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Pre-budget scrutiny 2026-27, with a focus on mental health spending
Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland

August 2025

Established by the Commissioner for Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2003, the Commissioner is responsible for promoting and safeguarding the rights of all children and young people in Scotland, giving particular attention to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The Commissioner has powers to review law, policy and practice and to take action to promote and protect rights. 
The Commissioner is fully independent of the Scottish Government.
Current mental health spending 
In 2023-24, spending on mental health services totalled £1.5 billion, equivalent to 9% of total NHS expenditure.  
1. Is the level of spending on mental health services appropriate?  
The Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland is responding to this consultation with reference to children and young people’s mental health services in line with our remit.
Scottish Government investment in mental health services has significantly increased in recent years. Funding levels for CAMHS have increased by 64% in real terms since 2018, which is a welcome shift in the prioritisation of health spending towards children and young people’s mental health. However, Scottish Government’s target of 1% of NHS funding being spent on children’s mental health services has not been met. 
At the same time, evidence shows that children and young people are experiencing worse mental health than before. In 2022, 15.4% of 16-24 year olds reported having a mental health condition, compared to 2.5% in 2011. For those under 15, it was 2.4% up from 0.4%.[footnoteRef:2] Although increases can be explained to some extent by improved awareness and understanding of mental health conditions, they still suggest an increase in prevalence. Children and young people across Scotland have also told us that mental health is one of their top priorities for more support. [2:  Scottish Government, Scotland’s Census 2022 - Health, disability and unpaid care, 3 October 2024] 

Under the UNCRC and UNCRC (Incorporation) (Scotland) Act, children have a right to the highest attainable standard of health, which the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child’s (the Committee) General Comment 15 explains means that “children are entitled to quality health services, including prevention, promotion, treatment, rehabilitation and palliative care services”. The Committee has called on states to scale up and mainstream efforts to address children’s mental health problems through a focus on both prevention and treatment.
The Committee’s General Comment 19 on child rights budgeting also sets out principles for states to follow to ensure children’s rights are protected and promoted through national budgeting, including ensuring monitoring of the effectiveness of budget allocations in realising children’s rights.
The most recent Concluding Observations on the UK from the Committee on the Rights of the Child made the following comments in relation to spending on mental health.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Concluding observations on the combined 6th and 7th periodic reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland :] 

“43 (c) Develop or strengthen strategies, with sufficient resources, to ensure the availability of community-based therapeutic mental health services and programmes for children of all ages and to promote comprehensive mental health services, screening for mental health issues and early intervention services in schools; 
(d) Urgently address the long waiting times for accessing mental health services and the stigma associated with such services, including in the overseas territories, and ensure that the number of qualified medical professionals, including child psychologists and psychiatrists, is sufficient to meet the mental health needs of children in a timely manner and close to where they live; 
(e) Develop adequately funded mental health services tailored to the specific needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex children, migrant children, children with disabilities and young carers, including through sufficient investments in specialist services;”
Progress in mental health provision in Scotland remains slow. In late 2024, the Scottish Government met its CAMHS waiting times time target of 90% of children and young people starting treatment withing 18 weeks for the first time, despite the target being set as far back as 2017. Waiting times remain extremely inconsistent across health boards, with children in the most rural areas experiencing the worst access to mental health services. While waiting times have decreased, the proportion of rejected referrals has increased, raising concerns at whether the problem of insufficient resource and provision has truly been addressed. It is also unclear how easy children and young people across the country find it to access support within their local community when struggling with their mental health.
Overall, it is our view that Scottish Government mental health spending is insufficient to provide for the mental health needs of children and young people and meet the challenge of increasing mental health concerns. The time taken to reach targets, and the continued poor measures of wellbeing and mental health among children and young people demonstrate a need for greater and sustained investment in services which both prevent and support children’s mental health issues. 

2. What information can help support assessment and evaluation of the allocation of the mental health budget?  
As noted above, General Comment 19 on human rights budgeting makes clear that transparency is a core element of a child’s rights budgeting approach. We remain concerned that Scottish Government is insufficiently transparent about its actions and spending on children and young people’s mental health services. 
In early 2025, we worked with SAMH and Young Scot to commission research on action taken by Scottish Government to improve children and young people’s mental health services, in response to recommendations of the Youth Commission on Mental Health Services in 2019. Our research found it is extremely difficult, based on the updates and data provided by Scottish Government, to determine what actions have been taken, including in relation to funding. Despite accepting a recommendation from the Youth Commission to improve transparency around the funding of mental health services, it does not provide disaggregated data on how much of the mental health budget is spent on children and young people. Recent data showing an increase in mental health spending in NHS budgets to 9% includes clinical psychology for the first time, meaning it is not possible to make a direct comparison with previous years’ funding, following a decrease in funding from 2022/23 to 2023/24. Similarly, it is not possible to gain a clear picture of how much is spent on children and young people’s mental health services in local authorities across Scotland without individually contacting service providers and NHS Boards, making analysis of spending decisions and outcomes extremely difficult, as identified by Audit Scotland in 2018.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  FOI – 000123 Details of all children mental health services throughout Scotland, National Services Scotland, June 2022; Children and Young People’s Mental Health, Audit Scotland, 2018] 

Scottish Government should be providing much clearer data on funding for children and young people’s mental health services, including separating these out from adult spend and requiring local authorities and health boards to provide detailed data on NHS and community-based funding and provision in their area.
Preventative spend on mental health  
The Committee is interested in preventative spend. Public Health Scotland has set out a classification of preventative activities, describing activities as primary, secondary and tertiary prevention.  
3. Do you consider there to be evidence of preventative spending activities in relation to mental health (and if so, can you provide examples)?  
Preventive spending in relation to mental health can cover a huge range of areas, from addressing poverty, improving young people’s experience in schools and supporting their safety on and offline, to more direct supports like community mental health support and school counsellors. 
We are aware Scottish Government provides £16 million per year in the Local Government Settlement for school counsellors,[footnoteRef:5] and new funding has been provided for community mental health and wellbeing supports for children and young people since 2020. Between March 2020 and 2024/25, Scottish Government provided over £65 million to local authorities to deliver community based mental health supports[footnoteRef:6], including the Children and Young People’s Community Mental Health and Wellbeing Supports fund.  [5:  Child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS) financial aid: FOI release, Scottish Government, March 2022 ]  [6:  News Release: £30 million mental health funding, Scottish Government, March 2024 ] 

However, as noted in response to question two, comprehensive information on funding of preventive support like community mental health supports is unavailable. Given the significant positive impact that community mental health supports and school counsellors can have for young people struggling with their mental health, we support a coherent and sustainable approach to funding these services, and transparency about how these are provided across Scotland.
Our Young Advisors conducted an investigation into counselling in schools in 2023. This found that issues with availability, consistency and limited data collection impede our ability to understand the impact of preventative spend in this area.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Mental Health: Counselling in Schools, CYPCS, May 2023 ] 

Priorities for mental health spending  
The Scottish Government has set out its priorities for mental health services in its Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy. This strategy identifies the following priorities for investment:  
· Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and psychological therapies  
· Addressing waiting times backlogs  
· An extension of support for distress  
· Ongoing implementation of the Scottish Government’s Suicide Prevention Strategy  
· Delivering improved community-based mental health and wellbeing support for children, young people and adults  
4. Do you consider these to be the right priorities for mental health investment?  
In our view these reflect the key issues in mental health provision, and we welcome the much needed prioritisation of CAMHS and waiting times, as well as the importance of community based support for children and young people.
We would recommend that as part of waiting times backlogs, Government focuses on inconsistencies across health boards to ensure all children and young people across Scotland can enjoy their right to health without discrimination. 
5. To what extent are these priorities reflected in mental health service delivery? 
We are unable to comment on how these priorities are implemented in service delivery. We recommend that Scottish Government provide a full and detailed progress report at the end of the time period for the Mental Health Strategy detailing how these priorities have been met.
Decisions on mental health spending  
6. How could transparency in relation to decisions around mental health spending in Scotland be improved?
Scottish Government needs to be much more transparent with children and young people and the wider public about its spending decisions and actions on mental health. We would like to see more data gathered and published on community mental health provision across local areas in Scotland and how this is funded, as well as clearer demarcation of spending on child vs adult mental health in budgets. We recommend the Government publish clear updates on spending and other commitments it has made, so that children and young people can track progress, and understand where the Government has acted on their concerns, and how effective policy decisions are. Where Scottish Government receives recommendations, particularly from children and young people themselves, on mental health services, it should respond specifically to those recommendations, make clear commitments where it accepts them, and follow up by being transparent about the implementation of those commitments.

For further information, please contact Emma Hunter, Policy Officer at emma.hunter@cypcs.org.uk 
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