MA Independent Project Proposal Form 
Student name: Hannah James
First choice supervisor: Alison Rees-Edwards
Second choice supervisor: Jessica Pitman 

Assessment 1 - Proposal
Word Count: 1,200–1,500 words total

Please complete all sections below. Indicative word counts are provided for guidance.

1. Working Title (not included in word count)

Exploring parental perceptions of the impact of delayed autism diagnosis in girls: a qualitative study
2. Project Type and Format (approx. 100 words)
	This study will be qualitative research and will collect data through an online survey which will be completed by parents of girls who received a delayed autism diagnosis. The survey will include both closed and opened ended questions. The closed questions will gather imperative background information, and the open-ended questions will explore the experiences and views of parents in more detail. This approach allows for detailed personal accounts and provides context to help understand the findings. The open-ended feedback will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify common patterns and themes. 


3. Rationale and Background (approx. 300 words – include citations if required)


Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition involving differences in social communication and interaction as well as restricted and repetitive behaviours and interests (Ghanouni and Jarus, 2021).  Autism is predominantly diagnosed more frequently in males, however, there is now more recognition that autistic girls are often diagnosed later in life or may be missed entirely (Gould, 2017).
This disparity has been linked to differences in how autism can present in girls, including more subtle social difficulties, stronger social imitation skills and the use of masking or camouflaging behaviours that can obscure autistic traits (Bassett, 2022).  Delayed diagnosis can cause implications in development and wellbeing for girls. This is because without timely identification, autistic girls may experience delays in accessing appropriate educational support, tailored interventions and mental health services (Adams and Young, 2021). Research suggests that later diagnosis has been associated with increased risks of anxiety, depression and reduced self-esteem, as well as difficulties understanding their own experiences during key developmental stages (Corden et al., 2021).  Families may also experience prolonged uncertainty and stress while seeking explanations for their child’s needs and navigating complex diagnostic pathways (Cook, 2023). 
Despite increasing awareness of gender differences in autism, there remains a need for further research focusing specifically on parental perspectives regarding delayed diagnosis in girls (Lockwood et al., 2021). Parents are often central to the identification process and play a key role in advocating for assessment and support. Their experiences can therefore provide valuable insight into barriers within diagnostic systems as well as the emotional and practical impact of delayed identification (Boshoff et al., 2016). 
This study aims to address this gap by exploring parental perceptions of the impact of delayed autism diagnosis in girls. By using qualitative survey responses, the research will generate detailed accounts of parents’ experiences and contribute to a deeper understanding of the consequences of delayed diagnosis. The findings may help inform improvements in diagnostic pathways and support for autistic girls and their families.

4. Aims and Objectives (approx. 200 words)
	Aim- the aim of this study is to explore the perceptions of parents on the impact of delayed autism diagnosis in girls.
Objectives- 
1. To explore parents’ experiences throughout the diagnostic journey, including how they first pursued an assessment for their daughter.
2. To identify factors that parents believe contribute to delays in autism diagnosis for girls.
3. To examine parents’ views on the emotional, social, educational, and psychological effects of a delayed diagnosis on their daughters.
4. To explore parents’ suggestions for improving diagnostic processes and support pathways for autistic girls.
These objectives aim to capture both the experience of going through the diagnostic process and the impact of delayed diagnosis. By focusing on parents’ perspectives, the study aims to develop a clearer understanding of how delays are experienced within families and what barriers may exist in current assessment pathways. The findings are intended to help improve awareness and support for autistic girls and their families.





1. Literature Overview (approx. 400 words - include citations)
Research on Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has mostly focused on male samples, which has shaped ideas about how autism is understood and identified (Petrou et al., 2018).  ASD involves differences in social communication and interaction, as well as restricted and repetitive behaviours (Ghanouni and Jarus, 2021). However, newer research shows that autism can look different in girls and they are often diagnosed later in life. Autistic traits in girls may appear more subtle. This is because girls are often more socially motivated and may be better at copying social behaviour which can hide their difficulties with social communication (Gould, 2017).
Many autistic girls also use masking or camouflaging where they consciously or unconsciously hide or suppress autistic traits in social situations (Tierney et al., 2016). Furthermore, it can also make it harder for professionals to recognise autism leading to delayed or missed diagnoses.
There is also evidence that current diagnostic criteria and assessment tools may better reflect how autism presents in boys which can contribute to these gender differences in diagnosis. As a result, girls are sometimes only identified when other issues, such as anxiety, depression or school avoidance become apparent (Evans et al., 2019). Delayed diagnosis can have important emotional and developmental effects including lower self-esteem, reduced understanding of themselves and greater mental health difficulties (Corden et al., 2021). Parents often play a key role in noticing early differences and seeking an assessment. However, research suggests that parents of autistic girls frequently struggle to have their concerns taken seriously (Sedgewick et al., 2018).  They are often told their child is shy or developing normally which can delay the diagnostic process and increase stress for families (Rabbitte et al., 2017). 
Although research into gender differences in autism is growing, there are still relatively few qualitative studies that focus on parents’ experiences of delayed diagnosis in girls. The existing research are based on quantitative data or clinical perspectives leaving a gap in understanding how families experience and make sense of the diagnostic journey. Thus, this study aims to address that gap by exploring parents’ perspectives to better understand delayed diagnosis in girls and its wider impact on families.


6. Methodology / Project Approach (approx. 400 words)

	This study will use a qualitative research design and collect data through an online survey to explore how parents perceive the impact of delayed autism diagnosis in girls. A qualitative approach is suitable because it allows for a detailed exploration of people’s experiences and views of the diagnostic process while also offering flexibility in how data is collected.
Participants will be parents of girls who have received an autism diagnosis that they feel was delayed. A purposive sampling method will be used, meaning participants will be selected because they have relevant experience for the study. Recruitment will potentially take place through online support groups, social media platforms, autism-related organisations, parent advocacy groups and relevant community and school networks. These will be selected because they are likely to reach parents who have experience of seeking or receiving an autism diagnosis for their daughter. Clear inclusion criteria will be provided to ensure participants meet the study requirements.
Data will be gathered using an anonymous online survey. This will include a small number of closed questions to collect basic background information, such as the child’s age at diagnosis and when concerns were first raised. The main part of the survey will include open-ended questions, allowing parents to describe their experiences of the diagnostic journey, possible reasons for delays and the emotional, social, and practical effects of delayed diagnosis on their child and family life.
Ethical considerations will be an important part of the study. Participants will receive an information sheet and will need to give informed consent before taking part. Participation will be voluntary and they can withdraw before submitting their feedback. Because the topic may involve sensitive experiences, questions will be carefully worded and information about support services will be provided at the end of the survey.
The data will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, based on the approach developed by Braun and Clarke. This involves becoming familiar with the data, creating initial codes, identifying and reviewing themes and refining these into a clear interpretation of participants’ accounts. This method will be an effective approach for finding patterns in qualitative survey responses and developing a deeper understanding of parents’ experiences of delayed autism diagnosis in girls.





7. Ethical Considerations (approx. 100 words – required even if not working with participants)
	
This study will require ethical approval prior to data collection due to the involvement of participants and the sensitive nature of the topic. Key ethical considerations will include informed consent, ensuring participants are fully aware of the purpose of the study, what taking part entails, and their right to withdraw before submitting any data. Anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained by not collecting identifying personal data and storing responses securely in line with data protection requirements. As the study explores emotional experiences related to delayed diagnosis, there is a risk of distress, therefore, participants will be provided with appropriate information that can support them and will be given information about relevant services that they can get in touch with if needed. 
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