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A feasibility study of allogeneic hematopoietic stem cell
transplantation for severe thalassemic patients covered by the Universal

Coverage Scheme
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Abstract

Objective: To analyse the feasibility of Hematopoietic Stem Cell Transplantation
(HSCT) service provision for severe thalassemic patients who are covered of the
universal coverage (UC) scheme under the management of the National Health
Security Office (NHSO). This study also aims at developing a policy

recommendation for HSCT service provision implementation.

Methods: Two study designs were employed. 1) The quantitative approach was
conducted in order to obtain the current capacity of the HSCT service and
ascertain opinions on its future capacity in the next 5 vyears. Survey
questionnaires were sent to responsible physicians who are currently involved in
HSCT centres in their hospitals. 2) The qualitative approach using in-depth
interviews was carried out with the 20 main caregivers of severe ex-thalassemic
patients who had undergone a successful HSCT. These interviews aimed to
obtain the caregivers’ experiences towards HSCT, especially any hindrances or

difficulties encountered during this treatment process.

Results: Currently, Thailand has 6 HSCT centres with 16 HSCT-specialised
physicians and 21 HSCT-related nurses performing this service for indicated
patients. All are university-based hospitals of which 4 are located in Bangkok. The
current capacity can serve 22 cases per year on average, of which about half are
thalassemic cases, while actual thalassemic cases were estimated to be 242
cases per year. However, it was expected that the capacity can be increased to
100 cases per year because there will be an additional 9 specialised physicians
within their centres within the next 5 years. Most HSCT centres have created
almost the same criteria for selecting HSCT suitable patients, for instance:
1) Having a match-sibling donor, 2) Receiving regular blood transfusions and iron
chelating therapy, and 3) being able to afford some or all of the HSCT service

charge.
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Results: In the view of caregivers, although HSCT is a preferred option for the
cure of the disease, it causes a substantial economic impact from the high cost
of the process itself. It also requires excessive caring time, which results in a loss
of revenue by caregivers from job absenteeism or resignation. The interview
results revealed that patients who can access the HSCT service were from
educated and affluent households or, at least, they could afford to pay direct
non-medical costs, including travel, food, and lodging expenses ranging from 0.5
to 1 million Baht staying at the HSCT centre. The interviews also showed that the
first bottleneck for HSCT accessibility is tissue-matching charges which are
unaffordable to many patients apart from the HSCT centres themselves, which

cannot serve all eligible cases.

Conclusion: The results indicated that equitable accessibility into HSCT has not
been achieved under the current HSCT capacity although this service can be
reimbursed in the UC scheme. Therefore, the national medical criteria should be
used for selecting suitable patients for HSCT based on the principles of fairness.
The NHSO has already decided to assign HSCT as a reimbursed benefit package
for UC patients. Once it is implemented, it will increase HSCT accessibility among
economically disadvantaged households due to their main bottlenecks being
alleviated. The results also suggested that more effective screening and

prevention programs for reducing new thalassemic cases are still needed.
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