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Issues Facing the National Health Insurance System in Korea and Their
Solutions

Eun Hye Lee

Department of Radiology, Soonchunhyang University Bucheon Hospital, Soonchunhyang University College of Medicine, Bucheon, Korea

South Korea is not a wasteland of publicly funded health care—instead, it has a good medical social security
system known as the national health insurance (NHI). The NHI of Korea has three unique features; (1)
low premiums, low insurance fees, and low coverage; (2) obligatory designation of medical institutions;
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(3) and allowance of non-benefit services. These features have made hospitals and doctors interested in Soonchunhyang University Bucheon
profit-seeking. However, the commercialization of medical institutions has taken place in both private- and Hospital, Soonchunhyang University
public-established sectors. A basic problem of commercialization is the co-existence of the obligatory College of Medicine, 170 Jomaru-ro,
designation of medical institutions and non-benefit services. The problem became worse in the Kim Dae-Jung Wonmi-gu, Bucheon 14584, Korea
government because it officially permitted non-benefit services. Since 2000, the Korean government has Tel: +82-32-621-5851
consistently pursued benefit extension policies, but the coverage rates of the NHI have stagnated. In addition, Fax: +82-32-621-6950
premiums and current medical expenses have markedly increased because policy-makers have emphasized E-mail: grace@schme.ac kr
accessibility to the NHI, while ignoring important principles of medical social security such as a needs-based https:/jorcid.org/0000-0002-8773-700X
approach and patient-referral system. In order to resolve the commercialization problem, the obligatory Received: December 24, 2021
designation of medical institutions to the NHI should be changed to a contract system, and non-benefit 1st revised: January 27, 2022
services should be prohibited at NHI institutions. We must re-establish the patient-referral system via a 2nd revised: February 15, 2022

needs-based approach. We also need to build a primary healthcare system and public health policies. We Accepted: February 21, 2022
should make a long-term plan for healthcare reform.
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health care
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Table 1. Comparison of the coverage rate and premiums of NHI over time (unit: %)

Variable Year
2006 2008 2009 2010 2012 2014 2016 2019
Coverage rate 64.5 62.6 65.0 63.6 62.5 63.2 62.6 64.2
Benefit out-of-pocket payment rate 22.1 21.9 21.3 20.6 20.3 19.7 20.2 19.7
Non-benefit self-payment rate 13.4 15.5 13.7 15.8 17.2 17.1 17.2 16.1
Premium rate of employees 4.48 5.08 5.08 5.33 5.80 5.99 6.12 6.46

Coverage rate=coverage of the NHI/(coverage of NHI+benefit out-of-pocket payment+non-benefit self-payment). From Lee KS. Development of NHI in

Korea and future tasks. Seoul: Kyechukmoonhwasa; 2022 (Forthcoming) [25].

NHI, national health insurance.
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