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Element 1 - Project Proposal

My project title: 
Beyond Policy: Evaluating Mental Healthcare Access Inequalities and Organisational Responses for Children Aged 5–17 in Lancashire, England

1) Aim:
The aim of this research is to critically evaluate inequalities in access to mental healthcare among children aged 5–17 in Lancashire, England. The research will examine gaps between organisational policies and service delivery, assess the effectiveness of early interventions and interagency collaboration, and formulate evidence-based recommendations to improve equitable access to mental health support.
Research Question:
To what extent do organisational policies, early interventions and interagency collaboration address inequalities in access to mental healthcare among children aged 5–17 in Lancashire, and what barriers limit their effectiveness?
2) Objectives:
1. To identify and examine inequalities in access to mental healthcare among children aged 5–17 in Lancashire, drawing on relevant local and UK evidence.
2. To critically analyse socioeconomic, geographical and organisational factors contributing to unequal access, including service availability, referral barriers and delayed interventions.
3. To critically evaluate organisational policies, early intervention strategies and interagency collaboration, assessing their implementation and effectiveness in reducing inequalities and addressing gaps between policy and practice.
4. To formulate evidence-based recommendations for improving equitable access, strengthening integrated service provision and addressing persistent inequalities in children’s mental healthcare across Lancashire.

3) Background/Rationale:
Equitable access to children’s mental healthcare remains a significant challenge amid persistent socioeconomic and geographical inequalities (Marmot et al., 2020; House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2021). In Lancashire County Council’s administrative area, 36.5% of children aged 0–15 live in income-deprived families (Lancashire County Council, 2026), highlighting the importance of examining whether service provision responds proportionately to disadvantage. National evidence identifies rejected referrals, prolonged waiting times and geographical variation in mental healthcare access (House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2021). However, national findings cannot automatically explain local service inequalities. Lambert et al. (2020) provide valuable qualitative evidence from Pennine Lancashire, although professional perspectives alone cannot establish the effectiveness of organisational interventions.

While NHS England’s Core20PLUS5 framework prioritises reducing inequalities in children’s mental healthcare (NHS England, 2022), policy commitments must be distinguished from demonstrable improvements in access, particularly for children experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage. Furthermore, the expansion of early intervention and interagency collaboration does not necessarily guarantee equitable service provision without evidence of improved referral pathways, reduced waiting times and accessible support (House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2021; Lancaster University, 2021). This study therefore critically examines the relationship between local deprivation, barriers to mental healthcare and organisational responses in Lancashire, identifying gaps between policy intentions and measurable outcomes to inform evidence-based recommendations.
4) Methods:
This project will adopt a secondary mixed approach through a structured review of academic and policy literature.
· Data sources: Peer-reviewed UK studies, NHS publications, NICE guidance and Lancashire policy reports (2016–2026).
· Inclusion criteria: UK research examining children mental health, inequalities in service access, family support and interagency collaboration.
· Exclusion criteria: Non-credible sources, irrelevant populations and studies unrelated to the research aim, non-UK sources and older than 10 years.
· Analysis: Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework will be applied to identify recurring patterns, inequalities, organisational responses and gaps between policy and practice.
· Ethical considerations: Accurate Harvard referencing, transparent source selection, minimisation of bias and avoidance of plagiarism.
5) Resources: 
· Databases: UWTSD Library, PubMed, CINAHL, ProQuest, EBSCO
· Organisational sources: NHS England, NICE, GOV UK and Lancashire County Council.
· Software: MS Word
· Support: Supervisor feedback and university library resources

6) Timescale:
Weeks - Research Task
1–3	Finalise proposal, examine Lancashire inequalities and obtain supervisor approval.
4–7	Search UK literature, Lancashire policies and children mental health research.
8–11	Screen evidence, critically appraise studies and draft the introduction.
12–15	Complete background, methodology and academic methods poster.
16–20	Apply Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis, comparing inequalities and organisational responses.
21–24	Evaluate intervention effectiveness, discuss findings and develop recommendations.
25–28	Finalise conclusions, incorporate feedback, proofread and submit.

7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
The researcher’s professional experience in health and social care provides insight into organisational practices and service inequalities. Challenges may include interpreting conflicting secondary evidence, recognising potential bias and evaluating policy effectiveness. Systematic critical appraisal, reflective analysis and supervisory guidance will support methodological transparency, objectivity and the credibility of research findings.
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