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Introduction 
I am writing to propose AutismConnect+, an innovative digital platform designed to improve autism assessment pathways across NHS services in the United Kingdom. During my research, I identified that increasing referrals for autism assessments have placed considerable pressure on NHS services, resulting in lengthy waiting times and delayed access to diagnosis and support. These delays can have a significant impact on autistic individuals and their families by increasing uncertainty and delaying access to appropriate healthcare, education and community services (NHS England, 2023). Through this proposal, I aim to demonstrate how creativity, innovation and digital technology can improve the experiences of autistic individuals while supporting healthcare professionals to deliver more efficient and person-centred care. I believe AutismConnect+ has the potential to reduce administrative pressures, improve communication and create long-term value for patients, families and the NHS by supporting the delivery of high-quality, digitally enabled healthcare (NHS England, 2019).

The Current Problem
The demand for autism assessments within the United Kingdom has increased significantly in recent years, placing considerable pressure on NHS services. Many autistic children, young people and adults experience lengthy waiting times before receiving a formal diagnosis, which can delay access to healthcare, education, employment support and specialist interventions (NHS England, 2023). For families, prolonged waiting periods often lead to increased stress, uncertainty and difficulty accessing appropriate guidance while awaiting assessment. Research suggests that these delays are caused by a combination of factors rather than a single issue. Parr et al. (2024) found that increasing referral rates, workforce shortages and inconsistencies between local autism assessment pathways have contributed to long waiting times across the UK. Similarly, Maciver et al. (2025) identified limited specialist capacity, rising demand and variation in service provision as key barriers to timely diagnosis. These findings highlight the need for innovative approaches that
improve efficiency while maintaining high standards of person-centred care. Although the NHS National Framework for Autism Assessment Pathways has introduced greater consistency and encouraged multidisciplinary working, challenges remain in communication, referral management and access to information during the assessment process (NHS England, 2023). This creates an opportunity for digital innovation to complement existing services. AutismConnect+ has been designed to address these gaps by improving communication, supporting referral management and providing reliable information and support throughout the assessment journey.

Proposed Inovation
AutismConnect+ is a proposed digital platform designed to enhance the existing NHS autism assessment pathway by improving communication, increasing accessibility and supporting both service users and healthcare professionals throughout the assessment process. Rather than replacing current NHS services, the platform is intended to complement existing clinical practice by providing a secure, person-centred digital solution that improves the overall patient journey. The platform would allow individuals and families to complete pre-assessment questionnaires online before their appointment, reducing unnecessary paperwork and enabling clinicians to review relevant information in advance. Users would also be able to securely track the progress of their referral, receive appointment reminders and access reliable information about autism, local support services and frequently asked questions. These features aim to reduce uncertainty and provide practical support while individuals are waiting for assessment. For healthcare professionals, AutismConnect+ would improve communication between multidisciplinary teams by allowing relevant information to be shared securely through existing NHS digital systems. The platform could also include an AI-assisted referral prioritisation tool that helps identify referrals requiring urgent clinical attention. Importantly, this feature is designed to support clinical decision-making rather than replace professional judgement, ensuring that qualified healthcare professionals remain responsible for all assessment and diagnostic decisions. This innovation demonstrates creativity by combining digital technology with person-centred healthcare principles to address recognised challenges within autism services. By improving communication, reducing administrative pressures and increasing access to information, AutismConnect+ has the potential to create value for autistic individuals, families, healthcare professionals and the wider NHS through more efficient and responsive service delivery (NHS England, 2019; NHS England, 2023).

Implementation Strategy
AutismConnect+ would be introduced using a phased implementation strategy to minimise risk and ensure the platform meets the needs of autistic individuals, families and healthcare professionals. The first stage would involve a pilot programme within selected NHS Trusts and Integrated Care Systems (ICSs) where autism assessment services are already established. This would allow the platform to be tested in a real clinical environment before being introduced more widely across England. Feedback from autistic people, parents and carers, clinicians, autism specialists and administrative staff would be collected throughout the pilot to identify strengths and areas for improvement (NHS England, 2023).

Staff Training and Digital Integration
Before the platform is launched, healthcare professionals would receive training on how to use AutismConnect+, including managing digital referrals, accessing patient information securely and using the AI-assisted referral prioritisation tool. Training would also focus on maintaining person-centred communication and ensuring technology supports, rather than replaces, clinical judgement. AutismConnect+ would integrate with existing NHS digital systems, reducing duplication of work and improving communication between multidisciplinary teams. Patient information would be stored securely and managed in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018.

Evaluation and National Rollout
The pilot programme would be evaluated using key performance indicators, including referral processing times, patient and family satisfaction, staff feedback and service efficiency. If the evaluation demonstrates positive outcomes, AutismConnect+ would be gradually introduced across additional NHS Trusts and Integrated Care Systems. A phased national rollout would allow lessons learned from the pilot to inform future development while supporting the NHS Long Term Plan's commitment to digital transformation, service improvement and high-quality patient care (NHS England, 2019).Technology, Legalisation and Professional Standards. AutismConnect+ uses digital technology to improve communication, referral management and access to information throughout the autism assessment pathway. The platform would integrate with existing NHS digital systems, allowing healthcare professionals to access patient information securely while reducing unnecessary duplication of administrative tasks. Patients and families would be able to complete digital pre-assessment questionnaires, receive appointment reminders, monitor referral progress and access reliable autism information through a secure online portal. The platform would also include an AI-assisted referral prioritisation tool to support clinicians in identifying individuals who may require earlier assessment. However, AI would only assist healthcare professionals and would never replace clinical judgement or diagnostic decision-making.The successful implementation of AutismConnect+ depends on compliance with relevant legislation and professional standards. All personal information would be processed in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018, ensuring that patient confidentiality and information security are maintained. The platform would also support the principles of the Equality Act 2010 by improving accessibility and reducing barriers to healthcare for autistic individuals. In addition, AutismConnect+ would align with NICE guidance on autism assessment and diagnosis and support the NHS Long Term Plan's commitment to digital transformation, person-centred care and improved healthcare outcomes (NHS England, 2019; NICE, 2021). By combining innovative technology with robust legal and professional standards, AutismConnect+ aims to improve patient experiences while ensuring healthcare remains safe, ethical and evidence based.
Benefits and Potential Challenges 
AutismConnect+ has the potential to create significant benefits for autistic individuals, families, healthcare professionals and the NHS. For autistic people and their families, the platform would improve communication by providing real-time referral updates, appointment reminders and access to reliable information throughout the assessment process. This could reduce uncertainty and anxiety while helping families understand what to expect during each stage of the assessment pathway. Earlier access to information and local support services may also improve wellbeing while individuals wait for a formal diagnosis. Healthcare professionals would benefit from reduced administrative workload through digital pre-assessment questionnaires and secure information sharing between multidisciplinary teams. This would enable clinicians to spend more time delivering person-centred care rather than completing repetitive administrative tasks. Improved referral management and communication could also contribute to more efficient use of NHS resources and support the objectives of the NHS Long Term Plan to improve healthcare through digital innovation (NHS England, 2019). Despite these advantages, several challenges should be considered. Some individuals may have limited access to digital technology or lack the confidence to use online systems, potentially creating inequalities in access to care. To address this, AutismConnect+ should complement, rather than replace, existing face-to-face and telephone services, ensuring that alternative methods of support remain available. Staff training and ongoing technical support would also be essential to ensure that healthcare professionals are confident in using the platform effectively. In addition, strong cybersecurity measures and compliance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018 would be required to protect sensitive patient information. By recognising these challenges and implementing appropriate safeguards, AutismConnect+ could provide a practical, inclusive and sustainable digital solution that enhances autism assessment services across the NHS.

Future Development
Looking ahead, I believe AutismConnect+ has the potential to be expanded beyond autism assessment services to support other neurodevelopmental pathways, including ADHD and learning disability assessments. The platform could also incorporate additional accessibility features, such as multilingual resources, easy-read information, sensory-friendly communication options and personalised support tools. As digital healthcare continues to evolve, I believe AutismConnect+ could integrate with future NHS digital technologies to support more connected, efficient and person-centred healthcare services. Continuous evaluation and feedback from autistic individuals, families and healthcare professionals would ensure that the platform continues to develop in response to changing service needs while maintaining high standards of care and accessibility.
Conclusion and Call to Action
In conclusion, I believe AutismConnect+ is an innovative digital solution that has the potential to improve autism assessment services by enhancing communication, increasing accessibility and supporting person-centred care throughout the diagnostic pathway. By combining secure digital technology with existing NHS services, the platform aims to reduce administrative pressures, improve referral management and provide autistic individuals and their families with greater support while they wait for assessment. These improvements align with NHS priorities for digital transformation, service improvement and high-quality patient care (NHS England, 2019). Although challenges such as digital inclusion, staff training and information governance must be carefully managed, I believe these can be addressed through phased implementation, ongoing evaluation and adherence to professional and legal standards. AutismConnect+ is intended to complement, rather than replace, existing clinical services, ensuring that healthcare professionals remain central to assessment and decision-making. I believe AutismConnect+ offers a practical and sustainable opportunity to improve autism assessment pathways across the NHS. I encourage NHS leaders, healthcare professionals and policymakers to support the pilot implementation and evaluation of AutismConnect+ so that its potential benefits can be explored in practice. By investing in innovative, person-centred digital solutions, we can improve patient experiences, reduce waiting times and create long-term value for health and social care services. 
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