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Background and Rationale
NHS Talking Therapies (TT), formerly Improving Access to Psychological Therapies (IAPT), faces rising demand without matching funding or workforce, with assessments consuming up to 25% of budgets (Rollwage et al., 2023). Conversational machine learning (ML) tools have been reported to support referral and assessment, improving access for minority communities and efficiency (Habicht et al., 2024; Rollwage et al., 2023). ML has been trialled to match patients to suitable treatment intensity (Delgadillo et al., 2022), but concerns remain about accountability and transparency (Char, Shah and Magnus, 2018) and algorithmic bias, particularly for minority patients (Obermeyer et al., 2019). Additionally, much evidence is developer-authored, so a scoping review is needed to map this literature for NHS practice.
Research Aim and Objectives
This review maps peer-reviewed evidence on ML applications for triage and assessment in NHS TT, synthesising reported benefits and challenges. It will:
1. Identify and categorise ML applications for triage and assessment in NHS TT. 
2. Examine their benefits, challenges, and ethical implications. 
3. Highlight evidence gaps to inform future research and NHS practice.
Methodology
Scoping Review Framework
The review will follow Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework, as refined by Levac et al. (2010), covering the identification, selection, analysis, and synthesis of the literature.
Research Question
What machine learning applications are used for triage and assessment in NHS TT, and what benefits and challenges are reported in the peer-reviewed literature?






Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
	Criterion
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Source type
	Peer-reviewed primary and secondary studies
	Non-peer-reviewed sources and grey literature

	Language
	English only
	Non-English publications

	Date range
	2015 to 2025
	Published before 2015 or after 2025

	Topic focus
	ML for triage or assessment in NHS TT (formerly IAPT) in England
	ML research beyond triage and assessment, such as treatment delivery

	Setting
	NHS Talking Therapies services in England
	Services outside England or unrelated healthcare settings



Data Collection and Analysis
1. Search Strategy: 
A systematic search of PubMed, ProQuest Central and ScienceDirect will be conducted using the search terms below, combined with Boolean operators (AND, OR); additional databases may be consulted and terms refined as results emerge.
Table 2: Search Terms
	#
	Search Term

	1
	"NHS Talking Therapies"

	2
	"IAPT"

	3
	"machine learning"

	4
	"artificial intelligence"

	5
	"deep learning"

	6
	"natural language processing"

	7
	"clinical decision support"

	8
	"triage"

	9
	"mental health assessment"

	10
	"automated assessment"

	11
	"conversational AI"

	12
	"chatbot"

	13
	"psychological therapy"

	14
	"treatment allocation"

	15
	"algorithmic bias"



· Analysis:
Aveyard’s (2023) simplified thematic analysis will be used, involving familiarisation, identification of recurring patterns, and development of themes aligned with objectives.
Expected Outcomes 
Outcomes mirror the objectives and research question: a categorisation of ML applications, a thematic map of benefits, including improved access and efficiency, and challenges, including bias and developer-led evidence, and evidence gaps to guide future NHS research.
Ethical Considerations
As secondary research, ethical approval is not required. Ethical rigour will be maintained through accurate reporting, proper attribution, and adherence to PRISMA reporting guidance for scoping reviews (Tricco et al., 2018). Focus will be placed on conflicts of interest, given that important studies are authored by technology developers (Rollwage et al., 2023), and on algorithmic bias affecting minority groups (Obermeyer et al., 2019).
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