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1. Prevalence of the Problem
The issue of mental health conditions among children and adolescents is a critical problem of considerable magnitude in the public health sphere. Statistics indicate that the risk of the onset of a mental health disorder is heightened among a fifth of children and adolescents between the ages of 8 and 16 years. This is a rise compared to the last few decades, which can be explained by the increase in challenges faced by children and adolescents in the modern world. The pandemic also affected the mental health of the youth, with research indicating a noticeable rise in the rates of anxiety, depression, and emotional difficulties among the youth. Some of the factors contributing to the rise in the rates of mental health disorders include the rise in social isolation, the effect of the pandemic on their education, and the rise in family-related pressures. As such, the demand for mental health care is on the rise among the youth through the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS).
Despite the rise in the demand for mental health care services, there is a noticeable disparity between the demand for such services and the capacity of the CAMHS to deliver the necessary care to the youth. In the 2022-2023 period, the number of children waiting for services exceeded 270,000. The demand for mental health care services is on the rise, with referral rates having increased considerably. However, the capacity to deliver the necessary care is insufficient given the rise in demand. Moreover, there is a noticeable disparity in the capacity to deliver the necessary care to the youth from different backgrounds, with research indicating that the youth from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds face a higher risk of mental health disorders and are often denied access to CAMHS services.
In addition, there is growing concern about the severity of the issues young people face. Recent studies have shown that not only is the number of young people facing mental health issues on the rise, but the severity of the problems is also on the increase, and there is an increasing need for specialist interventions (NHS Digital, 2023).
Further, there is an emerging realisation that the problems faced by young people do not affect all young people. For example, there is evidence to suggest that young people in care, young people with SEN, and young people who have faced adverse childhood experiences are more likely to suffer from mental health problems (Public Health England, 2019; Bellis et al., 2014).
In addition, there is evidence of differences in waiting times for CAMHS services across regions. Some regions experience longer wait times than others (Care Quality Commission, 2023). This indicates a systemic issue in the provision of CAMHS services for young people.
Most critically, the increasing prevalence of mental health problems among young people and the limited capacity of the CAMHS services have created a treatment gap. This means the number of young people in need of help is not matched by the number receiving the help they need. This proposal, therefore, brings into sharp focus not only the need to understand the nature and extent of the problem but also to identify the barriers to the effective use of the services.
2. Introduction and Literature-Based Background
A structured literature review is crucial for identifying knowledge gaps and formulating a targeted research question (Aveyard, 2014).
Access to CAMHS services depends on many factors. They include structural, socioeconomic, and individual factors. The role of CAMHS in providing mental health care to children and young people cannot be overemphasised. However, this also indicates the limits of the current mental health system (NHS England, 2023).
There are two major limits to the current mental health system that attract most attention. First, there are waiting times. Waiting times can worsen mental health conditions and increase the need for crisis interventions (Frith, 2017; Children’s Commissioner, 2024). However, this is not the only limit to the current mental health system. In fact, strict entry criteria can prevent many children from receiving timely help (Ford et al., 2018; Edbrooke-Childs & Deighton, 2020).
Second, there are negative attitudes towards mental health care. While people are recognising the need to seek help, the negative stigma and unattractive image of mental health care can prevent many children from accessing help (Gulliver et al., 2010).
The socioeconomic factors also play a role in mental health problems. The social determinants of health highlight the effects of income, education, and living conditions on health (Marmot, 2010; WHO, 2022). Disadvantaged social groups are more likely to experience adverse childhood experiences (Bellis et al., 2014). However, many children are still unable to access these services, and a lack of knowledge on the part of their parents is one of the barriers to accessing mental health care.
For instance, the Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Provision program was established to address challenges in providing early intervention for the problems mentioned above (Department of Health and Social Care, 2017; NHS England, 2019). The literature reports challenges in implementing the program and regional differences (Care Quality Commission, 2023; UK Parliament, 2024).
On the flip side, several factors help address access issues. For instance, schools can identify problems early and refer affected children to relevant services (Fazel et al., 2014). Having a good relationship with mental health professionals, GPs, and teachers also influences the willingness of the affected individuals to seek help (Sayal et al., 2010). Having a care system that makes services easily accessible also influences access (NICE, 2019).
There is a great deal of literature on the issue of access of young people to mental health services. However, there is a lack of a qualitative synthesis of the literature on the experiences of affected individuals. Most of the literature focuses on the quantitative aspect of the issue. While it is agreed that waiting times are a major barrier, referral structures and funding may be of greater significance (Edbrooke-Childs & Deighton, 2020). This implies that the issue of access is related to how services are provided rather than to waiting times.
Other research indicates that this process can be inconsistent and confusing, which can be a barrier to seeking help for the first time, thus discouraging those seeking assistance (Ford et al., 2018). The role of primary care staff was also considered important, suggesting a possible improvement. Stigma was considered a major barrier, as indicated by Gulliver et al. (2010). However, recent research indicates that there is an awareness of mental health issues, particularly among young people. However, this awareness has not been followed by improved access, suggesting a possible barrier. Socioeconomic factors have been a major barrier, as indicated by a “double burden” of those with higher needs and reduced access for disadvantaged groups (Radez et al., 2020; Marmot, 2010). Recent research indicates that inequalities can be reduced through school-based interventions (Fazel et al., 2014). The Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Provision Programme was a positive development, as indicated by the UK Parliament (2024). The literature indicates a complex array of factors influencing access to mental health services. There is a gap in qualitative reviews of barriers and facilitators. The study aims to address this gap.
3. Rationale, Aim and Research Question
Rationale:
Despite greater awareness of the importance of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), these services are still insufficient and unevenly distributed. The demand for CAMHS continues to rise, but the supply does not keep pace. A qualitative synthesis of existing evidence is needed to understand these issues better and identify necessary improvements in the delivery of CAMHS.


Aim:
To critically analyse the structural, socioeconomic, and policy-related barriers affecting access to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) in the United Kingdom.
Objectives:
1 To conduct a systematic review to examine the prevalence and identify structural barriers within CAMHS in the UK.
2 To analyse socioeconomic inequalities affecting access to CAMHS.
3 To develop evidence-based recommendations to improve accessibility and equity.
Research Question:
What barriers and enablers influence access to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) in the UK?
4. Research Methodology
Qualitative studies can provide insights into perceptions and experiences in a health care context, as Hansen (2020) proposed.
The process of secondary data analysis enables researchers to utilise previously published studies to gain new insights without collecting additional data, as suggested by Guest and Namey (2015).
This research will employ a secondary qualitative research methodology, including a systematic literature review to explore existing information on barriers and facilitators to accessing CAMHS in the United Kingdom. This is a more suitable methodology as it ensures a comprehensive and in-depth exploration of the research problem without the ethical and logistical difficulties associated with conducting primary research on vulnerable populations (Creswell, 2018).
A systematic literature review is considered a more suitable methodology for this research, as it provides a systematic, transparent approach to identifying, evaluating, and synthesising existing information on a given research problem. It is more objective than a narrative review, as systematic reviews are based on predetermined standards and guidelines, thereby making the results more reliable and credible (Page et al., 2021).
This systematic literature review will be conducted using the PRISMA framework, which provides a transparent approach by offering a step-by-step guide for identifying, screening, selecting, and including studies.
A qualitative synthesis methodology will be employed as the research aims to explore information on a given research problem rather than quantifying the results. Thematic analysis methodology will be employed in the data analysis, as per Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, supported by more recent guidance on qualitative analysis in health research (Saunders et al., 2023).
While the approach is effective, there are some limitations. The results are subject to the quality and comprehensiveness of existing research. In some instances, certain populations may not be sufficiently represented. Therefore, the results will be subject to a critical appraisal to ensure the validity and reliability of the review.
5. Research Design
The study's research design is a systematic literature review. Research on health services emphasises service delivery, accessibility, and experience. This aspect plays a crucial role when examining the provision of CAMHS services, as argued by Walker (2014). The design is informed by the PRISMA approach, as discussed by Page et al. (2021). The design is effective because it provides a comprehensive, transparent, and systematic approach to selecting, synthesising, and integrating relevant literature.
The design is particularly relevant to the study, as it will provide an effective means to comprehensively synthesise the qualitative findings on the barriers and enablers to the use of CAMHS in the UK. The approach will provide an effective means for the research to develop a holistic understanding of the issue.
In addition, the study is also informed by the phenomenology approach. The approach focuses on understanding people's experiences, as discussed by Creswell (2018). While phenomenology is used as an approach in primary qualitative research, the study will use it to understand the experiences of children, young people, and families as they encounter barriers and enablers to CAMHS use.
The review will follow four stages:
Identification
Screening
Eligibility
Inclusion
6. Search Strategy and Sampling
Databases:
· PubMed
· PsycINFO
· CINAHL
· Scopus
· Google Scholar
· NHS
· Gov.uk
· UWTSD Library
· NICE
Keywords include:
“CAMHS access UK”, “child mental health services barriers UK”, “youth mental health inequalities UK”. Search Boolean keywords: AND’’, OR’’, NOT’’.
Inclusion Criteria
· UK-based studies
· Published between 2015–2025
· Qualitative or mixed method
Exclusion Criteria
· Non-UK studies
· Quantitative-only research
7. Data Collection and Analysis
The relevant studies will be screened, and data will be systematically and structurally extracted. To identify patterns and themes across the studies, the researcher will use thematic analysis of the data. The thematic analysis will be conducted according to the process described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The data for this research will also be subjected to thematic analysis. The thematic analysis is a six-phase process (Familiarisation; Coding; Generating themes; Reviewing themes; Defining and naming themes; Writing up) and is among the most widely used qualitative data analysis methods.
Thematic analysis will be conducted using an inductive method, allowing themes to emerge directly from the data without the constraints of pre-existing theories and/or assumptions. This is the appropriate methodology for this research because it allows the data to be flexibly explored regarding barriers and access to CAMHS.
8. Ethical Considerations
As a secondary study, ethical risks are minimal. However, academic integrity will be maintained through accurate referencing, the responsible use of data, and the protection of data.
9. Implications of the Research
This research has the potential to influence policy and practice by identifying key barriers and facilitators to access to CAMHS. This could be important for informing improvements in how services are provided, thereby reducing inequalities among children and young people.
The study's results have important implications for policy, practice, and further research. From a policy perspective, the research could provide evidence for more equitable resource allocation and for the development of targeted interventions for disadvantaged groups, both of which are particularly important for reducing inequalities in CAMHS access.
In practice, the results could be important for informing the development of referral routes, service provision, and early intervention approaches. For example, better collaboration among schools, primary care, and specialist services could help enhance access and ensure consistent care.
The research could also be important for workforce development. Addressing staff shortages among professionals working with children and young people could help reduce barriers to access and enhance the quality of care provided.
The research could also be important for identifying gaps in existing research, particularly for specific groups such as ethnic minorities or children in care. Identifying these gaps could inform further research priorities, thereby enhancing the development of more inclusive mental health services.
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