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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Despite increasing global recognition of Sowa Rigpa, research examining its role in disabil-
ity and rehabilitation remains underrepresented. This study mapped and analysed the scientific literature
on Sowa Rigpa with a particular focus on disability and rehabilitation.

Methods: This bibliometric analysis included publications retrieved from the Web of Science Core Collec-
tion covering the period from 2014 to 2024. Bibliographic records were analysed using Bibliometrix pack-
ageinR 4.4.2. Science mapping techniques were employed to evaluate publication trends, collaboration
networks, source journals, geographic distribution, and keyword co-occurrence patterns.

Results: A total of 78 publications were included from the 1,291 records initially identified. Scientific pro-
duction demonstrated a gradual increase over the study period. The literature was disseminated across
interdisciplinary journals encompassing traditional medicine, public health, disability studies, and social
sciences. Collaboration networks revealed limited international partnerships and relatively fragmented
research groups. Keyword co-occurrence analysis identified major thematic clusters related to traditional
healing practices, mental health, wellbeing, social inclusion, and cultural perspectives of disability. Re-
search output was geographically concentrated, with China contributing the largest number of publi-
cations. However, studies specifically addressing rehabilitation, disability services, inclusive health sys-
tems, and empirical evaluations of Sowa Rigpa interventions were scarce, indicating substantial evidence
gaps and underdeveloped research domains.

Conclusion: Research on Sowa Rigpa and disability remains limited but is gradually expanding. Future
interdisciplinary studies are needed to explore the potential role of Sowa Rigpa in disability care and
rehabilitation while strengthening the evidence base for its integration into inclusive healthcare and re-
habilitation practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Traditional healthcare systems constitute an inte-
gral component of the cultural heritage and med-
ical practices of many societies worldwide. In the
Trans-Himalayan region, Sowa Rigpa is a traditional
healthcare system that has been practiced for cen-
turies across Ladakh, Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, and is
officially recognized under the AYUSH system in
India. The foundational text of Sowa Rigpa is the
Four Tantras (rGyud-bzhi). The theoretical basis of
Sowa Rigpa is grounded in five elements (Jung-wa-
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Inga) and three humours (Nyespa-gSum). Diagnosis
and treatment are guided by these principles through
observation, pulse examination, and patient history,
providing a holistic understanding of health and
wellbeing [1].

Attention to disability is increasing within the
healthcare domain, and the dominant approach to
its understanding has shifted from a medical mod-
el to a human rights model. Yet, historical evidence
has shown a persistent discrimination, prejudice
and stereotyping towards individual with disability
across diverse cultural contexts. The declaration of
the International Year of Disabled Persons (1981)
broughtincreased global attention to disability rights
and inclusion, encouraging discussions on equal par-
ticipation and accessibility. Disability is now wide-
ly understood as an umbrella term encompassing
impairments, activity limitations, and participation
restrictions that arise from the interaction between
an individual’s health condition and contextual fac-
tors [2]. Persons with disabilities include those who
have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sen-
sory impairments which, in interaction with various
attitudinal and environmental barriers, may hinder
their full and effective participation in society [3].
Consequently, disability research has increasingly
adopted interdisciplinary perspectives encompassing
health and social sciences, rehabilitation, and human
rights [4,5].

Research on Sowa Rigpa has expanded in areas
such as traditional medicine, pharmacology, herbal
formulations, and mental health. For example, stud-
ies on the concept of »Lung have highlighted the
relevance of Sowa Rigpa for understanding psycho-
social wellbeing [6]. Nevertheless, disability and re-
habilitation remain largely overlooked with limited
attention given to how disability is conceptualized or
addressed in Sowa Rigpa.

Bibliometric analysis provides a transparent and
reproducible approach to mapping scientific litera-
ture and assessing the evolution of research within
a field. It enables the identification of publication
trends, influential authors, journals, institutions,
and countries, as well as collaboration networks and
emerging research themes. Although previous biblio-
metric reviews have explored traditional knowledge
systems within the broader AYUSH framework,
none has specifically mapped the literature on Sowa
Rigpa in relation to disability and rehabilitation [7].
Addressing this gap is important both academic-
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ally and practically, as it can identify underexplored
areas of inquiry and provide evidence to support
future interdisciplinary research linking traditional
healthcare systems with disability and rehabilitation.
Therefore, this study mapped and analysed the exist-
ing scientific literature on Sowa Rigpa related to dis-
ability and rehabilitation using bibliometric analysis.

METHODS

Study design

This study employed a bibliometric approach to sys-
tematically map and analyse the scientific literature
concerning Sowa Rigpa and disability research.

Data source

The bibliographic data were retrieved from the Web
of Science Core Collection. This database was select-
ed because it provides standardized citation informa-
tion and high-quality bibliographic records that are
compatible with Bibliometrix and facilitate repro-
ducible analysis. Although databases such as Scopus
contain broader coverage, however it is not included
in the present study because institutional access was
unavailable during the data collection period. The
literature search was conducted on 16 — 18 February
2025.

Search strategy

The search strategy was developed using keywords
related to Sowa Rigpa, Tibetan medicine, Amchi sys-
tem, AYUSH, disability, persons with disabilities,
and rehabilitation. The study database was developed
through several pilot searches by the first and third
authors in Web of Science to maximize the relevant
literature. After multiple rounds the retrieval of rel-
evant literature and the final database was established
after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Eligibility criteria and study selection

Publications were screened according to predefined
eligibility criteria, including relevance to the study
objective, document type, language, and subject area.
Only peer-reviewed publications relevant to Sowa
Rigpa and disability or rehabilitation were retained
for analysis, resulting in a final dataset of 78 publi-
cations. The first and third author of this paper ran
the search string independently and rigorously, cul-
minating in a compilation of strings executed by the
primary author at the conclusion. Records identified
by both the authors resulted into 1,291 studies. The
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publication time frame was between 2014 and 2024,
and only English-language publications were re-
tained. According to social model, disability is con-
sidered as a social concept; we have therefore taken
Sowa Rigpa studies pertaining directly to society. We
have excluded the studies that discussed medicinal
plants in traditional medicine, and we have excluded
the grey literature provided by Web of Science.
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Bibliometric analysis

The analysis followed the standard bibliometric
workflow, including data importation and cleaning,
descriptive analysis, evaluative analysis, and relation-
al analysis [6]. The methodology has been common-
ly used in R programming, and has since been adopt-
ed as a methodology for scientific studies in other
disciplines [8]. The analysis was carried out using the

Identification of studies via databases

Records identified
Web of Science Database
(n=1,291)

Record Screened
(n=1,291)

Records excluded
Focus on non-Sowa Rigpa or

Full-text assessed
for eligibility (n = 137)

AYUSH theme, grey literature
(n=1154)

Full-text excluded
Language, duplicate, and medicinal

Records met
inclusion criteria (n = 78)

Bibliometric analysis
(n=78)

plant focused paper
(n=59)

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process for the bibliometric analysis on Sowa Rigpa and
disability research
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Bibliometrix Package in R 4.4.2. The main features
of Bibliometrix include research design, data collec-
tion, analysis, visualization, and interpretation.

The records that were retrieved analysed using de-
scriptive and scientific mapping techniques available
in Bibliometrix. The analysis focused on most pro-
ductive authors and countries, frequently occurring
keywords, and thematic development in the field.
The results provide an overview of the current state
of research and highlight areas that remain under-
explored, particularly at the intersection of Sowa

Rigpa and disability.

RESULTS
Out of a total of 1,291 records, 1,154 records were
excluded because they focused on non-Sowa Rigpa
or AYUSH-related themes, including grey litera-
ture. The remaining 137 records underwent full-text
assessment for eligibility, of which 59 records were
excluded due to language, duplication, or a focus on
medicinal plants. Finally, 78 records met the inclu-
sion criteria and were included in the bibliometric
analysis (Figure 1).

There were 78 documents published between
2014 — 2024, which have been sourced from 60
journals such as Disability and Rehabilitation; Bio-
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chemical Systematics and Ecology; Culture, Medicine
and Psychiatry; and International Journal of Inclusive
Education, among others. These documents were
contributed by 306 authors and 20 co-authors. A
total of 346 keywords has been used by authors alto-
gether, and 3541 references have been cited.

Most relevant sources of publications

The current study utilizes over 60 distinct sources to
acquire knowledge and promote dissemination. The
most relevant sources are displayed in Figure 2, where
eight articles have been sourced from Religions, fol-
lowed by five from Disability and Rebabilitation and
three from Biochemical Systematics and Ecology. Of
these top 10 journals, no single journal was specific-
ally dedicated to traditional healthcare systems or in-
digenous knowledge of medicine, whereas a few have
focused on disability and rehabilitation.

Most cited documents

There were 306 authors who contributed their re-
search papers to more than 60 sources. This section
depicts the 10 most globally cited documents in
Figure 3. Referring to this figure, the works of Luke
and Grosche in the International Journal of Inclusive
Education was the highest cited study in the dataset,

Most Relevant Sources

RELIGIONS

DISABILITY AND REHABILITATION

BIOCHEMICAL SYSTEMATICS AND ECOLOGY

CULTURE MEDICINE AND PSYCHIATRY _
@ JOURNAL OF CAREER DEVELOPMENT -
E;
Q
w
NEUROPSYCHIATRIC DISEASE AND TREATMENT ~— ———————————@)
PHYSIOTHERAPY CANADA -_—
SOCIAL SCIENCE & MEDICINE —_—®
AIDS AND BEHAVIOR
ANTHROPOLOGIST
0 2 4 6 8

N. of Documents

Figure 2. Sources of publication on Sowa Rigpa and disability, 2014 — 2024
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Figure 3. Number of citations of Sowa Rigpa and disability research, 2014 — 2024

with 54 citations [9]. The average citation of top ten
most globally cited documents was 26.2.

Country-wise scientific production

Country-wise scientific production on disability and
Sowa Rigpa is illustrated in Figure 4, using a different
shade of blue colour gradient. A very dark shade of
blue indicates the highest number of scientific pro-
ductions, whereas light blue indicates the least pro-
duction, and grey indicates no publication. China ex-
hibits the highest number of publications, followed
by Australia. India and the USA fall in the medium
production category for scientific publication, with
medium blue shades. Moderate contributions were

-

observed from Canada and Brazil, while several Afri-
can and European countries demonstrated relatively
lower publication outputs. Countries indicating no
publication are represented in grey shades.

Topic of interest through author’s keywords
Among the published articles, keywords such as
Tibetan medicine (15), disability (9), persons with
disabilities (5), and Sowa Rigpa (5) were the most
frequently used keywords. Words such as inclusion
(3), Traditional medicine (3), human rights (3), edu-
cation (2) and AYUSH (2) were used less frequently.
Table 1 shows the frequency of keywords used in the
articles.

Figure 4. Country-wise publications on Sowa Rigpa and disability (2014 — 2024). The map was generat-

ed using the Bibliometrix Package in R
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Table 1. Topic of interest from author’s keywords
on research articles on Sowa Rigpa and disability

Terms Frequency

Tibetan medicine 15
Disability 9
Persons with disabilities 5
Sowa Rigpa 5
India 4
China 3
Inclusion 3
Resilience 3
Tibet 3
Traditional medicine 3
Africa 2
AYUSH 2
Buddhism 2
Death 2
Education 2
Exercise 2
Human rights 2
Individualised funding 2
Intellectual disability 2
Mental health 2
Qualitative research 2
DISCUSSION

The key findings of this analysis indicated that Sowa
Rigpa- and disability-related studies were published
across disciplines, showing the interconnectedness of
this theme across medicine, psychology, culture, reli-
gion, education, and society. One noticeable finding
is that the articles were published across the inter-
disciplinary journals, while very few were published
in the journals dedicated to traditional medicine or
indigenous healthcare systems. This publication pat-
tern suggests that studies related to Sowa Rigpa and
disability are disseminated through broader religion,
health, rehabilitation, and social science platforms
rather than specialised traditional medicine journals.
Such interdisciplinary dissemination demonstrates
increasing academic engagement but also reflects
the limited integration of indigenous medical know-
ledge into disability and rehabilitation scholarship.
Geographical concentration of research is under-
stood through country-wise scientific production,

where China upholds the highest number of publi-
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cations. This pattern may partly be explained by the
transnational development of the Sowa Rigpa indus-
try, where China accounted for approximately 98%
of the Asian market with an estimated sales value of
677 million USD in 2017, while India contributed
around 11 million USD [10]. Strong institutional
support, commercial development, and policy recog-
nition may therefore have facilitated greater research
productivity in China compared with other coun-
tries in the Trans-Himalayan region.

A study conducted in 2015 in Ladakh, India, re-
ported that 46% of the population preferred trad-
itional medicine while 22% relied on both Sowa Rig-
pa and the allopathic system [11], which may have
contributed to growing scholarly interest in explor-
ing disability research within the discourse of Sowa
Rigpa. The same study also documented beliefs as-
sociating illness with black magic. While this biblio-
metric analysis does not establish any association
between disability and such beliefs, it does demon-
strate that cultural and spiritual lenses continued to
interpret illness and disability.

Mental health stands out from the retrieved lit-
erature, as it is one of the philosophical foundations
of Sowa Rigpa. Health is understood as a result of
balance in both Nyespa-gSum and Jung-wa-lna; im-
balances contribute to physical and psychological
disorders rather than disability itself. Disturbance
in the flow of rlung, one of the three nyespa-gSum,
results in disturbance in the human mind. Mental
illness is listed as a disability in the Rights to Person
with Disabilities Act 2016 in India [12]. Based on
this philosophical basis, Sowa Rigpa may have a lar-
ger role to play in improving mental health.

Additionally, existing literature reported that all
physical and psychological disorders were treated by
traditional healers in Muslim community (Akhons)
and in Buddhist (4mchis) including dental, acid
peptic disease, depression, upper respiratory, head-
ache, osteoarthritis [6]. These practitioners of Sowa
Rigpa have to have some characteristics such as kind-
ness, diligence, intelligent, trustworthiness, social
awareness, and practical experiences [13]. All these
attributes are essential in building rapport with per-
sons with disabilities (PwD) and enhance the doc-
tor-patient relationship, without discrimination or
prejudice. The treatments are provided free of cost,
while the patient or their family members helps with
farming activities of the Amchi [13].

In this bibliometric analysis, there was a gross
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underrepresentation of rehabilitation research. Care-
givers continue to consult Amchi and Akhons for
treatment, including diagnosing disability at an early
stage in a child [13,14]. With the expansion of mod-
ern healthcare facilities and support for diagnosis and
care of PwD, it is integral to engage actively with the
traditional medicine or Sowa Rigpa practitioners to
address the needs of people. Greater interdisciplin-
ary collaboration between Sowa Rigpa practitioners
with rehabilitation professionals, public health re-
searchers, and social workers could strengthen the
evidence base for integrating traditional healthcare
with disability services.

Limitations

One limitation of our study was that records were
extracted only from the Web of Science database and
used only English-language articles. As this was an
empirical study, future research is recommended for
a comprehensive understanding of the trends of pub-
lications related to disability and Sowa Rigpa.

CONCLUSION

Existing literature on Sowa Rigpa and disability is
disseminated across interdisciplinary journals and
is geographically dominated by a few countries. The
findings suggest a growing academic interest in ex-
ploring traditional healing practices for disability and
mental health. Future research should delve deeper
into the integration of Sowa Rigpa with modern re-
habilitation approaches to enhance the well-being of
persons with disabilities.
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