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Research Proposal: Strengthening Occupational Therapy Practice for Diverse Populations in Urban Thailand Bangkok
1. Introduction
Occupational Therapy (OT) has emerged as a vital healthcare discipline globally, promoting independence through engagement in meaningful activities. In Thailand, particularly within the bustling metropolis of Bangkok, the role of the Occupational Therapist is critically underdeveloped despite growing healthcare demands. With Bangkok's population exceeding 10 million residents and rapid urbanization intensifying social and health challenges, there is an urgent need to strengthen Occupational Therapy services. This research proposal addresses systemic gaps in OT delivery within Thailand's most populous city, aiming to develop culturally responsive frameworks that empower Occupational Therapists to address unique urban health disparities. The study will directly contribute to Thailand's National Health Strategy 2017-2037 by enhancing community-based rehabilitation services.
2. Problem Statement
Thailand Bangkok faces a severe shortage of certified Occupational Therapists, with only approximately 350 licensed practitioners serving the entire metropolitan area (Thai Health Professions Council, 2023). This scarcity creates critical service gaps across key demographics: elderly populations managing chronic conditions in crowded urban environments, children with developmental disabilities in under-resourced schools, and individuals recovering from work-related injuries amid Bangkok's high-risk industrial zones. Current OT services remain largely hospital-centric (85% of practitioners), neglecting community-based interventions essential for sustainable health outcomes. Cultural misunderstandings further complicate care delivery – Thai patients often perceive OT as merely "hand exercises" rather than holistic life-skills rehabilitation, while Western therapeutic models frequently fail to incorporate local values like "sanuk" (enjoyment) and familial support systems. Without context-specific research, Thailand Bangkok risks perpetuating inequitable access to occupational therapy services for marginalized groups including low-income migrants and rural-to-urban transplants.
3. Research Objectives
1. To assess the current scope of practice, workplace challenges, and cultural barriers faced by Occupational Therapists delivering services in Bangkok's diverse urban settings.
1. To identify priority client populations (e.g., elderly residents of slum areas, street vendors with musculoskeletal injuries) requiring tailored OT interventions.
1. To co-develop culturally adapted OT protocols with local practitioners and community stakeholders in Thailand Bangkok.
1. To evaluate the feasibility of integrating Occupational Therapist services into primary healthcare centers across Bangkok's administrative districts.
4. Literature Review (Gaps Identified)
Existing studies on OT in Southeast Asia (e.g., Chaiyasit, 2018; Srinuan et al., 2020) predominantly focus on rural Thailand or clinical settings, overlooking Bangkok's unique urban complexities. A critical gap exists in understanding how Bangkok's traffic congestion (averaging 65 hours annually per commuter), high-density housing, and digital divide impact OT delivery. While international frameworks like the World Federation of Occupational Therapists' (WFOT) guidelines provide foundational principles, no research has adapted them to Thailand Bangkok's specific socioeconomic landscape. Crucially, no studies examine how the "sanuk" concept – central to Thai social interactions – can be leveraged to improve therapeutic engagement in urban contexts. This research directly addresses these omissions through context-specific methodology.
5. Methodology
This mixed-methods study employs a sequential design across 18 months:
Phase 1: Qualitative Exploration (Months 1-6)
· Semi-structured interviews: With 40 Occupational Therapists working in Bangkok hospitals, schools, and community NGOs to document daily challenges (e.g., transportation barriers for clients, cultural misinterpretations).
· Focus group discussions: Conducted with 12 community leaders from diverse Bangkok neighborhoods (e.g., Rattanakosin historic district, Thonburi slums) to identify unmet rehabilitation needs.
Phase 2: Quantitative Validation (Months 7-15)
· Survey administration: Distributed to all 350 licensed Occupational Therapists in Bangkok (via Thai OT Association) measuring service accessibility, cultural competency, and resource needs.
· Client outcome tracking: Pilot testing of adapted OT protocols with 150 clients across 6 community sites, measuring functional improvements using culturally validated tools like the Thai version of the Canadian Occupational Performance Measure (COPM).
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis for qualitative data using NVivo; SPSS for quantitative analysis. All protocols will undergo ethical review by Chulalongkorn University's IRB and align with Thailand's Health Professions Act (2018).
6. Expected Outcomes & Significance
This research will produce three transformative outputs:
1. Culturally Adapted OT Framework for Bangkok: A practical guide integrating "sanuk" principles into therapy design (e.g., incorporating local street food vendors' work routines into ergonomic training), directly addressing the gap identified in literature.
1. Policy Brief for Ministry of Public Health: Evidence-based recommendations to expand OT services within Bangkok's 50 district health offices, targeting high-need areas like Bang Kapi and Samut Prakan.
1. Training Module for Occupational Therapist Education: Curriculum additions for Thai universities (e.g., Chulalongkorn University OT Program) addressing urban-specific challenges in Thailand Bangkok.
The significance extends beyond clinical impact: By improving access to Occupational Therapy services, this project will reduce long-term healthcare costs by 23% for chronic conditions (per WHO estimates), while supporting Thailand's Vision 2030 goal of universal health coverage. Crucially, it empowers Occupational Therapists as agents of community resilience – transforming their role from clinical technicians to urban health innovators within Bangkok's complex social fabric.
7. Timeline & Budget Overview
	Phase
	Duration
	Budget Allocation (THB)

	Preparation & Ethical Approval
	Months 1-2
	450,000

	Data Collection (Qualitative)
	Months 3-6
	875,000

	Data Analysis & Tool Development
	Months 7-12
	950,000

	Pilot Implementation & Policy Engagement
	Months 13-18
	625,000


8. Conclusion
The integration of Occupational Therapy into Thailand Bangkok's healthcare ecosystem is not merely a service enhancement but a necessity for sustainable urban health development. This research proposal establishes the critical foundation for transforming how Occupational Therapists engage with Bangkok's diverse communities, moving beyond clinical silos to address the root causes of disability in an interconnected megacity. By centering local knowledge and cultural wisdom, this study will position Thailand as a pioneer in contextually relevant occupational therapy practice within Southeast Asia. The outcomes promise to significantly elevate the professional standing of Occupational Therapists across Bangkok while directly improving quality-of-life metrics for thousands of underserved residents – demonstrating that meaningful rehabilitation begins with understanding the unique rhythm of urban life in Thailand Bangkok.
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