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1. Introduction
Mental health is an important aspect of overall health and wellbeing (World Health Organization, 2022). It affects how individuals think, feel, behave, cope with daily life, build relationships and participate in work, education and community life. Mental health problems include conditions such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic. In the UK, mental health is a major public health concern because many adults experience mental health difficulties at some point in their lives.
According to NHS England (2024), one in four adults experiences at least one diagnosable mental health problem each year. Mental health conditions can affect an individual’s wellbeing, employment, relationships, independence and overall quality of life (World Health Organization, 2022). Poor mental health can also place pressure on health and social care services, families, employers and wider society.
Mental health support services refer to the different types of care, treatment and support available to people experiencing mental health difficulties. In the UK, these may include NHS Talking Therapies, community mental health teams, crisis support, social prescribing, voluntary sector support and digital or remote mental health services. These services aim to provide early intervention, reduce distress, support recovery and help adults manage their mental health within the community.
Although a range of mental health support services is available across the UK, many adults continue to experience barriers when trying to access appropriate care. These barriers may include stigma, long waiting times, lack of awareness, socioeconomic inequalities, cultural barriers and differences in service provision between local areas. As a result, some adults may not receive timely or suitable support. This can reduce the effectiveness of mental health services and may lead to worsening mental health needs.
Understanding the available evidence is therefore important for improving future health and social care practice. A scoping review is useful because it allows the researcher to map the existing literature, identify key themes, and highlight gaps in knowledge (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005). This review aims to examine the available evidence on mental health support services for adults in the UK and explore the benefits, challenges, and effectiveness of these services.
The review question guiding this scoping review is:
What evidence exists regarding the effectiveness of mental health support services for adults in the UK?
The objectives of this scoping review are:
1. To identify peer-reviewed research studies related to mental health support services for adults in the UK.
2. To explore the benefits of mental health support services for adult service users.
3. To examine the challenges and barriers affecting access to mental health support.
4. To identify key themes in the literature and consider their implications for UK health and social care practice.

2. Background
Mental health is recognised as one of the leading public health challenges in the United Kingdom. Mental health conditions affect millions of adults every year and have significant consequences for individuals, families, communities and health services. Common mental health conditions, including depression and anxiety disorders, are associated with reduced quality of life, poorer physical health, unemployment, social isolation and increased demand for health and social care services (NHS England, 2024; World Health Organization, 2022).
Over recent years, the UK government and the NHS have increased their focus on improving mental health services. The NHS Long Term Plan identified mental health as a national priority and committed to expanding community-based services, improving early intervention and increasing access to psychological therapies. NHS Talking Therapies (formerly Improving Access to Psychological Therapies IAPT) provide evidence-based treatment for adults experiencing common mental health problems such as anxiety and depression. In addition, Community Mental Health Teams (CMHTs), crisis resolution services and voluntary sector organisations work together to provide ongoing support for adults with more complex mental health needs (NHS England, 2019).
Social prescribing enables healthcare professionals to refer individuals to non-clinical services, including community groups, physical activity programmes, financial advice and voluntary organisations. This approach recognises that social factors such as loneliness, unemployment, housing difficulties and financial hardship can have a significant impact on mental health and wellbeing. Integrated care aims to improve collaboration between health, social care and community organisations to provide more person-centred support.
Despite these developments, significant challenges remain. Many adults continue to experience long waiting times before receiving treatment, while inequalities in access persist across different geographical areas and population groups. People from ethnic minority communities, those living in areas of higher deprivation and individuals experiencing multiple social disadvantages may face additional barriers when seeking mental health support. Stigma also continues to discourage some people from accessing services, resulting in delayed treatment and poorer health outcomes.
The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the importance of accessible mental health services. Increased levels of anxiety, depression and social isolation led to greater demand for psychological support, while remote consultations and digital mental health services became more widely used. Although these approaches improved access for many service users, they also created new challenges, including digital exclusion and differences in digital literacy.
Given these ongoing developments and challenges, it is important to understand the current evidence regarding the effectiveness of mental health support services for adults in the UK. Conducting a scoping review allows existing research to be mapped systematically, identifies common themes across the literature and highlights gaps where further research may be required. The findings may contribute to improving future policy, legislation, service development and health and social care practice.
3. Methods
3.1 Study Design
This research used a scoping review methodology to explore the available evidence on mental health support services for adults in the UK. This scoping review followed the methodological framework developed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005), which provides a structured approach for mapping existing evidence. Aveyard (2014) was also used to guide the literature review process and the organisation of the findings. The review was also reported in accordance with the PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidance (Tricco et al., 2018). A scoping review was considered the most appropriate method because it allows researchers to identify, examine, and summarise existing literature on a broad topic while highlighting key themes and gaps in current knowledge. 
3.2 Search Strategy
A structured search strategy was used to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies. Electronic databases, including PubMed, Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library databases, were searched to identify published research related to adult mental health support services in the UK. The searches were conducted using combinations of keywords linked with Boolean operators (AND and OR) to improve the relevance of the results.
The main search terms included:
· "mental health"
· "mental health support services"
· "adult mental health"
· "community mental health"
· "social prescribing"
· "United Kingdom"
· "NHS mental health services"
Boolean operators  combine these search  terms:
"mental health" AND "support services" AND "United Kingdom"
Reference lists of relevant  articles were also reviewed to identify additional studies (Peters et al., 2020).
3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established before selecting the studies.
The inclusion criteria were:
· peer-reviewed journal articles;
· studies published in English;
· studies published between 2015 and 2025;
· studies involving adults aged 18 years or over;
· studies focusing on mental health support services within the United Kingdom.
The exclusion criteria were:
· studies involving children or adolescents;
· studies conducted outside the UK;
· conference abstracts, editorials, opinion papers and commentaries;
· unpublished research;
· articles not available in English.
3.4 Data Extraction
Data were extracted systematically from each included study using a standardised data extraction table. Information collected included the author, year of publication, study aim, research design, participant characteristics and the main findings. 
3.5 Data Analysis
The included studies were analysed using thematic analysis. Studies were reviewed to identify common patterns and recurring topics. Similar findings were grouped together to develop themes related to the effectiveness of mental health support services, barriers to accessing care and experiences of service users and healthcare professionals.
The themes were compared across the included studies to identify similarities and differences.
3.6 Ethical Considerations
As this study was a scoping review using previously published research, ethical approval was not required because no primary data were collected from human participants. However, ethical principles were maintained by accurately representing the findings of the included studies, avoiding plagiarism and acknowledging all sources using the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style.

4. Results
4.1 Summary of Included Studies
Five peer-reviewed studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in this scoping review. The studies were published between 2021 and 2025 and explored different aspects of mental health support services for adults in the UK. The studies used different research designs, including qualitative research, systematic reviews and rapid reviews. Table 1 summarises the characteristics of the included studies.
Table 1. Summary of Included Studies

	Author (Year)
	Research Objectives
	Methods
	Keys Findings
	Relevance to Review Questions 

	
Liberati et al. (2021)
	
To explore experiences of remote mental health consultations during the COVID-19 pandemic.
	
Qualitative study
	
Remote consultations improved access and flexibility for many service users. However, some participants preferred face-to-face appointments because they supported better communication and stronger therapeutic relationships.


	
Demonstrates the benefits and limitations of remote mental health services for adults in the UK.

	
Lowther-Payne et al. (2023)
	To identify inequalities affecting access to adult mental health services in the UK.
	
Systematic review
	The review found that stigma, ethnicity, socioeconomic disadvantage and geographical inequalities reduced access to mental health support services.
	Highlights the barriers that influence access to adult mental health services and supports Theme 1.

	Cooper et al. (2023)
	To explore service users' experiences of social prescribing for mental health.
	Systematic review
	Social prescribing improved wellbeing, confidence and social connectedness. Positive relationships with link workers were important for successful outcomes.
	Demonstrates how community-based support can improve adults' mental health and wellbeing.

	Cooper et al. (2024)
	To identify barriers and facilitators affecting the delivery of social prescribing services.
	Qualitative study
	Adequate funding, collaboration between services and personalised support improved service delivery, while limited resources reduced effectiveness.
	Explains factors influencing the successful delivery of community mental health services.

	Edwards-Smith et al. (2025)
	To evaluate the effectiveness of social prescribing interventions for adults with mental health conditions.
	Rapid review
	Social prescribing showed promising improvements in mental wellbeing and social connectedness, although more long-term evidence is needed.
	Provides evidence supporting the use of community-based mental health interventions in UK practice.




Thematic Analysis
The findings of the five included studies were analysed using thematic analysis. The studies were reviewed and compared to identify recurring patterns, similarities and differences related to adult mental health support services in the UK. Common concepts and key findings were grouped into broader themes that addressed the review question and objectives. Three main themes emerged from the analysis: (1) Accessibility and Barriers to Mental Health Services, (2) Service Users' Experiences and Effectiveness of Mental Health Support, and (3) Community-Based Mental Health Support and Social Prescribing. These themes represent the most consistent patterns identified across the selected studies and provide the structure for the findings presented below.

4.2 Theme 1: Accessibility and Barriers to Mental Health Services
Access to mental health support services was identified as one of the most consistent themes across the included studies. Although the UK provides a wide range of mental health services through the NHS and community organisations, the evidence suggests that many adults continue to experience barriers when seeking appropriate support. Across the selected studies, recurring factors influencing access included stigma, socioeconomic inequalities, geographical differences in service provision and the availability of community-based interventions (Lowther-Payne et al., 2023). 
Lowther-Payne et al. (2023) identified inequalities as one of the main barriers affecting access to adult mental health services in the UK. Their review found that individuals from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, minority ethnic groups and underserved geographical areas often experienced reduced access to appropriate mental health care. The authors also highlighted that stigma surrounding mental illness continued to discourage some adults from seeking professional support, delaying intervention and potentially worsening mental health outcomes (Johns et al., 2021).
Similarly, Johns et al. (2021) demonstrated that remote mental health consultations improved accessibility for many service users by reducing travel requirements and increasing flexibility. Remote appointments were particularly beneficial for individuals living in rural areas or those with mobility difficulties. However, the study also found that remote consultations were not suitable for everyone. Some participants reported difficulties establishing therapeutic relationships through telephone or video consultations and expressed a preference for face-to-face appointments when discussing sensitive mental health concerns.
Community-based interventions also appeared to improve access to mental health support. Cooper et al. (2023) found that social prescribing enabled adults to engage with local community services that addressed both psychological and social needs. Participants reported that personalised support and strong relationships with link workers encouraged continued engagement with services. Nevertheless, the review highlighted that awareness of social prescribing remained inconsistent, limiting referrals and reducing access for some individuals who may have benefited from these interventions.
Overall, the evidence suggests that improving accessibility requires more than simply increasing the availability of services. Reducing inequalities, increasing awareness of community-based support and providing flexible models of care may improve equitable access to mental health services for adults across the UK. While remote consultations and social prescribing have expanded opportunities for support, the findings indicate that these approaches should complement rather than replace traditional face-to-face services.

4.3 Theme 2: Service Users’ Experiences and Effectiveness of Mental Health Support
The experiences of service users emerged as a second important theme across the included studies. Overall, the evidence suggests that mental health support services can improve wellbeing, confidence and social connectedness when they are person-centred and responsive to individual needs. However, the studies also highlighted that the effectiveness of these services depends on factors such as the quality of professional relationships, continuity of care and the availability of appropriate resources (Cooper et al., 2023).
Cooper et al. (2023) found that adults who participated in social prescribing programmes reported positive experiences, particularly through increased social engagement, improved emotional wellbeing and greater confidence in managing their mental health. Many participants valued the personalised support provided by link workers, who helped them access community resources and activities tailored to their individual needs. These findings suggest that person-centred approaches can encourage sustained engagement with mental health support services.
Similarly, participants identified personalised care, effective collaboration between organisations and strong communication as key factors contributing to successful service delivery. Service providers emphasised that building trusting relationships with service users improved engagement and supported better mental health outcomes. However, the study also highlighted that limited funding, workforce pressures and inconsistent referral pathways reduced the effectiveness of social prescribing services and created challenges for both professionals and service users.
The findings of Johns et al. (2021) also demonstrated that service users generally appreciated the convenience and flexibility of remote mental health consultations. Nevertheless, some participants reported that virtual appointments made it more difficult to establish rapport with healthcare professionals and discuss sensitive issues openly. This suggests that while digital approaches may improve access, they may not always provide the same quality of therapeutic interaction as face-to-face care.
Across the included studies, person-centred care, effective communication and continuity of support were consistently associated with positive service user experiences. At the same time, organisational challenges such as limited resources and variations in service provision were identified as barriers that may reduce the overall effectiveness of mental health support services. These findings indicate that improving both the quality and consistency of services is essential for achieving better outcomes for adults experiencing mental health difficulties (Cooper et al., 2023; Johns et al., 2021).
4.4 Theme 3: Community-Based Mental Health Support and Social Prescribing
Community-based mental health support and social prescribing emerged as a key theme across the included studies. The evidence suggests that these approaches provide valuable alternatives to traditional clinical services by addressing the wider social, emotional and practical factors that influence mental health. Rather than focusing solely on medical treatment, community-based interventions aim to improve wellbeing through personalised support, social participation and connections with local organisations (Cooper et al., 2023).
Cooper et al. (2023) found that social prescribing positively influenced service users' mental wellbeing by reducing loneliness, increasing confidence and encouraging participation in community activities. Participants reported that support from link workers helped them access appropriate services and develop stronger social networks. These findings suggest that social prescribing can enhance mental health by addressing both psychological and social determinants of wellbeing.
Similarly, Edwards-Smith et al. (2025) concluded that social prescribing interventions showed promising outcomes for adults experiencing mental health difficulties. The review highlighted improvements in emotional wellbeing, social connectedness and overall quality of life. However, the authors also noted that the current evidence base remains limited, with a need for more high-quality studies evaluating the long-term effectiveness of these interventions (Edwards-Smith et al., 2025).
The importance of collaborative working was also emphasised by Cooper et al. (2024), who found that successful community-based mental health support depends on effective partnerships between healthcare providers, voluntary organisations and local community services. Participants identified adequate funding, workforce capacity and clear referral pathways as essential factors for delivering high-quality support. Conversely, limited resources and inconsistent service provision reduced the effectiveness and sustainability of community-based interventions.
Overall, the evidence indicates that community-based mental health services and social prescribing play an increasingly important role in supporting adults with mental health conditions in the UK. Although these approaches cannot replace specialist clinical services, they provide valuable complementary support that promotes recovery, social inclusion and long-term wellbeing. Strengthening collaboration between health and community services, alongside continued investment and evaluation, may further improve the quality and accessibility of mental health support  (Cooper et al., 2023;Edwards-Smith et al., 2025).

5. Discussion
This scoping review explored the available evidence regarding mental health support services for adults in the UK. Overall, the findings indicate that a variety of support services, including remote consultations, social prescribing and community-based interventions, can improve mental wellbeing and increase access to care. However, the review also identified persistent challenges relating to inequalities in access, variations in service provision and limitations in the current evidence base.
The findings showed considerable agreement across the included studies. Lowther-Payne et al. (2023) highlighted that stigma, socioeconomic disadvantage and geographical inequalities continue to limit access to mental health services. Similarly, Johns et al. (2021) demonstrated that remote consultations improved accessibility for many adults but were not appropriate for all service users, particularly those who valued face-to-face therapeutic relationships
Despite these positive findings, several gaps in the literature were identified. Most studies focused on service users' experiences or evaluated short-term outcomes, while relatively few examined the long-term effectiveness and sustainability of mental health support services. In addition, variations in research design and outcome measures made direct comparisons between studies more difficult. This limits the ability to determine which interventions are most effective for different population groups and highlights the need for more robust longitudinal research.


6. Conclusion
This scoping review examined the available evidence on mental health support services for adults in the UK. The findings indicate that community-based mental health support, social prescribing and remote consultations can improve mental wellbeing, increase access to care and promote social inclusion. Across the reviewed studies, person-centred approaches and collaborative working between healthcare and community organisations were consistently associated with more positive outcomes for service users (Johns et al., 2021; Cooper et al., 2023;).
Overall, this scoping review highlights that improving accessibility, strengthening community-based services and promoting integrated models of care are essential for supporting adults experiencing mental health difficulties in the UK. Continued investment in Mental health service development, evidence-based practice and further high-quality longitudinal research will be essential to ensure that mental health support services remain equitable, effective and responsive to the needs of adults in the UK (Cooper et al., 2023; Edwards-Smith et al., 2025).
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