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[bookmark: _Toc215220837]Research Topic: Understanding public awareness and knowledge of autism
[bookmark: _Toc215220838]Introduction
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in communication, social interaction, sensory processing, and patterns of behaviour. Over the past decade, the prevalence of autism diagnoses has increased globally, drawing growing attention from healthcare professionals, educational institutions, policymakers, and the general public. Public awareness and knowledge of autism play a critical role in promoting early diagnosis, reducing stigma, and ensuring that individuals with autism can participate fully in society. This report examines the extent of public understanding of autism, identifies key gaps in awareness, and highlights the importance of conducting research on this topic. It also outlines the research methodologies and data collection strategies that will guide the proposed study.

[bookmark: _Toc215220839]Problem Statement
Despite increased visibility of autism across media, education, and healthcare platforms, significant misconceptions persist within the general population. Many people still associate autism primarily with intellectual disability, behavioural challenges, or childhood-only conditions, overlooking the wide spectrum of presentations and the experiences of autistic adults (Kinnear et al., 2016). Research suggests that stigma and misunderstanding can negatively affect autistic individuals by limiting their access to services, restricting social inclusion, and contributing to discrimination in education and employment settings (Botha & Frost, 2020). These issues affect multiple stakeholders: autistic individuals experience marginalisation; families face social judgement and lack of support; and health and social care services struggle to meet needs effectively when public understanding is limited. Therefore, the central problem addressed in this research is the gap between actual and perceived public knowledge of autism, and how this gap contributes to ongoing social and healthcare challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc215220840]Justification  
Understanding public awareness of autism is crucial for several reasons. First, early identification and intervention are key factors in improving long-term outcomes for autistic individuals, yet parents or carers may delay seeking support due to misconceptions or fear of stigma (Crane et al., 2019). Second, public knowledge influences policy and resource allocation. If decision-makers underestimate the needs of autistic people, support systems may remain underfunded or poorly structured. Third, misinformation can lead to harmful stereotypes, such as the belief that autistic people lack empathy or cannot live independently, which can limit autonomy and life opportunities (Gernsbacher, 2018). Researching public awareness helps identify educational gaps and informs strategies for awareness campaigns, professional training, and inclusive practice. Furthermore, this research is justified within the context of digital information environments—where social media, online communities, and digital health platforms play an increasingly important role in shaping public understanding of autism. Addressing misinformation and improving societal understanding is therefore essential.

[bookmark: _Toc215220841]Information Sources and Justification
To explore public awareness of autism, this study will use a combination of academic literature, government publications, and reputable organisational reports from bodies such as the National Autistic Society and the World Health Organization. Peer-reviewed journal articles provide evidence-based insights into misconceptions, stigma, and knowledge gaps. Government and NHS publications offer statistical data, prevalence rates, and guidance for public health interventions. Reports from autism organisations contribute lived-experience perspectives and highlight advocacy priorities. These sources are selected because they are credible, current, and directly relevant to understanding how autism is perceived in society. They also provide balanced perspectives by combining empirical research with real-world observations from autistic individuals and their families.
[bookmark: _Toc215220842]Task 2
[bookmark: _Toc215220843]2: Research Methodologies 
[bookmark: _Toc215220844]Give a brief overview of quantitative and qualitative research.
Quantitative research involves the collection and analysis of numerical data. It is used to measure variables, identify patterns, test hypotheses, and generalise findings to larger populations. Common methods include surveys, experiments, and statistical modelling. Quantitative data is well-suited for assessing levels of knowledge, frequency of misconceptions, or demographic variations in awareness because it allows researchers to quantify responses (Bryman, 2016).
Qualitative research, on the other hand, focuses on understanding social phenomena through non-numerical data such as interviews, focus groups, and textual analysis. It aims to explore individual experiences, beliefs, feelings, and interpretations. Qualitative methods are particularly effective in autism research, as they allow researchers to gain deeper insights into lived experiences, sources of stigma, and the reasons behind public misconceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc215220845]What type of research methodology will you use for your research and why?
A mixed-methods approach will be adopted for this research. This approach integrates both quantitative and qualitative data, allowing for a more holistic understanding of public awareness and knowledge of autism. Quantitative methods, such as surveys, will enable the measurement of public knowledge levels, identification of common misconceptions, and assessment of awareness across different demographic groups. This data will help determine the extent of the knowledge gap.
Qualitative methods, such as semi-structured interviews or open-ended survey questions, will provide deeper insights into why these misconceptions exist, how people form their beliefs about autism, and how autistic individuals perceive public attitudes. Mixed-methods research is particularly valuable for topics involving social attitudes because it combines the strengths of both methodologies: the ability to generalise findings and the ability to explore experiences in depth (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Therefore, mixed methods are well suited for addressing the multifaceted and socially complex issue of autism awareness.

[bookmark: _Toc215220846]Task 3: Data Collection 
[bookmark: _Toc215220847]Overview of primary and secondary data collection
Primary data is information collected directly by the researcher for the specific purpose of the study. This includes surveys, interviews, observations, and questionnaires. Primary data is valuable because it is original and tailored to address the research problem directly.
Secondary data refers to information that has already been collected by others for different purposes. Examples include academic articles, government statistics, health records, organisational reports, and previous research studies. Secondary data is useful for establishing context, identifying existing knowledge, and supporting or contrasting primary data findings.
Both forms of data complement each other. Primary data provides fresh, context-specific insights, while secondary data provides background and supports interpretation.

[bookmark: _Toc215220848]What form of data will be used to address your research problem, and why?
This research will use both primary and secondary data, complementing the mixed-methods approach. Primary data, gathered through surveys and interviews, will allow the researcher to assess current levels of public awareness and understand personal beliefs and misconceptions. Surveys will be particularly useful for capturing responses from a large and diverse sample, while interviews will offer rich, detailed insights into perspectives on autism.
Secondary data will support the analysis by providing existing evidence on public understanding, prevalence statistics, and broader societal trends. Reports from organisations such as the National Autistic Society will help contextualise the findings by offering insights from advocacy and lived experience. Using both forms of data ensures that the research is robust, comprehensive, and well-grounded in existing knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc215220849]Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]This report highlights the importance of understanding public awareness and knowledge of autism in addressing stigma, improving service provision, and promoting social inclusion. Although awareness of autism is increasing, significant misconceptions remain, affecting autistic individuals, families, and support services. The proposed mixed-methods research approach supported by both primary and secondary data will allow for a detailed exploration of the depth and breadth of public knowledge. By identifying gaps in awareness and analysing the reasons behind misconceptions, this research can contribute to better educational strategies, improved public health communication, and more inclusive social environments. Ultimately, enhancing public understanding of autism is essential for ensuring that autistic individuals can participate fully and thrive within society.
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