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Element 1 - Project Proposal

Project title: 
Exploring the risks of not diagnosing girls with autism spectrum disorder early in the Uk.

1) Aim:  
To critically examine the psychological, social, educational, and long-term health risks associated with delayed or missed diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in girls through a systematic review of existing literature.
2) Objectives:
· To explore gender differences in the presentation of ASD.
· To identify factors contributing to delayed or missed diagnosis in girls.
· To examine the short- and long-term risks of late diagnosis.
· To identify barriers to diagnosis.
· To investigate educational and social consequences of undiagnosed ASD in girls.
· To provide evidence-based recommendations for improving early identification practices within UK services, including the NHS and educational systems.

3) Background/Rationale:
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) published by the American Psychiatric Association as a neurodevelopmental condition affecting social communication and behaviour (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Although ASD is diagnosed more frequently in boys, evidence suggests girls are underdiagnosed due to camouflaging behaviours and male-based diagnostic criteria (Loomes, Hull and Mandy, 2017; Hull, Petrides and Mandy, 2020). Delayed diagnosis has been linked to anxiety, depression, misdiagnosis, and social difficulties (Bargiela, Steward and Mandy, 2016; Lai et al., 2019), highlighting the need for gender-sensitive identification.


4) Methods:
Study design: Systematic review methodology and critical evaluation of secondary literature.
Search strategy: 
· Databases: credible peer-reviewed articles from Science Direct, PubMed, Google Scholar, Web of Science, NHS England, PsycINFO. 
· Keywords to include: “autism spectrum disorder,” “ASD in girls,” “female autism,” “late diagnosis,” “missed diagnosis,” “masking,” “camouflaging,” “mental health outcomes,” and “gender differences”, “UK”, “United Kingdom”.
· Boolean operators (AND/OR) will be used to refine search results.
Inclusion criteria 
· Peer-reviewed articles published in English in the last 10 years. 
· Research focusing on girls and women diagnosed with ASD.
· Documents related to late or missed diagnosis of ASD in girls or women.
Exclusion criteria
· Research unelated to autism.
· Focused on boys.
· Articles not peer-reviewed and opinion pieces not focused on empirical evidence.
· Articles older than 10 years old.
· Studies unrelated to diagnosis timing. 
Data analysis: Thematic analysis. Findings similar ideas among data. A narrative synthesis approach will be used to integrate findings.
5) Resources:
· Access to academic databases 
· Reference management software (e.g., Mendeley)
· PRISMA checklist and flow diagram template
· Secure digital storage
· Supervisor guidance


6) Timescale:
	
	Feb-Mar
	Mar-Apr
	Apr-May
	May-June

	CHAPTER 1: Introduction
	
	
	
	

	CHAPTER 2: Background
	
	
	
	

	CHAPTER 3: Methods
	
	
	
	

	CHAPTER 4: Results and Discussion
	
	
	
	

	CHAPTER 5: Recommendations and Conclusion
	
	
	
	



7) Self-Reflection as Researcher (Strengths and Challenges):
Strengths:
· Strong academic interest in developmental psychology and gender disparities in mental health.
· Ability to critically evaluate quantitative research.
· Awareness of potential gender bias in diagnostic frameworks.
· Ability to approach sensitive topics with empathy and professionalism.
Challenges:
· Managing potential confirmation bias.
· Limited timeframe (9 weeks) requiring efficient time management.
· Risk of personal bias when interpreting gender-related disparities.
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