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Crime victimization

The Korean Institute of Criminology and Justice 

has conducted the  biennial 「Korean Crime Victim 

Survey」 since 2009. This survey aims to determine the 

crime victimization in the year preceding the survey 

for the purpose of estimating 'hidden crimes' which 

are not reported and thus not included in the official 

crime statistics published by the police or criminal 

justice organizations such as prosecutors and courts.

According to this survey, the number of crime 

victimization incidents per 100,000 population 

decreased from 4,600 in 2012 to 3,743 in 2014, 3,556 

in 2016, 3,678 in 2018, and 3,806 in 2020. The 

percentage of crime victimization followed a similar 

trend, decreasing from 3.98% in 2012 to 3.46% in 2014 

and 2016 before increasing slightly to 3.63% in 2018 

and 3.50% in 2020 (Fig. X-3).

Violent crimes against individuals such as assault 

and injury, sexual assault, and robbery trended upward 

from 2018. However, the violent crime victimization 

rate steadily declined from 899 cases per 100,000  

population in 2008 to 303 in 2016 before trending upward 

from 2018 to 765 per 100,000 population in 2020. 

On the other hand, the victimization rate varies by 

type of violent crime. As of 2020, the victimization 

rates were 355 for assault and injury, 369 for sexual 

assault, and 41 for robbery per 100,000 population. The 

most common type of violent crime, assault and injury 

(including intimidation and harassment) started to 

trend downward in 2012 and then upward in 2020 to a 

level comparable to that in 2008. The victimization rate 

of sexual assault  continued to trend downward but 

started to substantially increase in 2018 before reaching 

the highest level in 2020 since the survey began. The 

victimization rate of robbery trended downward 

excluding a slight increase in 2018 (Fig. X-4).[Fig. X- 3] ‌�Crime victimization experience rates,  
2012-2020
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Note: 1) ‌�The prevalence rate based on  the cases of crime victimization means 
the total cases of victimized individuals per 100,000 population who 
experienced fraud, theft, robbery, burglary, sexual assault, assault 
and injury, intimidation and harassment in the past year.

           2) ‌�The percentages of crime victims are the percentages of individuals 
who experienced fraud, theft, robbery, sexual assault, assault and 
injury, intimidation, or harassment in the past year.

Source: ‌�Korean Institute of Criminology and Justice, 「Korean Crime Victim 
Survey」, Yearly.

[Fig. X- 4] ‌�Victimization rates by type of violent 
crime, 2008-2020
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Note: 1) ‌�The violent crime victimization experience rate is the total cases of 
individuals per 100,000 population who were victimized in the past 
year by an assault (including intimidation) and injury, sexual assault, 
robbery, and other violent crimes against individuals in the past year.

Source: ‌�Korean Institute of Criminology and Justice, 「Korean Crime Victim 
Survey」, Yearly.
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The most common types of criminal victimization 

experienced by children and youth are child abuse and 

heinous crimes including felonies and violence. Over 

the past decade, the victimization experience rate for 

child abuse increased significantly whereas that for 

heinous crimes trended downward overall. The 

victimization rate for child abuse increased by 7.5 

times from 66.7 cases per 100,000 population in 2012 

to 502.2 cases in 2021, whereas the victimization rate 

for heinous crimes decreased from 349.2 persons to 

263.7 per 100,000 population during the same period 

(Table X-2).

Human error and natural disasters

Accidental deaths (unnatural deaths)

Over the past 20 years, the death rates due to 

accidents, suicides, murders and other unnatural causes 

trended downward. Despite the marginal increase 

from 65.7 deaths per 100,000 population in 2003 to 

65.8 in 2009, unnatural deaths continued to decline 

albeit slightly.  However, in 2022, the deaths rate 

increased slightly from 50.9 of the previous year. It 

remains to be seen whether this latest increase in 

unnatural death rate is a temporary phenomenon or 

will trigger another upward trend. 

By gender, over the past 20 years, unnatural death 

rates of both men and women trended downward 

overall despite a slight year-over-year increase in 

2022. Men's unnatural death rate decreased from 89.6 

deaths in 2003 to 69.5 in 2021, but increased slightly 

<Table X- 2> ‌�Children and youth victimized by 
violence, 2012-2021

(Cases/persons per 100,000 population)

Year
Child abuse
victimization

rate

Heinous crime 
victimization rate in 
children and youth

2012 66.7 349.2

2013 72.5 279.7

2014 109.9 300.3

2015 131.7 315.6

2016 215.4 315.4

2017 265.0 334.3

2018 301.2 325.2

2019 380.3 318.6

2020 401.6 280.7

2021 502.2 263.7

Note: 1) ‌�Child abuse victimization rate: finalized child abuse cases per 
100,000 population (based on 2020 future population projection), 
0-17 years old.

           2) ‌�Heinous crime victimization rate in children and youth: the number 
of people per 100,000 who experienced the victimization by a felony 
or violent crime (based on registered resident population), 0-20 
years old.

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Children and Youth Well-being in Korea」, 2022.

[Fig. X- 5] ‌�Unnatural death rates by gender,     
2003-2022

100

90

0

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

2012200920062003 2015 2018 2021

(Per 100,000
population) Total Men Women

Note: 1) ‌�Unnatural death rate = (Deaths due to factors external to human 
body ÷ Registered resident mid-year population)×100,000.

           2) ‌�Unnatural deaths include the deaths caused by transport accidents, 
falls, unintentional drowning and immersion, exposure to smoke, 
fire and flame, unintentional poisoning by and exposure to toxic 
substances, intentional self-harm (suicide), harm (murder), and 
other unnatural causes.

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Causes of Death Statistics」, Yearly.



191

Crim
e &

 Safety

to 71.4 in 2022. Women's unnatural death rate 

decreased from 41.7 in 2003 to 32.5 in 2021, but 

increased to 32.9 in 2022. The unnatural death rate 

for men is more than double that for women, which 

is attributable to men being more likely to be 

economically active and engage in more accident-

prone activities than women (Fig. X-5).

By age group, the unnatural death rates for all age 

groups trended downward. Particularly, the unnatural 

death rate for those aged 65 and over dropped sharply 

compared to the other age groups. The unnatural death 

rate attributable to factors external to the body for 

those aged 65 and over decreased by 45.7% from 252.5 

per 100,000 population in 2003 to 137.1 in 2022. The 

unnatural death rate for those under 15 years old also 

declined to 4.2 in 2022. The unnatural death rate for 

those aged 15-64 showed a modest downward trend, 

reaching 38.8 in 2022 (Fig. X-6).

Over the past 20 years, the leading causes of unnatural 

deaths included suicide, transport accidents and falls, 

with suicide topping the list. The suicide rate increased 

from 22.7 per 100,000 population in 2003 to 31.7 in 

2011, before declining to 25.2 in 2022, which was still 

higher than 20 years ago. The death rate from transport 

accidents showed the largest decline, falling from 19.2 

deaths per 100,000 population in 2003 to 6.8 in 2022. 

The death rate from falls gradually declined from 2006 

before showing a slight upward trend from 2013.

As of 2022, the suicide rate was 25.2 per 100,000 

population, down slightly from 26.0 in the previous year, 

while transport accidents decreased to 6.8 from 7.1 in 

the previous year. Falls remained unchanged from the 

previous year at 5.3 per 100,000 population (Fig. X-7).

Natural disasters

Over the past 20 years, natural disasters were 

primarily caused by typhoons and heavy rains. In the 

[Fig. X- 6] ‌�Unnatural death rates by age, 2003-2022
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Note: 1) ‌�Unnatural death rate = (Deaths attributable to factors external to the 
body in the given age group ÷ Mid-year registered resident population 
of the given age group)×100,000.

           2) ‌�Unnatural deaths include the deaths caused by transport accidents, 
falls, unintentional drowning and immersion, exposure to smoke, fire 
and flame, unintentional poisoning by and exposure to toxic 
substances, intentional self-harm (suicide), harm (murder), and other 
unnatural causes.

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Causes of Death Statistics」, Yearly.

[Fig. X- 7] ‌�Death rates by leading unnatural causes, 
2003-2022

Suicide Transport accident Fall(Per 100,000
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Note: 1) ‌�Death rate = (Deaths from the given cause ÷ Mid-year registered 
resident population) × 100,000.

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Causes of Death Statistics」, Yearly.
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years when large-scale property damage and loss of 

lives occurred, super typhoons passed inland on the 

Korean Peninsula, e.g. Lusa in 2002, Mae-mi in 2003, 

Ewini in 2006 caused trillions of KRW in property 

damage and massive loss of lives. 

Since 2006, property damage and loss of lives caused 

by natural disasters have decreased significantly, which 

seems attributable to reinforced preparedness such as 

increased  retention ponds, waterways and landslide 

prevention. Notably, however, both deaths and missing 

persons started to trend upward in 2017, and property 

damage in 2019. 

In 2021, the damage caused by natural disasters 

decreased again after a slight increase in the previous 

year. Deaths and missing persons decreased from 75 

in 2020 to 42. Also, property damage substantially 

dropped from 1.4022 trillion KRW in 2020 to 66.1 

billion KRW  (Fig. X-8).

Fires

The number of fires has increased steadily since the 

1990s but began to decline in 2001, before increasing 

substantially in 2007 due to the introduction of the 

new National Fire Classification System which has 

included bush fires and fires by gas explosion in fire 

statistics. Since 2007, 40,000s fires broke out per year. 

In 2020 and 2021, the number of fires per year dropped 

to 30,000s though it rose again to around 40,000s in 

2022. Therefore, it is necessary to closely watch year-

to-year fire patterns and trends.

Fire is one of the most frequent human-caused 

disasters and has the potential to be catastrophic. Over 

the past 20 years, deaths resulting from fires trended 

downward overall despite small fluctuations, which 

is attributable to higher early suppression rates than 

in the past, as well as faster response system for rescue, 

transportation and treatment in the event of a fire. Fire 

deaths have remained around 200 to 300 since 2010. 

On the other hand, the injuries caused by fires has 

shown a somewhat larger fluctuation. Injuries from 

fires peaked in 2008 and decreased to around 1,800 

[Fig. X- 8] ‌�Loss of lives and property damage 
caused by natural disasters, 2001-2021

Death toll &
missing persons

(Persons)

Property
damage

(Billion KRW)Property damage
Death toll & missing persons

Note: 1) ‌�The amount of property damage is in 2021 constant prices.
Source: ‌�Ministry of the Interior and Safety, 「Facts and Stats about Natural 

Disasters」, Yearly.

[Fig. X- 9] ‌�Fire cases and casualties, 2003-2022
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Source: ‌�National Fire Agency, 「Annual Report on Fire Statistics」, Yearly.
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from 2013 to 2017 before increasing to around 2,000 

in 2018 and 2019. In 2020 and 2021, fire deaths slightly 

decreased before soaring to a record two-decade high 

in 2022. 

In 2022, the number of fires, deaths, and injuries all 

increased. Particularly, the increase in injuries caused 

by fires is notable. The number of fires (40,113) 

increased by 10.6% year-over-year, while the injuries 

(2,327) and deaths (341) increased by 25.5% and 23.6%, 

respectively (Fig. X-9).

Meanwhile, the amount of property damage caused 

by fires steeply rose by approximately 8 times, from 

152 billion KRW in 2003 to 1.21 trillion KRW in 2022, 

and increased by approx. 10.1% compared to the 

previous year. This was attributable to larger, taller, 

and more complex buildings, as well as increasing 

property values (Fig. X-10).

Traffic accidents

Traffic deaths steadily decreased over the past  

decade. The total number of traffic accidents rose and 

fell from 2012 to 2019 but has been on a steady decline 

since then. One of the reasons for the decrease is the 

government's policy efforts including the enforcement 

of the 'Minsik's Law' to prevent traffic accidents in 

child protection zones. 

The road accidents which account for a large 

proportion of all traffic accidents have trended 

downward since 2020. Road deaths has steadily 

decreased in contrast to a slight increase in the 

number of road accidents and injuries in 2017. 

[Fig. X- 10] ‌�Fire cases and property damage,      
2003-2022
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Source: ‌�National Fire Agency, 「Annual Report on Fire Statistics」, Yearly.

[Fig. X- 11] ‌�Traffic accidents and casualties by 
means of transport, 2012-2022
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Note: 1) ‌�Total traffic accident statistics includes aviation accidents.
Source: ‌�Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport, 「Annual Report on 

Traffic Safety」, 2023.
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Railroad accidents, deaths and injuries all have 

declined significantly but have recently increased 

slightly. Maritime accidents increased dramatically 

over the past decade, while maritime deaths rose 

steeply due to the Sewol ferry disaster in 2014 before 

leveling off. 

In 2022, the total number of traffic accidents was 

199,804, down from 205,928 in the previous year due 

to a decrease in road accidents. The number of 

railroad accidents increased to 79 from 65 in the 

previous year, while the number of the maritime 

accidents increased to 2,863 from 2,720 in the 

previous year. Deaths associated with road and 

maritime accidents decreased, whereas those 

associated with railroad accidents increased over 

the previous year (Fig. X-11).

Police and fire forces

Over the past 15 years, the number of police officers 

and firefighters steadily increased, resulting in a 

steady increase in operational staff per capita. 

Particularly, the number of people served per  

firefighter decreased substantially. As the number  

of firefighters increased from 30,630 in 2007 to  

66,659 in 2022, the number of citizens served per 

firefighter steeply decreased from 1,589 to 775 during 

the same period. The number of police officers 

increased from 96,324 in 2007 to 131,004 in 2022, and 

the number of citizens served per police officer 

decreased from 505 to 394 (Table X-3).

Perception of safety 

The percentage of people who perceive our society 

as safe overall has been steadily increasing. As shown 

in <Table X-4>, the percentage of people who are 

positive about the overall safety of our society was 

11.3% in 2010, but it decreased to 9.5% in 2014 before 

continuously increasing by 33.3% in 2022. The similar 

<Table X- 3> ‌�Number of police officers and 
firefighters, 2007-2022 

(Persons)

Year

Police officers Firefighters

Number of 
officers

Population 
per officer

Number of 
firefighters

Population 
per 

firefighter

2007 96,324 505 30,630 1,589

2008 97,732 502 31,918 1,537

2009 99,554 495 33,992 1,451

2010 101,108 490 36,711 1,350

2011 101,239 493 37,826 1,320

2012 102,386 490 38,557 1,302

2013 105,357 479 39,519 1,276

2014 109,364 464 40,406 1,256

2015 113,077 451 42,634 1,197

2016 114,658 447 44,121 1,161

2017 116,584 441 48,042 1,069

2018 118,651 435 52,245 987

2019 122,913 421 56,647 914

2020 126,227 411 60,994 850

2021 128,985 401 64,768 799

2022 131,004 394 66,659 775

Note: 1) ‌�Population served per police officer = Estimated population÷ Number 
of police officers.

           2) ‌�Population served per firefighter = Estimated population÷ Number of 
firefighters.

Source: ‌�National Police Agency, 「Police Statistical Year Book」, Yearly. 
               National Fire Agency, 「Fire Admin Data & Statistics」, Yearly.
               Statistics Korea, 「Population Projections for Korea」, Yearly.
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trend is observed for natural disasters, traffic accidents 

and fires. However, the percentage of people who 

perceive themselves as safe from crime (policing) 

increased more sharply from 2010 to 2020 compared 

to other areas, whereas the percentage slightly 

decreased in the 2022 survey. 

Perceived safety was heavily influenced by the 

occurrence of safety incidents at the time of the survey. 

In 2014, perceived safety across all areas (natural 

disasters, transport accidents, fires, crime risks, etc.) 

was relatively low, presumably due to the impact of 

the Sewol ferry disaster. After the tragedy, the 

perception of social safety seems to have improved 

somewhat due to the social atmosphere emphasizing 

public safety.

The fear of walking at night has been also 

decreasing. [Fig. X-12] shows that the percentage of 

people who reported they felt 'afraid to walk alone at 

night in their neighborhood' was 42.4% in 1997 and 

37.9% in 2009, and then steadily declined to 14.3% in 

2021. Despite marginal ups and downs over the past 

20 years, the fear of walking at night has declined 

overall, especially since 2011. 

The rate of Korea's safety of walking at night (the 

percentage of people who feel 'safe when walking 

alone on the streets at night') was 68.4% in 2018, not 

<Table X- 4> Perception of social safety, 2010-2022

(%)

2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
Overall social
safety 11.3 13.8 9.5 13.2 20.5 31.8 33.3

Natural disasters 18.7 23.2 15.1 20.7 22.7 37.0 39.4

Traffic accidents 8.0 9.3 7.3 10.3 13.1 21.7 24.2

Fires 16.6 17.7 14.2 19.1 21.0 24.2 25.2

Crime risks
(public safety) 8.2 9.1 8.9 9.2 17.2 26.8 25.9

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 13 and over (15 and over in 2010).
           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents who reported they felt 

'very safe' or 'somewhat safe' for the given areas.
Source: Statistics Korea, 「Social Survey」, Yearly.

[Fig. X- 12] ‌�Fear of walking alone at night, 1997-2021

(%)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of all respondents (aged 14 and over) 
who reported 'very' or 'moderately' to the statement, "I feel afraid to 
walk alone in my neighborhood at night." 

           2) The figures are based on standardized weights from 2013.
Source: ‌�Korean Institute of Criminology and Justice, 「Korean Crime Victim 

Survey」, Yearly. 

[Fig. X- 13] ‌�Safety of walking at night in OECD 
countries, 2018
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OECD average: 71.5%

M
ex

ic
o

C
ol

om
bi

a
C

hi
le

G
re

ec
e

Tü
rk

iy
e

Ita
ly

H
un

ga
ry

La
tv

ia
Li

th
ua

ni
a

Au
st

ra
lia

Sl
ov

ak
ia

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
nd

K
or

ea
B

el
gi

um
P

ol
an

d
Fr

an
ce

Es
to

ni
a

G
er

m
an

y
Is

ra
el

U
SA

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic
Ja

pa
n

Sw
ed

en
Ir

el
an

d
P

or
tu

ga
l

U
K

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Au
st

ri
a

C
an

ad
a

Sp
ai

n
N

et
he

rl
an

ds
D

en
m

ar
k

Fi
nl

an
d

Sw
itz

er
la

nd
Ic

el
an

d
Sl

ov
en

ia
N

or
w

ay

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents (aged 15 and over) in 
each country who reported feeling safe walking alone at night. 

Source: OECD, How’s Life? 2020: Measuring Well-being, 2020.
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much difference from the OECD average of 71.5%. 

The perceived safety about walking at night in Korea 

is much lower than Norway (91.2%), Slovenia (88.3%), 

Iceland (86.2%), and Switzerland (85.9%), and much 

higher than Mexico (42.4%), Chile (47.0%), Italy 

(59.9%) and Hungary (60.3%) (Fig. X-13).
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Overall safety in Korea has been steadily improving. 

However, safety concerns for the elderly aged 65 and 

over still remain serious as shown by several indicators. 

According to the Statistics Korea’s 「Cause of Death 

Statistics」, suicide, transport accidents and falls account 

for the largest share of various safety accidents and 

unnatural causes of death, followed by drowning, 

murder, fire and poisoning. As the elderly aged 65 and 

over often find it difficult to recover the injuries caused 

by these accidents, the death rate is more than double 

that of the total population (Fig. X-14).

The overall improvement trend can be observed 

when comparing the unnatural causes of death with 

major countries abroad. Although the death rate from 

unnatural causes of death for the general population 

was significantly higher than other countries in 2000, 

it steadily decreased and reached lower levels than the 

USA and Japan in 2020. However, the problem is 

relatively severe for the elderly aged 55 to 75 years 

old, which has consistently shown the highest death 

rate since 2000 (Fig. X-15). 

In regard to the unnatural causes of death (accidental 

deaths), other than suicide, traffic accidents (transport 

accidents) and falls are the greatest threats to the  

elderly. According to the 「Statistical Analysis of Traffic 

Accidents」 by Korea Road Traffic Authority, 1,258 

people aged 65 and over accounted for 46% of all traffic 

accident deaths in 2022. Also, the death rate in  

Trends in Safety Accidents in the Elderly
Jibum Chung

(Ulsan National Institute of Science and Technology)

[Fig. X- 14] ‌�Trend in death rates due to primary 
unnatural causes of death, 1984-2022

1) Total population

(Per 100,000
population)

2) The population aged 65 and over

(Per 100,000
population)

Intentional self-harm(suicide) (X60-X84)
Transport accidents (V01-V99)
Falls (W00-W19)
Accidental drowning and submersion (W65-W74)
Assault(murder) (X85-Y09)
Exposure to smoke, fire and flames (X00-X09)
Accidental poisoning by and exposure to noxious (X40-X49)

Note: 1) ‌�Since 1999, data on under-reported causes of death have been 
supplemented with data from external administrative agencies. 
Therefore, time series comparison requires caution.

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Cause of Death Statistics」, Yearly.
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accidents is significantly higher for the elderly 

compared to other age groups, contrasting with the 

injury rate. When comparing the death rate in transport 

accidents per 100,000 population in 2021 among OECD 

countries, Korea  exhibited a slightly higher rate (5.6 

deaths) than the OECD average (5.0 deaths) for the  

total population. However, the elderly in Korea (15.1 

deaths) has shown a significantly higher rate than  

the OECD average (6.8 deaths) (Fig. X-16).

As the health levels of the population enhance and 

life expectancy increases, death rates from falls among 

the elderly in their 60s and 70s have been steadily 

decreasing, whereas death rates among those in their 

80s have been continuously increasing. Falls occur 

mostly in living spaces such as homes, and slip accident 

is particularly common among the elderly. According 

to 「Falls in the Elderly by Accident」 published by the 

Korea Consumer Agency’s Consumer Injury 

Surveillance System, accident caused by ceiling and 

flooring materials occur the most frequently, with the 

majority of these accidents being caused by flooring 

materials. Also, among the accidents resulting from 

flooring materials, stone or tile flooring materials 

account for about 50%. In brief, a large number of falls 

among the elderly occur due to domestic tile flooring 

materials.

Although suicide is not a safety accident, it is 

[Fig. X- 15] ‌�Unnatural cause death rates in major 
countries, 2000-2020

1) Total population

Canada France Germany Italy Japan
Korea Sweden UK USA

(Per 100,000
population)

2) The population aged 55 to 74

Canada France Germany Italy Japan
Korea Sweden UK USA

(Per 100,000
population)

Note: 1) ‌�ICD-10 codes: V01-Y89 (minus X41-X42, X44-X45), U12.9
           2) ‌�The standardized death rates based on OECD reference population to 

remove the differences in age structures for international 
comparisons differ from the data published by Statistics Korea.

Source: WHO, WHO Mortality Database Portal, Aug. 2023.

[Fig. X- 16] ‌�Death rates in traffic accidents for 
people aged 65 and over in OECD 
countries, 2021
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classified as an unnatural cause of death in the WHO 

and Korean causes of death statistics. Suicide among 

men aged 65 and over is particularly a serious concern 

in Korea. As of 2022, the suicide rate for elderly men 

was 65.0 deaths per 100,000 population, three times 

that of elderly women (20.4) and almost twice that of 

men of all the other age groups (35.3). In other words, 

a large part of the suicide problem in Korea can be 

attributed to elderly male population. Fortunately, 

suicide rates among elderly men have been steadily 

declining since 2010 (Fig. X-17).

As the results from the cross-sectional comparison 

with foreign countries and longitudinal comparisons 

of 「Causes of Death Statistics」, the overall safety in 

Korea has been improving. However, in super-aged 

society, it is crucial to continuously develop policies 

and make consistent efforts with the viewpoint that 

the safety of the elderly is directly related to the safety 

of all population.

[Fig. X- 17] ‌�Suicide rates, 1983-2022

All Men All Women 65+ Men 65+ Women(Per 100,000
population)

Source: Statistics Korea,  「Cause of Death Statistics」, Yearly.
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Trends in School Violence
Tae-Seob Shin 

(Ewha Womans University)

School violence is known to have devastating 

impacts on victims. It leads to negative outcomes such 

as poor concentration in class, lower academic 

achievement and dropping out of school. According 

to the UNESCO (2019) report on school violence, 

students who experience school violence are nearly 

three times more likely to feel alienated and more than 

twice likely to miss school. School violence also brings 

lifelong consequences to mental health, quality of life 

and problematic behaviors such as substance use.

「School Violence Survey」 is an online survey 

conducted in the first semester of every school year 

with elementary school students (4th-6th graders), 

middle and high school students to investigate the 

actual situation of school violence as per Act on 

Prevention and Countermeasures against School 

Violence.

According to the analysis of the data from the 

nationwide 「School Violence Survey」 conducted over 

the past 10 years, the rates of victimization and 

perpetration of school violence decreased from 2013 

to 2017, but it increased again  from 2018. Although 

the victimization rate temporarily dropped in 2020 

due to the impact of COVID-19 pandemic, it increased 

again from 2021.

As for the trends in victimization rates by school 

level, elementary, middle and high schools had the 

highest victimization rates  in the order named  

(Fig. X-18). These differences by school level have 

been consistent over the past decade. The school 

violence victimization rates at all three school levels 

decreased from 2013 to 2017 but began to increase in 

2018, while after a temporary decrease due to the 

pandemic, the rates rose again in 2021.

The analysis of the self-report response data by  

type of victimization found the verbal abuse accounted 

for the highest percentage among the victimized 

students. Bullying was the second most common type 

of victimization from 2013 to 2021, whereas in 2022, 

physical violence was the second most common type 

of victimization. While stalking showed a declining 

trend, cyber-bullying remained consistently rampant 

(Fig. X-19).

[Fig. X- 18] ‌�Victimization by school level, 2013-2022

3.0

3.5
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0.5

0.0
2019201820172016201520142013 20212020 2022

(%) Elementary school Middle school High school

Note: 1) ‌�Victimization rate = (Number of victimized respondents ÷ Number of 
participants) × 100.

Source: ‌�Korean Educational Development Institute,  「1st Analysis Report of 
School Violence Survey」, Yearly.
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Meanwhile, over the past decade, the pattern of 

perpetration paralleled the pattern of victimization 

over the past decade. By school level, elementary, 

middle and high schools had the highest rates of 

perpetration in the order named. As for the types of 

perpetration, verbal and physical abuses were the most 

prevalent types of perpetration.

The analysis of the data from 「School Violence 

Survey」 over the past 10 years highlighted a post-

pandemic upward trend  in both the victimization and 

perpetration of school violence. In particular, physical 

and verbal violence, which had previously been on 

the decline, increased after the pandemic. With the 

easing of lockdown and the full reopening of schools, 

students found themselves exposed to various forms 

of conflicts and troubles that they had not experienced 

during the pandemic; therefore, physical and verbal 

violence seems to be on the rise. In order to prevent 

the uptrend in school violence, it is necessary to 

strengthen students’ socio-emotional skills, take  

actions to protect victimized students in the event of 

school violence, and reinforce the countermeasures 

to discipline bullies at school. 

[Fig. X- 19] ‌�Response rates by type of victimization, 
2013-2022

(%)

Verbal abuse StalkingBullying
Physical abuse Cyber-bullying Extortion
Sexual assault Racketeering

Note: 1) ‌�Only students who had been victimized by bullying responded (multiple 
responses were possible).

           2) ‌�Response rate by type of victimization (based on number of 
respondents) = (Number of responses by type of victimization  ÷ 
Number of students victimized) × 100.

Source: ‌�Korean Educational Development Institute,  「1st Analysis Report of 
School Violence Survey」, Yearly.
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coerce another group into more concessions and 

sacrifices for the sake of efficiency, fairness, legitimacy, 

justice, etc. will undermine social integration, which 

in turn makes it difficult to sustain a stable society. 

That said, social integration is closely linked to the 

core values of democracy, since in a democratic political 

system grounded in the principles of freedom and 

equality, individuals are treated as equal entities, 

harmoniously integrated by the government.

The decline of democracy and return to 

authoritarianism around the world has been discussed 

in depth in recent years and known to be driven by 

increasing economic inequality due to the spread of 

free trade, the weakening of national identity due to 

unfettered immigration and ideological and affective 

polarization facilitated by changes in the media 

landscape. All of these issues have the adverse effects 

of weakening social cohesion. Thus, in order to be free 

from or to overcome the crisis of democracy, it is crucial 

to first understand the extent of social integration. 

The more people feel victimized by inequality or 

unfairness, the more skeptical they become of 

democratic institutions and the more likely they are 

to support populist politicians with authoritarian 

tendencies. Hence, this article analyzes the various 

indicators found in 「World Values Survey」, the Korea 

Institute of Public Administration’s 「Korea Social 

Integration Survey」 and the Statistic Korea’s 「Social 

Key Trends in Social Integration  

Social integration is the premise for maintaining a 

community, in which people and groups make compromises 

to sustain their community. Any attempts by a group to 

Shang E. Ha
(Sogang University)

 ≐ This article examines various aspects of social 
integration in Korea, including but not 
limited to, political participation, donation, 
volunteering, perceptions of democracy, 
political efficacy, trust in institutions, and 
perceptions of corruption. 

 ≐  The Korean citizens engage in various forms 
of non-electoral political participation, which 
shows a downward trend in 2022 as opposed 
to 2021. 

 ≐ The Korean citizens are relatively satisfied 
with the current state of democracy and are 
optimistic about the future of Korean 
democracy. The level of political efficacy is 
higher among ideologically progressive 
respondents, regardless of the ideological 
positions of the political regime. 

 ≐ The over-time changes in trust in institutions 
such as the executive, legislative and judicial 
branches and media show an upward trend 
since at least 2019. This is not necessarily 
consistent with conventional wisdom. 
Perceptions of corruption have also been 
gradually improved. However, the percentage 
of Koreans who have ever donated or 
volunteered has consistently declined.
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Survey」 to shed light on Koreans’ perceptions on the 

social integration, particularly, in terms of non-electoral 

political participation, donation, volunteerism, 

perceptions on democracy, political efficacy, trust in 

the institutions underpinning the democratic political 

system and perceptions on corruption.

Political participation

Democracy is characterized by the process of 

resolving potential political conflicts within the system. 

The greater the extent of voluntary participation of 

citizens in the democratic process, the higher the 

likelihood of social integration, which is a well-known 

fact. Political participation can be categorized into 

two types: electoral participation and non-electoral 

participation. With an exception of the 2022 local 

election, the electoral participation of Korean voters 

has steadily increased during the 2010s.1)

Elections are not the only available option for conflict 

resolution. When elections do not produce satisfactory 

results, citizens have a variety of ways to make their 

voices heard. In a democratic society where freedom 

of expression is guaranteed, non-electoral participation 

is also protected by the Constitution. Yet, should the 

very freedom of expression go awry, it could undermine 

the legitimacy of the election. Therefore it is important 

to keep a vigilant eye on it. Non-electoral participation 

includes participating in protests, signing petitions, 

contacting and writing to public officials, and 

contacting and writing to the media. 

[Fig. XI-1] shows the trends non-electoral political 

participation. where consistent patterns are hard to 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 1] ‌�Participation rates by type of non-electoral 
political participation, 2013-2022

(%) (%)

(%) (%)

(%) (%)

(%) (%)

Conversation with others

Online comments Protests & rallies

Comments to government
& media

Complaining to
government officials

& politicians

Signing campaigns

 Complaining & petitioning

Boycotts

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�Participation rate is the percentage of the respondents who “Did the 
given activity in the past year?” 

           3) The y-axis was scaled to show trends.
Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 

Integration Survey」, Yearly.
1) ‌�As there was no election in 2023, details of electoral participation are 

based on the  「Trends in the Korean Society 2022」. 
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find. Firstly, political discussion with acquaintances 

dropped sharply in 2021, followed by a rebound in 

2022, which is probably attributable to the recovery 

of face-to-face interactions that had declined due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Leaving comments online, contacting and writing 

to government officials and the media, and submitting 

petitions to government officials and politicians have 

recently increased, but has somewhat declined in 2022. 

Participation in protests and rallies peaked in 2016 

-2017 during the candlelight movements, and then 

declined until 2021. In 2022, the rising trend broke 

downwards again. The impact of the 2019 boycott of 

Japanese products is noticeable as well.

Overall, participation in protests and rallies, 

petitioning, contacting and writing to government 

officials and politicians, leaving comments online, 

and expressing opinions to the government and media 

all declined in 2022. Conversely, political discussions 

with others increased in 2022.

Donation and volunteering

Meanwhile, the rates of citizens’ participation in 

donation and volunteering have continuously  

declined. As shown in [Fig. XI-2], the percentage of 

respondents who had donated in the previous year 

decreased from about 35% in 2011 to about 20% in 

2021. Volunteering also declined from about 20% in 

2011 to less than 10% in 2021. Given that 2021 was 

the year of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is doubtless 

clear that volunteering declined as well.

Perceptions on democracy

Aside from political participation, it is important 

to understand what citizens think about democratic 

institutions, as low trust in democracy will reduce the 

likelihood of social integration. First, we examine 

the extent to which citizens are satisfied with 

democracy in Korea. Assessing the quality of 

democracy is not only a political act in itself but also 

a function of ideological polarization, which is the 

subject of recent scholarly attention. Therefore, the 

perceptions on democracy are analyzed by considering 

the respondents’ political ideology.2)

[Fig. XI-3] shows the levels of satisfaction with 

Korea’s democracy by political ideology (conservative, 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 2] ‌�Donation and volunteering, 2011-2021

(%) Donation Volunteering

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 13 and over. 
           2) ‌�The data are the combined percentage of ‘Yes’ to the questions “Did 

you donate money or goods in the past year?” and “Did you 
participate in volunteering in the past year?”

Source: Statistics Korea, 「Social Survey」, Yearly.

2) ‌�Political ideologies were rated on a 5-point scale (very conservative, 
somewhat conservative, moderate, somewhat progressive, and very 
progressive). Responses to the survey question were categorized into three 
groups.
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moderate and progressive). Two things are noteworthy. 

First, though the time series data cover a short period 

from 2018 to 2021, satisfaction with the quality of 

democracy has increased before 2022. Second, at least 

until 2021, satisfaction with the quality of democracy 

was lower among conservative respondents and higher 

among progressive respondents. This result is probably 

attributable to the fact that the survey was conducted 

during the Moon Jae-in government, which was 

supposed to be relatively progressive. This trend changed 

when the Yoon Suk-yeol government came to power 

in 2022. Now satisfaction with the quality of democracy 

was noticeably high among conservative respondents. 

This suggests that perceptions on democracy may be 

a function of citizens’ ideological positions.

[Fig. XI-4] shows the ways in which Koreans see 

its democracy change in five years. [Fig. XI-3] denotes 

a retrospective evaluation of Korea’s democracy, while 

[Fig. XI-4] indicates a prospective evaluation of the 

country’s democracy. The overall response pattern is 

similar to that shown in [Fig. XI-3]. Compared to 2018, 

in 2021 respondents were more optimistic about the 

future of Korea’s democracy. 

And by political ideology, progressive respondents 

were more likely than conservative respondents to 

believe that the quality of democracy would improve 

in the future. However, this pattern changed in 2022, 

when conservatives were more optimistic than 

progressives.

Although response patterns vary with the ideology 

of the regime, overall satisfaction with and outlook 

for Korea’s democracy is not a cause for concern. This 

finding is supported by international  comparisons. 

[Fig. XI-5] shows the results of the survey about 

perceptions on how democracy operates in the  

seventh wave (2017-2022) of 「World Value Survey」. 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 3] ‌�Satisfaction with democracy, 2018-2022

(Point) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the average ratings on an 11-point scale (‘not at all 
satisfied’=0 to ‘very satisfied’=10) in response to the question, “To 
what extent are you satisfied with Korea’s democracy?” 

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅺ- 4] ‌�Outlook for democracy, 2018-2022

(Point) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the average ratings on an 11-point scale (‘very bad’=0 to ‘very 
better’=10) in response to the question, “How do you think the quality 
of democracy in your country will be in five years?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.
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Only OECD member countries are considered here. 

The results show that, first of all, typical Western 

democracies, e. g., Germany, New Zealand, Australia 

and Canada, were highly satisfied with how their 

countries’ democracy was operating. The Korean 

respondents were less satisfied with Korea’s democracy 

compared to the above-mentioned countries but more 

satisfied with it compared to other countries, e. g., the 

USA and the UK. This finding is attributable to the 

amplified skepticism over the status quo of democracy 

in the aftermath of the 2016 Brexit in the UK. and the 

election of Trump as the president in the USA. 

Despite the constant media coverage of the political 

gridlock, Korean respondents’ personal satisfaction 

with and outlook for the country’s democracy took a 

positive shift gradually. Compared to the results found 

in other democracies, Korean respondents rather 

positively rated the country’s democracy. That said, 

it is worth noting that respondents’ views of democracy 

varied with the extent to which their personal political 

ideologies were aligned with those of regimes, in that 

too much alignment between the two would hinder 

the social integration.

Political efficacy

Political efficacy is used here as a metric for the 

soundness of Korea’s democracy. Political efficacy is 

a psychological concept referring to citizens’ trust in 

their ability to influence the political process and in 

their understanding of political affairs. In academia, 

political efficacy is divided into external efficacy 

relevant to citizens’ influence on political process and 

internal efficacy relevant to citizens’ political 

understanding. 

Political efficacy is significant in the context of a 

representative democracy where only limited 

participation is allowed in legislative and policymaking 

processes. In a representative democracy citizens 

indirectly influence the legislative process through 

their elected representatives. Therefore, higher political 

efficacy is associated with better communication 

between citizens and their representatives, so that 

citizens believe that their voices are heard in the policy-

making process. 

Conversely, lower political efficacy could lead to 

a lack of connection between citizens and their 

representatives, adding to citizens’ dissatisfaction 

with their representatives. This is the case found in 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 5] ‌�Democracy ratings in OECD countries, 
2017-2022

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Mexico (2018)
Colombia (2018)

Greece (2017)
Slovakia (2022)
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Turkiye (2018)
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Chile (2018)
Korea (2018)

Netherlands (2022)
Japan (2019)

Canada (2020)
Australia (2018)

New Zealand (2020)
Germany (2018)

(Point)

Note: 1) ‌�Only OECD member countries were included in the comparison among 
those participating in the World Values Survey. 

           2) ‌�The timing of the surveys varied slightly by country, but all were 
completed between 2017-2022. In Korea, the survey was conducted 
in 2018.

           3) ‌�The data are the average ratings on an 11-point scale (‘not at all 
democratically’=0 to ‘democratically’=10) in response to the question, 
“How democratically do you think your country is currently run?”

Source: ‌�World Values Survey Association, World Values Survey Wave 7, 2017-
2022, 2022.
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quite a few democracies in recent years, where citizens 

disillusioned with the representative democratic 

system turn to authoritarian populist politicians.

[Fig. XI-6] shows the time series of political efficacy 

by political ideology group. About three trends should 

be noted here. First, no obvious pattern in the time 

series of political efficacy is observed. From 2013 to 

2016, political efficacy slightly trended downwards 

before trending upwards from 2016 to 2019, followed 

by another downward trend between 2019 and 2022. 

Second, there is a distinct difference in political 

efficacy between political ideologies. Despite 

deviations, progressive respondents consistently 

showed higher political efficacy than conservative 

respondents. Interestingly, this was true not only 

during the Moon Jae-in government (2017-2021), 

which was perceived as a progressive government, 

but also during the Park Geun-hye government (2013-

2016), which was a conservative government. With 

Yoon Suk-yeol government taking power in 2022, 

progressive respondents’ perceived political efficacy 

dropped significantly, whereas no corresponding 

change was observed among conservative respondents.

Third, it should be noted that the gap in political 

efficacy between conservative and progressive 

respondents widened significantly in recent years. As 

the Moon Jae-in government came into office in 2017, 

progressive respondents’ perceived political efficacy 

surged whereas the conservative respondents’ 

perceived political efficacy did not show any 

significant change. Then, in 2020, conservative 

respondents’  political efficacy decreased significantly. 

As a result, compared to the Park Geun-hye 

government, the gap in political efficacy between 

progressive and conservative respondents significantly 

widened during the Moon Jae-in government.  

Presumably, conservative respondents shared the 

perception that their voices could not be properly 

heard via the representative democracy. Should this 

efficacy gap not be narrowed, ideological conflicts 

could lead to distrust in democratic institutions. 

However, the gap in political efficacy between 

progressives and conservatives narrowed following 

the regime change in 2022.

Trust in institutions

Trust in democracy is a function of not only 

perceived political efficiency but also  trust in the 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 6] ‌�Political efficacy, 2013-2022

(Point) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are mean ratings of the following 4 statements on a 5-point 
scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’(1) to ‘strongly agree’(5): a) “People 
like me can’t have any influence on what the government does.” b) “The 
government doesn’t care what people like me think or have to say.” c) “I 
am knowledgeable about important political issues facing my 
country.” d) “Most people know more than I do about political issues 
and what the government is doing.” Responses to statements a), b) 
and d) were reverse-coded and averaged.  

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.
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various institutions that underlie democracy. High 

political efficiency leads to high trust in democracy 

and seamless social integration. Likewise, high trust 

in the institutions responsible for running democracy 

would facilitate similar effects.  Here, as the institutions 

representing democracy, the central government 

(executive branch), National Assembly (legislative 

branch), courts (judicial branch) and media (TV 

broadcasters and newspapers) are selected to examine 

the time series trends of trust and differences across 

political ideology groups. 

[Fig. XI-7] shows the survey respondents’ trust in 

the central government (executive branch). 

Respondents’ trust in the central government decreased 

slightly during the Park Geun-hye government and 

then reached its lowest point in 2016, when President 

Park was impeached. Then, in 2017, as the new 

president took office, trust in the central government 

increased and dipped again amid  the political noise 

surrounding prosecution reforms in 2019, before 

trending upward from 2020. 

Another interesting finding is the correlation between 

the regime’s ideological orientation and the ideological 

orientation of the electorate. During the Park 

Geun-hye government, conservative respondents were 

more likely to trust the central government than 

progressive respondents. However, during the Moon 

Jae-in government, the exact opposite pattern emerged. 

In 2022, under Yoon Suk-yeol progressive respondents’ 

trust dropped sharply whereas conservative respondents’ 

trust in the central government increased relatively. 

Then, it cannot be intuitively explained  why 

conservative respondents trusted the central government 

at the end of the Moon Jae-in government. 

Hypothetically, one possible explanation might be the 

positive evaluation of the government’s efforts to deal 

with the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, 

which may have been reflected in the survey responses. 

If the survey results reflected the actual facts, the recent 

conflict between ideological groups may have been 

artificially exaggerated by the media and politicians.

The time-series change of trust in the National 

Assembly (legislative branch) is similar to the case 

of trust in the central government as shown in [Fig. 

XI-8]. As is well known, the level of trust in the 

legislature, the National Assembly, is lower in absolute 

terms compared to the executive and judicial branches. 

While more than 40% of respondents trust the 

executive and judicial branches, it is not uncommon 

to find that 20% or less trust the legislature.  

Trust in the 19th National Assembly (2013-2016) 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 7] ‌�Trust in the central government, 2013-2022

(%) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of reporting ‘strongly trust’ or ‘somewhat 
trust’ to the question, “To what extent do you trust the following 
institutions are doing their jobs well?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.
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trended downward, whereas trust in the 20th National 

Assembly (2016-2020) steadily trended upward as 

opposed to popular beliefs. This trend changed in the 

21st National Assembly (2020-2022). In 2021, overall 

trust in the National Assembly increased significantly, 

but it dropped back down to the 2020 level in 2022. 

This is especially true for progressive respondents. 

Overall, the significant increase in the trust in the 

legislature in 2021 can hardly be explained intuitively.

[Fig. XI-9] shows the change of trust in the courts 

(judicial branch). The overall trend is similar to that 

of trust in the executive and legislative branches. 

During the Park Geun-hye government, trust in the 

courts was slightly lower, whereas under Moon 

Jae-in government, trust in the courts steadily 

increased. Also, conservative respondents strongly 

trusted the courts compared to progressive respondents, 

whereas under the Moon Jae-in government, it is 

notable that no difference in ideologies was revealed 

in the trust in the judicial branch. 

In 2022, under Yoon Suk-yeol government, the 

difference in trust in the courts between conservative 

and progressive respondents was more pronounced. 

Conservative respondents strongly supported the 

courts whereas progressive respondents less supported 

the courts than in 2021. This finding suggests citizens’ 

political ideologies influence their attitudes towards 

the judicial branch, which is supposed to be politically 

neutral.

Trust in media (TV broadcasters), as shown in [Fig. 

XI-10], is similar to the pattern identified above. 

During the Park Geun-hye government, conservative 

respondents’ trust in media was slightly higher than 

progressive respondents’ but overall trust was lower. 

In the second year of the Moon Jae-in government in 

2018, progressive respondents were more likely to 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 8] ‌�Trust in National Assembly, 2013-2022

(%) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of reporting ‘strongly trust’ or ‘somewhat 
trust’ to the question, “To what extent do you trust the following 
institutions are doing their jobs well?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅺ- 9] ‌�Trust in courts, 2013-2022

(%) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of reporting ‘strongly trust’ or ‘somewhat 
trust’ to the question, “To what extent do you trust the following 
institutions are doing their jobs well?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.
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trust media compared to other ideology groups. Then, 

in 2019, during the intense conflict over the 

prosecution reform, the trust in media dropped before 

steadily trending upward ever since.  

Of particular interest is that, as of 2022, moderate 

respondents showed the least trust in TV broadcast 

networks. As the media landscape changes, both 

progressive and conservative respondents are more 

likely to trust TV stations that provide information 

that aligns with their ideological orientation. Therefore, 

the fact that the trust in TV broadcasters is lowest 

among moderate respondents reflects the fact that 

people are frequently exposed to partisan media.

[Fig. XI-11] shows the trend in trust in media 

(newspapers). During the Park Geun-hye government, 

conservative respondents showed higher trust in 

newspapers in contrast to progressive respondents 

whose trust in media was low. However, under the 

Moon Jae-in government, the ideological differences 

in trust in newspapers were not pronounced. In 

particular, from 2019 to 2021, the upward trend in 

trust in newspapers was common to progressive, 

conservative and moderate respondents. In 2022, 

conservative respondents showed relatively higher 

trust in newspapers, which however was not a 

significant change. This may be due to the fact that 

newspapers are not as good vehicles of political 

information as they used to be.

The trust in institutions can be summarized as 

follows.  Trust in the executive, legislative and judicial 

branches and media trended upward at least from 2019 

and then trended downward in 2022, which is quite 

different from what is generally discussed in Korean 

society. Compared to the Park Geun-hye government, 

under the Moon Jae-in government, differences in 

political ideologies were hardly pronounced. Under 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 10] ‌�Trust in TV broadcasters, 2013-2022

(%) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020.

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of reporting ‘strongly trust’ or ‘somewhat 
trust’ to the question, “To what extent do you trust the following 
institutions are doing their jobs well?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅺ- 11] ‌�Trust in newspapers, 2013-2022

(%) Conservative Moderate Progressive Total

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19-69 up to 2019, and aged 19 and 
over as from 2020. 

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of reporting ‘strongly trust’ or ‘somewhat 
trust’ to the question, “To what extent do you trust the following 
institutions are doing their jobs well?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 
Integration Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.
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the Yoon Suk-yeol government, the ideological 

differences became more pronounced again, particularly 

in light of the trust in the central government (executive 

branch) and the courts (judicial branch).

Trust in institutions is also a function of corruption 

perceptions. [Fig. XI-12] shows that the perception 

of corruption among Korean citizens gradually 

softened. Compared to 2012 the corruption perception 

score was higher (that is, they perceived corruption 

to be low) and the corruption perception ranking was 

lower. The corruption perception in Korea ranked 

45th in the world in 2012 and 31st in 2022. While not 

entirely consistent with the findings on the trust in 

institutions, trust and  corruption perceptions improved 

in recent years.

Conclusion

One of the most frequently discussed topics in 

political science in recent years is the declining 

democracy and the return to authoritarianism. The 

decline of democracy is attributed to the spread of 

free trade and resultant economic inequality, the 

weakening national identity resulting from free 

immigration, and the ideological and emotional 

polarization caused by changes in the media landscape. 

All of these issues produce adverse effects 

undermining the social integration. Therefore, to cope 

with the crisis of democracy, it is important to first 

identify the degree of social integration. Korea is 

relatively free from the identity crisis caused by 

immigration, while the country is not free from the 

economic inequality and biased media.

Democracy is characterized by the process of 

resolving potential political conflicts within the system. 

The greater the voluntary participation of citizens in 

democratic processes, the greater the potential for 

social integration. Overall, until 2021, participation 

in protests and rallies, petitioning, complaining, 

communicating grievances to government officials 

and politicians, online comments, and suggestions 

for the government and media all decreased but 

political conversations with others increased in 2022. 

These findings indicate that Korean democracy is 

functioning relatively well within its institutional 

boundaries. However, the fact that citizens’ experience 

with donations and volunteerism continues to decline 

should be noted. 

Korean citizens are relatively satisfied with the 

current state of democracy and optimistic about the 

future of democracy in the country. On average, 

progressive citizens are more positive about the current 

state and future of democracy than conservatives. 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 12] ‌�Corruption perceptions, 2012-2022

(Point) (Rank)Corruption Perception Index Rank

Note: 1) ‌�Korean citizens’ corruption perceptions score and ranking among 
over 170 countries. 

           2) ‌�Corruption perceptions scores are between 0 and 100. The higher the 
score, the lower the perceived corruption in a given country.

Source: ‌�Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) , Yearly.
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Yet, the trend reversed under the conservative 

government. 

One area where there are significant differences by 

ideological orientation is political efficiency. Despite 

deviations, progressive respondents consistently 

demonstrated higher political efficacy than 

conservative respondents. With the Yoon Suk-yeol 

government taking office in 2022, progressive 

respondents’ political efficacy decreased significantly. 

However, any corresponding change was found among 

conservative respondents.

When it comes to the time-series differences in trust 

in the executive, legislative and judicial branches and 

the media which are fundamental to the democratic 

political system, the trust trended upward at least 

from 2019, contrary to popular beliefs. However, as 

of 2022, trust in the executive and judicial branches 

highlights a strong correlation between the regime’s 

ideological orientation and respondents’ ideological 

orientation. At the same time, citizens’ perceptions 

of corruption have improved compared to the past.

Overall, it can be concluded that serious cracks in 

social integration in Korea have not yet been identified. 

The non-electoral political participation outside the 

realm of democratic system is stable. Also, trust in 

and outlook for democracy are rather high.  Political 

efficacy and trust in institutions are not a cause of 

concern, contrary to popular beliefs. These findings 

imply Koreans trust their democratic system and 

actively participate in the political process. 

However, the alignment of the ideological 

orientation of Korean citizens and that of the 

government can lead to differences in democracy 

perceptions, political efficacy, and trust in institutions. 

Ideological polarization is not as intense as it is 

reported in the media but still it could potentially 

reach a serious level depending on changes in the 

political situation. Ideological polarization is an issue 

that requires constant attention in order to sustain a 

healthy democracy.
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Korea is a racially and ethnically less diverse 

country in comparison to other countries to the extent 

that Koreans have considered their country a ‘mono-

ethnic nation’ for a long time. However, unlike in the 

past, Korea’s social diversity is increasing. Industries 

located in rural areas where the population has 

decreased substantially need foreign workers. A 

discussion is going on regarding the idea of accepting 

foreign care workers in response to the country’s 

declining fertility rates, while academia and businesses 

are also willing to bring in highly skilled and learned 

foreigners. Foreigners are not the only group with 

whom Koreans refuse to share a national identity. 

Decades of division has deepened the heterogeneity 

between Koreans and North Korean defectors. The 

once taken-for-granted bond of ‘mono-ethnicity’ has 

been diluted to a great extent. 

Recognizing diversity based on identity is 

indispensable to the integration of Korean society as 

a democratic country. In addition, it is necessary to 

embrace the class divide caused by rising economic 

inequality, to embrace minorities (e.g. sexual minorities) 

who are raising their voices against the backdrop of 

changing values, and to not exclude people with 

disabilities, children from single-parent families, and 

ex-convicts who have been neglected in the economic 

development process intertwined with Confucian 

culture and market logic. This is because a country 

based on the ideology of liberal democracy can only 

remain stable when it treats its citizens equally, without 

dividing them into first-class and second-class citizens. 

This article examines the extent of perceived 

inclusion in terms of (1) economic inequality, (2) 

national identity, and (3) social traditions and norms, 

among the indicators related to social integration 

based on the Korea Institute of Public Administration’s  

「Korea Social Integration Survey」, and analyzes how 

such perceptions vary with political ideologies and 

generations for a more nuanced interpretation.

First, as for the perception of poor people who are 

marginalized by economic inequality. Korean citizens 

tend to take the issue of economic inequality seriously, 

regardless of the objective numbers supporting the 

very inequality. In the same vein, when it comes to 

the willingness to pay additional taxes by ideological 

affiliation for redistribution through tax system reform, 

progressive respondents were generally more willing 

to pay more taxes than conservative respondents. On 

the other hand, there is no clear generation gap in the 

willingness to pay additional taxes. 

In addition, when it comes to accepting the diversity 

in terms of national identity focused on attitudes 

toward foreign immigrants, laborers and North Korean 

defectors, there is a tendency among Korean citizens  

to perceive foreign immigrants, workers and North 

Korean defectors as not acceptable as the members 

Koreans’ Perceptions of Minority Inclusion
Shang E. Ha

(Sogang University)
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of Korean society. The fact that they are open to the 

possibility of interacting with them in the workplace, 

but do not want to have them as neighbors suggests 

they do not want to share their private spheres with 

outsiders. This trend is similar towards people with 

disabilities and children from single-parent families. 

Separately, attitudes towards ex-convicts are 

persistently negative. 

As for the emotional distance toward each group, 

respondents had the coldest feeling (most unwilling 

to accept) toward ex-convicts and sexual minorities 

(Fig. XI-13). The acceptance toward age groups (young 

and old adults) is relatively high. Interestingly, feelings 

toward people with different political opinions and 

people of different genders are also positive.

As for the feelings toward sexual minorities, North 

Korean defectors and foreigners living in the country 

by respondents’ political ideology, progressives are 

more willing to accept minorities than conservatives 

(Fig. XI-14). By generation, the younger generation 

[Fig. Ⅺ- 13] ‌�Emotional distance toward each group, 
2022 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

People with different
political opinions

People with
different religions

Sexual minorities

People of
different genders

People with
disabilities

Young adults

Old adults

Patients with
infectious diseases

Foreigners living
in the country

North Korean
defectors

Strangers

Ex-convicts

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19 and over.
           2) ‌�Average of responses to the question (“How would you describe your 

feelings toward the following people?”) on a temperature scale from 0°C 
to 100°C, with 0°C being very cold and 100°C being very warm.

Source: ‌�Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social Integration 
Survey」, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅺ- 14] ‌�Emotional distance toward each group 
by ideology, 2022 

Sexual
minorities

North Korean
defectors

Foreigners living
in the country

Conservative Moderate Progressive(℃)

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19 and over.
            2) ‌�Average of responses to the question (“How would you describe your 

feelings toward the following people?”) on a temperature scale from 
0°C to 100°C, with 0°C being very cold and 100°C being very warm.

Source: ‌�Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social Integration 
Survey」, Microdata, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅺ- 15] ‌�Emotional distance toward each group 
by generation, 2022 

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

Sexual
minorities

North Korean
defectors

Foreigners living
in the country

(℃)

Note: 1) ‌�It is based on the population aged 19 and over.
           2) ‌�Average of responses to the question (“How would you describe your 

feelings toward the following people?”) on a temperature scale from 0°C 
to 100°C, with 0°C being very cold and 100°C being very warm.

Source: ‌�Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social Integration 
Survey」, Yearly.
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has more favorable feelings toward sexual minorities 

and foreigners living in Korea than the older generation. 

As for the feeling toward North Korean defectors, 

generation gaps are hardly evident (Fig. XI-15).

These findings suggest that despite the increased 

awareness of diversity overall in Korea, the perceived 

acceptance of minorities is not yet high. In particular, 

the perceived acceptance of ex-convicts and sexual 

minorities is still very low, while the tendency to not 

accept the minorities based on national identity and 

social traditions and norms in the private sphere is 

gradually increasing. Instead, attitudes toward 

accepting them in the public sphere are relatively high. 

While the acceptance of minorities in society has not 

yet led to severe conflicts in Korea, the process of 

addressing the challenges relevant to declining fertility 

rates and aging population should be preceded by the 

betterment of perceptions of foreign workers and 

children born out of wedlock as well as of sexual 

minorities and people with disabilities. Hence, it is 

necessary to pay close attention to how the perception 

of diversity changes. 
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be included in any measurement of quality of life, the 

OECD emphasizes the subjective well-being. It is also 

presented as a metric of happiness in the annual World 

Happiness Report published by the United Nations’ 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN).

First, we examine how the overall level of subjective 

well-being and the differences across key socio-

demographic groups have changed over the past  

decade. Second, this article compares subjective well-

being in Korea with OECD members and Asian 

countries. Third, this article discusses subjective well-

being from the perspective of changes in satisfaction, 

economy and politics, as well as the differences in 

subjective well-being by locality, the sense of belonging 

to locality, the pride as Koreans and the distribution 

and change of subjective values affecting the subjective 

well-being. The data used for the analysis are 「Korea 

Social Integration Survey」, 「Gallup World Poll」 and 

「Social Survey」.

Changes in subjective well-being levels

OECD’s recommendations for measuring subjective 

well-being suggests three dimensions of subjective 

well-being. First, life satisfaction, which measures to 

what extent you are satisfied with  your life when 

looking back on your life. Second, the experience of 

Key Trends in Subjective Well-being

Subjective well-being involves the overall quality of life 

and summarizes how members of a society feel about their 

life in general.  While changes in the domains of life covered 

by the Social Trends are primarily based on objective facts, 

subjective well-being is focused on the internal ratings and 

feelings of the members of a society. Accepting the Stiglitz 

Report’s recommendation that subjective well-being should 

 ≐ In terms of life satisfaction, experience of 
positive-negative emotions and eudaimonia, 
three metrics of subjective well-being, 
Koreans’ subjective well-being has been on 
the rise in recent years.

 ≐ Cross-national comparison shows that Korea’s 
subjective well-being still ranks at the 
bottom among OECD countries, lower than 
Taiwan and in the middle alongside with 
Japan in East Asia.

 ≐ In terms of age groups, the past decade has 
seen relatively low levels of well-being among 
middle-aged adults, whereas in recent years 
the trend has shifted to lower levels of 
well-being among young and old adults. 

 ≐ The satisfaction levels with family, work, 
income and consumption have also increased 
in recent years, whereas the satisfaction 
with leisure life has stagnated.

 ≐ Individualism and freedom to make decisions 
about one’s own life, two value factors of 
subjective well-being, have increased in 
recent years.

Joon Han
(Yonsei University)
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positive-negative emotions. Life satisfaction shows 

your satisfaction with your life from a relatively long-

term perspective, whereas the emotional experience 

measures your emotions during a recent day. Third, 

eudaimonia measures how much you feel the work 

you do is valuable.

The data are from 「Korea Social Integration Survey」 

conducted annually by the Korea Institute of Public 

Administration since 2013. 

First, let’s look at the first dimension of subjective 

well-being, which is life satisfaction.

Respondents rated their life satisfaction by  

answering the question “How satisfied are you with 

your life in general these days?” on an 11-point scale 

ranging from ‘not at all satisfied’ (0) to ‘very satisfied’ 

(10). [Fig. XII-1] shows the trends in percentages of  

dissatisfied (0-3), neutral (4-6) and satisfied (7-10) from 

2013 through 2022. The percentage of being satisfied 

with their life overall increased from 34.8% in 2013 

to 43.0% in 2018, and continued to increase to 54.7% 

in 2022. Particularly, the increase in the percentage of 

satisfaction with life since 2020 is notable. Meanwhile, 

the percentage of being dissatisfied with their life 

decreased from 13.5% in 2013 to 7.0% in 2018, and 

further to 2.4% in 2022. Overall, the satisfaction trended 

upward while the dissatisfaction trended downward. 

From 2013 to 2020 the ‘neutral’ response rate was 

highest, whereas the percentage of ‘satisfied’ began to 

outpace the ‘neutral’ in 2021.

[Fig. XII-2] shows the trend in average life 

satisfaction from 2013 to 2022. The average life 

satisfaction score steadily increased from 2013 (5.7) 

to 2018 (6.1). It then plateaued at 6.0 until 2020 before 

rising again. The average life satisfaction score in  

2022 was 6.5, up 0.8 points on 2013.

How about the trends in differences in life 

satisfaction in light of socio-demographic 

characteristics? [Fig. XII-3] shows the trends in the 

percentages of life satisfaction by age. Across all age 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 2] ‌� Average life satisfaction score,       
2013-2022

(Point)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the average ratings of overall life satisfaction on an 
11-point scale (‘not at all satisfied’=0 to ‘very satisfied’=10).  

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 1] ‌� Percentage of life satisfaction, 2013-2022

Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied
(%)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents who rated their overall 
life satisfaction on an 11-point scale (‘not at all satisfied’=0, ‘very 
satisfied’=10), where ‘dissatisfied’ 0-3, ‘neutral’ 4-6 and ‘satisfied’ 
scored 7-10 

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.
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groups the percentages of respondents feeling satisfied 

with life increased over time. In 2013, life satisfaction 

was highest in the age group of 20s and lowest in 50s. 

In general, the percentage of people satisfied decreased 

with age. In 2018, life satisfaction was highest in the 

age group of 30s and lowest in 60 and over. 

In 2022, people in their 40s showed the highest life 

satisfaction, whereas 20s were least satisfied with their 

life in contrast to 2013 when their life satisfaction was 

highest. These results show that the percentage of life 

satisfaction by age group changed from a ∪ shape in 

2013 to a ∩ shape in 2022. Across all age groups, the 

average life satisfaction increased. Those in their 50s 

reported the lowest life satisfaction in 2013 and those 

in their 60 and over in 2018 and 20221), whereas those 

in their 20s in 2022. The differences were marginal.

The second dimension of subjective well-being is 

the emotions experience. Emotions experience is 

divided into active and passive emotions as well as 

positive and negative emotions. Emotions experience 

measures short-term, e.g. relatively easy-to-recall 

experiences from the previous day. 「Korea Social 

Integration Survey」 asks questions about happiness 

(“How happy were you yesterday?”) as the positive 

emotions, and worry (“How worried were you 

yesterday?”) or depression (“How depressed were you 

yesterday?”) as the negative emotions. Respondents 

rate their emotions on an 11-point scale ranging from 

‘not at all happy / worried / depressed’ (0) to ‘very  

happy / worried / depressed’ (10).

[Fig. XII-4] shows the changing percentages of 

people who reported positive and negative emotions. 

Like the life satisfaction, the data are the percentages 

of  7-10 points given to the positive and negative 

emotions on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 to 10. 

Those who felt happiness increased from 46.0% in 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 3] ‌� Life satisfaction by age, 2013-2022

1) Life satisfaction percentage

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

2013 2018 2022(%)

2) Average life satisfaction score

2013 2018 2022

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

(Point)

Note: 1) ‌�Life satisfaction percentage is the percentage of respondents who 
rated their overall satisfaction as 7-10 on an 11-point scale (‘not at all 
satisfied’=0, ‘very satisfied’=10).

           2) ‌�Average life satisfaction score is the average ratings of overall life 
satisfaction on an 11-point scale (‘not at all satisfied’=0 to ‘very 
satisfied’=10).

           3) ‌�60 and over up to 2019 mean 60-69.
Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 

Integration Survey｣, Yearly.

1) ‌�Up to 2019 the 「Korea Social Integration Survey」 did not include people 
aged 70 and over, who have been included in the survey since 2020. 
Therefore, the accurate expressions of the given age groups were 60-69 and 
60 and over to 2019 and  thereafter, respectively. Potentially, the analysis 
results may have been impacted by the increased age of respondents, e.g. 
lower satisfaction and higher depression, which however would unlikely  
reverse the time series trends presented in this article.
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2013 to 62.0% in 2022. Except a temporary decrease 

from 2018 to 2020, the overall increase of happiness 

continued. On the contrary, the negative emotions 

decreased. From 2013 to 2022, the percentage of having 

experienced worries dropped from 20.5% to 9.6%, and 

the percentage of having felt depressed decreased from 

10.6% to 5.7%. The prevalence of worry and depression 

showed a consistent downward trend from 2013 to 

2018, and then went ups and downs after 2018, before 

trending downward overall.

The trend of increasing positive emotions and 

decreasing negative emotions implies an improving 

subjective well-being between 2013 and 2022.

[Fig. XII-5] shows the trends in positive and negative 

emotions by age. First, in terms of happiness as the 

positive emotions, happiness increased across all age 

groups. The largest increase was found among those 

in their 40s from 44.6% in 2013 to 66.5% in 2022, an 

increase by 21.9%p. The least increase was found in 

the age group of 20s from 52.4% to 61.7%, an increase 

by 9.3 %p. In 2013, the highest percentage of people 

experiencing happiness was in their 20s and the lowest 

in their 50s, whereas in 2022 the highest percentage 

of people experiencing happiness was in their 30s and 

the lowest in their 60 and over.

Meanwhile, worry, as negative emotions, also 

decreased across all age groups. The largest decrease 

was found among those in their 20s from 25.9% in 2013 

to 8.2% in 2022, a decrease by 17.7%p. From 2013 to 

2022, the percentages of people who felt worried 

decreased significantly across all age groups. In 2013, 

the most and least worried age groups were in their 

20s and 40s, respectively, whereas in 2022 the most 

and least worried groups were in their 30s and 20s, 

respectively. The prevalence of feeling depressed, 

another negative emotions, decreased significantly 

across all age groups between 2013 and 2018, whereas 

it slightly increased in the age groups of 20s, 30s and 

40s between 2018 and 2022. As with worry, the 

differences in the percentages of people experiencing 

depression by age also decreased significantly from 

in 2022 compared to 2013. The highest and lowest 

percentages of those experiencing depression in 2013 

were found among those who were 30s and over 60 

years old, respectively, whereas in 2022 those in their 

30s and over 60 years old felt most depressed while 

those in their 50s felt least depressed.

Finally, to measure the eudaimonia, the third 

dimension of subjective well-being, respondents were 

asked, “Overall, how valuable do you think the work 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 4] ‌� Positive and negative emotions  
experience rates, 2013-2022

Happy Worried Depressed(%)

Note: 1) ‌�Positive emotions means feeling happy. Negative emotions means 
feeling worried/depressed. 

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents who rated their 
happiness / worry / depression as 7-10 on an 11-point scale (‘not at all 
happy / worried / depressed’=0, ‘very happy / worried / 
depressed’=10). 

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.
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you are doing these days?” The responses to this 

question also range from ‘not at all valuable’ (0) to ‘very 

valuable’ (10) on an 11-point scale. The proportion of 

responses that scored 7-10 on the scale is considered 

to be positive. 

[Fig. XII-6] shows changes in the percentages of the 

positive responses to the question about eudaimonia. 

Compared to life satisfaction and emotions experience 

mentioned earlier, the positive responses to the  

question about eudemonia did not show any notable 

change between 2013 and 2018 before decreasing from 

2018 to 2020, whereas they substantially surged to 

over 50% in 2021 and 2022.  

Taken together, in light of life satisfaction, emotions 

experience and eudaimonia,  the subjective well-being 

increased. Notably, those three dimensions of the 

subjective wellbeing temporarily dropped between 

2018 and 2020, before rebounding between 2018 and 

2020.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 5] ‌� Positive and negative emotions 
experience rates by age, 2013, 2018, 2022

1) Happy

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

2013 2018 2022(%)

2) Worried

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

2013 2018 2022(%)

3) Depressed

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

2013 2018 2022(%)

Note: 1) ‌�Positive emotions means feeling happy. Negative emotions means 
feeling worried/depressed. 

           2) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents who rated their 
happiness / worry / depression as 7-10 on an 11-point scale (‘not at all 
happy / worried / depressed’=0, ‘very happy / worried / 
depressed’=10). 

           3) ‌�60 and over in 2013 and 2018 mean the age of 60-69.
Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 

Integration Survey｣, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 6] ‌� Percentage of eudaimonia-related 
positive responses, 2013-2022

(%)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of respondents who rate how valuable 
they think their work is overall these days on an 11-point scale (‘not at 
all valuable’=0, ‘very valuable’=10), where positive responses 7-10.

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.
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International comparison of 
subjective well-being

The previous section examined how the subjective 

well-being changed in terms of life satisfaction, 

emotions experience and eudaimonia. This section 

compares the subjective well-being in Korea with that 

in other countries. The international comparison calls 

for a data other than the ones used above. Thus, the 

data from 「Gallup World Poll」 the primary source for 

「World Happiness Report」 published by the UN 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) 

are used here. As in the 「Korea Social Integration 

Survey」, the life satisfaction is measured by asking 

respondents to rate their life satisfaction on an  

11-point scale. 

[Fig. XII-7] shows the average life satisfaction score 

for OECD countries based on 「2022 Gallup World 

Poll」2). Korea’s average life satisfaction score in the 

「Gallup World Poll」 is 5.950, lower than 6.5 based on 

the 「Korea Social Integration Survey」 on the same 

scale. Meanwhile, according to 「Gallup World Poll」, 

Korea’s average life satisfaction ranks at the bottom 

among the OECD countries. Only Greece, Colombia 

and Hungary’s average life satisfaction is lower than 

Korea’s. Among OECD countries, Finland’s average 

life satisfaction tops the list (7.729) followed by Israel, 

Denmark, Iceland, Sweden, Netherlands and Norway, 

most of which are the Nordic countries. When Korea’s 

GDP per capita is ranked 20th out of 38 OECD 

countries, its average life satisfaction is bottom  

ranked 30th.

[Fig. XII-8] shows the change in life satisfaction in 

major Asian countries based on 「Gallup World Poll」. 

The countries compared are mostly in Northeast Asia 

along with Korea with the exception of Singapore. 

Korea’s life satisfaction increased slightly in 2010 to 

6.116, and remained at the 6-score level comparable 

to Japan’s. Taiwan’s life satisfaction, on the other hand, 

was on par with Korea’s and Japan’s in 2010, before 

increasing since the mid-2010s. China’s life satisfaction 

increased overall. From 2006 to 2019, the period 

analyzed, China had lower life satisfaction than Hong 

Kong, whereas the trend reversed from 2020 and life 

satisfaction in China surpassed that of Hong Kong. 

Singapore showed the highest life satisfaction up to 

the mid-2010s, but saw a significant decline in 2016 

before slowly recovering. Meanwhile, life satisfaction 

in Japan and Taiwan temporarily declined in 2021, 

2) ‌�The 2022 average life satisfaction in Korea shows a significant difference 
between 6.5 in the 「Korea Social Integration Survey」 and  5.950 in the 「Gallup 
World Poll」. This may be attributable to the differences in survey methods, 
but is difficult to explain due to lack of detailed information. Still, both 
survey results show a consistent trend in time series.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 7] ‌� Comparison of life satisfaction in major 
OECD countries, 2022
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Note: 1) ‌�The data are the average ratings of overall life satisfaction on an 
11-point scale (‘not at all satisfied’=0 to ‘very satisfied’=10). 

Source: UN, World Happiness Report, Microdata, 2023.
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when that in Korea rose, which made the three 

countries’ life satisfaction comparable. Yet, in 2022, 

Taiwan and Japan saw their life satisfaction increasing 

whereas Korea’s life satisfaction dropped, which 

widened the gap.

Satisfaction and subjective well-
being by domain

Life satisfaction is about a person’s overall life, 

regardless of certain aspects or areas. What are the 

trends in satisfaction with the various domains of life? 

Among the various domains that make up life, family, 

work, leisure, income and consumption, are some of 

the domains that have significant effects on life 

satisfaction. Therefore, it is important to look at changes 

in satisfaction levels in these domains as well as in life 

in general. This article examines the satisfaction with 

different domains of life based on 「Social Survey」 

conducted by the Statistics Korea. The satisfaction with 

each domain of life is rated on a 5-point scale ranging 

from ‘very satisfied’ (1) to ‘very dissatisfied’ (5). 

[Fig. XII-9] shows the percentage of respondents 

who are satisfied with their family relationship 

(somewhat satisfied + very satisfied). The survey 

presents some detailed questions about family 

relationship. Still, the data presented here outline the 

percentage of satisfaction with family relationship in 

general. Satisfaction with family relationship did not 

change significantly from 54.8% in 2010 to 2018 before 

increasing by 9.7%p to 64.5% in 2022.

[Fig. XII-10] shows the change in satisfaction with 

work and leisure. The survey also asks about various 

aspects about working conditions. Still, this analysis 

focuses on satisfaction with overall working 

conditions. The percentage of satisfaction with 

working conditions was low at 26.6% in 2009 and did 

not change much since then, before showing upward 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 8] ‌� Comparison of life satisfaction in Asian 
countries, 2006-2022

(Point) China Hong Kong Japan
Singapore Korea Taiwan

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the average ratings of overall life satisfaction on an 
11-point scale (‘not at all satisfied’=0 to ‘very satisfied’=10).  

           2) ‌�Where data was unavailable (e.g. Hong Kong in 2018, Singapore in 
2012 and 2020), the data of the previous year and the following year 
were averaged. 

Source: UN, World Happiness Report, Microdata, 2023.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 9] ‌� Satisfaction with family relationship, 
2010-2022

(%)

Note: 1) ‌�Satisfaction with family relationship is the percentage of 
respondents who were satisfied ‘very satisfied’ + ‘somewhat 
satisfied’ with their family relationship (spouse, children, parents, 
siblings, etc.). 

Source: Statistics Korea, ｢Social Survey｣, Yearly.
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trends at 32.3% in 2019 and 35.0% in 2021. As a result, 

the satisfaction with working conditions increased 

by 8.4%p in 2021 versus 2009. Meanwhile, the 

percentage of satisfaction with leisure was lower at 

21.8% in 2009 than the satisfaction with working 

conditions and decreased to 19.3% in 2011, before 

rising again to 27.0% in 2013 with no notable change 

following until 2021.

[Fig. XII-11] shows the change in the satisfaction 

with income and consumption. In 2009, the percentage 

of being satisfied with income was 14.0% and the 

satisfaction with consumption was 13.7%, lower than 

in other aspects of life. The satisfaction with income 

then decreased to 11.4% in 2015, but then started to 

increase, reaching 23.4% in 2021. The satisfaction with 

consumption or spending dipped to 12.7% in 2011 

before increasing modestly to 18.7% in 2021. Until 

2019 the satisfaction with consumption moderately 

exceeded the satisfaction with income, and then the 

trend reversed in 2021 when the satisfaction with 

income significantly increased.

The percentage of satisfaction with each aspect of 

life, specifically family, working conditions, income 

and consumption, shows a significant increase since 

2020 excluding leisure. These gains in satisfaction 

with different aspects of life are closely linked to the 

overall increase in life satisfaction since 2020.

Well-being and subjective values

Subjective well-being is not only related to objective 

reality, but also to the subjective consciousness and 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 10] ‌� Satisfaction with working conditions 
and leisure activities, 2009-2021

30

40

10

0

20

201320112009 2015 2017 2019 2021

(%) Satisfaction with working conditions
Satisfaction with leisure activities

Note: 1) ‌�Satisfaction with working conditions is the percentage of 
respondents who worked as wage earners in the past week and were 
satisfied (‘very satisfied’ + ‘somewhat satisfied’) with their working 
conditions. 

           2) ‌�Satisfaction with leisure is the percentage of respondents who were 
satisfied (‘very satisfied’ + ‘somewhat satisfied’) with their leisure at 
the time of the survey.

Source: Statistics Korea, ｢Social Survey｣, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 11] ‌� Satisfaction with income and 
consumption, 2009-2021

25

20
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0

5

15

201320112009 2015 2017 2019 2021

Satisfaction with income
Satisfaction with consumption

(%)

Note: 1) ‌�Satisfaction with income is the percentage of respondents who were 
aged 19 and over, had income and were satisfied (‘very satisfied’ + 
‘somewhat satisfied’) with their income. 

           2) ‌�Satisfaction with consumption is the percentage of respondents who 
were aged 19 and over satisfied (‘very satisfied’ + ‘somewhat 
satisfied’) with their current overall consumer life (spending on 
clothing, foods, housing, leisure and hobbies, etc.) 

Source: Statistics Korea, ｢Social Survey｣, Yearly.
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values of the members of the society. The subjective 

values provide the members of the society with a 

framework for their understanding and interpreting 

the reality or situation they are faced with. Especially, 

in Korean society, subjective values are often cited as 

the reason for the lower subjective well-being than 

the objective reality. 

As important dimensions of subjective values that 

influence the subjective well-being, this article discusses 

individualism and collectivism or communitarianism. 

Subjective well-being researchers generally believe 

that individualism has a positive impact on subjective 

well-being. Some scholars point to the strong peer 

pressure as the reason for the subjective well-being 

falling behind the material living standards in Asia. 

Then, subjective well-being may be lower in a 

communitarian society than in a individualist society. 

Also, a decrease in communitarianism or an increase 

in individualism may add to the subjective well-being. 

[Fig. XII-12] shows the percentage of responses to 

a question about the communitarianism vs. 

individualism in the 「Korea Social Integration Survey」 

from 2013 to 2022. Specifically, respondents rated 

their preference on an 11-point scale ranging from ‘a 

community’s interest is more important’ (0) to ‘an 

individual’s interest is more important’ (10) to the 

question, “Which do you think is more important, the 

interest of the community or that of an individual?” 

For the analysis, the responses were categorized into 

communitarianism (0-3), neutral (4-6) and 

individualism (7-10). The findings highlighted the 

communitarianism decreased from 20.0% to 7.7%, 

whereas the individualism increased from 13.1% to 

21.9% from 2013 to 2022. Also, the individualism 

(16.6%) first overtook the communitarianism (13.9%) 

in 2016, and the trend has continued to the present.

How does the upward trend in individualism vary 

by age group? [Fig. XII-13] shows the trends in the 

proportion of individualism by age group. It is 

noteworthy that in 2013 there was not much difference 

in individualism between age groups in 2013 whereas 

in 2022 the difference is significant. In 2013, the most 

and least individualistic age groups were those in their 

20s (14.8%) and 50s (11.2%), respectively, showing a 

gap of 3.6%p. In 2022, however, the highest percentage 

of individualists was found among the 20s (26.9%), 

and the lowest in the 60s and over age group (19.4%), 

a gap of 7.5%p. The individualism among the 20s 

increased by 12.1%p between 2013 and 2022. Notably, 

the lowest individualism (19.4%) among those aged 

60 and over was much higher than the highest 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 12] ‌� Perception of community interest 
versus self-interest, 2013-2022

Communitarianism Neutral Individualism
(%)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings on an 11-point scale ranging 
from ‘community’(0-3) to ‘neutral’ (4-6) and ‘individual’(7-10) in 
response to the question, “Which do you think is more important, the 
interests of a community or the interests of an individual?” 

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.
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individualism (14.8%) among those in their 20s back 

in 2013.

In individualistic societies, people are likely to enjoy 

life following their own will. In the same vein, the 

freedom to make choices in one’s own life is an 

important factor that influences subjective well-being. 

「Korea Social Integration Survey」 asks “To what extent 

do you feel free to make decisions about your own 

life?” on an 11-point scale ranging from ‘not at all free’ 

(0) to ‘very free’ (10). The [Fig. XII-14] shows the 

change in the percentage of such responses as scored 

7-10, feeling free to make choices about life. The 

percentage was at its lowest level in 2016 at 48.0%. 

More recently, in 2021 and 2022, the percentages were 

61.5% and 61.4%, respectively, an increase of nearly 

13.4%p versus 2016. The bottom line is that respondents 

felt the increased freedom to make decisions about 

their life.

Given the upward trend in responses of feeling free 

to make life decisions, how does that increase vary 

across age groups? [Fig. XII-15] outlines the changes 

in the percentages of feeling free to make life decisions 

by age group. From 2015 to 2022, the percentages 

increased across most age groups, with the largest 

increase found in those in their 40s. In 2015 49.5% of 

the 40s felt free to make life decisions in comparison 

to 64.2% in 2022, an increase of 14.7%p. In 2015, the 

40s accounted for the lowest proportion of respondents 

who felt free but they became the highest percentage 

in 2022. In contrast, among the 60s and over, a 

relatively high percentage of those reported feeling 

free in 2015 along with the 20s, whereas the very 

response rate in the elderly group increased least at 

60.4% in 2022.

As aforementioned, the increased individualism 

and percentage of those who felt free to make life 

decisions exerted positive effects on subjective 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 13] ‌� Perception of self-interest by age, 
2013, 2018, 2022

(%) 2013 2018 2022

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings 7-10 on an 11-point 
scale(‘community’=0, ‘individual’=10) to the question, “Which do you 
think is more important, community interest or self-interest?” 

           2) 60 and over in 2013 and 2018 mean the age of 60-69.
Source: ‌�The Korea Institue of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social Integration 

Survey｣, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 14] ‌� Percentage of perceived freedom to 
make life decisions, 2015-2022

(%)

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings 7-10 on an 11-point scale (‘not 
at all free’=0, ‘very free’=10) to the question, “To what extent do you 
feel free to make decisions about your own life?”

Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, ｢Korea Social 
Integration Survey｣, Yearly.
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well-being, particularly life satisfaction. These changes 

varied across age groups. Mostly, those in their 20s led 

the increase in individualism, whereas those in their 

40s led the increase in freedom to make life decisions. 

These findings suggest those in their 20s perceived 

individualism as being important but failed to enjoy 

the freedom  to put individualism into practice in reality. 

Conclusion

Subjective well-being in Korea generally increased 

from 2013. Specifically, life satisfaction and positive 

emotions increased, whereas negative emotions 

decreased. The percentage of people who felt the value 

and meaningfulness of their work increased. That said, 

subjective well-being in Korea is still lower compared 

to OECD countries and comparable Asian countries. 

Countries with lower levels of subjective well-being 

than Korea are Hungary, Colombia, and Greece in the 

OECD and China and Hong Kong in Asia. 

Overall life satisfaction is likely related to the 

satisfaction with specific domains of life. The analysis 

of satisfaction with family, work, leisure, income, and 

consumption, which Koreans perceived as important 

highlighted. Except for leisure, the percentage of 

satisfaction with the other aspects increased in recent 

years. The satisfaction with family relationships was 

highest, followed by work and leisure, while the 

satisfaction with income and consumption was 

comparatively lower. The satisfaction with leisure 

was lower than that with work, while the satisfaction 

with consumption was lower than that with income. 

Individualism is consistently dominant over 

communitarianism since 2016. The degree of freedom 

to make decisions about one’s own life increased, which 

however still needs to be higher. These changes in 

general would contribute to raising the subjective well-

being to the level commensurate with the material 

standard of living in Korean society. 

The pattern of subjective well-being by age group 

shifted from a ∪ shape to a ∩-shape. Young and old 

adults’ subjective well-being was lower than that of 

those in their 40s. Likewise, as part of positive 

emotions, happiness shifted to a ∩-shaped pattern. 

These changes reflect changes in living conditions 

across age groups, i.e., the challenges faced by young 

and old adults as they age, as well as the generational 

transition with baby boomers aging and with MZ 

generation coming of age.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 15] ‌� Percentage of perceived freedom to 
make life decisions by age, 2015, 2018, 
2022

(%) 2015 2018 2022

19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings 7-10 on an 11-point scale (‘not 
at all free’=0, ‘very free’=10) to the question, “To what extent do you 
feel free to make decisions about your own life?”

           2) ‌�60 and over in 2015 and 2018 mean 60-69.
Source: ‌�The Korea Institute of Public Administration, 「Korea Social 

Integration Survey」, Yearly.
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This article examines how the changes brought about 

by the pandemic over the past three years have affected 

people’s lifestyle and changed their subjective 

well-being based on the data from 「Korean Labor and 

Income Panel Study」 conducted by the Korea Labor 

Institute. We track the changes in various aspects of 

life brought about by the pandemic from 2020 to 2022 

using responses to special module questions. Also, 

this article analyzes self-reported overall life satisfaction 

and current happiness rated on an 11-point scale ranging 

from 0 to 10 from responses to additional questions 

since 2015 as recommended by the OECD.

[Fig. XII-16] shows how the mean overall life 

satisfaction and current happiness changed between 

2019 before the pandemic, and 2020-2022, after the 

pandemic. Compared to 2019, life satisfaction and 

current happiness declined in 2020 as the COVID-19 

rapidly spread and caused a global pandemic, and 

further dropped in 2021 when virulent strains of the 

virus emerged, before beginning to recover in 2022.

The decline in subjective well-being during the 

pandemic was slightly more pronounced among  

women than among men. Women’s subjective 

well-being level had been equal to (life satisfaction) 

or slightly higher than (happiness) men’s before the 

pandemic. By contrast, men’s subjective well-being 

was higher than (life satisfaction) or same as  

(happiness) women’s in 2022. The negative impact of 

COVID-19 on subjective well-being was concentrated 

among young people, whereas their subjective 

well-being quickly recovered as the world recovered 

from the pandemic.

As shown in [Fig. XII-17], not only the life 

satisfaction dropped but also the negative emotions 

experiences, e.g. anger, worry and sadness, increased 

COVID-19 Pandemic and Subjective Well-being: 
Changes in Life Satisfaction, Emotional 
Experience, Parenting and Economic Activities

Joon Han
(Yonsei University)

[Fig. Ⅻ- 16] ‌� Subjective well-being before and after 
the pandemic, 2019-2022

Life satisfaction Happiness(Point)

Note: 1) ‌�Question about life satisfaction: “Think of a ladder with rungs 
numbered from the bottom (0) to the top (10), where the top (10) 
represents the best possible state of your life and the bottom (0) 
represents the worst possible state of your life. Life satisfaction 
points are the average scores of the responses to the question “What 
rung on the ladder do you feel you are on right now?” on a scale from 
‘worst’=0 to ‘best’=10  

           2) ‌�Happiness points are the average scores of the responses to the 
question “All things considered, how happy are you?” on a scale from 
‘not at all happy’=0 to ‘very happy’=10. 

Source: ‌�Korea Labor Institute, ｢Korean Labor and Income Panel Study」(23rd-
25th), Microdata, Yearly.
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during the COVID-19 pandemic. Among the negative 

emotions experiences, worry was more prevalent than 

anger or sadness. The reduction in social relationships 

due to social distancing led to increased feelings of 

longing, loneliness, and isolation. The increase in 

negative emotions experiences was greater for anger 

among men, while women experienced all the other 

negative emotions at higher rates than men. Age gap 

in worry and sadness increased as the pandemic 

progressed. Young adults were more resilient to 

negative emotions, whereas old adults experienced a 

cumulative increase in negative emotions. The gap 

between young and old adults also increased over the 

course of the pandemic in terms of longing, loneliness 

and isolation. This finding suggests that the increased 

experience of negative emotions among old adults 

warrants extra attention through relevant policies.

One thing particularly noticeable in family life 

during the pandemic is the increased need for parenting 

and additional burdens on parents. The increased 

burden of parenting and maintaining schoolwork has 

added hardships to parents. Among parents with 

children in high school or younger, nearly 45% reported 

feeling overwhelmed at the start of the pandemic due 

to the increased burden of parenting for their children, 

providing guidance, and helping children keep up with 

schoolwork. However, the figure  dropped over time 

(Fig. XII-18). 

The effects of increased burden of parenting on 

parents’ subjective well-being are inconsistent and 

partially statistically significant. Whereas increased 

time spent with children significantly increased well-

being in the early and mid-stage of the pandemic, 

increased burdens of guiding children and having them 

keep up with schoolwork significantly compromised 

[Fig. Ⅻ- 17] ‌� Negative emotions experience due to 
the pandemic, 2020-2022

Anger Worry Sadness Longing Loneliness Isolation

(%) 2020 2021 2022

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings 4-5 on a 5-point scale (‘never’=1, 
‘always’=5) to the question, “How much have you felt the following 
emotions because of the COVID-19 pandemic?”

Source: ‌�Korea Labor Institute, ｢Korean Labor and Income Panel Study」(23rd-
25th), Microdata, Yearly.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 18] ‌� Family life in terms of parenting 
during the pandemic, 2020-2022

Parenting
was too much

for me

 I enjoyed digital
devices with
my children

I spent more
time with

my children

Having my
children keep up
with schoolwork

was too much
for me

Hard to find
care centers

or people

(%) 2020 2021 2022

Note: 1) ‌�The data are the percentages of ratings 4-5 on a 5-point scale (‘not at 
all true’=1, ‘very true’=5) to the question, “How did you feel about the 
following during the pandemic?” 

Source: ‌�Korea Labor Institute, ｢Korean Labor and Income Panel Study」(23rd-
25th), Microdata, Yearly.
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parents’ well-being in the later stage of the pandemic.

Social distancing during the pandemic brought about 

significant changes to family life, as well as to  

economic activities. [Fig.  XII-19] shows the impact 

of the pandemic, specifically the social distancing, on 

family economy in light of the he reduction of wage 

for the wage and salary workers and the reduction of 

business hours for the self-employed workers. The 

impact of the pandemic on family economy 

significantly lowered the life satisfaction and  

happiness for both wage and salary workers and self-

employed workers, and the negative impact on 

subjective well-being for self-employed workers 

continued to increase in the course of the pandemic.

[Fig. Ⅻ- 19] ‌� Change in work during the pandemic, 
2020-2022

(%) Reduction of wage (wage and salary workers) 
Reduction of business hours (self-employed workers) 

Note: 1) ‌�Reduced wage is the percentage of wage and salary workers who 
reported ‘reduced’ to the question “Did your income (including 
bonuses) change over the past year due to the pandemic?”

           2) ‌�Reduced business hours is the percentage of self-employed workers 
who reported ‘reduced’ to the question, “Over the past year, 
compared to previous years, did your business hours change because 
of the pandemic?” 

Source: ‌�Korea Labor Institute, ｢Korean Labor and Income Panel Study」(23rd-
25th), Microdata, Yearly.
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