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Abstract of Thesis 

 

 

Public Opinion and Advocacy in South Korea Influence North Korea Policy 

 

South Korea is frequently characterized as a strong state with an imperial 

president; however, the recent public protests resulting in the impeachment of former 

President Park Geun-hye suggest there are limitations on the power of the South Korean 

executive office. This thesis evaluates the correlation between public preferences and 

policy outcomes in South Korea to assess whether the government is responsive to the 

South Korean public. I analyze the impact of public opinion polls, advocacy movements, 

and major news events on 45 North Korea Policy decisions made between January 2006 

and December 2016. This thesis finds that policy outcomes are strongly correlated with 

public preferences, suggesting that the characterization of South Korea as a strong state is 

a misapplication that fails to acknowledge government responsiveness to the public. As 

the South Korean government makes North Korea Policy decisions, it likely will heed 

public opinion, meaning the security of the Korean peninsula and of broader East Asia is 

tied to the preferences of the South Korean public.   
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1. Introduction: Does Public Opinion Really Matter in South Korea? 

Starting in late October 2016, an influence peddling scandal involving South Korean 

President Park Geun-hye came to light. Park was accused of allowing her close friend 

and confidante, Choi Soon-sil, to influence her decisions and make financial gains in the 

process. The scandal swept across the nation, ensnaring Samsung and seven other high 

profile firms in a painful exposition of South Korean corruption. After months of political 

wrangling and mudslinging between Park-supporters and the opposition, Park Geun-hye 

became the first president of South Korea to be impeached.1 

 Park is not the first Republic of Korea (ROK) president to face a political scandal, 

however. Former presidents Chun Doo-hwan and Roh Tae-woo were both found guilty of 

corruption, mutiny, and treason in 1996 for their roles in South Korea’s 1979 coup 

d’état.2 They were both released from prison two years later, however, after a presidential 

pardon. In addition, impeachment hearings were initiated by South Korea’s legislative 

branch, the National Assembly, in 2004 against former President Roh Moo-hyun, though 

the impeachment was invalidated by the Constitutional Court and Roh was allowed to 

finish his presidential term.3 As a result, Korea4 is no stranger to political scandals, and 

when the Park scandal broke in late-2016, Korea watchers expected the scandal to follow 

the path of the many scandals before it. 

                                                           
1 “South Korea’s Political Scandal,” BBC News, Mar. 10, 2017, accessed May 2, 2017, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-

37971085.  
2 “Former South Korean Leaders Freed from Jail,” CNN World News, Dec. 22, 1997, accessed May 2, 2017, 

http://www.cnn.com/WORLD/9712/22/korea.presidents/.  
3 Anthony Faiola, “Court Rejects S. Korean President’s Impeachment,” Washington Post, May 14, 2004, accessed May 2, 2017, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A25441-2004May13.html.  
4 The term “Korea” will always refer to South Korea (ROK) in this thesis. 



 

2 
 

 But this time, things would be different. I first started paying serious attention to 

the scandal in December 2016 after weeks of public protests culminated in the National 

Assembly’s decision to begin impeachment proceedings. I was shocked to see an image 

of a protest in downtown Seoul with tens of thousands of participants. I was even more 

surprised when I discovered that this was a weekly occurrence and that these protesters 

were serious about ousting Park.5 When Park was officially removed from office on 

March 10, I was completely engrossed in the proceedings, wondering what in the world 

had happened in South Korea. 

 The reason for my shock and amazement? South Korea is frequently 

characterized by scholars as a strong state where the president wields an immense amount 

of power, allowing the executive branch to rule without much thought for public 

preferences. Advocates of this school of thought point to South Korea’s past, when 

authoritarian ruler Park Chung-hee determined South Korea’s economic, military, and 

foreign policy with a tight group of close advisers. When South Korea democratized in 

1987, the power of the presidential office was transmitted to the new political system. 

Although checks and balances were written into the political system, scholars argue that 

the president was still able to operate to a large degree with impunity, enacting the 

policies they saw fit. The public fell in line and followed the president’s direction.  

 But that is not what happened with President Park. The public made it very clear 

what its preferences were with regard to Park’s position, and, as a result, she found 

herself removed from the Blue House and on her way to prison. This run of events 

                                                           
5 Nicola Smith and Vin Shahrestani, “South Korea votes to impeach President Park Geun-hye,” The Telegraph, Dec. 9, 2016, accessed 

May 2, 2017, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/12/09/south-korea-votes-impeach-president-park-geun-hye/amp/.  
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challenges the assumption that the South Korean president is above public opinion. It 

implies that the public might, in fact, be able to influence the government’s decision-

making process, whether that be through the executive or legislative branch.   

However, it seems unrealistic to believe that public opinion should be the only 

consideration. With North Korea just 35 miles north of Seoul, national security 

considerations and geopolitics certainly play into the decision-making matrix of 

government leaders. And that is not to mention Korea’s long history and the unique 

identity that Koreans have developed over time. Certainly these factors too must fit 

somewhere in the mix. The question about the impact of public preferences then becomes 

something like this: Is public interest really influential in policymaking, or do other 

factors (national security, geopolitics, elite preferences, norms, etc.) set the course of 

policy decisions? And as a follow-up question, if public interests do in fact influence the 

policymaking process, under what conditions are public opinion and advocacy most 

consistent with policy outcomes?  

This thesis seeks to address these important questions by looking at South Korea’s 

policy toward its northern neighbor, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). 

Whereas the example of former President Park’s impeachment is an unprecedented event 

in Korean politics, the following pages will look at the impact of public opinion on the 

normal policymaking process. I contend that public opinion is influential in determining 

the country’s inter-Korean relations policies despite the strong nature of the presidential 

office.  

By looking at North Korea Policy issues, this thesis will evaluate a broad swath of 

policy decisions that are particularly salient to South Koreans because of their security 
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and cultural implications. As a result, significant amounts of public opinion data are 

available for these topics, making it possible to identify key engagements and 

disengagements by the public and the government over specific policy issues and 

decisions.  

This thesis will proceed with five sections. In chapter two, I will discuss the 

literature on policy change and the schools of thought that seek to explain why 

governments make the policy decisions they do. In chapter three, I will explain the 

methodology used to explore public opinion and its effect on policymakers. This will 

require looking at public opinion polls, advocacy efforts, and media coverage to identify 

what public preferences are and how those might be communicated to decision makers. 

In chapter four, I will discuss how policy decisions are strongly correlated with public 

preferences, suggesting that public opinion actually does matter in the decision-making 

process. Chapter five will look at specific variables that affect the relationship between 

public opinion and policy outcomes. Finally, I will conclude with chapter six, a 

discussion on the implications of my findings for policymakers in South Korea and 

neighboring countries as well as a review of opportunities for future research.  
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2. How to Account for Policy Change in South Korea: Four Perspectives 

Since democratization in 1987, South Korea has pursued a number of different strategies 

towards its northern neighbor. At moments, South Korea has appeared to open up to the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), as during the diplomatic thaw that 

occurred during the Kim Dae-Jung administration’s Sunshine Policy. At other times the 

country has responded to North Korean actions with harsh political and economic 

sanctions. To explain these policy changes in South Korea’s North Korea Policy (daebuk 

jeongchaek), scholars have looked to the unique political, geographical, historical, and 

cultural constraints placed on Korean policymakers. In particular, four divergent schools 

of thought have emerged to explain these policy changes: the security environment, the 

preferences of political elites, normative discourse, and public opinion and advocacy.  

First, scholars who apply a security lens to a state’s foreign policy decisions 

utilize rational choice models and cost-benefit analyses to explain why a state may prefer 

one alternative over another. By this line of reasoning, states are rational actors and 

therefore enact policies that result in the greatest benefit given the constraint of the 

geopolitical or security threats facing them. Second, proponents of the political elite 

explanation state that policy change is driven by elite preferences which then influence 

the sentiments of civilians. In particular, countries with a strong central government that 

dominates civil society are better able to drive policy choices without necessarily 

responding to public preferences. Third, normative discourse between dominant and 

dissident voices within a country shape the arena within which discussions surrounding 

policy changes occur. By this logic, it is necessary to evaluate how the identity, norms, 

and preferences of the public, activists, and politicians interact over time and leading to 
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policy change. Finally, public opinion and advocacy can lead to policy change when 

politicians are beholden to the preferences of their constituents and implement policies 

that are consistent with those preferences. This thesis will ultimately draw upon the 

literature that explains the relation between public opinion and policy change to discuss 

how the public might influence policymakers in South Korea.   

Security and Geopolitics 

In the South Korea case, the traditional security lens has been helpful in explaining the 

reasoning behind subsequent containment, engagement, and deterrence policies toward 

the North as implemented by different South Korean administrations. The national 

security school of thought posits that states act as unitary actors, making foreign policy 

decisions that reflect their uncertainty about the motives and intentions of other countries. 

Many security arguments draw clear lines to distinguish between choices that affect a 

country’s international interests and its domestic well-being. This dichotomous 

construction has proven helpful to policymakers facing difficult decisions because it 

simplifies the inherently complex nature of national security issues.6  

Ultimately, states make rational decisions based on careful cost-benefit analyses. 

After weighing the likelihood of various costs or benefits resulting from a specific policy, 

policy makers applying a traditional security lens will make the choice that results in the 

lowest costs and the highest benefits.7 When it is unclear how a sovereign state may react 

                                                           
6 For a discussion of the evolution of international security studies since the Treaty of Westphalia: Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, The 
Evolution of International Security Studies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). For further information on how the 

security lens is typically applied in today’s world: Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde. Security: A New Framework for 

Analysis (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 1998). 
7 For a discussion of rational deterrence and cost-benefit analysis and how that fits in to the wider national security literature: Barry 

Nalebuff, “Rational Deterrence in an Imperfect World,” World Politics vol. 43, no. 3 (1991): 313-335. 
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to a country’s policy, this adds uncertainty to the calculus. Uncertainty tends to aggravate 

security concerns and increases a state’s defensive posturing.  

Victor Cha’s “Hawk Engagement and Preventive Defense” offers a look into the 

logic informing traditional security arguments. Cha suggests that engagement in the form 

of normalized political and economic relations is one way to reduce the DPRK’s sense of 

insecurity, thereby improving the security situation on the Korean peninsula. He 

maintains, however, that the US-ROK alliance must maintain its “defense and deterrence 

capabilities” against the North Korea threat.8 Cha’s argument is typical of the broader 

security policy literature on Korea, which applies a primarily state-centric lens to policy 

issues.9  

O’Hanlon and Mochizuki take this argument a step further by combining 

elements of deterrence and reassurance in their analysis and recommendations. They 

consider North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs, its deplorable human 

rights record, the economic duress of its citizens, abduction victims, and even its alleged 

support of terrorist activities in order to develop a “grand bargain” proposal for the 

United States, South Korea, and Japan with regard to North Korea Policy. Although their 

approach does more to consider specific pressure points that might resonate with 

domestic audiences in each country, it assumes that policymakers respond to the security 

environment rather than to the preferences of political elites or to the public.10  

                                                           
8 Victor Cha, “Hawk Engagement and Preventive Defense,” International Security vol. 27, no. 1 (2002): 40-46. 
9 For another example of a classic example of the neo-realist approach to inter-Korean relations: C. Kenneth Quinones, “South 
Korea’s Approaches to North Korea: A Glacial Process,” In Korean Security Dynamics in Transition, edited by Kyung-Ae Park and 

Dalchoong Kim (New York: Palgrave, 2001). 
10 Michael O’Hanlon and Mike Mochizuki, Crisis on the Korean Peninsula: How to Deal with a Nuclear North Korea (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2003).  
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Geopolitical considerations provide additional context to traditional security 

arguments. Geopolitical security scholars suggest that, due to its location between the 

United States, China, and North Korea, the South Korean government must remain 

cognizant of its neighbors’ divergent policies.11 As a result, South Korean security 

discussions are implicitly influenced by the actions of these other states.12 Scholars have 

pointed out that the United States, in particular, has immense influence over South 

Korean policymaking. Victor Cha has written extensively about South Korea’s alliance 

with the United States. He argues that the alliance is most effective when the US and the 

ROK present a unified front against North Korea through the strategic use of policy 

decisions. Implicit in this argument is that US policy decisions can and do impact the 

ROK’s North Korea Policy. Mo and Hahn continue this discussion by evaluating the 

effects of official US government messages on South Korea. The authors find that South 

Koreans pay close attention to US messaging because this may affect the method by 

which their own country handles the North Korean threat.13 

While the security environment facing South Korea is certain to shape the policy 

preferences of politicians and the public alike, typical security arguments fail to explore 

other explanations for policy change. For example, conservative and progressive 

administrations have divergent North Korea Policy preferences, and these divergent 

                                                           
11 Klaus Dodds, Geopolitics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
12 For a discussion of how “foreign voices” can influence a domestic population: Danny Hayes and Matt Guardino, “The Influence of 

Foreign Voices on U.S. Public Opinion,” American Journal of Political Science Vol. 55, No. 4 (2011): 830-850. The geopolitical 

argument also has many parallels to the economic concept of “institutional stickiness,” where the staying power of an institution and 
its potential to lead to future growth is directly correlated with local ownership over that institution. Essentially, institutions have 

social memory, and, in effect, are path dependent to some degree because they rely on historical, endogenous factors when developing 

policies. For more information: Peter J. Boetkke, Christopher J. Coyne, and Peter T. Leeson, “Institutional Stickiness and the New 
Development Economics,” American Journal of Economics and Sociology vol. 67, no. 2 (2008): 331-358. 
13 Jongryn Mo and Kyu S. Hahn, “Public Diplomacy and North Korea Policy: Diverging Effects of U.S. Messages in the United States 

and South Korea,” Journal of East Asian Studies 5 (2005): 191-197. Mo and Hahn do not limit their research to political elites; 
instead, they are looking at the effect of US messaging on the general Korean populace. While they are studying the impact of public 

diplomacy on different populations, their study makes the assumption that public opinion is important in the policy making process.  
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preferences cannot be fully explained by the security threats facing the country. Kim 

Dae-Jung and Roh Moo-hyun, progressive presidents, both faced North Korean 

provocations, yet they forged ahead with engagement policies. Therefore, the security 

lens may be an effective tool for contextualizing policy changes, but it should not be used 

as the sole explanatory factor.   

Political Elites 

Political elite and imperial presidency arguments look beyond the state-centric view used 

above and instead evaluate how elites can persuade or influence the public to accept their 

policy preferences. A key facet of this approach is derived from principal agent theory, 

where a political agent is responsible for completing a task assigned by the principal. In 

politics, the principal-agent relationship is comprised of voters (principals), who indicate 

their preferences through an election, and elected officials (agents), who then act in 

accordance with the mandate they receive from voters. As David Kang suggests, 

however, this relationship can be reversed, and elected officials may work to change the 

interests of principals and start implementing policies of their own choosing rather than 

remaining beholden to voters.14  

This argument is frequently applied to former French President Charles de Gaulle, 

who effectively launched war in Algeria, among other things, without needing National 

Assembly approval.15 It is also relevant in many South American democracies where 

rulers have used an authoritarian governing style to create and implement policies of their 

                                                           
14 David C. Kang, “The Institutional Foundations of Korean Politics,” In Understanding Korean Politics, edited by Soong Hoom Kil 

and Chung-in Moon (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001): 77-79. 
15 See “The Imperial Presidency” by David A. Andelman for a discussion on how the imperial presidency has changed through time 
and for a look at how countries like France have moved from a strong presidential office to a stronger legislature. World Policy 

Journal, Vol. 30, No. 4 (2013), 111-120. 
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choosing. Although leaders in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and other countries have been 

elected democratically, their policy decisions have not always been consistent with public 

preferences. In addition, their ambivalent attitudes toward democracy have weakened 

state institutions and, as a result, dampened public faith in the merits of democratic 

processes. Although explanations vary for why leaders in these countries are able to 

exercise an immense amount of political influence, researchers frequently look to the 

strength of democratic ideals in a society and the power of past leaders to understand the 

strength of a current leader relative to the public.16  

The political elite argument is also relevant in South Korea, where the political 

system is characterized by a strong state that has traditionally dominated civil society 

organizations and has permeated society to a degree that it can mold the behavior and 

interests of groups and individuals.17 Indeed, the “locus of decision-making power” in 

South Korea rests with the executive branch rather than with the National Assembly, and 

this further distances voters from policy decisions.18 Despite the strong hand of powerful 

state institutions in South Korea—or rather because of it—civil society groups have 

developed into stubborn and resilient entities.19 South Korea has a vibrant civil society 

community, and activists and media outlets stir up public opinion such that politicians 

cannot help but respond to public outcry. The recent impeachment of former President 

Park Geun-hye shows that the public can and will alter the preferences of political elites 

if an issue generates enough popular support. That is not to say that David Kang, Hagen 

                                                           
16 Daniel Stevens, Benjamin G. Bishin, and Robert R. Barr, “Authoritarian Attitudes, Democracy, and Policy Preferences among Latin 
American Elites,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 50, No. 3 (Jul 2006), http://www.jstor.org/stable/3694237, 606-620.  
17 Hagen Koo, “Introduction: Beyond State-Market Relations,” And “Strong State and Contentious Society,” In State and Society in 

Contemporary Korea, edited by Hagen Koo (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993): 1-11. 
18 Kang, “Institutional Foundations,” 98-99. 
19 Koo, State and Society, 231-249. 
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Koo, and other scholars are wrong in their studies of the strong state. On the contrary, 

they have greatly enhanced the literature on how the South Korean state operates. With 

the goal of supplementing their enlightening work on state and society relations in South 

Korea, this thesis looks to better understand the moments when the public, not the state, 

is behind policy change. 

A separate but related strain of the elite preferences argument deals with the 

undue influence of chaebols, large South Korean conglomerate companies, and “money 

politics” on policymaking in South Korea. Chaebols developed close ties with the South 

Korean government in the years following the Korean War. These conglomerates were 

essential to the development initiatives of former President Park Chung-hee, and became 

firmly entrenched in South Korea’s economy. Following Korea’s democratic transition, 

these businesses leveraged their close ties to the Korean economy to continue exerting 

great influence on policy decisions, advocating policies favorable to their own interests. 20  

Furthermore, the exchange of money for political influence has been 

commonplace in Korean politics, as is made apparent by the charges filed against past 

presidents Chun Doo-hwan, Roh Tae-woo, and Park Geun-hye. With regard to the 

prevalence of influence peddling in South Korea’s political landscape, David Kang noted 

that “institutional design or policy choices by themselves are subject to manipulation, 

evasion, and modification.”21 Numerous studies into the relationship between chaebols, 

                                                           
20 Jang Jiho, Kim Sunhyuk, and Han Chonghee, “Advocacy Coalitions in Regulating Big Business in South Korea: Change of 

Chaebol’s Holding Company Policy,” Korea Observer Vol. 41, No. 2 (2010): 161-188. 
21 David C. Kang, “Bad Loans to Good Friends: Money Politics and the Developmental State in South Korea,” International 

Organization vol. 56, no. 1 (2002): 179, 202. 
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money politics, and policy decisions have identified ways in which big business has 

exerted effort to bring about policies that are favorable to the business environment.  

Because this thesis is looking specifically at North Korea Policy, big business is 

expected to have less interest in many of the policy outcomes analyzed here than it would 

in something like labor market regulations, for example. On the other hand, two of the 

specific policies included in the data set for this thesis, Geumgangsan tourism22 and 

Gaeseong Industrial Complex23 operations, are directly tied to South Korean business 

interests. Hyundai Asan, the South Korean company that developed the Geumgangsan 

resort, actively promotes its resort’s tourism opportunities throughout South Korea.24 Due 

to the amount of capital the company has invested in the venture, Hyundai Asan loses a 

significant amount of money when the resort is closed during times of heightened inter-

Korean tensions. Similarly, Hyundai Asan owns the Gaeseong complex and leases office 

and manufacturing space to 124 small- and medium-sized enterprises, all of which have a 

strong interest in maintaining their business operations.25 When the complex closes, these 

businesses lose valuable resources and assets. As a result, some of these small business 

owners are very involved with the civil society movement that promotes continued 

operations at Gaeseong despite inter-Korean tensions. Their preferences are discussed 

later in this thesis.  

                                                           
22 Geumgangsan is a special tourist region located on the western coast of North Korea. South Korean tourists have been allowed to 
visit the area since 1998, but tourism has since been suspended.  
23 The Gaeseong Industrial Complex is a joint North Korea-South Korea venture that uses North Korean labor and South Korean 

capital. The complex is located just north of the demilitarized zone (DMZ). The complex has opened and closed a number of times 
since operations began in 2004. The most recent closure came in 2016 following a North Korean nuclear test and satellite launch.  
24 Ryu Jin, “1.5 Million Tourists Visit Mt. Geumgang,” North Korean Economy Watch, Jun. 7, 2007, accessed Apr. 28, 2017, 

http://www.nkeconwatch.com/category/tourism/page/24/.  
25 “What is the Kaesong Industrial Complex?” BBC News, Feb. 10, 2016, accessed Apr. 28, 2017, http://www.bbc.com/news/business-

22011178.  
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Where Hyundai Asan is concerned, it also wants Geumgangsan and Gaeseong to 

remain operational, as both these areas represent a significant capital investment for the 

company. I would expect the company, a chaebol, to exert influence on South Korean 

policymakers to keep these areas open; however, due to the close relationship between 

policymakers and chaebol business leaders, there is little public information on what 

Hyundai Asan is doing to pressure policymakers on this issue. As a result, this thesis will 

not incorporate chaebol interests as an independent variable in this study but will instead 

assume that Hyundai Asan exerts constant pressure on the South Korean government to 

keep its resort and business complex open. 

Normative Discourse 

Where normative discourse and identity are concerned, long-term South Korean 

perceptions of North Korea have been shaped by historical advances in relations, patterns 

of distrust and antipathy, and beliefs surrounding unification and human rights.26 These 

perceptions affect both South Korean civil society and politicians and how they form 

opinions on policy decisions. North Korea Policy is strongly rooted in historical South 

Korean feelings of ethnic affinity with North Koreans. As a result, research on the social 

and cultural roots of the South Korean debate surrounding inter-Korean relations helps 

uncover the patterns underlying public opinion and advocacy.  

Scholarship in state and society relations reveals that social forces in a state pull 

in multiple directions and can lead to a struggle over a society’s moral order.27 A useful 

                                                           
26 Roland Bleiker, “Divided Korea: Toward a Culture of Reconciliation,” Peace Review 14:3 (2002): 297-299. 

Danielle L. Chubb, Contentious Activism and Inter-Korean Relations (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014): 199-200.  
27 Joel S. Migdal, “An Anthropology of the State: Struggles for Domination,” State in Society: Studying How States and Societies 
Transform and Constitute One Another (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  
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example would be the debate over abortion in the United States, where pro-life advocates 

vehemently oppose abortion while pro-choice advocates assert that every woman has the 

right to choose what to do with her own body. The US abortion policy has changed over 

time as these two groups have struggled to dominate policymakers’ attention. Struggles 

between the state and society for domination take place in multiple “arenas” that are not 

necessarily related but all of which are part of a field of interacting social forces. 

Comprehending how a state makes policy decisions then requires an evaluation of the 

state, the society it serves, and the engagements and disengagements between the two.28  

Roland Bleiker re-conceptualizes the debate surrounding South Korean security 

and inter-Korean relations by asserting that identity construction can explain the current 

state of affairs and can inform future developments. He argues that political discourse 

needs to include a discussion of the evolving identities of the ROK and the DPRK, the 

norms of engagement on the Korean peninsula, and the long-term perceptions of North 

Korea that have persisted in the South since the Korean War.  

In a similar vein, Gi-Wook Shin also emphasizes the importance of identity in his 

book Ethnic Nationalism in Korea. Shin examines how “national identity is in flux—

constantly challenged, contested, reformulated, and transformed.” 29 Upon emerging from 

Japanese colonial rule at the end of World War II, Korean ethnicity “became a primary 

source of collective identity”30 as Koreans attempted to define themselves against an 

                                                           
28 Migdal, “Anthropology of the State.” 
29 Gi-Wook Shin, Ethnic Nationalism in Korea (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), 223. 
30 Shin, Ethnic Nationalism, 225. 
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increasingly interconnected world. This sense of Korean identity developed into a form 

of ethnic nationalism that transcends transnational pressure or political ideologies. 

On the other hand, many South Koreans increasingly see North Korea as “an 

other” or “an enemy,” and young South Koreans in particular have little in common with 

their northern neighbors.31 Older South Koreans received a strong dose of anti-

communist education in the decades following the Korean War, and this ideology has 

shaped their perceptions of the communist North. One need only look at South Korea’s 

strict National Security Law, which punishes individuals who exhibit pro-North Korea or 

pro-communist ideals, to see how completely anti-communist ideals have been inculcated 

in the country. On top of that, many of today’s older South Koreans were participants in 

the minjung movement,32 which spurred the democratization of South Korea in 1987, but 

also became an enduring legacy in the lives of participants.33 These factors combine to 

create a strong South Korean identity that is distinct from North Korea. Consequentially, 

North Korea Policy has also changed to adapt to South Korea’s fluid political and social 

dynamics.34  

Other scholars have built upon the role of conflicting identities to explain 

discontinuities in policy choices. For example, Shin Soon-ok discusses the difference in 

South Korea’s “role identity” vis-à-vis the US-ROK alliance and the country’s “type 

identity,” which emphasizes common cultural attributes that are shared on the Korean 

                                                           
31 Kang Won-Taek and Lee Nae-Young (eds.), Understanding Korean Identity Through the Lens of Opinion Survey (Seoul: East Asia 

Institute, 2011).  
32 The minjung movement is a defining event in the lives of many South Koreans. Individuals felt oppressed economically, politically, 
and sociologically under South Korea’s authoritarian rulers, and this labor movement brought many distinct groups together with the 

common goal of bringing about democratization.  
33 Steven Denney, “Young South Koreans’ Realpolitik Attitude Towards the North,” The Diplomat, Jan. 16, 2016, accessed Apr. 28, 
2017, http://thediplomat.com/2016/01/young-south-koreans-realpolitik-attitude-towards-the-north/.  
34 Bleiker, “Divided Korea,” 297-302 
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peninsula.35 South Koreans must sometimes choose between policy decisions that are 

consistent with the country’s role in its US alliance and the cultural preferences that have 

developed over the 70-plus years of division on the Korean peninsula. Shin uses this 

intuition to explain why the Kim Dae-Jung and Roh Moo-hyun administrations increased 

economic and political engagement in an attempt to improve inter-Korean relations, but 

Lee Myung-bak halted their rapprochement policies in an effort to reestablish a more 

traditional relationship with the United States.36  

South Korea’s relationship with the United States has colored the 2017 

presidential election, with the leading presidential candidate, Moon Jae-in, stating that 

“nothing is more dangerous than letting others decide our fate.”37 While the role South 

Korea plays in its alliance with the US is important, Moon’s statement is indicative of 

broader public preferences that South Korea retain its independence despite the influence 

of foreign powers. South Koreans have long been concerned about becoming a “shrimp 

among whales,”38 and traversing the troubling geopolitical environment of East Asia is 

difficult given the South’s close political and military alliance with the US and its 

increasing economic ties to China. These identity-based arguments provide an important 

insight into some of the causal factors that have led to changes in North Korea Policy; 

however, the discussion so far has been focused on long-term trends rather than on the 

specific drivers behind individual policy changes.  

                                                           
35 Shin Soon-ok, “Engagement? Containment?: The Role of Identity in the Formation of South Korea’s Policy Toward Pyongyang,” 
North Korea Review vol. 9, no. 1 (2013): 88-90. 
36 Shin, “Role of Identity,” 83-84. 
37 Ahn JH, “Sunshine 2.0? Moon Jae-in’s new inter-Korean policies, in summary,” NK News, Apr. 24, 2017, accessed Apr. 28, 2017, 
https://www.nknews.org/2017/04/sunshine-2-0-moon-jae-ins-new-inter-korean-policies-in-summary/.  
38 This Korean phrase suggests that when whales fight, the shrimp gets crushed. It implies that tensions between the US and China will 

adversely impact the Korean peninsula. For an example of this line of reasoning, see Rahul Raj, “Is South Korea Again Becoming a 
Shrimp Among Whales?” Hankyoreh, Jul. 30, 2015, accessed Apr. 28, 2017, 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_editorial/702458.html.  
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For a closer look at individual North Korea Policy decisions, Danielle Chubb’s 

book Contentious Activism and Inter-Korean Relations is helpful because it incorporates 

South Korean identity into its discussion of the “negotiated argumentative process” that 

has formed the ROK’s current policy.39 Chubb argues that the norms shaping North 

Korea Policy are the result of the discourse between dominant and dissident influences 

within South Korea’s political sphere.40 “Deep-seated social, cultural, and political roots” 

as well as beliefs surrounding unification, human rights, and democracy have been 

central to policy discussions. In addition, different advocacy groups are better able to 

strike a chord that resonates with the public, which makes their policy preferences more 

conspicuous to policymakers.  

This all combines to say that identity matters, and groups that are able to 

capitalize on specific identity traits in their advocacy efforts are best able to generate a 

positive public response. For example, in recent years advocacy groups that focus their 

efforts on disseminating information about individuals abducted by North Korea and 

missing prisoners of war have participated in calls for the reunion41 of families divided 

between North and South Korea following the Korean War. That is not to say these 

groups have stopped caring about abductees and POWs. It is more likely that they are 

aware that public interest in abductees is low, whereas interest in reunions of divided 

families is a salient North Korea Policy issue. As a result, these groups have advocated 

                                                           
39 Chubb, Contentious Activism, 199-200. 
40 Chubb, Contentious Activism, 4. 
41 These family reunions are an aspect of South Korea’s engagement policy with the North. Divided families are allowed to reunite for 

a limited amount of time at a location agreed upon by the North and South Korean governments.  
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reunions in recent years to get more attention for their primary cause, North Korean 

abductions.  

Public Opinion and Advocacy 

Ultimately, this thesis intends to gauge the responsiveness of the South Korean 

government to public opinion and advocacy on the creation and implementation of its 

North Korea Policy. South Korea’s relationship with North Korea is a very salient issue 

for South Koreans, and the best way to assess whether the preferences of the South 

Korean population are considered by policymakers is to look at the consistence of public 

opinion and advocacy efforts with policy outcomes. Article 1 of the South Korean 

Constitution states that “the Republic of Korea shall be a democratic republic, [and] the 

sovereignty of the Republic of Korea shall reside in the people, and all state authority 

shall emanate from the people.”42 The following pages will therefore examine the health 

of South Korean democracy as it pertains to inter-Korean relations.  

For the purposes of this thesis, public opinion is defined as “the aggregate of 

public attitudes or beliefs” 43 about North Korea-related policy issues. I am looking at 

public opinion in a general sense to assess whether majority views are impactful on 

policy decisions. Although it can also be telling to evaluate which cross-sections of 

society feel a certain way about a given policy issue (e.g. South Korean youth feel more 

ambivalent about reunification than older South Koreans), and this thesis will incorporate 

                                                           
42 “Constitution of the Republic of Korea,” The National Assembly of the Republic of Korea, accessed May 14, 2017, 
http://korea.assembly.go.kr/res/low_01_read.jsp.  
43 William T. Bianco and David T. Canon, "Public Opinion," American Politics Today, 3rd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2013). 
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cross-sectional analysis on certain issues, the overall purpose of this research project is to 

evaluate public opinion as a whole.  

Advocacy is more difficult to define because it can refer to a wide range of 

actions.44 This thesis will look specifically at advocacy efforts outside the government, 

such as protest events and activist movements, that generate news coverage by South 

Korea’s leading newspapers. This is a deliberately narrow definition of advocacy due to 

the limited resources and time available to complete this project. Despite the narrow 

scope, civil society in South Korea is extremely active, and following protest and activist 

movements is an effective way to understand what perspectives different groups may 

have on policy decisions and how those groups might attempt to influence or sway the 

policymaking process.45 

Research on public opinion and policymaking in South Korea is still rather new, 

perhaps because of the relative youth of the democratic state in Korea; however, a 

number of scholars in the United States have attempted to answer these questions by 

studying the interactions between the public and policymakers in the United States. Some 

have looked at general public opinion trends over time, arriving at the conclusion that 

government officials will sense shifting public opinion and will adjust their policy 

decisions accordingly.46 Others have applied methodologies previously used for studying 

organizational decision making to government policymaking, notably John Kingdon and 

                                                           
44 For a broader discussion on advocacy and its definition in public opinion research: Paul Burstein, American Public Opinion, 

Advocacy, and Policy in Congress (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014): 6-10.  
45 Jiso Yoon discusses the important of differentiating between advocacy within and outside the government, specifically in South 
Korea, where the government has historically played a prominent role in policymaking Jiso Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking in 

South Korea (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2016): 57-59. 
46 This macro-political perspective looks beyond the interests of specific individuals, groups, and policymakers to instead contend that 
it is public opinion in a broader sense that drives policy change. James A. Stimson, Michael B. MacKuen, and Robert S. Erikson, 

“Dynamic Representation,” The American Political Science Review 89:3 (1995): 543. 
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his use of the Garbage Can Model.47 Kingdon argues that the making of public policy is a 

set of processes which includes “1) the setting of the agenda, 2) the specification of 

alternatives… 3) an authoritative choice among those specified alternatives… and 4) the 

implementation of the decision.”48 He finds that advocacy groups and the public are best 

at “blocking agenda items or proposing amendments to or substitutions for proposals 

already on the agenda.”49 They can also be effective in promoting certain agenda items, 

but ultimately public opinion is better able to prevent the government from doing 

something than encouraging the government to do something.  

Others looking at public opinion, advocacy, and policy change contend that 

advocacy groups have the ability to change public policy, but advocates of the status quo 

are most likely to win.50 This concept is apparent in the recent healthcare reform 

movement spearheaded by Republicans in the US Congress in early 2017. The 

Affordable Care Act (ACA), or Obamacare, has become the status quo for healthcare in 

the United States. In other words, it is the current policy on healthcare, and any future 

reforms or adjustments to US healthcare will have to contend with Obamacare. When 

republicans attempted to “repeal and replace” the ACA with a new healthcare act, they 

met with extreme opposition from Obamacare supporters. At the same time, “healthcare 

reform” is broadly supported by individuals across the country, so there were two 

conflicting public support camps, one for and one against reform. In March, status quo 

                                                           
47 In essence, an organization dumps problems and solutions into a “garbage can” of choice opportunities, and the particular problems 

and solutions in the garbage will lead to policy outcomes. This is due to the “relatively complicated interplay among the generation of 

problems in an organization…the production of solutions, and the opportunities for choice.” Michael D. Cohen, James G. March, and 
Johan P. Olsen, “A Garbage Can Model of Organizational Choice,” Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 1 (1972): 3. 
48 John W. Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (New York: Pearson, 2011): 2-4. 
49 Kingdon, Agendas, 51. 
50 Frank R. Baumgartner, and Jeffrey M. Berry, Marie Hojnacki, David C. Kimball, and Beth L. Leech, Lobbying and Policy Change: 

Who Wins, Who Loses, and Why (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
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advocates succeeded in removing the healthcare reform act from the Congressional 

docket temporarily because support for the bill was insufficient to outweigh opposition 

voices.51  

When policy change does occur, the context of the change matters. That is to say, 

the public and policymakers alike are responsive to their environment. For example, 

during the Ebola outbreak that began in 2014, the US Congress passed a variety of bills 

focusing on the global response to Ebola. There was extensive news coverage in the 

United States, and the horrors of Ebola unfolded on American television screens across 

the country. This generated public sympathy for the plight of individuals in the West 

African nations affected, and there was no public outcry when Congress approved funds 

to be allocated to Ebola-related efforts. Were it not for the outbreak, Congress almost 

certainly would not have increased funding for Ebola-related research when and how it 

did.52 The same concept applies to South Korea, where events like North Korean nuclear 

tests or humanitarian crises are sure to impact eventual policy decisions. It is therefore 

necessary to consider the potential impacts of such events on the public and on 

policymakers. 

Conversely, scholars find that the public is disinterested in many of the decisions 

made by the government, and political advocacy fills the gap where public opinion is 

lacking.53 Paul Burstein argues that public opinion and publicly visible advocacy both 

strongly impact policy decisions; however, there are many issues where the public has no 

                                                           
51 “Republicans Say They Do Not Have Enough Votes to Pass Health Care Bill,” Fortune, Mar. 24, 2017, accessed Apr. 29, 2017, 
http://fortune.com/2017/03/24/ahca-republicans-health-care-bill/.  
52 Jennifer Kates, Josh Michaud, Adam Wexler, and Allison Valentine, “The U.S. Response to Ebola: Status of the FY205 Emergency 

Ebola Appropriation,” Kaiser Family Foundation, Dec. 11, 2015, accessed Apr. 29, 2017, http://kff.org/global-health-policy/issue-
brief/the-u-s-response-to-ebola-status-of-the-fy2015-emergency-ebola-appropriation/.  
53 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 1-19.  
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opinion and there is limited publicly visible advocacy. For these issues, there is little 

policy change.54 

Few studies of South Korean policymaking account for advocacy work or public 

opinion. Of the literature that does exist, most scholars have focused on explaining 

advocacy networks and activist movements. These contributions have greatly enhanced 

the study of civil society and its influence and have led to many fruitful comparisons 

between activist movements in South Korea and other countries.55 On the other hand, the 

influence of public opinion is missing from this literature. This may be due in part to 

South Korea’s historical lack of opinion polling institutions; however, Korea has now 

entered its 30th year since democratization, and an increasing number of pollsters are 

offering consistent and reliable public opinion polling data. This thesis will utilize this 

public opinion information to fill this gap in the South Korean literature. 

Public Opinion and Foreign Policy 

Before proceeding, it is necessary to make a quick note on the relation between public 

opinion and foreign policy. Where foreign policy decisions like South Korea’s North 

Korea Policy are concerned, the interplay between the public and the government 

becomes complicated. Robert Putnam argues that domestic and international politics are 

inseparably entangled, and to understand how a country implements its foreign policy, 

one must also understand what domestic preferences are in effect at the time a foreign 

policy decision is made. As a result, it is not only important to understand the nature of 

                                                           
54 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 170-171.  
55 Celeste Arrington, Accidental Activists: Victim Movements and Government Accountability in Japan and South Korea (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2016); Chubb, Contentious Activism; Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking. 
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specific national security concerns (as outlined above) but also domestic identity, norms, 

and public discourse as well as other unrelated domestic policy options on the table.  

If that is not enough in and of itself, other scholars indicate that the media shapes 

public opinion on foreign policy.56 While that may be true in a general sense, in South 

Korea only about five percent of front page news stories involve international affairs 

whereas issues like government operations and macroeconomics take up about 32 percent 

and 15 percent, respectively.57 This suggests that the public is not terribly concerned with 

international affairs or foreign policy—or at least that the media places higher 

prominence on domestic politics than on international politics when it prioritizes news 

stories. Many scholars suggest that the public is not very attuned to foreign policy 

decisions as a whole or that the public finds difficulty processing information and 

expressing opinions on foreign policy topics.58 Others distinguish between general 

foreign policy issues, in which the public has little interest, and conflicts or crises, which 

scholars suspect will draw public attention.59 

For South Korea, this may indeed be the case for general foreign policy issues, 

but North Korea Policy is something that does not necessarily fit the mold where foreign 

policy is concerned. In the 2017 presidential elections, North Korea Policy was a 

prominent campaign platform, and leading candidates distinguished themselves by 

proposing varying degrees of toughness or engagement toward North Korea.60 Although 

                                                           
56 Matthew A. Baum and Philip B.K. Potter, “The Relationships Between Mass Media, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy: Toward a 

Theoretical Synthesis,” Annual Review of Political Science Vol. 11 (2008): 40. 
57 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 93. 
58 O.R. Holsti, Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004).  
59 Baum, “Relationships Between,” 44. 
60 Choe Sang-Hun, “South Korea Election Turns Into 2-Way Race as Dark Horse Surges,” The New York Times, Apr. 14, 2017, 

accessed Apr. 30, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/14/world/asia/south-korea-election-ahn-cheol-soo.html.  
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South Koreans consistently rank the economy as the most pressing issue facing their 

country, security and inter-Korean relations typically fall toward the top of the list for 

most people. North Korea remains a salient issue in South Korea almost constantly, and 

the fact that there is so much data on how the public feels toward its northern neighbor 

makes North Korea Policy an attractive case for studying public opinion and its potential 

impact on government policy decisions.  

Responsiveness of Policymakers to Public Opinion 

I contend that public opinion does impact policy decisions in South Korea despite the 

country’s strong executive branch. In its simplest form, my argument boils down to the 

following: 

Level of Public 

Interest in a Policy 

 Responsiveness of 

Policy Outcomes 

 

As the level of public interest in a policy increases, so should the responsiveness 

of the government to public preferences. The term responsiveness refers to the 

congruence in policy outcomes between public interests and policy decisions. When the 

government is responsive to the public, its policy decisions reflect public preferences. An 

unresponsive government will make decisions irrespective of public preferences. 

Responsiveness can be measured by looking at policy outcomes. If public proponents for 

policy change vastly outnumber the defenders of a policy, then the state’s institutions 

should be supportive of policy change. If the majority of the public would prefer that 

policies remain the same, then a responsive state will not pursue policy change. 
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To evaluate this claim, I will look at whether the South Korean government’s 

policy decisions correspond to public opinion on North Korea Policy and inter-Korean 

relations (see table 2.1. for an overview of key policy issues). When the public has strong 

preferences for a specific policy, I expect the amount of pressure on policymakers to 

make a decision that is consistent with public opinion to increase. On the other hand, if 

public opinion surrounding a policy decision is weak, then the government will feel less 

constrained as it responds to policy issues. Furthermore, if the state is completely 

unresponsive to public opinion, then it will not matter how strong the level of interest the 

public shows on a specific policy issue. In such a case, the state will make its own 

decisions without regard for public opinion or activism. This form of governance is more 

representative of the “strong state” explanation discussed in the literature review than it is 

of a democratic and representative government.  

Table 2.1. North Korea Policy Overview 

Key South Korean policy issues relating to North Korea and inter-Korean relations  

Policy Issue Explanation 

Gaeseong Industrial 

Complex 

Joint North-South business venture located in North 

Korea near the demilitarized zone (DMZ) where North 

Korea provides the land and labor and South Korea 

provides capital investment, management, and 

marketing. North Korea receives cash payments for 

employed workers, and South Korean companies keep 

the revenues from product sales. 

Geumgangsan Tourism A tourist resort located on the east coast of North Korea 

where South Korea tourists have been allowed to stay. 

GSOMIA The General Security of Military Information Agreement 

is meant to increase information sharing between Japan 

and South Korea over potential North Korean threats. 
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Humanitarian Aid South Korea has provided huge amounts of aid to North 

Korea throughout the years in an effort to improve inter-

Korean relations. The South has halted aid provisions 

when tensions on the peninsula increase. 

Inter-Korean Summit Top- and mid-level meetings between the president, 

ministers, or other ministry officials to discuss inter-

Korean relations. 

May 24 Measures Heavy sanctions imposed against North Korea following 

the sinking of the South Korean naval vessel Cheonan 

by North Korea in 2010.  

National Security Law 1948 law against anti-government organizations that has 

been used by the South Korean government to prosecute 

pro-communist and pro-North Korea groups.  

North Korean Human 

Rights Act 

2016 law that outlines the need for the protection and 

advancement of human rights for North Koreans. 

 

North Korean Refugees 

Protection and Settlement 

Support Act 

Law that governs the resettlement of North Korean 

refugees in South Korea; North Koreans are provided 

with a lump-sum resettlement payment, medical 

treatment, housing, access to education, employment 

training, and other services when they arrive in South 

Korea. 

Separated/Divided Family 

Reunions 

Since the Korean War ended in 1953, families have been 

divided between the North and the South. Starting in 

2000, members of divided families have been allowed to 

meet at a government-arranged event before returning to 

their respective homes. 

Six Party Talks An effort between the United States, Japan, China, 

Russia, South Korea, and North Korea to find a peaceful 

resolution to North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. 

The talks stalled in late-2007. 
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THAAD Terminal High Altitude Area Defense is a US missile 

defense system deployed to South Korea in 2017 to 

protect against a potential North Korean attack.  

Note: Although this is not a comprehensive list of the policies discussed in this thesis, 

the above polices are frequently mentioned due to their salience. 

 

This thesis also will evaluate external conditions that may affect the congruence 

of public opinion and advocacy with eventual policy outcomes. When North Korea ramps 

up its provocations of the South, for example, I expect both the government and the 

public to prefer a harder line approach to inter-Korean relations. In this case, consistence 

between the policy outcome and public opinion is correlative in nature, not causal. The 

consistence is a result of two independent responses—that of the public and that of the 

government—to North Korea’s provocations rather than an interdependent response. The 

upcoming methodology section will explain how this thesis will control for such external 

conditions when evaluating the consistence between public opinion and policy outcomes. 

To respond specifically to the strong state argument that is so prevalent in 

discussion on South Korean governance, this thesis also will consider policy decisions 

made by both the legislative and executive branches of the Korean government. As in 

other democratic states, the Korean National Assembly is tasked with creating laws and 

legislation in accordance with “the people’s opinions” while the presidency is responsible 

for implementing and enforcing those laws.61 However, due to the South Korean 

presidency’s immense historical power in the policymaking arena, it is necessary to 

                                                           
61 Korean Culture and Information Service, “Executive, Legislature, and the Judiciary,” Korea.net, accessed 30 Jan. 2017, 

http://www.korea.net/Government/Constitution-and-Government/Executive-Legislature-Judiciary.  
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assess the responsiveness of the executive branch, particularly the office of the president, 

to rebut the strong state or imperial presidency argument.62  

The different offices of government have varying incentives for responding to 

public preferences. For the National Assembly, members are elected to four year terms, 

and the pursuit of reelection is certain to drive members’ responsiveness to local 

constituents. Of the 300 Assembly members, 246 are elected directly and the remaining 

54 are elected through a proportional representation system that divides the seats among 

the parties based on the percentage of total votes they won.63 As a result, a plurality of 

members are beholden to regional public preferences as they work to represent the needs 

of their constituencies.  

The executive branch is a different matter. The president is only eligible to run for 

a single term, and the leaders of executive ministries are appointed by the president, not 

elected. As a result, these positions are much more shielded from public preferences. On 

the other hand, there are still some public opinion considerations that apply. First, 

presidents need to secure their legacy.64 The case of former President Park Geun-hye is 

an instructive example. In the final weeks of her presidency, her approval rating hovered 

around five percent. The corruption scandal surrounding her and the initiation of 

impeachment proceedings delegitimized her presidency to such a degree that she was no 

longer able to effectively run the nation even before she was removed from office.  

                                                           
62 South Korea’s authoritarian leader Park Chung Hee ruled from 1961 until his assassination in 1979. Because of his authoritarian 

style, many South Koreans grew to distrust government institutions. This distrust has compounded other matters—

“…authoritarianism, elitism, regionalism, and militarism”—that have impinged democracy in the country. See John Kie-Chiang Oh, 
Korean Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 5, 48, 194.  
63 “Members,” The National Assembly of the Republic of Korea, accessed May 1, 2017, http://korea.assembly.go.kr/int/org_03.jsp.  
64 Ahn Byong-Man, Elites and Political Power in South Korea (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2003). Kwon Hyeok Yong, “Targeting 
Public Spending in a New Democracy: Evidence from South Korea,” British Journal of Political Science vol. 35, no. 2 (2005): 321-

341. 
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Second, an incumbent president often helps the ruling party’s candidate win the 

next presidential election. Aside from the obvious goodwill this generates within the 

party, Horiuchi and Lee state that it also reduces “the possibility of the next government 

discrediting the political, economic, and social achievements made during the 

incumbent’s term.”65 Korean politics are heavily regionalized, and an incumbent’s 

economic and developmental support of his or her regional stronghold greatly enhances 

the chances that the ruling party’s candidate will become the next president. The leaders 

of executive ministries, who are typically members of the ruling party, feel a similar 

pressure to pave the way for a new president of their own party. 

Regionalism impacts the actions of the president in yet another way. Whereas a 

presidential candidate relies heavily on a specific region for support during the election, 

he or she enters office and becomes the leader of a nation that is divided politically along 

regional lines. But as Horiuchi and Lee point out, “[the] Korean president…is eager to 

establish himself not as a leader of one specific region but as the leader of the entire 

nation.”66 By appealing to the general public, a president can ensure smooth operations 

that may not be possible if regional divisions lead to political unrest or conflict.  

Ultimately, this thesis is founded on the assumption that public opinion matters in 

a democratic state. This assumption applies to both the legislative and executive branches 

of government. Though other influences abound, the strength of a democracy is 

correlated with its responsiveness to its citizens. National security arguments do a good 

job of analyzing the international political forces at play in a particular policy decision; 

                                                           
65 Horiuchi Yusaku and Seungjoo Lee, “The Presidency, Regionalism, and Distributive Politics in South Korea,” Comparative 
Political Studies vol. 41, no. 6 (2008): 868. 
66 Horiuhi and Lee, “The Presidency,” 869. 
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however, they fail to address why political transitions or institutional norms may impact 

an outcome. Similarly, the strong state approach offers valuable insights into how 

political leaders may come to dominate the policymaking process, but it does little to 

explain how the public might regain political influence or exercise its democratic rights. 

The recent protests that led to former President Park Geun-hye’s impeachment indicate 

that the public can and will take action if it feels strongly enough about an issue. As for 

the normative discourse literature, this area of study is useful for understanding the 

historical interactions between a country’s state and society, and it explains the specific 

advocacy movements that are most successful in generating public (and governmental) 

support. These three schools of thought provide valuable insight into some of the 

variables that comprise the policymaking process, but alone they cannot account for 

broader public opinion trends and the impact those trends have on policy.  
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3. Evaluating the Impact of Opinion and Advocacy on North Korea Policy 

The literature suggests that public opinion and advocacy are factors that influence foreign 

policy decisions in democratic states. To the extent that there is public interest in South 

Korea on issues pertaining to North Korea, public opinion and advocacy should therefore 

have some impact on the development and implementation of North Korea Policy. The 

interesting question then becomes how frequently (or infrequently) do public preferences 

impact policy decisions? And what are the specific conditions that increase the likelihood 

of the public’s success in influencing policymakers?  

Case Selection 

South Korea’s policy toward the North is multifaceted, and includes the issues of 

reunification, national defense, the US-ROK military alliance, humanitarian aid, and 

others. Due to the multidimensional nature of this collection of policies, government 

responsiveness on North Korea-related policies will be a strong indicator of the influence 

of public opinion and advocacy in South Korea. North Korea-related policy decisions are 

particularly salient in South Korea,67 and public opinion data on these decisions is readily 

available and has been collected consistently for a number of years. Although I have 

limited myself from evaluating the broader effects of public opinion on the South Korean 

policymaking process by only selecting issues related to North Korea Policy, this thesis 

will still provide valuable insight into the public’s role in inter-Korean relations.  

                                                           
67 North Korea-related issues are particularly visible in South Korean policy discussions for a number of reasons. Bleiker argues that 
South Korean identity, the norms of inter-Korean engagement, and long-term perceptions of North Korea have resulted in extensive 

public interest in North Korea Policy. Bleiker, “Divided Korea,” 297-302. 
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South Koreans have a vested interest in inter-Korean relations, but that is not to 

say that everybody in the South is particularly concerned with every aspect of North 

Korea Policy. Numerous scholars have reported that there is a generational divide 

between older and younger South Koreans, with younger Koreans uninterested in topics 

like Korean unification and divided families.68 However, the sheer magnitude of public 

discussion on North Korea-related issues in South Korean academic circles, 

nongovernmental organizations, and civic groups, shows that North Korea Policy is 

indeed a salient issue for a large number of South Koreans.69  

Research on salience suggests that distributive policies, or policies that result in a 

measurable benefit for voters, are the most important to the public.70 Although North 

Korea Policy does not necessarily result in a tangible benefit to voters, it evokes an 

emotional response for many in South Korea. Many have an interest in the security of 

their homeland in the face of North Korean provocation. Others are interested in the 

welfare of the North Korean people, many of whom have familial ties to individuals in 

the South. The continued economic success of South Korea, which is in part contingent 

on regional stability, is also important to South Koreans.71 In addition, Burstein finds that 

public opinion on foreign, defense, and economic policies is more consistent with actual 

policy change than for other types of policy, suggesting that the public is particularly 

                                                           
68 The polling questions I reviewed for this study are cross-tabulated by age and show that young South Koreans are often ambivalent 

on North Korea Policy issues. Reunification policy, for example, generates little popular support among South Korean youth. For 

additional information on this topic, see Andrei Lankov, “Education about N. Korea,” The Korea Times, March 25, 2012, accessed 
March 20, 2014, http://koreatimes.co.kr. 
69 Salience is particularly important in evaluating the formulation of foreign policy; however, it is frequently overlooked. This thesis 

proceeds with the assumption that public opinion is undervalued in studies of the ROK’s North Korea Policy, which suggests that 
researchers have been ignorant of the salience of North Korea-related issues in South Korea. For more on the issue of salience, see 

Amitai Etzioni, “The Salience of Salience in International Relations,” The Brown Journal of World Affairs 22.2 (2016): 237-250. 
70 For an analysis of political influence and distributive policies in South Korea, see Horiuchi Lee, “The Presidency,” 861-882. 
71 Andrew Wolman, “South Korea’s Response to Human Rights Abuses in North Korea: An Analysis of Policy Options,” Asia-Pacific 

Issues No. 110 (2013): 1-8. 
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interested in these types of policy (or at least that the government is more responsive to 

public opinion on these issues).72  

The amount of public opinion data on North Korea Policy also makes this an 

attractive case study. The world is interested to know what South Koreans think about 

North Korea. Whereas public opinion polling in the country has been spotty at best for 

many issues since democratization in 1987, pollsters have consistently asked South 

Koreans about their preferences for managing relations with North Korea. The prevalence 

of this data provides us with a few important capabilities. We can look at changes 

through time and assess if the public is more or less effective in earlier or later periods. 

We can also look at specific policy issues dealing with North Korea to see if public 

opinion on those issues changes, and, if so, what the impact of that change is on 

policymakers. Furthermore, there is a wide range of North Korea-related policy 

decisions, making it possible to gauge whether the public is effective in influencing all 

policy decisions or just specific ones.  

There are some difficulties in analyzing the impact of public opinion on a certain 

category of policy decisions. First, public opinion is just one of many explanations for 

why a policymaker will make a specific decision. Controlling for the impact of other 

causal factors is not easy and requires a careful look at what other influences may affect a 

policy outcome. For this reason, the literature review for this thesis is particularly 

important; it helps us understand what other common explanations exist for 

understanding policy decisions. This thesis will remain mindful of alternative 

                                                           
72 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 65. 
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explanations that may be better suited to explain what is happening in the North Korea 

Policy realm.  

In addition, this thesis will look for factors that may impact both public opinion 

and policymakers, such as provocations from North Korea. Should North Korea engage 

in hostile activity against the South, such as the sinking of the South Korean ship 

Cheonan in 2010, this will likely enrage the public and policymakers alike. In essence, a 

high correlation in public opinion and policy decisions does not necessarily mean that the 

South Korean government is exceptionally responsive to the public. While it may not be 

possible to completely separate the effect of major events on policy decisions, this thesis 

will attempt to isolate the impact of major events (like the Cheonan incident). To do so, I 

will compare the impact of public opinion and advocacy in general to the impact after a 

major event. If there is a stronger correlation between opinion, advocacy, and policy 

change following a major event, this would indicate that the event affected the outcome. 

It will therefore be necessary to carefully check the timing of major events relative to 

public opinion polls and advocacy efforts to determine whether the event occurred before 

or after the public opinion and advocacy data was collected.   

Second, by focusing specifically on North Korea Policy, this study will be 

missing information that would otherwise be gained from looking at public opinion 

across multiple policy sectors. Public opinion in South Korea may have a bigger impact 

on agriculture or healthcare policies, for example, or a negligible impact on something 

like criminal law.73 Although the scope is limited, the usefulness of this study lies in its 

                                                           
73 In fact, Jiso Yoon’s study on advocacy in South Korea shows just this. See Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 30. 
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generalizability. Because of the basket of policies included in North Korea Policy, the 

findings of this study will point to when the public is likely to influence policy decisions, 

even if it does not explain what the impact of public preferences might be on a specific 

policy issue. The intent is not to look at the overall health of the Korean democratic 

system but instead to the relationship between the public and policy decisions.74 This 

study will reveal instances when the government does and does not respond to public 

preferences, and it can therefore act as a baseline for government responsiveness upon 

which additional research can build.  

Finally, it is important to realize that policymaking is not a zero-sum game where 

the public either wins or loses. There are a number of issues about which the public does 

not have strong preferences but where special interest groups or activists assume the role 

of influencer. As a result, it is also necessary to assess the role of advocacy on 

policymaking; however, this can be difficult, especially if there are opposing special 

interest groups or if there is disparity between the activist community and public opinion 

writ large. It will therefore be necessary to distinguish between the preferences indicated 

by polling data and those of civil society groups on specific policy issues.75  

Variables and Biases 

When it comes to measuring public opinion’s impact on policy change, consistency is the 

name of the game. When policy change is consistent with public opinion, that suggests a 

positive relationship between policy change and opinion. If the majority of the public 

                                                           
74 As an additional note, Burstein discusses how responsiveness to public opinion does not necessarily indicate that a democracy is 

healthy. There may be a number of nondemocratic reasons that cause an administration to respond to the public. Responsiveness 

should therefore be treated as an indicator of healthy democracy, but not definitive proof. See Burstein, American Public Opinion, 67-
69.  
75 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 71-106. 
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opposes a change, then policymakers who are responsive to the public would not enact 

that change. On the other hand, if the public supports a measure, then a consistent policy 

decision would also support the measure.  

Before proceeding, a quick note on the terminology used in reference to variables 

in this study is in order. As mentioned above, North Korea Policy refers to any policy 

decision that pertains to inter-Korean relations. That means foreign policies like the 

General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), which discusses 

intelligence sharing between Japan and South Korea due to the security threat of North 

Korea, are germane while policies regarding territorial disputes with Japan or the comfort 

women issue are not. Policy change refers to any movement away from the status quo. 

Policy changes may be completely representative of public opinion, partially 

representative (when a modified version of a policy proposal is accepted), or not 

representative. A policy issue is any problem that may be addressed by policymakers 

through the enactment of a new policy or an amendment to an existing policy. Advocacy 

refers to actions taken by civil society groups to promote or oppose a specific bill, 

proposal, idea, or action executed by the National Assembly, president, or executive 

ministries. For a few policy issues conflict, or divergent policy outcome preferences, 

exists between advocacy groups. Conflict can sometimes be explained by partisanship, 

and this study will identify instances when partisan preferences are at play.76 Finally, 

                                                           
76 The definitions and variables in this paragraph are adapted from the definitions used by Jiso Yoon in Advocacy and Policymaking, 

161-162. 
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Salient issues are those where at least 1% of the population care about the outcome of the 

policy decision.77 

Moving forward, reliable information exists on both the primary independent 

variable (public opinion) and the dependent variable (policy change). I have identified a 

large amount of data from separate polling agencies, including Gallup Korea and the 

Asan Institute, for this study. Conservative and progressive news sources in Korea and 

internationally cite these agencies’ polls, which are largely believed to be nonpartisan and 

unbiased sources of data.  

Lawmaking Process 

As for policy change, identifying individual policy decisions faced by the South Korean 

government first requires an understanding of how laws and policies are made and 

implemented in the country. As noted by Yoon, “[the] executive branch remains central 

to the Korean policymaking process.”78 The South Korean presidency uses its power to 

propose and implement policies, and a key strength of the presidency is the ability to set 

policy priorities. By exercising a strong degree of control over policy agendas, the 

president can dictate which policies receive attention and, ultimately, which policies 

make it through the legislative process.  As a result, the president can push forward 

policies that he or she favors and hold back on less well-liked policies.79  

                                                           
77 This measure is in accordance with Burstein, American Public Opinion, 52. Burstein used responses to Gallup’s “most important 

problem” question to determine issue salience. This thesis will use a similar approach using responses to Gallup Korea’s polling 

questions.  
78 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 150. 
79 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 35-38.  
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In addition, executive ministries have the ability to propose their own policies. 

These ministries form policy guidelines based on the policy agendas of the president’s 

party, thereby acting in coordination with the president.80 Executive ministries have clear 

policy preferences, and they often act as “goal-oriented advocates that seek changes to 

existing policies.”81 It follows that bureaucrats take an active role not only in 

implementing policy decisions but in proposing new legislation.82 Even when political 

opposition exists to proposed policies, these ministries have displayed the ability to push 

forward with reform efforts despite significant political opposition.  

The National Assembly, Korea’s legislative branch of government, is the other 

source of bill proposals and policies. Because of the strength of the Korean presidency, it 

has historically generated more laws than the National Assembly; however, this trend is 

changing in recent years. Of the bills that have been passed by the National Assembly, 

legislative members had proposed half as many of those bills compared to executive 

ministries between 1988 and 1992. From 2008 to 2012, on the other hand, legislative 

members passed nearly twice as many bills as executive ministries.83 Due to the unique 

interplay between the executive and legislative branches in the policymaking process, this 

study will analyze policy decisions originating with the presidency, executive ministries, 

and the National Assembly.84  

The policy decisions this thesis identifies primarily originate within the executive 

branch of government, with 78 percent of policies deriving from presidential or 

                                                           
80 Horiuchi and Lee, “The Presidency,” 861-882. 
81 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 35.  
82 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 150. 
83 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 152.  
84 See the Appendix for a further explanation of how the policymaking process works in South Korea.  
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ministerial decisions. The remaining 22 percent of policy decisions originate in the 

National Assembly (see table 3.1.). Of these three originating authorities, the National 

Assembly is most responsive to public opinion. The National Assembly passed 

legislation that was consistent with public opinion ten out of ten times. Executive 

ministries were also responsive with a 74 percent consistency rate, whereas the president 

only followed public opinion 63 percent of the time.  

Table 3.1. Policymaking Authority and Consistency with Opinion 

A. Origin of policy proposals considered in sample 

Policymaking Authority Policy Proposals 

President 8 18% 

Executive Ministry 27 60% 

Total 35 78% 

   

National Assembly 10 22% 

N 45 

 

B. Consistency between opinion and policy, divided by policymaking authority 

Policymaking Authority Policy Proposals Consistent with 

Opinion 

President 8 5 63% 

Executive Ministry 27 20 74% 

National Assembly 10 10 100% 

N 45 35 78% 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s 

(1999) criteria 
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These findings are provocative for a few reasons. First, it is not surprising that the 

National Assembly is most responsive to public opinion because parliamentary 

representatives are generally the most exposed to public opinion trends in democratic 

systems, and they typically are preparing for reelection. Second, the president is less 

responsive than executive ministries. This is noteworthy because the president is a 

directly elected official, whereas ministers are political appointees and therefore should 

be more insulated from public opinion. The potential implication here is that presidential 

authority is so powerful that it is not essential for the president to respond to public 

preferences, and ministers are more sensitive to public opinion because they lack the 

power of the executive office. The thesis will expand upon this topic in a later section.  

After collecting the data mentioned above, the task then becomes matching public 

opinion data to specific policy decisions. For this, I have applied insights from Stimson 

(1999) and Burstein (2014). Stimson suggests that it can be helpful to divide public 

opinion into specific and general categories, and Burstein adds a third “mood” category 

to further assess the impact of the public. A “specific issue preference” can be defined as 

one where there is a clear connection between a polling question and a policy proposal. A 

good example would be a question on the deployment of a Terminal High Altitude Area 

Defense (THAAD) missile system and a policy that allows the deployment to proceed. A 

“general issue preference” describes how a respondent may feel about a general policy 

domain, but it does not address a specific policy. For example, a question about the state 

of human rights in North Korea can be tied to a policy decision about changing the level 

of humanitarian assistance sent to North Korea by the South. Finally, Burstein’s use of 

the political mood analyzes the “public’s mood in broad policy domains” (labor market 
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reforms, healthcare, North Korea, territorial disputes, etc.) to estimate what the public 

mood surrounding a policy decision may be.85  

It would be an over-simplification to assume that the public always has an 

opinion, however. In fact, the power of public opinion is frequently overestimated 

because only issues where the public has strong preferences are assessed. In other words, 

there is a sampling bias in most public opinion studies because the sample selected for 

study is not representative of all policy decisions. It is therefore necessary to 

acknowledge that public opinion has no bearing on many of the policy decisions made by 

lawmakers and government officials—either because polling companies did not ask the 

right questions or because the majority of people really have no opinion. At the same 

time, it remains valuable to see what effect public opinion can have when the public does 

in fact care about an issue and there is reliable data that measures public interest.86  

It is also worth discussing the relative strength of public opinion on policy. First 

of all, there is a strong bias against change, meaning that status quo policy options are 

frequently the strongest. The 2009 study by Baumgartner et al. provides compelling 

information about the likelihood of winning for advocates of the status quo.87  Burstein 

also notes the formidability of the status quo. In his study, 86% of proposals changing 

existing policy were not enacted when the public majority was opposed, while only 41% 

of proposals were enacted when the public majority was in favor.88 Secondly, public 

opinion changes through time, and it is not always apparent whether public opinion is 

                                                           
85 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 51-52. James A. Stimson, Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cycles, and Swings (Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1999): 140-141. 
86 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 65-67. 
87 Baumgartner, Lobbying and Policy Change, 239-250. 
88 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 57-60. 
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driving policy change or the other way around. By looking at whether public opinion 

changes before or after a policy is enacted, it is possible to see what came first 

(unfortunately, this kind of detailed data is not available for the majority of policy 

changes in South Korea).89   

Data Sources 

The data used in this study comes from a variety of private and government sources. The 

public opinion polling data comes primarily from three organizations: Asan Institute, 

Gallup Korea, and Realmeter. Each of these organizations conducts regular polls, and the 

questions in these polls are generally considered to be free from overt bias or 

partisanship.90 In addition, these organizations track political trends in South Korea and 

ask questions that are relevant to current events. While searching through the polling data 

available on the websites of these organizations, I used a group of keywords to separate 

North Korea Policy from other policy issues.  

On the policy side, the Korean government is dedicated to providing the public 

with transparent information concerning policy proposals and decisions. The National 

Assembly, the Ministry of Government Legislation, and the Official Gazette (kwanbo) 

disseminate information regularly on governmental decisions. In addition, the websites of 

individual ministries (such as the Ministry of Unification) and the Blue House (the 

official website of the South Korean president) release information on the enactment and 

modification of policies. 

                                                           
89 Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, “Effects of Opinion on Policy,” American Political Science Review Vol. 77 (1983): 175-
190. 
90 Both conservative and liberal media outlets refer to these polling institutions when reporting on public opinion. 
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While public opinion and policy change data form the foundation of this study, 

media sources provide important contextualizing information that is necessary to control 

for other causal factors. It is important to look at regional and world events that may 

impact public and government preferences, but Baum and Potter (2008) state that it is 

also important to look at the interactions between the public, political leaders, and the 

media to understand how they are interdependent. “The media are engaged in a constant 

process of framing the news in response to the often competing requirements of leaders 

and the public.”91 Naturally, the government wants the media to report on government 

actions in a positive light; however, many public interest groups prefer cold, hard facts to 

a Pollyanna evaluation of government actions. “The relative distribution of information 

among these three actors in large part determines their relative influence on foreign 

policy.”92 If advocacy groups are able to dominate the media coverage on a policy issue, 

then Baum and Potter would conclude that their influence on policy will increase and 

policy decisions will more likely be consistent with the advocacy group preferences. This 

thesis will therefore take a critical look at media sources to identify dominant voices on 

policy issues. 

Methodology 

To conduct this research project, I adhere to the following basic methodology. First, I use 

keywords, as mentioned above, to collect public opinion polls from polling organizations 

and policy decision data from government sources. Second, I match polling questions to 

policy issues. This requires separating polling data into specific, general, and mood issue 

                                                           
91 Baum, “The Relationships,” 40. 
92 Baum, “The Relationships,” 58. 
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categories to assess possible differences between direct and indirect public issue 

preferences.  

Third, I review front page stories from the Chosun Ilbo (conservative) and the 

Hankyoreh (progressive) newspapers to identify potential causal factors that may have 

influenced either polling data or policy decisions. For example, some form of North 

Korean provocation is likely to affect both public opinion and government action, and it 

is therefore important to note whether something like this occurred prior to polling, 

advocacy efforts, or policy decisions.93 Similarly, actions taken by the South Korean 

government or international actors (US, UN, China, Japan, EU, etc.) may also influence 

public preferences or views. For the purposes of this study, I only review front page 

stories around policy decisions as this greatly reduces the number of news stories to 

review. Although there are certainly news events that do not take place around a policy 

decision but that still have an impact on public preferences, the biggest stories are 

captured in my data set because they typically lead to direct policy issues for South 

Korea. For example, the nuclear test in January 2016 led to the closure of the Gaeseong 

Industrial Complex in February 2016. 

In conjunction with my review of media sources, I also evaluate the extent of 

advocacy efforts surrounding the specific policy issues identified above. I look at factors 

such as news coverage and the types of protests to assess the strength of activist 

movements and to discuss the potential impact of these groups on public opinion and on 

                                                           
93 Another valuable resource is a database created by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), which compares 
“North Korean Provocations and US-ROK Military Exercises.” See Beyond Parallel, accessed February 13, 2017, 

http://beyondparallel.csis.org/database/.  
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government action. I do not limit my search of advocacy efforts to front page news 

because I want to find actions that do not meet the threshold for front page news.  

To identify a list of advocacy efforts pertaining to North Korea Policy, I will use 

keyword searches derived from the public opinion polls and policy issues identified 

above (see table 3.2.). I will utilize the English version of two online newspapers, the 

conservative Chosun Ilbo and the progressive Hankyoreh. The benefit of using the 

English-translations is that it will limit the number of hits in keyword searches. These 

newspapers do not translate all their articles, and only the most noteworthy stories are 

included in the English language edition. As a result, I am able to identify the most 

highly-visible advocacy efforts. Due to the limited time and resources available for this 

project, it is necessary to limit the scope; however, a future researcher could use the same 

keyword searches on the Korean-language news sites to develop a more robust database 

of advocacy efforts.  

Table 3.2. Keyword Search 

Keywords used to identify advocacy movements via Chosun Ilbo and Hankyoreh  

Keywords   

 

Activist, Protest, Humanitarian Aid, North Korea, Human Rights, Separated Families, 

Divided Families, Nuclear Test, North-South Meeting/Cooperation/Summit/ 

Agreement, Inter-Korean Relations/Talks/Summit, National Security Law, Gaeseong/ 

Kaeseong/Kaesong, North Korea Defectors/Refugees, Propaganda Balloons/Materials/ 

Leaflets, North Korea Sanctions, North Korea Policy, Anti-Leaflet, North Korea/China 

Repatriation, GSOMIA, THAAD, Trustpolitik, Trust-building Process, Korean 

Peninsula, Six Party Talks, Geumgangsan, Unification/Reunification 

 

Note: Various combinations of the above keywords were used to collect advocacy 

efforts surrounding North Korea Policy 
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Ultimately, this thesis will be valuable to individuals seeking to understand the 

role of public opinion in inter-Korean relations and the degree to which the public sets 

the agenda for South Korea’s policies toward its northern neighbor. In addition, 

understanding the role of the South Korean populace in the ROK’s North Korean Policy 

will provide valuable insight into the direction of future inter-Korean relations that may 

impact regional security in East Asia.  
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4. Public Opinion and Advocacy Strongly Correlated with North Korea Policy  

In its most fundamental form, the question this thesis seeks to address is whether public 

opinion and advocacy impact the choices made by policymakers. While a simple “yes” or 

“no” answer to this question may be preferable, it would risk oversimplifying the 

complex relationship between a government and its constituents. Nevertheless, this 

section will start with a 10,000-foot view that attempts to answer this fundamental 

question on a surface level by taking a cross-section of data from public opinion polling, 

advocacy movements, and major news events. Using the same data, the thesis will then 

take a more detailed, bottom-up approach to assess how government decisions 

incorporate public preferences.  

Overview: Polling, Advocacy, and Major Events 

In reviewing public opinion polls and policy change data for the last eleven calendar 

years (2006-2016), I find that there is a strong correlation between public opinion and 

policy decision outcomes. In fact, out of the 45 policy decisions I evaluated for this study, 

public opinion was consistent with the ultimate government decision 78 percent of the 

time (see Table 4.1.). Taken at face value, this indicates that the South Korean 

government is extremely responsive to public preferences. It is important to note that this 

percentage includes only policy choices for which there was measurable public opinion 

data available. If all North Korea-related policy options from this eleven-year time period 

were included, then the correlation would necessarily decrease due to the lack of 

measurable public interest, particularly in routine procedural decisions (i.e. decisions to 

continue long-standing policies). Nevertheless, the data suggests that when the public is 
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interested in a policy outcome, the South Korean government generally responds to that 

public sentiment.  

Table 4.1. Opinion and Policy 

Consistency between opinion and policy, proposals with opinion data  

Opinion and Policy North Korea Policy 

Consistent 35 78% 

Inconsistent 8 18% 

Neutral 2 4% 

N 45 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria 

 

Out of the 45 cases where public opinion polling was available, 36 of those policy 

issues also had measurable advocacy efforts, and of those 36 issues, the government 

made decisions that were consistent with activist preferences 64 percent of the time. If I 

were to assess the impact of activism for all 45 cases—including those where there was 

no measurable advocacy—the government was only responsive to advocacy 51 percent 

of the time. As with public opinion preferences, this indicates that the government 

responds to advocacy efforts when civil society groups express interest in a policy; 

however, the impact of advocacy in particular is moderated by the lack of greater public 

mobilization surrounding North Korea Policy decisions.  

Of the 36 policy issues where both public opinion and advocacy data are 

available, four of those instances had conflicting activist movements with similar 

mobilization numbers on either side of the issue. This effectively neutralized the 
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measurable impact of advocacy on these four cases. For each of these cases, the policy 

outcome was consistent with public opinion. This suggests that at times when there are 

conflicting advocacy movements on either side of an issue, the side with a message that 

resonates with broader public opinion has the greater likelihood of impacting government 

decision making. 

For the remaining 32 cases, public opinion and advocacy had consistent 

objectives 75 percent of the time. This finding is significant because it suggests that there 

is frequently broad public consensus over North Korea Policy objectives. Civil society 

groups typically advocate for similar policies for an extended period of time, whereas 

public opinion tends to be more responsive to current events. For example, groups 

advocating for Korean reunification typically do not stop advocacy efforts when North 

Korea conducts a nuclear test. At those times, these groups become even more 

determined to promote positive inter-Korean relations that will eventually lead to the 

unification of the peninsula. On the other hand, public opinion is inversely related to 

nuclear tests, meaning support for engagement with the North decreases after such tests.  

Given the varying responses of civil society groups and the general public, the 

fact that public opinion and advocacy have consistent objectives 75 percent of the time 

suggests that a consensus has formed over time as to what an appropriate approach to 

North Korea might be. This is an instance where the normative discourse school of 

thought comes in handy, because it explains how identity and norms-based preferences 

are the result of engagements and disengagements between different groups. As advocacy 

groups have interacted with the public over time, they likely have impacted public 
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preferences to some degree. They also likely have adapted to public preferences so that 

their messages resonate more completely with the general population. 

When both public opinion and advocacy were in favor of a specific policy 

outcome, the government made a policy decision that was consistent with public 

preference 79 percent of the time. That value is quite similar to the consistency rate 

between public opinion and policy decisions, which stands at 78 percent, but it is a 

marked increase for advocacy efforts, which is only 64 percent consistent with policy 

decisions before factoring in public opinion. This suggests that public opinion has a 

stronger impact on policy outcomes than activism and that the influence of advocacy 

efforts is greatly enhanced when those efforts correspond to the preferences of the 

general public.  

When there was conflict between public opinion and advocacy groups, the 

ultimate policy decision was consistent with each 50 percent of the time; however, there 

were only eight such instances (see table 4.2.). While this small sample size is hardly 

enough to draw concrete conclusions, it does suggest that the government is more 

responsive to what it perceives to be a unified public than it is when there is conflict 

between groups on opposite sides of a policy issue. Such a conclusion makes intuitive 

sense: when there are differing opinions and preferences in the public, the government 

may be able to pick the side that is most consistent with its own preferences. It can then 

cite the public approval or advocacy efforts as a way to signal that it is, in fact, 

responsive to public opinion (even when that might not be entirely the case). When the 

general public and advocacy efforts are united in a single cause, it is much more difficult 
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for the government to justify policy decisions that are inconsistent with public 

preferences, making that option less enticing to policymakers.  

Table 4.2. Opinion, Advocacy, and Policy 

A. Consistency between opinion and advocacy, proposals with measurable opinion and 

advocacy data 

Opinion and Advocacy North Korea Policy 

Consistent 24 75% 

Inconsistent 8 25% 

N 32 

 

B. Consistency between opinion, advocacy, and policy, proposals with consistency 

between opinion and advocacy 

Opinion and Advocacy, Policy North Korea Policy 

Consistent 19 79% 

Inconsistent 5 21% 

N 24 

 

C. Consistency between opinion, advocacy, and policy, proposals with inconsistency 

between opinion and advocacy 

Opinion and Advocacy, Policy North Korea Policy 

Opinion Consistent with Policy 4 50% 

Advocacy Consistent with Policy 4 50% 

N 8 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s 

(1999) criteria 
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Assessing these findings collectively, public opinion and advocacy are highly 

correlated with regard to North Korea Policy issues, and the government is more 

responsive when public opinion and advocacy both indicate a preference for a specific 

policy outcome. On the other hand, when public opinion and advocacy are split over an 

issue, the government is ambivalent as to which factor weighs more heavily when making 

policy decisions.  

Another noteworthy variable in this equation are major events such as nuclear 

provocations, humanitarian crises, and the sinking of the South Korean naval vessel 

Cheonan. After such instances that directly impacted inter-Korean relations, the 

correlation between public opinion, advocacy, and government policy decisions is even 

greater. When a policy decision was made immediately after a major newsworthy event 

(14 out of the original 45 cases), government policy decisions were 86 percent consistent 

with public opinion and advocacy (see table 4.3.).  

Table 4.3. Opinion, Advocacy, Major Events, and Policy 

Consistency between opinion, advocacy, and policy, proposals following major events  

Opinion, Advocacy, and Policy North Korea Policy 

Consistent 12 86% 

Inconsistent 2 14% 

N 14 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria; Major events outlined in table 1.6. below 

 

Although there is a strong correlation between public preferences and government 

decisions following such events, this correlation should not necessarily be interpreted as a 
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result of the increased impact of public preferences on the government. Instead, major 

events have a similar effect on the government and the public, pushing sentiment in both 

groups toward either greater engagement with the North or cooling inter-Korean 

relations. In other words, the data suggests that there is a causal relationship between 

major events and support for policy changes in both the public and the government.  

For example, inter-Korean relations improved slightly in late 2015 after a North-

South Agreement was reached in August.94 The North and South then proceeded to hold 

divided family reunions in September that were strongly supported by the South Korean 

public.95 After North Korea held a nuclear test in January, however, South Korean 

sentiment cooled significantly. Seoul resumed blasting propaganda across the DMZ using 

loudspeakers, something that had been discontinued after the North-South Agreement in 

August.96 The Gaeseong Industrial Complex was closed in February,97 and a 

controversial North Korean human rights law, to which North Korea was vehemently 

opposed, was passed in March. Each of these hardline, security-oriented measures were 

broadly supported by the public. This switch in sentiment by both the government and the 

public is clearly linked to North Korea’s nuclear test.  

                                                           
94 South Koreans were very supportive of this agreement, with 60.9 percent of respondents to a Realmeter poll saying that President 

Park Geun-hye handled the negotiations well. See “[‘8·25 nambuk habui’ Park jeongbu, jar haettda 60.9% vs jar mothaettda 16.0%] 
‘8.25 North-South Agreement’ Park Administration, Well done 60.9% vs Poor job 16%,” Realmeter, Aug. 25, 2015, accessed Oct. 25, 

2016, Realmeter.net.  
95 “South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2015,” Asan Institude for Policy Studies, April 2015, accessed Oct. 26, 2016, asaninst.org.  
96 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, Jan. 15, 2016, accessed Oct. 24, 2016, gallup.co.kr.  
97 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, Feb. 19, 2016, accessed Oct. 24, 2016, gallup.co.kr. 
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Ultimately, the data suggests that public opinion does, in fact, influence the 

government decision making process in South Korea as it pertains to North Korea Policy. 

When advocacy efforts converge with public opinion, the overall effectiveness of the 

public in influencing policymakers is stronger. In addition, major news events that shape 

the discourse on inter-Korean relations and North Korea Policy have a further refining 

effect on the public and policymakers, suggesting that the public and the government are 

most consistently in agreement following such major events. 

Policy Issues 

The policy issues this thesis evaluates touch upon many distinct aspects of inter-Korean 

relations. The earliest issue addressed in this study was a decision to suspend 

humanitarian aid in June 2006, and the final issue covered is the Park administration’s 

decision to sign the GSOMIA agreement with Japan in November 2016.  Of the 45 policy 

issues that I evaluated, a number of issues continually came to the surface. For example, I 

identified ten separate occasions when the South Korean government made a decision on 
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providing humanitarian aid to North Korea for which there was relevant public opinion 

data. That means 22 percent of the policy issues this thesis evaluates directly concern 

humanitarian aid. Other prevalent policy areas include reunions of families divided by the 

Korean War (16 percent), inter-Korean summits, both high- and low-level (11 percent), 

and the Gaeseong Industrial Complex (11 percent). Together, these top four policy issues 

comprise 60 percent of the policy questions I evaluated for this thesis.  

The recurrence of these issues can be explained by the nature of inter-Korean 

relations. These are all key aspects of South Korea’s engagements with North Korea, and 

presidential administrations typically revisit these four issues multiple times during their 

five-year term. Conversely, issues like a proposal for a “reunification tax,” the passage of 

a North Korean human rights law, and the deployment of THAAD were tied to much 

more specific policy decisions and therefore recur less frequently. 

The importance placed on various policy issues by the public depended largely on 

the prevailing currents surrounding inter-Korean relations at a given time. For example, 

when North Korea engaged in some form of nuclear provocation, issues like the 

suspension of humanitarian aid, inter-Korean summits, and Gaeseong rose to the 

forefront. In a country where relations with North Korea are broadly categorized as either 

engagement-oriented or security-oriented, northern provocations naturally lead to a more 

security-focused inter-Korean policy that is generally acceptable to policymakers and the 

public alike. When the north experiences humanitarian crises, South Koreans typically 

favor a more engagement-oriented policy.  
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Major Events 

Due to the strong tie between the policy options discussed above and the major events 

that occurred over the past eleven years, it is necessary to take a closer look at what 

exactly may have impacted South Korean policy preferences. To begin, I looked at North 

Korean provocations. This was important because such provocations generally make 

front page news in South Korea, but also because so many policy decisions are a direct 

result of some form of provocation (the May 24 Measures, for example).  

On this front, the database compiled by the Center for Strategic and International 

Studies (CSIS) was immeasurably helpful. CSIS identified all forms of North Korean 

provocation—from nuclear tests to the shelling of Yeonpyeongdo to launching 

satellites—and charted those chronologically. I used this database to establish the basic 

contextual background needed for this thesis. In addition, I reviewed front page news to 

identify stories that were relevant to inter-Korean relations. These included the release of 

the Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea report, which accused North Korea of human rights violations, the death of Kim 

Jong-il and accession of Kim Jong-Un, and changes in South Korean leadership. 

Table 4.4. Major Events 

Major events with greatest impact on opinion, advocacy, and policy  

Date Type Event 

Jul. 2006 Humanitarian Crisis North Korea Flooding 

Oct. 9, 2006 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Nuclear Test 

Aug. 2007 Humanitarian Crisis North Korea Flooding 

Feb. 25, 2008 Leadership Change South Korea Inauguration: Lee Myoung-bak 
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Apr. 14, 2009 Cooperation Disruption Six Party Talks Suspended 

May 25, 2009 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Nuclear Test 

Mar. 26, 2010 Provocation North Korea sinks ROK’s Cheonan 

Nov. 12, 2010 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Uranium Enrichment Program 

Disclosure 

Nov. 23, 2010 Provocation North Korea shells ROK’s Yeonpyeong 

Island 

Apr. 28, 2011 Cooperation Disruption Travel to Geumgang Mountain Suspended 

Dec. 17, 2011 Leadership Change North Korea Leader Kim Jong-Il Dies 

Jul. 2012 Humanitarian Crisis North Korea Flooding 

Feb. 12, 2013 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Nuclear Test 

Feb. 25, 2013 Leadership Change South Korea Inauguration: Park Geun-hye 

Mar. 20, 2013 Provocation North Korea Cyber Attack on ROK 

Mar. 21, 2013 Human Rights UN Commission of Inquiry on Human 

Rights Launched 

Apr. 9, 2013 Cooperation Disruption Gaeseong Industrial Complex Activity 

Suspended 

Mar. 17, 2014 Human Rights UN Releases Report on Human Rights in 

North Korea 

Mar. 31, 2014 Exchange of Fire Exchange of Fire over Northern Limit Line 

(NLL) 

May 22, 2014 Exchange of Fire Exchange of Fire over NLL 

Oct. 7, 2014 Exchange of Fire Exchange of Fire over NLL 

Oct. 10, 2014 Exchange of Fire Exchange of Fire over Demilitarization 

Zone (DMZ) 

Aug. 20, 2015 Exchange of Fire Exchange of Fire over DMZ 

Jan. 6, 2016 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Nuclear Test 

Feb. 8, 2016 Military Deterrence US and South Korea Announce THAAD 

Program 

Aug. 2016 Humanitarian Crisis North Korea Flooding 



 

58 
 

Sep. 9, 2016 Nuclear Provocation North Korea Nuclear Test 

Note: Above events were assessed to be the most salient in public opinion polls, 

advocacy efforts, and government policy decisions 

 

The most impactful of these events on policy decisions were the sinking of the 

Cheonan and nuclear tests. In addition to being front page news, these North Korean 

actions elicited a direct response from the South Korean government and public. Many 

South Koreans viewed the attack on the Cheonan as an unnecessary act of aggression. 

Although South Koreans typically support humanitarian assistance to North Korea, the 

months following this attack and the shelling of Yeonpyeongdo saw a sharp reversal of 

this trend. The North Korean nuclear issue remained an important issue in polling data 

throughout the eleven-year time span, and advocacy groups frequently decried the north’s 

nuclear ambitions. After a North Korean nuclear test in late 2016, the public approved of 

the government’s mid-September decision to suspend aid to North Korea despite an 

ongoing flood.  

On the other end of the spectrum, several northern provocations appear to have 

little impact on the policymaking process in South Korea. North Korean missile tests, for 

example, typically fail to significantly alter the course of North Korea Policy. This may 

be due to the fact that many South Koreans are desensitized to the North Korean threat, 

and low-level actions are just not sufficiently concerning enough to engender a strong 

reaction. Similarly, annual military exercises between the United States and South Korea 

also fail to significantly impact South Korea’s approach to inter-Korean relations. 
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Although North Korea may respond angrily to these annual tests with missile launches, 

South Koreans are generally ambivalent to the North Korean response.  

It is worth noting that certain South Korean advocacy groups do protest against 

these annual military exercises and instead promote an enhanced engagement policy with 

the North. The broader population is in support of the exercises, however, and these 

protest movements against the exercises appear to have only limited effect on 

policymakers. In addition, these protests often have ties to the anti-US movement that 

occasionally rears its head in South Korea, so they are not necessarily strongly tied to 

inter-Korean issues.  

Finally, the death of Kim Jong-Il had surprisingly little impact on South Korean 

views toward the north despite being widely discussed in the media. When asked how the 

death of Kim Jong-Il might affect tensions between the north and south, 42 percent of 

respondents replied that there would be no change compared to 26.7 percent who felt that 

tensions would increase and 21.2 percent who felt that tensions would decrease.98 In a 

second poll, 53.7 percent of respondents replied that it would be “business as usual” with 

Kim Jong-Un as North Korea’s newly minted leader.99  

Assessing Public Opinion: The Utility of Opinion Polls 

For this thesis, I measure public opinion using polling data. This method is useful 

because it provides frequent, measurable data on public preferences collected from a 

representative sample of the general population. While other methods may exist for 

                                                           
98 “[Kim Jong-Il samangae daehan gingeup yeoron josa] Rapid Response Poll upon the Death of Kim Jong-Il,” Gallup Korea, Dec. 22, 

2011, http://www.gallup.co.kr.  
99 “[bukhan Kim Jong-Eun chaejae yuji doael deut] North Korea’s Kim Jong-Un Regime Likely to Find Support, 53.7%,” Realmeter, 

Dec. 28, 2011, accessed Oct. 25, 2016, http://www.realmeter.net.  
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studying public opinion—analyzing social media posts, assessing trends in web traffic, 

quantifying attendance at political rallies, etc.—polling data is consistent, frequent, and 

easily accessible. For quality control purposes, I limited my collection of polling data to 

firms that have a reputation for using appropriate polling methodologies and for asking 

polling questions that are (typically) unbiased.  

Fortunately, polling information in South Korea is increasingly robust, offering 

more targeted polling questions in recent years and making it easier to answer the 

fundamental question: “what does the public think about a given policy issue?” 

Realmeter is the primary source of polling data from 2006 through 2011, whereas Gallup 

Korea and the Asan Institute performed much of the relevant polling for policy decisions 

made between 2012 and 2016. While Realmeter is a common partner for newspapers 

seeking polling data on specific public interest questions, Gallup and Asan conduct 

polling on a more consistent basis. By asking the same questions on a monthly or annual 

basis, these two polling organizations establish an appropriate baseline for tracking public 

opinion preferences through time. For the purposes of this study, these trend lines are 

important for assessing how public preferences have changed on specific policy issues 

(like humanitarian aid).  

Because this project extends back eleven years to a time when polling data was 

less robust, I have applied the Burstein and Stimson methodology introduced in the 

previous section to account for instances where polling questions addressing a specific 

policy question are unavailable. To gauge whether policymakers are more responsive 

when public respondents refer to specific polling questions rather than general or mood 

questions, I have disaggregated the results of polling responses. Coincidentally, polling 
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data for the 45 policy issues is equally distributed between the mood, general, and 

specific polling question categories. Of the 15 mood-based polling outcomes, 53 percent 

were consistent with the government policy decision. That value stands in stark contrast 

to the general and specific polling question outcomes, which were 93 percent and 87 

percent consistent with the government policy decision, respectively. The difference in 

these values suggests that policymakers are more sensitive to public opinion when public 

preferences are easy to decipher.  

Furthermore, these general and specific polling questions make it possible to 

assess public feelings regarding major events in addition to policy decisions and help 

explain why public opinion trends change. For example, the public’s rejection of sending 

humanitarian aid to North Korea despite flooding in 2016 follows a period of cooling 

inter-Korean relations. Throughout 2016, South Koreans responded that they view North 

Korea more as an enemy than as a friend or neighbor.100 When asked about their support 

of THAAD, 51 percent of respondents replied it was necessary for the safety and security 

of South Korea, and another 17 percent suggested it was important to defend against a 

North Korean nuclear attack. With such discussions coloring the public discourse in 2016 

and a North Korean nuclear test adding to the excitement, it is little wonder that 

respondents replied that no flood relief should be sent to North Korea “given the ongoing 

sanctions” against the North.101  

                                                           
100 “South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2016,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies, Apr. 1, 2016, http://www.asaninst.org/eng.  
101 “[buk suhae jiwon, “indojeok chawon, chanseong” 33.8% vs “daebuk jaejae sanghwang, bandae” 55.8%] North Korea flood relief, 
‘humanitarian dimension, support’ 33.8% vs ‘North Korea sanctions, oppose’ 55.8%,” Realmeter, Sep. 21, 2016, 

http://www.realmeter.net. “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, Sep. 22, 2016, http://www.gallup.co.kr.  
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In addition to the quality of polling questions and the resulting cohesion between 

those questions and policy issues, the quantity of polling questions has also increased in 

recent years. Whereas some policy issues in this data set relied upon answers to one or 

two poll questions in 2006, the average number of relevant poll questions for a given 

policy issue was approximately eleven in 2016.  The abundance of polling data in later 

years naturally enhances the accuracy of this study by increasing its robustness.  

This principle applies not only to the research presented here, however, but also to 

policymakers who are interested themselves in gauging public interest in various issue. 

As more public opinion data becomes available, policymakers are better capable of 

incorporating public preferences into their decision-making calculus. In his study on 

American public opinion and Congress, Burstein found that Congress was responsive to 

the public about half the time when polling data was available for a policy issue. When 

considering Congress’ responsiveness to public opinion irrespective of whether polling 

data existed, Burstein found only a 31 percent response rate. In effect, when public 

opinion data is available, policymakers are more apt to follow public opinion.102 The data 

in this thesis seems to support this finding because there is a stronger correlation between 

policy decisions and public opinion in later years, and, as noted above, public opinion 

was much more readily available in the latter end of my research. This finding will be 

discussed in greater detail in a later section. 

 

 

                                                           
102 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 59.  
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Measuring Advocacy: Differences in Conservative and Progressive News Coverage 

With the recent impeachment of former president Park Geun-hye in South Korea, protest 

movements in the country have gained international attention. Civil society in South 

Korea is very active, and for high salience issues like the Park impeachment103 or US 

beef imports in 2008,104 participants in protests can number in the tens of thousands. For 

North Korea-related policy issues, protests are much lower key and revolve around a core 

group of organizations that have specific interests vis-à-vis inter-Korean relations. For 

example, there are typically between 20 and 40 people who participate in sending leaflets 

across the border to North Korea via balloon.  

One explanation for the nature of movements surrounding North Korea Policy is 

the lack of tangible benefits deriving from North Korea-related policy outcomes. 

Whereas protest movements over a specific distributive policy that includes some form of 

social welfare benefit to a group of constituents generate intensive media coverage and 

attention, North Korea-related movements are more ideologically based. Many activists 

formerly resided in the North, and they have a vested interest in issues like North Korean 

human rights. Others grew up in the decades following the Korean War, and they were 

subject to an intensive anti-Communist education that still resonates with many South 

Koreans today. Subscribers to these ideologically based movements hold strong 

convictions over how inter-Korean relations should be conducted.  

                                                           
103 “South Korea's Park Geun-hye faces mass protest calling for her to quit,” BBC News, Nov. 5, 2016, accessed Apr. 9, 2017, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-37882512.  
104 “S Koreans rally against US beef,” BBC News, Jun. 10, 2008, accessed Apr. 9, 2017, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-

pacific/7445387.stm.  
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Conversely, the majority of South Koreans typically do not perceive a tangible 

benefit resulting from participation in these movements, and they tend to be more 

ambivalent over some of the issues that mean the most to activists. For example, one of 

the most active forms of activism related to North Korea is sending flyers across the 

demilitarized zone (DMZ) from South Korean into the North. These flyers contain a 

significant amount of anti-Communist, pro-democracy propaganda that is aimed at 

delegitimizing the North Korean regime. These balloon launches do not resonate with the 

majority of South Koreans, many of whom oppose the launches as an unnecessary 

provocation of the North.  

I found 33 movements in the conservative Chosun Ilbo and 31 in the progressive 

Hankyoreh that constituted an effort to impact government policymaking on North Korea 

issues. Of the 64 total movements, 45 of them occurred in the 2010 to 2016 time range. 

Similar to the growing robustness of polling data in recent years, news coverage of 

protest and activist events has also grown increasingly robust, facilitating improved data 

analysis in the most recent years of this study.  

Despite the limited scope of the advocacy efforts included in this thesis’ data set, 

some interesting and telling trends emerged that begin to explain how the government 

and civil society groups interact over North Korea Policy. First, the types of events 

covered by each newspaper were distinct. More than two-thirds of the events covered by 

the conservative Chosun Ilbo had the keyword “activist,” whereas less than one-fifth of 

the progressive Hankyoreh events resulted from a keyword search of the word “activist.” 

To explain this phenomenon, it may be helpful to remember that over the 11-year span of 

time from 2006 to 2016, a conservative president was in power for nine of those years. It 
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is therefore not surprising that a conservative newspaper would have more coverage of 

activist movements as opposed to protest movements because conservatives would be 

more likely to approve of a conservative president’s policy directions on a partisan 

basis.105  

With this disparity in coverage between these two news sources, it is also 

interesting to assess whether the advocacy movements from one source were more or less 

consistent with actual policy decisions than the movements from the other. For the 

Chosun Ilbo, advocacy efforts were consistent with the policy outcome 52 percent of the 

time regardless of whether the policy was moving more toward engagement with North 

Korea or enhanced security of South Korea. The consistency between engagement and 

security policies suggests that the conservative newspaper covered advocacy movements 

that corresponded with the partisan political preferences of the ruling conservative party.  

The results for the Hankyoreh provide an interesting contrast. Collectively, the 

advocacy movements covered by Hankyoreh were also 52 percent consistent with policy 

outcomes; however, if this number is divided between engagement- and security-oriented 

policies, there is a wide difference in consistency. When the government made pro-

engagement policy decisions, the advocacy movements covered by Hankyoreh were 

consistent with these policy decisions 73 percent of the time. On the other hand, when the 

government pursued security-oriented decisions that imposed constraints on inter-Korean 

exchanges, the Hankyoreh advocacy movements were inconsistent with these decisions 

70 percent of the time (see table 4.5).  

                                                           
105 Note that the word “activist” connotes support for a cause, whereas the word “protest” connotes opposition to a cause. 
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Table 4.5. Advocacy and Policy by News Source 

A. Advocacy movements covered by Chosun Ilbo 

Advocacy and 

Policy 

Engagement 

Policy 

 Security 

Policy 

 All Policy  

Consistent 9 50% 7 54% 16 52% 

Inconsistent 3 17% 5 38% 8 26% 

Neutral 6 33% 1 8% 7 23% 

N 18  13  31  

 

A. Advocacy movements covered by Hankyoreh 

Advocacy and 

Policy 

Engagement 

Policy 

 Security 

Policy 

 All Policy  

Consistent 11 73% 2 20% 13 52% 

Inconsistent 0 0% 7 70% 7 28% 

Neutral 4 27% 1 10% 5 20% 

N 15  10  25  

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) criteria; 

a neutral effect occurs when equivalent advocacy movements conflict over a policy issue; not 

all North Korea Policy-related movements could be tied to concurrent policy decisions, which 

accounts for the lower  

 

This finding fits well with the conservative-progressive divide in South Korea. 

Because progressives are more favorable of engagement policies with the North, it is not 

surprising that the activist movements covered in Hankyoreh have an engagement focus. 

Similarly, the fact that Hankyoreh published about protest movements that oppose 

security-focused government policies is consistent with the newspapers progressive 

underpinnings.  
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Ultimately, the disparity between the Chosun Ilbo and Hankyoreh coverage 

suggests that these newspapers select stories on a partisan basis, necessitating the use of 

both sources to gain a more objective perspective of the impact of all advocacy 

movements. Even when taken in conjunction, however, these newspapers offer two 

opposing political views when it comes to civil society and advocacy efforts but do not 

necessarily cover movements for centrist groups that have neither a strong conservative 

or progressive bent. Future research would benefit from evaluating a wider variety of 

news sources to acquire some additional insights.  

Advocacy and Major Events 

Overall, there was a 75 percent convergence between civil society movements, public 

opinion polling results, and North Korea Policy outcomes following a major event.106 

This figure stands in contrast to the 59 percent consistency rate between polling, 

activism, and policy outcomes when there is no major event prior to the policy decision. 

Inasmuch as the correlation between public preferences and government decisions 

increases following such events, this finding is suggestive of the strong impact of major 

events on the policymaking process in South Korea. In addition, it is important to note 

that major events also increase correlation between general public opinion and specific 

advocacy efforts irrespective of ultimate government policy decisions.  

For instance, when the Cheonan was attacked in 2010, many South Koreans took 

to the streets to protest North Korean military provocation, and activist groups responded 

                                                           
106 This percentage takes into consideration all advocacy movements relevant to any given policy question. There are instances when 
the specific advocacy events covered by a single newspaper do not correspond with general public opinion; however, for those same 

instances a majority of advocacy movements taking place converge with public opinion.  
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to the attack by floating propaganda balloons across the DMZ into North Korea. In polls, 

the public was generally opposed to sending humanitarian aid to the North in the face of 

such blatant aggression. While some activist groups used the Cheonan attack as reason to 

immediately restart dialogue with North Korea to defuse tensions on the peninsula and 

move toward more cooperative inter-Korean relations, these groups represented a 

minority voice at the time, and their messages did not reflect broader public sentiment.  

Interestingly, the government decided to continue with humanitarian aid efforts in 

2010 despite public opposition. It is difficult to say whether the government was 

particularly swayed by the pro-engagement interest groups at this critical juncture in 

inter-Korean relations as there were a number of political, military, and geographical 

factors that could have played into government decisions, but government action in the 

face of strong opposition from the public and civil society groups after such a major 

provocation is notable. 

In 2013, on the other hand, public opinion and civil society groups were both 

generally in favor of humanitarian aid. The United Nations had launched its Commission 

of Inquiry on human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of North Korea earlier 

that year, and North Korea’s human rights issues permeated public discourse.107 At the 

time, the government was also more engagement-oriented. This may have been a result of 

improving public perceptions of inter-Korean relations, but it is also likely to have been 

impacted by the recent inauguration of former President Park Geun-hye in February of 

                                                           
107 “On 21 March 2013, at its 22nd session, the United Nations Human Rights Council established the Commission of Inquiry on 

Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).” “Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea,” United Nations Office of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, accessed Apr. 9, 2017, 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/CoIDPRK/Pages/CommissionInquiryonHRinDPRK.aspx.  
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that year. President Park entered office promising a new era of relations with North 

Korea. She incorporated many of the hardline stances of her predecessor, Lee Myoung-

bak, with regard to the North, but she moderated these with more opportunities for inter-

Korean engagement. Her more nuanced approach to North Korea Policy received broad 

public support in the first year of her presidency.  

This may be due largely to the fact that Park’s North Korea Policy approach, 

which she titled Trustpolitik, likely took into consideration public views, judging from its 

consistence with broader public opinion. In an Asan poll conducted on the eve of Park’s 

inauguration, 63 percent of respondents indicated that they felt insecure due to North 

Korea. In the same poll, 38 percent replied that South Korea should work to negotiate and 

cooperate with North Korea over its nuclear program (see figure 4.4.). The implication 

here is that South Koreans were concerned about the North Korean security threat, but at 

the same time, they also favored some degree of engagement as the best way to mediate 

the threat. Park’s Trustpolitik attempted to bridge the gap between improved security and 

increased engagement, which may be why the public gave the policy a 67 percent 

approval rating in February 2013.108  

                                                           
108 Kim Jiyoon and Karl Friedhoff, “The Fallout: South Korean Public Opinion Following North Korea’s Third Nuclear Test,” Asan 
Institute for Policy Studies, Feb. 24, 2013, accessed Oct. 26, 2016, 

http://en.asaninst.org/contents/issuebriefno46thefalloutsouthkoreanpublicopinionfollowingnorthkoreasthirdnucleartest/.  
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When public opinion and advocacy efforts diverged, there were generally specific 

grievances held by members of the advocacy group that were not shared by the broader 

public. The most notable example of this is the deployment of THAAD on the Korean 

peninsula. Public opinion over THAAD has waffled in the past couple years, but when 

the US and South Korea agreed to deploy the missile defense system in July 2016, the 

public had been supportive of the measure for the six months prior to the 

announcement.109   

This stands in stark contrast to the protest movements covered by the Chosun Ilbo 

and Hankyoreh. Protesters were vehemently opposed to THAAD deployment, and little 

could be done to assuage their concerns. Upon closer inspection, however, it is apparent 

that these protesters represented a very specific subset of Korean society. They were 

almost all residents of Seongju, the city which had been selected to house the new 

THAAD battery. When protesters were asked about the need to protect South Korea from 

                                                           
109 When asked about their support of THAAD in April 2016, 73.9% of respondents indicated that they supported THAAD 

deployment. Asan Public Polling, “South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2016.” 
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potential North Korean provocation, they agreed that some form of missile defense was 

necessary. Their primary concern with THAAD was its location, not its utility.  

Implicit in the examples above is the responsiveness of advocacy movements to 

major news events. Although many advocacy efforts are not directly related to a specific 

policy or event (e.g. sending leaflets to North Korea via balloon), odds are that major 

events will engender some form of response from at least one advocacy group. North 

Korean nuclear tests result in protests by anti-nuclear groups, US-ROK joint military 

drills bring out protesters that oppose the US-ROK military alliance, and the UN human 

rights commission brought out human rights activists in droves. It follows that advocacy 

is strongly correlated with current events, which set the agenda for groups concerned with 

North Korea Policy.  

At the same time, it is important to note that individual civil society groups do not 

change their agenda with each major event. The groups advocating human rights, for 

example, will continue doing so despite North Korean nuclear tests and ballistic missile 

launches. However, these groups come out in force when there is significant attention 

placed on their interest of concern. When there have been humanitarian crises in North 

Korea or when the UN human rights commission was launched, human rights groups 

have taken advantage of the international attention on their issue to promote their 

respective preferences. This indicates that advocacy groups are indeed responsive to 

major events, but often because they are interested in the promotion of their pre-existing 

policy preferences rather than the promotion of some new policy initiative.  
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5. South Koreans Favor Engagement Policies… Sometimes 

To take the analysis in this thesis one step further, I completed a cross-sectional analysis 

of the data collected using five separate metrics. The first, engagement vs. security, 

assesses the strength of correlation between policy decisions and public preferences on 

engagement-oriented policies and security-oriented policies. I find that there is a stronger 

correlation between public opinion and policy outcomes when security policies are being 

considered. Although the reasons may vary, variables like North Korean provocations 

certainly had an impact on public and government preferences for enhanced security 

provisions. 

 Second, I look at the difference between status quo policy options and change 

options. As noted, Baumgartner et al. devote considerable time and attention to the 

varying influence of public opinion when a policy change represents a significant 

movement away from the status quo,110 and Burstein also assesses the impact of public 

opinion on status quo policy options.111 With this prerogative, I have included this section 

to see if their findings hold true in the South Korean case. Ultimately, the findings in this 

thesis are consistent with Baumgartner et al.’s assertions inasmuch as the status quo has a 

strong staying power, but when policy change does occur, that change is likely to be big 

rather than incremental.  

Third, I divide the data set into two time periods, 2006-2011 and 2012-2016, to 

evaluate whether there is a difference in government responsiveness to public opinion in 

one period or the other. The government was significantly more consistent with public 

                                                           
110 Baumgartner, Lobbying and Policy Change, 29. 
111 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 58. 
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opinion in later years, and this section will discuss some of the possible explanations for 

the change in consistency.  

The fourth section looks at consistencies and inconsistencies between public 

opinion and policy outcomes through time and extrapolates on reasons why public 

preferences on specific policy issues have changed. Throughout the course of my 

analysis, it became apparent that there are no perennial inconsistencies between the 

public and government decisions. This finding supports the normative discourse school of 

thought because it suggests that the public and government have come to some form of 

consensus over North Korea Policy issues over time. Conversely, if there were frequent 

inconsistencies between the government and public over the same policy issues, it would 

suggest that for those issues the interested parties are not influenced by opposing 

preferences.  

This section also discusses the public’s consistent support of specific types of 

engagement policies. Policies that have a low cost or those which provide a clear and 

tangible benefit to South Korean stakeholders, such as businesses, generally enjoy greater 

degrees of popular support. On the other hand, the public is ambivalent about higher cost 

policies like humanitarian aid. As a result, there appears to be a cost-benefit calculus for 

many South Koreans when they weigh engagement policy options, and options like 

divided family reunions, inter-Korean summits, and economic cooperation at Gaeseong 

Industrial Complex consistently received greater support than humanitarian aid.  

Finally, the thesis responds to the question of whether the public drives policy 

change or policymakers themselves make policy decisions irrespective of public 
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preferences. This section provides powerful evidence that the public does indeed 

influence policy decisions and sets the course for policy initiatives. As a result, the 

findings in this section contradict the strong state argument that is so prevalent in 

literature on state and society relations in South Korea. 

Engagement vs. Security 

Approximately two-thirds of the 45 total policy decisions this thesis evaluates are 

engagement-oriented versus security-oriented. Engagement policies are those that 

encourage improved relations between North and South Korea, typically by increasing 

humanitarian aid, economic cooperation (e.g. Gaeseong), and inter-Korean talks. Security 

policies, on the other hand, focus on protecting South Korea from the North Korean 

threat—placing economic sanctions on North Korea, deploying THAAD, and signing an 

information sharing agreement with Japan. In general, progressives favor engagement 

policies and conservatives favor security-oriented policies.  

There is a stronger correlation between public opinion and government policy 

when a security policy is on the table. One explanation for this could be that the public is 

more favorable of security policies than of engagement policies. In fact, the evidence 

suggests that this may be the case: of the 16 security policies this thesis identifies for this 

time range, the public supported 81 percent of those measures. On the other hand, the 

public only supported 76 percent of the engagement policies proposed. (see table 5.1.). 

Although this appears to be compelling evidence that the public is more supportive of 

security than engagement, it is important to remember that the public can be strongly 

swayed by current events. Of the five engagement policies not supported by the public, 
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three of those instances were based on “mood” polling calculations, which are less 

accurate than specific polling data, and two followed the heightened inter-Korean 

tensions in 2010 after the Cheonan sank and Yeonpyeongdo was shelled. So while there 

is a stronger correlation between the public and government over security policy, the 

causal value of public opinion on such policies is difficult to establish with the limited 

data in this study. 

Table 5.1. Opinion and Policy, Engagement vs. Security 

Consistency between opinion and policy, proposals with opinion data 

Opinion and 

Policy 

Engagement 

Policy 

 Security 

Policy 

 All Policy  

Consistent 22 76% 13 81% 35 78% 

Inconsistent 5 17% 3 19% 8 18% 

Neutral 2 7% 0 0% 2 4% 

N 29  16  45  

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria 

 

Another explanation suggests that the government is more likely to act on security 

policies if it feels the public is in favor. Because conservative administrations are more 

inclined to support security over engagement (and a conservative administration was in 

power for nine of the eleven years this thesis evaluates), it is therefore not altogether 

surprising that the correlation between security policies and government policy is higher. 

When the public supports security, the government jumps on the chance and passes 

legislation in accordance with public support. In other words, the government is not apt to 
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ignore public opinion when the public is supportive of the type of policy the government 

probably wants to promote anyway.  

This explanation is supported by polling data to a degree. Most notably, in 2016 

the government passed six separate North Korea-related policies, all of which were 

security-oriented. During the same period, the public was largely supportive of a more 

hardline stance toward the North, especially following nuclear tests in January and 

September (see table 5.2.). Other periods when the government pursued harder line 

policies were in 2010—after the sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of 

Yeonpyeongdo—and in 2008 after the inauguration of conservative -president Lee 

Myoung-bak, who campaigned on a hardline North Korea Policy platform. While these 

findings do not offer definitive proof that the government is better able to enact security 

policies when the public is in favor of those policies compared to when there is limited 

public support for security measures, they certainly suggest that this might be the case.  

Table 5.2. Public Opinion on 2016 Policy Issues 

Public support for policy options (specific polling data) 

Policy Option  Agree Disagree  Don’t Know/ 

Refused 

Loudspeaker at 

DMZ* 

 60% 26%  14%  

Shut Down 

Gaeseong** 

 55% 33%  12%  

NK Human Rights 

Law*** 

 n.d. n.d.  n.d.  

THAAD 

Deployment^ 

 74% 21%  5%  
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Suspend 

Humanitarian 

Aid^^ 

 55% 40%  5%  

GSOMIA^^^  31% 59%  10%  

*Gallup Opinion Poll, Jan. 15, 2016; **Gallup Opinion Poll, Feb. 19, 2016; ***No 

specific data available for this policy issue; ^Asan Opinion Poll, Apr. 1, 2016; ^^Gallup 

Opinion Poll, Sep. 23, 2016; ^^^Gallup Opinion Poll, Nov. 18, 2016 

 

A third approach looks at decision makers’ agendas when considering how public 

preferences may have had an impact. From this perspective, even though public 

preferences surrounding engagement policies are less consistent with decision makers 

than preferences surrounding security, in the data set the number of engagement policies 

considered by policymakers is far greater than the number of security policies. As a 

result, the public has a greater opportunity to block policy decisions or alter policy 

proposals that pertain to engagement with the North.112 Essentially, the government may 

choose to ignore public preferences on engagement policies; however, due to the number 

of engagement policies under consideration, the public only needs to influence the 

government on a few of those policies to have a relatively large impact.  

The public typically supports certain aspects of engagement policy—that is, until 

North Korea provokes the South with some manner of nuclear test or other. Following 

major provocations from the North, consistence between the government and the public 

increases as South Korea responds to North Korea’s actions. The South Korean 

population becomes much more inclined to security measures at such times. This 

occurred in 2010 after the sinking of the Cheonan. The government maintained some of 

                                                           
112 Kingdon, Agendas, 51. 
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its humanitarian aid to the North at this time, but the public eye was very critical of 

engagement and preferred heightened security measures. A similar trend occurred 

following North Korea’s nuclear test in early January 2016. Following the test, South 

Korea responded with a hardline stance toward the North that was widely supported by 

the general populace.  

Turning now to advocacy efforts, there is a stronger correlation between advocacy 

and government policy on engagement policies as opposed to security policies. In 

assessing the types of advocacy efforts surrounding North Korea policy, it becomes clear 

that activists typically have more interest in engaging the North than in boosting security. 

Of the 56 activist movements identified in this thesis, 33 of them concerned an 

engagement-oriented policy issue and 23 involved a security measure. Furthermore, 

advocacy efforts were 73 percent consistent with government engagement policies 

compared to 50 percent consistent with security policies (see table 5.3.). It follows that 

advocacy groups as a whole devote more time to promoting engagement efforts, and in 

turn government decision making is more consistent with these efforts.  

Table 5.3. Advocacy and Policy, Engagement vs. Security 

Consistency between Advocacy and policy, proposals with advocacy data 

Advocacy and 

Policy 

Engagement 

Policy 

 Security 

Policy 

 All Policy  

Consistent 16 73% 7 50% 23 64% 

Inconsistent 2 9% 6 43% 8 22% 

Neutral 4 18% 1 7% 5 14% 

N 22  14  36  

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson (1999) 
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At first glance, this finding is somewhat counterintuitive, especially since there 

was a conservative administration in power for the majority of the time period assessed in 

this thesis. One would expect that a conservative government’s policy decisions would be 

more consistent with civil society groups when those groups advocate security measures, 

which are typically supported by conservatives. However, upon closer inspection, the 

government made policy decisions that were more engagement-oriented at times when 

the public as a whole was more supportive of engagement. As has been already been 

suggested, civil society groups take advantage of those times to garner additional support 

for their respective causes. On the other hand, when the general public was more 

supportive of security measures there were fewer civil society movements, and the ones 

that did occur were not typically supporting additional security measures, especially in 

recent years. All this seems to suggest that civil society groups are more active when they 

perceive that the government may be conducive to their preferences and less active when 

the likelihood of government responsiveness is lower.  

Major events had an inverse effect on advocacy efforts with regard to policy 

decisions, but this result makes sense considering the nature of advocacy movements and 

the events this thesis considers. The objective of advocacy efforts remained fairly 

constant throughout the eleven-year time period, whereas government policy decisions 

were widely influenced by current events. The government would switch from a 

humanitarian aid policy one year to adherence to intense international sanctions the next. 

This is understandable considering that the government is responsible to respond to the 

security needs of the country. Advocacy efforts are affected much less by such shocks, 

and they frequently pursue an ideological objective without being affected by the same 
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geopolitical constraints as the government. While certain North Korean provocations—

nuclear tests, human rights violations, the Cheonan sinking—elicited a targeted response 

from South Korean civil society groups, most advocacy efforts focused their attention on 

long-standing issues, such as joint US-ROK military exercises, propaganda balloon 

campaigns, and South Korea’s National Security Law. Although public opinion as a 

whole rises up against North Korea in the face of provocation, activists generally 

maintain their positions, whether they be for or against the North.  

To explain this phenomenon, I turn to Gi-Wook Shin’s book Ethnic Nationalism 

in Korea, which discusses the “origins and politics of Korean ethnic nationalism.” Shin 

states that national identity forms over time and that Korean ethnicity is a collective 

identity that outweighs transnational issues and political pressures. Many South Korean 

advocacy groups appeal to their sense of ethnic nationalism when they promote the idea 

of han minjok, or “one people,” a primary argument for unification with the North. Using 

this perspective, advocacy groups that send propaganda balloons to the North over the 

DMZ do so out of a genuine desire to reunite ethnic Koreans. To such groups, the 

political systems of the North or South are a step removed from the more important 

matter of ethnic identity. Following that logic, inter-Korean security issues do not erase 

the need for a Korean ethnic nation, so a nuclear test, for example, would not deter these 

groups from promoting their ideologies.113  

 

 

                                                           
113 Shin, Ethnic Nationalism, 223-235. 
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Change vs. Status Quo 

A key element of studies looking at the impact of public opinion is the assessment of 

change-oriented policies versus status quo policies. Change policies, or any policy that 

marks a departure from the way things have been done up to that point, are typically 

harder to pass than status quo policies, which maintain the same policy direction as 

previous policies. In his study on public opinion and policy in the United States, Burstein 

found that 70 percent of policies were passed when both the public and the government 

preferred a status quo policy, while only 45 percent of policies passed when both 

preferred a change policy.114  

For the policy issues I studied for this thesis, there is no significant statistical 

difference between change and status quo policies with regard to public opinion. The 

policy outcome was consistent with public preferences 18 out of 22 times for change 

policies and 17 out of 23 times for status quo policies. These surprising findings appear to 

contradict what Burstein found in his research, where status quo policies were much more 

likely to be enacted.  

The difference between status quo and change policies becomes more apparent 

after major events are taken into consideration. Following a North Korean provocation, 

public opinion is correlated with the government policy decision 91 percent of the time 

for status quo policy options, up from 74 percent. In general, approval for change policies 

remained fairly constant with or without a major event, rising only five percentage points 

from 82 percent to 87 percent. This finding could indicate that South Koreans are averse 

                                                           
114 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 58.  



 

82 
 

to risk, meaning they favor status quo options in the face of North Korean provocations 

because those options are perceived as being less risky than changing course at a time of 

uncertainty. In addition, instability resulting from North Korean actions could increase 

the effect of risk aversion. Even though these findings are much less decisive than 

Burstein’s, they still suggest that there is a preference for status quo policy options, at 

least following major events when there is an increased level of uncertainty regarding the 

future of inter-Korean relations.  

The impact of the status quo on advocacy efforts after major events had the exact 

opposite effect on the relationship between advocacy and policymaking. Consistency 

between advocacy groups and government policy increases for change policies rather 

than status quo policies following major events. Although these findings appear to 

contradict Burstein’s research, the unique environment of the Korean peninsula might 

illuminate the disparity between this study and Burstein’s.  

First, North Korea Policy options have important national security ramifications 

for South Korea, and North Korean aggression generally increases negative views toward 

the North, which, in turn, reduces the desire for engagement policies and increases the 

desire for security measures. The status quo question then becomes one of “which came 

first?” If North Korean provocations occur multiple times in quick succession, then 

policymakers will maintain a hardline approach to North Korea, and this approach will 

(typically) engender popular support. On the other hand, if the government decides to 

take a harder line approach to North Korean at a time when there is no provocation, the 

public will be less in favor of this move.  
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Second, the policy changes in this thesis are generally changes along a line, not a 

shift of the line, meaning that the scope of North Korea Policy remained fairly constant 

throughout this eleven-year time period. For example, public discussion on the 

humanitarian aid-related policies included in this sample typically revolved around 

whether or not it would be appropriate to provide some form of assistance to the North to 

alleviate suffering rather than what type of aid should be delivered.115 Effectively, policy 

change becomes a yes or no question. The same types of policy questions get cycled 

through the South Korean policymaking process—should we provide aid to the North? 

Should we place sanctions on the North? Should we proceed with inter-Korean talks? 

Even though the answers to these questions change, the fundamental policies do not 

undergo significant revision. In fact, of the 45 total policies that I evaluated, only seven 

of those policies represented an idea or policy direction that was “new,” rather than a 

reversal of or revision to an ongoing policy (see table 5.4.).  

Table 5.4. New Policy Proposals 

New policy proposals made between January 2006 and December 2016 

Date Policy Description 

Feb. 25, 2008 North Korea Policy Lee Myung-bak’s signature policy toward 

North Korea 

May 24, 2010 May 24 Measures Sanctions initiated in response to Cheonan 

attack 

Jan. 1, 2011 Reunification Tax Proposed tax to pay for eventual 

reunification costs 

Jun. 29, 2012 GSOMIA Proposed information sharing agreement 

with Japan 

                                                           
115 See, for example, the question and answer session covered in the Hankyoreh about a civic group that raised funds for North Korean 
flood victims in 2006. “Activist monk begins raising funds for North’s flood victims,” Hankyoreh, Aug. 2, 2006, accessed Apr. 30, 

2017, http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/146030.html.  
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Feb. 25, 2013 Trustpolitik Park Geun-hye’s signature policy toward 

North Korea 

Mar. 3, 2016 NK Human Rights Act Law protecting and advancing N. Korean 

human rights  

Jul. 8, 2016 THAAD Deployment Missile defense system to deter North Korea 

Note: Above policies have no clear tie to prior policy decisions and represent new 

policy initiatives 

 

In the book Lobbying and Policy Change, Baumgartner et al. find that big 

changes, rather than small, incremental changes, are the ones that are most likely to make 

it through the policymaking process. In addition, the authors continually return to the idea 

that whatever policy is in place will most likely stay in place, also known as status quo 

persistence.116 This is consistent with what Yoon found in her study on South Korean 

policymaking. Yoon states that a South Korean president’s policy agenda may be 

constrained by bureaucrats who fail to implement the policy as the president intended. If 

executive ministries are not entirely on board with an executive policy proposal, they can 

effectively block that policy by endorsing a status quo option.117  

Baumgartner et al.’s assertions have two major implications. First, 15 of the 22 

instances where policy change occurred saw either a complete reversal of or a significant 

alteration to the original policy. This is consistent with the Baumgartner et al. finding that 

when policy change happens, it is going to be big. Second, the persistence of the status 

quo does not necessarily have to be measured on an individual policy basis. Where North 

Korea Policy is concerned, the status quo can be defined as macro-level trends as 

                                                           
116 Baumgartner, Lobbying and Policy Change, 29. 
117 Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking, 38.  
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opposed to specific policies. In other words, South Koreans are typically in favor of an 

engagement policy toward the North unless there is a provocation, in which case they 

favor harder line policies. This trend remains constant throughout this study’s eleven-year 

time span. In combining these two factors, we see that big policy changes definitely occur 

with regard to North Korea, and these policy changes happen rather frequently in 

response to the tension level between the North and the South.  

Early Years vs. Later Years 

In comparing the first period (2006-2011) to the second period (2012-2016), policy 

decisions were significantly more consistent with public opinion in the later years.118 The 

government made policy choices that were consistent with public opinion 90 percent of 

the time from January 2012 to December 2016 but only 68 percent of the time from 

January 2006 to December 2011 (see table 5.5.). Before jumping to the conclusion that 

the government is becoming much more responsive to public preferences, however, we 

must first acknowledge a few complicating factors. For example, while there were only 

nine policy issues that were impacted by major events in the first period, there were 17 in 

the next period. This is consistent with North Korea ramping up its nuclear program and 

its provocations of South Korea. Notably, eight of the ten policy issues covered in the 

final two years of the study (2015-2016) were shifts to harder line policies, which is 

representative of cooling relations between the two countries.  

 

                                                           
118 I used December 31, 2011, as the dividing line between the first period and the second period in order to have a relatively even 
policy sample size in each period. This date also corresponds well with the death of Kim Jong-Il in December 2011, which allows for 

a comparison between his regime and that of his son, Kim Jong-Un.  
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Table 5.5. Opinion and Policy, Early Years vs. Later Years 

Consistency between opinion and policy over two time periods 

Opinion and 

Policy 

Period One 

(2006-2011) 

 Period Two           

(2012-2016) 

Total      

(2006-2016) 

 

Consistent 17 68% 18 90% 35 78% 

Inconsistent 6 24% 2 10% 8 18% 

Neutral 2 8% 0 0% 2 4% 

N 25  20  45  

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria 

 

A separate but related factor is the death of Kim Jong-Il in December 2011, 

resulting in Kim Jong-Un becoming North Korea’s supreme leader shortly thereafter. 

Since taking power, Kim Jong-Un has implemented policies in the North that have 

impacted South Korean perceptions of the overall security environment on the Korean 

peninsula. For example, the number of North Korean refugees arriving in South Korea 

dropped from 2,706 in 2011 to 1,502 in 2012.119 Kim Jong-Un increased security along 

North Korea’s border with China, decreasing the number of individuals who manage to 

leave the country.120 The decrease in refugee numbers has not gone unnoticed in South 

Korea, where perceptions about Kim Jong-Un’s leadership style are predicated on what 

the public is able to observe about conditions in the North.  

                                                           
119 “North Korean Refugee Policy: Current Situation [bukhan ital jumin jeongchaek choigeun hyeonhwang],” Ministry of Unification, 

accessed April 16, 2017, http://www.unikorea.go.kr/content.do?cmsid=1440. 
120 John Power, “North Korean Defectors to South Hit 13-Year Low,” The Diplomat, January 15, 2016, accessed April 16, 2017,  

http://thediplomat.com/2016/01/north-korean-defectors-to-south-hit-13-year-low/. 
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Conversely, advocacy effectiveness remained relatively constant throughout the 

entire timeframe, and there was no significant change between the first period and the 

second period. To explain this phenomenon, it is helpful to look at the frequency of 

advocacy efforts and the types of efforts involved. From 2006 and 2015, notable news 

coverage of advocacy efforts relevant to North Korea Policy ranged from one to eight per 

year, with an average of about five per year. In 2016, there were a total of 15 news stories 

on advocacy, most of which revolved around the deployment of THAAD. Although 

THAAD dominated the final year, prior advocacy efforts primarily focused on human 

rights, humanitarian aid, and sending propaganda leaflets via balloon to North Korea. 

These perennial issues did not change from the first period to the second period, helping 

to explain why the effect of advocacy remained constant.  

A final consideration is the congruency of public opinion and policy decisions 

through time. Page and Shapiro (1983) note that another way to assess the impact of 

public preferences on policy makers is to analyze whether policy changes when public 

preferences change.121 If public preferences change before a policy, then this may be an 

indicator that policymakers follow public opinion. Out of the 45 policy issues this thesis 

assesses, 38 of them built off a former policy outcome in some way. In other words, 38 of 

the policies assessed in this sample were either revisions to or reversals of prior policy 

decisions, whereas seven of the policies were entirely new and not based on any existing 

precedent. Out of the 38 policy decisions that built upon prior policy decisions and can 

therefore be tracked through time, 28 (or 74 percent) of those policy outcomes followed 

public preferences after the public had signaled a change (see table 5.6.). This value is 

                                                           
121 Burstein, American Public Opinion, 60. 
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similar to the 78 percent consistency rate between public opinion and policy outcomes in 

a general sense. This finding adds further credence to the assertion that public opinion 

impacts policy change. 

Table 5.6. Opinion and Policy through Time 

Consistency between opinion and policy, proposals that revise or reverse prior policy 

decisions 

Opinion and Policy Policy Alterations 

Consistent 28 74% 

Inconsistent 10 26% 

N 38 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria 

 

Consistencies vs. Inconsistencies 

In looking more closely at the consistency between public preferences and policymaking, 

it becomes clear that there are no perennial inconsistencies between the public and the 

government. Although the government does not always follow public preferences, there 

is not a single issue where the government consistently flouts public opinion. In fact, the 

South Korean government appears to be generally responsive to public opinion when that 

opinion is measurable.  

Despite these general trends, there are instances of incongruence that are worth 

noting. First, the public is not certain what it thinks about humanitarian aid. Of the ten 

instances where this study identified a policy decision on humanitarian aid, the public 

was in favor of aid only about 50 percent of the time (see table 5.7.).  There are a variety 
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of reasons for this. For example, public opposition to aid in 2010 is most likely a result of 

the sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeongdo by North Korea. Similarly, 

public support for the suspension of aid in September 2016 is likely to be related to the 

North Korean nuclear test earlier that month. It is more difficult to assign a causal factor 

to lacking support for humanitarian aid in 2006, although it is apparent through polling 

data that the public felt North Korea to be its greatest security threat at the time.122  

Table 5.7. Humanitarian Aid Policy 

Policy proposals pertaining to North Korean humanitarian aid between 2006 and 2016 

Decision Date Policy Opinion  Advocacy 

Jun. 6, 2006 Suspend aid Support Oppose 

Aug. 25, 2006 Resume aid Oppose Support 

May 15, 2007 Send aid Support n.d. 

Dec. 18, 2009 Send aid Neutral Support 

Sep. 1, 2010 Send aid Oppose Oppose 

Oct. 11, 2010 Send aid Oppose Oppose 

Dec. 5, 2011 Send aid Support Neutral 

Jun. 28, 2013 Send aid Support Support 

Aug. 5, 2013 Send aid Support Support 

 

Sep. 19, 2016 Suspend aid Support Support 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria 

 

                                                           
122 “Safety Concern North Korea 30.8%, Japan 29.5% [anbo wihyeop bukhan 30.8%, ilbon 29.5%],” Realmeter, April 27, 2006, 

accessed October 25, 2016, http://www.realmeter.net.  
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Even when there was public support for humanitarian aid, however, the public 

was pretty evenly divided. In 2013, for example, 47 percent of respondents to a poll said 

that aid to North Korea should resume despite a recent nuclear test, but 46 percent said 

that all aid to the North should be halted.123 Of the people who supported aid, 59 percent 

were progressive, and 57 percent of the individuals who opposed aid were conservative 

(see table 5.8.). This indicates that there is a partisan divide over humanitarian aid to 

North Korea. One would therefore expect that aid would be more consistent under a 

progressive administration than under a conservative one. However, aid was suspended in 

June 2006 under former progressive president Roh Moo-hyun, and it was supported in 

December 2009 by former conservative president Lee Myoung-bak. So although there 

may be a partisan divide in supporters for humanitarian aid, partisanship does not 

necessarily explain why both progressives and conservatives will support aid one year 

and oppose it the next.  

Table 5.8. Humanitarian Aid, 2013 

Consistency between opinion and policy, cross-sectional analysis by political party 

Opinion and Policy Halt Aid Continue Aid 

Conservative 57% 36% 

Progressive 38% 59% 

 

No political affiliation 41% 48% 

Overall 46% 47% 

Note: Consistency assessed in accordance with Burstein (2014) and Stimson’s (1999) 

criteria; Source: Gallup Opinion Poll, Feb. 20, 2013 

                                                           
123 “South Koreans’ Response to North Korea’s 3rd Nuclear Test [bukhan 3 cha haek silheomae daehan hangukinui baneungeun?],” 

Gallup Korea, February 20, 2013, http://www.gallup.co.kr.  
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Reunions for separated families is another policy that frequently receives public 

attention. The public was in favor of reunions four out of six times over the course of this 

study’s timeframe. On the other two occasions, the public neither supported nor opposed 

the reunions (see table 5.9.). The one instance where the South Korean government 

decided not to hold scheduled family reunions, the public and advocacy groups alike 

opposed this decision. Public support for these reunions is understandable; meetings are 

significantly cheaper than providing humanitarian aid to the North, and the reunions are a 

positive experience for both North and South Koreans. There is little cost to this type of 

activity and there are perceived potential benefits (e.g. improved inter-Korean relations), 

so it is understandable that the public is generally in favor of proceeding with these 

meetings. 

Table 5.9. Divided Family Reunions 

Reunions for families divided between North and South Korea, 2006-2016 

Date Policy Opinion  Advocacy 

Jun. 19, 2006 Reunion Neutral n.d. 

May 9, 2007 Reunion Support Neutral 

Feb. 25, 2008 Reunion canceled Oppose Oppose 

Sep. 26, 2009 Reunion Neutral n.d. 

Aug. 23, 2013 Reunion Support Support 

Sep. 8, 2015 Reunion Support Neutral 

Note: Above reunions were officially sponsored by the South Korean government 

 

The public is also generally supportive of inter-Korean talks and summits. When 

Kim Dae-Jung and Kim Jong-Il met for their historic summit in 2000, the public 
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responded very positively.124 Following the summit, an unprecedented 88 percent of 

South Korean respondents to a Gallup Korea poll stated that they had a positive 

impression of the North Korean leader, and respondents were similarly supportive of 

their own president.125 Four out of five times when talks were an option between the two 

Koreas, South Koreans supported them (see table 5.10.). Again, inter-Korean summits are 

a low-cost way to engage North Korea. 

Table 5.10. South-North Summits 

Official meetings between North and South Korean officials, 2006-2016 

Date Policy Opinion  Advocacy 

Jun. 6, 2006 Summit Neutral Support 

Oct. 2, 2007 Summit Support Support 

July 1, 2009 Summit Support n.d. 

Feb. 1, 2010 Summit Support Support 

Jul. 31, 2013 Summit Support Support 

Note: Above summits took place between top- and mid-level public officials 

 

Finally, the Gaeseong Industrial Complex is another policy that the public 

typically supports (see table 5.11.). This joint venture has experienced strong support 

from South Koreans, especially business owners and companies that have a stake in the 

enterprise. When North Korea unilaterally closed the complex on April 9, 2013, 48 

percent of South Koreans expressed their support of reopening the venture as early as the 

                                                           
124 This summit is outside the time range applied in this thesis, but it is a high-profile summit that is easily identifiable to the South 

Korean population. In addition, public support for this summit is consistent with the support that was observed throughout the 

observation period.  
125 Calvin Sims, “New (Friendly) Craze in South Korea: The North,” The New York Times, Jun. 20, 2000, accessed Apr. 30, 2017, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/20/world/new-friendly-craze-in-south-korea-the-north.html.  
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next day (compared to 41 percent who supported the halt).126 A month later, the 

percentage of South Koreans in support of restarting operations at Gaeseong was up to 

63.8 percent.127 The only time the public was in favor of closing the compound in this 

data set was in response to North Korea’s January 2016 nuclear test. Even then, support 

for the closure was not overwhelming, and one polling company assessed that only 47.5 

percent of respondents supported the closure while 44.3 percent thought closing the 

complex was ill-advised.128  

Table 5.11. Gaeseong Industrial Complex 

Policy decisions regarding operations at Gaeseong Industrial Complex, 2006-2016 

Date Policy Opinion  Advocacy 

May 25, 2007 Act on Support for GIC Support Support 

Mar. 26, 2010 Revision of Support Act Support Support 

Dec. 31, 2011 Revision of Support Act Support Neutral 

Sep. 16, 2013 Reopen GIC Support Support 

Feb. 1, 2016 Close GIC Support Support 

Note: Above summits took place between top- and mid-level public officials 

  

Because Gaeseong is an ongoing joint-venture between the North and the South, 

polling companies frequently ask questions concerning the venture. As a result, the 

polling data collected on Gaeseong is some of the most robust in this data set. There are 

                                                           
126 “Opinions about the Danger of North Korean Provocations: After the Gaeseong Industrial Complex Shutdown [bukhanui dobal 

wihyeopae daehan uigyeoneun? – Gaeseong gongdan jinip chadan ihu],” Gallup Korea, April 10, 2013, http://www.gallup.co.kr; 

“Gallup Korea Political Index,” Gallup Korea, May 3, 2013, http://www.gallup.co.kr. 
127 “Asan Daily Poll,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies, May 16, 2013, asaninst.org.  
128 “Halting Operations at Gaeseong Complex, ‘Well done’ 47.5% vs ‘Not good’ 44.3% [Gaeseong gongdan jeonmyeon jungdan, ‘jal 

haettda’ 47.5% vs ‘jal mothaettda’ 44.3%],” Realmeter, February 11, 2016, accessed October 25, 2016, http://www.realmeter.net; 
Note, a second poll done by Gallup on 2/19/2016 showed that 55 percent of respondents supported the suspension of operations at the 

site while 33 percent did not. “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, February 19, 2016, gallup.co.kr. 
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instances where pollsters asked questions directly related to a government policy decision 

on Gaeseong but also many instances where polling companies asked Gaeseong-related 

questions irrespective of government policies. By looking at the collective polling data 

available on this policy issue, it is possible to track how public preferences have changed 

through time.  

Overall, these findings suggest that the public is supportive of engagement 

policies that are relatively low cost or which provide a clear benefit to South Korean 

stakeholders. Although public support for humanitarian aid is rather ambivalent, 

consistent support for divided family reunions, inter-Korean summits, and economic 

cooperation at Gaeseong Industrial Complex shows South Korean interest in engaging 

the North when the perceived benefits of engagement outweigh the costs.  

Public Preferences vs. Government Preferences 

A final consideration in assessing the impact of public opinion and advocacy vis-à-vis 

policy outcomes evokes the classic question: “which came first, the chicken or the egg?” 

In measuring the impact of public opinion on policymakers, it is essential to determine 

whether it is the public influencing the policy or the policy influencing the public. One 

way to do just that is to measure public opinion before and after a policy decision is 

made. Unfortunately, polling firms do not have this form of detailed data for most policy 

issues, so it is difficult to truly determine if the public or the government is the primary 

determinant of policy decisions.  

Despite these drawbacks, there are some instances where polling companies 

collected data that is relevant to specific policy issues before and after a policy decision 
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was made (see table 5.12.). For each of these ten instances for which data is available, the 

public approved of the policy nine out of ten times before the policy decision was made; 

however, the public approved ten out of ten times after the decision was made. The 

difference here does suggest that government decisions influence public opinion to some 

degree, but it is difficult to quantify just how much with such a limited data set.  

Table 5.12. Opinion and Policy, Before and After 

Policy decisions for which public opinion was measured before and after the decision, 

2006-2016 

Decision Date Policy Opinion Before  Opinion After 

Jul. 12, 2008 Geumgangsan Suspension Support Support 

May 24, 2010 May 24 Measures Support Support 

Jun. 29, 2012 GSOMIA Cancellation Support Support 

May 24, 2015 Continue May 24 Measures Oppose Support 

Aug. 25, 2015 North-South Agreement Support Support 

Sep. 8, 2015 Divided Family Reunions Support Support 

Jan. 12, 2016 Loudspeaker at DMZ Support Support 

Feb. 1, 2016 Gaeseong Closure Support Support 

Jul. 8, 2016 THAAD Deployment Support Support 

Sep. 19, 2016 Suspend Humanitarian Aid Support Support 

Note: The above list consists of policies for which there was specific public opinion 

data available  

 

In looking more closely at the instance when the public waffled on its support of a 

policy measure, we find that the issue at hand was the continuation of the May 24 

Measures, which were initiated in 2010 after the sinking of the Cheonan. The decision of 

whether or not to continue with the measures took place in May 2015, five years after the 
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sanctions were put in place. When asked in April if the measures should be lifted, 41 

percent of respondents agreed that they should (compared to 27 percent who 

disagreed).129 When asked after the decision to continue the sanctions had been made, 

34.2 percent of respondents said the measures should only be lifted after a North Korean 

apology for the Cheonan attack (compared to 28.8 percent who felt the measures should 

be lifted regardless).130 Three months later, the public was firmly in support of the 

sanctions, with 49.1 percent supporting them and 40.9 percent opposing.131 At the time, 

there were no major North Korean provocations to sway public opinion. The findings 

here would indicate that the South Korean government was successful in gaining popular 

support for a policy that was not initially publicly supported; however, this only occurred 

one out of ten times, meaning that the influence of the government should not be 

overestimated.  

Conversely, the South Korean government’s response to public opinion regarding 

the GSOMIA information sharing agreement with Japan was vastly different. When the 

agreement was first presented in 2012 to be signed, South Korea called off the signing 

just hours before due to massive public outcry.132 The withdrawal was highly 

embarrassing for the Korean government, but unlike the May 24 Measures, the 

government followed public opinion. In 2016, however, when the same agreement was 

proposed and eventually signed, the government did not take into consideration public 

preferences. Public opposition was nearly identical in each instance (before the policy 

                                                           
129 Asan Public Polling, “South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2015.” 
130 “May 24 Measures, Discontinue first 28.8% vs discontinue after northern policy 34.2% [5-24 daebuk jochi, meonjeo haejae 28.8% 
vs buk sakwa hu haejae 34.2%],” Realmeter, May 27, 2015, accessed October 25, 2016, Realmeter.net. 
131 “May 24 Measures, Discontinuation Impossible without Apology 49.1% vs Discontinue now 40.9% [5-24 daebuk jaejae, sakwa 

obsi haejae bulga 49.1% vs jogi haejae 40.9%],” Realmeter, August 18, 2015, accessed October 25, 2016, Realmeter.net. 
132 “S. Korea postpones signing controversial military pact with Japan,” Yonhap News, June 29, 2012, accessed March 11, 2017, 

http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/national/2012/06/29/57/0301000000AEN20120629008900315F.HTML.  
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decision 61 percent disagreed with the agreement in 2012 and 59 percent disagreed in 

2016),133 but the government proceeded anyway.134  

Many have argued that the difference in these two instances was the relative 

influence of the sitting president. In June 2012, former president Lee Myung-bak likely 

would have been interested in finishing the final six months of his presidency without a 

major scandal. Former president Park Geun-Hye, on the other hand, was already 

entangled in a major political scandal, and agreeing to a largely unpopular policy would 

have done little to impact her already terrible public approval rating.135 Although public 

opinion polling on GSOMIA was unavailable after it was signed in November 2016, 

there is broad consensus that South Koreans remained opposed to the deal after 

signing.136 Some have even suggested that the incoming presidential administration may 

be tempted to bow to public opinion and reverse the information sharing agreement,137 an 

action that would clearly articulate the power of public opinion in South Korea. 

As discussed at length in the literature review, many have argued that South 

Korea’s historically strong president has been able to direct policy decisions with relative 

impunity from the public;138 however, the results above do not support that notion. 

Instead, the South Korean president may have some ability to set a policy course, but this 

course is subject to public preferences at least some of the time. The GSOMIA 

                                                           
133 Public opinion data was not available following the government’s 2016 decision, which is why this instance was not included in the 
“before and after” data set. 
134 “Rethinking Public Opinion on Korea-Japan Relations,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies, June 29, 2012, accessed March 17, 

2017, asaninst.org; “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, November 18, 2016, gallup.co.kr.  
135 “Despite criticism, South Korea signs GSOMIA with Japan,” Hankyoreh, November 23, 2016, accessed April 16, 2017, 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/771627.html.  
136 Han Minjeong, “Country Report: South Korea (November 2016),” The Asan Forum, Nov. 30, 2016, accessed Apr. 30, 2017, 
http://www.theasanforum.org/country-report-south-korea-november-2016/.  
137 Park Sangbo, “Implications of the General Security of Military Information Agreement for South Korea,” Stimson Center, Dec. 16, 

2016, accessed Apr. 30, 2017, https://www.stimson.org/content/implications-general-security-military-information-agreement-south-
korea.  
138 Koo, State and Society, 1-11.  
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proceedings are a perfect example of how the public might exert its influence in 

policymaking. Although President Park ultimately ignored public preferences regarding 

the agreement, it is likely that she was able to do so because she was already so 

unpopular in the public eye. GSOMIA aside, given the degree of consistency between 

policy decisions and public opinion, the findings in this study strongly suggest that the 

South Korean government is generally responsive to public preferences. 
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6. Conclusion: South Korean Public Opinion an Opportunity and Constraint 

Public opinion matters with regard to decisions made on inter-Korean relations by the 

South Korean government. When public opinion preferences are measurable, either 

through polling or advocacy efforts, policymakers respond to those preferences. Although 

variables like major events, preferences of political elites, and Korean identity also 

impact policy decisions, there is a clear and undeniable correlation between public 

preferences and government policy choices. In this chapter, I turn to the implications of 

this research for policymaking in South Korea. I also look at the implications for 

countries that neighbor South Korea as well as for its closest ally, the United States. 

Finally, I look at the opportunities for future research on this topic, evaluating the 

research gaps this thesis fills and discussing what still needs to be unpacked.  

South Korea 

Looking back to the literature review, this thesis posits that there are four perceptual 

lenses typically applied to South Korea’s policymaking process:  the security 

environment, the preferences of political elites, normative discourse, and public opinion 

and advocacy. This thesis has focused on the final of these four perspectives, but the 

insights contained herein can illuminate aspects of each of these schools of thought. 

First, the security lens. This primarily state-centric perspective maintains that 

states make policy decisions based on the security constraints of their environment.139 As 

it so happens, this intuition is reflected to some degree in this thesis’ findings. When both 

                                                           
139 Victor Cha, “Hawk Engagement and Preventive Defense,” International Security vol. 27, no. 1 (2002): 40-78. See also O’Hanlon 

and Mochizuki, Crisis on the Korean Peninsula, 163-165. 
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the public and the government respond to North Korean nuclear tests, for example, their 

response supports the assertion that a state’s foreign policy is responsive to security 

threats. The problem is the state and society do not always respond to North Korean 

provocations in the same way. At times, the public called for a harder line response to the 

North,140 and at other times, policymakers made decisions that did not necessarily reflect 

public preferences.141 By looking at a state as a unitary actor, the security perspective 

misses the nuances derived from the state-society relationship, which are important in 

understanding where policy decisions originate.  

The geopolitical perspective, a variation of the security argument, is another 

commonly researched angle. Geopolitical security scholars suggest that a country must 

remain cognizant of the divergent policy preferences of its neighbors. For South Korea, 

that means countries like the United States, China, North Korea, and Japan should be 

factored in to the country’s decision making calculus. While considering other countries’ 

interests is important, this approach fails to incorporate the distinctive ways foreign state 

actors might impact the preferences of domestic public opinion. For example, public 

opinion polling revealed that the public took into consideration its preferences regarding 

other countries when making decisions about specific policy issues. Many South Koreans 

opposed the deployment of THAAD, not because they found it objectionable in and of 

itself but because they did not like the idea of being a pawn of the United States and they 

feared that the deployment would worsen relations with China.142 Although the majority 

                                                           
140 For example, the government proceeded with humanitarian aid provisions to North Korea despite South Korea public preferences 

to the contrary.  
141 Five years after the implementation of the May 24 Measures, the South Korean public was ready to lift the sanctions, but the 
government decided not to do so. 
142 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Korea, July 15, 2016, gallup.co.kr.  
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of the public eventually came around in support of the deployment, and the South Korean 

government moved forward with preparations, this example provides a window into how 

public opinion incorporates geopolitical perspectives in policy preferences.  

Shifting now to the strong state argument, there is some evidence that the South 

Korean government is able to operate with a degree of impunity to public opinion and 

advocacy. North Korea Policy decisions are, in fact, typically made by the executive 

branch (either the president or an executive ministry), and these actors are shielded from 

public opinion relative to their counterparts in the National Assembly. As a result, 

executive policy decisions are less consistent with public preferences than National 

Assembly policy decisions.  

While this is compelling evidence that South Korea’s executive offices benefit 

from their historical strong state legacy, there is also overwhelming reason to believe that 

the state cannot act unilaterally without some public backlash. First, for the policy issues 

where there was public opinion data available from before and after a decision was made, 

the vast majority of these instances showed that government policymaking was consistent 

with public preferences. Second, there are instances when the public response to a policy 

proposal is so great that this response convinces the government to reverse its intended 

course of action, such as when the Lee Myung-bak administration backed away from the 

GSOMIA agreement with Japan in 2012. South Korea may be a strong state, but it is a 

strong state that is responsive to public preferences. 

The next perspective looks at the impact of normative discourse, which holds that 

policy decisions are ultimately a result of the engagements and disengagements between 



 

102 
 

the state and society. Bleiker’s norms of engagement and patterns of distrust are 

particularly relevant to the findings of this thesis. He states the norms of engagement 

between North and South Korea have led to long-term South Korean perceptions of 

North Korean actions.143 This is highly insightful when considering the status quo 

conditions discussed previously. Changes to North Korea Policy typically do not involve 

creating new policies; instead, changes are generally an adjustment to or reversal of an 

existing policy. For example, the concept of humanitarian aid has undergone many 

iterations through time, but the idea that providing humanitarian aid might be an 

appropriate (or inappropriate) response to a situation is well-established in public 

discourse. Humanitarian aid therefore evokes a specific feeling or emotion in South 

Koreans, and people construct their preferences on this policy issue based on past 

experiences with North Korea. 

Ultimately, this thesis builds upon the above schools of thought to examine how 

adding public preferences to the policymaking matrix impacts policy outcomes. The 

perspectives evaluated herein are not mutually exclusive, so although this thesis focuses 

on the consistency of public opinion and advocacy with policy outcomes, it provides 

insights into the broader study of international relations with regard to South Korea.  

Neighboring Countries 

For neighboring countries, the primary implication of this study is straightforward: public 

opinion matters! The next time North Korea shoots a missile into the Sea of Japan (or the 

East Sea, as they say in Korea) or China increases its indirect sanctions over the 

                                                           
143 Bleiker, “Divided Korea,” 297-302. 
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deployment of THAAD, these states need to consider not only the likely South Korean 

government response but also the response of South Korea’s domestic population. South 

Koreans have preferences for how their own government acts but also for how 

neighboring governments interact with their country, and the public might push for policy 

change if it does not feel like the government is appropriately responding to foreign 

actors.  

For North Korea, this is immensely important. The country benefits greatly from 

South Korean aid and economic cooperation, and the DPRK has at times successfully 

used its assessment of South Korean public preferences to elicit aid and favorable 

economic conditions.144 On the other hand, a more careful reading of South Korean 

public opinion would reveal to the North that its nuclear provocations can reverse public 

(as well as government) preferences for engagement-oriented policies. Increasing inter-

Korean tensions is a sure way to dampen positive South Korean feelings toward the 

North. While North Korea is certain to rely on a number of different indicators when 

formulating its inter-Korean policies, incorporating South Korean public opinion into its 

calculus would be helpful (assuming North Korea is indeed interested in increasing inter-

Korean engagement).  

For China, the implication is similar, and the deployment of THAAD provides a 

recent example for how an improved understanding of South Korean public opinion 

would benefit Sino-Korean relations. China has been opposed to THAAD since the 

original announcement, citing that the defense system could be used by the US-ROK 

                                                           
144 For example, North Korea appealed for aid when it faced a flooding crisis in 2007. Jonathan Watts, “Flooding devastates North 
Korea,” The Guardian, August 15, 2007, accessed April 16, 2017, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/aug/16/naturaldisasters.weather.  
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alliance to contain Chinese military expansion. As an expression of its disproval, China 

has implemented unofficial sanctions that have targeted the South Korean entertainment 

and tourism industries.145 China has simultaneously engaged in a messaging campaign to 

appeal to individuals who are opposed to THAAD deployment.146 Although China was 

right to turn to public opinion as a way to influence the South Korean government’s 

policymaking process, it failed to consider how its sanctions might contradict the 

effectiveness of its messaging campaign. South Koreans are especially sensitive to 

economic issues,147 and the Chinese decision to sanction certain South Korean industries 

has resulted in a significant hit to China’s approval rating in South Korea. In turn, this has 

limited the effectiveness of China’s attempt to influence public opinion.  

Japan has also faced backlash from the South Korean public on North Korea-

related policies. The GSOMIA agreement, mentioned throughout this thesis, is the most 

notable example in recent years. This agreement, intended to improve information 

sharing about North Korean threats between Japan and South Korea, was widely seen by 

government officials in Korea and Japan as a positive step toward greater security 

cooperation between the two countries. The South Korean public did not agree, however. 

Koreans strongly protested the agreement and the way the Lee Myung-bak administration 

quickly pushed it through the approval process without giving the public time to respond 

(see figure 6.1.).148 As a result, the agreement did not get signed in 2012. Surprisingly, an 

                                                           
145 Adam Taylor, “Why China is so mad about THAAD, a missile defense system aimed at deterring North Korea,” The Washington 
Post, March 7, 2017, accessed April 16, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/03/07/why-china-is-so-

mad-about-thaad-a-missile-defense-system-aimed-at-deterring-north-korea/?utm_term=.c016ae7fc606. 
146 Javier C. Hernandez, Own Guo, and Ryan McMorrow, “South Korea Stores Feel China’s Wrath as U.S. Missile System Is 
Deployed,” The New York Times, March 9, 2017, accessed April 16, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/09/world/asia/china-

lotte-thaad-south-korea.html.  
147 Cynthia Kim, “South Korea worries about growing economic risks, amid impeachment push for President Park,” Reuters, 
December 7, 2016, accessed April 16, 2017, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkorea-economy-idUSKBN13X06H.  
148 Asan Public Polling. “Rethinking Public Opinion.” 
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Asan Institute poll conducted in July (after the agreement fell apart) revealed that the 

public was evenly divided on the utility of GSOMIA, with 44.3 percent saying it was 

necessary and 44.2 percent saying the opposite (see figure 6.2.).149  

  

The outcry against the agreement was largely due to the public perception that the 

Lee administration was trying to push through a policy without a public comment period. 

In fact, a 2016 poll showed that 86.9 percent of South Koreans felt that Japan-South 

Korean relations are important or relatively important.150 These findings indicate that 

Japan has suffered as a result of the internal South Korean domestic considerations that 

framed the rollout of the GSOMIA policy, and these domestic preferences ultimately put 

the nail in the coffin for this foreign policy initiative. It is very likely that domestic issues 

will continue to color relations between Japan and South Korea, and Japanese lawmakers 

                                                           
149 “South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2014,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies, 2014, asaninst.org.  
150 “The 4th Japan-South Korea Joint Public Opinion Poll (2016): Analysis Report on Comparative Data,” The Genron NPO and East 

Asia Institute (2016), 13. 
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should therefore consider how South Korean public opinion may impact regional security 

arrangements. 

United States 

For the United States, South Korea’s most important political ally, an understanding of 

the interplay between public opinion and government decision making is vital to 

interpreting the policy directives undertaken by this East Asian nation. With the recent 

impeachment of President Park Geun-hye and the election of a new administration, 

Washington requires a nuanced view of the political landscape in South Korea in order to 

effectively gauge the likely North Korea Policy preferences of the next administration.  

Following the May 9 election in 2017, Moon Jae-in, a progressive, became South 

Korea’s next president.151 President Moon is widely believed to favor an engagement-

oriented policy with the North, particularly because of his involvement with the Sunshine 

Policy under President Roh Moo-hyun’s administration. The US should therefore 

consider what this new progressive administration could mean for inter-Korean relations 

and the broader security environment in East Asia. The US has typically struggled to find 

common ground with previous progressive administrations due to US preference for a 

harder-line North Korea Policy.  

By assessing public opinion, however, a few key opportunities for the United 

States emerge. First, although the public is typically supportive of engagement policies, 

this support can be tempered by North Korean provocations. Second, while public 

                                                           
151 Choe Sang-hun, “South Korea Elects Moon Jae-in, Who Backs Talks With North, as President,” The New York Times, May 9, 
2017, accessed May 10, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/09/world/asia/south-korea-election-president-moon-jae-

in.html?_r=0. 
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preferences may still allow for low-cost engagement like inter-Korean summits or family 

reunions in the face of provocation, the public often opposes humanitarian aid when the 

North is belligerent. Third, the threat environment on the Korean peninsula is 

significantly different now than it was during the last progressive administrations, and 

public sentiment toward North Korea has cooled in recent months and years. Many civil 

society groups and media outlets were supportive of engagement policies when Kim Dae-

Jung came to power in the late-1990s;152 however, this was before North Korea began 

testing nuclear weapons in 2006 and before the Cheonan attack in 2010.  

Finally, global awareness of North Korean human rights issues has increased 

significantly through transnational activism, the UN’s Commission of Inquiry on North 

Korea’s human rights status, and South Korea’s own North Korean Human Rights Act. 

This heightened awareness constrains engagement policies that could be construed as 

supporting North Korea’s government despite its human rights violations. Ultimately, 

President Moon’s progressive administration may be more inclined to engage with the 

North, but it faces public opinion preferences that are quite different from preferences 

during the Sunshine Policy era of Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun.  

The United States’ response to the policy preferences of the incoming South 

Korean administration can therefore be bounded in South Korean public opinion and 

advocacy efforts. Should the incoming administration engage in policies that the US 

perceives to be overly friendly toward the North, it could appeal to the South Korean 

public in an effort to shift the policy in a direction that is more favorable to US 

                                                           
152 Levin, “Sunshine in Korea.”  
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preferences. On the other hand, if the US perceives the South Korean public to be 

overenthusiastic about engaging the North, it may attempt to work with the government 

to the exclusion of the public, taking advantage of South Korea’s strong state legacy. As 

was made clear with GSOMIA, however, such a strategy could easily backfire, resulting 

in a declining South Korean public perception of the United States.  

Former president Park’s unilateral decisions to agree to GSOMIA, deploy 

THAAD, and make a deal with Japan over the “comfort women”153 had two common 

denominators, according to a November Hankyoreh article: these decisions brought 

Korea closer to a trilateral alliance with Japan and the United States, and they were made 

“imperialistically,” or without concern for public preferences.154 President Park did not 

do herself any favors by ignoring public interests even if her intention was to tighten 

South Korea’s security alliance with the US. Her actions almost certainly contributed to 

her impeachment, and the US should therefore be wary of South Korean leaders who 

disregard the public in favor of a closer US-ROK alliance, because such a leader’s 

actions may actually lead to regional instability in East Asia, just like with former 

President Park.  

Further Research 

From a regional perspective, this thesis assesses the North Korea Policy-making process 

and analyzes where public opinion and advocacy fit into that process. Research on the 

impact of public opinion in South Korea is limited, and this thesis attempts to fill that 

                                                           
153 The comfort women issue stems from imperial Japan’s sexual enslavement of women and girls during WWII. The issue has been 

hotly contested between South Korea and Japan, with South Korea pressing for an official apology from the Japanese government. 
Park Geun-hye’s agreement with Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was widely criticized in South Korea. 
154 Han Minjeong, “Country Report,” Nov. 30, 2016.  
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gap. Rather than looking at public opinion across the board, however, this thesis focused 

on North Korea Policy because of its unique positioning in South Korean politics and the 

implications of South Korea’s North Korea Policy decisions on surrounding countries. As 

a result, the findings in this thesis are not representative of the impact of South Korean 

public opinion in general; instead, they are specific to the interplay between the public 

and the government over inter-Korean relations.  

 This thesis contributes a South Korean case study to the growing theoretical 

literature on public opinion, advocacy, and policymaking. Many past studies have looked 

at public opinion and advocacy in the United States to determine how they are related to 

policy changes. In fact, I derived the methodology used in this paper from Burstein’s 

2014 study on American public opinion and advocacy. As a result, this study provides a 

comparative perspective on past studies of public preferences and policy change in the 

United States. By comparing the findings in this study to those of studies looking at the 

US system, researchers can begin to determine which features of public opinion apply in 

a general sense and which features might be specific to either the Korean or the American 

political system.  

Moving forward, additional research on South Korean public opinion would 

benefit from taking a more generalized approach. Instead of specifically looking at North 

Korea Policy, future studies could look at the overall utility of public opinion vis-à-vis 

policymaking. Such studies would provide even greater insight into the responsiveness of 

the South Korean government to its constituents. They would also be an important step 

toward establishing a foundation for a comparison between public opinion’s influence in 

South Korea and other countries.  
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In future studies, it would also be beneficial to take an even more careful look at 

the impact of the media and news coverage. This study looks at current events in a 

cursory manner, but additional research that more completely canvases media sources 

would greatly enhance the ability of researchers to identify links between media coverage 

and public opinion trends. On a related note, some scholars have noted how news 

coverage on the preferences of foreign elites can influence domestic public opinion and, 

as a result, policy outcomes. This concept is particularly relevant in South Korea where 

political leaders in the United States, China, and Japan all have vested interests in 

security on the peninsula.155 South Korea would therefore provide a fruitful area of 

research for the study of foreign elite influence on public opinion.  

Finally, it would also be valuable to add chaebol interests to the mix. This study 

deliberately excluded chaebol preferences in order to take a more granular look at public 

opinion and advocacy specifically, but future studies should work to identify the 

connections between public opinion, advocacy, chaebol and business preferences, media 

coverage, and government policymaking. These five factors comprise the main 

stakeholders in South Korean policymaking, and it would be interesting to see how the 

relations between these stakeholders might impact policy outcomes.  

By taking the detailed view of public opinion and preferences presented in this 

thesis and applying it to other countries, researchers may uncover specific government 

decisions where the policy outcomes is disconnected from public preferences. It would be 

interesting to see how responsive (or unresponsive) Turkish President Recep Erdogan or 

                                                           
155 Hayes, “The Influence of Foreign Voices,” 830-850.  
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Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte is to public preferences by using the tools 

documented in these pages. As with the South Korean case, assessing the correlation 

between policy outcomes and public opinion in these countries makes it possible to 

evaluate the health of democracy and identify opportunities and constraints facing these 

governments domestically and internationally.  
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Appendix 

Laws in South Korea can take one of two tracks: the executive branch or the legislative 

branch (shown in table A.1.). This study analyzes policy decisions originating with the 

presidency, executive ministries, and the National Assembly.  

Table A.1. South Korean Policymaking Process for Laws and Orders  

A. Sequential policymaking process, executive branch 

Bill proposed by government (president or executive ministry) 

1. President’s office or executive ministry drafts bill 

2. Governing party holds a Party-Government Committee meeting 

3. Ministry of Legislations (MOLEG) reviews bill 

4. Cabinet deliberates bill 

5. President approves bill 

6. Bill sent to MOLEG 

7. MOLEG promulgates law 

  

B. Sequential policymaking process, National Assembly 

Bill proposed by lawmakers (National Assembly) 

1. National Assembly member proposes bill (with at least 10 cosponsors) 

2. Bill submitted to speaker of the National Assembly 

3. Technical review 

4. Speaker refers bill to standing committee 

5. Public hearings held (if a law will be enacted) 

6. Committee votes on bill 

7. Legislative and Judiciary Committee reviews the legality and wording of bill 

8. National Assembly members vote on bill 

9. Bill sent to MOLEG 

10. MOLEG promulgates law 

Source: Chart derived from the Ministry of Legislations (www.moleg.go.kr) and Jiso 

Yoon’s book Advocacy and Policymaking in South Korea.  
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Because of the strength of the Korean presidency, the executive branch has 

historically generated more laws than the National Assembly; however, this trend is 

changing in recent years (see table A.2.). 

Table A.2. Origination of Bills Passed in National Assembly 

Bills originating in legislative or executive branches of government 

Assembly Session Legislative Proposal Executive Proposal Ratio 

13th (1988-1992) 171 321 0.5 

14th (1992-1996) 119 537 0.2 

15th (1996-2000) 461 659 0.7 

16th (2000-2004) 514 431 1.2 

17th (2004-2008) 1,350 563 2.4 

18th (2008-2012) 1,163 690 1.7 

Source: Jiso Yoon, Advocacy and Policymaking in South Korea, 152; information 

derived from the Korean National Assembly Online Information Ystem on Legislative 

Bill Statistics 
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The policy proposals used for this thesis project include all North Korea-related 

policies for which there was measurable public opinion and/or advocacy efforts. The 

origin of these policy proposals includes the president, Ministry of Unification, Ministry 

of Defense, Ministry of Justice, and the National Assembly (see table A.3.). 

Table A.3. Policy Proposals, Decisions, and Origins 

Chronological list of policies (2006-2016) deliberated by executive and legislative 

branches of the South Korean government 

Date Keyword Decision Origin 

6/6/2006 Humanitarian Aid Suspend aid Min. of Unification 

6/6/2006 Inter-Korean 

Summit 

12th North South 

Economic 

Cooperation 

Committee Held 

Min. of Unification 

6/19/2006 Divided Families Reunion Held Min. of Unification 

8/25/2006 Humanitarian Aid North-South 

Cooperation Fund; 

Aid in response to 

DPRK floods 

Min. of Unification 

3/19/2007 Six Party Talks Denuclearization 

plan agreed 

President 

5/9/2007 Divided Families Reunion Held Min. of Unification 

5/15/2007 Humanitarian Aid North-South 

Cooperation Fund; 

Aid in response to 

crop damage 

Min. of Unification 

5/25/2007 Gaeseong Act on Support for 

Gaeseong Industrial 

Complex 

National Assembly 
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10/2/2007 Inter-Korean 

Summit 

Inter-Korean peace 

declaration signed 

President 

10/17/2007 Divided Families Reunion Held Min. of Unification 

2/25/2008 Divided Families Reunions canceled 

due to Lee Myoung-

bak Inauguration 

Min. of Unification 

7/12/2008 Geumgangsan Tourism suspended Min. of Unification 

12/31/2008 Unification Unification 

Education Support 

Act amended 

National Assembly 

5/28/2009 Unification National Unification 

Advisory 

Committee wholly 

amended 

National Assembly 

7/1/2009 Inter-Korean 

Summit 

3rd GIC working-

level meeting 

Min. of Unification 

9/26/2009 Divided Families Reunion held Min. of Unification 

12/18/2009 Humanitarian Aid 500,000 doses of 

influenza treatment 

medication 

distributed 

Min. of Unification 

2/1/2010 Inter-Korean 

Summit 

4th GIC working-

level meeting 

Min. of Unification 

3/26/2010 Gaeseong Act on Support for 

GIC amended 

National Assembly 

5/24/2010 Sanctions May 24 Measures in 

response to Cheonan 

attack 

Min. of Unification 

9/1/2010 Humanitarian Aid Aid pledged Min. of Unification 

10/11/2010 Humanitarian Aid Aid pledged Min. of Unification 
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1/1/2011 Unification “Reunification Tax” 

rejected 

National Assembly 

12/5/2011 Humanitarian Aid UNICEF donation to 

support DPRK 

children 

Min. of Unification 

12/31/2011 Gaeseong Act on Support for 

GIC amended 

National Assembly 

6/29/2012 GSOMIA General Security of 

Military Information 

Agreement with 

Japan 

President 

2/25/2013 Trustpolitik Park Geun-hye 

administration’s 

strategy toward 

inter-Korean 

relations 

President 

3/23/2013 DPRK Refugees Amendment of law 

on the resettlement 

of North Korean 

refugees 

National Assembly 

6/28/2013 Humanitarian Aid Aid pledged Min. of Unification 

7/31/2013 Inter-Korean 

Summit 

Working-level 

meeting; 

normalization of 

GIC 

Min. of Unification 

8/5/2013 Humanitarian Aid Donated to World 

Health Organization 

to support DPRK 

children 

Min. of Unification 

8/13/2013 DPRK Refugees Amendment of law 

on the resettlement 

of North Korean 

refugees 

National Assembly 
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8/23/2013 Divided Families Reunion held Min. of Unification 

9/16/2013 Gaeseong Complex reopened Min. of Unification 

5/28/2014 DPRK Refugees Amendment of law 

on the resettlement 

of North Korean 

refugees 

National Assembly 

1/10/2015 Shin Eun Mi 

Deported 

Accused of violating 

South Korea’s 

National Security 

Law 

Ministry of Justice 

5/24/2015 Sanctions May 24 Measures 

continued 

President 

8/25/2015 North-South 

Agreement 

Ease tensions after 

North-South 

military standoff 

President 

9/8/2015 Divided Families Reunion held Min. of Unification 

1/12/2016 Loudspeakers 

across DMZ border 

Resumed after 

DPRK nuclear test 

in Jan. 2016 

Min. of Defense 

2/1/2016 Gaeseong Complete shutdown 

of complex 

Min. of Unification 

3/3/2016 DPRK Human 

Rights 

Law on the 

protection of human 

rights in North 

Korea 

National Assembly 

7/8/2016 THAAD Deployment of 

Terminal High 

Altitude Area 

Defense system 

agreed 

Min. of Defense 

9/19/2016 Humanitarian Aid Aid suspended 

despite flood in 

North Korea 

Min. of Unification 
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11/23/2016 GSOMIA GSOMIA signed President 

Note: Policies deliberated between Jan 1, 2006 and Dec. 31, 2016; policy origin does 

not necessarily represent the body that passed the legislation but the body that proposed 

the legislation 

 

 Public opinion polling for this thesis comes from polls conducted by Realmeter, 

Gallup Korea, and the Asan Institute between January 1, 2006 and December 31, 2016. 

Polling data is publicly available on the respective websites of these companies. These 

firms typically conduct polls over the phone with a sample size of approximately 1,000 

and a margin of error of approximately 3 percent.  

Table A.4. Public Opinion Polls 

Chronological list of public opinion polls (2006-2016) conducted by the Asan 

Institute*, Gallup Korea**, and Realmeter*** 

Publication Date Source Description  

4/27/2006 Realmeter NK Security Threat  

6/21/2006 Realmeter 2nd Missile Test  

10/11/2006 Realmeter NK Engagement Policy  

10/12/2006 Realmeter Collapse of NK Regime  

10/19/2006 Realmeter NK Nuclear Program  

12/13/2006 Realmeter NK Human Rights  

2/14/2007 Realmeter NK Nuclear Program  

3/28/2007 Realmeter NK Engagement Policy  

4/10/2007 Realmeter Roh Moo Hyun  

8/22/2007 Realmeter North-South Meeting  

9/15/2007 Realmeter Reunification  
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2/27/2008 Realmeter Inter-Korean Relations  

3/5/2008 Realmeter NK Human Rights  

4/2/2008 Realmeter NK Election  

4/30/2008 Realmeter Kim Jong-Il  

11/20/2008 Realmeter Balloon Flyers/Leaflets  

11/20/2008 Realmeter Geumgangsan Tourism  

12/2/2008 Realmeter General North Korea Policy  

2/19/2009 Realmeter NK Military Provocation  

8/11/2009 Realmeter General North Korea Policy  

8/25/2009 Realmeter North-South Meeting  

11/16/2009 Realmeter NK Military Provocation  

9/13/2010 Realmeter Cheonan Sinking  

10/18/2010 Realmeter Kim Jong-Un  

10/21/2010 Realmeter Six Party Talks  

11/24/2010 Realmeter NK Military Provocation  

11/29/2010 Realmeter Yeonpyeongdo Shelling; Kim Jong-Il  

12/20/2010 Realmeter Yeonpyeongdo Shelling  

12/1/2011 KINU^ Reunification  

12/19/2011 Realmeter Kim Jong-Il  

12/22/2011 Gallup Korea Kim Jong-Il  

12/28/2011 Realmeter Kim Jong-Un  

2/12/2013 Realmeter NK Nuclear Program, Sanctions  

2/20/2013 Gallup Korea NK Nuclear Program; Inter-Korean 

Relations 

 

2/24/2013 Asan Institute NK Nuclear Program  
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3/26/2013 Gallup Korea United Nations  

3/28/2013 Realmeter Cheonan Sinking  

3/28/2013 Realmeter Possibility of War  

4/3/2013 Realmeter Gaeseong  

4/10/2013 Gallup Korea Gaeseong  

5/3/2013 Gallup Korea Gaeseong  

5/16/2013 Asan Institute Economic Cooperation  

5/16/2013 Asan Institute Gaeseong  

5/16/2013 Asan Institute NK Nuclear Program  

5/30/2013 Asan Institute Missile Defense  

5/30/2013 Asan Institute NK Nuclear Program; Missile Defense  

6/12/2013 Realmeter North-South Meeting  

7/1/2013 Asan Institute US-ROK Alliance  

7/19/2013 Gallup Korea North-South Meeting  

9/13/2013 Asan Institute ROK-Japan Relations  

12/17/2013 Realmeter NK Leadership  

12/20/2013 Gallup Korea Inter-Korean Relations  

1/1/2014 Asan Institute General North Korea Policy  

1/2/2014 Media Research^^ Reunification  

2/13/2014 Gallup Korea General North Korea Policy  

2/24/2014 Asan Institute Park Geun-hye  

2/28/2014 Gallup Korea Separated Families  

4/1/2014 Asan Institute GSOMIA  

4/6/2014 Realmeter NK Drones  

4/21/2014 Asan Institute US-ROK Alliance  
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8/8/2014 Asan Institute NK Defectors  

10/10/2014 Gallup Korea China’s Role Vis-à-vis NK  

10/13/2014 Realmeter Balloon Flyers/Leaflets  

10/17/2014 Gallup Korea Balloon Flyers/Leaflets  

11/28/2014 Gallup Korea NK Human Rights  

12/15/2014 Realmeter National Security Law (Shin Eun Mi)  

12/19/2014 Gallup Korea Park Geun-hye  

2/1/2015 Asan Institute General North Korea Policy; Reunification  

3/18/2015 Realmeter THAAD  

4/1/2015 Asan Institute General North Korea Policy  

5/27/2015 Realmeter Sanctions  

8/13/2015 Realmeter General North Korea Policy  

8/18/2015 Realmeter Sanctions  

8/25/2015 Realmeter Inter-Korean Relations  

8/28/2015 Gallup Korea Inter-Korean Relations  

8/30/2015 Realmeter Inter-Korean Relations  

9/10/2015 Realmeter General North Korea Policy  

10/16/2015 Gallup Korea NK Military  

10/30/2015 Gallup Korea Separated Families  

1/15/016 Gallup Korea NK Nuclear Program  

2/11/2016 Realmeter Gaeseong  

2/11/2016 Realmeter NK Satellite Launch  

2/19/2016 Gallup Korea Gaeseong; Humanitarian Aid  

4/1/2016 Asan Institute General North Korea Policy  

6/30/2016 Asan Institute North-South Meeting  



 

133 
 

7/13/2016 Realmeter THAAD  

7/15/2016 Gallup Korea THAAD  

7/17/2016 Realmeter THAAD  

7/24/2016 Realmeter THAAD  

8/12/2016 Gallup Korea THAAD  

8/22/2016 Asan Institute THAAD  

9/21/2016 Realmeter NK Flood Relief  

9/23/2016 Gallup Korea NK Nuclear Program  

11/18/2016 Gallup Korea GSOMIA  

12/29/2016 Asan Institute Sanctions  

12/29/2016 Realmeter THAAD  

*http://en.asaninst.org/contents/centers/public-opinion-studies-center/ 

**http://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/report.asp (Korean) 

***http://www.realmeter.net/category/politics/ (Korean) 

^Korea Institute for National Unification, http://repo.kinu.or.kr/handle/2015.oak/1824 

^^Poll conducted on behalf of Chosun Ilbo for the article “S. Koreans have mixed 

feelings about reunification.” http://english.chosun.com/ 

 

  

http://repo.kinu.or.kr/handle/2015.oak/1824
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The following are advocacy groups that participated in movements relevant to 

North Korea Policy. These movements can be broadly categorized as protests against the 

government, protests against specific policies, protests against foreign actors, promotions 

of specific policies, and promotions of specific ideals (e.g. human rights).  

Table A.5. Advocacy Groups and Causes 

Advocacy groups by policy issue  

Cause Groups and Notable Individuals Advocating for the 

Specified Cause 

Protest joint US-ROK 

military drills 

Pan-Korean Alliance for Reunification, Women Corea, 

Korean Confederation of Trade Unions, Minbyun-

Lawyers for a Democratic Society, Korea Alliance of 

Progressive Movements 

Human rights in North 

Korea 

Amnesty International, International Federation for 

Human Rights, International Coalition to Stop Crimes 

Against Humanity in North Korea, Human Rights 

Watch, Good Friends, LiNK, Teachers' Christian 

Fellowship, Lawyers for Citizens, Commission to Help 

North Korea Refugees, Rainbow Foundation, Family 

Assembly Abducted to North Korea, Citizen's Coalition 

for Human Rights of Abductees and North Korean 

Refugees, Defense Forum Foundation, Society to Help 

Returnees to North Korea in Japan, Save North Korea, 

Sarangbang Group for Human Rights Committee, 

Dasan Human Rights Center, Kim Sang-chul, Norbert 

Vollertsen, Seo Kyung-suk, Lee Hun, Song Boo-geun, 

Kim Sung-ho, Choi Sung-yong, Do hee-youn, Suzanne 

Scholte, Song Yun-bok, Gloria Steinam, Mairead 

Maguire, Leymah Gbowee 

Family Reunions between 

North and South Korea 

Choi Sung-yong, Family Assembly Abducted to North 

Korea, Korean War Abductees’ Family Union, Families 

of the Abducted and Detained in North Korea 

Humanitarian Aid Join Together Korea Society 
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Protest Engagement Policy Action Campaign for Freedom and Democracy in 

Korea, Committee for Democratization of North Korea 

Protest Hardline Policy Sarangbang Group for Human Rights, People’s 

Solidarity for Social Progress, Power of Working Class, 

Solidarity for Peace and Reunification of Korea, 

Women’s Civic Group 

Protest North Korea Nuclear 

Program 

Sarangbang Group for Human Rights, People’s 

Solidarity for Social Progress, Power of Working Class 

Leaflet Propaganda (Via 

Balloon or Drone) 

Family Assembly Abducted to North Korea, 

Abductees’ Family Union, Fighters for Free North 

Korea, Freedom and Life for All North Koreans, 

Human Rights Foundation, National Human Rights 

Commission, No Chain, Choi Sung-yong, Park Sang-

hak, Lee Man-bok 

Anti-Leaflet Campaign Right Korea, National Action Campaign for Freedom 

and Democracy in Korea, Paju City Residents 

Protest Chinese Repatriation 

of NK Refugees 

Liberty Forward Party, Christian Council of Korea, 

National Buddhist Council for Security of Korea, 

Korean Female Lawyers’ Association, Korean Medical 

Women’s Association, Council of North Korean 

Human Rights Associations, Citizens’ Alliance for 

North Korean Human Rights, Ahn Cheol-Soo, Kwon 

Na-hyun 

Promote UN Commission on 

NK Human Rights 

North Korean Human Rights Database Center, 

International Coalition to Stop Crimes Against 

Humanity in North Korea 

Protest against SK 

Government Use of National 

Security Law 

Minkahyup Human Rights Group, Unified Progressive 

Party 

Protest Closure of Gaeseong Gaeseong Companies, Chung Ki-sup 
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Protest THAAD Deployment 

and Site 

Daegu and North Gyeongsang Progressive Alliance, 

Wonju Residents, Seongju Residents, Won Buddhists 

Note: Above advocacy causes and movements were identified through the keyword 

search outlined in Table 3.2. 

 

Table A.6. News Coverage of Advocacy Movements 

Chronological list of English-language news stories (2006-2016) detailing advocacy 

movements 

Movement 

Date 

Source Description Link 

3/30/2006 Chosun Ilbo Protest joint US-ROK 

military drills 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2006/03/30/20060

33061035.html 

5/23/2006 Hankyoreh Forum to improve 

human rights situation 

in NK 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/125761.

html 

5/26/2006 Hankyoreh Protest against NK and 

communism 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/126950.

html 

6/1/2006 Chosun Ilbo NK human rights http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2006/06/01/20060

60161019.html 

7/4/2006 Chosun Ilbo Call for NK to admit to 

kidnapping 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2006/07/04/20060

70461012.html 

7/26/2006 Hankyoreh Humanitarian aid for 

NK flood victims 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/146030.

html 

10/20/2006 Hankyoreh Protest nuclear test; 

maintain humanitarian 

aid; protest US’s North 

Korea Policy 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/170931.

html 
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11/1/2006 Chosun Ilbo Protest SK leadership 

visit to Pyongyang 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2006/11/01/20061

10161022.html 

1/12/2007 Hankyoreh SK National Security 

Law an infringement 

on human rights 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_international/183

748.html 

8/23/2007 Chosun Ilbo Protest MOU for 

stance on NK 

abductees 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2007/08/23/20070

82361022.html 

8/29/2007 Chosun Ilbo Human rights agenda 

at inter-Korean talks 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2007/08/29/20070

82961018.html 

2/20/2008 Chosun Ilbo Protest SK decision to 

send 22 defectors back 

to NK 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2008/02/20/20080

22061018.html?related_all 

4/17/2008 Hankyoreh Politicization of human 

rights in NK 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/2824

08.html 

10/27/2008 Hankyoreh Balloon propaganda http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/3182

99.html 

11/6/2008 Chosun Ilbo Leaflet release to Nk http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2008/11/06/20081

10661011.html 

12/4/2008 Chosun Ilbo; 

Hankyoreh 

Clashes between right 

and left over leaflets 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2008/12/04/20081

20461014.html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/3254

13.html 

2/3/2009 Chosun Ilbo Sending NK currency 

across border with 

propaganda materials 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2009/02/03/20090

20361005.html 

8/24/2009 Hankyoreh Opposition to NK 

sanctions 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/3729

50.html 
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1/14/2010 Chosun Ilbo Leaflets released in 

honor of Robert Park 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2010/01/14/20100

11400690.html 

2/11/2010 Hankyoreh Opposition to NK 

Human Rights Law 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/4044

55.html 

5/11/2010 Chosun Ilbo Propaganda balloons http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2010/05/11/20100

51101275.html 

5/26/2010 Hankyoreh Call for immediate 

North-South dialogue 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_entertainment/42

2576.html 

6/16/2010 Chosun Ilbo Letter to UNSC 

requesting the 

reinvestigation of 

Cheonan sinking 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2010/06/16/20100

61600831.html 

7/23/2010 Chosun Ilbo Leaflet release in 

response to Cheonan 

sinking 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2010/07/28/20100

72800943.html 

12/1/2010 Hankyoreh Protest joint exercises 

between US-ROK; 

restart six party talks 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/451611.

html 

3/7/2011 Chosun Ilbo Demand propaganda 

flyers be released 

somewhere else 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2011/03/07/20110

30701362.html 

9/8/2011 Chosun Ilbo Launch of International 

Coalition to Stop 

Crimes Against 

Humanity in North 

Korea 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2011/09/08/20110

90801017.html 

10/11/2011 Chosun Ilbo Propaganda balloons http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2011/10/11/20111

01100988.html 
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5/1/2012 Chosun Ilbo Protest Chinese 

repatriation of NK 

defectors 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2012/05/01/20120

50101027.html 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2012/03/05/20120

30501089.html 

3/13/2013 Hankyoreh Protest joint US-ROK 

military exercises  

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/5778

27.html 

6/14/2013 Chosun Ilbo Petition to save nine 

NK defectors 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2013/06/14/20130

61401492.html 

6/21/2013 Chosun Ilbo Advocate start of UN 

commission on NK 

human rights 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2013/06/21/20130

62100914.html 

7/18/2013 Hankyoreh Return operational 

control to SK (from 

US) 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_international/596

371.html 

2/18/2014 Chosun Ilbo Protest government 

denunciation of 

propaganda balloons 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2014/02/18/20140

21801865.html 

7/23/2014 Chosun Ilbo Protest Chinese 

repatriation of NK 

defectors 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2014/07/23/20140

72301704.html 

9/20/2014 Hankyoreh Balloon propaganda http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/6617

83.html 

9/22/2014 Chosun Ilbo Balloon propaganda http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2014/09/22/20140

92201666.html 

10/10/2014 Hankyoreh Balloon propaganda http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_northkorea/6593

18.html 

10/17/2014 Hankyoreh Abolish National 

Security Law 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/660263.

html 
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12/19/2014 Hankyoreh Protest proposed 

amendments 

strengthening National 

Security Law 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/674917.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_editorial/670016.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/670012.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/670007.

html 

1/7/2015 Chosun Ilbo Balloon propaganda http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2015/01/07/20150

10701596.html 

1/21/2015 Chosun Ilbo Activists send leaflets 

despite government 

plea 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2015/01/07/20150

10701596.html 

2/10/2015 Chosun Ilbo Activists should be 

allowed to continue 

with balloon 

propaganda 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2015/02/10/20150

21001398.html 

5/24/2015 Hankyoreh Female activists cross 

DMZ; peace; human 

rights 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/682155.

html  

6/10/2015 Hankyoreh Protest Park Geun-

hye’s North Korea 

Policy 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_editorial/696372.

html 

6/24/2015 Chosun Ilbo Opening of UN NK 

human rights 

commission in Seoul 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2015/06/24/20150

62400943.html 

8/25/2015 Chosun Ilbo SK government halts 

balloon propaganda 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2015/08/25/20150

82501008.html 

10/21/2015 Hankyoreh Protest GSOMIA http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/713825.

html 
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2/11/2016 Chosun Ilbo SK firms protest 

Gaeseong closure 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2016/02/11/20160

21101072.html 

2/22/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD 

deployment; THAAD 

site location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/731490.

html 

6/17/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD 

deployment 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_international/748

611.html 

7/13/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/752370.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/752369.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/752368.

html 

7/14/2016 Chosun Ilbo Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2016/07/14/20160

71401112.html 

7/16/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/752605.

html 

7/19/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/753029.

html 

7/27/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/754146.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/753305.

html 

8/6/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/755416.

html 

8/15/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD 

deployment 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/756749.

html 
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8/22/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/757845.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/757312.

html 

10/4/2016 Chosun Ilbo Protest THAAD site 

location 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2016/10/04/20161

00401588.html 

10/12/2016 Chosun Ilbo Activists drop USB 

drives and memory 

cards in NK by drone 

http://english.chosun.com/site/d

ata/html_dir/2016/10/12/20161

01201634.html 

10/12/2016 Hankyoreh Protest THAAD 

deployment 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/765337.

html 

11/22/2016 Hankyoreh Protest GSOMIA http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_national/771627.

html 

http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/eng

lish_edition/e_international/771

449.html 

Note: When multiple news articles cover the same movement occurring on the same 

date, I have listed each link above under the same protest date to avoid double counting 

the event.  

 

 


