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Element 1 – Project Proposal
Project Title
What Factors Have Contributed to the Increasing Rates of Autism Spectrum Disorder Diagnoses Among Children in the UK? A Critical Literature Review
1. Aim
The aim of this study is to critically examine the factors contributing to the increasing rates of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) diagnoses among children in the United Kingdom. The research will evaluate diagnostic, social, demographic and healthcare-related explanations for rising diagnosis rates and explore the implications for health and social care policy and practice.
2. Objectives
1. Define and examine Autism Spectrum Disorder and analyse trends in diagnosis rates among children in the UK.
2. Analyse the impact of changes in diagnostic criteria, assessment pathways and increased awareness on the identification of autism.
3. Evaluate the evidence relating to biological, environmental, social and demographic factors associated with increasing autism diagnoses.
4. Provide recommendations for health and social care professionals, policymakers and future researchers regarding autism identification, service provision and support for children and families.
3. Background/Rationale
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in communication, social interaction and behaviour (NHS, 2023). Over recent decades, the prevalence of autism diagnoses among children has increased substantially in the UK and internationally. Russell et al. (2022) reported a 787% increase in recorded autism diagnoses in the UK between 1998 and 2018, highlighting a significant shift in identification practices and diagnostic trends. This increase has generated considerable debate regarding whether autism prevalence is genuinely increasing or whether diagnostic improvements and greater awareness have resulted in more individuals being identified (Russell et al., 2022).
Several explanations have been proposed. King and Bearman (2009) argue that changes in diagnostic practices and diagnostic substitution have contributed significantly to rising prevalence rates. Furthermore, revisions to diagnostic criteria within successive editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) have broadened the autism spectrum, potentially increasing eligibility for diagnosis (Neggers, 2014). Research has also highlighted increased public awareness, improved screening processes and greater recognition of autism in girls and minority ethnic groups as important contributing factors (O'Nions et al., 2023).
The topic is highly relevant to health and social care because increasing autism diagnoses place growing demands on diagnostic services, educational support, family interventions and social care provision. NHS data continue to demonstrate increasing referrals for autism assessments, creating challenges for service capacity and waiting times (NHS Digital, 2023). Despite extensive research, there remains disagreement regarding the relative contribution of diagnostic, social and environmental factors. Therefore, a critical review of the literature is necessary to evaluate competing perspectives and identify implications for policy and practice.
4. Methods
This study will adopt a secondary research design using a critical literature review methodology. Data will be collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports, policy documents and publications from recognised organisations. Sources will be selected based on relevance, credibility, methodological quality and publication date. Electronic databases including PubMed, CINAHL, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar will be used to identify literature. Thematic analysis will be employed to identify, compare and critically evaluate key themes and conflicting viewpoints. Ethical considerations include maintaining academic integrity through accurate referencing, avoiding plagiarism, critically evaluating sources for bias and ensuring all evidence is appropriately cited.
5. Resources
· PubMed
· CINAHL
· ScienceDirect
· Google Scholar
· University Library
· Microsoft Word
· Zotero Reference Manager
6. Timescale
	Activity
	Timeframe

	Proposal approval
	Week 1

	Literature search
	Weeks 2–3

	Literature screening and appraisal
	Weeks 4–5

	Data analysis and theme development
	Weeks 6–7

	Writing and editing
	Weeks 8–9

	Final submission
	Week 10


7. Self-Reflection as Researcher
My strengths include effective organisational skills, academic writing ability and a strong interest in child development and neurodevelopmental conditions. These strengths will support the systematic collection and critical evaluation of literature. A potential challenge will be analysing conflicting evidence regarding the causes of increasing autism diagnoses. To overcome this, I will strengthen my critical appraisal skills and seek guidance from academic supervisors when required.
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