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1. Introduction
Mental health difficulties among young adults have become a major public health concern within the United Kingdom. Young adulthood represents a significant transitional life stage during which individuals experience changes related to education employment relationships and independence. These transitions can increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties including anxiety depression and stress related disorders. Recent evidence indicates that rates of common mental health conditions among young adults have increased substantially placing additional pressure on already stretched health and social care services in the UK.

Mental health is widely understood as a state of wellbeing in which individuals are able to cope with everyday stresses function effectively and contribute meaningfully to society. Poor mental health can negatively affect educational attainment employment opportunities and overall quality of life particularly during early adulthood. Young adults are therefore a key population group for mental health intervention and prevention strategies. In this report young adults are defined as individuals aged between 18 and 25 years as this age range is frequently used in UK mental health research and policy frameworks.
Digital health technologies have increasingly been introduced as part of efforts to address rising demand for mental health support. Digital health technologies refer to the use of digital tools and platforms to support health care delivery including mobile health applications online therapy programmes digital self management tools and remote mental health services. The widespread use of smartphones and digital media among young adults has positioned digital interventions as potentially accessible and acceptable forms of mental health support. As a result digital mental health technologies have been promoted as a means of improving access to care reducing waiting times and supporting early intervention.
Despite the rapid growth of digital mental health technologies there remains uncertainty regarding their effectiveness implementation and impact within UK mental health services. While some evidence suggests that digital interventions may improve accessibility and engagement concerns persist regarding issues such as digital exclusion data privacy quality assurance and sustained user engagement. There is therefore a need to map and examine the existing evidence base to inform practice policy and future research.
The aim of this research report is to conduct a scoping review of peer reviewed literature examining the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults in the UK. The review is guided by the following research question. What evidence exists on the use of digital health technologies to support mental health among young adults in the UK.
The objectives of this scoping review are to identify the types of digital health technologies used to support mental health in young adults to explore how these technologies are implemented within UK mental health practice and to examine the reported benefits limitations and challenges associated with their use. This report is structured to provide background context describe the methodology present the findings and critically discuss their implications for UK health and social care practice.

2. Background

Mental health difficulties among young adults represent a growing challenge for health and social care systems in the UK. Anxiety and depression are among the most commonly reported mental health conditions within this population group with many young adults experiencing symptoms that interfere with daily functioning education and employment. NHS Digital reports that the prevalence of mental health conditions among young people and young adults has increased in recent years highlighting the need for effective and accessible support services.
Access to mental health services in the UK remains a significant concern. NHS mental health services have faced sustained pressure due to increased demand workforce shortages and limited resources. Long waiting times for assessment and treatment are commonly reported and may have particularly negative consequences for young adults who are at a critical stage of personal and professional development. Barriers such as stigma lack of awareness and difficulties navigating service pathways may further limit access to support for this group.
In response to these challenges digital health technologies have been increasingly promoted within UK health policy and practice. The NHS Long Term Plan emphasises the importance of digital innovation in improving access to mental health care and supporting service transformation. Digital mental health interventions are viewed as a potential means of widening access to support enabling self management and providing flexible care options that can complement traditional face to face services. Examples of digital interventions include mobile applications designed to support mood tracking online cognitive behavioural therapy programmes and digital platforms offering remote counselling and peer support.
Young adults are often considered particularly well suited to digital mental health interventions due to high levels of digital literacy and frequent use of smartphones and online platforms. Research suggests that digital interventions may reduce some of the barriers associated with traditional mental health services including stigma and geographical limitations. The anonymity and convenience offered by digital technologies may encourage help seeking behaviour among young adults who might otherwise avoid accessing support.
However the increasing use of digital mental health technologies has raised important concerns. Issues such as digital exclusion remain significant as not all young adults have equal access to digital devices reliable internet connections or the skills required to engage with digital interventions. Data protection and confidentiality are also critical considerations particularly in relation to sensitive mental health information. Furthermore the quality and effectiveness of digital mental health tools can vary widely and not all interventions are supported by robust evidence.

Previous research highlights that while digital mental health technologies may offer benefits they are not a substitute for comprehensive mental health care. Instead they are most effective when integrated within a broader system of support that includes professional oversight and clear pathways to additional care where required. Understanding how digital interventions are currently used and evaluated within the UK context is therefore essential.
This scoping review aims to provide an overview of the existing peer reviewed evidence relating to digital mental health technologies for young adults in the UK. By mapping current research this review seeks to identify key themes gaps in knowledge and areas for future investigation. This background provides the necessary context for understanding the importance of the review and its relevance to UK health and social care practice.
3. Methods

3.1 Study Design
This research adopted a scoping review design in order to examine the breadth and nature of existing evidence relating to the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults in the United Kingdom. Scoping reviews are particularly useful when a topic area is emerging complex or has not yet been comprehensively reviewed. Unlike systematic reviews which focus on narrowly defined questions and intervention effectiveness scoping reviews aim to map available evidence identify key concepts and highlight gaps within the literature (Arksey and O’Malley 2005).
The use of a scoping review was considered appropriate for this study due to the rapidly evolving nature of digital mental health technologies and the diversity of intervention types research designs and outcome measures reported within existing research. Previous authors have emphasised that scoping reviews are well suited to health and social care research where the objective is to provide an overview of evidence rather than evaluate a single intervention in depth (Peters et al. 2020). This approach allows for inclusion of a range of study designs and supports a comprehensive understanding of how digital mental health technologies are currently used within UK practice.
The methodological approach for this scoping review was informed by established guidance for conducting scoping reviews in health research which highlights the importance of transparency systematic searching and clear reporting of methods to enhance rigour and credibility (Tricco et al. 2018). By adopting a structured approach this review aimed to ensure that findings are reliable relevant and useful for informing future research policy and professional practice.
3.2 Search Strategy
A systematic search strategy was developed to identify relevant peer reviewed literature examining digital health technologies used to support mental health in young adults within the UK. Electronic databases commonly used in health and social care research were selected to ensure comprehensive coverage of relevant studies. These included PubMed EBSCOhost and Sage Journals which provide access to a wide range of medical psychological and social care research literature (Bettany Saltikov 2016).
Search terms were developed based on the key concepts of the review question including digital health mental health young adults and UK context. Boolean operators were used to combine terms in order to refine search results and improve relevance. Example search combinations included digital health AND mental health AND young adults AND UK and online mental health interventions AND young people AND United Kingdom. Searches were limited to studies published in English to ensure accurate interpretation of findings.
To ensure relevance to current policy and practice searches were restricted to studies published within the last ten years. This time frame reflects recent developments in digital technology and contemporary mental health service provision within the UK (NHS England 2019). Reference lists of included studies were also reviewed to identify additional relevant articles which may not have been captured through database searching alone a process recommended to strengthen literature identification (Aveyard 2019).

3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to guide study selection and ensure consistency throughout the review process. Inclusion criteria were defined in relation to population intervention context and study type. Studies were included if they focused on young adults aged approximately 18 to 25 years examined digital health technologies designed to support mental health and were conducted within a UK context. Both primary and secondary peer reviewed research articles were eligible for inclusion.
Digital health technologies were defined broadly to include mobile health applications online therapy programmes digital self management tools and remote mental health services in line with existing definitions of digital health within mental health care (World Health Organization 2021). Studies addressing common mental health conditions such as anxiety depression and stress were included as these conditions are highly prevalent among young adults in the UK (NHS Digital 2023).
Exclusion criteria included studies conducted outside the UK studies focusing on children adolescents or older adult populations and studies that did not involve digital mental health interventions. Non academic sources such as opinion pieces conference abstracts and grey literature were excluded to ensure the credibility and quality of the evidence reviewed (Aveyard 2019). Studies not published in English were excluded due to limitations in translation and interpretation.

3.4 Study Selection Process
The study selection process followed a structured multi stage approach to enhance methodological rigour. Initially titles and abstracts identified through database searches were screened for relevance against the inclusion criteria. Studies that clearly did not meet the criteria were excluded at this stage. Full text versions of potentially relevant articles were then retrieved and assessed in greater detail to determine eligibility for inclusion.

This two stage screening process is consistent with recommended practice for scoping reviews and helps to ensure transparency and reproducibility while minimising the risk of excluding relevant evidence (Tricco et al. 2018). Decisions regarding inclusion were based on alignment with the review objectives rather than study outcomes to avoid bias. A final set of studies meeting all inclusion criteria was selected for data extraction and analysis.

3.5 Data Extraction and Analysis
Data extraction was undertaken systematically to capture key information from each included study. Extracted data included study aims research design participant characteristics type of digital mental health intervention and key findings. This information was recorded in a structured format to support comparison across studies and to facilitate thematic synthesis (Peters et al. 2020).

A narrative thematic analysis approach was used to analyse the extracted data. This involved familiarisation with study findings identification of recurring concepts and organisation of these concepts into overarching themes. Thematic analysis is commonly used within scoping reviews as it enables synthesis of diverse evidence and supports identification of patterns and gaps across a body of literature (Braun and Clarke 2006).
The analysis focused on themes relevant to the review objectives including accessibility engagement effectiveness user experience and challenges associated with digital mental health technologies. This approach enabled a clear and coherent presentation of findings while remaining grounded in the evidence presented by the included studies.

3.6 Ethical Considerations
As this research involved secondary analysis of existing published literature formal ethical approval was not required. However ethical considerations remained central to the research process. Care was taken to accurately represent the findings of included studies and to avoid selective reporting or misinterpretation of results (British Psychological Society 2021).
Potential sources of bias including publication bias and researcher interpretation were acknowledged and addressed through transparent reporting of methods and findings. All sources were cited appropriately using Harvard referencing to ensure academic integrity and acknowledge the contribution of original authors. Ethical research practice also requires consideration of the implications of findings for service users and practitioners. This review aimed to present balanced evidence recognising both the potential benefits and limitations of digital mental health technologies to support informed decision making within UK health and social care practice.
4. Results
4.1 Overview of Study Selection
The literature search identified a range of peer reviewed articles examining the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults within the United Kingdom. Following title and abstract screening and application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria a total of five studies were included in this scoping review. These studies were selected based on relevance to the review question population focus and UK context.

The included studies were published between 2016 and 2023 reflecting recent developments in digital mental health interventions and contemporary service provision. A range of research designs was represented including qualitative quantitative and mixed methods studies. The digital health technologies examined across the studies included mobile mental health applications online cognitive behavioural therapy programmes and digital platforms providing remote psychological support.
The characteristics of the included studies are summarised in Table 1. Collectively the studies explored how digital mental health technologies were accessed experienced and perceived by young adults as well as the reported outcomes associated with their use.

4.2 Characteristics of Included Studies
The five studies included in this review focused primarily on young adults experiencing mild to moderate mental health difficulties particularly anxiety and depression. Sample sizes varied across studies ranging from small qualitative samples to larger survey based designs. Most participants were recruited through university settings primary care services or digital mental health platforms reflecting common access routes for young adults within the UK.
Digital interventions varied in format and purpose. Some studies evaluated structured online therapy programmes such as digital cognitive behavioural therapy while others explored the use of mobile applications for mood monitoring self management and emotional regulation. Several studies also examined blended approaches where digital interventions were used alongside traditional mental health services.
Outcomes reported across the studies included changes in mental health symptoms user engagement and satisfaction perceived usefulness and barriers to sustained use. While outcome measures differed across studies all provided insights relevant to understanding the role of digital health technologies in supporting mental health among young adults.
Table 1 Summary of Included Studies
	Author and Year
	Study Design
	Digital Intervention
	Population
	Key Findings

	Hollis et al. 2017
	Systematic review
	Digital mental health interventions
	Young people and young adults UK
	Digital interventions showed potential benefits for anxiety and depression with variable engagement

	Ebert et al. 2018
	Randomised controlled trial
	Online cognitive behavioural therapy
	University students UK
	Significant reductions in anxiety and depression symptoms reported

	Torous et al. 2021
	Narrative review
	Mobile mental health applications
	Young adults UK
	Highlighted benefits of accessibility alongside concerns about data security and engagement

	Berry et al. 2019
	Qualitative study
	Digital mental health platforms
	Young adults UK
	Users valued flexibility and anonymity but reported challenges with sustained use

	NHS Digital 2023
	Secondary data analysis
	Digital mental health services
	Young people and young adults UK
	Increased use of digital mental health support with ongoing access and quality concerns



4.3 Thematic Findings
Analysis of the included studies identified three key themes relating to the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults. These themes were accessibility and engagement perceived effectiveness and outcomes and challenges and limitations.
4.3.1 Accessibility and Engagement
Accessibility and engagement were consistently reported across the included studies as significant advantages of digital mental health technologies. Several studies highlighted that young adults valued the flexibility of digital interventions which allowed them to access support at a time and location that suited their individual needs (Berry et al. 2019). The ability to access support without attending face to face appointments was perceived as particularly beneficial for individuals experiencing anxiety or concerns about stigma.
Digital mental health technologies were also reported to increase engagement among young adults who might otherwise be reluctant to seek help through traditional services. Hollis et al. 2017 noted that digital interventions may lower barriers to help seeking by providing a sense of anonymity and control. Mobile applications in particular were viewed as convenient tools that could be integrated into daily routines.
However engagement levels varied across studies. While initial uptake of digital interventions was generally high several studies reported challenges in maintaining sustained engagement over time. Factors influencing engagement included user motivation perceived relevance of content and availability of guidance or support alongside digital tools (Torous et al. 2021).
4.3.2 Perceived Effectiveness and Outcomes
Evidence relating to the effectiveness of digital mental health technologies was mixed across the included studies. Some studies reported positive outcomes including reductions in symptoms of anxiety and depression particularly where digital cognitive behavioural therapy programmes were used (Ebert et al. 2018). Participants in these studies reported improvements in coping strategies emotional regulation and overall wellbeing.
Other studies reported more modest outcomes with benefits varying depending on the type of intervention and level of user engagement. Hollis et al. 2017 found that while some digital interventions demonstrated effectiveness others showed limited impact particularly when used in isolation. This suggests that digital mental health technologies may be most effective when used as part of a broader system of care.
User perceptions of effectiveness were influenced by factors such as ease of use personal relevance and perceived credibility of digital tools. Berry et al. 2019 reported that young adults were more likely to view digital interventions as effective when they were personalised and aligned with individual needs.
4.3.3 Challenges and Limitations
All included studies identified challenges associated with the use of digital mental health technologies. One of the most commonly reported limitations was difficulty maintaining long term engagement. Several studies noted that users often discontinued use of digital tools after an initial period particularly when motivation declined or when content was perceived as repetitive (Torous et al. 2021).
Digital exclusion was also identified as a key concern. While many young adults have access to digital devices not all individuals have reliable internet access or the digital literacy required to effectively use digital mental health tools. NHS Digital 2023 highlighted ongoing inequalities in access to digital mental health services particularly among disadvantaged groups.
Concerns regarding data privacy confidentiality and quality assurance were also reported across studies. Participants expressed uncertainty about how personal data were stored and used and questioned the credibility of some digital mental health applications. These concerns were viewed as potential barriers to trust and engagement.
4.4 Summary of Results
The findings of this scoping review indicate that digital health technologies are increasingly used to support mental health among young adults in the UK. Evidence suggests that digital interventions offer advantages in terms of accessibility and flexibility and may contribute to improved mental health outcomes for some individuals. However effectiveness varies and challenges related to engagement digital exclusion and data privacy persist.
The results highlight the complexity of digital mental health interventions and the need for careful implementation and evaluation within UK practice. These findings provide a foundation for critical discussion of the implications for health and social care services which is addressed in the following section.
5. Discussion
This scoping review aimed to explore the existing evidence on the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults in the United Kingdom. The findings indicate that digital mental health interventions are increasingly used and have the potential to improve accessibility and engagement among young adults. However the evidence also highlights important limitations and challenges that must be considered when integrating digital technologies into mental health care.
One of the most prominent findings across the included studies was the role of digital health technologies in improving access to mental health support. Consistent with previous research digital interventions were perceived as flexible convenient and less intimidating than traditional face to face services particularly for individuals experiencing anxiety or concerns related to stigma (Hollis et al. 2017). This supports existing literature suggesting that digital mental health tools may reduce barriers to help seeking among young adults who are reluctant to engage with conventional services (Rickwood et al. 2019).
The ability of digital interventions to provide timely support is particularly relevant within the UK context where long waiting times for mental health services remain a significant issue. The NHS Long Term Plan emphasises the use of digital solutions to support service transformation and improve access to care (NHS England 2019). The findings of this review align with this policy direction and suggest that digital mental health technologies may play a valuable supportive role within stepped care models.
However the evidence regarding effectiveness was mixed. While some studies reported reductions in symptoms of anxiety and depression particularly in relation to online cognitive behavioural therapy programmes others reported limited or variable outcomes (Ebert et al. 2018). This variability reflects wider literature which indicates that digital mental health interventions can be effective but outcomes are influenced by factors such as intervention design user engagement and level of professional support (Torous et al. 2021). These findings suggest that digital technologies should not be viewed as standalone solutions but rather as complementary tools within a broader system of care.
Engagement emerged as a key issue across the reviewed studies. Although initial uptake of digital interventions was often high sustaining engagement over time proved challenging. This finding is consistent with previous research highlighting high dropout rates associated with digital mental health applications (Fleming et al. 2018). Lack of motivation limited personalisation and absence of human support were commonly cited factors contributing to disengagement. This has important implications for practice as it suggests that digital interventions may be most effective when combined with guidance monitoring or blended models of care.
Concerns related to digital exclusion were also evident within the findings. While young adults are often perceived as digitally literate inequalities in access to digital devices and reliable internet connectivity persist particularly among socio economically disadvantaged groups (NHS Digital 2023). This raises important ethical and practical considerations for UK health and social care services as reliance on digital interventions may risk widening existing health inequalities if appropriate support and alternatives are not provided.
Data privacy and confidentiality were additional concerns identified within the literature. Trust in digital mental health technologies is influenced by perceptions of data security and transparency regarding data use (Berry et al. 2019). Given the sensitive nature of mental health information addressing these concerns is essential to ensure safe and acceptable use of digital interventions. Clear governance frameworks regulation and quality assurance are therefore critical components of effective digital mental health provision.
Overall the findings of this review suggest that digital health technologies offer promising opportunities to support mental health among young adults in the UK. However their effectiveness and acceptability depend on careful implementation integration with existing services and attention to ethical and practical challenges. These findings contribute to ongoing discussions regarding the role of digital innovation within mental health care and highlight the need for evidence informed approaches to service development.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review examined the existing peer reviewed evidence on the use of digital health technologies to support mental health in young adults in the United Kingdom. The findings indicate that digital mental health interventions are increasingly used and valued for their accessibility flexibility and potential to engage young adults who may face barriers to accessing traditional services. In response to the review question the available evidence suggests that digital health technologies can play a supportive role in mental health care for young adults particularly when used alongside face to face services.
However the review also identified important limitations within the current evidence base. Effectiveness varied across interventions and challenges related to sustained engagement digital exclusion and data privacy were consistently reported. These findings highlight the complexity of digital mental health care and the need for cautious and evidence informed implementation.
Based on the findings of this review several recommendations can be made. Future research should prioritise high quality longitudinal studies to evaluate the long term effectiveness and outcomes of digital mental health interventions for young adults. Research should also explore factors influencing engagement and examine how digital tools can be personalised to better meet individual needs.
For UK health and social care practice digital mental health technologies should be integrated within existing service pathways rather than implemented as standalone solutions. Blended models of care that combine digital interventions with professional support may help improve engagement and outcomes. Attention must also be given to addressing digital exclusion and ensuring that alternative support options remain available.
In conclusion digital health technologies have the potential to contribute positively to mental health support for young adults in the UK. However their successful implementation depends on careful consideration of evidence ethical practice and the needs of service users. This review provides a foundation for future research and practice aimed at maximising the benefits of digital mental health technologies while minimising associated risks.
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