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[bookmark: _Toc209564882]Introduction
Autism spectrum condition (ASC) is estimated to impact more than 700,000 individuals in the United Kingdom, with a prevalence rate of about 1.1% of the population (British Medical Association, 2024). NHS Digital (2024) reported an increasing number of people diagnosed with autism; in England, over 212,000 individuals wait to receive an autism assessment, as of March 2024, with some awaiting more than two years. Disparities in service access are also well-reported, with a high geographical dispersal and specific issues with women, ethnic minorities and adults, such as delayed diagnosis and limited access to tailored post-diagnostic support (National Autistic Society, 2025). Moreover, the National Autism Strategy is a policy framework that focus on eliminating the delay in the diagnostic process and enhancing post-diagnostic care (NHS England, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc209564883]Aim
The aim is to assess the process of identifying, assessing, and supporting autistic people by the UK health services, with a focus on service delivery, equity and practical benefits. 

[bookmark: _Toc209564884]Objectives
1. To synthesise qualitative evidence describing lived experiences of autism assessment and diagnostic pathways from service users, families and professionals.
2. To identify systemic barriers, regional variation and sociodemographic inequalities in access to autism-related health services.
3. To formulate actionable recommendations to improve the timeliness of assessment, care coordination and post-diagnostic support across NHS pathways.
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How have UK health services delivered autism assessment and support for autistic people? 

[bookmark: _Toc209564886]Rationale
NHS statistics revealed that referrals for assessment increased by 306% from 2019 to 2022 (NHS Digital, 2023). As of 2024, one third of children with an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan were primarily identified as having autism, providing evidence of inter-sector pressure on education and health systems (Department for Education, 2025). The reports frequently identified inequalities in diagnosis: boys are diagnosed at an average of five years before girls, and ethnic minority groups are at increased risk of delayed or missing diagnosis (National Autistic Society, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc209564887]Method
This review will undertake a secondary qualitative systematic review according to PRISMA guidelines. Inclusion criteria: UK-based qualitative or mixed-methods studies with extractable qualitative results, policy documents and reports from NGOS published between 2013 and 2025. Data sources will be PubMed, PsycINFO, CINAHL, ProQuest and Google Scholar. The selected studies will be screened independently and assessed for quality using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP). Thematic synthesis will establish major patterns between diagnostic timeliness, care coordination, inequalities and communication. 
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To address the growing demand for diagnoses and long-term disparities, there is a need to synthesise the qualitative evidence in order to steer the UK autism health services toward more equitable, timely, and coordinated care.
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