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Title 

"Government's Neglect of Neurodevelopmental Services Creates National Emergency: 

Over 1 Million Suffer in Waiting" 

 

Abstract 

This paper presents an exhaustive analysis of the UK's current neurodevelopmental 

assessment crisis, with a particular focus on autism and ADHD. Despite recent funding 

announcements and strategic initiatives, the data reveals a severe shortfall in resources and 

services, rendering the government's efforts insufficient. The analysis highlights the urgency of 

the situation, backed by extensive statistics and expert opinions, demonstrating that significant 

and sustained investment is crucial to address this national emergency. Real stories of 

individuals affected by the delays are included to emphasize the human cost of this crisis. 

 

Introduction 

The neurodevelopmental assessment crisis in the UK has reached a critical point, with an 

unprecedented number of individuals awaiting diagnoses for autism and ADHD. The existing 

infrastructure and funding are grossly inadequate to meet this demand, creating a national 

emergency. This paper provides a comprehensive examination of the current state of 

neurodevelopmental services, highlighting the severe underfunding and lack of resources. 

Supported by detailed statistics and references, this analysis underscores the need for a 

substantial overhaul of the current system to prevent further deterioration of services and 

outcomes for affected individuals. 

 

Background and Context 

The demand for autism and ADHD assessments in the UK has surged dramatically. As of 

September 2023, 157,809 people were waiting for an autism assessment in England alone, with 

projections indicating that this number could rise to 190,000 by the end of 2024 (National 

Autistic Society) (The Independent) (National Autistic Society). Similarly, around 800,000 

individuals are currently waiting for ADHD assessments (The Independent). The National 

Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines recommend that no one should wait 

longer than 13 weeks for an autism assessment, yet 85% of those on the waiting list have 

https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
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already surpassed this timeframe (National Autistic Society). These delays are not merely 

statistical; they represent real lives impacted by systemic failures. 

 

Government Initiatives and Funding 

1. England: 

• The NHS has launched a cross-sector ADHD taskforce and committed to 

investing £2.3 billion annually by April 2024 to expand and transform mental 

health services (NHS England) (Gov UK). However, specific funding dedicated to 

ADHD and autism services remains significantly lower than required. 

2. Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland: 

• These regions follow the UK government's overall strategy but face similar 

challenges in funding and resources. Each has integrated ADHD services into 

broader mental health funding plans, but specific allocations for ADHD and 

autism remain unclear and likely insufficient. 

 

Detailed Analysis of Funding and Resource Allocation 

1. Financial Shortfall: 

• Autism Services: The £11.5 million allocated for autism services over several 

years is drastically inadequate compared to the estimated £300 million required 

to assess the current backlog of 100,000 individuals (GOV.WALES) (UK 

Government Publishing Service). This shortfall highlights a critical gap in funding 

that needs urgent attention. 

• ADHD Services: The establishment of an ADHD taskforce is a positive step, but 

without substantial, dedicated funding, the impact will be limited. The overall 

mental health funding of £2.3 billion annually includes a broad range of services, 

diluting the specific focus required for ADHD (NHS England) (Gov UK). 

2. Workforce Shortages: 

• The NHS currently lacks the workforce necessary to address the backlog. To 

manage the autism assessment backlog within five years, approximately 200 

https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2024/03/nhs-to-launch-cross-sector-adhd-taskforce-to-boost-care-for-patients-in-england/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/mental-health-services-boosted-by-150-million-government-funding
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-improvements-neurodevelopmental-conditions-services
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2024/03/nhs-to-launch-cross-sector-adhd-taskforce-to-boost-care-for-patients-in-england/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/mental-health-services-boosted-by-150-million-government-funding
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multidisciplinary teams (MDTs) are needed. With the current capacity of around 

20 teams, it would take an estimated 50 years to clear the existing backlog (The 

Independent) (LearnDisToday). 

3. Systemic Inefficiencies: 

• Bureaucratic delays, inconsistent service delivery models, and a lack of 

coordinated care further exacerbate the crisis. The current system is not 

equipped to handle the surge in demand, leading to prolonged waiting times and 

inadequate support for individuals and their families (National Autistic Society) 

(National Autistic Society). 

 

Real Stories and Human Impact 

Story 1: Jane's Struggle 

Jane, a mother of two boys with suspected autism, has been on the waiting list for over two 

years. During this period, her eldest son, Tom, has faced significant challenges at school due to 

his unrecognized needs. Tom's teachers struggle to understand his behavior, leading to frequent 

disciplinary actions. Jane describes her home life as a daily battle, with Tom experiencing 

severe anxiety and meltdowns. The prolonged wait for an assessment has left the family without 

the necessary support, exacerbating Tom's condition and putting immense strain on Jane's 

mental health (National Autistic Society) (LearnDisToday). 

Story 2: Mark's Desperation 

Mark, a 45-year-old professional, suspected he had ADHD but was unable to get an assessment 

through the NHS due to the long waiting times. His inability to focus and complete tasks at work 

led to his dismissal from a job he held for over a decade. Without a diagnosis, Mark couldn't 

access the support he needed, leading to a downward spiral of depression and financial 

instability. His story is a stark reminder of the far-reaching consequences of delayed 

assessments, affecting not just the individual but also their families and society at large (The 

Independent) (National Autistic Society). 

Story 3: The Classroom Crisis 

In one local authority, a primary school teacher recounts the story of five children in her class 

awaiting autism assessments. These children struggle with daily tasks, leading to frustration 

and behavioral issues. Without official diagnoses, the school cannot access specialized 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.learningdisabilitytoday.co.uk/news/nearly-200000-predicted-to-be-waiting-for-an-autism-assessment-by-end-of-2024/
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.learningdisabilitytoday.co.uk/news/nearly-200000-predicted-to-be-waiting-for-an-autism-assessment-by-end-of-2024/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times
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funding or support, leaving the teacher and children in a challenging and unproductive 

environment. This situation highlights the systemic failure impacting educational institutions 

and the broader community (National Autistic Society) (LearnDisToday). 

 

Discussion 

The current state of neurodevelopmental services in the UK is a national emergency. The severe 

underfunding and lack of resources have created a critical situation where thousands of 

individuals are left waiting for essential assessments and support. The government's funding 

commitments, while significant, fall short of what is needed to address the backlog and provide 

timely, effective care. The human cost of these delays is profound, with individuals and families 

facing mental health crises, financial instability, and significant disruptions to their daily lives. 

 

Conclusion 

To address the neurodevelopmental assessment crisis effectively, the UK government must 

increase funding, expand workforce capacity, and streamline service delivery. Without these 

changes, the likelihood of making a significant impact remains low, leaving thousands of 

individuals without the timely assessments and support they need. This situation not only 

affects the individuals awaiting assessments but also places a significant strain on families, 

educational institutions, and the broader healthcare system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.learningdisabilitytoday.co.uk/news/nearly-200000-predicted-to-be-waiting-for-an-autism-assessment-by-end-of-2024/


Neurohaven.co.uk 

5 
 

Table: Analysis of Financial and Workforce Requirements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aspect Current Status Required Status Shortfall 

People Waiting for 

Autism 

Assessments 

157,809 (2023) 

projected to rise to 

190,000 by end of 

2024 (National 

Autistic Society) (The 

Independent) 

(National Autistic 

Society) 

Assessments for 

100,000 

individuals 

required 

190,000 individuals 

minus capacity of 20 

teams doing 2,000 

assessments/year = 

170,000 backlog 

Cost of Autism 

Assessments 

£11.5 million over 

several years 

(GOV.WALES) (UK 

Government 

Publishing Service) 

£300 million 

needed 

(GOV.WALES) (UK 

Government 

Publishing 

Service) 

£288.5 million (£300 

million needed - £11.5 

million allocated) 

Workforce for 

Autism 

Assessments 

20 MDTs (current 

capacity) 

200 MDTs 

required 180 MDTs shortfall 

People Waiting for 

ADHD 

Assessments 

800,000 (2023) (The 

Independent) 

Significantly 

reduced waiting 

list 

No specific dedicated 

funding shortfall 

identified 

Mental Health 

Funding (General) 

£2.3 billion annually 

by April 2024 (NHS 

England) (Gov UK) 

Specific 

substantial 

funding for ADHD 

& autism 

Dilution of funds due to 

broad mental health 

services coverage 

Recommended 

Wait Time for 

Assessments 

(NICE) 

13 weeks (National 

Autistic Society) 

<13 weeks wait 

time 

85% of individuals 

exceed recommended 

wait time (National 

Autistic Society) 

https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-3
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-improvements-neurodevelopmental-conditions-services
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-improvements-neurodevelopmental-conditions-services
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/252659/33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F252659%2F33571_2901304_CMO_Chapter_9.pdf%0AVisible%3A%200%25%20
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/autism-diagnosis-wait-delays-nhs-patients-b2318470.html
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2024/03/nhs-to-launch-cross-sector-adhd-taskforce-to-boost-care-for-patients-in-england/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2024/03/nhs-to-launch-cross-sector-adhd-taskforce-to-boost-care-for-patients-in-england/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/mental-health-services-boosted-by-150-million-government-funding
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/news/autism-assessment-waiting-times-4
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By providing a detailed and honest appraisal of the current situation, this paper aims to highlight 

the urgent need for more substantial and effective government intervention to address the 

neurodevelopmental assessment crisis in the UK. The evidence presented underscores the 

critical nature of this issue and the need for immediate action to prevent further deterioration of 

services and outcomes for individuals with autism and ADHD. The human cost of these delays, 

illustrated through real stories, emphasizes the profound impact on individuals and society 
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