
Health for all by the year 2000 

Fun and games 
In the early 1970s, family 
planning in Thailand was re
stricted to servicing through 
medical channels ; even men

tioning it tended to be a cause of 
social embarrassment. Today, public 
discussion of and advertisements 
for family planning methods have 
become commonplace . This change 
has largely resulted from the activities 
of a nongovernmental organization. 
the Population and Community Devel
opment Association (PDA) , which has 
shown impressive achievements in 
promoting social awareness of family 
planning and the widespread adoption 
of contraception . 

The founder and, until recently, 
Director of the PDA Mr Mechai Vira
vaidya, has been widely acclaimed for 
his energetic and imaginative efforts . 
His personality has become closely 
identified with the cause of family 
planning in Thailand. From the begin
ning, his approach has emphasised 
the need to introduce family planning 
in the context of people's attitudes 
and daily activities, and to demons
trate immediate practical benefits 
from lowered fertility. 

The programme's basic achieve
ments have been justifiably attributed 
to Mr Mechai's energy and charisma
tic personality. Its expansion and con
tinued effectiveness have, however, 
resulted from incorporation of all its 
initiatives within a total communica
tion strategy for family planning and 
social development. 

And a new understanding of social 
motivation - combined with a large 
measure of humour and audacity- has 
led to the development of a wide 
range of culturally adapted social mar
keting strategies which have been 
implemented through the PDA pro
grammes . Between 1974 and 1981, 
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one of these programmes, the Com
munity-Based Family Planning Ser
vices (CBFPS), grew from a pilot 
undertaking into a network of local 
self-help schemes reaching over 
16,200 villages in 158 districts, with 
a population of 17 million. Its frank, 
consumer-oriented approach has 

Mechai Viravaidya publicises family plan
ning in Thailand by blowing up a condom. 
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been adopted within the national 
family planning programme for ex
tending coverage and maintaining 
high user rates . 

Problems of lowered economic 
growth, individual income and food 
availability, associated with the rapid 
growth of population that occurred in 
Thailand from the 1950s, had by the 
1960s been recognised by a wide 
segment of national leaders in gov
ernment. business and the univer
sities . The Thai government put a high 
priority on the control of population 

growth. The introduction of family 
planning was facilitated by socio-cul
tural features that made inhibitions in 
these areas easier to overcome than 
in many other countries . However, 
achieving widespread adoption of 
contraceptive practice required a re
versal of traditional attitudes, preva
lent in Thailand as elsewhere. 

The CBFPS Project was designed 
to use local resources-personnel, 
social and economic institutions- to 
promote and provide family planning 
services at the community level, as a 
means of extending and adding to the 
coverage achievable under the exis
ting health clinic network. The initial 
objectives of the project were: 
- to test the possibility of expanding 
access to, and information about. 
contraceptive methods; 
- to create new and increased de
mand for family planning at the village 
level and thus to increase the number 
of couples practising family planning 
and decrease the pregnancy rate; and 
- to become financially self-sufficient 
in four years . 

The medium and 
the message 

Since the programme started, the 
key message that has been conveyed 
links population growth to low stan
dards of living, on the one hand, and 
family planning to economic advan
tages, on the other. To convey the 
message through . the various com
munication channels, it was neces
sary to de-sensitise the taboos sur
rounding birth control techniques and 
the social embarrassment attached to 
discussing them openly. 

In Thai culture. humour and fun 
proved to be the best means. Birth 
control carnivals, games, condom-
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blowing balloon contests, raffles, 
village fairs, and weddings have 
served as occasions to promote fam
ily planning joyfully. One example : 
key-rings with plastic-encased con
doms attached are distributed with 
the message "In case of emergency, 
break glass. " 

Games devised on the "snakes and 
ladders" principle are printed on pa
kao-ma cloths traditionally worn by 
Thai men. Inches and centimetres are 
printed on birth control pill packets so 
that they can be re-used as rulers . 
Sheets, pillow-cases, piggy banks and 
business cards are all printed with 
family planning catchwords . 

The key message has been convey
ed by creative use of virtually all 
possible communication channels, 
resulting in a high level of public 
awareness of family planning and of 
the PDA programmes. Face-to-face 
education is undertaken by the 
village distributors, who are sent 
the information, motivational and 
publicity materials they need. 

In addition, television and radio 
broadcasts fiercely discuss family 
planning , and many programmes of 
general interest close with reminders 
about using contraceptives . In school, 
children learn about family planning; 
many of them have learnt a song 
describing the hardships resulting 
from having too many children . 

Troupes of traditional entertainers 
perform puppet plays containing fami
ly planning messages in villages all 
over the country, and T-shirts and 
other promotional materials with ap
propriate slogans have been distri
buted at formal state dinners and sent 
to foreign heads of state, emphasis
ing the legitimacy of the programme 
and the support of the government. 

Awareness of the benefits of family 
planning and knowledge of its avail
ability have not only been actively 
created but positively reinforced . The 
social communication strategy of the 
PDA has succeeded in breaking down 
cultural and psychological barriers to 
population control in all sectors of 
society. The stimulation of demand 
has been further increased by a com
prehensive reward structure, which 
has resulted in contraceptive user 
rates as high as 80 per cent in 
some areas . 
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The Population and Community De
velopment Association , formed by 
Mr Mechai, is a non-profit and largely 
voluntary organization with over 300 
staff members and 16,000 village vol
unteers working from five bureaus . 
This work has attracted intense pub
licity in the foreign press, and his is 
the only Thai voluntary relief agency 
working with refugees which pro
motes family planning in refugee 
camps and provides supplies through 
the office of the UN High Commission 
for Refugees. 

Community organizations also ad
dress problems of over-population, 
low productivity, malnutrition and in
adequate health care by linking family 

planning to environmental improve
ments, income-generating activities, 
technical advice on establishing home 
industries and increasing agricultural 
production, health care and nutrition 
education. 

The intersectoral activities of the 
PDA have confirmed that family plan
ning services can be successfully 
provided through ordinary lay people, 
given the necessary organizational 
support. at increased levels of use 
and without undue risk to acceptors . • 

Humour and fun have helped to de-sensit
ise the taboos surrounding birth control; 
today they can be openly discussed. 
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