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The history of neonatology in Korea

Chong-Woo Bae, MD
Department of Pediatrics, Kyung Hee University School of Medicine, Seoul, Korea

Neonatology in pediatrics became a part of medical school curricula in Korea in 1954-1959. Specific treatments
and procedures in the neonatal field were adopted around this period, for example, antibiotics, oxygen therapy,
and the exchange transfusion procedure were established in 1950-1960. Usage of an infant incubator was
implemented along with the establishment in 1960. The trend of separation between a premature infant care
unit and newborn nursery room enabled the specialized treatment of high-risk infants in the 1970s. Assisted
ventilation with continuous positive airway pressure and phototherapy was initiated in 1978. The recent concept
of a neonatal intensive care unit was established in 1980, and it made so-called neonatal intensive care such
as mechanical ventilation and intensive monitoring available. The Korean Society of Neonatology was founded
in 1993. The usage of pulmonary surfactant in the 1990s, accelerated the improvement of respiratory distress
syndrome survival, and it resulted in the nationwide opening of neonatal intensive care unit in hospitals. The high
frequency ventilator and inhaled nitric oxide were introduced in the 2000s. The Korean Neonatal Network was
commenced as a nationwide systemic database for very low birth weight infant registry in 2010. Accordingly, the
history of Korean neonatology can be summarized as 50 years in total, and 35 years in a narrow sense. During this
era, neonatal care in Korea has improved remarkably and has achieved a great survival rate for high-risk neonates,
preterm infants, and micro-premies. In this review, we intend to provide an overview of the history, efforts, and
outcomes of Korean neonatology activity that have led to these achievements.
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Table 1. Diagnostic and therapeutic advances in neonatology in Korea

7 FE A HPdag-S aoketg]
L] o] Table 13} Zt},

Diagnostic and therapeutic advances

1950s-1960s  Nursery, antibiotics, oxygen, exchange transfusion
1960s-1970s  Premature room, incubators
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resonance imaging . sl_}:_-_f AI_|ACI->I0|-(1=|I§II-9_| 7HIA_'|
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From Choi JH. Neonatal Med 2013;20:236-248, with permission from The Korean Society of Neonatology [5].
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Figure 1. Changes of neonatal survival rates for very low birth weight infants
(VLBW) and extremely low birth weight infants (ELBW) in Korea (1960 to 2014
June) (From Shim JW, et al. J Korean Med Sci 2015;30 Suppl 1:525-S34, ac-
cording to the Creative Commons license) [9].
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Table 3. The present and future problems for the development of neonatal
intensive care in Korea

Present and future problems

Low number of live births and crude birth rate
Low total fertility rate
Direct causes
Increasing rate of old aged marriage and unmarried women
with jobs
Small (nuclear) family unit
Indirect causes
Socioeconomic factor
Policy of family planning: failed
High costs on private education
Increased low birth weight infant rate
Increased old aged pregnancy
Increased in vitro fertilisation
Multiple pregnancy
High life span
High old age proportion
Low medical fee for the neonatal intensive care
A little support from government, city or community
No regionalization and transportation system

From Choi JH. Neonatal Med 2013;20:236-248, with permission from The Ko-
rean Society of Neonatology [5].
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