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Box 1.2. How Thailand assesses the costs and benefits of health interventions
and technologies

In 2001 the Government of Thailand introduced universal health coverage financed from general taxation. Economic
recession underlined the need for rigorous evaluation of health technologies that would be eligible for funding in
order to prevent costs from escalating. At the time, no organization had the capacity to carry out the volume of health
technology assessments (HTAs) demanded by the government. Therefore the Health Intervention and Technology
Assessment Programme (HITAP, www.hitap.net) was set up to assess the costs, effectiveness and cost—effectiveness
of health technologies — not only medications and medical procedures but also social interventions, public health
measures and changes to the health system itself (16, 17).

Unlike the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) in England and Wales, which evaluates existing
interventions only, HITAP does primary research, including observational studies and randomized controlled trials,
as well as systematic reviews and meta-analyses based on secondary literature analysis. Its output takes the form of
formal presentations, discussion with technical and policy forums and academic publications.

One example of HITAP's work is in devising a screening strategy for cervical cancer which is caused by infection with
the human papillomavirus (HPV) and is a major cause of morbidity and mortality among Thai women. Despite the intro-
duction of Papanicolaou (Pap) screening at every hospital over 40 years ago, only 5% of women were screened. Visual
inspection of the cervix with the naked eye after application with acetic acid (VIA) was introduced as an alternative in
2001 because it did not require cytologists. When HITAP’s study began, both VIA and Pap smears were being offered to
women in parallel and there was pressure from vaccine companies, international health agencies and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) to introduce the new HPV vaccine (18).

The options considered by HITAP were conventional Pap screening, VIA, vaccination or a combination of Pap screening
and VIA. Costs were calculated on the basis of estimated levels of participation and included costs to the health-care
provider, costs for women attending screening and costs for those who were treated for cervical cancer. Potential
benefits were analysed by using a model that estimated the number of women who would go on to develop cervical
cancer in each scenario, and the impact on quality-adjusted life years (QALYs) was calculated by using data from a
cohort of Thai patients.
The study concluded that the most cost-effective strategy was to offer VIA to women every five years between the
ages of 30 and 45, followed by a Pap smear every five years for women aged between 50 and 60 years. The strategy
would offer an additional 0.01 QALYs and a total cost saving of 800 Baht, when compared to doing nothing. Universal
introduction of vaccination for 15-year-old girls without screening would resultin a gain of 0.06 QALYs at a cost of 8000
Baht, and either VIA and Pap screening alone would have costs and benefits somewhere between the two amounts (79).
The approach recommended by HITAP was piloted in several provinces starting in 2009, and this has now been imple-
mented nationally. The actual impact is currently being assessed.
HITAP attributes its success to several factors:

the strong research environment in Thailand which, for instance, provides staff for HITAP and supports peer

review of their recommendations;

collegiate relationships with similar institutions in other countries, such as NICE in England and Wales;

working with peers (HITAP meets with other Asian HTA institutions, and has formed an association with Japan,

Malaysia and the Republic of Korea);

transparency in research methods, so that difficult or unpopular decisions can be understood;

a code of conduct (HITAP adheres to a strict code of behaviour which, for instance, precludes acceptance of

gifts or money from pharmaceutical companies);

political support from government, fostered by opening doors to, and discussing methods with,

decision-makers;

popular support, generated by lectures at universities and dissemination of recommendations to the

general public;

external review (HITAP commissioned an external review of its methods and work in 2009).
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