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BARRIERS TO TIMELY AUTISM DIAGNOSIS IN THE UK

1. Topic of Focus, Review, Question and Objectives.
This secondary research study investigates the factors that delay autism diagnosis for children and young people in the UK. Although awareness of autism has increased, diagnostic pathways remain lengthy and vary between regions. 
REVIEW QUESTION – What are the main barriers affecting the timely diagnosis of autism in children and young people in the UK?
OBJECTIVES:
To identify the main factors that cause delays in autism diagnosis.
[bookmark: _Int_g5OebPwk]To examine how ethnicity, gender and socioeconomic status affect access to diagnostic assessments.
[bookmark: _Int_T3SUdHbm]To explore the effects of delayed diagnosis on children, families and service use.
To bring together recommendations to improve autism diagnostic pathways in the UK.

2. Rationale and Current Importance.
[bookmark: _Int_9F9R1Wls]According to NICE (2021), timely autism diagnosis is important because it supports early intervention, access to education, and better long-term outcomes. It also recommends that children are assessed within three months of referral. However, many families experience waits of over two years (NICE, 2011). The National Autistic Society (2023) has described this situation as a diagnostic crisis, highlighting that delays can result in unmet needs, increase behavioural difficulties and greater stress for families.
Research also shows clear inequalities in autism diagnosis. For example, Children from black and minority ethnic backgrounds are more likely to receive a later or incorrect diagnosis due to systemic bias and cultural misunderstandings (Roman-Urrestarazu et al, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_Rff0M1iw]Girls are also underdiagnosed, as diagnostic criteria have traditionally been based on male presentations and many girls hide or mask their autistic traits (Hull et al, 2020). These inequalities raise ethical concerns related to fairness, safeguarding and equal access to appropriate support.



3. Methods for Data Collection Analysis.
[bookmark: _Int_gja0UprP][bookmark: _Int_DovTOWQm][bookmark: _Int_BGr2QHEQ]This study uses a secondary research approach, drawing on journal articles, NICE guidelines, government reports and grey literature published within the last 10-15 years. LiteratureJ searches will be carried out using database for example, Goggle scholar and official UK policy websites. A narrative synthesis approach will be used to identify key themes, compare findings across studies, and assess the quality and relevance of the evidence. 
4. Ethical Considerations.
[bookmark: _Int_TIrA3oE1]As no primary data will be collected, ethical risks are minimal. Ethical considerations include using reliable sources, presenting evidence accurately and avoiding bias when discussing marginalised groups
CONCLUSION
Delays in autism diagnosis remain a significant issue in the UK, shaped by the service pressures, regional variation and persistent inequalities linked to ethnicity, gender and socioeconomic status. These delays can limit access to early support and increase stress for families. This study will highlight the key barriers affecting timely diagnosis and outline practical, equitable recommendations to improve diagnostic pathways.
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