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ABSTRACT @

ABSTRACT

Evaluation of the Pilot Project for Patient Referral and
Return of Care Among Partnered Medical Institutions

To address patient overcrowding in tertiary hospitals in metropolitan areas, the Korean
government implemented the Patient Referral and Return to Care Pilot Project in 2016.
This study evaluates the second phase of the project following the transition of the
patient return system for tertiary hospitals from a pilot projet to a full-scale program
in October 2019.

Based on the findings, the study develops strategies to improve the system. In the
second phase of the project, clinics and hospitals affiliated with general hospitals and
specialized hospitals to establish a referral and return network.

In this study, we evaluate electronic referral and return of visit rates of designated
medical institutions, continuity of care within regional hospitals, and quality of
transmitted care information by analyzing health insurance claims and electronic
referral-return registry data from the Health Insurance Review and Assessment service.
We also compared the Korean referral-return system with those of Japan, Taiwan, the
United Kingdom, and the United States. We identified an increase in referral-return
cases and visit rates. The proportion of referrals completed within the same region
increased, which indicates the continuity of healthcare services within patients’
residences has strengthened. Furthermore, clinicians were less likely to refer patients
with mild illnesses to tertiary hospitals. We also found referral appropriateness has been
improved over time.

In conclusion, we provide suggestions for medium— and long-term strategies for better
managing the pilot project. First, the reimbursement system of the project must be
changed from fee—for-service to performance-based payment. Second, to expand
electronic referral systems, policy makers should increase out-of-pocket expenses for
patients referred with paper referral letters. Third, the developers of the e-referral
system should improve the system by integrating it with the hospital EMRs to enhance
the system’s user—friendliness and efficiency.

Keywords: Patient referral and return systems, Clinical partnerships, Healthcare
delivery system
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