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1. Introduction
Autism spectrum condition (ASC) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition that affects how individuals communicate, interact socially, and experience the world around them. Autism is described as a spectrum because it affects people in separate ways and to varying degrees. Some individuals may require significant support in their daily lives, while others may live independently but still experience challenges in social communication and sensory processing.
According to the National Health Service, autistic individuals may experience differences in communication styles, social interaction, sensory sensitivity, and behavioral patterns. These differences can influence how individuals understand social situations and respond to environmental stimuli. Autism is usually diagnosed in childhood; however, many individuals are not diagnosed until adulthood, particularly if their symptoms were less visible during childhood.
Mental health is an important aspect of overall wellbeing for autistic adults. Research has consistently shown that autistic individuals are more likely to experience mental health difficulties compared with the general population. Conditions such as anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders are frequently reported among autistic adults. These mental health challenges may be linked to social isolation, difficulties in employment, stigma, and challenges navigating healthcare services.
Another factor that may affect the mental health of autistic adults is the experience of misunderstanding or lack of awareness within society. Autistic individuals may feel excluded or unsupported in social environments, workplaces, or educational settings. These experiences may lead to feelings of loneliness, frustration, and emotional distress.
In addition, autistic adults may face barriers when seeking mental health support. Healthcare services may not always be adapted to meet the needs of autistic individuals, and professionals may lack specialized training in autism. As a result, autistic adults may experience difficulties explaining their needs or accessing appropriate treatment options.
Improving mental health support for autistic adults has become an important priority within health and social care systems in the United Kingdom. The development of inclusive healthcare services that recognize the unique needs of autistic individuals is essential for promoting wellbeing and improving quality of life.
This scoping review aims to examine existing research related to the mental health needs of autistic adults and the support strategies available within health and social care services. By analyzing existing studies, this review seeks to identify common themes, highlight gaps in knowledge, and explore potential improvements in practice.


Review Question
The research question guiding this scoping review is:
What mental health needs and support strategies for autistic adults have been identified in health and social care research?
Objectives
The objectives of this scoping review are:
• To identify research on the mental health needs of autistic adults.
 • To explore support strategies available in health and social care services.
 • To identify gaps in current support systems for autistic adults.

2. Background
In the United Kingdom, autism has received increasing attention from policymakers, healthcare professionals, and advocacy organizations. Growing awareness of autism has contributed to improvements in diagnosis, support services, and public understanding. However, despite these developments, many autistic adults continue to experience challenges in accessing appropriate mental health support.
Research suggests that autistic adults are significantly more likely to experience mental health difficulties compared with the general population. Studies have reported important levels of anxiety, depression, and emotional distress among autistic individuals. These mental health challenges may be influenced by several factors, including social isolation, unemployment, stigma, and difficulties forming relationships.
Employment can be particularly challenging for autistic adults. Many individuals experience barriers in the workplace due to misunderstandings about autism, lack of reasonable adjustments, or limited support from employers. These challenges may contribute to financial stress and reduced self-esteem, which can negatively affect mental health.
Social isolation is another critical issue affecting autistic adults. Difficulties in communication and social interaction may make it harder to form friendships or maintain relationships. As a result, some autistic individuals may experience loneliness and reduced social support networks.
The UK government has introduced several policies aimed at improving support for autistic individuals. One of the most important pieces of legislation is the Autism Act 2009, which was the first law in England specifically focused on autism. This legislation requires the government to develop strategies for improving services and support for autistic people.
Another important law is the Care Act 2014, which promotes individual wellbeing and ensures that people receive appropriate care and support based on their needs. The Care Act emphasizes the importance of person-centred care and the involvement of individuals in decisions about their care.
Services provided by the National Health Service play a key role in supporting the mental health of autistic adults. The NHS provides a range of services, including psychological therapies, counselling, and specialist mental health services. However, research suggests that these services may not always be fully accessible or suitable for autistic individuals.
Organizations such as the National Autistic Society advocate for improved services and increased awareness of autism within healthcare systems. These organizations highlight the need for specialized support, better professional training, and improved service coordination.
Understanding the mental health needs of autistic adults is therefore essential for improving health and social care practice. By reviewing current research, it is possible to identify both strengths and weaknesses within existing services and explore opportunities for improvement.


UK Policies and Organizations'
· Autism Act 2009
· Care Act 2014
· National Health Service
· National Autistic Society


3. Methods
The purpose of this scoping review was to explore existing research related to mental health needs and support strategies for autistic adults within health and social care services. A scoping review methodology was chosen because it allows researchers to examine a broad range of studies and identify key themes within the literature.
Scoping reviews are commonly used in health and social care research because they provide an overview of the available evidence on a particular topic. This approach is particularly useful when a research area is complex or has not been extensively studied.
The data collection process involved searching several academic databases to identify relevant peer-reviewed journal articles. Databases such as PubMed, Sage Journals, and EBSCOhost were selected because they contain a wide range of academic research related to healthcare and social care practices.
[bookmark: _Int_jr6F3QiJ]A systematic search strategy was used to identify relevant studies. Keywords such as “autism,” “autistic adults,” “mental health,” and “support services” were used during the search process. These keywords were combined using Boolean operators such as AND and OR to refine the search results and ensure that relevant studies were identified.
The inclusion criteria were developed to ensure that the selected studies were relevant to the research question. Only peer-reviewed journal articles published in English between 2019 and 2024 were included in the review. The studies also needed to focus specifically on autistic adults and examine issues related to mental health or support services.
Studies were excluded if they focused exclusively on children or adolescents, as the focus of this review is adult populations. Non-academic sources such as blogs, opinion articles, and policy documents were also excluded from the analysis section of the review.
After the relevant studies were identified, the selected articles were reviewed and analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a widely used method in qualitative research that involves identifying patterns and themes within the data. This approach allows researchers to organize findings into meaningful categories and explore relationships between different concepts.
[bookmark: _Int_s4FLR1oB]Ethical considerations were also considered during the research process. Because this study involved secondary research using previously published articles, no direct participants were involved. However, ethical research practice requires that all sources are accurately cited and referenced.
Ensuring transparency in the research process is also important for reducing bias and maintaining academic integrity. By clearly describing the methods used to identify and analyze studies, researchers can ensure that their findings are credible and reliable.

Data Collection
Relevant studies were identified using academic databases including PubMed, Sage Journals, EBSCOhost, and the university library database. These databases contain peer-reviewed journal articles on health and social care research.
Keywords used during the search included:
• autism
 • autistic adults
 • mental health
 • support services
 • health and social care
[bookmark: _Int_JvKAIuqX]Boolean operators such as AND and OR were used to combine keywords and improve search results.
Inclusion Criteria
Studies were included if they:
• were peer-reviewed journal articles
 • were published in English
 • were published between 2019 and 2024
 • focused on autistic adults
• examined mental health needs or support strategies
Exclusion Criteria
Studies were excluded if they:
• focused only on children
 • were not academic journal articles
 • were policy papers or opinion articles
Data Analysis
The selected studies were analyzed using thematic analysis. This method involves identifying patterns and themes within the research findings. Thematic analysis allows the researcher to organize information into key themes related to mental health needs and support for autistic adults.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are an important part of any research study. They ensure that research is conducted responsibly and that the rights and dignity of individuals are respected. In this study, ethical principles were carefully considered throughout the research process.
This research involved secondary research, which means that the data used in the study came from previously published academic research articles. No new data was collected directly from participants, and no interviews, surveys, or observations were conducted. Because there were no direct participants involved in this study, issues such as informed consent or participant confidentiality were not required in the same way as in primary research.
However, ethical responsibilities still apply when conducting secondary research. One important ethical principle is the accurate and honest use of existing research. All sources used in this review were properly acknowledged through in-text citations and a reference list using Harvard referencing style. This ensures that the original authors receive appropriate credit for their work and helps prevent plagiarism.
Another important ethical consideration in this research was transparency in the research process. The methods used to identify and select studies were clearly explained in the methods section. By describing the databases used, searching for keywords, inclusion, and exclusion criteria, the research process becomes transparent and easier for other researchers to understand or replicate.
In addition, efforts were made to reduce research bias during the selection and analysis of studies. Only peer-reviewed academic journal articles were included in the scoping review to ensure the quality and reliability of the research. The use of clear inclusion and exclusion criteria also helped ensure that studies were selected based on relevance to the research question rather than personal preference.
Respect for the integrity of the original research was also maintained throughout the analysis. The findings from the selected studies were presented accurately and without misinterpretation. The purpose of the review was to identify common themes and patterns within the literature rather than to manipulate or alter the results of the original studies.
Finally, this research aimed to contribute positively to the understanding of mental health needs among autistic adults. By analyzing existing research and highlighting gaps in knowledge, the study may help support improvements in health and social care services. Conducting research in an ethical and responsible manner is essential for maintaining trust in academic work and ensuring that research findings can be used to inform practice and policy.
4. Results
Five peer-reviewed studies were selected for the scoping review. These studies explored the mental health experiences of autistic adults and the support provided through health and social care services.
Summary of Studies
	Author
	Year
	Aim
	Method
	Participants
	Key Findings

	Cassidy et al.
	2018
	Mental health risks in autistic adults
	Survey
	164 autistic adults
	High rates of depression and anxiety

	Crane et al.
	2019
	Mental health experiences
	Interviews
	20 autistic adults
	Many experienced difficulties accessing services

	Nicolaidis et al.
	2019
	Healthcare experiences
	Survey
	437 participants
	Autistic adults reported barriers to care

	Lever and Geurts
	2016
	Mental health conditions in autism
	Review study
	Multiple studies
	High prevalence of psychiatric conditions

	Spain et al.
	2015
	Psychological therapy for autistic adults
	Review
	Several studies
	Cognitive behavioral therapy helpful for anxiety



Key Themes Identified
Three main themes emerged from the analysis:
Important levels of mental health difficulties
 Many studies reported that autistic adults experience higher rates of anxiety and depression compared with the general population.
Barriers to accessing services
 Several studies found that autistic adults often face barriers when trying to access mental health services. These barriers include communication difficulties, lack of autism training among professionals, and limited specialist services.
Importance of specialized support
 Research suggests that autism-informed services and person-centred approaches can significantly improve mental health outcomes for autistic individuals.
5. Discussion
The aim of this scoping review was to examine the mental health needs of autistic adults and the support available within health and social care services. The findings from the selected studies highlight several critical issues related to the mental wellbeing of autistic individuals. Three key themes emerged from the analysis: elevated levels of mental health difficulties among autistic adults, barriers to accessing appropriate services, and the importance of specialized support.
One of the most consistent findings across the studies is that autistic adults experience higher levels of mental health difficulties compared with the general population. For example, research by Sarah Cassidy et al. (2018) identified elevated levels of anxiety and depression among autistic adults. Similarly, Lever and Geurts (2016) reported that psychiatric conditions are more common in autistic individuals than in non-autistic populations. These findings suggest that autistic adults represent a particularly vulnerable group in relation to mental health.
Several factors may contribute to these increased mental health risks. Autistic individuals may experience social isolation, communication difficulties, and challenges in employment or education. These experiences may increase stress and reduce opportunities for social support. In addition, many autistic individuals report negative experiences when interacting with healthcare systems, which may discourage them from seeking help when needed.
Another important theme identified in the reviewed studies is the difficulty autistic adults face when accessing appropriate mental health services. Research by Laura Crane et al. (2019) found that many autistic adults experience long waiting times and limited access to specialized mental health services. Similarly, Christina Nicolaidis et al. (2019) reported that autistic adults often face communication barriers when interacting with healthcare professionals. These barriers may prevent individuals from effectively explaining their needs or understanding of treatment options.
These findings highlight potential limitations within current health and social care systems. Although services aim to provide inclusive care, they may not always be designed to meet the specific needs of autistic individuals. For example, standard mental health services may rely heavily on verbal communication or social interaction, which can be challenging for some autistic adults. This suggests that services may need to adapt to their approaches to provide more accessible and effective care.
The reviewed studies also emphasized the importance of specialized and autism-informed support. Research by Darren Spain et al. (2015) suggests that psychological therapies, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), can be effective for autistic adults when adapted to meet their specific needs. These findings highlight the value of person-centred care approaches that consider the individual experiences and preferences of autistic individuals.
[bookmark: _Int_b0QVMSdq]Person-centred care is an important principle within UK health and social care practice. Services delivered through the National Health Service aim to support individuals by considering their unique needs, preferences, and circumstances. However, the research reviewed in this study suggests that further improvements may still be required in order to fully achieve this goal for autistic adults.
Another critical issue raised by literature is the level of professional training available for healthcare staff. Several studies suggest that many healthcare professionals receive limited training in autism. This lack of training may lead to misunderstandings or inappropriate support strategies. Improving professional education and training could therefore play a significant role in improving the quality of mental health support provided to autistic adults.
[bookmark: _Int_XecrUDQ6]Despite the valuable insights provided by the reviewed studies, several limitations should also be considered. First, many studies used relatively small sample sizes, which may limit the generalizability of their findings. Smaller studies may not fully represent the diverse experiences of autistic adults across different regions and communities.
Second, some studies focused on specific groups of autistic individuals, such as those already receiving support services. This may exclude individuals who are not currently engaged with healthcare systems, who may experience even greater barriers to accessing care.
[bookmark: _Int_9KhbAy3D]Third, the majority of studies included in this review were conducted in high-income countries, which may limit the applicability of the findings to other healthcare contexts. However, because this review focuses on UK health and social care practice, these findings remain relevant for understanding the challenges faced within the UK system.
Overall, the findings of this scoping review suggest that autistic adults face significant mental health challenges and barriers when accessing support services. Addressing these issues will require improvements in service design, professional training, and policy implementation. Greater awareness and understanding of autism within healthcare systems may help improve mental health outcomes for autistic individuals.
6. Conclusion
This scoping review examined research related to the mental health needs and support available for autistic adults within health and social care services. The review identified several critical issues affecting the wellbeing of autistic individuals.
The findings suggest that autistic adults experience higher levels of mental health difficulties, including anxiety and depression. These challenges may be influenced by social isolation, communication barriers, and difficulties accessing appropriate healthcare services.
The review also identified several barriers that may prevent autistic individuals from receiving effective mental health support. These barriers include limited access to specialized services, lack of professional training, and communication difficulties within healthcare environments.
Despite these challenges, the research also highlights the potential benefits of specialized and person-centred approaches to care. Services that are adapted to meet the specific needs of autistic individuals may significantly improve mental health outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_SpkGqQZX]Overall, improving mental health support for autistic adults will require collaboration between healthcare professionals, policymakers, and support organization's. Continued research and policy development will also play a role in improving services and ensuring that autistic individuals receive appropriate and effective support.
7. Recommendations
Based on the findings of this scoping review, several recommendations can be made for research, policy, and health and social care practice.
Recommendations for Future Research
[bookmark: _Int_Po6Sa6uB]Future studies should include larger and more diverse samples of autistic adults. This would allow researchers to better understand the experiences of separate groups within the autistic community.
Researchers should also investigate the long-term effectiveness of different mental health support interventions. More research is needed to determine which types of support are most beneficial for autistic adults in different contexts.
Recommendations for Policy
Policymakers should continue to strengthen policies aimed at improving autism services. For example, legislation such as the Autism Act 2009 highlights the importance of improving services for autistic individuals.
[bookmark: _Int_hjgKo3b3]Governments and healthcare organization's should ensure that mental health services are accessible and inclusive for autistic adults. This may involve increasing funding for specialized services and improving service coordination.
Recommendations for Practice
Healthcare professionals should receive additional training related to autism and mental health. Improved training may help professionals better understand the communication needs and experiences of autistic individuals.
Health and social care services should also adopt person-centred approaches when supporting autistic adults. This includes adapting communication strategies, providing flexible appointment options, and creating supportive environments that reduce stress for autistic individuals.
[bookmark: _Int_LKgL68Q5]Collaboration between healthcare services, community organization's, and advocacy groups may also help improve access to mental health support.
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