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Korea’s ICT-led Development 

1. Historical patterns and 

main influences 

2. Key political, economic 

and social changes 

3. Korea’s vision of the 

“creative economy” 



Seoul (Gwanghwamun) with 

Pukhansan in background 

1950 2012 

 



1960s-1970s Cold War/Korean developmental state 

President Park Chung 

Hee’s 1964 visit to the 

Berlin Wall 

President Park Geun-hye, Dresden speech, March 2014: 
"The Korean president who visited Germany at the time felt that 

Germany's rise from the ashes of the Second World War and its Miracle 

on the Rhine were feats that could be replicated in Korea. . . .he became 

convinced that Korea too would need its own autobahn and its own steel 

industry to effect an economic take-off."  

 



Broadband as Infrastructure: From the Gyeongbu 

highway(Seoul to Busan)to Information Superhighways 

● 1970-Construction began 

on the Gyeongbu highway. 

President Park Chung Hee 

used it as a metaphor for 

development and eventual 

unification 

● 1994-U.S. Vice President 

Gore-- UCLA “information 

superhighway summit” 

● 1995-Korea began 

building its fiber-optic 

“information 

superhighways” (KII) 

the Gyeongbu Highway 

Map  in Donga Daily, 1970 



1980s telecoms revolution 

Mobile revolution 

Broadband, KII project 

U-Korea Plan Four major waves of innovation 

Involving development of key technologies 

TDX Electronic 

Switching Project 

4MB Dram 

Project 

CDMA Mobile 

WiBro 

Consortium 

DMB 

start 

….dial-up internet________________l 

l_____ISDN____l 

l______Cable modem______________ 

l________DSL, ADSL____________ 

l___Fiber (FTTH/B)___________ 

And new, faster broadband technologies 



From telephone backlog to mobile 

broadband leader 

1980 service 

backlog: 

• <2.8 million phone 

lines for pop. of 36 

million 

 

30 years+ of mobile 

innovation 

 

Waiting to use a phone (1974 photo) 



The iPhone and “smartphone 

shock” 

Introduced in 

the U.S. in 2007 

● By 2009 it was 

popular in about 80 

countries, but not 

yet in South Korea. 

● On arrival “smart 

phone shock” 

rippled through the 

Korean market. 



These days….. 



LTE coverage as of 1st quarter 2012 



Today’s information superhighways 

and Korea’s “bbali-bbali” culture  



Education:  the key success factor 

Capacity building 

Formal education 

June is 

Information Culture 

Month 

Study abroad 
Korea’s leading technocrats (10 

of 21 MOC & MIC ministers) 

held Ph.D.s from U.S. 

universities 

Research & Development 

Nearly half of national R&D 

expenditures since 2000 

focused on the ICT sector 



Note to ITU:  the hangul alphabet 

accelerated computerization! 





Timeline of ICT-sector plans and 

presidential administrations, 1980-2012 

1981 Plan to 

invigorate the 

electronics (ICT) 

sector 

Computerization, 

National Basic 

Information Systems 

1996 basic act 

on 

informatization 

promotion 

U-Korea 

master 

plan 
E-Korea 

vision 

2002-2006 

Chun Doo-hwan Roh Tae-woo 
Kim Young-

sam 
Kim Dae-jung 

Roh Moo-

hyun 

Lee Myung-

bak 

Military 

Military--elected 

Civilian--ruling party 

Civilian--opposition 

Administrations 

Legend: 

ICT infrastructure & 

informatization supported  

by diverse governments 

Many plans reflected a single 

long term national consensus 



II. Political, social, economic 

changes:  rapid urbanization 

Source:  Henderson, Storeygard & Weil, “Measuring Economic Growth from Outer Space,” 

American Economic Review, 2012 102 (2). 

-National capital area (

수도권) 

-Seoul, Incheon, 

Gyeonggi province 

-Currently half of 

South Korea’s 

population 



…..mass media era                                      digital network era…… 

Korea’s development straddled two media eras 



Broadband, PC Bangs (Rooms) and 

Online Games 

Thrunet 

offers 

cable BB 

Starcraft 

popular w 

middle/HS 

students 

Hanaro 

offers 

DSL BB 

iPhone 

arrives: 

mobile 

games 







III. Korea’s vision of the “creative 

economy” 

● Preceded by a massive 2008 restructuring 

by the Lee Myung-bak administration which: 

○ Removed the KBC and established the 

Korea Communications Commission 

○ Eliminated both the Ministry of Science and 

Technology, and the Ministry of Information 

and Communications 

● The restructuring triggered a 5-year long public 

debate: one major theme was the need for a 

“control tower” to guide ICT sector policy 

 



FINANCIAL News 

Color returns to IT industry …but worry that “with too many sailors the ship 

goes up the mountain” 



All candidates in Dec. 2012 

presidential election pledged change 

● The Park Geun-hye administration focused 
on the “creative economy” and launched a 
new Ministry 

○ 미래  Future 

○ 창조  Creation (to create) 

○ 과학  Science 

○ 부      Ministry 

 



President Park at the WEF in Davos, 

January 2014 



Source:  MSIP 

Consolidation of ICT industrial policy in the “Future” Ministry 



Elements of the “creative economy” 

• Education  

• Government Leadership, Planning 

• Public-private partnership 

Minister Oh, Myung, reflecting on nearly 8 years 

with the MOC in the 1980s:  “I never saw 

telecommunications development as something 

the Ministry alone could do.  Instead, I thought it 

was only possible in collaboration with 

business.” 



Elements of the creative economy 

• Broad understanding of digital 
convergence 

"As one who studied electronic engineering in college, I 
hold dear the belief that science and technology are the 
key to unlocking a nation's advancement. This is why I 
established the Ministry of Science, ICT and Future 
Planning early in my presidency and have been 
highlighting the importance of building a creative 
economy."  President Park Geun-hye, Dresden, March 
2014 

• Creativity is akin to innovation 

 



Strategy for future development of 

mobile communications industry 
Source: MSIP news release, Jan. 22, 2014 






