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Step change required to tackle young people's mental health 
A big increase in young people being referred to mental health services and longer waiting 
times are signs of a system under significant pressure, says a new report. 
 
The Auditor General and the Accounts Commission have called for a step change in the way the 
public sector responds to the mental health needs of children and young people. 
 
Their joint report found that the current system is geared towards specialist care and responding to 
crisis, despite government strategy being focused on early intervention and prevention. 
 
Around 6,000 more referrals to specialist services have been recorded over the last five years - a 22 
per cent increase. And rejected referrals are rising faster, with over 1400 more noted in the same 
period - a 24 per cent increase. 
 
Children and young people are also waiting longer for treatment, with 26 percent who started 
treatment in 2017/18 waiting over 18 weeks, compared to 15 per cent in 2013/14.  
 
Youngsters also face a range of barriers to accessing services, says the report. For example, early 
intervention services - such as school counselling and primary mental health workers - are patchy. 
And access to specialist support varies across the country. 
 
Meanwhile, poor financial and performance data means it is difficult to identify how much is being 
spent on services or the difference they are making to young lives. 
 
Caroline Gardner, the Auditor General, said: "The mental health system is complex and fragmented, 
making it difficult for children, young people and their families to get the support they need. 
 
"Improving mental health and wellbeing is a public health priority for the Scottish Government. For this 
to happen, a step change is required in the way services respond to the needs of children and young 
people." 
 
Graham Sharp, chair of the Accounts Commission, the local government watchdog, said: "No single 
organisation can address all the issues raised in this report, and we now need to see government, 
integration authorities, councils, NHS boards and others work together with children and young 
people to start bringing about change. 
 
"That process will benefit from a much clearer understanding of how our young people are accessing 
existing services and what difference is being made to their lives." 
 
For further information contact Patrick McFall Tel: 0131 625 1663 / 07786660171  pmcfall@audit-
scotland.gov.uk or media@audit-scotland.gov.uk 
 
Notes to editors 
 
1. Referrals to specialist services increased from 27,271 to 33,270 between 2013/14 and 2017/18. 
 
2. Between 2013/14 and 2016/17, NHS boards increased how much they spend on children and 
young people's mental health by 11.9 per cent in real terms, from £50.6m to £56.6m. 
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3. One in 10 children and young people aged five to 16 have a clinically diagnosable mental illness. 
 
4. There has been a 22 per cent (5,999) increase in the number of referrals received by specialist 
CAMHS since 2013/14. 
 
5. There has been a 24 per cent (1,414) increase in the number of referrals rejected by specialist 
CAMHS since 2013/14. 
 
6. Over 74 per cent (11,498) of children and young people referred to CAMHS started treatment 
within 18 weeks in 2017/18. 
 
7. The average time children and young people had to wait for their first treatment appointment in 
2017/18 was eleven weeks. 
 
8. Audit Scotland has prepared this report for the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts 
Commission. All Audit Scotland reports published since 2000 are available at www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk 
• The Auditor General appoints auditors to Scotland’s central government and NHS bodies; 

examines how public bodies spend public money; helps them to manage their finances to the 
highest standards; and checks whether they achieve value for money. The Auditor General is 
independent and is not subject to the control of the Scottish Government or the Scottish 
Parliament 

• The Accounts Commission is the public spending watchdog for local government. It holds 
councils and various joint boards and committees in Scotland to account and help them improve. 
It operates impartially and independently of councils and of the Scottish Government, and meets 
and reports in public 

• Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000, under the Public Finance and 
Accountability (Scotland) Act, 2000. It provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and 
the Accounts Commission for Scotland. 
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