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Introduction
Early intervention for autistic children is widely promoted to support developmental, behavioural, and communication outcomes. However, the UK evidence base remains inconsistent and fragmented. Rodgers et al. (2020) argue that evidence for early intensive interventions is limited, short‑term, and unclear in terms of long‑term cost‑effectiveness. More recent reviews similarly highlight substantial variability in intervention types and quality (Sandbank et al., 2023). At the same time, national policy emphasises the need to strengthen early autism pathways in response to rising service demands (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021). Given these pressures, a scoping review is needed to map the current UK evidence on early intervention strategies for autistic children and identify gaps that may inform future research and service development.
Review Question
What early intervention strategies for autistic children have been examined in UK peer‑reviewed literature published between 2020 and 2026, and what themes emerge regarding their implementation and outcomes?
This question aligns with the exploratory nature of scoping reviews and supports a broad mapping of the evidence base.
Rationale
A scoping review is appropriate because the literature on early intervention for autistic children in the UK is diverse, methodologically varied, and inconsistently reported. Rather than evaluating effectiveness, this review aims to clarify what types of interventions exist, how they are implemented, and where evidence gaps remain. This approach will support policymakers, practitioners, and researchers seeking to improve early autism services.
Method
This review will follow the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) scoping review framework, which includes five stages:
1. Identifying the research question – completed above.
2. Identifying relevant studies – a systematic search of CINAHL, PubMed, and PsycINFO using terms such as autism, early intervention, and United Kingdom.
3. Study selection – applying inclusion and exclusion criteria to titles, abstracts, and full texts.
4. Charting the data – extracting information on intervention type, setting, population, implementation, and reported outcomes.
5. Collating, summarising, and reporting results – using thematic analysis to map themes and highlight evidence gaps.
Inclusion Criteria
· Peer‑reviewed articles
· English language
· Published 2020–2026
· Focus on early intervention for autistic children in UK health, education, or social care settings
Exclusion Criteria
· Non‑peer‑reviewed literature
· Studies conducted outside the UK
· Research on autistic adults
· Articles not addressing early intervention
Analysis
A simplified thematic analysis approach (Ayre & McCaffery, 2022) will be used, involving familiarisation, coding, and theme development.
Ethical Considerations
As a secondary review of published literature, no ethical approval is required. Ethical practice will be ensured through accurate citation, transparent reporting, and adherence to academic integrity and data protection principles.
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