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New-World and Transcultural Impact on Thai Medical
Practices and Professional Behaviour
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Thailand, which is barely recovering from
the 1997 economic collapse, has passed a new
constitution, has a new government and all of this
will have a profound effect on the way doctors prac-
tice and interact with their patients. Some of the
factors that have been responsible for this are :

1) Passage of a patient’s rights bill

2) Legal definition of what is a proper con-
sent form

3) The public’s demand for openness, better
communication and transparency in medicine
These concepts, which now have a legal as well
as moral basis, will impact directly on doctors and
nurses as their practices will be subject to increa-
singly intense scrutiny and criticism.

Doctors and nurses in past generations were
among the most respected members of Thai society.

They were trusted almost without exception and their
judgment was not questioned. Only rare cases of
malfeasence and malpractice came to public notice
though, no doubt, they existed but to a much lesser
degree. A physicians’ life was much simpler for our
teachers, fathers and grandfathers. Life was inexpen-
sive, families were less demanding and the doctor
did not have to surround himself with expensive
foreign-made apparatus which can bankrupt the
doctor as well as the patients who have to pay the
bills. Medical decisions were made mostly on the
basis of observation, past experience at the bedside
and not in the laboratory or imaging rooms. Honest
errors in diagnosis were common, treatment was
limited and simple and this was all tolerated or
expected by the public. Few if any disappointments
on the part of patients ended up before a judge.
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Today, the public does not view physicians
the same way as in old Siam. Western has brought
the concepts of right to self determination and indivi-
dualism to Thailand. Every person has the theoreti-
cal right to choose what he or she wants or does
not want. All men are equal; including doctors. They
also have to earn a living, feed and educate their
families and are entitled to a decent but not pre-
tentious life style. Having to bring home the rice
and fish-sauce like every other citizen, brings Thai
doctors down to the same level as any other profes-
sional or business person. With all this, they are
no longer "god-like" and will be viewed critically by
their neighbours and patients just as they view their
neighbours and politicians.

Thai doctors are now also increasingly sub-
ject to legal attacks from disappointed patients. This
has been happening in many western countries for
years but is new to Thailand. It can not be avoided

unless most of us change our habits and learn how
to practice with care, in an evidence-based manner
and maintain good communication with our patients.
Patients are legally and ethically entitled to know
what they have and what the doctor intends to do
about it. They are allowed to review their medical
records on request and you all better know this. Thai
society is critical of our profession, just as all Wes-
tern societies are critical of what is done in their
medical system. Future changes in medical practice
regulations and structural changes will, most likely,
not come from the profession but from the public
and legislative sectors. This is already happening in
the rest of the world and will have to be accepted by
us as inevitable. We will have to respond in a res-
ponsible and respectful manner or our social stand-
ing and reputation will soon be the same as that of
the merchant next door.

(Received for publication on October 15, 2001)
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