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Abstract 

 

Mental-health difficulties among young people in England have reached historically high 

levels, with Generation Z (16–25) experiencing particularly high prevalence and uneven 

access to formal support. At the same time, this cohort is deeply embedded in social-media 

and influencer-driven environments, where strategic communication strongly shapes health-

related attitudes and behaviours. This report explores how research philosophies and 

methodological approaches inform understanding of “Strategic Marketing for Mental Health 

Awareness among UK Gen Z”. 

The report first conducts a critical literature review across three strands: epidemiological 

evidence on youth mental health; studies of social media, digital mental-health literacy and 

help-seeking; and research on mental-health campaigns, social/digital marketing and 

influencer communication. The review finds that the field is dominated by positivist and post-

positivist paradigms, with heavy reliance on quantitative survey and experimental designs and 

limited explicit discussion of ontology, epistemology or axiology. Strategic marketing 

constructs such as segmentation, brand authenticity, narrative framing and influencer 

credibility are rarely modelled explicitly in relation to mental-health outcomes. 

A detailed analysis of a focal systematic review of media mental-health campaigns for young 

people illustrates both the strengths of protocol-driven, post-positivist synthesis and the 

constraints imposed by weak primary studies, heterogeneous interventions and limited 

mechanism-focused analysis. On the basis of these findings, the report articulates a critical-

realist, post-positivist stance for a future DBA study, proposing a deductive, survey-based 

design using structural equation modelling to develop and test a Strategic Marketing for 

Mental Health (SMMH) framework. Ethical considerations and alignment with United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goal 3 (Good Health and Well-Being) are emphasised, 

positioning the prospective DBA to make both theoretical and practical contributions to youth 

mental-health communication. 
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1. Introduction 

Rates of mental-health difficulties among young people in England have risen to historically 

high levels. The 2023/24 Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS) reports that around one 

in four 16 - 24 year olds meets criteria for a common mental health condition, up from 17.5% 

in 2007 and 18.9% in 2014 (NHS, 2025; Rethink Mental Illness, 2025). In parallel, the Mental 

Health of Children and Young People in England 2023 survey shows that approximately one 

in five 8 - 25 year olds has a probable mental disorder, with particularly high rates in late 

adolescence and early adulthood (NHS, 2023a; NHS, 2023b). Near-to-real-time suspected 

suicide surveillance (nRTSSS) data further indicate that young people aged 10 - 24 account 

for a notable minority of suspected suicide deaths in England, underlining the potential 

consequences of unmet need (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025).  

Focusing specifically on Generation Z (Gen Z), a 2025 YouGov poll commissioned by 

University College London (UCL) found that 64% of 16 - 25 year olds in Britain report 

having experienced mental-health difficulties, while one in three expect to need mental health 

support in the coming year (UCL, 2025; Quinn, 2025). Women report substantially higher 

rates of difficulty than men, and many young people turn first to friends and family rather 

than formal services. Against a backdrop of stretched National Health Service (NHS) 

provision and long waiting lists, these findings suggest both high demand for support and a 

gap between need and effective, accessible care. 

At the same time, Gen Z is the first fully “digital native” cohort. This generation spends large 

proportions of daily life on platforms such as TikTok, Instagram and YouTube, where social 

media, influencers and peer networks shape norms, identities and health related behaviours. 

Existing research highlights complex relationships between digital engagement and youth 

mental health, including associations with both increased distress and opportunities for 

connection, information and support. Social and digital marketing are therefore central to how 

Gen Z encounters messages about mental health whether through formal campaigns, 

influencer content or peer generated posts. 

Within this environment, marketing and communication interventions have become key tools 

in attempts to improve mental health awareness, reduce stigma and encourage earlier help 

seeking. Systematic reviews of digital mental health literacy interventions and media 

campaigns show that well designed programmes can increase knowledge and, in some cases, 

shift attitudes and intentions (Nazari et al., 2023; Yeo et al., 2023; Tam et al., 2024). 
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However, these same reviews emphasise that the evidence base remains fragmented: many 

evaluations rely on small convenience samples, short-term self-report measures and limited 

theoretical framing, with few studies explicitly grounded in strategic marketing concepts such 

as segmentation, positioning, branding or influencer strategy. 

This report uses the emerging DBA topic “Strategic Marketing for Mental Health Awareness 

among UK Gen Z” as a vehicle to explore research philosophies and methodological 

approaches in this field. Substantively, the proposed DBA aims to understand how strategic 

and digital marketing strategies including storytelling, message framing, influencer 

credibility, authenticity and platform fit may influence mental-health awareness, perceived 

stigma and help seeking intentions among UK Gen Z, and to develop a validated Strategic 

Marketing for Mental Health (SMMH) framework. Methodologically, the project is 

positioned within a critical realist, post positivist tradition that treats marketing influences as 

real but context dependent mechanisms operating through young people’s beliefs, emotions 

and social networks. 

The research problem underpinning this topic can be summarised as follows: mental health 

difficulties and demand for support are rising among UK Gen Z, yet formal help seeking 

remains uneven, and there is currently no validated, quantitatively tested strategic marketing 

framework to guide charities, public bodies and social enterprises in designing effective 

mental-health communication for this cohort. Epidemiological data from NHS England 

provide strong justification for focusing on 16 - 25 year olds as a high need population, while 

the UCL/YouGov survey highlights the centrality of communication channels such as peers, 

family and digital media in shaping help seeking pathways. 

The topic also aligns with United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 3 (Good Health and 

Well-Being), particularly Target 3.4, which commits countries to reduce premature mortality 

from non-communicable diseases through prevention and treatment and to promote mental 

health and well-being (United Nations, 2024). Strategic marketing for mental health 

awareness can be understood as a contribution to SDG 3 by enhancing prevention, early 

intervention and equitable access to support among young people. 

Within this context, the proposed DBA is framed by the following aim and objectives 

(developed earlier in the Topic & Philosophy Summary): 
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Aim: To examine how strategic and digital marketing strategies influence mental-health 

awareness, stigma reduction and help-seeking intention among UK Gen Z, and to develop and 

validate a SMMH framework. 

Objectives include: measuring current levels of awareness, perceived stigma and help-seeking 

intention among UK Gen Z; assessing the influence of key marketing factors on these 

outcomes; developing and validating the SMMH framework using quantitative methods such 

as exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (EFA, CFA) and structural equation 

modelling (SEM); and generating practical recommendations for organisations engaged in 

youth mental health communication.  

The report does not present empirical findings from this proposed DBA. Instead, it evaluates 

how research philosophies and methodological choices in the existing literature can inform a 

rigorous, ethically grounded design for such a study. The philosophical stance guiding this 

evaluation is explicitly articulated: 

Ontology: Critical realist - mental health difficulties, marketing influences and help seeking 

behaviours are real but operate through mechanisms that are only partially observable and are 

contingent on context. 

Epistemology: Post positivist - knowledge about these mechanisms is probabilistic and 

fallible, best advanced through systematic, transparent and theory informed quantitative 

research complemented by critical reflection. 

Axiology: A commitment to improving youth mental health outcomes and reducing 

inequalities, consistent with SDG 3 and with professional responsibilities in both marketing 

and public health. 

Methodology: A primarily deductive, quantitative approach, likely operationalised through 

large-scale survey research and SEM, while remaining open to mixed methods extensions.  

The remainder of the report is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a critical literature 

review organised around three strands: (1) youth mental health and the UK Gen Z context; (2) 

social media, mental-health awareness and help-seeking; and (3) strategic, social and digital 

marketing, including influencer-based communication. This section identifies dominant 

paradigms, theoretical frameworks and methodological patterns, highlighting gaps that 

motivate the proposed SMMH framework. Section 3 offers a detailed philosophical and 
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methodological analysis of a focal article Tam et al.’s (2024) systematic review of media 

mental-health awareness campaigns for young people interrogating its research philosophy, 

paradigm, ontology, epistemology, ethics, reliability, validity, reflexivity, strengths and 

limitations. Finally, Section 4 draws together the philosophical and methodological insights 

from the literature review and article analysis, reflecting on implications for the design of a 

future DBA study on strategic marketing for mental-health awareness among UK Gen Z and 

for contributions to SDG 3. 

2. Literature Review 

The literature relevant to “Strategic Marketing for Mental Health Awareness among UK Gen 

Z” brings together three main strands: (1) youth mental health and the UK Gen Z context; (2) 

social media, mental-health awareness and help-seeking; and (3) strategic, social and digital 

marketing, including influencer-based communication. Across these strands, most empirical 

work is grounded in positivist or post-positivist assumptions, with a smaller but important 

body of interpretivist and critical-realist/pragmatist work. This section synthesises how 

mental health, Gen Z and digital marketing are framed; identifies the dominant philosophical 

positions; and highlights key gaps and debates. 

 

2.1 Youth mental health and the UK Gen Z context 

Official UK statistics provide a robust epidemiological foundation. The Adult Psychiatric 

Morbidity Survey (APMS) 2023/24 reports that the proportion of adults aged 16 - 64 in 

England meeting criteria for a common mental health condition (CMHC) has risen to 22.6%, 

up from 17.6% in 2007 and 18.9% in 2014. Young adults are particularly affected: prevalence 

among 16 - 24 year olds increased from 17.5% in 2007 to 25.8% in 2023/24, with higher rates 

among women and marked socioeconomic inequalities (for example, higher prevalence 

among those in problem debt, out of work or living in the most deprived areas) (NHS, 2025; 

Rethink Mental Illness, 2025). 

The Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2023 follow-up extends this 

picture across adolescence and early adulthood. Around one in five people aged 8–25 had a 

probable mental disorder in 2023 (20.3% of 8 - 16 year olds, 23.3% of 17 - 19 year olds and 

21.7% of 20 - 25 year olds) (NHS, 2023a; NHS, 2023b; Okafor, 2023). These levels appear to 
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have stabilised at a high plateau after earlier increases but remain a major concern for policy 

and services. At the more severe end of the spectrum, near-to-real-time suspected suicide 

surveillance (nRTSSS) for England indicates that around 10% of suspected suicide deaths 

between 2023 and early 2025 involved people aged 10 - 24, highlighting the potential 

consequences of unmet need ( Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025a; Office 

for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025b; Office for Health Improvement and 

Disparities, 2025). 

Focusing specifically on Gen Z (16 - 25), a 2025 YouGov survey commissioned by 

University College London (UCL) shows that 64% of young adults in Britain report current or 

past mental-health difficulties, with the highest rates among those aged 20–21. Approximately 

32% expect to need mental-health support in the next 12 months, and women report 

substantially higher levels of difficulty than men. Although most respondents who had 

experienced difficulties reported seeking some form of help, many turned primarily to friends 

and family rather than formal services, and satisfaction with National Health Service (NHS) 

provision was mixed (Quinn, 2025; UCL, 2025). 

Taken together, these sources frame UK Gen Z as a high-need, high-risk and high-demand 

population for mental-health support. The work is firmly located within a realist–positivist 

public-health tradition, treating mental-health conditions as measurable constructs and using 

probability samples, diagnostic instruments and statistical modelling to estimate prevalence 

and inequalities. This epidemiological framing strongly supports a focus on early intervention 

and provides the backdrop for examining how communication and marketing might influence 

awareness and help-seeking in this age group (NHS, 2023a; NHS, 2025). 

 

2.2 Social media, mental health and Gen Z 

Alongside rising need, Gen Z’s media environment is heavily shaped by social media and 

digital platforms. Reviews of youth social media use generally find associations between 

particular patterns of engagement and poorer mental-health outcomes. Agyapong-Opoku et al. 

(2025), for example, report that passive consumption and problematic use are more 

consistently linked with depressive and anxiety symptoms among young people than simple 

time-spent-online measures. A systematic review by Purba et al. (2023) in BMJ similarly 

identifies links between social media use and multiple health-risk behaviours in young people, 

including self-harm and disordered eating, although causal directions remain contested. 
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Ahmed et al. (2024) highlight complex interactions between social media use, sleep quality 

and youth mental health, suggesting that digital exposure, sleep disruption and psychological 

distress may reinforce one another.  

At the same time, recent work emphasises that social media can provide routes to positive 

mental health. Qualitative and mixed-methods studies describe how online platforms facilitate 

connection, self-expression, peer support and access to information that might be difficult to 

obtain offline, particularly for stigmatised identities or conditions (Chhabra et al., 2025; Fassi 

et al., 2025). This more nuanced framing social media as a space of both risk and opportunity 

underpins growing interest in deliberately designed digital interventions and campaigns aimed 

at mental-health promotion. 

Methodologically, these studies are predominantly quantitative (cross-sectional surveys, 

longitudinal designs, meta-analyses), with a post-positivist orientation that seeks to estimate 

probabilistic relationships between exposure and outcomes while acknowledging limitations 

and confounding (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025; Ahmed et al., 2024). Qualitative 

contributions adopt interpretivist or constructivist perspectives, focusing on young people’s 

meaning-making and contextualised experiences rather than generalisable effects (Chhabra et 

al., 2025; Fassi et al., 2025). Integration between these paradigms is still relatively limited; 

mixed-methods work often presents quantitative and qualitative strands in parallel rather than 

as a fully integrated critical-realist design.  

 

2.3 Social media, mental-health awareness and help-seeking 

A specific sub-field examines social media and digital tools as channels for mental health 

awareness and help seeking. Mohamad and Abd Mubin (2023) provide a systematic review of 

social media use for youth mental-health awareness and help-seeking attitudes. The review 

concludes that social media can improve mental health literacy, normalise help seeking and 

reduce stigma when content is credible, relatable and supportive, but it also notes significant 

methodological limitations, including small samples, convenience recruitment and an over-

reliance on self-reported engagement.  

A broader evidence base addresses digital mental-health literacy interventions. Yeo et al. 

(2024) conduct a systematic review and meta-analysis of digital mental-health literacy 

(DMHL) interventions, finding that such programmes can significantly improve knowledge 
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and, to a lesser extent, help seeking and mental health outcomes across diverse populations, 

although heterogeneity of interventions and outcomes complicates interpretation. Nazari et al. 

(2023) review web based educational interventions for young people, concluding that these 

interventions reliably improve mental-health literacy but show weaker or inconsistent effects 

on stigma and help-seeking.  

Historically, online campaigns such as ReachOut! and similar initiatives demonstrated the 

feasibility of internet based mental health promotion for young people, with early evidence of 

improved awareness and increased help-seeking intentions (Burns et al., 2009; Hui et al., 

2015). However, many of these interventions were not explicitly conceptualised in marketing 

terms and often pre-dated the dominant role of social media platforms such as Instagram and 

TikTok. 

Collectively, this literature frames digital tools as potential enablers of mental-health 

awareness and help-seeking, particularly when interventions are theory-informed, sustained 

and user-centred. The underlying philosophical stance is largely post-positivist, with 

constructs such as literacy, stigma and intention operationalised as measurable variables and 

evaluated through experiments, pre post designs and meta-analyses (Burns et al., 2009; Hui et 

al., 2015; Nazari et al., 2023). Calls for more participatory, co-designed approaches reflect the 

influence of pragmatism and critical realism, where knowledge is seen as fallible and context-

dependent, and research is oriented towards “what works” for specific populations in real-

world settings (Mukhtar et al., 2025; Yeo et al., 2023). 

 

2.4 Mental-health campaigns and social/digital marketing 

A more directly relevant strand of research examines mental-health campaigns that use mass 

media, social media or mixed channels. Tam et al. (2024) undertake a systematic review of 

the impacts of media mental health awareness campaigns on young people aged 10 - 24. 

Across 18 evaluations of 15 campaigns in eight countries, the review finds that campaigns are 

generally associated with positive changes in attitudes, beliefs and intentions, including 

reduced stigma and increased help-seeking, although effect sizes and methodological quality 

vary. Most evaluations employ surveys and quantitative indicators, with relatively few long-

term follow-ups or robust comparisons across sub-groups.  



 11 

Draganidis et al. (2024) narrow the focus to social-media-delivered mental-health campaigns 

and public service announcements, synthesising evidence on public engagement (likes, 

shares, comments) and help-seeking behaviours. The review concludes that social-media 

campaigns can generate substantial engagement and may influence help-seeking, but it 

emphasises weak links between engagement metrics and concrete behavioural outcomes, and 

identifies widespread challenges around study design, sampling and outcome measurement.  

Specific campaigns provide more detailed insights. Evaluations of the “What’s Up With 

Everyone?” digital mental-health literacy campaign for 17 - 21 year olds suggest 

improvements in knowledge, confidence and reduced stigma following exposure to co-

designed animated videos, though sample sizes are modest and designs often lack control 

groups (Booth et al., 2018; Curran et al., 2023). Other work describes youth-focused 

campaigns that combine online and offline elements, such as school-based workshops with 

social media promotion, again reporting short-term gains in knowledge and attitudes but 

limited evidence of sustained behaviour change (Nazari et al., 2023; Tam et al., 2024).  

In terms of marketing framing, Tam et al. (2024) explicitly define mental-health campaigns as 

marketing efforts that use an organised set of communication tactics, but most primary studies 

stop short of engaging with strategic marketing constructs such as segmentation, positioning 

or brand management. Instead, campaigns are typically conceptualised in health-promotion or 

communication terms, and evaluation focuses on proximal outcomes rather than on how 

strategic design choices shape impact. This represents a significant gap for a DBA that seeks 

to integrate mainstream marketing theory with mental health communication. 

Philosophically, campaign evaluation studies again sit mainly within a positivist/post-

positivist paradigm, using standardised surveys, experimental or quasi-experimental designs 

and statistical tests to infer impact (Curran et al., 2023; Draganidis et al., 2025; Tam et al., 

2024). Underlying ontological assumptions that attitudes, stigma and help-seeking intentions 

are stable and measurable constructs are rarely discussed explicitly but are evident in 

methodological choices. 

 

2.5 Influencers, Gen Z marketing and health communication 

Digital influencer marketing is central to how brands engage Gen Z, yet its application to 

mental-health campaigning is comparatively under-developed. Powell and Pring (2023) offer 
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a systematic review of social-media influencers and health outcomes, concluding that 

influencers can have both positive and negative effects. Positive impacts are observed in some 

public-health campaigns (for example, promoting hygiene), whereas negative impacts are 

more consistent in domains such as body image, where exposure to idealised content is 

associated with increased dissatisfaction. Methodological quality across the reviewed studies 

is generally low, with heavy reliance on cross-sectional designs, small samples and self-

selection.  

Kaňková et al. (2025) conduct a scoping review of health-related communication by social-

media influencers, highlighting that most research focuses on content and audience 

perceptions rather than on robust outcome measures. The review identifies credibility, 

authenticity, similarity and trustworthiness as key perceived attributes shaping influencer 

impact, echoing classic source-credibility theory and parasocial interaction models. Duffett 

(2025) similarly finds that Gen Z consumers are highly responsive to Instagram “mega-

influencers”, with perceived expertise and relatability driving favourable brand attitudes and 

behavioural intentions.  

Beyond health, marketing scholarship on Gen Z emphasises preferences for short-form video 

content, visual storytelling, interactive formats and brands that display authenticity and social 

responsibility. A 2024 paper on “Marketing to Gen Z” reports that this cohort favours TikTok 

and Instagram Reels, values transparency and purpose, and expects two-way communication 

rather than one-way advertising (Prasanna and Priyanka, 2024). Practitioner-oriented reports 

and industry analyses reinforce this picture, describing Gen Z as a highly connected, “always-

on” audience whose trust is more often placed in influencers and peers than in traditional 

celebrities or institutions (Digital Marketing Institute, 2024; Kofluence, 2025; SalesHub, 

2025). 

In philosophical terms, this work is largely post-positivist. Influencer characteristics and 

message features are treated as independent variables whose effects on attitudes and 

behaviours can be measured statistically, while content analyses sometimes adopt more 

interpretivist approaches to understanding meaning and discourse (Duffett and Mxunyelwa, 

2025; Kaňková et al., 2024; Powell and Pring, 2023). Explicit discussion of ontology or 

epistemology is rare; assumptions are embedded in experimental, survey and modelling 

designs that seek generalisable insights into how influencers shape behaviour.  
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For the proposed DBA topic, this body of work suggests that constructs such as influencer 

credibility, authenticity and platform fit are both theoretically and empirically important for 

Gen Z, yet they have not been systematically linked to mental-health outcomes such as 

awareness, stigma or help-seeking intention in the UK context. 

 

2.6 Philosophical patterns, gaps and debates 

Across the reviewed literature, several dominant philosophical positions and recurrent gaps 

can be identified.  

First, most empirical studies operate within a positivist or post-positivist paradigm. 

Epidemiological surveys (for example, APMS; MHCYP) treat mental-health conditions as 

real, measurable phenomena and use large-scale probability samples and diagnostic 

instruments to estimate prevalence and inequality (NHS, 2023a; NHS, 2025). Social media 

mental health association studies, digital literacy interventions and campaign evaluations all 

follow a similar logic: variables such as social media exposure, literacy, stigma and intention 

are quantified, and statistical models are used to estimate probabilistic relationships and 

intervention effects (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025; Nazari et al., 2023; Tam et al., 2024; Yeo 

et al., 2023). 

Second, a smaller but important set of studies adopts interpretivist or constructivist 

approaches, exploring young people’s lived experiences of social media, co-design processes 

and meaning-making around mental health and digital content (Chhabra et al., 2025; Fassi et 

al., 2025; Tam et al., 2024). These contributions foreground context, voice and power, and 

align with more critical-realist and pragmatist perspectives when they link qualitative insights 

to practical design principles for digital interventions. 

Third, across all strands, there is limited explicit engagement with research philosophy. 

Ontological and epistemological assumptions are mostly implicit in methodological choices 

rather than discussed openly. This lack of philosophical reflexivity is itself a gap, particularly 

in relation to a DBA module such as Research Principle and Philosophy (LCDB7007), which 

explicitly requires mapping of ontology, epistemology and paradigm. 

Beyond philosophy, several substantive gaps and debates are evident: 
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Strategic marketing under-integration 

Social and digital mental-health campaigns seldom incorporate core strategic marketing tools 

such as segmentation, value propositions or brand positioning in a systematic way, even when 

they use digital channels similar to commercial campaigns (Curran et al., 2023; Draganidis et 

al., 2025; Tam et al., 2024).  Marketing-oriented constructs (for example, influencer 

credibility, storytelling, brand authenticity, platform fit) are rarely modelled quantitatively 

against mental-health outcomes such as awareness, stigma and help-seeking. 

Fragmented focus on Gen Z and UK youth 

Many reviews and studies cover broad age ranges (for example, 10–24 or 12–30) and diverse 

countries, with limited disaggregation for Gen Z or for UK-specific sub-samples (Mohamad 

and Abd Mubin, 2023; Tam et al., 2024; Yeo et al., 2023). The UCL/YouGov data on British 

16–25-year-olds provide strong, recent evidence of need and anticipated demand, but have not 

yet been integrated into models of strategic communication or marketing (UCL, 2025). 

Engagement versus behaviour change 

Social-media campaigns often report impressive engagement metrics (impressions, likes, 

shares), but robust evidence linking these metrics to behavioural outcomes such as help 

seeking, service use or sustained reductions in stigma is scarce (Draganidis et al., 2025; Hui, 

Wong and Fu, 2015; Nazari et al., 2023). This gap reflects a tension between marketing 

practice, which can over-privilege engagement, and public-health priorities, which emphasise 

behaviour change and equity of impact. 

Short-term, self-report-based evaluation 

A large proportion of campaign and intervention studies rely on short-term, self-reported 

outcomes without control groups, limiting causal inference and understanding of long-term 

impact (Draganidis et al., 2025; Nazari et al., 2023; Tam et al., 2024). Systematic reviews 

repeatedly call for more rigorous designs (including randomised controlled trials, longitudinal 

follow-up and mixed-methods evaluations), yet such studies remain relatively rare (Sun et al., 

2025; Yeo et al., 2023). 

Against this background, there is a clear opportunity for a DBA project to adopt an explicitly 

critical-realist / post-positivist stance and develop a SMMH framework for UK Gen Z. Such a 

framework could model how specific strategic marketing variables (for example, influencer 

credibility, narrative framing, platform fit, brand authenticity) relate to mental-health 

awareness, perceived stigma and help-seeking intention, while acknowledging the complex, 
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context-dependent nature of these relationships. A quantitatively driven design (for example, 

survey-based structural equation modelling) informed by this literature would also address the 

current lack of integrated, theory-driven models at the interface of marketing and youth 

mental health. 

 

3. Article Analysis  

3.1 Overview and relevance of the selected article 

The selected focal article is the systematic review by Tam et al. (2024), “A Systematic Review 

of the Impacts of Media Mental Health Awareness Campaigns on Young People”, published 

in Health Promotion Practice. The review synthesises evaluation studies of media-based 

mental-health awareness campaigns targeting young people aged 10 - 24 years, focusing on 

outcomes such as knowledge, attitudes, stigma, intentions and help-seeking behaviours (Tam 

et al., 2024). This article is highly aligned with the topic “Strategic Marketing for Mental 

Health Awareness among UK Gen Z”, because it explicitly conceptualises mental-health 

campaigns as marketing efforts using organised communication tactics, and because it 

concentrates on a youth audience comparable to the 16 - 25 age band at the centre of this 

coursework.  

The article therefore offers an appropriate focal point for detailed analysis of research 

philosophy, paradigm and methodological choices in a field that sits at the intersection of 

mental health, public health and marketing. Insights from this analysis can inform the design 

of a future DBA study aiming to develop a Strategic Marketing for Mental Health (SMMH) 

framework. 

 

3.2 Research philosophy and paradigm 

Although Tam et al. (2024) do not explicitly label their research philosophy, the design and 

language clearly indicate a post-positivist paradigm grounded in a realist public-health 

tradition. The authors seek to establish “impacts” of media campaigns on young people by 

systematically aggregating evidence from evaluation studies, assuming that campaign 

exposure leads to measurable changes in knowledge, attitudes and behaviour that can be 

estimated probabilistically (Tam et al., 2024). 
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The post-positivist stance is evident in several features. First, the review uses structured, 

replicable procedures multi-database searching, predefined inclusion criteria, and quality 

assessment to reduce bias and approximate objective knowledge, consistent with mainstream 

evidence-based practice. Second, the article treats evaluation studies as sources of empirical 

data that can be weighed and synthesised to answer a generalisable question about “what 

works” in media mental-health campaigns for young people. Third, the authors acknowledge 

uncertainty and limitations, emphasising that their conclusions are constrained by the 

heterogeneous and often weak quality of the underlying evidence (Tam et al., 2024). This 

acceptance of fallibility, coupled with a commitment to systematic methods, is characteristic 

of post-positivism rather than naïve positivism. 

The paradigm contrasts with interpretivist work that prioritises subjective meanings and lived 

experience, and with critical-theory approaches that foreground power and structural 

determinants. In the wider literature reviewed in Section 2, interpretivist and critical-realist 

contributions appear mainly in qualitative studies of young people’s social-media experiences 

(Chhabra et al., 2025; Fassi et al., 2025), whereas Tam et al. (2024) remain firmly located 

within an outcome-focused, post-positivist evidence hierarchy.  

 

3.3 Ontology and epistemology 

Ontologically, the article assumes a realist position. Mental-health conditions (for example, 

depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation), attitudes, stigma and help-seeking behaviours are 

treated as real phenomena that exist independently of researchers and can be identified and 

measured, albeit imperfectly, through indicators such as diagnostic instruments, survey scales 

and behavioural records. Media campaigns are conceptualised as discrete, bounded 

interventions combinations of messages and channels that have causal potential to influence 

these phenomena among exposed audiences (Tam et al., 2024). 

Epistemologically, knowledge is generated by systematically reviewing and synthesising 

empirical evidence. The authors use an explicit search strategy, predefined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, and quality appraisal to construct a body of evidence and draw conclusions 

about campaign impacts. This approach rests on a belief that well-designed studies can yield 

approximate but useful knowledge about causal relationships between campaigns and 

outcomes, even though any single study may be biased or incomplete. In this sense, the 

epistemology is post-positivist: it recognises the impossibility of absolute certainty but 
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nevertheless attempts to approach truth through rigorous, transparent procedures and critical 

appraisal. 

Alternative epistemological positions are less visible in the article. There is little discussion of 

how young people interpret campaign messages, or how contextual factors such as culture, 

gender or socioeconomic status shape campaign reception questions that might be 

foregrounded in interpretivist or critical-realist approaches (Chhabra et al., 2025; Mukhtar et 

al., 2025). Instead, the synthesis focuses on measurable outcomes across studies, reinforcing a 

view of knowledge as predominantly quantitative and generalisable.  

 

3.4 Methodological choices 

Tam et al. (2024) adopt a systematic review methodology, which involves a series of 

structured steps to minimise bias and enhance transparency. This includes prospective 

protocol registration in PROSPERO, comprehensive database searching, screening of titles 

and abstracts, full-text assessment, data extraction, quality assessment, and narrative synthesis 

of findings. These steps follow internationally recognised guidance such as the PRISMA 2020 

statement for reporting systematic reviews (Page et al., 2021). 

The authors searched MEDLINE, EMBASE, PsycINFO, Web of Science and Google Scholar 

for peer-reviewed articles published between 2004 and 2022, reflecting the era in which 

contemporary social-media platforms emerged (Tam et al., 2024). Search terms combined 

concepts related to mental health, campaigns, media and young people. Studies were eligible 

if they evaluated existing media campaigns focused on depression, anxiety, self-harm or 

suicide, reported outcomes for participants aged 10–24 (or where at least three-quarters of the 

sample fell within this range), and assessed changes in awareness, attitudes, stigma, intentions 

or behaviours. 

From an initial pool of 20,902 records, 18 evaluation studies of 15 campaigns in eight 

countries met the inclusion criteria (Tam et al., 2024). This steep attrition suggests that many 

campaigns either lacked formal evaluation or did not meet minimum methodological 

standards, reinforcing the authors’ later conclusion about the weakness of the evidence base. 

Data extraction captured campaign features (target group, mental-health focus, media 

channels, message content), study design (e.g., cross-sectional, pre-post, controlled trial), 

sampling methods, and outcome measures. 
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Quality assessment rated each study on criteria such as clarity of aims, appropriateness of 

design, sample size and representativeness, validity of measures, and adequacy of analysis. 

Many studies were judged as moderate or low quality, particularly due to uncontrolled pre-

post designs, convenience samples and short follow-up periods (Tam et al., 2024). Because of 

heterogeneity in interventions and outcomes, the authors opted for narrative synthesis rather 

than quantitative meta-analysis. Findings were grouped into proximal outcomes (e.g., 

knowledge, attitudes, stigma, intentions) and more distal behavioural outcomes (e.g., help-

seeking, helpline calls, service utilisation). 

This methodological choice is defensible given the variation across campaigns and the limited 

number of high-quality studies. However, it has implications: narrative synthesis introduces 

more interpretive judgement than meta-analysis and may obscure nuanced patterns (for 

example, which specific content or channel combinations are most effective). From a 

strategic-marketing perspective, the absence of fine-grained coding of marketing elements 

such as segmentation, branding, storytelling techniques or influencer use limits the review’s 

capacity to inform detailed campaign design, although this was not its primary objective.  

 

3.5 Ethics 

As a secondary analysis of published research, the systematic review itself did not require 

ethics committee approval, and none is reported. This is consistent with common practice for 

reviews that do not involve direct contact with human participants or access to individual-

level confidential data. Nonetheless, ethical considerations arise at several levels. 

First, the review inherits the ethical quality of the primary studies. Many campaigns addressed 

sensitive topics such as suicide and self-harm among young people; ethically sound primary 

research would therefore require careful risk management, debriefing procedures and access 

to support (Hui et al., 2015). The review summarises methodological strengths and 

weaknesses but does not systematically appraise ethical safeguards in the included studies. 

Second, by synthesising findings and making recommendations, the review has potential 

influence on policy and practice. There is an ethical responsibility to avoid overstating 

effectiveness or downplaying harms. Tam et al. (2024) respond to this by clearly 

acknowledging limitations, avoiding causal language where not warranted, and emphasising 

that more rigorous research is needed before definitive conclusions can be drawn. 
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Third, awareness campaigns themselves may have unintended negative effects, such as 

triggering distress, reinforcing stereotypes or reaching some groups more effectively than 

others. While individual evaluation studies occasionally note such issues, the review pays 

relatively little attention to adverse outcomes or equity considerations, focusing instead on 

positive changes in awareness and help-seeking (Tam et al., 2024). For a future DBA study 

concerned with strategic marketing and the UN Sustainable Development Goals, these ethical 

dimensions particularly equity and non-maleficence would merit more explicit treatment.  

 

3.6 Reliability and validity 

In the context of a systematic review, reliability and validity relate to both the review process 

and the underlying evidence. 

Reliability of the review is enhanced by the use of multiple databases, clear inclusion criteria, 

dual-reviewer screening and quality assessment, and transparent reporting through a PRISMA 

flow diagram (Tam et al., 2024; Page et al., 2021). These procedures increase the likelihood 

that another team following the same protocol would identify a similar set of studies and 

reach comparable high-level conclusions. However, narrative synthesis inherently involves 

more subjective interpretation than quantitative pooling, so some aspects of the analysis such 

as the weighting of findings from stronger versus weaker studies remain reliant on reviewers’ 

judgement. 

Internal validity of the review’s conclusions is constrained by the methodological quality of 

the primary studies. Many evaluations used uncontrolled pre-post designs or cross-sectional 

surveys, making it difficult to attribute observed changes definitively to campaign exposure 

rather than to secular trends or other influences (Tam et al., 2024). Measurement instruments 

for awareness, stigma and help-seeking varied across studies, and not all were validated, 

raising concerns about construct validity. 

External validity (generalisation) is also limited. Most campaigns took place in high-income 

countries, and the review included only English-language publications, risking cultural and 

linguistic bias (Tam et al., 2024). Within youth populations, heterogeneous subgroups (for 

example, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status) were rarely analysed separately, so 

evidence on differential effects is sparse. This has important implications for campaigns that 
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aim to reduce inequalities or target specific high-risk groups, as highlighted in Section 2 of 

this coursework.  

From a strategic-marketing viewpoint, validity is further constrained by the lack of detailed 

analysis of how campaigns achieved their reported outcomes. Without systematic coding of 

message framing, tone, branding, use of influencers or platform strategies, it remains unclear 

which aspects of campaign design are most strongly associated with positive impacts. This 

absence of mechanism-focused analysis leaves a significant gap that a DBA project could 

address using more granular quantitative modelling. 

 

3.7 Reflexivity 

Reflexivity the process of examining how researchers’ assumptions, positions and decisions 

shape their work is not explicitly foregrounded in Tam et al. (2024), which is unsurprising 

given the conventions of quantitative systematic reviews. Nonetheless, elements of 

methodological reflexivity can be inferred. 

The authors recognise that their review is limited to English-language, peer-reviewed articles 

and that this may exclude relevant campaigns and evaluations, particularly in low- and 

middle-income countries or community settings where evaluations are reported in grey 

literature (Tam et al., 2024). They also acknowledge that their focus on depression, anxiety, 

self-harm and suicide means that campaigns addressing other conditions are outside scope, 

which shapes the evidence base and the types of messages considered. Finally, they reflect on 

the dominance of quantitative survey designs in the included studies and call for more 

qualitative and mixed-methods research to capture young people’s perspectives, indicating 

awareness that current evidence provides only a partial view of campaign impact (Tam et al., 

2024). 

However, more explicit reflexivity about disciplinary backgrounds, value commitments or 

assumptions about what counts as “good evidence” is absent. Given that the authors are 

located in mental-health and health-services research institutions, there may be implicit 

prioritisation of clinical outcomes and help-seeking metrics over broader social-marketing 

goals such as empowerment or community-level change. For the purposes of LCDB7007, this 

highlights an opportunity: a DBA project could make such philosophical and value 

assumptions explicit, integrating them into research design choices. 
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3.8 Strengths and limitations of the article 

A major strength of Tam et al. (2024) is the rigorous systematic-review methodology, which 

provides a transparent and comprehensive synthesis of an emergent field. The use of multiple 

databases, protocol registration and PRISMA-compliant reporting places the article at the 

higher end of methodological quality among reviews of mental-health campaigns. 

A second strength is the youth-focused scope. By restricting attention to young people aged 

10–24, the review offers insights directly relevant to Generation Z and emerging adults, rather 

than diluting findings across broader adult populations. This is particularly valuable for the 

present coursework, given the focus on UK Gen Z.  

Third, the review explicitly conceptualises media campaigns as marketing efforts, using 

language that bridges public-health and marketing domains. This conceptualisation resonates 

with the strategic-marketing perspective developed in the literature review and provides a 

foundation for developing a more detailed SMMH framework. 

Finally, the article offers a clear and balanced discussion of evidence gaps, highlighting the 

need for better-designed evaluations, long-term follow-up, and more research on social-media 

campaigns and help-seeking behaviour (Tam et al., 2024). These observations provide 

concrete starting points for doctoral research. 

At the same time, several limitations reduce the article’s ability to inform strategic marketing 

design. 

First, the review is constrained by the weak quality of many primary studies, including 

uncontrolled designs, small convenience samples and short-term follow-ups. This limits 

confidence in conclusions about campaign effectiveness and makes it difficult to identify 

robust causal relationships. 

Second, substantial heterogeneity in campaign content, delivery mode, target populations and 

measurement tools prevents quantitative meta-analysis. While narrative synthesis is 

appropriately used, it cannot provide precise effect sizes or identify which campaign 

components are most influential. 
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Third, the review offers only limited engagement with marketing theory and research 

philosophy. Core concepts from social marketing, consumer behaviour or branding are not 

systematically integrated, and ontological and epistemological assumptions remain implicit. 

Fourth, the absence of a detailed analysis of equity and potential harms is problematic in a 

context where mental-health inequalities are pronounced and where media content can 

sometimes exacerbate distress or stigma. 

These limitations underscore the need for empirically rigorous, theory-driven, and 

philosophically explicit research on strategic marketing for mental-health awareness among 

young people exactly the gap the proposed DBA study aims to address.  

 

3.9 Evaluation summary table 

 

Aspect Evidence from Tam et al. (2024) Critical evaluation 

Research 

philosophy / 

paradigm 

Uses systematic, protocol-driven 

review methods, emphasises bias 

reduction and probabilistic 

conclusions about campaign 

impacts. 

Indicates a post-positivist paradigm 

within a realist ontology. Philosophy 

is implicit rather than explicitly 

theorised, which limits transparency 

for readers interested in research 

philosophy. 

Ontology / 

epistemology 

Treats mental-health constructs, 

attitudes and behaviours as real, 

measurable phenomena; 

conceptualises campaigns as 

discrete interventions; synthesises 

quantitative evidence to infer 

impacts. 

Realist and post-positivist 

assumptions align with public-health 

evidence hierarchies but overlook 

subjective meanings and power 

dynamics that interpretivist or critical-

realist approaches would highlight. 

Methodological 

choices 

PROSPERO-registered systematic 

review; multi-database search; 18 

evaluation studies of 15 

campaigns; quality assessment; 

narrative synthesis of outcomes. 

Methodologically robust for a 

heterogeneous field, but lack of meta-

analysis and limited coding of specific 

marketing elements constrain fine-

grained insight into what works and 

why. 

Ethics 

No primary data collection; relies 

on published studies; 

acknowledges limitations and 

avoids over-claiming. 

Ethical risk is low, but there is little 

examination of ethical safeguards or 

potential harms in primary studies, 

and limited consideration of equity or 

unintended negative effects of 

campaigns. 



 23 

Aspect Evidence from Tam et al. (2024) Critical evaluation 

Reliability / 

validity 

Dual-reviewer screening and 

appraisal; PRISMA flow diagram; 

transparent inclusion criteria. 

Review process is reliable; however, 

internal and external validity are 

restricted by weak designs, 

heterogeneous measures and high-

income country bias in the underlying 

evidence. 

Reflexivity 

Notes language restrictions, topic 

boundaries and dominance of 

quantitative evaluations; calls for 

more qualitative work. 

Demonstrates some methodological 

reflexivity but lacks explicit 

discussion of author positionality or 

assumptions about evidence, which 

would be valuable in a philosophically 

focused module. 

Strengths & 

limitations 

Youth-focused, marketing-aware 

synthesis of campaign impacts; 

identifies gaps in evaluation 

quality and scope. 

Provides a strong platform and clear 

gaps for a DBA project but offers 

limited guidance on strategic 

marketing mechanisms or equity 

considerations. 

 

Overall, Tam et al. (2024) constitutes a methodologically careful and substantively important 

synthesis of media mental-health campaigns for young people. Its post-positivist, outcome 

focused approach reveals both the promise of such campaigns and the current weaknesses in 

the evidence base. These insights directly inform the design of future research on strategic 

marketing for mental-health awareness among UK Generation Z. 

 

4. Conclusion   

This report has examined how research philosophy and methodology shape understanding of 

strategic marketing for mental health awareness among UK Gen Z. Using the proposed DBA 

topic as a guiding thread, the discussion has brought together prevalence data, digital and 

social media research, mental health campaign evidence and marketing scholarship, and then 

interrogated these themes in depth through the analysis of the selected article. Together, these 

elements demonstrate that youth mental health and digital communication are tightly 

intertwined, yet current research at their intersection remains conceptually fragmented and 

methodologically uneven. 
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The literature reviewed in Section 2 shows that common mental health conditions are highly 

prevalent among young people and that the burden falls disproportionately on certain groups, 

including young women and those facing socioeconomic disadvantage. At the same time, help 

seeking patterns are mixed: formal services are often difficult to access, while peers, family 

and online spaces play a central role in how young people interpret symptoms, label their 

experiences and decide whether to seek support. This context places Gen Z in a position of 

both vulnerability and opportunity. On one hand, heavy exposure to social media and online 

content can intensify anxiety, depression and social comparison. On the other, the same 

channels can be used to deliver supportive messages, challenge stigma and signpost credible 

sources of help. 

Evidence on digital mental health interventions and media campaigns suggests that well 

designed programmes can improve knowledge, attitudes and, more cautiously, intentions to 

seek help. However, Section 2 highlighted several recurring weaknesses: over reliance on 

cross-sectional and short-term pre–post designs; heavy use of self-report outcomes; limited 

attention to subgroup differences; and minimal integration of strategic marketing concepts. In 

many evaluations, campaigns are treated as generic information efforts rather than as 

carefully segmented, positioned and branded interventions tailored to specific audiences, 

platforms and behavioural goals. Engagement metrics such as likes and views are widely 

reported but rarely linked convincingly to behaviour change. 

The detailed analysis of the selected article in Section 3 further crystallises these patterns. The 

systematic review of media mental health campaigns for young people exemplifies a rigorous 

post positivist approach: it is protocol driven, transparently reported and explicit about the 

limitations of the existing evidence base. The review offers valuable high level conclusions 

that campaigns can positively influence awareness, attitudes and, in some cases, help seeking. 

However, its contribution is constrained by the methodological quality of the underlying 

studies, the heterogeneity of interventions and outcomes, and the absence of fine grained 

analysis of underlying mechanisms. Strategic marketing elements such as influencer use, 

narrative style, brand authenticity and platform fit are not systematically coded or examined, 

and the authors’ philosophical assumptions remain largely implicit. The article therefore 

reinforces the need for future research that maintains methodological rigour while being more 

explicit in its theoretical and philosophical foundations and more directly focused on specific 

marketing mechanisms. 
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Across both the literature review and article analysis, a coherent philosophical stance emerges 

for the proposed DBA. A critical realist ontology recognises that mental health difficulties, 

marketing influences and help seeking behaviours are real phenomena, but operate through 

mechanisms such as perceived stigma, norms and trust that are only partially observable and 

context dependent. A post positivist epistemology accepts that knowledge about these 

relationships is probabilistic and fallible, but maintains that structured, transparent and theory 

informed quantitative research can reveal useful patterns and inform practice. This worldview 

underpins a methodological preference for a deductive, survey based design using techniques 

such as structural equation modelling to test a SMMH framework. 

Methodologically, the report points towards a future DBA study in which key constructs 

awareness, perceived stigma, help-seeking intention and strategic marketing variables such as 

storytelling, message framing, influencer credibility and platform fit are operationalised as 

latent variables within an integrated model. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses 

would secure the measurement structure, while structural equation modelling would allow 

estimation of direct and mediated paths, including potential differences across demographic 

subgroups within Gen Z. By addressing many of the weaknesses identified in existing 

evaluations particularly the lack of theoretical framing, the limited modelling of mechanisms 

and the absence of sophisticated quantitative analysis such a study could enhance both 

academic understanding and practical guidance. 

Ethically, the report has underlined that any research into youth mental health and marketing 

must be guided by a commitment to beneficence, non-maleficence and fairness. Surveys and 

campaigns concerning sensitive topics must minimise the risk of distress and ensure clear 

signposting to support. At a broader level, there is an ethical imperative to generate 

knowledge that can improve real-world interventions, particularly for groups experiencing the 

highest levels of need and the greatest barriers to care. 

Overall, the report demonstrates that strategic marketing has considerable potential to 

contribute to mental-health awareness and early help seeking among UK Gen Z, but that this 

potential has not yet been fully realised or systematically studied. By adopting a critical 

realist, post positivist stance and drawing on robust quantitative methods, the proposed DBA 

project can help fill this gap. The development and empirical testing of a SMMH framework 

would provide a structured way to understand how specific marketing levers operate in the 

youth mental-health context, and would offer evidence-based recommendations for charities, 
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public bodies and social enterprises seeking to design impactful, ethical and equitable 

campaigns for the mental well-being of Gen Z. 
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