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The Role of Physicians in Suicide Prevention in 
South Korea

Yu Jin LEE*1

Suicide rate of South Korea is the highest among 
OECD countries. Suicide is the fourth leading 
cause of death (all ages) in South Korea. More 
than 15,000 deaths by suicide occur each year in 
the South Korea. Suicide is the 1st leading cause 
of death in persons 10–39 years old.

The relationship between suicide and physi-
cal illness was reported to be meaningful. Up to 
90% of people who die by suicide had contact 
with their primary care provider (PCP) in the 
year prior to their death. Up to 76% had contact 
with their PCP in the month prior to their suicide. 
These same individuals were more than twice as 
likely to have seen their PCP than a mental 
health professional in the year and month prior 

to their suicide. Therefore, the role of physicians 
as a gatekeeper or therapist could be important 
for suicide prevention.

In Korea, suicide prevention law legislated  
in March, 2011. The law included statement on 
national responsibility for suicide prevention in-
cluding national policies, protection of life, and 
creation atmosphere for respect human life.

The Korean Medical Association made up  
the Task Force team for suicide prevention. The 
TFT will perform PR for physicians to increase 
awareness of suicide prevention, regular Suicide 
prevention education for physicians, and develop 
the system for managing suicide attempters who 
visited ER.

[Korea]

*1	 Assistant Professor, Department of Psychiatry, Gachon University Gil Hospital. Incheon Metropolitan Suicide Prevention Center. Committee 
Member, KMA Task Force on Suicide Prevention, Korea (intl@kma.org).
This article is based on a presentation made at the Symposium “The Role of Physicians in Suicide Prevention” held at the 27th CMAAO General 
Assembly, Taipei, Taiwan, R.O.C., on November 12, 2011.
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