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Autism research has been dominated by literature from the 
Anglosphere and other predominantly Western high-
income countries (De Leeuw et  al., 2020; Dyches et  al., 
2004). In autism prevalence studies, for example, fewer 
studies are conducted in the Global South (Salari et  al., 
2022; Zeidan et al., 2022) or with Black and ethnic minor-
ity populations (Zamora et al., 2016). In relation to autism 
research with Asian populations, much of the literature 
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Abstract
Autism research has predominantly focused on Western contexts, with limited studies in Vietnamese cultural settings. 
Through conducting a systematic scoping review, we aimed to map (a) the landscape of autism research in Vietnamese 
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and education, and identifying a cause of autism. Quality appraisals of the studies – using the Mixed Methods Appraisal 
Tool, a Westernised tool – indicated that the studies were largely of low quality. There was limited autism community 
involvement in the research, with studies often lacking an explicit description of the nature of community involvement. 
Priority areas for future research include better understanding how rigour is understood in a Vietnamese research 
context, improving the clarity of data reporting and actively involving the Vietnamese autism community in the research 
process.

Lay abstract
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represents South Asian and East Asian populations 
(Qiu et  al., 2020; Zeidan et  al., 2022) and often homoge-
nises the ‘Asian’ experience. Within the limited research 
on autism in Southeast Asia, there is an ever-smaller subset 
of literature pertaining to Viet Nam (Ha et al., 2014; V. M. 
Hoang et al., 2019; Ilias et al., 2018). Cultural context can 
influence both conceptualisations of autism and the nature 
of support for those within the autism community 
(Ravindran & Myers, 2012). Thus, it is vital to understand 
research concerning the autism community in Vietnamese 
cultural contexts.

The Vietnamese context

In this article, Viet Nam is spelled in accordance with the 
United Nations M49 Standard, though it should be noted 
that ‘Vietnam’ is used where it forms part of an organisa-
tion’s official name. Viet Nam is a country in Southeast 
Asia, neighbouring China, Cambodia and Laos, and with a 
population of approximately 100,990,000 (World Bank, 
2024a). Linguistically, Viet Nam is distinctive from its 
neighbours, with the national language of Vietnamese 
(Phan Le, 2024). The two largest registered religions are 
Buddhism (13.3%) and Catholicism (6.6%), though esti-
mates suggest that 90% of the Vietnamese population 
adhere to some form of religious practice, with most fol-
lowing Vietnamese folk religion and Confucian values of 
life (Embassy of Vietnam, n.d.; U.S. Department of State, 
2024). Officially named the Socialist Republic of Viet 
Nam, Viet Nam is a one-party state, whereby public infra-
structure including schools and hospitals are largely state 
run (A. V. Le, Han, et al., 2022; Quan & Taylor-Robinson, 
2023). Most recent data shows that Viet Nam spends 0.42% 
of their Gross Domestic Product on Research and 
Development, ranking them 74th in the world (World Bank, 
2024b).

A targeted inquiry into autism research in Vietnamese 
cultural contexts is lacking, but much needed. We define 
Vietnamese culture as ‘the set of distinctive spiritual, mate-
rial, intellectual and emotional features of a society or a 
social group encompassing, in addition to art and literature, 
lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, traditions 
and beliefs’ (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2002, p. 1). The explo-
ration of Vietnamese cultural contexts allows for 
Vietnamese diasporas outside of Viet Nam to be accounted 
for, as cultural legacies from one’s native culture can still 
shape the perceptions and attitudes of migrants (Bhugra & 
Becker, 2005; Buriel & De Ment, 1997). In addition, immi-
grant populations accessing autism support in locations 
such as North America or Australia have found difficulty in 
accessing support services, due to linguistic and/or cultural 
differences (Imanpour et al., 2025; Lim et al., 2021; Luelmo 
et  al., 2020; Smith, Aulich, et  al., 2023). It is therefore 
important for a review on autism within Vietnamese 

cultural contexts to include culturally Vietnamese popula-
tions outside of Viet Nam.

To understand how autism is conceptualised in Viet 
Nam, it is important to first recognise disability infrastruc-
ture in Viet Nam, which can be highlighted in recognition 
of the first large-scale study of the Vietnamese disabled 
population, conducted in 2016 and 2017 (Alexander et al., 
2024; General Statistics Office [GSO], 2018). Autism as a 
singular diagnosis is not legislatively recognised as a dis-
ability in Viet Nam, though can be recognised when classi-
fied as an intellectual disability (ID) or ‘other forms of 
disability’ (K. K. Hoang, 2025; Truong, 2022). As such, 
individuals with an autism diagnosis alone might not be 
able to access support services as they are unable to use 
disability legislation to uphold their rights (including those 
relating to health care and education), unless the needs of 
autistic individuals are understood as a form of ID (Ha 
et al., 2014; Phan et al., 2020). In addition, an autism diag-
nosis even within a broader diagnosis of ID was not pos-
sible until the late 1990s in Viet Nam, suggesting that 
autism is a relatively recent phenomenon to be recognised 
in Viet Nam, often with ambiguity and inconsistency in 
diagnosis (Ha et al., 2017).

Receiving a diagnosis of autism has been found to often 
be distressing for the autistic individual as well as their 
family, due to the stigmatisation of autism in Viet Nam and 
the resulting social and economic consequences of receiv-
ing an autism diagnosis (Boyle & Bailey, 2022; Ha et al., 
2014; A. P. Nguyen & Nguyen, 2023; Phan et al., 2020; 
Yến-Khanh, 2022). Stigmatisation occurs at a linguistic 
and cultural level, such as the direct Vietnamese transla-
tion of autism (‘bệnh tự kỷ’) as ‘autism sickness’, perhaps 
reflecting that autism is diagnostically recognised by the 
World Health Organization within the International 
Classification of Diseases, as well as through the under-
standing that autism is caused by ancestral sins, karmic 
demerit and other Vietnamese folk lore narratives 
(D’Antonio & Shin, 2009; Ha et  al., 2014). Generally, 
global understandings of autism recognise the aetiology of 
autism to be complex, with interactive genetic and envi-
ronmental factors likely contributing to markers of autism 
(Wang et al., 2025). In certain cultural contexts, aetiologi-
cal understandings of autism not only include complex 
genetic and environmental interactions but also include 
conceptualisations of autism as being caused by social and 
spiritual factors, such as karma and punishment from God 
in Indian contexts (Vats et  al., 2024) and witchcraft in 
Kenyan contexts (Cloete & Obaigwa, 2019). Given the 
uniqueness of Vietnamese culture and history and the con-
sequential nuances of the experiences of the Vietnamese 
autism community, it is thus important to understand the 
landscape of research that pertains to the autism commu-
nity in this specific context. The Vietnamese autism com-
munity is understood in this review as autistic individuals, 
their families and caregivers, and professionals who 
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directly interact with the autistic individual (e.g. education 
or medical professionals).

Gaps in the literature

To the best of our knowledge, there exists no published 
review of autism in Vietnamese cultural contexts, and as 
such there is currently no broad understanding of the land-
scape of autism research in Vietnamese cultural contexts. 
In establishing the topography of research conducted in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts, comparisons can be made as 
to how the research being conducted compares to research 
that the global autism community prioritises (primarily in 
the Western world; Pellicano et  al., 2014; Roche et  al., 
2021). Such an endeavour would allow for future research 
to better serve the Vietnamese autism community. In addi-
tion to establishing the landscape of autism research in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts, it is important to evaluate 
the quality of research, particularly as the broader, global 
field of autism research has often found issues with 
research quality (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2023; Roche et al., 
2021; Russell et al., 2019; Warren et al., 2011). Such an 
investigation could bolster future empirical research. 
Furthermore, there is growing recognition of the impor-
tance of meaningful and active autism community involve-
ment in research (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019) alongside 
clear reporting of such information (Tan et  al., 2025). 
Community involvement is thought to allow for research 
to better meet the needs of the autism community, allow 
for more authentic research to be conducted and provide a 
sense of belonging to the autism community within the 
field of research (Stark et al., 2021). The need to explore 
autism community involvement in Vietnamese cultural 
contexts is made more pertinent considering the impor-
tance of diversifying the communities represented in 
autism research (Cameron et  al., 2022; Fletcher-Watson 
et al., 2019; Pellicano et al., 2014).

The current review aims to address the following 
research questions:

1.	 What is the landscape of autism research in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts (both within and out-
side of Viet Nam)?

2.	 What is the quality of autism research within 
Vietnamese cultural contexts?

3.	 What is the extent of autism community involve-
ment in autism research in Vietnamese cultural 
contexts?

Method

The questions considered in this review are purposefully 
broad in nature given that the focal enquiry pertains to all 
autism literature in Vietnamese cultural contexts. As this is 
the first comprehensive review of autism literature in 

Vietnamese cultural contexts, a scoping review methodol-
ogy was employed (Munn et  al., 2018; Pollock et  al., 
2024). Methodological elements pertaining to systematic 
reviews were also included in this review, notably critical 
appraisal and synthesis of findings (Munn et  al., 2018; 
Pollock et al., 2024). Consequently, this review adheres to 
guidance pertaining to systematic scoping reviews 
(Munn et al., 2018; Peters et al., 2015). The review proto-
col was pre-registered onto the Open Science Framework 
on 3 June 2024 (Boyle et al., 2024).

Positionality statement

The research team consists of a diverse collection of 
researchers, representing a range of academic expertise in 
relation to autism, including expertise specifically in cul-
ture and ethnicity within autism research. The author team 
also includes individuals with both lived and professional 
experience within the autism community, and a direct con-
nection to the Vietnamese cultural context (the first author 
identifies as Vietnamese-British).

Search strategy

A key term search was conducted across PsycInfo, SCOPUS, 
Web of Science, PubMed, ProQuest, CINAHL and Ovid. 
An adapted key term search was then conducted on Vietnam 
Journals Online. Studies included in the review were then 
inputted into ResearchRabbit, to search for further publica-
tions of relevance. The searches were conducted by the first 
author on 12 September 2024, and the searches were 
updated and re-run on 29 August 2025. The search terms 
were adapted from criteria employed in similar scoping 
reviews (Bakare et al., 2022; Dao et al., 2022; Patra & Kar, 
2021), incorporating Vietnamese terms identified from 
Vietnamese literature (Yến-Khanh, 2023b).

The following search was employed in the international 
database searches. For Vietnam Journals Online, only 
searches #1 and #2 were conducted as the database 
accounted for Vietnamese context of the literature. The 
user interface for Vietnam Journals Online did not allow 
for traditional searches in code, and instead required a 
manual approach to conduct the search using each of the 
different combination of search terms.

#1 autis* OR asperger* OR neurodiver* OR ASD OR ASC 
OR PDD OR ‘tự kỷ’ OR ‘khuyết tật’ OR ‘hội chứng’

#2 (intellectual* OR learning OR development* OR 
neurodevelopment* OR cognitive or mental) AND (handicap* 
OR disab* OR difficult* OR impairment* OR deficien* OR 
incapacit* OR delay OR disorder* OR retard*)

#3 Vietnam* OR ‘Viet Nam’ OR ‘Việt Nam’

#4 (#1 OR #2) AND #3
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Study selection

Studies were first subject to title and abstract review, and 
progressed to the full-text review process if either the title 
and/or abstract met the inclusion criteria, or if there was 
insufficient information provided for an include/exclude 
decision to be made. If articles met any of the exclusion 
criteria at any stage, the article was not selected for review. 
The first author reviewed all articles collated from the lit-
erature search, with 20% of the articles at title and abstract 
review and at full-text review reviewed by one of five 
independent coders (Landis & Koch, 1977; Nussbaumer-
Streit et  al., 2023). Inter-rater reliability was calculated 
with Cohen’s Kappa, achieving k = 0.42 and k = 0.90, 
respectively.

Inclusion criteria.  The following inclusion criteria were 
used in study selection:

1.	 Autism as an explicit area of interest.
2.	 Research carried out with Vietnamese cultural 

contexts.
3.	 Research involving data generation (including grey 

literature that generated new data; reviews were 
not included).

4.	 Full text of article available.
5.	 Paper written in English or Vietnamese.

Exclusion criteria.  The following exclusion criteria were 
used in study selection:

1.	 Studies where it was not possible to extract data 
pertaining to at least one member of the autism 
community, distinct from the other data within the 
study.

2.	 Reviews, editorials and conference proceedings.

PRISMA chart.  A total of 12,612 articles were obtained 
from searches. Following the removal of duplicates, 8650 
articles were included at title and abstract review; 646 
articles progressed to full-text review; and 137 studies 
met eligibility criteria and were included in the analysis 
(Figure 1).

Data extraction and data analysis.  Data extraction was com-
pleted by the first author, using a charting form that recorded 
key information, including but not limited to: author, publi-
cation year, study design, participant position in autism 
community, thematic area and autism community involve-
ment. Quality appraisal assessment was completed by the 
first author, using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool 
(MMAT; Hong et al., 2018). Prior to the first author com-
pleting data extraction and quality appraisal, the authors col-
laborated to review the data extraction and MMAT processes 

using a random selection of studies (n = 5) to develop a 
standardised approach to extraction.

A deductive, thematic area analysis was applied to the 
studies included in review, assigning each study to one of 
the seven thematic areas identified by the Interagency 
Autism Coordinating Committee (IACC, 2016, 2023): 
Services and Supports, Lifespan, Interventions, Biology, 
Infrastructure and Surveillance, Screening and Diagnosis, 
Genetic and Environmental Factors. A further inductive 
trend analysis was undertaken to provide contextualised 
insights into the studies included in review. Here, a generic 
inductive approach was undertaken by the primary author, 
whereby underlying patterns within the studies included in 
review were refined to synthesised themes, through itera-
tive reading and annotation of the studies (Liu, 2016; 
Thomas, 2006). To ensure the rigour and quality of the 
analysis, the author team collaborated in refining and chal-
lenging the findings through collaboration and peer de-
briefing (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).

The second research question, examining the quality of 
autism research within Vietnamese cultural contexts, was 
answered using the MMAT. The MMAT is an open-access 
tool designed in the Global North (Hong et al., 2018), with 
specific evaluative criteria dependent on the methodology 
of the study. It is designed as a checklist supported by 
comments to contextualise the evaluation without a reduc-
tive quality score (Oliviera et al., 2021). The MMAT has 
been found to be reliable and content validated, and is a 
widely used quality appraisal tool in systematic reviews 
(Pryjmachuk et al., 2024; Scott et al., 2019; Souto et al., 
2015; Wong et al., 2020). As such, the MMAT was consid-
ered an appropriate quality appraisal tool for this system-
atic scoping review.

The third research question concerns the extent of 
autism community involvement in autism research in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts. Community involvement in 
research was assessed based on the explicit reporting of 
community involvement within the study (collected at data 
extraction), such as through community involvement state-
ments, description of methods or acknowledgement sec-
tions. Community involvement was coded as ‘Yes’, ‘No’ 
or ‘Unclear’.

Results

Research question 1, the inquiry into the landscape of 
autism research in Vietnamese cultural contexts (both 
within and outside of Viet Nam), was answered through 
analysis of study characteristics, identification of thematic 
areas (from the seven IACC themes; IACC, 2016, 2023) 
and inductive trend analysis.

Study characteristics

A total of 137 studies were included in the review 
(Supplementary Materials, Table 1). The first identified 
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article was published in 2008, with 77% (n = 106) of the 
identified studies being published since 2019. Peer-
reviewed journal articles made up 81% (n = 111) of the 
articles, whereas 13% (n = 18) of articles were published in 
non-peer-reviewed journals, 4% (n = 6) were dissertations 
and 2% (n = 2) were book chapters. Most studies were con-
ducted in Viet Nam (87%, n = 120), followed by the United 
States (7%; n = 10) and Australia (3%; n = 4), then Finland, 
the United Kingdom and Norway (each at n = 1).

Study design was mixed, though cross-sectional and 
qualitative studies were the most common (37%, n = 50% 

and 23%, n = 32, respectively), often with sample sizes 
below 200 (Supplementary Materials, Figure 1). The group 
within the autism community most often represented 
within Vietnamese cultural contexts were parent/caregiv-
ers of autistic children (36%, n = 64), followed by autistic 
individuals themselves (33%, n = 59), then educational 
professionals (20%, n = 35). The age of autistic individuals 
was explicitly reported in 45% (n = 61) of the studies 
included in this review, and in all but one case where age 
was reported, autistic individuals were within paediatric 
populations (under the age of 18). There was one study 

Figure 1.  PRISMA flow diagram of literature search strategy.
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that included a 19-year-old autistic individual (Bá Luyến 
et  al., 2024). In addition, 71% (n = 76) of studies with 
autistic individual and/or parent participants did not 
explicitly state a formal diagnosis of autism, with those 
that did referring to both diagnostic manuals and screening 
tools (Supplementary Materials, Figure 2).

Thematic areas

The most common thematic area was Services and 
Supports, followed by Interventions, Genetic and 
Environmental Factors, Screening and Diagnosis, 
Infrastructure and Surveillance (Figure 2). The themes of 
Biology and Lifespan were the least common (Figure 2), 
and all Lifespan studies were published in 2024–2025.

Inductive trends

The inductive trend analysis revealed three recurrent 
themes across the studies, seen as being of particular 
importance in the Vietnamese cultural context: the central-
ity of family, the importance of school and education, and 
identifying a cause of autism.

Centrality of family.  The experiences of parents and car-
egivers in raising autistic children was a key area of focus, 
often exploring their experiences of services and supports, 
their emotional needs and their quality of life. Across stud-
ies, mothers were often identified as the primary caregiv-
ers, taking on the role of both participant and data informant 
(Bogenschutz et al., 2016; Bui, 2017; Jegatheesan, 2009; 
Pham-The et  al., 2022; Poon et  al., 2022; Thái & Thứ, 
2017; P. N. Thao et al., 2023; N. N. Tran et al., 2016; Vu 
et al., 2021; Yến-Khanh, 2023a). The centrality of the fam-
ily was evident in different ways, including being a direct 
target of inquiry, or implicitly within the findings of the 
studies. The experiences of the family were often expressed 
as frustration with accessing the appropriate services for 

their autistic children. The emotional and financial diffi-
culties experienced in trying to access supports and ser-
vices, as well as the difficulties experienced in receiving 
an autism diagnosis and raising an autistic child, were also 
often explored in depth. A further way in which the cen-
trality of family was illustrated within the research corpus 
was through the exploration of interventions and supports 
delivered at the family level, whereby family units and 
caregivers were either the facilitators or the recipients of 
interventions and supports (e.g. Inoue et al., 2024; T. L. A. 
Mai & Chaimongkol, 2022a, 2022b; Thuy et  al., 2020). 
The overriding tone of the studies, reinforcing the central-
ity of the family, was negative, with an emphasis on the 
difficulties experienced by family members of an autistic 
child.

Importance of school and education.  Schools were often 
identified as a primary study location (Supplementary 
Materials, Figure 3). The importance of school and educa-
tion in the exploration of autism in Vietnamese cultural 
contexts was illustrated in many ways, such as through 
studies focusing on teachers and educational professionals 
as research participants, identifying where and how autis-
tic children are taught, exploring the autism knowledge 
that teachers and educational professionals have, and per-
ceptions of inclusive education for autistic students. Atti-
tudes towards having autistic students in mainstream 
classrooms varied, with findings across and within studies 
showing evidence for both the encouragement of this prac-
tice and resistance to mainstream school integration (P. H. 
Minh, 2020; V. T. T. Nga, 2020; Smith, Rabba, Datta, 
et al., 2023a; C. V. Tran, Pham, et al., 2020). Despite dis-
crepancies in attitudes towards inclusive education, the 
importance of education for autistic children more gener-
ally was highlighted. In particular, the role of school in 
educating autistic individuals to be independent, self-suffi-
cient and to develop skills to enable them to contribute to 
society were emphasised.
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Identifying a cause of autism.  A recurrent theme and narra-
tive in the review was identifying causes of (and factors 
associated with) autism, and more broadly, autistic behav-
iours. Genetic and biological causes were a key area of 
focus, with an emphasis on preventive measures, interven-
tions or ‘treatments’. This finding is aligned with evidence 
exploring Vietnamese parent perceptions on the aetiology 
of autism, whereby over 80% of participants endorsed the 
causal beliefs that child brain structure causes autism, as 
well as in utero stress/accident (77.3%), and environmen-
tal pollution (65.8%; Truong, 2022).

Across the literature that explored the causes of autism, 
there was repeated, specific identification of the positive 
association between perinatal dioxin exposure (of 
2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin) and the development 
of autistic behaviours. Such studies were explored through 
the analysis of breast milk dioxin levels and behavioural 
and cognitive factors in children. There was broad consen-
sus across the studies looking at dioxin exposure and cog-
nitive outcomes, though the exact nature of the relationship 
differed across studies. For example, significant negative 
relationships were found between dioxin exposure and 
neurodevelopment scores (Nishijo et al., 2014; D. T. Thảo 
et al., 2022), gaze fixation (T. Pham, Nishijo, et al., 2022), 
motor coordination (N. N. Tran et al., 2016), and mirror 
neuron system activity (Vu et  al., 2021), though signifi-
cance of dioxin exposure and autistic characteristics varied 
and effects on girls and boys differed across studies.

Quality appraisal

Through the application of the MMAT criteria across the 
studies included in the review, evaluation of studies was 
largely rated as unclear or not meeting criteria, indicative of 
poor-quality research (Supplementary Materials, Figure 4). 
Proportionally, MMAT criteria were most unclear in stud-
ies with quantitative descriptive and mixed method meth-
odologies. Of the studies that did not meet the criteria or did 
not explicitly meet the MMAT criteria, many of the studies 
were lacking in description of the methodology, data col-
lection, participant characteristics, and justifications of pro-
cesses and analyses.

Participatory methods

The third research question examined the extent of autism 
community involvement in research. In this review, the 
autism community is defined as autistic individuals, their 
families and caregivers, and professionals who are directly 
interacting with the autistic individual (e.g. education or 
medical professionals). The vast majority of studies did not 
state any autism community involvement (93%, n = 128). A 
limited number of studies included explicit autism commu-
nity involvement (3%, n = 4) or had unclear autism com-
munity involvement (4%, n = 5). Within the studies that 

included autism community involvement, involvement was 
made explicit through identification of autistic (and non-
autistic) researchers (Smith, Rabba, Datta, et  al., 2023a), 
study co-design with the Hanoi Club of Parents of Children 
with ASD (conducted in Viet Nam; Ha & Whittaker, 2023), 
through advisory groups of Vietnamese parents of autistic 
children (conducted in Australia; Smith, Rabba, Dang, 
et  al., 2023a; Smith, Rabba, Datta, et  al., 2023b), and 
through autistic individuals and their family members 
shaping a PhotoVoice exhibition through which to dissemi-
nate the results of the research (conducted in Viet Nam; Ha, 
2018). Instances whereby community involvement was 
unclear had ambiguity in the framing of the wording of the 
involvement of different members of the autism commu-
nity, often with no explicit description of their role in the 
research process but an implication that autism community 
members were involved. Examples of ambiguity include 
the autism community involved through the terms ‘sup-
port’, ‘collaboration’ and ‘facilitation’, with exact proce-
dures not outlined (Dieu, 2022; Ha et al., 2014; G. T.-H. Le 
et  al., 2024; Poon et  al., 2022). In a singular case, the 
research projects that were reported on in separate articles 
stated autism community involvement, but the specific 
involvement in each aspect of the reported studies was 
unclear (see Ha & Whittaker, 2016).

Discussion

The number and topic of publications in Vietnamese cul-
tural contexts mirrors the general global trend of research, 
whereby there has been a steady increase in autism research 
that focuses heavily on Services and Supports (Office of 
Autism Research Coordination [OARC], 2012; Roche 
et al., 2021; Roux et al., 2021; Whyatt & Torres, 2018) and 
may also reflect broader global trends in striving to under-
stand autism and support autistic people in different cul-
tural contexts (Atherton et  al., 2023; De Leeuw et  al., 
2020; Lee et al., 2025; Papoudi et al., 2021). The current 
review also found that there was a recent introduction of 
Lifespan studies to the corpus of autism literature in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts, which aligns with global 
autism research where Lifespan studies are increasing 
(Pellicano et al., 2014). The recent introduction of Lifespan 
studies might be attributable to autism only being recog-
nised as a diagnosis in Viet Nam in the late 1990s (Ha 
et al., 2017), thus limiting the ‘Lifespan’ experience that 
can be recorded at this time in the research. The Lifespan 
studies in this review all explore vocational skills and 
career guidance for autistic young people (Bá Luyến et al., 
2024; T. Q. H. Nguyễn, 2024; Thị Thu Thủy, 2024), sug-
gesting a focus on skill building and independence through 
having a job as important concepts within ‘Lifespan’ 
research in the literature.

The inductive trend analysis yielded three key trends – 
the centrality of family, the importance of school and 
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education, and identifying a cause of autism. These areas 
are of particular relevance within a Vietnamese context 
given Vietnamese cultural values and history. For exam-
ple, there are strong Vietnamese values rooted in the 
importance of the family (such as through filial piety, 
ancestor worship and multigenerational households; H. V. 
Mai & Le, 2023; T. L. Nguyen & Vu, 2020; Trinh et al., 
2017), as well as values emphasising the importance of 
education (Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016). The historical context 
of Viet Nam provides a unique focus on the causes of 
autism, notably dioxin exposure, whereby tens of millions 
of gallons of herbicides were used to destroy plantation 
during the war in Viet Nam, including Agent Orange, 
much of which was contaminated with 2,3,7,8-tetrachlo-
rodibenzo-p-dioxin (TCDD) (Sen, 2022; Stellman & 
Stellman, 2018). TCDD is carcinogenic to humans, and is 
a reproductive and developmental toxin (UK Health 
Security Agency, 2024). The relationship between dioxin 
exposure and developmental outcomes has been explored 
in other contexts, namely when dioxin exposure is acci-
dental and a consequence of agricultural or industrial pol-
lution (Marinković et  al., 2010; Zheng et  al., 2008). 
However, in the case of Viet Nam, dioxins were intention-
ally used as chemical warfare (D. T. Le, Pham, & Polachek., 
2022; Ngo et al., 2006), and legislative action taken against 
chemical companies have cited violations of the Geneva 
Protocol and international law (Le Monde, 2024; Vietnam 
Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin v. Dow 
Chemical Co., 2008). Consequently, the association 
between dioxin exposure and neurodevelopmental out-
comes such as autism might be loaded with the legacies of 
war, violence and trauma.

There was diversity within the studies in reporting diag-
nostic information with some citing screening tools and 
others using diagnostic criteria as evidence for identifica-
tion of autistic individuals (such as Anh & Hằng, 2018;  
Hoa et al., 2019; Kế, 2020; K. T. Tran, Le, et al., 2020). 
Inconsistencies and difficulties in obtaining a formal autism 
diagnosis in Viet Nam are recognised issues experienced by 
the Vietnamese autism community (Ha et al., 2014, 2017); 
a pattern that has also been observed in countries of similar 
development status, such as Ecuador, India, Bangladesh, 
and Sri Lanka (Buffle et al., 2025; Hossain et al., 2017).

A further key finding from this review was that most 
studies did not include autism community involvement. 
This finding reflects international autism literature, where 
though there is evidence of an increase in autism commu-
nity involvement within research, the community calls for 
greater power in this regard (Cheng et  al., 2023; Den 
Houting et  al., 2021; Elsabbagh et  al., 2014; Genovesi 
et al., 2025; Roche et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2025). In this 
review, 3% of studies included explicit evidence of com-
munity involvement in the research. Furthermore, commu-
nity involvement was unclear in 4% the research, which 
partially reflects trends found by Tan et al. (2025), whereby 

a significant minority of studies were unable to be coded 
for autism community involvement due to ambiguous 
information. In the current review, ambiguity was often 
found where studies recognised involvement of members 
of the autism community, but did not state the extent of 
their involvement beyond participation.

Community involvement in research is more prevalent 
in cultural contexts where there is a shift of focus towards 
disability rights, person-oriented ethics, and trust in insti-
tutions and services (Cascio et  al., 2020; Chown et  al., 
2017; Grinker et  al., 2012; Pellicano & Stears, 2011). 
Following the disability rights movement, which calls for 
disruption to the oppressive nature of research and advo-
cates for more community agency within the research pro-
cess (Charlton, 1998; Layton et  al., 2022), the need for 
increased and improved autism community involvement in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts is further politicised in light 
of colonial historical abuses of power (Hoekstra et  al., 
2018; Igwe et  al., 2022; Mellor, 2022; X. T. Nguyen, 
2023). Epistemological concerns regarding power in 
autism research in Vietnamese cultural contexts should be 
intersectional, incorporating perspectives from autistic and 
disability advocacy, as well as from Vietnamese historical 
perspectives.

Limitations and future directions

As a consequence of the quantity of literature that was 
included in the screening process (n = 8650), double-cod-
ing across the screening and extraction processes was not 
feasible. The review process was, however, strengthened 
through 20% of the studies being double-coded at title and 
abstract and at full-text review, and data extraction and 
quality appraisal being completed by the primary author 
following collaboration with co-authors to develop a 
standardised procedure.

A further limitation of the review was the difficulty in 
determining the reliability of the peer review process in 
Vietnamese journals, as all media and press in Viet Nam is 
regulated (ranking of 174th of 180 in the World Press 
Freedom Index; Reporters Without Borders, 2024). This 
issue not only raises potential concerns regarding the accu-
racy of the reported 81% of studies published in peer-
reviewed journals in this review, but might also call into 
question the reliability of published material from Viet 
Nam.

A multi-fold limitation in this review was consequence 
of difficulties in data extraction, whereby studies included 
in review often lacked explicit recording of key study 
characteristics and reporting of methodologies. 
Ambiguity in study characteristics and methodology 
made it difficult for cross-study comparisons as well as 
for quality appraisals using the MMAT. Difficulty in 
applying the MMAT to the corpus of autism literature in 
Vietnamese cultural contexts also raises questions as to 
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how appropriate the tool is to evaluate studies conducted 
in this context; a concern reflected in other studies con-
ducted in the Global South that reported poor research 
quality based on MMAT appraisals (H. N. Le et al., 2025; 
Singh & Rajak, 2024). Research appraisal tools such as 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander quality appraisal 
tool (Harfield et al., 2020) have been developed to align 
with particular cultural contexts and is an approach that 
could be explored in Vietnamese research contexts. 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that perceptions of 
knowledge production for scholars trained in Western 
contexts are more inclined to focus on rigour and journal 
standards than scholars trained in Viet Nam (C. H. Hoang, 
2023; C. H. Hoang & Turner, 2020). Further enquiry into 
how research quality is conceptualised in Viet Nam is 
needed, to then develop a more nuanced approach to 
appraising study quality in Viet Nam.

Conclusion

The systematic scoping review revealed 137 studies that 
enabled us to map the body of literature examining autism 
in Vietnamese cultural contexts, which was broad in con-
tent and quality. The review reflected international trends, 
namely an increase in autism research in recent years, 
broader issues regarding quality of research and autism 
community involvement, and Services and Supports being 
a focal area within the research. The review also revealed 
trends significant within the Vietnamese cultural context, 
including the centrality of family, the importance of school 
and education, and identifying a cause of autism.

The results of the review present a clear message that 
autism research within Vietnamese cultural contexts is of 
increasing interest. With this growth of research, there 
must be a conscious effort to better understand how 
research quality in Vietnamese cultural settings is concep-
tualised, to improve the reporting of research methodolo-
gies and to increase Vietnamese autism community 
involvement in research. Autism literature in Vietnamese 
cultural contexts is in its infancy, though there is opportu-
nity for an innovative and reflexive body of research to be 
built moving forward.
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