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A Scoping Review of Barriers to Health and Social Care Access for Autistic Adults in the UK: Identifying Themes Using Aveyard’s Simplified Thematic Analysis


Introduction
Autistic individuals in the UK face significant barriers when accessing health and social care, despite national commitments to improve autism provision. Research consistently highlights challenges such as diagnostic delays, communication barriers and inconsistent adherence to NICE (2021) autism guidelines. These barriers contribute to unmet needs and poorer health outcomes (Crane et al., 2019). Despite policy commitments, the persistence of these barriers highlights a longstanding gap between national strategy and the realities reported by autistic adults. 
Review question: What barriers do autistic adults face when trying to access health and social care services in the UK? 
Research aims and objectives: 
The aim of this scoping review is to map existing research on the barriers faced by autistic adults when accessing health and social care services in the UK.
Objectives: 
This review will identify key themes, highlight evidence gaps and outline implications for improving autism-informed practice. 
Rationale 
Autism presents ongoing challenges for UK health and social care systems, particularly in the consistency and accessibility of  assessment, diagnosis and support. However diagnostic pathways remain inconsistent, with many individuals experiencing long delays and fragmented care (Macleod, 2019). Such delays have significant implications, reinforcing evidence that structural barriers persist despite national guidance.
Crompton et al. (2020) note reliance on peer-led support, contrasting with policy expectations and indicating deeper systemic gaps in professional understanding. These findings collectively suggest that barriers arise from both structural limitations and practitioner level factors. Recent UK research shows that healthcare professionals may lack autism-specific training contributing to inequalities in access (Morris et al., 2021). Much of the existing evidence focuses on autistic adults, therefore this review will centre on adult populations.
Methods 
This study will follow the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework, which is well-suited to mapping heterogeneous evidence in autism research. Searches will be conducted using Google Scholar, PubMed and UWTSD library. Inclusion criteria will focus on UK- based peer-reviewed studies published within the last ten years and involving autistic adults. Data will be analysed using Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis. A scoping review is appropriate as it enables the mapping of diverse evidence sources and the identification of gaps in the field. This will clarify current knowledge, expose persistent evidence gaps and inform future research and policy development. 


Ethical considerations 
As this review uses secondary data, no ethical approval is required. Ethical practice will be upheld through accurate representation of findings, transparent reporting and respectful discussion of autism. Care will be taken to avoid deficit-based language and ensure interpretations do not reinforce stigma. Bell (2017) emphasises that ethical research requires honesty, integrity and accurate representation of sources, so this review will ensure that all literature is interpreted fairly and without distortion. 
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