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The Common Sense Policy Group (https://commonsensepolicygroup.com/) is a think tank which develops feasible, affordable and popular redistributive policies based on research undertaken by a core team of academics based at the university of Northumbria.

Introduction: What factors are driving recent trends in children and young people’s mental health?

Mental health conditions have slowly been increasing among young people in the UK. Between 2012-13 and 2022-23, incidences of mental health conditions for under 25s rose by 10 percentage points (Stark et al., 2024). A meta-analysis of 11 high-income countries indicated that one in eight children have mental disorders (Barican et al., 2022). So far, the approach to addressing children and young people’s mental health has centred on expanding services. Rising demand and under-funded services are leaving thousands of young people without the support they need (Fashina-Ayilara & Byrne, 2025). In addition to service provision, there is a growing focus on the underlying causes of poor mental health in children and young people and how to best prevent mental health problems from worsening. It is argued that a series of crises from austerity, the Covid-19 pandemic and cost of living pressures may have contributed to a significant rise in childhood mental health (Ma et al., 2021; Thomson & Katikireddi, 2018; ). In particular, substantial body of evidence demonstrates that mental health conditions, in particular, anxiety and depression, are shaped by social determinants including income, education, social capital and opportunity (Kromydas et al., 2021; Parra-Mujica et al., 2023; Thomson et al., 2022). Indeed the likelihood of children and young people experiencing clinically significant anxiety and depression increases consistently as household income decreases, with each lower income group reporting higher rates of symptoms than the income group above it (Chen et al., 2023). This reflects the financial strain experienced across whole households after essential costs have been covered (Johnson et al., 2022; Nettle et al., 2024; Villadsen et al., 2024). Tackling children and young people’s mental ill health therefore requires addressing its economic causes, something that education, community provision and the NHS, however well resourced, cannot do alone.
The role of education, community settings, and NHS mental health services in support and delivery
Education, community support NHS mental health services play a crucial role in responding to young people’s mental health needs, but these services are consistently under‑resourced, underfunded, and overstretched. Between 2010-11 and 2023-24, Local Authority expenditure on youth services in England fell by 73% in real terms (YMCA, 2025), resulting in the closure of youth centres and early intervention programmes (Fashina-Ayilara & Byrne, 2025). The number of children and young people seeking emergency care has reached record levels. Between 2012 and 2022, admissions to acute medical wards in England for mental health concerns among children and young people increased by 65% (Ward et al., 2025). A lack of early intervention has also pushed issues onto schools and other community settings where children’s stress and unmet needs manifest as mental health issues, safeguarding concerns and behavioural challenges. Findings from the National Foundation for Educational Research suggest that financial pressures on families are contributing to greater mental health and wellbeing needs among pupils and report that senior leaders in secondary schools serving more disadvantaged communities agree that the rising cost of living has also fuelled increases in safeguarding concerns, behaviour issues and absenteeism (Lucas et al., 2023). 

Relying on education as a frontline response to young people’s mental health needs is increasingly ineffective, inefficient and unfair, placing unsustainable pressure on services while doing nothing to address the underlying causes. Without addressing the structural economic conditions facing young people, demand on acute services is likely to continue rising regardless of improvements to service provision. 
How effective are current early‑intervention models across health and education, in identifying mental health concerns in children and young people at the earliest possible stage? 

There are early‑intervention services that have proven effective in reducing service pressure by supporting young people before their needs escalate to the point of requiring clinical care downstream. However, access to these services remains inconsistent across the country and successive governments have failed to invest in expanding early support on a national scale (Fashina-Ayilara & Byrne, 2025). Basic income, an unconditional, regular payment to meet basic needs, could substantially improve mental health among young people, reduce costs to education, community and personal social services (Common Sense Policy Group, 2025; Johnson et al., 2022). The microsimulation findings in Chen et al. (2023) indicate that changes in income had a measurable effect on anxiety and depression, largely through the pathways associated with poverty reduction. Further modelling results in Johnson et al. (2022) estimate the numbers of anxiety and depression that could be avoided among 16-24 year olds as a result of three different basic income schemes. 
Table 1:  Preliminary modelling results indicating cases of anxiety
	Schemes
	Cases of anxiety and depression prevented or postponed per year in ages 16-24 (95% uncertainty interval) 
	Total NHS and personal social services per year assuming 50% of cases diagnosed and treated
	Total NHS and patients’ related costs per year assuming 50% of cases diagnosed and treated

	Scheme 1
Scheme 2
Scheme 3
	29,000 (15,000, 44,000) 39,000 (23,000, 56,000) 46,000 (27,000, 66,000)
	£22m (£12m, £34m) £29m (£18m, £43m) £35m (£21m, £50m)
	£99m (£53m, £150m) £130m (£79m, £190m) £160m (£92m, £220m)


(Johnson et al., 2022)
These are static, modelled estimates, but they demonstrate that income‑security interventions should be considered alongside service‑based and community approaches as part of an upstream strategy for meeting the mental‑health needs of children and young people. Income security interventions like a basic income could reduce the volume and severity of need presenting to Early Support Hubs for example, increasing their capacity to respond effectively to those who do engage.

Johnson et al. (2022) also conducted a series of citizen engagement workshops, exploring whether a transitional Basic Income could ease pressures facing young people, with 28 participants aged 14-22 from Bradford taking part. Findings were consistent across a range of circumstances: the current system does not work for young people. A central theme was the impossible trade-off between work, study and leisure. Nearly all participants identified education as the surest route to financial security, yet present financial insecurity undermined their ability to pursue it, with students reporting that paid work left them too stretched and too tired to study effectively (p.22). Young people realise how important education is to their future, but their efforts are being undermined by a lack of necessary financial security. 
The Welsh Basic Income Pilot for Care Leavers has found that, in the first year of the study, participants reported being able to save more for things such as driving lessons, university or just the future. They were able to undertake more activities with friends, eat better food and play more sports, all of which contribute to improved health outcomes. Participants reported improved mental health and wellbeing feeling a sense of control over their lives and increased choices around jobs and college opportunities (Mathur et al., 2025). These findings make a compelling case for understanding the effects of basic income on young people's mental health and emphasise the importance of effectively evaluated trials to better understand basic income as an early‑intervention strategy for young people’s mental health. The impact of early support infrastructure will be limited if the underlying economic conditions driving need are not addressed. 
There is urgent need to invest in preventative mental health support that, over a lifetime, has the potential to be cheaper and more effective than reactive services, reducing the severity and prevalence of mental health instances among young people rather than simply treating the symptoms.
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