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“If people come together, they can even mend a crack in the sky”. Somali Proverb 
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Contextual Background 

• Culture:  attitudes, social 
customs, and gender roles are 
primarily based on Islamic 
tradition. 

• Education: In 2000, the 
literacy rate in Somalia was 
24% 

• Urban population: 37% of 
total population (2010) 
 

Map of Somalia 

http://ethnomed.org/culture/somali/somali-cultural-profile, (Putnam & Noor, 1999; U.S. Department of State, 2005).  

Location: Horn of Africa 
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Somalia Health System 

• Before civil war: Somalia had a public health 
system – though rudimentary but reasonable by 
African standards. 
– Socialist Government: 1969 -1991 

• Ban private practices 
• Free health system 

– 1980 private practice returned: Out of pocket 
pay per service 

(WHO, 2006) 



Disease Eradication Campaigns  
Smallpox eradication  Last known smallpox case 

MMWR, 1997 & WHO, 1977 



Life in Refugee Camps 

UNHCR R. Camps Somali school in Dadaab camp 



The Long Road to America    
Somali Refugee's Experience 

Resettlement to the US Excitements upon arrivals 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncezid/dgmq/feature-stories/one-refugees-experience.html 

Amina with her two children 
Mohamed and Sundes Sundes shares her excitement about 

a new life in America 



Abdullahi and Idil (no therapy today) 

   
 

http://saafmn.org/Support_for_SAAF.html accessed 10/02/12 

1. Adjustment 
problems 

2. New health 
problems 

3. Public health 
emergencies 
1. Storms 
2. Flu outbreak 

 

Resettlements Challenges 

http://saafmn.org/Support_for_SAAF.html


Research Aim: 

To develop a mechanism to rapidly test and 
disseminate critical  messages to Somali 

communities in King County in the event of 
a public health emergency 



Methodology: 

  
 

 

• A qualitative study: in-depth interviews with 17 Key 
Informants  

 
• A consumer panel model developed in collaboration with 

community partners from the Somali population 
  included 13 participants 

 

Robin Pfohman & Mohamed Ali: PHSKC 



Study Findings 

• Health beliefs and practices: 
– Herbal medicine and traditional health practices often used 

• Honey bee and Habatul-Sowdah (black seeds) 
– “I eat honey.  That’s my favorite.  Every morning with coffee. And also, the prophets 

say that honey is good...Yeah”  

– Halal or haram strictly observed 
• Medicine containing alcohol not used  
• Porcine gelatin content  in vaccines  

– “There is a difference between vaccination and cure.  If it’s a cure, then that depends 
upon the decision of the doctors or the health centers.  But if it’s their choice when it 
comes to vaccination, if they know that it contains some ingredients that’s not Halal, 
or something related to pork, generally they would not accept that. “ 

 
 

 



Prevention Practices 

• Preventing disease not part of the culture  
– “We don’t have prevention in our community..…The only thing we have is when 

something happens, we like to do intervention.” 

– “Going to the doctor and using western medicine is seen as a last resort and 
something one only does after they have exhausted all other options. Prevention is 
not seen as a possibility and in some cases it is seen as God’s will that one is sick.” 

• Fate and destiny 
– “There is the belief that when death comes, that’s my time. If I’m meant to be sick, 

I’m going to be sick. What is, Allah wills it. So it takes a lot to get people to keep 
appointments, get vaccines.” 

– “Somalis believe that their life can only be taken by Allah; they may die from a 
disease but it is because their time has ended.” 

 



Childhood Vaccination 

• Participant expressed  belief that vaccines are most 
important for children 
– “Generally, vaccination is considered to be something that’s good for the 

kids, but it’s not something that’s concerning to older people.” 

• Authority: School requirements 
• Adult vaccinations were seen as a choice, not 

necessary (H1N1) 
– “The idea I have so far is that if [the vaccine is] good for the elderly, frail, 

young children… But for middle aged people?” 

 
  

 



US Healthcare System 

• Participants showed unfamiliarity/mistrust: 
– Receiving generic drugs vs. brand names (due to Medicaid) 

“Some people are suspicious of vaccines, they think vaccines are a way for others to hurt them.  
The whole idea comes from medical insurance/medical coupons—they think that if they have a 
medical card from the state, there are a lot of things they will not be eligible for.  They get that 
information from health providers—oh, your insurance is not going to cover it.  It seems like 
there are subsets—some people are covered, but others are not.  Misinformation in this 
country.” 

– Drug commercials on TV 
“I was very, very surprised when I first came to the United States and I saw an advertisement 
on TV about medicine.  I was very, very surprised because medicine, my interpretation of it 
was that, when you need it, if you need medicine, you go and get it.  But I was not thinking that 
they were advertised on the TV and they ask you to buy it…Because when we were back home, 
we would take medicine only when we were sick”.  

 



Vaccine content: Porcine gelatin 
• Participants reacted negatively about the porcine gelatin 

– “Somalis are generally conservative about these Halal and pork issues.  And when 
it comes to Halal food and Halal issues, they are extremely sensitive”.  

• Distinction between preventative and life-saving 
– “There is a difference between vaccination and cure.  If it’s a cure, then that 

depends upon the decision of the doctors or the health centers.  But if it’s their 
choice when it comes to vaccination, if they know that it contains some ingredients 
that’s not Halal, or something related to pork, generally they would not accept 
that.”  

• Porcine free vaccine is often available 
– There are currently no porcine gelatin-free brands for MMR, MMR-V, varicella, 

or shingles vaccines. 
or shingles vaccines. 

  

 



Vaccine Side Effects 

  
 

• Participants were aware of rumors about autism 
� There’s issues going on in the Somali communities about immunizations and a lot of Somalis, not a lot 

of them, but a huge level of the Somali community have a concern the side effect of immunization for 
the children.  And they believe, some of them, that immunization cause autism for the children.  

• A lot of people refuse vaccines because of fear of 
autism 
� “ We do not have it back home, but Somali kids have it here. And I called a Somali doctor, my cousin, 

and he said it’s not good to do three shots in the same day; they do not give multiple shots on the same 
day in Somalia.” 

� “Some Somalis believe vaccines will make them disabled.  Some believe will get sick from vaccine.  
Some believe problems w/brain from vaccine (e.g. autism).  Community has second-hand info, which is 
wrong”. 

 
 

 
 

http://www.generationrescue.org/home/about/jenny-mccarthy/ 



Discussion 
 Vaccine Hesitancy 

– Comes in all flavors 
• Concerns about God forbidden (Haram) ingredients (porcine 

gelatin) 
• Safety concerns that cause children, pregnant women and elderly 

to hesitate or even refuse vaccines 
• Dose & frequency concerns (resettlement process – routine 

vaccinations) 
  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

http://www.generationrescue.org/home/about/jenny-mccarthy/ 



Print Media: MinnPost 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 
A mysterious connection: autism and Minneapolis' Somali children.  

•By Elizabeth Gorman | 07/24/08 

http://www.minnpost.com/politics-policy/2008/07/mysterious-connection-autism-and-minneapolis-somali-children 

http://www.minnpost.com/author/elizabeth-gorman


Minneapolis Public School 

 "We have seen a tremendous number of children 
that are Somali, but born here in the United States 

or in Minneapolis who have autism"  
     

    Anna Harington, 2008 



CBS News: 

• Autism Rates Soaring For Somalis In U.S. 
[cbs.com July 26, 2008]  



New York Times 

Donald G. McNeil Jr., NYTimes.com on March 16 & 31, 2009  
 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/01/health/01autism.html 

• An Outbreak of Autism, or a Statistical 
Fluke?  
˗ Autism Rates Are Higher for U.S.-Born 

Somali Children in Minneapolis 



Online Media 

• Open Letter to Somali Parents 
–  J.B. Hendley HOL: November 19, 2008 
 

• WE ARE ALL SOMALIS! ….”These 
Somali-Americans and their children 
deserve better”.  
– GINGER TAYLOR, 2008 

http://www.ageofautism.com/2008/11/an-open-letter.html,   Http://adventuresinautism.blogspot.com/2008/11/we-are-all-somali.html 
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Minnesota Children’s Hospital  

• Patients and Families of Children’s Hospitals and 
Clinics of Minnesota  

˗ Children’s Hospitals and Clinics of Minnesota 
published HOL: January 14, 2009 

 
• Autism and the Somali Community Report 

˗ MDH , AP , HOL  on  April 01, 2009 
 

 



Somalis and anti-vaccine groups 

  
 

• “ When my son, Evan, was diagnosed with autism 
in 2005, I was devastated….” 

• You do absolutely everything you can for your 
child, no matter what anyone tells you. 

• Jenny McCarthy 
 

 

http://www.generationrescue.org/home/about/jenny-mccarthy/ 



Dinner with Dr. Wakefield  

 Hodan Hassan of Minneapolis stopped vaccinating 
her four children after her daughter Geni now 6 was 
diagnosed with autism when she was about a year 
old. She considers Wakefield as a hero. 

 
 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/2011 



  
 

• “He is using a vulnerable population here, mothers 
looking for answers; he is providing a fake hope” 

 
• Dr. Abdirahman Mohamed 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/2011 



Conclusions: Word of Mouth 

• “Somalis, they get information from the word of mouth.  That’s the most 
important--word of mouth.  That’s the Somali culture, it spreads fast, and 
people trust those kinds of information that they heard from their 
relatives, trusted people, trusted elders, but, ah…television also, internet, 
radio—they may get also those informations from those other media.” 

• Global Village: Somalia – Europe – North America 
– Somali Network/media (hundreds of sites, radios, tvs, centers etc) 

 



Recommendation: Cultural Barrier 

• Culture is not just language 
– Beliefs  -  Assumptions - Values 

– History – Practices - World Views 



THANK YOU ALL 

MAHADSANIDIIN 


