations
As the study is based solely on secondary data, ethical approval is not required. Ethical practice will be maintained through accurate representation of sources, critical appraisal, and adherence to academic integrity and referencing standards.
Expected Outcomes
The project is expected to demonstrate that barriers to accessing mental health services are complex and interconnected, reflecting both systemic pressures and wider social inequalities. The findings may inform recommendations for policy and practice within health and social care.
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