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Background and Rationale

Access to mental health services for young adults in the UK remains a big concern. Individuals aged 18–25 experience high rates of anxiety, depression and ADHD, yet many struggle to access  appropriate support (NHS Digital, 2026). Increased demand for services has placed pressure on NHS resources, contributing to long waiting times and reduced service capacity (The King’s Fund, 2022).

Young adults transitioning from Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) to adult services may face more challenges including changes in eligibility criteria and service structure. These factors suggest that multiple barriers may stop  young adults from receiving effective care. Understanding these barriers is important for improving service provision and informing future policy decisions.

A scoping review is appropriate as it enables a broad exploration of existing literature, helping to identify key themes and research gaps (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005)

Research Aim and Objectives

The aim of this scoping review is to explore peer-reviewed research on barriers to accessing mental health services for young adults in the UK.

The objectives are to:
Identify key barriers discussed in the literature.
Examine structural and systemic factors affecting access.
Highlight gaps requiring further research.

The review question guiding this study is:

What barriers to accessing mental health services for young adults in the UK are identified within peer-reviewed literature?

Methodology

This review will follow the framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). A search will be conducted using CINAHL, PubMed and PsycINFO. Search terms will include mental health services young adults access barriers and United Kingdom

Inclusion criteria will consist of peer-reviewed UK studies published in English within the last ten years focusing on individuals aged 18–25. Studies conducted outside the UK or not directly related to service access will be excluded.

Selected studies will be analysed using Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis to identify recurring themes.

Expected Outcomes

The review is expected to identify barriers such as waiting times, limited service availability, stigma and difficulties during transition between services.

Ethical Considerations

As this study uses published literature only, ethical approval is not required. Ethical standards will be kept through correct referencing and objective reporting.
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