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	To what extent does delayed autism diagnosis affect the wellbeing and development of children and their families in the UK?



	01  Introduction and Research Aim
	
	02  Search Strategy

	This dissertation uses a literature review to examine evidence on delayed autism diagnosis in the UK. Academic research, clinical guidance and policy sources were searched, evaluated and analysed.
Aim: To investigate the extent to which delayed autism diagnosis affects the wellbeing and development of children and their families in the UK (Aveyard, 2023).
	
	A structured strategy was developed from the research question. Terms included autism diagnosis, delayed autism diagnosis, autism assessment, diagnostic delay, waiting times, wellbeing and family support.
Boolean operators combined terms:
1. AND: linked key concepts
1. OR: combined alternative terms
1. NOT: excluded unrelated results
Example: autism AND delayed diagnosis AND children (Aveyard, 2023; Bramer et al., 2018).



	03  Searching for Information
	
	04  Picture / Graph / Visual Aid / Statistics

	Literature was searched using PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library. Professional and policy sources came from NICE, the NHS and UK government websites.
Searches were refined by:
1. Publication date
1. Peer review
1. Children and young people
1. UK relevance
1. Autism diagnosis and assessment
1. Wellbeing and family experiences
(Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2016)
NICE guidance provided a UK benchmark for autism assessment (NICE, 2017).
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Figure 1: Autism referral waiting times in England, June 2026 (NHS England, 2026).
3.5 YEARS
Average delay between parents first approaching a health professional and their child receiving an autism diagnosis.
(Crane et al., 2016)
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	05  Research Validation and Analysis

	Research validation checks that information is credible, relevant, accurate and suitable. The CRAAP Test assessed Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose (Blakeslee, 2004).
Benefit: reduces the use of unreliable information.   Limitation: no tool removes researcher judgement or bias.
Ten sources were assessed and five selected for detailed analysis. Findings were compared and grouped into three themes for Chapter 4 (Braun and Clarke, 2006).



	06  Inclusion Criteria
	
	07  Exclusion Criteria

	Sources were included when they met these criteria:
1. Peer-reviewed research, mainly from the last 10 years
1. Studies involving children and young people
1. Research on autism diagnosis, assessment or delay
1. Evidence on wellbeing, development or family experiences
1. UK-based research, plus relevant NICE, government and professional sources
	
	Sources were excluded when they met these criteria:
1. Sources not relevant to the research question
1. Duplicate sources
1. Adult-only studies with no link to children or families
1. Unsupported opinion
1. Non-UK research not relevant to the UK context
1. Older research not needed for methodological or historical context



	08  Ethical Considerations

	Secondary research must use, evaluate and present evidence honestly, responsibly and fairly, respecting original authors (Ruggiano and Perry, 2019).



	Intellectual Property
	Privacy
	Data Integrity
	Compliance
	Informed Consent

	Cite all sources; avoid plagiarism.
	Only published literature used; no personal data collected.
	Use credible sources; consider limitations.
	Follow university, copyright and data protection rules.
	No participants or primary data, so not required.
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Referral Waiting Times
In June 2026, there were 294,792 patients with
an open referral for suspected autism. Of
these, 256,017 (86.8%) had a referral that had
been open at least 13 weeks.
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Stage 3 - Theme Development (recurring patterns identified from the keywords in stage 2)

Repeating Keywords Number of Articles Possible Theme

Theme 1 - Impact of delayed
diagnosis on children’s wellbeing
and development

Theme 2 - Family experiences
and support during the autism
diagnostic process

Theme 3 - Barriers to timely
autism diagnosis and access to
assessment services





