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Element 1 - Project Proposal

Delayed Recognition of ADHD in Girls and Women: Gender-Related Barriers, Adult Diagnosis and Implications Across the Female Lifespan

1) Aim:
The aim of this project is to explore why attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) symptoms may go unrecognised during childhood in girls and remain unidentified until adulthood. It will focus on women aged 25–39, examining potential barriers to recognition, their experiences of delayed diagnosis and opportunities to improve early identification and support.
2) Objectives:
· Define and examine ADHD and research into how its presentation in girls may contribute to missed or delayed recognition during childhood.
· Analyse reported barriers to identification, including gender stereotypes, masking, professional awareness and the possible overlap between ADHD and other difficulties.
· Critically evaluate evidence on women’s experiences of adult diagnosis, comparing findings and considering study quality, limitations and implications for wellbeing and access to support.
· Develop evidence-informed recommendations for improving recognition, referral pathways and person-centred support within health and social care practice.
3) Background/Rationale:
ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition associated with persistent patterns of inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2018). Girls may be overlooked when their difficulties do not match stereotypical expectations of disruptive behaviour, potentially contributing to delayed recognition (Morgan, 2024). Research into women’s experiences of adult diagnosis has identified barriers to recognition and the potential consequences of delayed diagnosis, although findings must be interpreted in light of sample sizes and research methods (Holden and Kobayashi-Wood, 2025).
ADHD can affect women differently across the lifespan, highlighting the importance of considering changing needs and experiences at different life stages (Krebs and Donnellan-Fernandez, 2025). Research has also explored the benefits of adult diagnosis alongside difficulties accessing appropriate care (Babinski and Libsack, 2025). However, individual studies cannot establish that all women experience ADHD or delayed diagnosis in the same way. This project will critically compare available evidence to identify recurring barriers, limitations and gaps in knowledge. It is relevant to health and social care because improved recognition may support more appropriate assessment, referral and person-centred care across the lifespan.

4) Methods:
This project will use secondary research based on peer-reviewed journal articles, literature reviews and relevant UK guidance. Searches will use CINAHL, MEDLINE and Google Scholar, prioritising English-language publications from 2021–2026 while including earlier influential guidance where necessary. Search terms will include ADHD, girls, women, delayed diagnosis, masking, adult assessment and lifespan. Sources will be selected according to relevance, credibility and methodological quality. Findings will be compared and synthesised thematically, examining childhood recognition, adult diagnosis, life-stage experiences and access to support. Differences between studies, limitations and the applicability of findings across age groups will be considered. All sources will be accurately cited using UWTSD Harvard referencing, ensuring ethical and transparent use of published evidence.

5) Resources: 
University library, CINAHL, MEDLINE, Google Scholar, peer-reviewed journals, NICE guidance, Microsoft Word and referencing tools.

6) Timescale:
· Term 2 – Element 1: Develop and submit the project proposal for approval.
· Term 3 – Element 2: Prepare the methodology poster, outlining the research approach.
· Term 3 – Element 3: Conduct the literature review, analyse findings, develop recommendations and complete the dissertation.
· Final stage: Check referencing, proofread and submit each element by its deadline.

7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
My interest in ADHD motivates me to investigate this topic and its relevance to health and social care. I aim to develop my literature-searching, critical-analysis and academic-referencing skills. A potential challenge will be managing the amount of available research and remaining objective. I will address this by using clear selection criteria, reliable sources and a structured timeline.
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