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Abstract

Children with disabilities encounter unique challenges in rural Asia, where community

resources are often lacking. This study is the first scoping review to understand non-

medical barriers and needs perceived by rural children with disabilities and their fami-

lies in Asian countries. A literature search was conducted among six major databases

for peer-reviewed articles published between 1 January 2010 and 21 June 2022 and

written in English. Based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, 23 studies

were identified and included in this review. The barriers and needs experienced by

rural disabled children and their relatives are classified into family, school, commu-

nity, and service levels. The review also highlights potential practice, policy, and

research implications. To break down barriers and meet their needs, it is essential to

take a holistic approach by supporting the family as a whole. In addition, to promote

gender equity and prevent societal stigmatization and discrimination, policies and

support programmes must be developed and implemented at the school and commu-

nity levels. This review also identifies extant research gaps and suggests directions

for future research, calling for more quantitative and mixed-method studies, the

inclusion of experiences from all Asian countries, a focus on intersectionality, and

more research on the pandemic's effects on these marginalized individuals.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

People with disabilities constitute a significant portion of the global

population. According to the World Health Organization (2021),

approximately one billion people around the world—or 15% of the

global population—have a disability. Despite the significant size of this

population, their welfare has not been well protected. Approximately

25% of the global disabled population are children (240 million)

and are particularly vulnerable (United Nations Children's Fund

[UNICEF], 2022b). They confront greater barriers in accessing health

care and quality education compared with their peers without disabil-

ities (Dassah et al., 2018; Ge & Zhang, 2019; Ochoa et al., 2017), and

they often live in families impoverished by having to shoulder caregiv-

ing responsibilities alone (Zheng et al., 2012).

A sizeable portion of children with disabilities reside in rural areas

(Raina et al., 2017; Xu & Liu, 2016). For them, the situations are worse

due to the lack of resources in those communities: Children living in

rural areas are more likely to experience adverse childhood

experiences, including economic hardship (Crouch et al., 2019) and

educational barriers (UNESCO Institute for Statistics [UIS] &
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UNICEF, 2015), have difficulties accessing quality health care (Dassah

et al., 2018; Strasser et al., 2016), and have less access to rehabilita-

tion services (Buchter & Riggleman, 2018; Xu & Liu, 2016). These

conditions exacerbate the threats to the welfare of rural children with

disabilities.

Extant systematic reviews or scoping reviews on children with

disabilities and their caregivers, while centring their needs and the

barriers they face, have focused on Euro-American or African contexts

and lacked a rural focus. Many of these reviews stress the barriers to

physical activities or accessing health care. Among them, two reviews

were focused on identifying barriers and facilitators of physical

activity participation among children and adolescents with disabilities

(Shields et al., 2012; Yu et al., 2022). A scoping review examined the

barriers and facilitators to health care access in low- and middle-

income countries (LMIC) in sub-Saharan Africa, and identified stigma-

tization, family poverty, poor policy execution, transportation issues,

and lack of privacy and trained professionals in health care institutions

(Adugna et al., 2020). Michielsen and Brockschmidt (2021) performed

a scoping review to investigate barriers to sexuality education for

children and adolescents with disabilities in European regions, and

they identified barriers such as perceiving the children as asexual,

inadequate support, and so on. The only available review of child

disability studies in an Asian context mainly explored the daily

experiences and encounters of mothers of children with disabilities,

found that they were shaped by mothers' beliefs and values towards

caregiving that are embedded in Asian cultures, and highlighted the

importance of incorporating cultural awareness and sensitivity into

support for mothers and their families (Sim et al., 2021).

According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), as well as the social model on

which it is based, disability “results from the interaction between

persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers

that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal

basis with others” (United Nations, 2006). Full participation in society

entails more than having access to health care and physical activities.

Thus, this review aims to synthesize existing evidence of the barriers

that children with disabilities and their families encounter and the

needs they have in social/nonmedical realms, particularly focusing on

children and families in rural areas given their added vulnerability and

the lack of reviews to date in this area.

This review concentrates on Asian countries, not just because

those are areas less examined in existing reviews but also because we

seek to understand how the collectivist, family-oriented culture

(Sastry & Ross, 1998) shared by many Asian countries shapes people's

experience of disability. A significant proportion of the population in

Asian countries is rural. Especially, in Nepal, Cambodia, Burma, India,

Vietnam, and Bhutan, the percentage of rural residents was more than

50% (The World Bank, 2020). Katsushi and Malaeb (2016) provided

empirical evidence of an increasing rural–urban disparity in terms of

income and educational inequalities in Asia countries. Thus, by

reviewing the barriers that rural children with disabilities and their

families in Asian countries encounter and the needs they have in

social/nonmedical realms, this paper will help researchers identify

future directions for inquiry and enable stakeholders to improve the

welfare of this population through advocacy and actions.

2 | METHODS

This study followed a well-established five-stage scoping review

protocol proposed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005).

2.1 | Identifying the research question

The review poses the following question: What are the perceived

barriers and needs of rural children with disabilities and their families

in Asia? Considering the existing reviews' focus on medical or rehabili-

tation needs and barriers in Western contexts, this study stresses the

nonmedical/social barriers and needs from the perspectives of chil-

dren and their families in non-Western contexts. Because defining

rural status is challenging given the substantial variations that scholars

have utilized across regions, ranging from population size (McDaniel

et al., 2019; Zablotsky & Black, 2020), to the distance between a place

and its neighbours (so-called remoteness) (Wakely et al., 2018), to the

national government's predefined rural–urban classification (Loyalka

et al., 2014), this review selected studies that self-identified their

research population or areas as rural.

2.2 | Identifying relevant studies

A comprehensive keyword search was performed in six main

electronic databases: Bibliography of Asian Studies, APA PsycInfo,

ERIC, Humanities International Complete, SocINDEX with Full Text,

and Web of Science. The search algorithm encompassed all possible

combinations of keywords within three groups:

1. “adolescent” OR “boy” OR “boys” OR child* OR “early adulthood”
OR “elementary school*” OR “emerging adulthood” OR “girl” OR

“girls” OR “high school*” OR infant* OR juvenile* OR “K12” OR

“middle school*” OR minors OR “nursery school*” OR pediatric*

OR preadolescen* OR preschool* OR “pre-school*” OR preteen*

OR “primary education” OR “secondary education” OR “teen” OR

teenage* OR “teens” OR toddler* OR youngster* OR “youth” OR

“youths” OR family OR families;

2. autism OR autistic OR “blind” OR “blindness” OR “communication

disorder*” OR deaf* OR “developmental disorder*” OR “develop-
mental* delay*” OR disabilit* OR disabled OR “down syndrome”
OR dyslexia OR handicap* OR “hard of hearing” OR “hearing
disorder*” OR impaired OR impairment* OR “intellectual* delay*”
OR “language development disorder*” OR “language disorder*”
OR “learning disorder*” OR “low vision” OR “mainstreaming” OR

“mental* retard*” OR “mute” OR “mutes” OR mutism OR “neuro-
developmental disorder*” OR paralyzed OR paraplegi* OR “physi-
cally challenged” OR “prader-willi syndrome” OR quadriplegic* OR
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“reading disorder*” OR “speech disorder*” OR “special needs” OR

“special education” OR “vision disorder*” OR “visual disorder*”
OR wheelchair*;

3. rural* OR “remote area” OR “remote areas” OR village* OR “town”
OR “towns” OR “hamlet” OR “hamlets” OR “isolated communit*”
OR nonmetropolitan OR “non-metropolitan”OR “farm”OR “farms”
OR “farming” OR nonurban OR “non-urban” OR agricultural

The search was restricted to articles published in English by peer-

reviewed journals between 1 January 2010, and 21 June 2022.

2.3 | Study selection

All articles identified through the keyword search were downloaded

and stored in a shared library of EndNote 20 for screening. Based on

developed inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 1 below), two

researchers independently reviewed the titles and abstracts to iden-

tify suitable relevant articles. Cohen's kappa (=0.8) was utilized to

assess the inter-rater agreement. Discrepancies were resolved

through continuous discussions between the two raters as well as

consultation with the other team members. Articles selected from the

initial screening were reviewed in full text. A backward and forward

reference search was also performed for every included article from

the full-text review.

2.4 | Charting the data

Two standardized data extraction forms were utilized to collect the

following demographic, methodological, and outcome information

from each selected article: Author, publication year, study design,

analytical methods, sample size, participant's characteristics, region,

type of disabilities, theories, study focus, specific barriers, and specific

needs.

2.5 | Collating, summarizing, and reporting results

A tabulation of extracted data revealed substantial heterogeneity

among included studies, which prevented calling this study a system-

atic review and prevented a meta-analysis. The heterogeneity mani-

fested in the basic characteristics of study participants, study

locations, study designs, and the study focuses. Instead, we summa-

rized the common themes of the included studies. Two researchers

independently conducted the data extraction, theme identification,

and narrative summary and reached a consensus through discussions

with other members of the research team.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Search results

The study selection flowchart shown in Figure 1 provides a summary

of the selection process based on the Preferred Reporting Items for

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses criteria (Moher et al., 2009).

A total of 1168 articles from six databases were identified through

keyword search, and 15 additional records were identified in forward

and backward searches. After removing duplicates, 1062 articles were

included at the stage of screening titles and abstracts. Of these,

57 were selected according to the established criteria and their full

texts were carefully reviewed. Among the 57 articles, 34 articles were

excluded due to their inability to meet the predefined inclusion

TABLE 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Participants Children 0–18 years old with disabilities and/or their family

members (e.g., parents, caregivers, siblings, relatives, and

children themselves)

Living in rural areas

Asian countries

Studies were conducted solely among adults, older adults,

educators, doctors, community members, or NGO

workers.

Studies conducted solely in urban areas

Non-Asian countries

Outcomes Focus on perceived challenges, barriers, and/or needs of

rural children with disabilities and their families/

caregivers

Studies with a focus on programmes or interventions

Studies with a focus on barriers to health care

Studies with a focus on risk factors that contribute to

disabilities

Studies with a medical or a public health focus on

disabilities/diseases per se

Studies with a focus on prevalence of specific disabilities

Studies that did not distinguish outcomes between rural

and urban children

Studies conducted in a health care/health service setting

Not an empirical study (literature review, scoping review,

and systematic review)

Study type Peer-reviewed journal articles from 1 January 2010 to 21

June 2022

Abstract/poster/presentation/research protocol/editorial/

opinion/commentary

Written in English
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criteria. Finally, 23 studies were included in this scoping review.

Among all 23 included studies, one was published in two articles that

used the same data.

3.2 | Study characteristics

Table 2 summarizes the basic characteristics of the 23 studies

included in this review. The included studies were conducted in India

(6), Pakistan (4), China (3), Nepal (2), Turkey (2), and Iran, Bhutan,

Bangladesh, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Thailand (1, respectively). In

terms of study designs, most (18) were qualitative and conducted

chiefly through interviews. There were five quantitative studies that

used surveys. Thematic analysis is the most frequently (12 of 23

studies) employed analytical method. The sample size ranged from

one in a case study to 14 573 in a household survey study, including

five with more than 100 participants, two with 50 to 100 participants,

and the other 16 with less than 50 participants.

Among all 23 studies, eight (35%) stated the use of theories or

frameworks, including critical disability theory (n = 1), the gender

F IGURE 1 PRISMA flow diagram of screening and selection of studies.

4 FU ET AL.
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discourse framework (n = 1), Bronfenbrenner's social ecological

theory (n = 1), the conceptualization of well-being (n = 1), capability

theory (n = 1), social policy theories about rights (n = 1), child disabil-

ity rights framework (n = 1), and Hirschman's framework on the

concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty (n = 1).

The focus of the studies is laid out in Table 3. Of the 23, 11 were

focused on the perceptions of caregivers, two looked directly at the

perspectives of the disabled children, nine accounted for both children

and their caregivers, and one aimed to understand the experiences of

siblings. Among those studies that looked at caregivers' experiences,

the vast majority of study participants were female caregivers, partic-

ularly mothers. Regarding the types of disabilities that children had,

eight out of 23 studies focused on developmental and intellectual

disabilities, five focused on physical and sensory disabilities, nine

included children with multiple types of disabilities as participants,

and one did not specify the disability type.

3.3 | Barriers facing rural children with disabilities
and their families

We first reviewed the barriers that rural children with disabilities and

their families face in their everyday lives and social participation as

shown in Table 3. Following Bonfenbrenner's (1997) ecological sys-

tems theory, we classify the barriers into family, school, community,

and service levels.

3.3.1 | Family-level barriers

Family poverty and financial insecurity

Of the 23 studies reviewed, 12 reported that families or caregivers of

disabled children found financial stress or insecurity to be one of the

major barriers to their well-being. Children with disabilities living in

rural areas were more likely to live in poverty compared with their

urban counterparts, and taking care of a child with disabilities often

exacerbated existing household poverty (Kiling et al., 2019; Malik

et al., 2022). For example, Ngo et al. (2013) discovered that mothers

in rural Vietnam had to give up means of earning money like doing

farm work when tending to children with frequent illnesses and were

pushed into further poverty. This phenomenon was also found in rural

Tibet, where one family member inevitably had to leave the labour

market so as to devote time and attention to a disabled child

(Scheidegger et al., 2010). Likewise, in one study conducted in rural

China, single mothers faced high levels of financial stress and insecu-

rity as a result of not being able to take a full-time job, limited income

from unstable, part-time work, and the lack of support from the

fathers of the disabled children and other family members (Shang &

Fisher, 2014).

Mental health issues of caregivers

Five studies revealed that caregivers of disabled children suffered

from high levels of psychological and emotional duress. A study

conducted in rural Nepal indicated a high prevalence (90.5%) of psy-

chological distress among caregivers of children with neurodevelop-

mental disorders, and nearly half of them (46%) experienced a severe

level of distress (Maridal et al., 2021). Another study, focusing on rural

Bangladesh, found that caregivers of children with cerebral palsy

reported significantly higher levels of depression and stress compared

with caregivers of children without disabilities (Power et al., 2019).

Three qualitative studies—conducted in rural India, China, and

Thailand, respectively—found that female caregivers, particularly the

mothers of disabled children, were likely to suffer severe anxiety and

emotional distress in their daily lives (Richard, 2014; Shang &

Fisher, 2014; Sukmak & Sangsuk, 2018).

Discrimination against the child within the family

Three studies showed that caregivers perceived disabled children as

burdens (Scheidegger et al., 2010; Shang et al., 2011; Shang &

Fisher, 2014), denying them opportunities and devaluing their poten-

tial. These studies found that children with disabilities experienced

exclusion, neglect, and violence within their families. In addition, fami-

lies were often not aware of their disabled children's educational

opportunities (Banks et al., 2019). In particular, families often over-

looked the value of education for girls as a result of gender stereo-

types and biases prevalent in rural areas. Discrimination based on

disability and gender often intersects to create further marginalization.

Don et al. (2015) found that girls with disabilities in rural Iran were

not expected to work, so parents believed that it was unnecessary to

send them to schools. Similarly, another case study conducted in rural

India found that parents played down the importance of education for

daughters with disabilities and viewed the ideal future in marrying

them out (Philip, 2015). Thus, girls with disabilities were more likely to

be out of school compared with boys with disabilities and girls with-

out disabilities (Malik et al., 2022).

3.3.2 | School-level barriers

Exclusion and discrimination from peers and teachers

Eight studies focused on the experiences of children at school, par-

ticularly social exclusion and discrimination due to their disabilities.

A study conducted in Bhutan revealed that children with disabilities

were bullied, physically abused, and called names by their peers

(Jigyel et al., 2020, 2021). Moreover, three studies conducted in

Nepal, China, and India identified exclusion of children with disabil-

ities from their peers but found that they faced discrimination and

violence from teachers as well (Banks et al., 2019; Benjamin-Thomas

et al., 2022; Shang et al., 2011; Singal, 2016). For instance, Banks

et al. (2019) found that two-thirds of children with disabilities and

their caretakers reported school bullying and violence from their

peers and teachers in rural Nepal. Benjamin-Thomas et al. (2022)

took a participatory research approach and found that children with

disabilities were often excluded from participating in extracurricular

activities like sports and cultural programmes at school. According to

a study in rural Turkey, the siblings of children with disabilities in
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rural schools also experienced social exclusion from their peers

and had limited social interactions with their classmates (Kale &

Si�girtmaç, 2020).

A paucity of educational resources

Six studies (30%) reported a lack of educational resources for children

with disabilities in mainstream schools. Studies identified the scarcity

of disability-friendly facilities, including structural elements like ramps

and accessible toilets (Banks et al., 2019; Jigyel et al., 2021) that

limited the mobility of students with disabilities (Don et al., 2015). In

addition, three studies emphasized the paucity of special education

teachers with proper training and other regular special education

services in schools (Ngo et al., 2013; Rose et al., 2021; Singal

et al., 2020).

Difficulty getting to school

Four studies indicated that the long distance from the homes of rural

children with disabilities particularly to their schools, most of which

are located in urban areas, was a major barrier to access to education.

One qualitative study in rural Iran found that girls with physical and

sensory disabilities had to travel far to get to the nearest school, as no

schools were available in their villages (Don et al., 2015). To get to the

school, they had to depend solely on their fathers or brothers. The

daily expense of transportation was also a considerable burden for

their families, most of whom already lived in poverty.

Poor school outcomes

Four studies identified poor school outcomes among students with

disabilities. Two quantitative studies on rural Pakistan found that

children with moderate to severe disabilities were more likely to be

out of school and that children with disabilities generally had lower

learning outcomes in literacy and numeracy (Malik et al., 2022;

Singal et al., 2020). Both studies also noted that siblings of disabled

children also had lower school attendance rates and poorer

academic performances. Another study in rural Pakistan indicated

that 85.5% of mothers perceived study problems in their children

with physical disabilities (Naz et al., 2010) and a qualitative study

conducted in rural Vietnam discovered that children with physical

and sensory disabilities had to drop out of schools to assist with

household duties and engage in income-generating activities (Ngo

et al., 2013).

Sexual harassment and violence

Two studies conducted in rural Nepal and Iran respectively reported

that children with disabilities, particularly girls, experienced sexual

harassment and violence when attending school. The studies found

that girls with disabilities were more vulnerable to sexual violence,

harassment, and rape, due to their difficulties to fight back and the

barriers they encountered in reporting the abuse. Perpetrators were

also emboldened by the fact that children with disabilities were often

seen as “nonsexual” due to their disabilities, which leads to dismissal

and distrust of reports of abuse made by these children (Banks

et al., 2019; Don et al., 2015).

3.3.3 | Community-level barriers

Stigmatization of both disabled children and their families

Ten studies revealed stigmatization of, and discrimination against,

children with disabilities and their families by community members. A

few studies focused on the stigmatization of disabled children,

showing that it greatly affected the mental health of both the children

and their caregivers—generating distress and low self-esteem, leading

to their social exclusion and isolation (Ngo et al., 2013; Philip, 2015;

Shang & Fisher, 2014; Sukmak & Sangsuk, 2018). Family members,

particularly caregivers, most of whom are mothers, also experienced

discrimination daily within the community. Richard (2014) recounted

the case of a mother of a child with cognitive disabilities in a rural

Indian community who suffered from stigmatization, which prevented

her from engaging in social activities in the community and exacer-

bated her anxiety level. One study indicated that community-level

discrimination could be traced to the limits of rural education systems

and a lack of knowledge, information, and awareness of the disabilities

(Kiling et al., 2019).

Transportation

Another barrier identified in two studies was the difficulty with regard

to transportation. Compared with their urban counterparts, the access

to education and health care by rural residents, including children with

disabilities, was greatly limited by inaccessible roads and long dis-

tances to service organizations such as schools, hospitals, and training

centres (Maridal et al., 2021; Philip, 2015).

3.3.4 | Programme and services barriers

Lack of social services and programmes

Generally, social services and programmes are lacking in rural areas.

Three studies reported a scarcity of targeted support programmes

(offered by an NGO or governmental agency) to improve the liveli-

hood or mental health of families with disabled children. These studies

conducted interviews in the rural communities of Indonesia, India, and

China, respectively, to make this determination (Kiling et al., 2019;

Reddy et al., 2021; Shang & Fisher, 2014).

Limited or unequal access to information on available resources

Four studies documented limited or unequal access to information on

available services, assistance, and programmes offered by either

NGOs or governmental agencies. Research in rural Pakistan found

that families with disabled children had no channel to receive informa-

tion on services available to them (Munir et al., 2021; Naz et al.,

2010). Moreover, a study on the perspectives of disabled children and

their mothers in rural Vietnam discovered that the application process

for disability support services was not transparent and could only be

accessed by families selected by the People's Committee (Ngo

et al., 2013). Even when families received information on a particular

programme or assistance, they encountered the bureaucratic

hurdles of complicated and burdensome application processes (Reddy
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et al., 2021), which often required a level of literacy that many families

did not have (Ngo et al., 2013).

3.4 | Needs of children with disabilities and their
families

We have summarized the needs of children with disabilities and their

families living in rural Asia (see Table 3). Given that needs are mostly

consistent with or originate from the barriers they are experiencing,

the needs of children and their families were similarly classified into

the family, school, community, and service levels.

3.4.1 | Family-level needs

The most frequently mentioned need at the family level (10 out of

23 studies) was psychosocial support for caregivers, such as socio–

emotional support programmes for families (Richard, 2014), profes-

sional psychological counselling services (Maridal et al., 2021; Munir

et al., 2021), direct training programmes on parental skills to better aid

child development (Naz et al., 2010), peer support programmes for

caregivers to share their experiences in a safe space (Ngo et al., 2013;

Shang et al., 2011), and other forms of specific social support for

mothers (Shang & Fisher, 2014). The second most identified (eight out

of 23) need was financial support for families, such as implementing

targeted poverty alleviation programmes (Kiling et al., 2019; Ngo

et al., 2013) and providing economic resources for girls with disabil-

ities specifically (Don et al., 2015). In addition to direct financial assis-

tance to families, three studies revealed that parents often had a

pressing concern about their children's future employment, which

they saw as central to their children's future independence (Jigyel

et al., 2020, 2021; Ngo et al., 2013; Scheidegger et al., 2010). Two

studies also stressed the need of promoting parental gender equity

beliefs and spreading awareness of the importance of education,

particularly for girls with disabilities (Malik et al., 2022; Philip, 2015).

One study emphasized the importance of sexuality education for both

parents and children (Guven, 2021).

3.4.2 | School-level needs

Needs at the school level include improving the quality of education

and addressing discrimination and violence experienced by disabled

children, especially girls. More specifically, improving school quality

involves training more and better-equipped special education

teachers (Banks et al., 2019; Don et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2021;

Singal, 2016), and building accessible infrastructures in schools such

as ramps, wide doorways, and accessible toilets (Don et al., 2015;

Singal, 2016). To prevent discrimination and violence against children

with disabilities at school, studies proposed implementing social pro-

tection programmes (Banks et al., 2019), creating gender-specific

school policies to address gender-based violence (Don et al., 2015),

promoting peer awareness of disability and discrimination (Jigyel

et al., 2020, 2021), and providing mental health services for children

(Rose et al., 2021).

3.4.3 | Community-level needs

At the community level, the most urgent need identified in the studies

was to eradicate the stigma of disability and create a more inclusive

community through the promotion of mental health literacy and

awareness, as well as avoidance of discriminatory terms such as

“handicapped” (Kiling et al., 2019; Ngo et al., 2013; Scheidegger

et al., 2010). The roles of rural religious organizations, community

leaders, and cultural figures could also be leveraged in efforts of

intervention design and implementation in order to best address

discrimination against children with disabilities and their families

(Kiling et al., 2019).

3.4.4 | Social service-level needs

The predominant need identified at the legislative level was to

increase access to information on social services or welfare benefits

and make the application processes more equitable. Specifically,

studies called for making use of electronic media (Naz et al., 2010),

promoting an equitable, streamlined application and selection process

for social services (Ngo et al., 2013), and providing personnel support

on service or benefits applications (Reddy et al., 2021).

4 | DISCUSSION

Rural children with disabilities and their family members in Asian

countries are some of the most vulnerable groups in the world, and

yet they have not received much scholarly attention. By searching for,

sorting, and synthesizing existing studies about them, this review cast

light on the barriers they encountered and the needs they had in their

local ecologies. With a focus on nonmedical realms of life, this review

illuminated their barriers and needs within families, educational

institutions, community, and service and programme provision sys-

tems. As discussed below, our findings entail significant implications

for social service practices, policies, and research.

4.1 | Practice and policy implications

This review revealed that gender stereotypes and discrimination are

still prevalent and ingrained in the rural contexts of Asian countries.

Gender-based discrimination is present at the family, school, and com-

munity levels, and it affects both girls with disabilities and female

caregivers. Studies in this review found that rural girls with disabilities

experienced more sexual harassment in schools and had fewer educa-

tional opportunities than boys. As Don et al. (2015) indicated,
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disability added to the hardship of being a girl in rural Iran, as it con-

tributed to the vulnerability that came from family beliefs on gender

roles, and it further discouraged families from seeking education for

disabled girls. Addressing education equity is aligned with Sustainable

Development Goal 4 of the United Nations, which aims to “ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learn-

ing opportunities for all” (United Nations, 2021). In addition, women,

often the primary caregivers of children with disabilities, also face

discrimination and stigmatization in communities through association

with their children's disabilities. These biases render girls with

disabilities and female caregivers extremely vulnerable to indifference,

discrimination, and violence. Thus, gender-specific interventions

are critical.

Targeted programmes, support, and resources for improving the

mental health and wellbeing of girls with disabilities, as well as

female caregivers of disabled children, can be a potential solution.

Specifically, respite services and community care can be offered to

alleviate the burden many caregivers experience. The burdens on

mothers and other female caregivers are financial as well and there-

fore more should be done to enhance their economic stability. For

children—especially girls—with disabilities, schools should provide

sexual education tailored to their preferences and abilities in receiv-

ing information, so that they understand their right to bodily integrity

and what they can do to protect it. This is echoed by one included

study that emphasized the importance of sexuality education for

both parents and children to both help children with disabilities

behave appropriately in public spaces and protect them from vio-

lence (Guven, 2021). In addition, it is also necessary to develop and

implement community- and school-level awareness and protection

programmes to promote awareness of gender equity among parents

and community members to eliminate gender-based violence.

Gender-sensitive policies on child protection and inclusive education,

with a strong emphasis on the vulnerabilities and needs of girls,

women, and other female-identified persons with disabilities, should

be formulated and enacted. For example, policymakers need to make

sure that disabled victims of gender-based violence have access to

shelters, other mechanisms of protection, and legal redress. There

should be various reasonable accommodations in those venues, and

providers or officials should respect, trust, and avoid retraumatizing

the victims.

In addition, this review highlights the importance of undertaking a

holistic approach to supporting children and their families in tandem.

The rationale for taking a holistic approach has three aspects. First,

our results show that children and their caregivers or siblings are all

exposed to stigmatization and exclusion from the community, thereby

all experiencing high levels of psychological stress. This phenomenon

may be traced to the collectivist culture present in some Asian

countries, which, in comparison to the individualist culture of many

Western countries, tends to see members of the same family as

interrelated and responsible for each other. For instance, community

members might see a child's disability as a result of the whole family's

bad karma. Second, in a collectivist culture, not only parents but also

siblings and other family members are often expected to take on

caregiving responsibilities for persons with disabilities throughout

their lives. For example, Kale and Si�girtmaç (2020) discovered that the

collectivist culture in rural Turkey played an essential role in defining

the obligations of elderly siblings in caring for their disabled sisters or

brothers, and that the heavy obligations gave the siblings and other

family members unpleasant experiences. Therefore, supporting the

family as a whole could lead to a greater impact in societies of collec-

tivist culture than simply supporting the disabled child. Third, discrimi-

nation against disabled children not only comes from outside the

family but also from family members, who sometimes view raising a

disabled child as a substantial burden and a hopeless endeavour. As

such, the problem of stigma cannot be fully resolved without addres-

sing the needs and conflicts within the household. Richard (2014)

emphasized the importance of establishing a supportive and inclusive

home environment that sees the disabled child not as an unwanted

duty but as a loved one with great potential. Maridal et al. (2021) also

noted that taking a holistic approach to addressing the family's hard-

ships could be effective in reducing family members' psychological

distress and creating an inclusive family environment. In Ghana,

Zuurmond et al. (2019) showed that the community-based caregiver

support programme was effective in improving the self-efficacy and

knowledge of caregivers, as well as reducing their self-blame. Similar

programmes can be developed and examined in rural communities in

Asia, along with psychosocial support for siblings of disabled children,

programmes that educate families and their surroundings about

disability, and socioeconomic support for households with disabled

children.

Moreover, cultural beliefs and community organizations can also

be used to prevent and combat stigmatization and discrimination

around disability. Kiling et al. (2019) identified religious and social sup-

port as key factors in helping disabled children and their families get

through hardships in rural Indonesia. They thus proposed empowering

community leaders such as church leaders in offering social support to

parents of disabled children. In addition, Scheidegger et al. (2010)

suggested that social service practitioners work with local staff to gain

a deep understanding of Tibetan culture and participate in cultural

festivals to build trust and cooperation to be able to work more

effectively with families of disabled children. Compared with urban

communities, rural communities are often more tightly knit through

common religious and cultural activities. Therefore, it is crucial for

programmes that support rural disabled children and their families to

incorporate local cultures and religions.

4.2 | Research implications

This review sheds light on gaps in existing studies, mainly in regard to

research methodologies. Studies in the past decade mostly utilized

qualitative interview methods to understand the barriers and needs.

Moreover, they typically had a small sample size, lacked theoretical

guidance, and relied on single data collection sources, such as collect-

ing data solely from either children or parents. Concerning future

research directions, more quantitative studies containing a nationally
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representative sample will allow us to understand the severity and

prevalence of barriers and needs. One potential solution is to add

disability-relevant variables into current national-wide household sur-

veys, rather than creating a separate large-scale survey, which would

require significant time and funding investments. The UNICEF and the

Washington Group on Disability Statistics have developed the Child

Functioning Module for use in census and surveys, which can cover

children aged 2 to 17 years old (UNICEF, 2022a). Building on the

advancement of previous scales, it provides a better measure of the

level of functional difficulties experienced by children with disabilities

(Loeb et al., 2018). Governments and organizations can use it to col-

lect population-level estimates of children with disabilities and disag-

gregate policy- and service-related data by disability. Having a

standardized set of disability measurements like that also allows for

cross-country comparisons. In particular, Loeb et al. (2017) indicated

that the validity of the Child Functioning Model has been tested in

multiple global contexts including Asian countries like India. Future

research can employ this new method in more Asian countries and

adapt those questions to local contexts, with robust training of

researchers to ensure cultural sensitivity and accuracy in the way of

asking questions. These large-scale quantitative studies can be supple-

mented by in-depth qualitative studies that examine barriers and

needs as perceived by multiple stakeholders and analyse them from

an ecological approach, so as to understand how family, school, and

community processes are connected to shape people's lived experi-

ences and relationships.

Another research gap is a lack of diversity in countries repre-

sented among included studies. Most studies are conducted in India,

Pakistan, and mainland China. Researchers have called for more

research on rural children with disabilities to better understand how

welfare systems impact populations and explore potential improve-

ment of those systems (Zheng et al., 2016). Future research can

explore and compare more disparate national contexts so as to

achieve a broader understanding and formulate regional strategies

that will better support rural children with disabilities.

Only one study included here looks at the impact of COVID-19

on rural children with disabilities and their families (Munir et al.,

2021). It sought to understand parent perceptions of barriers during

the pandemic in Pakistan, revealing financial constraints due to job

loss and business closure resulting from the pandemic. These barriers

aggravated the existing hardships that families with disabled children

had already experienced. The study also discovered that the learning

outcomes and socio–emotional status of rural children with disabilities

were negatively affected by the pandemic. More research is needed

to understand the pandemic's impact on this group of children in

various contexts, in order to improve policy and service responses to

the ongoing pandemic and future crises.

The final research gap identified in this review is a lack of focus

on the intersectionality between disability and factors such as rurality,

ethnicity, family poverty, and gender. Intersectionality studies should

not be simply seen as putting two or more factors or variables on the

table. Rather, they examine interlocking systems of oppression holisti-

cally and thoroughly, thereby allowing people to understand the

sentiments of individuals most impacted and the severity of problems

arising from cumulative barriers (Collins, 2020). For instance, rurality

contributes to the hardships experienced by disabled children, as it is

often correlated with long distance to school and other social services,

school teachers' reluctance to work in local schools, constrained

community and school resources, and scarce governmental support

(Rose et al., 2021). Future studies should be more sensitive to inter-

sectionality by examining the complex array of challenges facing rural

children with disabilities and their families, as well as the aggravated

vulnerability they produce.

4.3 | Limitations

This review only examined articles written and published in English

and was thus unable to achieve an exhaustive search of articles

written in other languages. It looked at heterogeneous outcomes

and did not provide a deep analysis of a particular barrier or need.

Moreover, this review did not assess the quality of included studies

using rigorous standards; there may be some studies with less

well-designed methodologies. Despite these limitations, this study,

which aims to analyse the nonmedical barriers and needs of chil-

dren with disabilities and their families, offers suggestions for future

practice, policy, and research so that this population could be

better supported.

5 | CONCLUSION

This review elucidates essential nonmedical barriers and needs of rural

children with disabilities and their families in Asian countries from

multiple system levels. The 23 included studies reveal the unique

challenges and illuminate potential policy and practice solutions. The

most prominent problem lies in the entrenched gender bias and

discrimination against girls with disabilities and female caregivers in

rural Asian communities. To dismantle barriers and address their

needs, to obtain greater impacts and more helpful effects, it is crucial

to take a holistic approach to interventions by supporting the family

as a whole. In addition, school- and community-level support

programmes and policy changes are necessary to promote inclusive

education and gender equity and to eliminate social stigmatization

and discrimination towards rural children with disabilities and their

families. This review sheds light on current research gaps and future

research directions, calling for quantitative and mixed-method studies,

the inclusion of experiences from all Asian countries, attention to

intersectionality, and more research on the pandemic's impact on

these marginalized individuals.
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