


TRANSFORMATION OF KOREAN 
POLITICS AND ADMINISTRATION



PUBLIC POLICY AND GOVERNANCE

Edited by Professor Evan Berman, Victoria University 
of Wellington, New Zealand.

This series brings together the best in international research on policy and gov-
ernance issues. Authored and edited by experts in the field, these books present 
new and insightful research on a range of policy and governance issues across the 
globe. Topics covered include but are not limited to: policy analysis frameworks; 
healthcare policy; environmental/resource policy; local government policy; devel-
opment policy; regional studies/policy; urban policy/planning; social policy.

Titles include:

Corruption, Accountability and Discretion
Nancy S. Lind and Cara Rabe-Hemp

The Experience of Democracy and Bureaucracy in South Korea
Tobin Im

Governmental Financial Resilience: International Perspectives on how Local Gov-
ernments Face Austerity
Ileana Steccolini, Martin Jones, and Iris Saliterer

The Global Educational Policy Environment in the Fourth Industrial Revolution: 
Gated, Regulated and Governed
Travis D. Jules

Governing for the Future: Designing Democratic Institutions for a Better 
Tomorrow
Jonathan Boston

Asian Leadership in Policy and Governance
Evan Berman and M. Shamsul Haque

Different Paths to Curbing Corruption: Lessons from Denmark, Finland, Hong 
Kong, New Zealand and Singapore
Jon S. T. Quah

Institutional Reforms in the Public Sector: What Did We Learn?
Mahabat Baimyrzaeva

New Steering Concepts in Public Management
Sandra Groeneveld and Steven Van de Walle

Curbing Corruption in Asian Countries: An Impossible Dream?
Jon S. T. Quah

Public Policy and Governance Frontiers in New Zealand
Evan Berman and Girol Karacaoglu

Corruption in the Public Sector: An International Perspective
Krishna K. Tummala



PUBLIC POLICY AND GOVERNANCE

TRANSFORMATION OF 
KOREAN POLITICS AND 
ADMINISTRATION: A 30 
YEAR RETROSPECTIVE

By

TOBIN IM
Seoul National University, Korea

United Kingdom – North America – Japan 
India – Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK

First edition 2022

Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK
First published by 진인진 (Jininjin) as   
(Looking back on Korean administration: The past 30 years, the next 30 years), 2020
Copyright © Tobin Im, 2022
This edition published under exclusive licence from 진인진 (Jininjin), by Emerald Publishing 
Limited.
English language translation copyright © 2022, Emerald Publishing Limited.
Translated by Tobin Im
The moral right of the author and translator has been asserted.

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in 
any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise 
without either the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence permitting 
restricted copying issued in the UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency and in the USA 
by The Copyright Clearance Center. Any opinions expressed in the chapters are those 
of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every effort to ensure the quality and accuracy of 
its content, Emerald makes no representation implied or otherwise, as to the chapters’ 
suitability and application and disclaims any warranties, express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-80382-116-0 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-80382-115-3 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-80382-117-7 (Epub)

ISSN: 2053-7697 (Series)



v

CONTENTS

List of Figures ix

List of Tables xi

Preface for Translated Edition xiii

Preface xv

Chapter 1 Introduction: A Constantly Growing Economy 1

PART I  
CHANGES IN THE ADMINISTRATIVE  

ENVIRONMENT

Chapter 2 Changes in Demographic Structure 9

1. Low Birth Rate and Aging 9

2. Change in Urban and Rural Population 16

3. From Family Welfare to Public Welfare 19

4. The Emergence of Multicultural Families 22

5. The Influx of Foreign Workers 24

6. The Influx of North Korean Defectors 28

Chapter 3 The Wave of Informatization 33

1. The Development of the Internet and Information Policy 33

2. Social Change Due to Informatization 37

3. The Dark Side of Informatization 44



vi CONTENTS

Chapter 4 Changes in the Occupational World 49

1. Changes in the Industrial Structure 49

2. Changes in Occupational Structure 51

3. Changes in the Field of Occupation 53

4. Qualitative Changes in Jobs 55

PART II  
CHANGES IN THE POLITICAL-ADMINISTRATIVE  

 SYSTEM

Chapter 5 Democratization of the Electoral System 63

1. Democratic Changes to the Electoral System 63

2. Change of Power: Presidential and General Elections 69

Chapter 6 The President and Internal Administration 75

1. Presidential Power 75

2. The Centralized Regimes 76

3. The Decentralized Regime 80

Chapter 7 Administrative Reform 85

1. Reorganization from Regime Change 85

2. Changes in Reform Methods 86

3. Evaluation of Organizational Reform Methods 91

Chapter 8 Changes in Capacity Management Methods 95

1. Characteristics of the Korean Government Organizations 95

2. Method of Restraining the Scale of the Government 97

3. Deregulation of the Quota Management System 98

Chapter 9 Change of Power in the Legislature 103

1.  The 1987 Constitutional Amendment: Strengthening  
of the Authority of the National Assembly 103

2. Characteristics of National Assemblies 105

3. Performance Evaluation of the National Assembly 117

4. Conclusion 120



Contents vii

Chapter 10 Changes in the Judiciary 123

1. Issue of Trust in the Judiciary 123

2. Independence of the Chief Justice 126

3. Issue of Politicization of the Judiciary 130

4. The Expansion of Judicial Agencies 131

5. Presidential Jurisdiction Restrictions: Special Pardon 133

6. Conclusion 137

Chapter 11 Local Government and Decentralization 139

1. Reforms Under the Roh Tae-woo Administration 139

2. Reforms Under the Kim Young-sam Administration 141

3. Reforms Under the Kim Dae-jung Administration 142

4. Reforms Under the Roh Moo-hyun Administration 143

5. Reforms Under the Lee Myung-bak Administration 146

6. Reforms Under the Park Geun-hye Administration 147

7. Conclusion 148

PART III 
THE NEXT 30 YEARS

Chapter 12 Pessimistic Scenario 153

1. Overpoliticization of Public Administration 153

2. Polarization of the Economy 155

3. The Issue of Population Decline and Welfare Problems 158

4. Amplification of Social Conflict 160

5. Technological Development and Loss of Humanity 161

6. North Korea’s Threat to the System 164

Chapter 13 Optimistic Scenario: Middle-Power Nation 167

1. A Medium-Sized Powerhouse 167

2. Soulful Civil Servants: Political Neutrality 168

3. Administration of New Ways: New Technology and Culture 170

4. Administrative Services for the Public 171



viii CONTENTS

5. Sustainable Economic Administration and Social Welfare 173

6.  Korean Government with an Important Role in the  
World Stage 175

7.  Decent Living of the People: The Reason for Existence  
of the Administration 176

Chapter 14 Prerequisites for the Optimistic Scenario:  
Trust in Government 179

Appendix: Major Events by Regime 183

1. Roh Tae-woo Administration 183

2. Kim Young-sam Administration 188

3. Kim Dae-jung Administration 192

4. Roh Moo-hyun Administration 197

5. Lee Myung-bak Administration 200

6. Park Geun-hye Administration 203

References 207

Index 215



ix

LIST OF FIGURES

Fig. 1.  Korea’s GDP Per Capita ($1 in 2010 Price) and  
Trade-Service Balance ($100 Million in 2010 Price). 2

Fig. 2.  Change in the Total Birth Rate by Year. 10
Fig. 3.  Population Composition by Age Group. 11
Fig. 4.  Aging Index = Ratio of the Elderly (65 or Older)  

Population Per 100 Persons to Youth  
(14 and Younger) Population. 12

Fig. 5.  Population Pyramid of 1991 and 2020. 15
Fig. 6.  Ratio of the Farm Population to the Total Population. 18
Fig. 7.  Changes in the Household Composition by the  

Number of Household Members. 20
Fig. 8.  Trends in the Number and Proportion of  

Multicultural Marriages (1993–2018). 23
Fig. 9.  Trends in the Number and Proportion of  

Multicultural Births (2008–2018). 24
Fig. 10.  Number of North Korean Defectors Entering the  

Country. 28
Fig. 11.  Trends in Internet Usage Rate and Number of Internet  

Users (&, in Thousand People) – Population  
Above 3 Years Old. 36

Fig. 12.  Korean Online Shopping Market Size. 39
Fig. 13.  Changes in the Proportion of Internet Versus  

Mobile in Online Shopping. 40
Fig. 14.  Distribution of Employed People by Occupation  

Type (Unit: 1,000 People). 52
Fig. 15.  Trend of Regular Workers (Unit: 1,000 People). 56
Fig. 16.  Monthly Average Wage for Regular and  

Non-regular Workers (Unit: 10,000 won). 57
Fig. 17.  The Political Inclination of the Former President  

and the Majority Party in the National Assembly. 71
Fig. 18.  The Result of the General Election, Which Was  

Viewed as the Number of Seats Per Party. 71
Fig. 19.  Positivity Rate Regarding Previous President’s Job  

Performance. 72
Fig. 20.  The Historic Development of Korea’s National  

Assembly’s Influence. 76
Fig. 21.  Number of Cases Received by the First Trial  

and the Appeal. 124



This page intentionally left blank



xi

LIST OF TABLES

Table 1.  Economic Growth of Korea. 4
Table 2.  Marriage Statistics by Type of Multicultural Families. 25
Table 3.  Changes in the Employed by Industry. 50
Table 4.  Changes in Proportional Representation Seats  

After Democratization. 66
Table 5.  Total Labor Cost. 99
Table 6.  Comparing the Passing Rate of the Bill and the Days  

Required for Passing Between the Other Government  
and the Roh Moo-hyun Administration. 111

Table 7.  The Ratio of Those Who Hold the Concurrent  
Position Between the Assemblyman and the Cabinet  
Minister. 118

Table 8.  Whether Legislative Bill by Initiative Subject  
Passed in Each Legislative Session. 119

Table 9.  The Current Status of Pardons by Year. 134



This page intentionally left blank



xiii

PREFACE FOR TRANSLATED EDITION

This book is a translated version of two published Korean books The Reflection 
on the Korean Public Administration: The Past 30 Years, the Next 30 Years 
(ZININZIN, 2020) and Korean Administrative Organization (Bobmunsa, 2018). 
However, instead of a literal translation, various transformations have been 
made in the English edition. I have augmented detailed explanations within the 
paragraph and inserted text boxes to provide extra context for foreign readers. 
Additionally, each chapter contains the main takeaways from Korea’s experiences.

It is said that a foolish person repeats the same mistake without learning any-
thing from the past experience. A slightly more intelligent person will try to solve 
it with the help of others. A brilliant person will learn from the errors of others 
and redirect oneself  to a better path. Though this is an individual-level typology, 
it can be applied to the national level.

Today, developing countries are often faced with more difficult situations due 
to the increase in global polarization, and their scholars and government officials 
are struggling to develop their country. Despite their efforts, the lack of infor-
mation and knowledge makes it hard for them to learn from other countries. 
Countries having the potential to become “brilliant” often fail to bloom for this 
reason. South Korea has successfully achieved economic growth and political 
democratization, but the literature explaining these phenomena are insufficient. 
This book has been translated with the purpose to make up for the lack of litera-
ture related to South Korea’s successful achievement of both economic growth 
and political democratization.

There may be criticism pointing out the exceptionality of  the Korea’s 
history and situation, and its inappropriateness to work as an example for the 
development of  other countries. However, I believe that Korea’s unique history 
compared to that of  mainstream Western countries, adds a special value in 
sharing its experience.

This English edition is published as a part of the 10-10 Project proposed by the 
President of Seoul National University Se-Jung Oh. Seoul National University 
Graduate School of Public Administration (GSPA) is a renowned research and 
education institute of South Korea in public policy and administration. I hope 
this publication sets a milestone that generates more meaningful research in the 
field.
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PREFACE

This book looks back at the past 30 years of the Public Administration of the 
Republic of Korea. 30 years ago, I was a college student beginning to think about 
the society and set foot on the path of being a public administration scholar after 
my graduate studies. Thus, it can be said that the book is a narration from an 
observer or a participant. I did not completely realize at the time, but looking 
back as I write this book, it certainly was a turbulent period that I had lived 
through. Indeed, all of us who lived through that time would feel that way. 
This is a time when the Republic of Korea experienced turbulence, which we as 
individuals lived through in our daily lives.

Writing history provides the author an advantage of being able to see changes 
from a step behind as a big picture and in a long-term trend, which is something 
that an individual would not recognize in day-to-day life. The community of the 
Republic of Korea has a dynamic history. There were joyful days as well as hard 
and painful days, but as a result, we have made remarkable changes and develop-
ments rarely seen worldwide. At times I was annoyed owing to the slow pace of 
development, and at times held in my frustration and experienced discourage-
ment. However, looking at the history from a long-term view, I experienced a 
remarkable development unparalleled in the world history. Although there was 
some waste and inefficiency, it seems that there was a divine providence that it 
would eventually become the present Republic of Korea.

Public administration also played a significant role in such unbelievable devel-
opment. Besides the situation of the times and political issues, the administration 
had worked hard with a sense of mission for national development. Summarizing 
this history into one flow is an important task for the field of public administra-
tion and great luck on my part as an author. The history of a field of study con-
tributes to academia as it offers researchers knowledge of the meaning and value 
of the research they are doing. Thus, it is necessary for researchers to know the 
history of their field of study.

In addition, an interest in history may be a natural instinct of a human being. 
As our current state is just an accumulation of past experiences, humans must 
constantly explore history, even to understand themselves. Furthermore, see-
ing the future through the past is also a lesson that history gives to humans. By 
reflecting on the past, humans sometimes discover patterns and trends and try to 
predict the future through these. Therefore, there is no development for those who 
ignore the history, and history is a solid framework that must be continuously 
explored and applied through generations.

The history described in this book cannot be regarded as the established the-
ory that is completely objective or the one that has been most thoroughly verified. 
It is rather a history that I have observed and interpreted. Therefore, it would be 
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best to regard it as the history seen through my own lens and, my prediction of 
the prospects for the future.

There is one more thing I would like to discuss regarding the prospects. 
Predicting the future is difficult because the environment surrounding us has been 
rapidly changing in recent years. Therefore, it might seem reckless in some ways. 
However, just as our motivation for exploring history is to see a shed of light on 
the future, I have boldly painted a big picture in this book. Nevertheless, unless 
one is a fortuneteller, predicting the right direction is a difficult task as the sur-
roundings around us are rapidly changing. Therefore, I had no choice but to look 
into the future with both extremes of optimism and pessimism. I ask for the read-
ers’ understanding of this.

Continued efforts are necessary to make the world a better place in the future. 
The Republic of Korea has also been developed in the midst of constant efforts, 
and these efforts are attributable in their entirety to the people of the Republic 
of Korea. These people, who were worried and agonized in the past, faithful to 
the present, and leaping forward for tomorrow, are the owners of the Republic of 
Korea. The history of the future also lies in its people. Being a part of the Korean 
society, and playing a key role in exploring the discipline of administration, the 
academic field of public administration should also be contemplating on its role 
that aligns with the direction of the future. This is what it would mean for public 
administration to progress. The moment has come once more for us to put our 
efforts together. I hope that this book will also be there at that moment as a useful 
reference for the history.

This book is a revised and translated version of The Reflection on the Korean 
Public Administration: The Past 30 Years, the Next 30 Years (ZININZIN, 2020), 
published in Korean. Chapters 7 and 8 are a translation of the revision of a 
part of Korean Administrative Organization (Bobmunsa, 2018) co-authored 
with Professor Cho Suk-Joon. Finally, I would like to thank the Institute of 
Information, Knowledge, and Policy at Seoul National University Graduate 
School of Public Administration for providing financial support to the writing of 
this book, as well as the assistants at the Center for Government Competitiveness 
who worked hard on the data collection and organization processes.

Spring 2020.
Tobin Im
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