New Arc centre in London redefines youth mental health care with home-like approach
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Walking through the doors of the Arc mental health day centre in London, visitors are immediately struck by a deliberate absence of the usual clinical barriers found in healthcare settings. Teenagers lounge on large bean bags, while parents collaborate with their children to prepare meals on the other side of a sunlit common room. The centre, part of the Best for You initiative at Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, is designed with a clear understanding of how intimidating traditional healthcare environments can be for young people. The architecture and services offered have been shaped by feedback directly from teenagers, a key aspect of the centre's innovative approach to mental health care.
Best for You aims to provide a pioneering model of mental health care that mitigates the frustrations and delays often associated with traditional services. This initiative seeks to address a burgeoning mental health crisis among youths, exacerbated by the pandemic, which has left one in five children and young people in the UK reporting mental health challenges according to the NHS. Globally, the situation is similarly dire; the World Health Organization reports that one in seven adolescents aged 10 to 19 experiences mental health issues, particularly depression and anxiety, marking them as leading causes of disability in this age group.
A significant force behind this initiative is Kasim Kutay, chief executive of investment group Novo Holdings. His personal experience—arriving at A&E with a teenager in crisis—prompted him to champion a model that prioritises early intervention and holistic support. "We were deer in headlights," he recalls, underscoring the inadequacy of emergency services for managing mental health crises. James Ross, clinical director of general paediatrics at the hospital, echoes this sentiment, stating that entering the A&E is, in many ways, a failure in the care journey—a perspective that drives the need for the prevention-focused model the Arc centre embodies.
The centre is designed to serve young people five days a week for a period of four weeks, each session attended by a family member. This approach not only allows for curated therapeutic and recreational activities but also ensures that young people receive support before they reach a state of crisis. Mental health nurse Tom Lankester highlights the importance of an environment that encourages voluntary participation rather than coercion, distinguishing it from other treatment settings that may involve detainment under the Mental Health Act.
Kutay asserts that proactive intervention is imperative; he points to the harrowing delays in accessing mental health care that can escalate issues into crises. The NHS's current strain exacerbates these delays, making proactive care like that offered at Arc essential in preventing young individuals from deteriorating in their mental health. Best for You not only targets youth mental health on a local basis but also proposes a framework for a broader rethinking of the mental health care ecosystem.
The project aims to overhaul the entire patient journey for young people suffering from mental health issues, investing in training for staff and tailor-making facilities to suit the needs of young individuals. Safety measures within hospitals are being enhanced—removing barriers and ensuring spaces allow for movement—while staff receive training specifically oriented toward mental health care.
Research from Imperial College London will soon begin evaluating the efficacy of these innovations, with initial findings anticipated later this year. Interestingly, the model's principles are already being applied in Denmark under the name Best for Us, showcasing the international potential for this alternative approach to youth mental health.
However, the initiative faces challenges, especially regarding funding. Chris Chaney, chief executive of CW+, acknowledges the uphill task of scaling this project within the financially constrained NHS. Although it is projected that replicating the model could be less costly, upfront investments will be essential, making it a tough sell to healthcare institutions across the UK.
As the conversation around youth mental health continues to evolve, with pressing indicators that more integrated and proactive strategies are needed, the Arc centre represents a hopeful step towards fundamentally changing how mental health care is delivered to adolescents, potentially setting a precedent for similar initiatives worldwide.
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