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LETTER TO EDITOR Open Access 

Collaboration among health workers in Traditional 
Medicine and Modern Medicine in Bhutan

Dear Editor,

Across the globe, despite limited evidence of full-

scale collaboration, integrating traditional medi-

cines with biomedical medicine has demonstrated 

improved healthcare outcomes. In African countries 

like Kenya and Ghana, the integration of tradition-

al medicine with modern healthcare has enhanced 

patient outcomes while preserving cultural heritage 

[1]. This holistic approach has increased the acces-

sibility and acceptance of healthcare services, par-

ticularly in rural areas [1]. In China, neurologists in 

collaboration with traditional health workers, often 

use Traditional Chinese Medicine for rehabilitative 

care [2]. This integration between the two systems 

has led to a more comprehensive and effective care 

for patients.

Bhutan offers free healthcare, integrating Tradition-

al Medicine with modern biomedicine with the aim 

of improving health outcomes in patients [3]. Free 

health services of both systems are mandated by 

Article 9, section 21 of the Constitution [4], and is 

emphasized in the National Health Policy 2012 [3].

To foster collaboration between the two sectors, 

Bhutan has developed a Traditional Medicine 

Guideline that outlines the partnerships between 

traditional and allopathic practitioners. For in-

stance, the Local Healing Division collaborates with 
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the Mental Health Program under the Department 

of Public Health, while Drungtshos at the National 

Traditional Medicine Hospital, Regional and Dis-

trict Hospitals coordinate with allopathic doctors 

for cross-referral of patients and clinical consultation 

[5]. However, despite policy-level integration, evi-

dence of effective collaboration between traditional 

and modern health workers remains limited. There 

is no clear guideline for patient referrals, and clinical 

areas of collaboration lack clarity. 

This Letter summarizes the findings on collabo-

ration between the two sectors in patient referral, 

and knowledge sharing. This is based on the survey 

of practices in eight hospitals, involving 38 doctors, 

43 health assistants, 21 Drungtshos, and 37 Menpas 

in 2019. The hospitals included the National Tra-

ditional Medicine Hospital and the Jigme Dorji 

Wangchuck National Referral Hospital, Central and 

Eastern Regional Referral Hospitals and district hos-

pitals in Paro, Bumthang, Zhemgang, and Samtse.

Seventy one percent (71.4%) of allopathic health 

workers and 63.6% of Traditional Medicine service 

providers reported having cross-referred patients 

to other sectors, Figure 1. Only 12.4% of allopath-

ic workers viewed Traditional Medicine as both 

effective and free of side effects while, 36.2% of 

Traditional Medicine practitioners recognized allo-

pathic medicine as effective, and 22% considered it 

effective only for specific diseases. Among allopathic 

workers, 40.7% saw Traditional Medicine as equal-

ly important, while 79.3% of Traditional Medicine 

practitioners viewed allopathic medicine as superior. 

The majority of the practitioners (over 96%) in both 

systems respected each other’s professions, valuing 

dedication, knowledge, and expertise.
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The areas of collaboration is summarized in Figure 

2. Sixty-six percent (65.5%) of Traditional Medicine 

practitioners and 56.8% of allopathic workers had 

attended knowledge sharing sessions. Majority of 

the survey participants reported collaborations on 

hospital administration (37.3%), and hospital policy 

related matters(19.5%) but had low volumes of dis-

cussion on collaboration in management of diseases 

(18.2%). Additionally, 58.9% of participants report-

ed a lack of effective system for sharing knowledge 

and information across to the other sector.

Integration of traditional and modern medicine 

would harness the strengths of both systems, offer-

ing holistic care for patients that addresses physical 

and mental needs. To optimize patient outcomes, 

structured referral pathways, cross-system training 

programs, and a robust system for sharing clinical 

knowledge and treatment practices between the two 

systems is highly recommended.
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Figure 1. Number of patient cases cross-referred between Traditional and Modern Medicine practitioners among health workers sur-
veyed across 8 hospitals in Bhutan, 2019.

Figure 2. Areas of healthcare delivery where Traditional and Modern Medicine Practitioners had collaborations among health workers 
surveyed across 8 hospitals in Bhutan, 2019. Others: Patient referral system, research, and diagnostic skills.

Traditional Medicine Service Providers (Drungtsho and 
Menpa)
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