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Depression is one of the most significant public health problems in Korea. The lifetime
prevalence rates of major depressive disorder (MDD) in Korean adults have ranged from
3.3% to 5.6%, which are lower than those of western countries. Point prevalence rates of MDD
in Korean elders from 4.6% to 7.5%, which are relatively higher than those of Western countries
and other Eastern countries, have been reported. The prevalence rate of probable depression
(depressive symptoms defined by the cutoff point of 16 on the Center for Epidemiologic Studies
Depression Scale was lowest in the age group of 40 to 49 years at 7.6%, and highest in the age
group of 15 to 18 years at 46.8%. The prevalence of probable depression in Korean elders
increased with age and was highest in the group aged 80 years and over, at 35.4%. There is
relatively consistent evidence that being female, having low income, no education, prior MDD,
dementia and history of cerebrovascular attack increased the risk of depression. Although it is
difficult to come to consistent conclusions on the epidemiology of depression in Korea due to
methodological differences between studies, depression is already common and will become
more common in Korea. Tremendous sociocultural, economic, and political changes along with
rapid population aging have contributed and will contribute to the prevalence and impacts of
depression in Korea.
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Table 1. Representative studies of the prevalence of depressive disorders in Korean

No. of sample Diagnostic Prevalence rate (%)

Author Age (response rate, %) Area Assessment criteria Point 1yr Lifetime
Major depressive disorder
Lee et al. (1985) [4] 18-64 3,134 (79.4) Urban DIS-III DSM-INI 33
1,966 (85.9) Rural DIS-III DSM-III 35
Suh et al. (2000) [1] >65 1,037(85.2) Rural DIS for depression DSM-III-R 75
Cho et al. (2004) [5] 18-64 6,275 (79.8) Nationwide K-CIDI DSM-IV 17 43
Ohayon & Hong (2006) [3] 15-90 3,719 (91.4) Nationwide Sleep-EVAL DSM-IV 3.6
system
Cho et al. (2009) [6] 18-64 6,510 (81.7) Nationwide K-CIDI DSM-IV 25 56
Park et al. (2010) [2] >65 714 (63.9) Urban MINI DSM-IV 54
Dysthymic disorder
Lee et al. (1985) [4] 18-64 3,134 (79.4) Urban DIS-III DSM-INI 2.4
1,966 (85.9) Rural DIS-III DSM-III 1.9
Cho et al. (2004) [5] 18-64 6,275 (79.8) Nationwide K-CIDI DSM-IV 04 05
Cho et al. (2009) [6] 18-64 6,510 (81.7) Nationwide K-CIDI DSM-IV 03 05
Minor depressive disorder
Park et al. (2010) [2] >65 714 (63.9) Urban MINI DSM-IV 55

DIS, Diagnostic Interview Schedule; K-CIDI, the Korean version of Composite International Diagnostic Interview; MINI, Mini International
Neuropsychiatric Interview; DSM, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.
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Table 2. Representative studies of the prevalence of depressive disorders in Korean

Author Age t(z%[?;r?:(;n rglti, Area Assessment Cutoff point E;rgﬁzs;;’: E%Cglence
Cho et al. (1998) [7] 20-59 3,711 (81.3) Nationwide CES-D >16 Probable depression  25.3
>25 Definite depression 8.7
Cho et al. (1998) [14] >65 447 (>70) Urban CES-D >16 Probable depression  30.9
>25 Definite depression 18.1
Choetal. (1998) [15] =60 169 (90.5) Institution CES-D >16 Probable depression  51.6
>25 Definite depression 235
Choetal. (2001) [12]  13-18 1,972 (89.5) Urban CES-D >16 Probable depression  38.9
>25 Definite depression 21.2
Kim et al. (2005) [16] 18-92 4,897 (97.7) Urban CES-D >16 Probable depression  38.3
>24 Definite depression 10.0
Kwak et al. (2008) [11]  7-13 2,305 (76.8) Regional K-CDI >21 Mild depressive 173
symptoms
>29 Severe depressive 5.2
symptoms
Kimetal. (2007) [17] =20 981 (93.4) Regional CES-D >21 Depressive symptoms  15.9
>25 Depression 9.9
Park et al. (2007) [13] =65 714 (63.9) Urban CES-D >16 Probable depression  28.8
>25 Definite depression 13.8

CES-D, the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale; K-CDI, the Korean form of the Kovac's children’s depression inventory.
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Figure 1. Comparison of the Prevalence rates of depressive sym-
ptoms between age groups. CES-D, the Center for Epi-
demiologic Studies Depression Scale.
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