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The art of medicine
Learning from others

el €nd by commenting briefly on the role of public
discussion in advancing good health. Thailand has made
huge use of what they call the National Health Assembly,
in which there are open discussions on what problems the
public faces in health care and in related fields and also
on how they can be removed. This has gone with the
progress made in Thailand in introducing universal public
health care, and it has been nicely supplemented by
feedback from the people, with considerable gain in
efficiency and reach. As a functioning democracy, India can
learn from others on how the public can be engaged in
advancing the health of all. There is a huge role for the media
and for political leadership, of all parties, in advancing this
important national cause, in making the best use of the

facilities provided by democracy.

Amartya Sen
Thomas W Lamont University Professor and Professor of
Economics and Philosophy, Harvard University, Cambridge,
MA 02138, USA
asen@fas.harvard.edu

www.thelancet.com Vol 377 January 15, 2011
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Innovation and participation for healthy public policy :
the first National Health Assembly in Thailand
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Abstract

Aim This paper aims to describe and disseminate the process
and initial outcomes of the first National Health Assembly
(NHA) in Thailand, as an innovative example of health policy
making.

Setting The first NHA, held in December 2008 in Bangkok,
brought together over 1500 people from government agencies,
academia, civil society, health professionals and the private
sector to discuss key health issues and produce resolutions to
guide policy making. It adapted the approach used at the
World Health Assembly of the World Health Organization.

Method Findings are derived from a literature review,
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document analysis, and the views and experiences of the
authors, two of whom contributed to the organization of the
NHA and two of whom were invited external observers.
Results Fourteen agenda items were discussed and resolutions
passed. Potential early impacts on policy making have
included an increase in the 2010 public budget for Thailand’s
universal health coverage scheme as total public expenditure
has decreased; cabinet endorsement of proposed Strategies
for Universal Access to Medicines for Thai People; and
establishment of National Commissions on Health Impact
Assessment and Trade and Health.

Discussion The NHA was successful in bringing together various
actors and sectors involved in the social production of health,
including groups often marginalized in policy making. It
provides an innovative model of how governments may be
able to increase public participation and intersectoral
collaboration that could be adapted in other contexts.
Significant challenges remain in ensuring full participation of
interested groups and in implementing, and monitoring the

impact of, the resolutions passed.

doi: 10.1111/j.1369-7625.2010.00656.x
2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Health Expectations. The World
Health Organization retains copyright and all other rights in the

manuscript of this article as submitted for publication.
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“Lessons from National Health Assembly

..l learned from the NHA about how to support
intersectoral action among civil societies, private sector,
academia, professional sector, politician, and government
sector in developing Healthy Public Policies together for a
better healthy society. | also realized the importance of
increasing the awareness and the level of commitment by all
partners at all levels in driving healthy public policy through
the participatory process of NHA, which creates ownership
and support in policy execution. Indeed, it is prime to pursue
extensive and long-term capacity building of all partners
through the strong evidence based process of NHA, which
moves forward to policy reform commission. It has been
recommended to disseminate the participatory healthy public
policy development process as a best practice of Thailand to
the developing countries. International observer participants
may select from neighboring Asian countries comprising
government, private sector and civil society to replicate the
learning in their concern countries. For observer participants,
one-day orientation by the NHC is more effective to
understand in depth the whole long process of the NHA.
One-day field visit may add to understand the health
program of Thailand.”
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Institutionalizing participation in Brazil and Thailand

“Brazil and Thailand are two countries that have shown
impressive improvements in health and reductions in health
inequities over the last twenty years. They have also been at

the forefront of increasing public participation in policy-

In Thailand, civil society assemblies over the last
decade have led to the institutionalization of the National
Health Assembly, held annually (as mandated by the new
National Health Act) since 2008. It brings together over 1500
people from government agencies, academia, civil society,
health professionals and the private sector to discuss key
health issues and produce resolutions to guide policy making,
adapting the machinery used at the WHO World Health
Assembly. Policy impacts from Assembly resolutions have
included protection of health budgets for universal health
coverage, endorsement of strategies for universal access to
medicines, and establishment of National Commissions on
Health Impact Assessment and Trade and Health...”

Further information can be found at http://en.national
health.or.th/

More information on the Brazilian and Thai experiences
can be found by consulting the following publications:
Cornwall A, Shankland A. Engaging citizens: lessons from
building Brazil’s national health system. Soc Sci Med. 2008; 66:
2173-84. Rasanathan K, Posayanonda T, Birmingham M,
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Tangcharoensathien V. Innovation and participation for
healthy public policy: the first National Health Assembly in
Thailand. Health Expect. 2011 doi: 10.1111/j.1369-
7625.2010.00656 x.

(World Conference on Social Determinants of Health
(WCSDH): Technical Paper page 20)
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