
Spinal Cord (2020) 58:939–940
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41393-020-0475-x

CORRESPONDENCE

Incidence of acute spinal cord injury in South Korea does not reflect
a sizable number of traumatic spinal cord injuries
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To the Editor:

We reviewed with great interest the article by Choi and
colleagues regarding the incidence of acute spinal cord
injury (SCI) and the associated complications of methyl-
prednisolone use in a national population-based study in
South Korea [1]. We consider this study to be valuable as it
reported a 10-year incidence of acute SCI based on the data
claimed in the national health insurance system. However,
we would like to discuss several potential errors in the
interpretation of the results, including the incidence and
peak age of acute SCI in South Korea.

First, a sizable number of traumatic SCIs were excluded
from the study sample. In South Korea, along with national
health insurance, national workers’ compensation and auto-
mobile insurance have the status as the nation’s social security
insurance and quasi-national insurance. National workers’
compensation also provides coverage to ~98% of the workers
working in South Korea, similar to national health insurance,
and automobile insurance is compulsory for all automobiles
in Korea. As 2.29 million automobiles are in South Korea,
there is currently one vehicle per 2.3 citizens [2, 3].

No differences exist for the medical procedures provide to
patients using these different forms of insurance, including the
administration of methylprednisolone in the emergency room
after trauma. After receiving treatment such as for acute SCI,
if the injury is identified as being subject to coverage from

national workers’ compensation or automobile insurance,
national health insurance would not be charged, meaning that
the injury would be excluded from the database of national
health insurance—the database by Choi et al. [1].

The overall Incidence of SCIs that are covered by auto-
mobile insurance or national workers’ compensation in South
Korea has, to date, not been officially reported. However,
when we compare a 2017 white paper examining automobile
insurance claims for traumatic vertebral fractures with studies
using national health insurance data involving the same target
group, 30,586 automobile insurance and 123,820 national
health insurance cases were reported, respectively [4, 5].
Therefore, SCIs related to a damaged vehicle that are covered
by automobile insurance represent a sizable number of cases.
In addition, unpublished data from the industrial accident
insurance reported that 289 patients with acute SCI who
ended the treatment with the nine diagnosed diseases in 2017,
and we expect that the annual incidence would be equivalent
to this number.

Second, the peak incidence occurring among adults in
their 50 s appears to be inaccurate. Existing data cannot rule
out that this peak incidence is due to the exclusion of SCIs
resulting from occupational and driving-related trauma in
younger individuals.

Third, South Korea is a member country of the Organi-
zation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Thus,
it has a system appropriate for developed countries to use
for the prevention, emergency services, surgeries, and
rehabilitation of SCI, which merits consideration when
discussing international comparisons.

While national trauma data for medical standards is
currently unavailable, we believe that Choi and colleagues’
study represents an essential starting point when preparing
data on SCI and neurotrauma.
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