
 

Scaling Precision Medicine at Seoul National 
University Hospital

In 2018, Seoul National University Hospital (SNUH), a globally renowned hospital in 
South Korea, partnered with Syapse to establish a cutting edge precision medicine 
program.

Introduction 

Seoul National University Hospital (SNUH) is a 

globally renowned academic hospital based in 

Seoul, South Korea. Employing 6,200 clinicians, 

SNUH is a part of  a seven hospital system, and is 

widely recognized as an innovator in Korean 

healthcare delivery. In 1979, SNUH delivered the 

nation’s first hepatitis B vaccine, and, in 1988, 

performed the first liver transplantation. Seoul 

National University Cancer Hospital was 

established in March 2011 as a multi-disciplinary 

“smart” hospital, providing expert patient-centered 

care for 8,000 new cancer cases per year.

Today, the Cancer Hospital is the largest provider 

of  cancer care in Korea. Oncology leaders at 

SNUH are heavily involved in establishing clinical 

guidelines and government policies through active 

participation in the Korean Society for Clinical 

Oncology and regional cooperative cancer groups. 

Today, SNUH operates 93 clinical trials with 350 

participants, including partnerships with Pfizer, 

Novartis, AstraZeneca, and Genentech. Through 

its clinical trial program, SNUH has become the 

largest provider of  targeted and immunotherapies 

in the country. 

Case Study

Key Findings 

• CEO Dr. Chang-Suk Suh launched the SNUH Precision Medicine Center to provide high 
quality cancer care based on the patient's clinical and molecular profile. 

• In 2017, the Korean Ministry of  Health and Welfare approved reimbursement for next 
generation sequencing, accelerating clinical adoption nationwide. 

• Shortly after establishing precision medicine as a strategic priority, SNUH partnered with 
Syapse to optimize the cancer center for the precision medicine era.  

• Syapse was successfully implemented in 5 months, integrating directly with SNUH’s internally 
developed hospital information system and molecular diagnostics lab. 



 

Building the Foundation 

SNUH leadership recognized the impact of  

precision medicine at the earliest stages. SNUH 

began administering targeted agents in clinical 

trials for non-small cell lung cancer in 2005. In 

2008, SNUH conducted the first “first-in-human” 

clinical trial for crizotinib in Asia. As more targeted 

therapies and molecular tests became available in 

Korea, SNUH Chief  Information Officer (CIO) 

Kyung Hwan Kim, MD, PhD recognized the 

opportunity to dramatically improve outcomes. 

After rallying interest across the SNUH executive 

leadership team, CEO Chang-Suk Suh, MD, PhD, 

established precision medicine as a strategic 

priority for the system. He reinforced the policy 

that SNUH must maintain its position as the 

leading provider of  cancer care by staying at the 

forefront of  innovation in oncology. SNUH 

needed to accommodate the rapid transformation 

in cancer treatments and testing to improve 

outcomes, advance research, and stay competitive 

among Korean hospitals.

In early 2017, the Korean Ministry of  Health and 

Welfare approved partial reimbursement for next 

generation sequencing (NGS) performed at 

internal hospital labs. As a result, SNUH invested 

in building an internal lab, which also allowed for 

testing options to be customized for the Korean 

population. When the lab became operational, the 

clinical adoption of  precision medicine accelerated 

across the system. 

SNUH executives quickly realized their hospital 

information system (HIS), built internally in the 

early 2000s, could not support the precision 

medicine needs of  the organization, which 

required integrating molecular data into routine 

clinical practice and facilitating complex treatment 

decisions and clinical workflows. 

In an effort led by Dr. Kim, a precision medicine 

task force was formed to assess solutions to scale 

the precision medicine program and unlock data 

insights for clinicians and researchers.
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“

This task force included Tae-You Kim MD, 

Director of  the SNUH Precision Medicine Center, 

Sae Won Choi MD, physician informaticist, and 

many others. They considered two options for 

moving forward with the precision medicine 

platform:  

1) Developing their own platform in-house and 

customizing it for the precise needs of  SNUH 

2) Adopting a third party solution that could 

offer best practices for scaling a precision 

medicine program 

There were several other critical items that 
weighed on the decision process, including budget, 
timelines, and market dynamics. The precision 
medicine technology budget was established in 
2016 and grew further in 2017 as the project 
became prioritized across executive leadership. 
SNUH had to move quickly to stay at the forefront

of  medical innovation. Most of  Korea’s cancer 

cases are treated at the “Big Five” hospitals, which 

include SNUH, Samsung Medical Center, Asan 

Medical Center, Severance Hospital, and Seoul St. 

Mary’s Hospital. SNUH had established 

themselves as a leader, and it became critical to 

maintain that position in oncology. Developing 

their own platform was feasible from a financial 

standpoint, but the extended development 

timelines would put their leadership position at 

risk. They had estimated that an internally 

developed platform would take three to five years 

before it could be introduced to clinicians. 

The SNUH precision medicine task force also 

recognized the complexity of  scaling precision 

medicine programs. There were critical decisions 

that needed to be made around program design 

choices, data quality optimization, and data 

sharing, which required an experienced third-party. 

Clinical and molecular data needed to be 

integrated, structured, and standardized. SNUH 

oncologists were ordering NGS testing for cancer 

patients, but the data could not be integrated into 

the clinical decision making process. It was critical 

to make precision medicine data actionable for 

clinicians, researchers, and program leaders. They 

agreed that it was necessary to partner with an 

organization that had robust experience working 

with first mover health systems to build precision 

medicine initiatives. Dr. Kim stated, “We thought 

about developing our own platform, but precision 

medicine is a high complex endeavor. We needed a 

partner that could offer technology and best-

practice expertise.”

We thought about developing our 
own platform, but precision 
medicine is complex. We needed 
a partner that could offer 
technology and best-practice 
expertise. 

Kyung Hwan Kim, MD, PhD

Chief  Information Officer  
Seoul National University Hospital
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Implementation of  Syapse 

The SNUH precision medicine task force 

determined that Syapse was the ideal partner to 

accelerate their precision medicine efforts. This 

was primarily attributed to several key 

differentiators of  the Syapse platform: 

1) Ability to integrate directly with its internal 

hospital information system (HIS) 

2) Receipt of  structured molecular data through 

integration with SNUH’s internal molecular lab 

3) Insights delivery to inform clinical decisions 

and advance oncology research initiatives 

4) Best practice sharing with Syapse’s US health 

system network 

Syapse implementation began in February 2018, 

involving a SNUH project manager, EMR 

engineer, IT manager, and implementation experts. 

The process was extremely collaborative, 

transparent, and efficient. The Syapse team spent a 

week onsite at SNUH, and conducted two calls

Future Direction 

As the adoption of  Syapse scales across SNUH, 

oncologists will collaborate with Syapse’s product 

team to pilot new functionality for the Korean 

market. 

SNUH leaders will also attend the annual Syapse 

Precision Medicine Council meeting in San 

Francisco to share clinical and programmatic best 

practices with Syapse’s US hospital network. 

Through participation in this forum, SNUH 

executives can engage more closely with Syapse’s 

US customers to discuss strategies to scale their 

precision medicine program.

“
Syapse integrated directly with 
our in-house hospital information 
system and molecular diagnostics 
lab. With go-live in 5 months, it 
was considered a huge success.

Sae Won Choi, MD

Physician Informaticist, Emergency Medicine  
Seoul National University Hospital
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each week throughout the implementation period. 

Communication was continuously smooth, despite 

the time difference and language barrier. The 

implementation process raised awareness around 

the importance of  data ingestion, quality, and 

completeness. SNUH deployed a robust data 

quality review process, where a multi-disciplinary 

clinical team was responsible for validating the 

quality of  HIS data before integration. 

Syapse went live 5 months after project kickoff  in 

July 2018. The go-live was celebrated at SNUH’s 

Precision Medicine Symposium, where SNUH 

leaders shared their experiences implementing the 

precision medicine program. The implementation 

was widely considered a success, inspiring 

precision medicine efforts throughout Korea. 

SNUH also became the first international member 

of  the Syapse Learning Health Network, which 

enables data sharing insights across Syapse’s health 

system network. 


