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Barriers to Accessing NHS Mental Health Services Among Young Adults Aged 18–30 in the UK: A Scoping Review

Review Question and Objectives
This scoping review will investigate: What barriers to accessing NHS mental health services among young adults aged 18–30 in the UK have studies published between 2016 and 2026 reported? The objectives are to identify individual, social and service-related barriers, examine their impact on access to support, and identify gaps in existing evidence.

Rationale
Access to mental health support is an important public health and social care issue. Despite the availability of professional support, young adults may struggle to seek and receive appropriate care. Salaheddin and Mason (2016) identified stigma, self-reliance and difficulties accessing support as barriers to mental health help-seeking. Similarly, Macdonald and Lucas (2026) examined barriers and facilitators influencing young people's decisions to seek help. Delays in accessing services may also affect young adults’ experiences, as explored by Punton, Dodd and McNeill (2022). Research examining youth mental health service models further highlights the importance of improving access to appropriate care (Maxwell et al., 2019). A scoping review is therefore valuable for mapping the available evidence and identifying gaps that could inform more accessible and responsive NHS mental health services.

Methods
A scoping review will be conducted using established methodological guidance (Peters et al., 2021). Peer-reviewed research published between 2016 and 2026 will be considered. Studies will be included if they examine barriers to accessing NHS mental health services among people aged 18–30 in the UK and are published in English. Studies outside the age range, outside the UK, or unrelated to NHS mental health services will be excluded. Titles and abstracts will be scrutinised before eligible full texts are reviewed. Relevant information, including study characteristics, populations and reported barriers, will be extracted into a data charting table. Findings will be summarised descriptively and grouped into themes (thematically) to identify recurring barriers and evidence gaps.

Ethical Considerations
As this review uses published research, no direct participant recruitment or collection of personal data is planned. University guidance on ethical approval requirements will be followed. Academic integrity will be maintained through accurate referencing, fair representation of findings and avoidance of plagiarism. Limitations and potential biases in the included studies will also be acknowledged. There will also be no named patients; examples or case studies will be extracted from wider reading and pre-existing data.
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