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I 1. EXHFR

The political economy of
National Health Insurance in
Korea

Byongho Tchoe, Ph.D.
Korean Institute for
Health and Social Affairs,
Senior Fellow

Korea achieved the universal
health care in 1989 since Korea

initiated a social health
insurance  (National Health
Insurance) in  1977. This

achievement was unprecedented
in the world history of health
care policy. And then, in 2000,
NHI was reformed into a single
insurer system integrating the
pre-existing multiple insurers.
The integration was a
tremendous shift, after a long
run conflicts between opposing
alliances with different political
and economic ideologies. The
alliances for a single insurer
system value social solidarity
and redistribution through
widening the pooling of risk and
enhancing the equity of
financial responsibility among
income classes. On the other
hand, the alliances for multiple
insurers system value efficiency

above equity through the
financial autonomy of each
insurance society and the

competition between insurers,
and criticize the moral hazard
and bureaucracy which will be
created by the monopolized
single payer system. The
ideology of the former stands on
social democracy, and that of
the latter does on market
economy based democracy. The
alliances are a kind of network
of grass root organizations,

NGOs, elites, and political
parties.
When the authoritarian

government introduced NHI in
1977, they chose the multiple
insurers system because that was
easy to make an insurance
society for the workplace with an
ability to pay premiums. The
government’s role was just
making rules and supervising the
insurance societies without
financing for the program. With a
rapid economic growth, medium
and small companies could pay
premiums and they participated
in the program gradually.
However, it was difficult for the
program to be extended toward
farmers, self-employed and
urban informal sector workers.
Universal health care became a
top national agenda. Government
wanted the universal coverage in
a possible short time without
political instability and social
turmoil. Maintaining the existing
regime looked easier than
integrating into a new single
insurer and that was likely to
minimize political risks. A
civilian nominee, Kim
Young-sam, was elected as a
president in 1992. The shift of
power was possible by
cooperating with the existing

ruling party rooted on the
authoritarian power. So the
civilian government had an

inclination toward conservative
position maintaining the existing
regime.

At the presidential election in
the end of 1997, a leader of
opposition party of which
ideology is rooted in social
democracy, Kim Dae-jung, was
elected as a president. Integration
was strongly supported by both
the president and the party, and
finally accomplished in July
2000 amid oppositions of the
conservative alliances. The
progressive party won the
presidential election in 2002
again and Rho Moo-hyun was
elected as a president. The health
care policy was succeeded to the

new government. The rule of
progressive party, however, came
to an end with a defeat in the
presidential election in December
2007. The conservative alliances
attempt to input their plan to the
new government’s health care
policy, but the progressive
alliances object to any
conservative  plans  strongly.
Interestingly the new government
and ruling party do not seem to
have a strong will to turn the
health care policy around
conservatism yet.

Now health care policy is
likely to become a political
agenda rather than a reality of
improving health of people.
Alliances support a political
party standing on the same
ground with their ideas, and
political party also needs a
support of friendly alliances. Still
the voices of progressive
alliances are louder and more
active than those of the
conservative alliances. Will the
health care policy be back to
conservatism in a near future, or
moving toward a balanced and
compromised  position? The
future of a healthy and good
quality of life is depending upon
the wise choice of Korean
people.

<Byongho Tchoe is a visiting
scholar at Stanford University
and a senior fellow at Korea
Institute for Health and Social
Affairs. He was a president of
Korean Association of Health
Economics and Policy. He holds
a master’s degree in public
policy from Seoul National
University and a PhD in
economics from the University
of Georgia. He s currently
conducting researches on social
policy on aging and East Asian
health care policy. >
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JCSS: A Hub of Social
Sciences Towards Facilitating
Collaboration for Health
Policy at Regional and Global
Levels

Young Kyung Do, MD and
Ph.D.

Walter H. Shorenstein
Asia-Pacific Research Center,
Stanford University

I am honored to have the
opportunity to write for the
JCSS Newsletter. When | cme to
know more about JCSS after
being asked to contribute to its
Newsletter, | was glad to find
that JCSS aims to help social
scientists in Japan better connect
with an international audience. |
was also impressed that health-
and social welfare-related
academic societies have a good
representation in the
Consortium of  sociological
societies. Both as a potential
member of the international
audience and as a researcher
interested specifically in
comparative health systems and
policy, | believe that JCSS has
important and promising
avenues for international
contributions. My own personal
standpoints at three different
levels make me envision the
following avenues.

First, as a health policy
researcher from Korea, | hope
that JCSS will serve as a vibrant
and vigorous hub not only for
collaborative research among
Japanese scholars but also for
intellectual interactions among
health-related social scientists in
Japan and Korea. To
demonstrate how inadequate
such intellectual interactions

currently are, | cannot resist
using some highly visible
yardsticks: 1) hot, often

emotional and irrational, disputes
over regional politics involving
the two countries and 2)
ultra-rapid  dissemination of
popular culture through
innumerable channels between
Japan and Korea. Academic
interactions between the two
countries are relatively active in
some health-related fields,
including biomedical and clinical
fields, but far less visible in
health-related social sciences. |
do not have a good answer as to
why such intellectual interactions
in health-related social sciences
lag behind, which is nevertheless
unfortunate. When | was writing
my master’s thesis comparing
Korean hospital bed policies with
those in Japan and the United
States, | was lucky enough to
receive invaluable help from a
Japanese professor, who was
visiting Seoul from Hokkaido
and happened to specialize in
Korean social security law. |
don’t think such luck would
happen easily with any fledgling
Korean researcher. Despite vast
socioeconomic and cultural
differences between Japan and
Korea, | believe that the two
countries have many health
policy lessons to learn from each
other. 1 would like to see JCSS
evolving to serve as an easily
locatable hub, through which
researchers from Korea (and
other countries as well) could
identify and contact individual
Japanese scholars or academic
groups with relevant research
interests and expertise.

Second, as | am particularly
interested in population health in
Asian countries, | would like to
see researchers in Asian
countries make greater academic
contributions to improving health
and health care in Asia. While
many African countries are most

visibly plagued with an
enormous disease burden, the
magnitude and speed of growing
disease burden in many Asian
countries also requires an
increased attention at both
individual country and regional
levels. Although considerable
donation have been made by
high-income countries, including
Japan, to help strengthen health
care infrastructure in several
low-income Asian  countries,
relatively little effort has existed
to build national and regional
capacity for bettering health care
systems. The huge and increasing
burden of chronic disease,
accelerated by rapid population
aging, poses a so-called double
burden for many middle- and
low-income  Asian  countries,
whose weak health care systems
still struggle with a substantial
burden of infectious and
nutrition-related  diseases. As
population health is increasingly
recognized as an important factor
in economic development,
improving health care systems in
Asian countries will play a
critical role in fostering peace
and prosperity in this region.
Health care, as opposed to
biomedical sciences, requires a
multidisciplinary approach
involving social sciences as a key
player. 1 hope that JCSS will
provide a channel for interested
Japanese social scientists to find
ways of making significant
contributions to population
health in this region.

Lastly, from my own
experience as a researcher, |
believe that greater academic
contributions remain to be made
to the global academic
community from scholars based
in Asian countries. Although
such research areas, of course,
include aforementioned efforts to
improve population health in
low-income  Asian  countries,
Japan and other East Asian
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countries’ own experience could
provide a wide range of research
agenda of international
relevance. Compared with many
Western countries, Japan spends

less per capita health
expenditure but shows better life
expectancy, which remains

puzzling to many international
researchers. Experiences with
social health insurance, as well
as public long-term care
insurance, have yet to be shared
with a much broader global
audience. Social and economic
behaviors as a cultural legacy in
the region, such as high rates of
intergenerational  co-residence,
provide another exemplary
context for a different setting,
particularly for old-age support
and elderly care. These
examples are only a few of
many research areas that are
under-represented in the global
literature in health policy. In this
regard, | see a great potential
and promise in one of JCSS’s
aim, promoting a better
connection with the
international audience.

Although all these views are
admittedly limited by the range
of my personal experience, | am
pleased to have had the
opportunity to speak to the
broad membership of JCSS.
Otherwise, how could I do that?
| simply cannot think of any
other way. | wish much success
in the road ahead for JCSS.

<Young Kyung Do, MD, PhD

A Postdoctoral Fellow in Asian
Health Policy Program at the
Asian Pacific Research Center in
Stanford University. He
completed his Ph.D. at the
University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill in 2008. He has also

earned M.D. and Master of Public
Health degrees from Seoul
National University. He earned
board certification in preventive
medicine from the Korean Medical
Association in 2004. His research
interests include population aging
and health care, comparative
health policy, health and
development, quality of care,
program evaluation, and
guantitative methods in health
research.>
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