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Research report
Delays in Health services: Exploring Autism assessment 
Introduction
This report explores delays in autism assessments in the UK, which have become a growing concern across health services. Many NHS services are struggling to keep up with the growing number of referrals for both children and adults. These long waiting times have a significant impact on individuals and their families, as delays in diagnosis may affect access to support in education or have appropriate care. Information for this report was gathered from reliable sources, including the NHS Digital, the National Autistic Society, and academic articles found through google scholar. This topic investigates delays in autism assessments are becoming an increasing concern within health and social care services.
Rising issues in the Autism assessments in the UK
One issue in health and social care is the long waiting times for autism assessments in the UK. Autism is a developmental condition that affects how people communicate, interact with others, and understand the world around them. Over the past few years, the number of referrals for autism assessments has increased significantly, and NHS services are struggling to keep up with the demand because of being short staffed. This has resulted in long waiting lists for both children and adults who are seeking a diagnosis. According to (National Autistic Society,2025), NHS data shows that in 2025, 236,225 individuals were waiting for an Autism assessment. This is a 15% increase from the year before and 53% higher than in two years. It also shows that 89% of people waiting longer than the 13-week target set by National Institute for Health Care Excellence, 2023. On average, people are waiting over 17 months, this is a major pressure on health services. These delays affect children and young people, and adults. Early diagnosis is important because it helps people get support from education, mental health service, and social care. When assessments take a long time, families may experience stress and frustration. Children may struggle in school without appropriate support, and some individuals may develop anxiety or behavioural difficulties while waiting. The delays also affect health professionals, as numbers rising increase workload pressure and reduce the ability to meet standards. This issue is important in health and social care because delays in autism diagnosis can stop individuals from receiving the support they need.


Evaluation of sources
(The Nuffield Trust, 2023) article explains that the number of people waiting for Autism assessments in England has increased significantly past few years. In December 2023, there were 172,022 people waiting for an autism assessment. This is the highest ever recorded. The report also shows that when adjusting the data for NHS services, there has still been more than five times as great in suspected autism referrals since 2019. Additionally, new cases are coming in faster than old cases are being complete, so the waiting list continues to grow. The backlog is overloaded because the number of new referrals is higher to complete assessments and diagnosis. There has been a rise in the number of times individuals wait before receiving their assessment appointment. By December 2023, 79% of people who had been waiting more than 13 weeks still had not been seen for their first appointment. In December 2019, the number was 44%. This highlights how the situation has become worse over years This source is reliable because it uses official NHS data and provides up-to-date statistics. However, even though it explains the increase in waiting times, it does not look closely at the impact it has on families or how services can reduce delays. This shows a gap in the research that needs investigation. The chart below shows the rapid increase in the number of people waiting for an autism assessment.
[image: ]      (Nuffield Trust, 2023)
(McKenzie et al. 2015, abstract/discussion session) explains that people seeking autism diagnosis, whether children or adults often experience delays. These delays are influenced by factors such as the amount of information available before the assessment and the number of appointments required during the process.  Difference in service routes between children and adults can also affect waiting times. This article also finds that having information available before assessment was linked to a shorter diagnosis process partly because it reduces the number of required contacts, while in adults, more complex cases were linked to a greater number of contacts and longer diagnosis process. It is a reliable source because it is a journal article, meaning other researchers checked it before it was published. A strength of this study showed that it looks at both children and adults, which gives the reader a wider understanding of the ongoing issue. However, the article was published in 2015, so it may reflect the current situation where waiting lists have increased. Another limitation is that it focuses on service factors and does not explore the impact on families. 
(NHS Digital, 2025) shows how many people are waiting for autism assessments in England. In September 2025, NHS Digital reported that 254,108 people were on the waiting list for an autism assessment, with around 90% waiting longer than 13 weeks in England. NHS Digital also explains that from September 2023 the way suspected autism referrals are counted changed. A referral is included in the open referral only during the month when the information is reported which gives more accurate picture of how many people are waiting. This source is useful because it comes from official NHS data, so the numbers are reliable. It supports the topic because its shows that many people wait a long time for assessments. One limitation is that the data only shows numbers and waiting times and does not explain why the delays happen or how they affect people and families.
Research Methodologies   
Research methodology is the method a researcher plans and carries out their research. It shows how the information is gathered and analysed. For example, in health care researchers might collect information by doing surveys, interviews, observations or analyse data. There are three main types of research methods, including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods. Quantitative research looks at numerical data and statistics. For example, the NHS wants to know how long waiting patients wait in emergency rooms. They ask thousands of patients’ questions like; how long did you wait before being seen? The answers are then turned into percentages. This collected data is used for improving the services. Qualitative research looks at people's experiences and what they think. Sometimes, health researchers might ask patients about how they felt of the care they received or if they were satisfied with the service. This type of research helps them understand the personal experience of patients, which numbers cannot show. Finally, mixed methods combine both approaches to give a better understanding of the research problem. For instance, a study on autism assessments might collect data on how long people wait for an appointment while interviewing families about how the waiting affects their daily lives. This helps researchers understand the topic clearly and make decisions based on the information they collect.


Data collection
Data collection is an important part of research because its helps gather information that the researchers are looking for. There are two main types of data collection: primary data and secondary data. Primary data is information that the researcher collects directly. This may include methods such as surveys, interviews or questionnaires. Primary data is useful because it provides clear information. On the other hand, secondary data is information that has already been collected. This type of data is found in books, academic journals and reliable websites. Secondary data helps researchers understand what has already been studied. For research about autism, primary data would be appropriate because it allows the researcher to collect first hand infirmation. Using a survey or questionnaire would be a good method because it allows people to answer the same questions. This makes the researcher easier to understand the awareness about autism. Surveys are also quick to distribute and can be collected in large number of responses in short time. For further research, quantitative data would be useful as it involves numbers that can be compared. This could also be done through surveys where people answer questions such as yes or no. However, some people may not answer honestly or at all. In addition, a distadvantage for quantitative data is people may not provide detailed explanations because it focuses on numbers rather than people’s opinions or experiences. This would help the researcher understand awareness and experiences of waiting for autism assessments. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, long waiting times for autism assessments continue to affect many people living in the UK. Many people have to wait a long time to get a diagnosis and the support they need. Improving services and providing more resources could reduce these delays and ensure people receive help sooner. This would allow people to access the support earlier and improve quality of life.
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