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Abstract

Background: Female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) negatively impacts the wellbeing of girls and women
throughout their lifecycle. In Somalia, FGM/C prevalence is nearly universal (98%) among females aged 15–49 years,
with infibulation prevalence at 77%. Whilst there is need to engage healthcare workers in the prevention and
management of FGM/C, minimal information exists indicating healthcare systems’ capacity to fulfil this role. This
study explored factors impacting the capacity of the Somaliland healthcare system to prevent the medicalization,
and manage the complications of, FGM/C.

Methods: A cross-sectional qualitative study using semi-structured key informant interviews, conducted in the
Somali language, was undertaken in the Maroodi Jeex and Awdal regions of Somaliland, in rural and urban Borama
and Hargeisa districts in December 2016. A total of 20 interviews were conducted with healthcare workers
comprised of medical doctors, nurses, midwives and system administrators. Transcribed and translated interview
data were analysed using the template analysis approach.

Results: Healthcare workers reported understanding the adverse impact of FGM/C on the health of girls and
women. However, they faced multiple contextual challenges in their preventative and management roles at the
individual level, e.g., they lacked specific formal training on the prevention and management of FGM/C
complications and its medicalization; institutional level, e.g., many facilities lacked funding and equipment for
effective FGM/C management; and policy level, e.g., no national policies exist on the management of FGM/C
complications and against its medicalization.
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Conclusion: Healthcare systems in urban and rural Somaliland have limited capacity to prevent, diagnose and
manage FGM/C. There is a need to strengthen healthcare workers’ skill deficits through training and address gaps
in the health system by incorporating the care of girls and women with FGM-related complications into primary
healthcare services through multi-sectoral collaboration and coordination, establishing clinical guidelines for FGM/C
management, providing related equipment, and enacting policies to prevent the medicalization of the practice.
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Background
Female genital mutilation / cutting (FGM/C) entails all
procedures involving the partial or total removal of the
external female genitalia or other injury to the female
genital organs for non-medical reasons [1]. There are
four main types of FGM/C, the most severe being Type
III: infibulation, also referred to as pharaonic [2]. Glo-
bally, an estimated 200 million girls and women have
undergone the cut [3], and approximately 70 million
girls aged 0–14 years are at risk of being cut [4].
Historically performed by elderly women, barbers or

traditional birth attendants, FGM/C is a physically inva-
sive procedure often associated with multiple adverse
impacts [5–7]. Immediate potential complications in-
clude, among others, infection or abscess formation,
septicemia, shock, and death [8–10]. Longer-term com-
plications can include pain, scarring, urinary tract infec-
tions [11], and poor obstetric and neonatal outcomes
[12], among others [10, 13, 14].
In Somalia, FGM/C prevalence is nearly universal

(98%) among females aged 15–49 years, with infibulation
prevalence at 77% among the same group [15]. In 2011
in the self-declared state of Somaliland, prevalence was
99 and 85%, respectively [16]. In a 2016 study among 25
communities living in the Maroodi Jeex and Togdheer
regions reported prevalence at 99%, with 80% having
undergone infibulation [17]. Despite its high prevalence,
differences exist in support for the continuation of
FGM/C. In Somaliland, only 29% of females aged 15–49
years favoured its continuation in 2011, compared with
65% in Somalia in 2006 [16].
Deeply rooted in custom, the social determinants under-

pinning FGM/C are many and diverse including, among
others, rites of passage and cultural obligation, the preserva-
tion of chastity, and enhancing female marriageability pros-
pects [18–26]. These factors often operate dynamically at
the individual, family, community and national levels [27].
In Somaliland, the popularity of the practice is strongly
embedded in the Somali culture, despite the decades-long
global campaign to eliminate it [28]. The majority of com-
munity members (84%) living in Somaliland intend to cut
their daughters in the future, with women in particular
intending to select a less severe cut that they perceive the
community expects them to use [17].

Programmatic work to prevent and eliminate FGM/C
has been initiated that supports the United Nations’ Sus-
tainable Development Goals [29] by strengthening the
World Health Organization’s (WHO) six health system
framework building blocks, which includes the health
workforce [30]. In 2016 the WHO disseminated guide-
lines for healthcare workers, managers and policymakers
on caring for FGM/C-affected girls and women, service
planning, and developing and implementing national
and local healthcare protocols and policies [31]. How-
ever, while such efforts to address the practice have
focused on prevention, less attention has been devoted
to treating health complications, building the capacity of
healthcare workers to provide optimal care, and en-
gaging care providers as potential agents of behavioural
change [32, 33].
In high-income countries, especially those with immi-

grant communities from high FGM/C-prevalent coun-
tries, health systems’ challenges in addressing the needs
of those affected are widely reported [34]. Examples
include limited staff knowledge around the concept,
typology, and prevalence of FGM/C and the protocols
for remedial action [33–41]. Similar FGM/C healthcare
capacity limitations have been found in low-income set-
tings. In sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), one of the few stud-
ies investigating healthcare workers’ capacity to manage
FGM/C-related complications revealed challenges re-
garding knowledge and skill sets [42].
Healthcare providers are potentially critical actors in

the prevention of FGM/C and care for its survivors.
However, in SSA a considerable number of healthcare
workers are either engaging in the practice as cutters, or
supporting its continuation. A cross-sectional study of
1288 healthcare providers in six countries found that
25% embraced its continuation, and 24% expressed their
intention of subjecting their own daughters to FGM/C
[42]. Moreover, the willingness to continue the practice
increased among healthcare providers operating in rural-
based health facilities, with 43% embracing its continu-
ation and nearly half (47%) intending to subject their own
daughters to the practice [43]. Healthcare in Somaliland,
as with other Somalia ‘zones’, is largely in the private sec-
tor, regulated by the Ministry of Health of the Federal
Government of Somalia. The system is largely staffed by
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undertrained, under-supervised and -paid staff, dependent
upon donations from international agencies. The national
health system is implemented through the Essential
Package of Health Services designed in 2008 to provide a
common framework and minimum standards for the
delivery of health services in within the framework of the
health sector strategic plans. The essential package is im-
plemented across four levels of service provision, each
with a standardized service profile and each supported by
a standardized set of management and support compo-
nents and helps define health systems standards for the
government, the United Nations, non-governmental agen-
cies and private service providers [44].
In Somaliland, evidence exists of healthcare workers

involvement in cutting, although most report intending
to decline requests to cut a girl [17], a trend towards the
medicalization of FGM/C that has been noted in other
African countries [42, 43, 45].
Despite high FGM/C prevalence and an increase in the

practice’s medicalization in Somaliland, minimal evidence
exists on the capacity of healthcare providers and the
health system to prevent medicalization of FGM/C and
manage FGM/C-related complications. This study there-
fore investigated the capacity of the healthcare system to
manage FGM/C cases and prevent the medicalization of
the practice by exploring healthcare workers’ knowledge,
training and skills.

Methods
Design and setting of the study
A cross-sectional qualitative study utilizing semi-structured,
key informant interviews was undertaken in the Maroodi
Jeex (also known as Waqooyi Galbeed) and Awdal regions
of Somaliland, in rural and urban Borama and Hargeisa dis-
tricts in December 2016. Maroodi Jeex is an administrative
region and the most populous region in Somaliland, with
Hargeisa its capital city. With a population of 1,242,003
[46], it is mainly inhabited by people from the Somali
ethnic group of the Isaaq clan [47] and is a very strategic re-
gion, with rich farmlands and large ports [48]. The Awdal
region is the most westerly province of Somaliland. It bor-
ders Maroodi Jeex to the East, Djibouti to its North-West,
Ethiopia to its South and South-West lies, and the Gulf of
Aden to its North, with a population of 673,264 [46]. The
regional capital is Borama, the largest city of the North-
Western Awdal region, which is the commercial seat of the
province, situated near the Ethiopian border.
Healthcare is provided across four organisational levels

in Somaliland: primary health unit, health centre, referral
health centre and hospital. Interviewees were selected
from primary health units, health centres and hospitals,
both public and private, located in the two districts. The
health professionals were at least 20 years of age, and
able to at least speak—and ideally read—the local

language in which the interview was conducted. All re-
spondents worked in the study communities for at least
2 years, addressed FGM/C in the course of their work
(i.e., managing FGM/C-related complications and pre-
venting the medicalization of the practice) and belonged
to one of the following cadre: doctors, nurses, midwives,
clinical managers and health system administrators. All
interviews were held at a location that was acceptable to
the selected study participants.

Data collection tools
The interview guide (see Additional file 1) was devel-
oped by the research team based on their knowledge of
the study sites and the existing FGM/C literature. The
tools were then reviewed by FGM/C research experts
and in-country Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of-
ficials, with changes made to enhance clarity and under-
standing. The translated tools were pilot tested with a
small number (n = 5) of health workers—one from each
of the five cadre categories—to ensure they were com-
prehendible, and culturally appropriate and valid. Find-
ings from the piloting phase were not included in the
final data set for analysis. The tools’ content included
questions on healthcare providers’ medical knowledge of
FGM/C complications, their clinical skills and formal
training to manage clients with such complications, the
perceived capacity of the healthcare system to prevent
girls and women from undergoing FGM/C, and the
availability of national FGM/C policies, including against
its medicalization.
Experienced research assistants were trained on con-

ducting research in an ethically appropriate manner and
qualitative data collection approaches during a one-week
workshop. Key informant interviews were conducted in
the local Somali language and digitally audio recorded.
Data on the socio-demographic characteristics of study
participants were also collected using a bespoke basic tool.
Recorded interviews underwent a rigorous multi-stage,
forward-and backward transcription-translation process
with bi-lingual staff to ensure data quality. Differences de-
tected between the Somali and English language versions
were identified and discussed between the transcribers
and the translators until agreement was reached.

Data management and analysis
Finalized translated transcripts were thematically analysed
using the template analysis approach with NVivo v11® soft-
ware [49]. The template analysis approach is a pragmatic,
iterative approach combining deductive and inductive ana-
lyses, producing a non-hierarchical coding framework, or
“template” [50]. The template was developed from a priori
themes and sub-themes covered in the study’s data collec-
tion tool. Each code in the framework was described with
specific definitions and reviewed for internal consistency;
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this was especially important as the analysts often worked
in different locations.
The developed template was applied to a sample of inter-

view transcripts (i.e., two key informant interviews) to
ensure it covered most anticipated thematic codes and
sub-codes. It was then applied to the remaining transcripts,
with template revisions made for any additional emerging
themes. To ensure methodological rigor, in addition to
using researcher triangulation, nter-rater coding reliability
was assessed by running a coding comparison query
among a random sample of three coded transcripts. This
produced a Kappa score of 0.81 score, with 0.75 indicating
the minimum threshold for excellent agreement [51]. The
study engaged two key stakeholders in Somaliland with
extensive experience working in FGM/C as participant
proxies with data checking to ensure researchers’ inter-
pretations had veracity.

Ethical approvals
Written informed consent was obtained from all partici-
pants. The study received ethical approval from the
Population Council’s Institutional Review Board (Ref:
Protocol 775) and Somaliland’s Ministry of Labour and
Social Affairs (Ref: W/SH/AB/02/28/016).

Results
Characteristics of participants
Table 1 summarises the participants’ socio-demographic
characteristics. The study population was comprised of
20 healthcare professionals: four medical doctors, four
clinical managers, four nurses, four midwives and four
system administrators. For inclusion in the study they
had to be at least 20 years of age and worked at a health
facility in a rural or urban area for at least 1 year. The
majority of participants were female (n = 12), had an age
range between 26 and 52 years and all had secondary
education and above. All participants identified as Sunni
Muslims, while 17 were married.
In analysing factors impacting the capacity of the

Somaliland healthcare system to prevent the medicalization
of FGM/C and manage FGM/C-linked complications,
study findings are presented based on thematic areas of
interest beginning with factors at the individual, institu-
tional and, lastly, policy levels.

Individual level
At this level, we explored the knowledge of healthcare
workers to diagnose and treat FGM/C complications;
availability of health workers with skills to conduct de-
infibulations and clitoral reconstruction; prevention of
FGM/C; healthcare providers’ support for the Sunna cut, a
supposedly less severe form of FGM/C which, given vary-
ing understanding of its precise meaning, is not easily

equated using the official WHO FGM/C classifications;
and medicalization of FGM/C by health professionals.

Ability of healthcare providers to diagnose and treat
FGM/C complications Respondents were aware of
some of the harmful physical, psychological and social
consequences of FGM/C. However, except for a few spe-
cialist doctors and gynaecologists, most had not received
pre- or in-service training to identify and manage FGM/
C-related health complications. They therefore reported
a need for specialised training on FGM/C management
as most primarily relied on their general knowledge to
address such complications. As two doctors reported:

“I didn’t get training to handle a cut girl. I would
like to recommend it for myself to get training in
order to handle girls who have these complications
resulting from FGM/C.” Medical Doctor, Borama

“I think the skills and training to manage complica-
tions of FGM/C is very low. Most … people are
nurses and midwives who are locally trained and
have no specialized training on this. In our country,
there are few specialist doctors … who are trained
for such tasks. So, healthcare workers who are

Table 1 Participants’ socio-demographic characteristics

Characteristics N %

Sex

Male 8 40

Female 12 60

Age

20–29 years 6 30

30–39 years 6 30

40–49 years 5 25

50–59 years 3 15

Education level

Above secondary 20 100

Marital status

Married 17 85

Unmarried 3 15

Religion

Sunni Muslim 20 100

Profession

System administrators 4 20

Clinical manager 4 20

Medical doctor 4 20

Nurse 4 20

Midwife 4 20

Total 20 100
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doctors … should be trained adequately to manage
FGM/C complications of those who were cut.”
Medical Doctor, Borama

Availability of healthcare workers with skills to
conduct deinfibulation and clitoral reconstruction
Most providers felt that management of FGM/C compli-
cations were problematic given they lacked the necessary
skills, especially for de-infibulation and clitoral reconstruc-
tion which, whilst not in major demand as a surgical pro-
cedure, was considered an important skill to possess and
required them to refer elsewhere. Additionally, very few
were trained to conduct episiotomies during labour for
those with FGM/C and to offer psychosocial support.

“Healthcare workers with enough skills to manage
FGM/C are not many and they are not mostly in the
places where the practice is done.” Nurse, Hargeisa

“There are those women who have many health
complications. They come saying, ‘I want to be
deinfibulated’. So, we refer them to gynaecologists.
It is done in big hospitals. We refer because our
staff do not have the necessary skills.” Midwife,
Borama

Healthcare workers’ attitudes towards FGM/C Most
healthcare workers supported the prevention and dis-
continuation of FGM/C, especially infibulation, because
of the detrimental effects on the physical, social and psy-
chological wellbeing of girls and women. However, a few
healthcare workers supported the continuation of the
less severe type of FGM/C—the Sunna type—arguing
that this type of FGM/C is recommended by Islam and
poses no health risks to girls and women. As two doc-
tors noted:

“It is better not to do it because it causes health
complications … I say, since it has very negative
consequences on mothers and girls, especially on
the health and psychological aspects, I will welcome
and support the complete abandonment of FGM/C
through strengthening of preventive measures or re-
ducing practices that enforce it, like telling people
that it is not a must to do FGM/C in the religion,
that there are no religious obligations or laws that
says it should be done and that it has negative ef-
fects on health.” Medical Doctor, Borama

“The community practices the Islamic religion and
what they do is something that is good for the
people. I want the Sunna one to be practiced. That’s

my opinion as a practitioner and doctor. No, it does
not have any problems. Every day it is practiced and
there is no problem … It’s healthy and it is good for
the body.” Medical Doctor, Hargeisa

Medicalization of FGM/C by health professionals Par-
ticipants reported that the medicalization of FGM/C was
occurring in Somaliland, and was focused on the Sunna
cut. Health professionals performing such work included
nurses, midwives and medical doctors, with the cut oc-
curring at health facilities or at individuals’ homes:

“Yes, there was change. Modern instruments are used
in doing it nowadays. It is done by some health
workers, such as nurses, who go to the homes of the
mothers to do it for them.” Clinical Manager, Borama

“Mostly it is nurses and midwives who do it … They
do the Sunna one only. It is mostly done in the
nursing homes and MCH (maternal and child
health), or the health centres and mostly doctors
don’t do it. It is a light operation; anyone who is
within the hospital can do it.” Nurse, Hargeisa

This medicalisation of the practice is also reported as
more common in urban than rural areas. As one doctor
observed:

“Those mothers who do it are mothers or midwives
who have learnt the practice from other mothers.
So, there are some who do it in the town who may
be health workers, such as doctors, and they have
something to stitch with and stop the bleeding but
those in rural areas are mothers who have nothing
in their hands. They have only thorns and razor
blade. So, when they cut, there is nothing to stop
the bleeding.” Medical Doctor, Hargeisa

Institutional level
At the institutional level, we explored capacity issues in
terms of: the availability of health facilities to manage
FGM/C complications; availability of FGM/C educational
programs; availability of supplies and equipment; availabil-
ity of clinical guidelines for managing FGM/C complica-
tions, and; the documentation of FGM/C statistics.

Availability of health facilities for managing FGM/C
complications Healthcare providers highlighted the lack
of health facilities to manage FGM/C complications, par-
ticularly in rural areas where the practice is common.

“First, you need to know that healthcare is concen-
trated in urban areas and our people are more in
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the rural areas … The rural areas have few hospitals
with no professionals. You can only find a midwife
who has got little training, maybe six months training.
Auxiliary nurses and midwives are mostly there in
the better facilities. So, the main challenge is the facil-
ities are not available everywhere and well-trained
professionals are not there and if they are there, I can
say they are few.” Medical Doctor, Borama

“In the rural areas, there are no well-trained health
workers, but the women are assisted by midwives who
do not have equipment and enough medicine to help
girls with the complications.”Medical Doctor, Hargeisa

Availability of FGM/C educational programmes A
few healthcare providers were involved in awareness cre-
ation programmes aimed at educating community mem-
bers on FGM/C complications within their facility and
community. Community educational programmes were
more common in urban than rural health facilities.

"The health system can prevent the practice of
FGM by doing awareness creation. Now, it’s in-
volved in the creation of awareness for the people
by educating them about the problems of FGM/C.’
System Administrator 1, Borama

“The ability of the healthcare system is good here
but in the rural areas it’s not. The system that is
there in clinics is to do sensitisation for the people
and educate them about impacts of FGM/C on the
lives of people.” Medical Doctor, Hargeisa

Availability of supplies and equipment The majority
of respondents reported healthcare facilities lack the ap-
propriate supplies and equipment to manage FGM/C
complications successfully and in a timely manner. Sup-
plies and equipment are expensive and most facilities
are under-resourced, especially rural facilities.

“Most facilities don’t have life-saving equipment and
medicines and those that have are expensive for the
people to get.” Medical Doctor, Hargeisa

“There are inadequate supplies in health facilities,
especially those in the rural areas.” Clinical Manager,
Hargeisa

Availability of clinical guidelines for managing FGM/
C complications Effective treatment and management
of FGM/C complications is partly informed by the

availability of clinical guidelines. Respondents were un-
aware of any such guidelines that could assist them in the
management of FGM/C complications. Consequently,
interventions known to be effective in addressing such
complications were not routinely available at facilities.

“I haven’t seen written guidelines or protocol. It is
possible it could be there, but I haven’t heard nor
have I seen a written protocol on treating the
complications of FGM/C.” Medical Doctor, Borama

“There are no protocols and standard operating
procedures for managing complications.” Clinical
Manager, Borama

Documentation of FGM/C statistics Healthcare profes-
sionals reported lack of documentation of FGM/C
statistics. There were medical records of patients with
complications likely to be FGM/C-related but there was
no specific information captured to enable documenta-
tion of FGM/C cases in health facilities.

“There is none. There is no record. Most of our
people talk about it but no documentation. There
is nothing that they put into writing … The
healthcare provider does not think he should rec-
ord the statistics or do documentation.” Midwife,
Hargeisa

“There is no statistics or records or data on FGM/C
in the hospitals that are done.” Clinical Manager,
Borama

Policy level
At the policy level, the study investigated: the avail-
ability of national policies for the management of
FGM/C complications and against medicalisation of
the practice, and; government financial investments
and inter-sectoral linkages by the government for
healthcare professionals to implement FGM/C treat-
ment and management strategies.

National policies for the management of FGM/C
complications and against its medicalization Respon-
dents were unaware of any national FGM/C manage-
ment or anti-medicalization policy. A few reported the
existence of a draft policy that had not yet been ap-
proved by parliament for implementation.

“There is no policy that I know for the manage-
ment and care of the women, but we treat those
who have complications of FGM/C.” Clinical
Manager, Hargeisa
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“No policy on FGM … The draft anti-medicalization
policy is there but not passed in parliament.” System
Administrator, Hargeisa

“I think it is there, there is a written draft govern-
ment policy on FGM/C, but it has not been
approved by parliament and no implementation is
there.” Medical Doctor, Borama

Government financial investment and inter-sectoral
linkages Respondents felt that healthcare services were
not prioritized by the Somaliland government. Conse-
quently, resources—including for the capacity of health-
care workers and health facilities, especially in rural
areas—to address FGM/C were limited.

“I think it’s about funds … there is one hospital in
Borama, so it will be good to find it everywhere. Now
it is only possible for people to come from far places
to Borama [hospital, which is capable of handling
fistulas]. It could have been better if every county/
province had such a hospital and people who can
educate them. Girls with FGM/C problems mostly
don’t come to the health facilities, so it’s not given
much attention.” System Administrator, Borama

Most facilities that could manage FGM/C complica-
tions were located in urban centers, despite the fact that
most patients with FGM/C-related complications lived
in rural areas where infibulation is commonly practiced.
Respondents also reported poor inter-sectoral coordin-
ation and collaboration between health facilities run by
non-governmental organizations and those run by the
government.

“First, you need to know that healthcare is concen-
trated in urban areas and our people are more in
the rural areas. The place where FGM/C is done
mostly is the rural areas and small towns. The rural
areas have few hospitals with no professionals … So,
the main challenge is the facilities are not available
everywhere and well-trained professionals are not
there and if they are there, I can say they are few.
There is also lack of coordination and collaboration
between hospitals—government and organizations.”
Medical Doctor, Borama

Discussion
Healthcare workers play a critical role in the prevention,
treatment and management of FGM/C complications.
Essential prerequisites for them to play this role are their
knowledge of those complications, their professional and
personal attitudes and skills in handling them, the

availability of health system resources to facilitate pre-
vention and treatment, and a supportive environment.
This study aimed to explore the knowledge, training and
skills of healthcare workers and examined the current
capacity of the healthcare system in Somaliland to pre-
vent the medicalization of FGM/C and manage FGM/C-
related complications generally. It found the system is
confronted with multiple contextual challenges existing
at the individual, institutional, and policy levels.
The study revealed that healthcare professionals in

Somaliland were aware of the harmful physical, psycho-
logical and social consequences of FGM/C. These find-
ings echo findings from a baseline study in the region
that reported the majority of healthcare workers were
well informed of FGM/C-related complications and
health risks [17]. Nonetheless, healthcare providers man-
aging girls and women with FGM/C face multiple chal-
lenges in their work, especially given the practice is not
accorded the necessary governmental attention and re-
sources. Most patients with FGM/C-related complica-
tions live in rural areas, where there are low-level,
under-resourced facilities. Furthermore, providers lack
the required training, skills and support to prevent
FGM/C and manage its complications. Key Knowledge
gaps remain for both the prevention of FGM/C and
evidence-based care to optimize health outcomes for cut
girls and women [52]. Healthcare providers in
Somaliland should therefore receive comprehensive
training to diagnose and treat FGM/C-related complica-
tions. There is need to develop and strengthen their cap-
acity to manage all FGM/C complications effectively and
prevent the medicalization of the practice within and
outside their clinical settings. Special attention in this re-
gard must be devoted to personnel in rural areas, where
resources are minimal and where the most severe form
of FGM/C (infibulation) is almost universally practiced.
Despite the availability of WHO guidelines on the

management of FGM/C-related health complications,
health facilities in Somaliland lack prevention and
management guidelines. Clinical guidelines are critical in
aiding health providers manage these complications [53,
54]. In the facilities in Borama and Hargeisa, such guide-
lines are unavailable for healthcare professionals to
utilize, making routine prevention and management in-
terventions problematic. Without the necessary guide-
lines to inform care, interventions aimed at preventing
and managing FGM/C complications will be ineffective,
especially in a republic with a comparatively high preva-
lence of infibulation and where the effective integration
of FGM/C in existing health programmes is also lacking.
Clinical record keeping is an integral component in

good professional practice and the delivery of quality
healthcare [55]. At the individual level, documenting
whether female patients have undergone FGM/C can
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potentially alert other healthcare providers to a woman’s
FGM/C status and potential risks, thereby also avoiding
unnecessary future intrusive genital examinations and
improving the care experience [56]. Moreover, health in-
formation systems that link patient-level data on FGM/
C, health facility data statistics, and population-level
statistics on FGM/C is vital in the prevention and man-
agement of FGM/C-linked complications. Consistent
with the findings of Johansen et al., who found that
Somaliland has no designated medical code on FGM/C
[57], healthcare professions in this study reported there
was no registration and documentation system for
FGM/C cases. The introduction of systematic integrated
monitoring and evaluation data collection systems into
those services that address the needs of girls and women
with FGM/C is needed. An incorporated routine indica-
tor will enable documentation of the precise nature and
extent of FGM/C being undertaken and ensure the avail-
ability of accurate and up-to-date data on FGM/C in
health facilities to inform investments, programmes and
policies.
National policies on FGM/C signify governmental com-

mitment to the prevention and provision of care for those
at risk of FGM/C and those who have been subjected to
FGM/C [57]. Our study revealed that Somaliland lacks a
legislative framework and health policies that provide
guidance on FGM/C care and against its medicalization;
only draft policies existed that had neither been adopted
nor approved. Lack of political commitment to approve
these policies has been heightened by disagreement
among national bodies calling for zero tolerance of FGM/
C and religious leaders supporting the Sunna type of cut
[58]. It is necessary to provide a coherent legislative frame-
work on FGM/C prevention and management for the
healthcare system to promote the protection of human
rights against harmful practices and enhance the quality
of health services available for girls and women living with
FGM/C. However, it is clear such changes will have to
occur in tandem with efforts to secure the support of reli-
gious leaders.
This study has several limitations: the transferability

of the findings from Somaliland (North West) to other
zones of Somalia (South Central and North East), with
comparable FGM/C prevalence rates, is limited and
merits further exploration to determine any compar-
ability in findings. Second, the sample size of our ex-
ploratory study only included 20 participants. However,
data collection through thematic saturation produced
rich data that represented the viewpoints of health
workers, clinical managers and system administrators at
all levels of the healthcare system. Moreover, the study
has identified the merit of additional future research
that enumerates the major thematic areas highlighted
by its findings.

Conclusions
This study has addressed an important gap in the litera-
ture on FGM/C in Somaliland by providing an in-depth
insight into the capacity of the healthcare system to
manage FGM/C-related health complications and pre-
vent the medicalization of the practice. In a republic
where FGM/C is almost universally practiced, it is crit-
ical for the government to invest in FGM/C preventative
and management strategies by incorporating the care of
girls and women with FGM/C-related complications into
all primary healthcare services through multi-sectoral
collaboration and coordination. Moreover, there is need
for more research to generate evidence on effective
FGM/C prevention approaches, strategies to prevent
the medicalization of the practice, and clinical manage-
ment approaches and policy frameworks specific to the
Somaliland context.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.
1186/s12913-020-5049-2.

Additional file 1. Topic guide: FGM/C knowledge, attitudes, skills and
training needs (facility staff).

Abbreviations
DFID: Department for International Development; FGM/C: Female Genital
Mutilation/Cutting; TBA: Traditional Birth Attendant; UNICEF: United Nations
Children’s Fund; WHO: World Health Organization

Acknowledgements
The authors thank the data collectors who worked diligently throughout the
study and our colleagues: Jerry Okal, for his support to the qualitative data
analysts; Caroline Kabiru, for reviewing the manuscript and her technical
assistance; Caroline Njue and Jacinta Muteshi, for critical insights, and Bettina
Shell-Duncan at the Department of Anthropology, University of Washington,
USA, for invaluable input to an earlier draft of the manuscript.

Authors’ contributions
MY and RAP designed and implemented the study. MY and RAP conducted
the analysis and interpretation of the findings. MY wrote the first draft of the
manuscript. DJM and RAP reviewed and revised the manuscript for
substantial intellectual content. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript for publication.

Funding
The study was funded by UK Aid from the UK government under the DFID
research project “Evidence to End FGM/C: Research to Help Women Thrive,”
which is coordinated by the Population Council. All content is the sole
responsibility of the authors and does not represent the opinions of the UK
Government or the Population Council.

Availability of data and materials
The research datasets generated and analyzed during this study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The Population Council Institutional Review Board (protocol #775), as well as
the Somaliland Ministry of Health and Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs
(Ref: W/SH/AB/02/28/016) approved this study. All interviews were
conducted in private spaces and all data treated with confidentiality. The
names of participants did not appear in the interview guides, notes, and
audio recordings. Rather, each interview guide was assigned a unique
identification number by the research team at the end of the interview,

Yussuf et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2020) 20:200 Page 8 of 10

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-020-5049-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-020-5049-2


rendering it impossible to link a respondent to any responses. Participants
were informed that everything discussed in the key informant interviews
would be kept private and that all data on the findings would be
anonymized. All participants gave signed informed consent.

Consent for publication
N/A

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1Population Council, Avenue 5, Rose Avenue, P.O. Box 17643-00500, Nairobi,
Kenya. 2MWAPO Health Development Group, P.O. Box 459-00621, Village
Market, Nairobi, Kenya.

Received: 28 August 2019 Accepted: 27 February 2020

References
1. WHO. Classification of female genital mutilation: WHO; 2007. Available from:

https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/overview/en/#.
Accessed 09 Nov 2019.

2. WHO. WHO guidelines on the management of health complicatons from
female genital mutilation. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2016.
Available from: http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/
management-health-complications-fgm/en/. Accessed 11 Jan 2019.

3. United Nations Children’s Fund. Female genital mutilation/cutting: a global
concern. Unicef’S data work on Fgm/C support for data collection data
analysis and dissemination. [internet]. New York: UNICEF; 2016. Available
from: https://www.unicef.org/media/files/FGMC_2016_brochure_final_
UNICEF_SPREAD.pdf. Accessed 06 Nov 2019.

4. Shell-Duncan B, Naik R, Feldman-Jacobs C. A State-of-the-art synthesis of
female gential mutilation/cutting: what do we know now? Population
Council Population Council. Egypt: Population Council Population Reference
Bureau; 2016. Available from: http://www.popcouncil.org/
EvidencetoEndFGM-C. Cited 2019 Jan 16.

5. Berg RC, Underland V. Obstetric consequences of female genital mutilation
/ cutting (FGM/C). In: Report from Kunnskapssenteret. Oslo: Norwegian
Knowledge Centre for the Health Services; 2013.

6. Berg RC. Immediate health consequences of female genital mutila-tion/
cutting (FGM/C). In: Report from Kunnskapssenteret no. 8. 2014. Oslo:
Norwegian Knowledge Centre for the Health Services; 2014.

7. Berg RC, Underland V. Gynecological consequences of female genital
mutilation / cutting (FGM/C). In: Report from Kunnskapssenteret No. 11–
2014. Oslo: Norwegian Knowledge Centre for the Health Services; 2014.

8. WHO. Female genital mutilation. An overview. 1998; 7(2):12–13.
9. OHCCHR, UNAIDS, UNDP, UNECA, UNESCO, UNFPA, UNHCR, UNICEF,

UNIFEM, WHO. Eliminating female genital mutilation. An interagency
statement. Geneva: WHO; 2008. Available from: https://www.unfpa.org/sites/
default/files/pub-pdf/eliminating_fgm.pdf. Accessed 01 Nov 2019.

10. Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. Green top guideline 53:
female genital mutilation and its management. London: RCOG press; 2015.
Available from: www.rcog.org.uk/globalassets/documents/guidelines/gtg-53-
fgm.pdf. Accessed: 1 Nov 2019.

11. Amin MM, Rasheed S, Salem E. Lower urinary tract symptoms following
female genital mutilation. Int J Gynecol Obstet. 2013;123:21–3.

12. Nour NM. Female genital cutting: impact on women’s health. Semin Reprod
Med. 2015;33:41–6.

13. Vloeberghs E, van der Kwaak A, Knipscheer J, van den Muijsenbergh M.
Coping and chronic psychosocial consequences of female genital
mutilation in the Netherlands. Ethn Health. 2012;17:677–95.

14. Knipscheer J, Vloeberghs E, van der Kwaak A, van den Muijsenbergh M.
Mental health problems associated with female genital mutilation. BJPsych
Bull. 2015;39:273–7.

15. UNICEF. Somalia - Multiple Indicators Custer Survey; 2006. p. 1–12. Available
from: http://microdata.dns.org.so/index.php/catalog/2. Accessed on 11 Nov
2019.

16. UNICEF. Somaliland Final Report. 2011. Available from: http://www.unicef.
org/somalia/SOM_resources_somalilandmics4_finalreport.pdf. Accessed on
09 Nov 2019.

17. Newell-Jones K. Empowering communities to collectively abandon FGM/C
in Somaliland: baseline research report; 2016.

18. Njue CAI. Medicalization of Female Genital Cutting Among the Abagusii in
Nyanza Province, Kenya. In: Frontiers in Reproductive Health, Population
Council, Nairobi, Kenya; 2004.

19. Dalal K, Lawoko S, Jansson B. Women’s attitudes towards discontinuation of
female genital mutilation in Egypt. J Inj Violence Res. 2010;2(1):41–7.

20. Asekun-Olarinmoye EO, Amusan OA. The impact of health education
on attitudes towards female genital mutilation (FGM) in a rural
Nigerian community. Eur J Contracept Reprod Health Care. 2008;13(3):
289–97.

21. Sipsma HL, Chen PG, Ofori-Atta A, Ilozumba UO, Karfo K, Bradley EH. Female
genital cutting: current practices and beliefs in western Africa. Bull World
Health Organ. 2012;90(2):120–127F.

22. Hamilton A, Kandala NB. Geography and correlates of attitude toward female
genital mutilation (FGM) in Sudan: what can we learn from successive Sudan
opinion poll data? Spat Spatiotemporal Epidemiol. 2016;16:59–76.

23. Van Rossem R, Meekers D, Gage AJ. Women’s position and attitudes
towards female genital mutilation in Egypt: a secondary analysis of the
Egypt demographic and health surveys, 1995-2014. BMC Public Health.
2015;15:874.

24. Ashimi AO, Amole TG. Perception and attitude of pregnant women in a
rural community north-West Nigeria to female genital mutilation. Arch
Gynecol Obstet. 2015;291(3):695–700.

25. Mohammed GF, Hassan MM, Eyada MM. Female genital mutilation/cutting:
Will it continue? J Sex Med. 2014;11(11):2756–63.

26. Achia TNO. Spatial modelling and mapping of female genital mutilation in
Kenya. BMC Public Health. 2014;14:276.

27. Shell-Duncan B, Wander K, Hernlund Y, Moreau A. Dynamics of change in
the practice of female genital cutting in Senegambia: testing predictions of
social convention theory. Soc Sci Med. 2011;73(8):1275–83.

28. Lunde IB, Sagbakken M. Female genital cutting in Hargeisa, Somaliland: is
there a move towards less severe forms? Reprod Health Matters. 2014;
22(43):169–77.

29. UN. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): United Nations; 2015.
Available from: - https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5. Accessed 28
Jan 2019.

30. World Health Organization. Everybody’s business: Strengthening health
systems to improve health outcomes. In: WHO’s framework for action.
Geneva: World Health Organization; 2007. Available from: https://apps.who.
int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/43918/9789241596077_eng.pdf. Accessed
on 26 Aug 2019.

31. Powell RA, Mwangi-Powell FN. Female genital mutilation and the
Sustainable Development Goals: The importance of research. Health Care
Women Int. 2017;38(6):521–6.

32. Oringanje CM, Okoro A, Nwankwo ON, Meremikwu MM. Providing
information about the consequences of female genital mutilation to
healthcare providers caring for women and girls living with female
genital mutilation: a systematic review. Int J Gynaecol Obstet. 2017;
136(S1):65–71.

33. Khosla R, Banerjee J, Chou D, Say L, Fried ST. Gender equality and human
rights approaches to female genital mutilation: a review of international
human rights norms and standards. Reprod Health. 2017;14:59.

34. Siddig I. Female genital mutilation: What do we know so far? Br J Nurs.
2016;25(16):912–6.

35. González-Timoneda A, Ruiz Ros V, González-Timoneda M, Cano SA.
Knowledge, attitudes and practices of primary healthcare professionals to
female genital mutilation in Valencia, Spain: Are we ready for this
challenge? BMC Health Serv Res. 2018;18(1):579.

36. Fawcett RJ, Kernohan G. A retrospective analysis of 34 potentially missed
cases of female genital mutilation in the emergency department. Emerg
Med J. 2018;35(10):587–9.

37. Sureshkumar P, Zurynski Y, Moloney S, Raman S, Varol N, Elliott EJ. Female
genital mutilation: survey of paediatricians’ knowledge, attitudes and
practice. Child Abuse Negl. 2016;55:1–9.

38. Zurynski Y, Sureshkumar P, Phu A, Elliott E. Female genital mutilation and
cutting: a systematic literature review of health professionals’ knowledge,
attitudes and clinical practice. BMC Int Health Hum Rights. 2015;15:32.

39. Reig-Alcaraz M, Siles-González J, Solano-Ruiz C. A mixed-method synthesis
of knowledge, experiences and attitudes of health professionals to female
genital mutilation. J Adv Nurs. 2016;72(2):245–60.

Yussuf et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2020) 20:200 Page 9 of 10

https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/overview/en/
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/management-health-complications-fgm/en/
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/management-health-complications-fgm/en/
https://www.unicef.org/media/files/FGMC_2016_brochure_final_UNICEF_SPREAD.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/files/FGMC_2016_brochure_final_UNICEF_SPREAD.pdf
http://www.popcouncil.org/EvidencetoEndFGM-C
http://www.popcouncil.org/EvidencetoEndFGM-C
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/eliminating_fgm.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/eliminating_fgm.pdf
http://www.rcog.org.uk/globalassets/documents/guidelines/gtg-53-fgm.pdf
http://www.rcog.org.uk/globalassets/documents/guidelines/gtg-53-fgm.pdf
http://microdata.dns.org.so/index.php/catalog/2
http://www.unicef.org/somalia/SOM_resources_somalilandmics4_finalreport.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/somalia/SOM_resources_somalilandmics4_finalreport.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/43918/9789241596077_eng.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/43918/9789241596077_eng.pdf


40. Dawson A, Homer CSE, Turkmani S, Black K, Varol N. A systematic review of
doctors’ experiences and needs to support the care of women with female
genital mutilation. Int J Gynecol Obstet. 2015;131(1):35–40.

41. Cappon S, L’Ecluse C, Clays E, Tency I, Leye E. Female genital mutilation:
knowledge, attitude and practices of Flemish midwives. Midwifery. 2015;
31(3):e29–35.

42. Kaplan Marcusan A, Riba Singla L, Laye M, Secka DM, Utzet M, Le Charles
MA. Female genital mutilation/cutting: changes and trends in knowledge,
attitudes, and practices among health care professionals in the Gambia. Int
J Women's Health. 2016;8:103–17.

43. Kaplan A, Forbes M, Bonhoure I, Utzet M, Martín M, Manneh M, et al.
Female genital mutilation/cutting in the Gambia: long-term health
consequences and complications during delivery and for the newborn. Int J
Women's Health. 2013;5:323–31.

44. Pearson N, Muschell J. Essential Package of Health Services. Somaliland,
2009. Available from: https://www.unicef.org/somalia/SOM_
EssentialSomalilandReport_3_WEB.pdf. Accessed 07 Nov 2019.

45. Doucet M-H, Pallitto C, Groleau D. Understanding the motivations of health-
care providers in performing female genital mutilation: an integrative
review of the literature. Reprod Health. 2017;14(1):46.

46. UNFPA/PESS. Population Estimation Survey for the 18 pre-war regions of
Somalia. 2014. Available from: https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/
pub-pdf/Population-Estimation-Survey-of-Somalia-PESS-2013-2014.pdf.
Accessed 01 Nov 2019.

47. Gebrewold B. Anatomy of Violence: Understanding the Systems of Conflict
and Violence in Africa; 2009. p. 1–263.

48. OCHA. Woqooyi Galbeed – Situation Analysis. 2012. Available from: https://
reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Waqoyi%20Galbeed%2
0Situation%20Analysis_October%202012.pdf. Accessed 05 Nov 2019.

49. Bazeley P, Jackson K. Qualitative data analysis with NVivo (2nd ed.). Qual Res
Psychol. 2013;12(4):492–4.

50. Symon G, Cassell C, King N. Doing Template Analysis. In: Qualitative
Organizational Research: Core Methods and Current Challenges; 2012. p.
426–50.

51. Fleiss JL, Levin B, Paik MC. The Measurement of Interrater Agreement.
Statistical Methods for Rates and Proportions; 2013. p. 598–626.

52. Abdulcadir J, Rodriguez MI, Say L. Research gaps in the care of women with
female genital mutilation: an analysis. BJOG. 2015;122(3):294–303.

53. Woolf SH, Grol R, Hutchinson A, Eccles M, Grimshaw J. Clinical guidelines.
Potential benefits, limitations, and harms of clinical guidelines. Br Med J.
1999;318(7182):527–30.

54. Cheah TS. The impact of clinical guidelines and clinical pathways on
medical practice: effectiveness and medico-legal aspects. Ann Acad Med
Singap. 1998 Jul;27(4):533–9.

55. Mathioudakis A, Rousalova I, Gagnat AA, Saad N, Hardavella G. How to keep
good clinical records. Breathe. 2016;12:371–5.

56. WHO. WHO | Care of girls and women living with female genital mutilation:
WHO; 2018. p. 1–425. Available from: http://www.who.int/
reproductivehealth/publications/health-care-girls-women-living-with-FGM/
en/. Accessed 10 Nov 2019.

57. Johansen REB, Ziyada MM, Shell-Duncan B, Kaplan AM, Leye E. Health sector
involvement in the management of female genital mutilation/cutting in 30
countries. BMC Health Serv Res. 2018;18(1):240.

58. Crawford S, Ali S. Situational analysis in Somalia of Fgm/C stakeholders and
interventions. 2014. Available from: http://www.heart-resources.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/11/Situational-analysis-if-FGM-stakholders-and-
interventions-somalia-UN.pdf. Accessed 25 Oct 2019.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Yussuf et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2020) 20:200 Page 10 of 10

https://www.unicef.org/somalia/SOM_EssentialSomalilandReport_3_WEB.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/somalia/SOM_EssentialSomalilandReport_3_WEB.pdf
https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Population-Estimation-Survey-of-Somalia-PESS-2013-2014.pdf
https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Population-Estimation-Survey-of-Somalia-PESS-2013-2014.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Waqoyi%20Galbeed%20Situation%20Analysis_October%202012.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Waqoyi%20Galbeed%20Situation%20Analysis_October%202012.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Waqoyi%20Galbeed%20Situation%20Analysis_October%202012.pdf
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/health-care-girls-women-living-with-FGM/en/
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/health-care-girls-women-living-with-FGM/en/
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/health-care-girls-women-living-with-FGM/en/
http://www.heart-resources.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Situational-analysis-if-FGM-stakholders-and-interventions-somalia-UN.pdf
http://www.heart-resources.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Situational-analysis-if-FGM-stakholders-and-interventions-somalia-UN.pdf
http://www.heart-resources.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Situational-analysis-if-FGM-stakholders-and-interventions-somalia-UN.pdf

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Design and setting of the study
	Data collection tools
	Data management and analysis
	Ethical approvals

	Results
	Characteristics of participants
	Individual level
	Institutional level
	Policy level


	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Supplementary information
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

