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=Abstract=
Health Insurance Policy Formation in Korea

Onhan Shin

Department of Bioethics and Health Law
The Graduate School

Yonsei University

Mr. Lee Seungman, the first president of the Republic of Korea, in
1948, shortly after the new government was put into power, promised that
his government would direct the social insurance system to enhance the
living conditions of the workers. In 1989, forty years after Mr. Lee
promised, Korea entered a health insurance era where the entire
population enjoyed a national medical security system. Since the 1980s,
the Korean society was in constant dispute over the issue of integrating
management and finance into a single health insurance system. That
dispute was over when the National Medical Insurance Law decided to
unite every medical insurance associations which was passed at the
National Assembly in 1997. Since then, unstable nature of the national
system has called for many new changes. The majority, if not all, the
participants involved in the decision making process were not satisfied
with the policy—-making process. New issues that were constantly sought
after became constituents of the national agenda. One of the repercussions
of this conflicts amongst decision makers was the move to integrate the
insurance scheme with medical association which stimulated much
controversy amongst various organizations over twenty years. The low
medical fee for medical doctors in 1977 has deeply unsatisfied the medical

circle. As a result, issues such as the issue of DRG began to surface the

- 185 -



total budgeting system.

This thesis seeks to address the medical insurance policy—making
process over the past 50 years. This thesis attempted to define who
participated in the process, how they affected the policy—-making process,
and what made them derived those decisions.

This study was conducted based on the books and newspapers
published from 1961 to 1977 when the medical insurance plan was first
discussed in the Korean society. 1 attempted to define the key persons
who were actively involved in the decision—making process regards to the
national medical insurance plan through an extensive analysis of their
speeches, plans, thoughts and so forth. To add more relevancy and
support, I interviewed the people who participated in the decision making
process in the 1960s and 1970s.

This research have derived the characteristics of the Korean medical
insurance policy—makings as follows:

Firstly, contemporary governments who seized political power tried to
take advantage of the medical insurance scheme in order to get the
people's support especially the initial stage of their administration. The
first president Mr. Lee Seungman announced the directive of implementing
the social insurance plan in 1948. However, since then he did nothing to
introduce the systems. The 1961 military administration also promised to
introduce the plan but gave up eventually. The adversities and obstacles
were not constructively analyzed when they introduced the system.
Therefore, it was inevitable that there were political, economical and social
conditions impacted throughout the system.

Secondly, the Korean medical community and economy played
remarkable roles in the policy-making process. Most countries experienced
difficulties when they introduced the plan because medical doctors remain
in conflict over the system. Moreover, the owners of the enterprise were
also against the system because they did not like to pay the contributions.
However in 1976, during the legal decision making process, these two
groups collaborated with government officers in a positive manner.

Finally, the bureaucrats of the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs did

a remarkable role in introducing the plan despite of strong opposition by
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the Economic Planning Board. The President, Park Junghee thought that
the introduction of the plan was too early in terms of the Korean
economic conditions. The President at that time was too authoritative for
the Health Ministry officials to persuade him. Nevertheless, the officials
were very relentless and brave to pave his understanding of the
fundamental role of insurance plan.

The resources that we could access were limited, and therefore it was
imperative that we had to utilize them efficiently and effectively. Now that
new agendas are unfolding onto us and private medical insurance are
being discussed in the health and political arena, it will affect the public
medical insurance program eventually. Furthermore, the aging population
will also hamper the fundamentals and stability of the medical insurance
finance, and therefore the government is taking into account of aged care
programmes by introducing a new Iinsurance plan for the elderly
population. These kind of agendas are important areas for further studies

related to this thesis.

Key Words: health insurance, policy agenda, policy formation
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