What memories are hidden under a ‘Thai Smile’? The implementation of
dramatherapy treatment among Thai patients with PTSD
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The paper presentation illustrates the findings from my current PhD research, ‘Developing
Dramatherapy Approaches for Thai Adult Patients with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD)’. The research design is a phenomenological mixed-methods case study aiming to
investigate the clinical benefits and the specific cultural issues that affect the outcomes of
dramatherapy.

In Thailand, dramatherapy treatment for PTSD remains almost unknown and un-researched.
My dramatherapy pioneering in psychiatric units in Bangkok has been challenging and
requires great awareness of and sensitivity to the cultural context. Indeed, there are many
cross-cultural issues relating to how patients perceive and respond to the western
therapeutic techniques and their traumatic experiences.

According to collective culture, most Thai people emphasise interpersonal relationship and
hold the institution of the family as essential. Living harmoniously is paramount, so we tend
to suppress negative thoughts and emotions in order to avoid conflicts. Some of us have
been taught not to bring dishonour and to ensure that the problems remain within our
communities/families as a way to save reputation.

As the concept of karma is prevalent in Thai Buddhism, we are likely to be passive,
accepting all situations. We understand our traumas to be a consequence of our actions in a
previous life. Therefore, it is not unusual that Thai patients would be less expressive in a
therapeutic space. Their smiling and laughing can be seen as a way for communication and
perhaps a coping mechanism, even during moments when they are working with painful
memories.

This paper presentation demonstrates: 1) how Thai patients with PTSD respond to the
dramatherapy treatment; 2) how the work helps them cope with their traumatic memories; 3)
the specific cultural factors (such as moral values, beliefs and traditions) that emerged
during the therapy; and 4) some of the activities developed from the Buddhist concepts of
mindfulness and self-compassion.
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