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South Korea—The Next Economic Rebirth
It’s been three decades since South Koreans
were this excited about the Olympics—that
is, when Seoul hosted the 1988 Summer
Olympics.
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In the years leading up to that landmark
event, the country’s economy depended
heavily on labor-intensive and low-value
production in areas such as textile and
machine assembly. Following in Japan’s
footsteps, South Korea invested in infrastructure and industries such as steel, chemicals and shipbuilding. With a hardworking
and low-cost labor force, the country
transformed into a thriving home to steel
mills and chemical plants and started to
win larger contracts in shipbuilding and
industrial construction.
By the time my hometown of Seoul was
ready to host the country’s first Olympics,
South Korea was already changing its image.
Instead of being considered a poor developing nation that had suffered under Japanese colonialism and civil war, it was seen as
a swiftly evolving country experiencing an
economic rebirth. Thirty years later, with the
PyeongChang Winter Olympics now under
way, South Korea is ready to showcase its
next level of economic development—one
driven by talent and research and development (R&D).

Figure 1. South Korea’s Shift in Exports
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The Evolution of South Korean Exports
Korean household incomes have grown fivefold since the early 1990s and the country is
now the world’s 11th largest economy by GDP
in 2016, according to the World Bank. In
2015, South Korea’s business enterprise sector
spent 3.3% of its gross domestic expenditure
on R&D, followed by Japan and Germany.1
As Asia specialists, we have watched as South
Korean companies have progressed over time
to become top global players in many sectors.
Innovation has been a key to the economy
as South Korea has faced well-established
global competitors, carving out its own solid
reputation to challenge Japan’s advanced
technologies and China’s lower labor costs.
By outspending other countries in R&D,
many South Korean companies now report
that their domestic consumer base demands
have set a high bar for new advancements in
business services and tech. Starting in 2012,
South Korea was among the world’s trailblazers in fourth generation data technology
for cellular networks (4G LTE), meaning that
its consumers—young and old—were early
adopters. Its telecom market thus enjoyed
a fast pace of growth and a dynamic rise in
data traffic and mobile penetration. This led
its consumers to be among the first to drive
demand for such improvements and higher
quality technology.
Figure 2. Business Enterprise Expenditure on R&D,
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And while South Korea (like Japan) may face its own challenges related to low birth rates and a quickly aging society,
it still boasts a population of nearly 51 million and a strong
education system2.
There is a saying in South Korea: “In this country where we
do not have a drop of oil, people are our biggest resource.”
Not surprisingly, it has invested heavily in education—an
area of great focus in Korean culture. South Korea holds the
highest percentage of undergraduate college degrees earned
by 25- to 34-year-olds among all OECD (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development) countries3.

Figure 3. Undergraduate College Degree Earned,
% of those aged 25 to 34
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Queen Yuna
Merely two decades ago, far less government funding was
available for athletics and South Korean households also
spent far less on leisure and sporting activities. While South
Koreans have found international success in some summer
sports such as archery, badminton and table tennis, the
country had not been well-known as a hub for winter
sports—traditionally more difficult and expensive to
support. Few too were Korean celebrity athletes garnering
major corporate sponsorships and endorsements. But
household incomes rose, priorities shifted and aspirations
evolved. Then came figure skater Yuna Kim.
A two-time Olympic medalist often referred to as “Queen
Yuna,” she began changing the way people view South
Korea’s place in the sporting world. One of the most
decorated skaters in women’s figure-skating history, Kim is a
natural role model and ambassador to the 2018
PyeongChang Olympics.
We believe she represents South Korea’s efforts to nurture its
talents and innovation. We see this in the widening appeal
of its “K-Pop” Korean pop culture trends and advances in
marketing and developing everything from cosmetics to
semiconductors.
The Olympics are a showcase for the host nation’s athletic
talents along with its economic progress. The winter games
in PyeongChang are an opportunity for South Korea to
show how it has become a global leader in innovation across
a variety of industries.
1 OECD
2 TradingEconomics.com
3 OECD and UNESCO
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