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Assessment 1 - Proposal
1. Working Title (not included in word count)

	The mental health impact of delayed ADHD assessment on girls with suspected ADHD


2. Project Type and Format 
This project will adopt a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative data collected through surveys with qualitative data gathered through semi-structured interviews. Surveys will enable data to be collected from a wider sample on experiences of delayed ADHD assessment and its impact on mental health. Semi-structured interviews will provide participants with the opportunity to discuss their experiences in greater depth, allowing for a richer understanding of the emotional and psychological effects of delayed assessment. This approach is appropriate as it enables both breadth and depth of data collection, providing a comprehensive exploration of the experiences of girls with suspected ADHD.
3. Rationale and Background
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by persistent patterns of inattention, hyperactivity and impulsivity that interfere with daily functioning (NHS, 2025). Historically, ADHD research has focused predominantly on boys, resulting in diagnostic criteria and clinical understanding that often fail to capture the presentation of ADHD in girls (Young et al., 2020). Consequently, many girls remain undiagnosed or experience significant delays in receiving assessment and diagnosis.
Research suggests that girls are more likely to exhibit inattentive symptoms than disruptive hyperactive behaviours, making their difficulties less visible in educational and healthcare settings (Hinshaw et al., 2021). As a result, girls often develop coping strategies that mask their symptoms, leading professionals to overlook potential ADHD indicators. Delayed assessment can contribute to prolonged academic struggles, social difficulties, low self-esteem, anxiety, depression and emotional dysregulation (Huynh st al., 2024).
Recent reports show a significant increase in waiting times for ADHD assessments in the UK, with many children and adolescents waiting years for specialist evaluation. During this delay, their mental health may decline and access to support services may be limited. Recognizing the effects of these delays is crucial for enhancing early diagnosis methods and shaping effective policies.
This project is significant because it addresses an under-researched area concerning gender disparities in ADHD assessment and diagnosis. By reviewing the existing evidence, the study aims to highlight the mental health consequences of delayed assessment for girls and to identify recommendations for educational and healthcare professionals. Ultimately, the findings may contribute to more equitable assessment practices and improved support pathways for girls with suspected ADHD.
4. Aims and Objectives 
Aim
To critically examine the mental health impact of delayed ADHD assessment on girls with suspected ADHD, and to explore the lived experiences of parents seeking ADHD assessment for girls to understand the barriers and challenges they face. 
Objectives
1. To explore how ADHD presents differently in girls compared with boys and how these differences affect identification and referral processes.
2. To examine the relationship between delayed ADHD assessment and mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, self-esteem and emotional well-being.
3. To critically evaluate barriers to timely assessment, including gender bias, masking behaviours and service accessibility.
4. To identify recommendations in the literature to improve early identification, assessment pathways and support provision for girls with suspected ADHD.
Research Questions
• How does the presentation of ADHD in girls contribute to delays in assessment and diagnosis?
• What mental health consequences have been reported for girls with delayed ADHD assessment?
• What strategies are recommended in the literature to improve timely identification and support for girls with suspected ADHD?

5. Literature Overview 
An increasing number of studies emphasise notable gender disparities in how ADHD presents and is diagnosed. Historically, ADHD has been primarily understood through male behavioural traits, especially externalising behaviours like hyperactivity and impulsivity (Young et al., 2020). As a result, girls with ADHD often go undiagnosed because they tend to show inattentive symptoms, internalising issues and socially acceptable coping mechanisms (Hinshaw et al., 2021).
A key theme in the literature is masking. Girls frequently adopt strategies to hide their struggles, enabling them to fulfil social and academic expectations, yet this often leads to intense internal distress (Hinshaw et al., 2021). While masking might make symptoms less apparent, it can also result in exhaustion, anxiety and lower self-esteem in the long run.
The impact of delayed diagnosis on mental health outcomes is another important topic of debate. Multiple studies indicate that girls with undiagnosed ADHD experience higher rates of anxiety, depression, self-harm and emotional dysregulation (Gnanavel et al., 2019). Additionally, Hinshaw et al. (2021) observed that untreated ADHD symptoms can negatively influence social relationships, academic success and overall psychological health during adolescence and into adulthood.
The literature also emphasises systemic barriers to assessment, including long waiting lists, limited access to specialist services, gender stereotypes and a lack of professional awareness of ADHD presentations in girls (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [NICE], 2019). Some researchers argue that existing diagnostic frameworks still primarily reflect a male-centred view of ADHD, leading to delays in referrals and missed diagnoses among girls.
A further debate concerns the role of schools in identifying ADHD symptoms. Educational professionals are often among the first to observe behavioural and learning difficulties. However, studies suggest that subtle symptoms in girls may be misinterpreted as anxiety, shyness or lack of confidence rather than as indicators of ADHD (Young et al., 2020).
Overall, the literature demonstrates a clear association between delayed ADHD assessment and adverse mental health outcomes. However, gaps remain regarding the long-term psychological consequences of delayed assessment, particularly among girls. This project seeks to address these gaps through a critical synthesis of current evidence.
	


6. Methodology / Project Approach 
This study will adopt a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative data from online surveys with qualitative data from semi-structured interviews. A mixed-methods approach is appropriate because it enables the collection of both numerical and descriptive data, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of delayed ADHD assessment on girls and their families.
Participants will include parents and carers of girls currently undergoing or recently delayed in ADHD assessments. The study plans to recruit 15-20 participants via social media and local community networks. Participants must be over 18 and have direct experience supporting a girl through the ADHD assessment process.
Data collection will begin with an online survey distributed via a secure platform. It will feature both closed and open-ended questions about waiting times, service access experiences, perceived effects on mental health and wellbeing and support during the assessment process. The survey will collect quantitative data to analyse patterns and trends in participants' experiences.
After completing the survey, participants may be invited to take part in a semi-structured interview if further information is required. Interviews will be conducted either face-to-face or via Microsoft Teams, depending on participants preferences and accessibility. Semi-structured interviews will allow participants to discuss their experiences in greater depth while ensuring that key topics relevant to the research questions are consistently covered.
Quantitative survey data will be examined using descriptive statistics, such as frequencies, percentages and averages, to highlight common experiences and trends among participants. Qualitative interview data will undergo thematic analysis, based on Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework. This method will help identify recurring themes and patterns concerning the emotional, psychological and practical effects of delayed ADHD assessments.
The results from both methods will be compared and integrated to provide a holistic understanding of how delayed ADHD assessment affects girls and their families. This combined approach will strengthen the research's validity by allowing findings from one method to support and enrich those from the other.
	


7. Ethical Considerations 
Ethical approval will be sought from the university before any data collection begins. Participants will receive an information sheet outlining the study’s purpose and will provide informed consent before participating. Participation will be voluntary, and individuals will have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences. Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained by removing identifying information from all data. As discussions may involve experiences of stress, frustration or mental health concerns, participants will be provided with information about relevant support services should participation cause any emotional discomfort. Data will be securely stored in accordance with the GDPR and university policies.
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