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Abstract
This research report presents a scoping review examining anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom. The review aims to identify key themes reported in peer-reviewed literature, including risk factors, lived experiences, help-seeking behaviours, and intervention approaches. Six peer-reviewed studies identified through database searches were analysed using thematic analysis. The findings highlight several key themes: digital risk factors such as social media use, adolescents’ lived experiences of anxiety, barriers to help-seeking, challenges in delivering interventions within Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) services, treatment outcomes, and the impact of social isolation. Overall, the review demonstrates that adolescent anxiety is influenced by social, digital, and service-related factors and highlights the need for improved access to support and further research in UK practice. 
Introduction 
Adolescence is a significant developmental stage characterised by rapid physical, psychological, and social changes (Steinberg, 2014; Sawyer et al., 2018). During this period, young people may be particularly vulnerable to mental health difficulties, including anxiety disorders. Anxiety can be defined as a persistent feeling of worry, fear, or nervousness that interferes with an individual’s daily functioning and emotional wellbeing (Walter et al., 2020). While occasional anxiety is a normal emotional response to stressful situations, persistent or excessive anxiety during adolescence can negatively affect educational engagement, relationships, and overall quality of life (Polanczyk et al., 2015). Research indicates that anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health conditions experienced by young people worldwide (Merikangas et al., 2010). 
In recent years, concerns regarding the mental health of teenagers have increased in the United Kingdom. Various social, environmental, and psychological factors have been associated with the development of anxiety among adolescents, including academic pressures, family relationships, peer interactions, and the increasing influence of digital technologies and social media. Barriers such as stigma, lack of awareness of available services, and fear of judgement may also prevent young people from seeking professional support for anxiety-related difficulties (Radez et al., 2022). Consequently, understanding how anxiety develops in adolescents and identifying effective forms of support is an important priority for health and social care services.  A scooping review method is used to map existing research, identify key themes, and highlight gaps in the evidence base (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005).
This scoping review explores peer-reviewed research relating to anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom and is guided by the following research question: What key themes are reported in peer-reviewed literature on anxiety in teenagers in the UK, including approaches to support and intervention? 
The objectives of this review are to identify key themes reported in the literature on adolescent anxiety, examine risk factors and lived experiences, explore intervention and support approaches, and identify gaps in the current evidence base to inform future research and professional practice. 
Background
Prevalence of Anxiety in Adolescents in the UK
Mental health difficulties among children and adolescents have become an increasing public health concern in the United Kingdom. Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health conditions experienced by young people and can significantly affect emotional wellbeing, social relationships, and educational attainment (Costello et al., 2011; Beesdo et al., 2009). Adolescence represents a period of substantial psychological and social development, during which individuals may experience increased vulnerability to emotional distress (Polanczyk et al., 2015). Persistent anxiety can negatively affect daily functioning and contribute to long-term mental health difficulties (Merikangas et al., 2010).
Recent evidence highlights the growing prevalence of mental health difficulties among young people in the UK. According to NHS Digital (2022), approximately one in six children and young people aged 7–16 years in England are estimated to have a probable mental health disorder. Anxiety disorders represent a substantial proportion of these conditions and often emerge during adolescence. Early onset of anxiety is associated with an increased risk of ongoing mental health problems into adulthood, highlighting the importance of early identification and intervention (Walter et al., 2020).
Policy and Legislative Context
In response to increasing concerns regarding youth mental health, the UK government has introduced policies aimed at improving mental health services and support. The Mental Health Act 1983 provides the legal framework for assessing and treating individuals with serious mental health conditions while protecting their rights (Department of Health and Social Care, 2015).
More recent policy developments emphasise early intervention and improved access to services for children and adolescents. The NHS Long Term Plan highlights the expansion of mental health services and increased investment in community-based support (NHS England, 2019). It aims to improve access to care through community mental health teams and school-based support services. In addition, guidance from the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) provides evidence-based recommendations for assessing and treating anxiety disorders in children and young people (NICE, 2013).
Mental Health Services and Current Practice
In the UK, specialist mental health support for young people is primarily delivered through Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). These multidisciplinary services provide assessment, diagnosis, and treatment for children and adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties (NHS England, 2019).
There has also been increasing emphasis on providing mental health support within educational settings. School-based mental health programmes aim to promote emotional wellbeing, identify problems early, and improve access to support. Mental Health Support Teams have been introduced in many schools and colleges to provide early intervention for mild to moderate mental health difficulties and reduce pressure on specialist services such as CAMHS (NHS England, 2019).
Digital Influences on Adolescent Mental Health
The increasing use of digital technologies and social media has introduced new factors that may influence adolescent mental health. Young people frequently engage with social media platforms, which can shape social relationships, identity development, and emotional wellbeing. However, digital environments may also expose adolescents to social comparison, cyberbullying, and pressure to present idealised versions of themselves online (Kelly et al., 2018; Keles et al., 2020).
Research suggests that digital behaviour may influence levels of anxiety among adolescents. High levels of social media use, particularly at night, have been associated with poorer sleep quality and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression (Scott et al., 2019; Twenge et al., 2018). These findings highlight the complex role of digital environments in adolescent mental health.
Key Challenges and Gaps in Current Practice
Despite increased awareness of adolescent mental health issues, several challenges remain within the UK health and social care system. Rising demand for services has placed significant pressure on CAMHS, which often experience high referral rates and limited capacity (Patalay and Gage, 2019). Recent data indicate that in 2023/24, over 900,000 children and young people were referred to CAMHS in England, with many not receiving treatment within four weeks and some waiting over a year for support (Young Minds, 2024). As a result, many young people face delays in accessing specialist mental health support.
Barriers to help-seeking also remain significant. Stigma, fear of judgement, and limited awareness of available services may prevent adolescents from seeking professional support when experiencing anxiety (Radez et al., 2022). Addressing these barriers is important for improving access to mental health support for young people.
Given the complexity of adolescent anxiety and the range of factors influencing young people’s experiences, a scoping review is useful for mapping existing research and identifying key themes, risk factors, and intervention approaches relevant to health and social care practice.
Methods
This study adopted a scoping review methodology to explore existing peer-reviewed literature relating to anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom. Scoping reviews are useful for mapping key concepts within a research area, identifying patterns in the literature, and highlighting gaps in current knowledge (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). This approach was appropriate for the present study because the aim was to examine the range of research on adolescent anxiety and identify key themes rather than evaluate the effectiveness of a specific intervention. 
Data Collection and Search Strategy
Relevant studies were identified through electronic searches of academic databases. The primary databases used for this review included PubMed, Google Scholar, and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Library database, which provides access to a range of academic resources such as PsycINFO and CINAHL. These databases were selected because they contain peer‑reviewed literature relating to psychology, mental health, and healthcare research.
A structured search strategy identified relevant studies. Keywords were developed based on the research topic and combined using Boolean operators to refine results. The main search terms included "anxiety", "adolescents", "teenagers", "youth", "United Kingdom", "mental health", "Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS)", and "digital mental health". Boolean operators such as AND/OR combined search terms, for example: "anxiety AND adolescents AND UK" and "teenagers AND mental health AND social media". This approach ensured relevant search results.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure that the selected studies were relevant to the research topic. The inclusion criteria consisted of peer‑reviewed journal articles published in English within the last ten years, focusing on anxiety or mental health among adolescents or teenagers. Studies conducted within the United Kingdom or relevant to UK health and social care practice were prioritised.
Studies were excluded if they were not peer‑reviewed, were published before the selected time frame, or focused on adult populations rather than adolescents. Policy documents, editorials, conference papers, and opinion pieces were also excluded from the analysis, as the review focused specifically on peer‑reviewed research. Titles and abstracts were screened to identify relevant studies before full‑text review. The initial search produced approximately 40 articles. After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria and screening titles and abstracts, 6 studies were selected for in‑depth analysis.
Data Analysis 
The selected studies were analysed using thematic analysis, which is commonly used in literature reviews to identify recurring patterns and themes within research findings (Aveyard, 2014). Key information from each article was extracted and organised into a summary table, including the author, year of publication, study design, participants, and main findings. The findings of the selected studies were then coded and grouped into themes relating to adolescent anxiety. This process enabled the identification of key themes across the literature, including risk factors, lived experiences, help-seeking behaviours, and intervention approaches. 
Ethical Considerations 
This study involved secondary research, meaning that no primary data were collected directly from participants. Therefore, formal ethical approval was not required. However, ethical research principles were followed throughout the study. These included accurate reporting of findings, appropriate acknowledgement of original authors through correct citation, and transparency in the search and selection process. Following ethical research practices helps ensure academic integrity and responsible use of published research (Creswell, 2014). 
Results
A total of six peer-reviewed studies were included in this scoping review. The studies used a range of research designs, including quantitative surveys, qualitative interviews, focus groups, service evaluations, and a systematic review. The selected studies examined different aspects of anxiety among adolescents, including digital influences, lived experiences, help-seeking behaviours, intervention delivery, and treatment outcomes within UK services. A summary of the included studies is presented in Table 1. 
 
















 







Table 1.
	Authors
	Type of Study
	Research Method
	Type of Analysis
	Sample Size
	Main Findings
	Relevance to review question

	Woods and Scott, 2016
	Primary research
	Quantitative survey
	Statistical analysis
	467 adolescents in Scotland
	High night-time social media use was associated with poorer sleep quality, increased anxiety and depression symptoms, and lower self-esteem.
	Shows how digital behaviour (night-time social media use) relates to anxiety and wellbeing in UK adolescents.

	O’Reilly et al., 2018
	Primary research
	Qualitative focus groups
	Thematic analysis
	
54 adolescents aged 11–18
	Pressure to present idealised online identities, fear of negative judgement, and social comparison were linked to anxiety experiences.
	Explores adolescents’ lived experiences of social media and how online pressures contribute to anxiety.

	Taylor et al., 2021
	Primary research
	Qualitative interviews with CAMHS clinicians
	Thematic analysis
	CAMHS clinicians
	Cognitive therapy was considered effective, but barriers such as limited time, training needs, and engagement challenges affected delivery.
	Examines how anxiety interventions are delivered in UK CAMHS and practical barriers to effective treatment.

	Radez et al., 2022
	Primary research
	Qualitative interviews
	Thematic analysis
	Adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties
	Stigma, fear of judgement, and lack of awareness of services were identified as barriers to help-seeking.
	Identifies help‑seeking barriers for adolescents with anxiety and other difficulties in UK contexts.

	Krause et al., 2022
	Service evaluation
	Quantitative service data analysis
	Statistical analysis
	1,641 adolescents across 60 UK services
	Many adolescents improved following treatment, but outcome measurement varied between services.
	Provides evidence on outcomes of routine anxiety and other treatments in UK services and highlights service‑level issues.

	Loades et al., 2020
	Systematic review
	Secondary research of multiple studies
	Narrative synthesis
	80 studies involving over 51,000 participants
	Loneliness and social isolation were strongly associated with anxiety and depression among children and adolescents.
	Synthesises evidence on social isolation and loneliness as key risk factors for anxiety in young people.



Thematic Analysis 
Three main themes were identified in the literature on anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom: digital influences on adolescent anxiety, social experiences and emotional wellbeing, and barriers and challenges in accessing support and interventions. These themes suggest that adolescent anxiety is influenced by a combination of social, environmental, and service-related factors. 
Theme 1: Digital influences on adolescent anxiety 
One key theme identified in the literature was the influence of digital environments on adolescent mental health. Woods and Scott (2016) found that high levels of night-time social media use were associated with poorer sleep quality, increased symptoms of anxiety and depression, and lower self-esteem among adolescents. Excessive social media use, particularly late at night, may disrupt sleep patterns and negatively affect emotional wellbeing (Twenge et al., 2018; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). 
Similarly, O’Reilly et al. (2018) explored adolescents’ experiences of social media through qualitative focus groups. Participants reported pressure to present idealised images online and frequently compared themselves with others on social media platforms (Chou and Edge, 2012). These experiences were linked to feelings of stress and anxiety. However, some adolescents viewed social media as a way to maintain friendships and access peer support, suggesting that digital environments may also provide opportunities for connection (Best et al., 2014). 
Overall, the literature suggests that digital media plays a complex role in adolescent anxiety and may influence wellbeing depending on patterns of use and individual experiences. 
Theme 2: Social experiences and emotional wellbeing 
Another theme relates to the influence of social experiences on adolescent anxiety. Adolescence is a developmental stage in which peer relationships and social belonging become increasingly important, meaning social pressures and experiences of isolation can affect emotional wellbeing. 
O’Reilly et al. (2018) found that adolescents experienced anxiety related to peer expectations and social judgement. Participants described pressure to meet perceived social standards, particularly in online environments where social comparison was common (Vogel et al., 2014; Nesi and Prinstein, 2015). These findings demonstrate how peer dynamics may contribute to anxiety among teenagers. 
Similarly, Loades et al. (2020) reported that loneliness and social isolation were strongly associated with increased anxiety and depression among children and adolescents. Additional research also highlights the link between loneliness and emotional distress among young people (Matthews et al., 2019; Qualter et al., 2015). These findings emphasise the importance of supportive social relationships in promoting adolescent wellbeing. 
Theme 3: Barriers and challenges in accessing support and interventions 
The final theme relates to barriers adolescents face when seeking help for anxiety and challenges associated with mental health services. Radez et al. (2022) found that stigma, fear of judgement, and concerns about confidentiality were major barriers preventing adolescents from seeking professional support. 
The literature also highlights challenges in delivering interventions within services. Taylor et al. (2021) found that cognitive therapy for adolescent social anxiety was considered effective, but clinicians reported practical difficulties such as limited time, training needs, and challenges engaging young people in treatment. Similarly, Krause et al. (2022) reported that although many adolescents showed improvement following treatment, there was variation in how outcomes were measured across services. 
Overall, the findings suggest that although effective interventions exist, barriers to help-seeking and service limitations continue to affect access to support for teenagers experiencing anxiety. 
Discussion
This scoping review aimed to identify the key themes reported in peer-reviewed literature on anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom, including approaches to support and intervention. The reviewed studies suggest that adolescent anxiety is influenced by a combination of digital factors, social experiences, and service-related issues. The findings indicate that anxiety in teenagers is not simply an individual psychological problem but is shaped by wider environmental and relational influences. While Woods and Scott (2016) provide quantitative evidence linking night-time social media use to sleep disruption and anxiety symptoms, O’Reilly et al. (2018) offer complementary qualitative insights into how social comparison on digital platforms heightens adolescents' feelings of judgement and inadequacy. Across the six studies, several patterns were consistent, although some differences and gaps in the evidence base were identified.
One of the clearest findings across the literature is the importance of digital environments, particularly social media, in shaping adolescent anxiety. Woods and Scott (2016) found that high night-time social media use was associated with poorer sleep quality, lower self-esteem, and higher levels of anxiety and depression symptoms. This suggests that digital behaviours may contribute to emotional distress through both direct and indirect pathways, including sleep disruption and negative self-perception. Similarly, O’Reilly et al. (2018) found that adolescents experienced pressure to present idealised images online and frequently compared themselves with others, increasing stress and anxiety. These findings suggest that social media may amplify existing insecurities and contribute to emotional distress among adolescents. 
However, the findings also indicate that the effects of social media are not entirely negative. O’Reilly et al. (2018) reported that digital platforms could facilitate communication and peer connectivity. This suggests that the impact of digital technology depends largely on how it is used and the context in which it occurs. Digital environments may therefore create both risks and opportunities for adolescent wellbeing. 
The reviewed studies also demonstrate that social experiences and emotional wellbeing are closely connected. O’Reilly et al. (2018) showed that adolescents often felt judged by others and experienced pressure to meet peer expectations, particularly in online spaces. Similarly, Loades et al. (2020) found that loneliness and social isolation were strongly associated with increased anxiety and depression in children and adolescents. These findings indicate that adolescent anxiety is strongly influenced by feelings of belonging, acceptance, and connection, particularly during a developmental stage where peer relationships and social evaluation become increasingly important. 
Another important theme across the literature concerns barriers to help-seeking and support. Radez et al. (2022) found that stigma, fear of judgement, confidentiality concerns, and lack of awareness of available services prevented adolescents from seeking professional help, demonstrating that the availability of services alone does not guarantee access. At the same time, the study found that parents, teachers, and other trusted adults could act as facilitators to help-seeking, highlighting the importance of supportive relationships in enabling access to care. 
The findings relating to intervention delivery and treatment outcomes also reveal strengths and limitations in current practice. Taylor et al. (2021) found that cognitive therapy was considered effective for adolescent social anxiety, but clinicians reported barriers such as limited time, insufficient training, and difficulties engaging young people in treatment. Krause et al. (2022) similarly found that although many adolescents improved following treatment, outcomes were measured inconsistently across services. These findings suggest that the effectiveness of interventions may depend not only on the intervention itself but also on how services are organised and delivered. This is evident in the contrast between Taylor et al.'s (2021) clinician-reported delivery barriers and Krause et al.'s (2022) service-level data showing clinical improvements despite inconsistent outcome measurement. This study therefore has important implications for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and wider UK practice.
This study therefore has important implications for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and wider UK practice. Service pressures, workforce limitations, and inconsistent outcome measures may reduce the effectiveness of otherwise evidence-based interventions. Ensuring that services have adequate resources, training, and consistent evaluation methods may therefore be essential for improving outcomes for young people experiencing anxiety. 
The review also identifies several gaps in the evidence base. There are relatively few UK-focused studies examining anxiety in teenagers across different service and social contexts. Some studies relied on self-reported data, such as Woods and Scott (2016), which may introduce response bias. In addition, several studies used qualitative methods, which provide insight into lived experiences but may have limited generalisability. Quantitative studies such as Krause et al. (2022) provide broader service-level data but may overlook the complexity of individual experiences. 
A further gap concerns the long-term effectiveness of support and intervention approaches, particularly in relation to digital influences on anxiety. While existing research highlights links between social media use, loneliness, and emotional distress, there is limited evidence regarding the most effective long-term interventions for UK teenagers. More longitudinal and UK-based research would strengthen understanding of how anxiety develops and how services can respond more effectively. 
Overall, this review suggests that adolescent anxiety in the UK is shaped by digital pressures, social relationships, and barriers within support systems. The findings highlight the importance of early intervention, accessible services, reduced stigma, and support that reflects the realities of adolescent life in both online and offline contexts. 
Recommendations 
The findings of this review highlight several areas for improvement in research, policy, and practice relating to adolescent anxiety in the United Kingdom.
First, future research should strengthen the evidence base on adolescent anxiety, particularly within the UK context. Existing studies show links between social media use and anxiety symptoms among adolescents (Woods and Scott, 2016) and between loneliness and increased anxiety and depression (Loades et al., 2020). However, there is limited research examining the long-term impact of these factors. Longitudinal studies tracking social media use, digital behaviours, and social isolation over time are needed (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005) to understand how these influences contribute to anxiety trajectories in UK teenagers.
Second, policy and healthcare practice should focus on improving access to mental health support for young people. Stigma, fear of judgement, and lack of awareness of services have been identified as key barriers preventing adolescents from seeking help (Radez et al., 2022). Practice recommendations include expanding school-based mental health support through Mental Health Support Teams (NHS England, 2019), increasing CAMHS capacity to reduce waiting lists (Young Minds, 2024), and training school staff in early identification (Taylor et al., 2021). Policy recommendations include implementing mandatory mental health literacy programmes in schools (NHS England, 2019) to improve awareness, reduce stigma, and encourage timely help-seeking (Radez et al., 2022).
Conclusion
This scoping review examined peer-reviewed literature on anxiety in teenagers in the United Kingdom. The findings show that adolescent anxiety is influenced by digital environments, social experiences, and access to mental health services. Social media use and social comparison may contribute to anxiety among teenagers (Woods and Scott, 2016; O’Reilly et al., 2018), while loneliness is also associated with emotional distress (Loades et al., 2020). 
The review also highlights the importance of recognising the wider social and environmental contexts that shape adolescent mental health. Factors such as peer relationships, digital engagement, and barriers to accessing support all contribute to the complexity of anxiety among young people. Addressing adolescence anxiety therefore requires coordinated efforts across healthcare services, educational institutions, and digital environments to ensure young people receive timely and effective support.

Overall, improving awareness of mental health support and strengthening access to services may help improve outcomes for young people experiencing anxiety in the UK. Continued research and service development will be important in ensuring that interventions remain relevant to the changing social and digital environments experienced by adolescents. 
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