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A Systematic Review of Cultural Beliefs, Attitudes and Experiences of Somali Families of Children with Developmental Disabilities in High-Income Countries. 
Prevalence of the Problem. 
Children's speech, learning, behaviour, physical functioning, and involvement in daily life can all be impacted by developmental impairments, making them a significant global health and social care concern. According to estimates from UNICEF and the World Health Organisation (WHO), 317 million children and young people suffered from illnesses that contributed to developmental impairment in 2019. Compared to many of their classmates, children with developmental disabilities face greater levels of stigma, marginalisation, and obstacles to healthcare, education, and social involvement (WHO and UNICEF, 2023). 
The problem is especially pertinent to immigrant and minority ethnic groups residing in wealthy nations, where families may encounter extra obstacles while trying to access the established social, health, and educational systems. Language challenges, unfamiliarity with service systems, a lack of culturally relevant information, socioeconomic disparities, and experiences of prejudice are a few examples of these obstacles. (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2026). 
Autism has drawn more attention in Somali communities, especially in nations like Sweden, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Evidence, however, is still very dispersed when it comes to the broader category of developmental impairments. (NIH, 2017). Research has shown that Somali families have culturally specific perceptions about autism, stigma, and challenges accessing health, education, and social care services. This implies that rather than being included in more general studies on migrant or ethnic minority groups, the experiences of Somali families should be the subject of concentrated inquiry. (Health Innovation Yorkshire & Humber, 2025). 




Introduction and Literature-Based Background. 
Families may face significant emotional, social, and practical difficulties when raising a child with a developmental disability. Families' experiences are influenced by their perceptions of disability and their interactions with the healthcare, education, and social care systems, even though access to diagnosis and intervention is important.  (ScienceDirect, 2024). 
Children with developmental impairments have historically been marginalised in health-system planning and continue to face disparities in health and education, according to the WHO and UNICEF (2023). This raises a significant problem for service delivery since equitable care necessitates that services adapt to the needs and conditions of various communities rather than presuming that a single model of service delivery will be equally effective for every family. (ScienceDirect, 2026). 
Research on Somali families in the UK shows that cultural attitudes and beliefs might affect how developmental circumstances are perceived. In a qualitative study of Somali parents of autistic children in Bristol, Fox et al. (2017) found difficulties with autism perceptions, stigma, requesting assistance, and navigating social, health, and educational systems. (PubMed Central, 2016). Participants spoke about having trouble comprehending autism and not knowing how to get the right services. Additionally, the study discovered that unfamiliarity with service systems and language barriers may cause delays in receiving assistance (Fox et al., 2017). These results are important because children's educational opportunities, family well-being, and professional engagement can all be impacted by delayed access to appropriate assessment and support. (Research Gate, 2021). 
The connection between stigma and culture is very significant. According to Turner et al. (2026), Somali parents of autistic children faced prejudice, social rejection, branding, and stereotyping. (NIHR,2017). Understanding and talking about autism is hindered by low knowledge and a lack of widely used Somali terminology. (University of Bristol, 2026). But the study also showed that culture shouldn't be seen as a barrier in and of itself. According to Selman et al. (2018), families may find significant resources in faith, peer relationships, education, and community support that help them cope with and overcome stigma. This is a crucial distinction for the proposed study since it looks at how cultural ideas and resources interact with families' experiences rather than portraying Somali culture or religion as intrinsically harmful. 
Additional studies have looked into Somali parents' awareness and knowledge about autism. According to Tekola et al. (2016), a Somali immigrant community’s perception about autism may have an impact on the condition's detection and willingness to seek assistance. (Research Gate, 2019). 
A study on Somali parents' comprehension of autism has revealed the impact of religious beliefs, ideas about causality, and perceptions of impairment on the acceptance and interpretation of diagnosis. These results reveal that rather than merely offering biological information, clinicians should comprehend families' explanatory theories. Professionals may build trust, dispel misunderstandings, and encourage collaborative decision-making by using culturally sensitive communication. (Sage Journals, 2018). 
Another significant issue is service accessibility. According to Fox et al. (2017), several Somali parents had trouble navigating the complex health, education, and social care systems and comprehending the duties of various experts. Even in cases when parents were somewhat fluent in English, language hurdles could exacerbate these challenges. (PubMed Central, 2022). Families also recognised the potential benefits of Somali-speaking specialists or link workers who may help close communication and cultural divides. The significance of co-producing knowledge and solutions with Somali communities rather than creating services without community involvement has also been emphasised by subsequent community-based work (Fox et al., 2019).
Because it offers an organised approach for locating, choosing, evaluating, and synthesising appropriate research, a systematic review is suitable. According to Page et al. (2021), PRISMA 2020 offers up-to-date guidelines for transparent reporting of systematic reviews, including the discovery and selection of research and reporting of the review process. The proposed study can offer a more thorough insight than depending on individual studies from a single area by methodically analysing data regarding cultural beliefs, attitudes, and service-access experiences. Therefore, the proposed study is crucial because understanding how families interact with services in their social and cultural contexts is essential to providing culturally responsive health and social care. In addition to identifying resources and capabilities within Somali communities, the assessment will look for evidence that can educate organisations and professionals about access challenges. The study's ultimate goal is to support suggestions for services that are more responsive, accessible, and culturally appropriate for Somali families whose children have developmental challenges.

Rationale for the Study
According to research, Somali families of children with developmental disabilities may face difficulties with communication, cultural awareness, stigma, and access to social services, healthcare, and education. However, the research that is now available is very limited, with a large portion of the literature concentrating on autism and certain geographic contexts. (National Library of Science, 2024). 
Research has also revealed variations in the understanding and discussion of developmental impairment in Somali communities, including the impact of community attitudes, explanatory models, and religious beliefs (Hussein et al, 2019). The results of particular research cannot always be applied to other high-income nations with disparate healthcare, educational, and social care systems, despite the fact that many studies offer insightful information. 
In order to identify similarities and variations in Somali families' experiences, it is necessary to methodically synthesise the available data. A systematic review can show what is currently known, point out gaps and limitations in the evidence, and offer suggestions for services that are culturally sensitive. (Research Gate, 2023). This is especially crucial in the health and social care sectors since culturally responsive treatment necessitates that professionals comprehend service users' viewpoints rather than assuming anything about cultural groupings. 

Cultural attitudes, beliefs, and service-access experiences will be the main topics of the proposed review. This method acknowledges that culture may be a source of support and resilience as well as a possible source of difficulties. (Springer Nature, 2020).  Therefore, it will look at how cultural, socioeconomic, and service elements interact to influence families' experiences rather than depicting Somali culture or religion as fundamentally harmful. When undertaking qualitative evidence synthesis, equity and reflexivity are especially crucial because reviews may inadvertently replicate gaps or prevailing assumptions in the context of the current research (PubMed, 2021). Therefore, the study may help provide health, education, and social care that is more equitable and attentive to cultural differences.
Research Question
What cultural beliefs, attitudes and service-access experiences are reported among Somali families of children with developmental disabilities in high-income countries?
Aim 
To systematically review evidence on the cultural beliefs, attitudes and service-access experiences of Somali families of children with developmental disabilities in high-income countries.
Research Objectives 
To identify and synthesise cultural beliefs and attitudes concerning childhood developmental disabilities within Somali families.
To explore the influence of culture and religion on perceptions of childhood disability.
To identify stigma and barriers experienced by Somali families when accessing healthcare, education and support services.
To identify gaps in the evidence and provide recommendations for culturally sensitive services.
Research Methodology 
A systematic review of qualitative evidence will be used in the proposed study. Because the study question primarily focuses on beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, and lived experiences rather than evaluating the efficacy of a clinical intervention, this approach is appropriate. Qualitative data can offer a thorough insight into how families perceive developmental disabilities and engage with social, health, and educational services. (NIH, 2025). The review is going to use a meta-aggregative approach in accordance with the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) methodology for systematic reviews of qualitative evidence. According to Porritt et al. (2024), JBI's methodology offers a methodical approach for formulating the review question, determining eligibility criteria, finding studies, evaluating the evidence critically, extracting findings, and synthesising results. Because it aims to detect similarities and contrasts amongst qualitative studies while staying true to the original researchers' findings, meta-aggregation is especially appropriate (National Library of Science,2015). 
The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines shall be used for reporting the finished review. According to Page et al. (2021), PRISMA encourages open reporting of the search and study-selection processes and mandates that reviewers disclose eligibility criteria, information sources, search strategies, and study-selection procedures. (National Library of Medicine,2021). 
Eligibility Criteria. 
Qualitative or mixed-methods research completed in high-income nations that provide findings relevant to Somali families of children with developmental disabilities will be included in the review. When the results apply to the study question, studies may focus on autism or other developmental problems. Experiences, beliefs, attitudes, views, stigma, and access to health, education, or social care services must all be reported in studies.
Research that focuses only on adults, is undertaken outside of high-income countries, has insufficient actual data, or does not contain conclusions applicable to Somali families will be disqualified. Editorials, research without available full texts, and unreliable opinion pieces will also be disqualified. To encourage uniformity and lessen selection bias, eligibility requirements will be set before screening.

Recruitment, Sampling and Study Selection. 
No primary data will be gathered from Somali households, and no human volunteers will be directly recruited because this study will be a systematic review of the existing literature.  Rather, the evidence base for the review will consist of the studies found through the systematic search. 
Search Strategy
To increase the possibility of finding evidence that is relevant, a methodical search will be carried out across multiple electronic databases. MEDLINE/PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Web of Science are the suggested databases. These databases were chosen because they include social science, psychology, nursing, health, and multidisciplinary research.
A typical example of a search technique would be:
(Somali OR Somalia OR "Somali families" OR "Somali parents") AND (developmental disability OR autism OR autism spectrum disorder OR neurodevelopmental) AND (culture OR beliefs OR attitudes OR stigma OR "service access" OR healthcare OR education OR "social care").
Data Collection and Extraction.
A standardised extraction form created before the start of formal data extraction will be used to gather data. The author and year of publication, country, study design, participant characteristics, developmental disability examined, data collection techniques, pertinent cultural or religious elements, stigmatisation experiences, obstacles to service access, and major findings will all be extracted.
Processed Data analysis.
JBI's meta-aggregative approach to qualitative synthesis of evidence will be used to examine the results. This strategy is suitable as the review's goal is not to create a new theoretical explanation but rather to identify and synthesise participants' reported experiences. The first step will be to extract and arrange the findings from eligible studies based on their significance and pertinence to the research issue. Following the grouping of similar findings into categories, sufficiently similar categories will be joined to provide synthesised findings (PMC, 2023).
Ethical Consideration.
Ethical considerations are nevertheless crucial even though the planned study will not directly recruit human subjects or gather new personal data. The researcher will be in charge of appropriately portraying the experiences and viewpoints provided in the original studies because the study will employ secondary data from previous research. We will make extra effort to avoid portraying cultural or religious ideas as intrinsically bad or stereotyping Somali families.
Implication of the Research.
The proposed research may have an impact on social care, education, and healthcare. Professionals could gain a better understanding of how cultural views, religious viewpoints, stigma, and communication affect service engagement by synthesising evidence regarding Somali families' experiences. This could encourage more culturally sensitive methods of evaluation, diagnosis, communication, and continuing assistance.
Plan of Work and Time Schedule. 
	Stage 
	Activity 
	Proposed Timeframe

	1
	Finalise the research Question, and ethic requirements
	Week 1-2

	2
	Develop Search Strategy 
	Week 2-3

	3
	Conduct database searches 
	Week 3-4 

	4
	Title and abstract 
	Week 4-6

	5
	Finalise included studies 
	Week 6-8

	6
	Critical appraisal of included studies 
	Week 8-10

	7
	Data extraction 
	Week 9-11

	8
	Data synthesis and development of categories 
	Week 11-14

	9 
	Write findings and discussions 
	Week 14-17

	10
	Develop recommendations
	Week 17-18

	11
	Supervisor feedback 
	Week 18-20 

	12 
	Final proofreading, referencing, dissertation submission 
	Week 20-22
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