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Telemedicine in Korea: Spatial characteristics of the referral system between
hospitals and clinics
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Abstract: This thesis aims to examine the spatial characteristics of the referral system in Korea. The major
findings of the study are as follows: Firstly, the study finds that the hospitals central in the referral system are
unequally distributed, particularly in the metropolitan centers including Seoul. Secondly, the study reveals that
the spatial extents of the referral system depend on the size and locality of the hospitals central to the system.
Larger general hospitals located in Seoul, Incheon, and Kyunggi Province enjoy nation-wide referral networks,
while the hospitals outside of the Capital Region have regional-scale referral relations. The study also finds that
larger hospitals tend to have wider interactions than the smaller hospitals. Thirdly, the detailed case study on a

leading general hospital in Seoul shows that a large number of local clinics dispatch their patients to Seoul,
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rather than to their regional central hospitals. It is found that the doctors and patients of local clinics and

hospitals consider the travel distance to Seoul least important among other factors. Telemedicine, when it is

based on a regional hierarchy of hospitals and clinics, can help patients saving travel time and burden. The

study findings imply that the current telemedicine of Korea does not match well with the ideal regional model

of telemedicine. Such a mismatch is caused in part by the unequal distribution of hospitals, implying that

higher-level medical services should be located more evenly throughout the nation in the future. This thesis

attempted to reveal the earlier-stage geography of telemedicine in Korea, and to foresee how

telecommunication technologies will lead the practices of e-healthcare in the near future. Medical practitioners

and policy decision makers should be ready to the changes to come.

Key word: e-healthcare, telemedicine, health consultation via the Internet, medical treatment via

telecommunication devices, the referral system between hospitals and clinics, the regional hierarchy of

hospitals and clinics, the web referral
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