
1 

 

Sven Horak (2017). The informal dimension of human resource management in Korea: Yongo, recruiting 
practices and career progression. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 28(10), 1409-
1432. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2015.1089062   

 

 

The informal dimension of Human Resource Management in Korea: 

 Yongo, recruiting practices, and career progression 

 
Sven Horak 

 

Abstract 

This research reports on the influence of informal social networks in Korea (i.e., Yongo) on 

recruitment and promotions practices of large, small, and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). By 

using a social network theory frame, this research contributes to the convergence-divergence 

debate in international Human Resource Management (IHRM). From our analysis, we can 

conclude that large firms use Yongo and related practices on the upper management level, 

whereas SMEs draw on informal social networks on middle and upper management level. The 

influence of Yongo is weakened by the recent need for skillful employees with specialized 

competencies. We regard Korean HR practices as being in a state of ‘soft divergence’ because 

Yongo still represents an influential factor in HR practices. Moreover, we refer to the debate on 

the persistence of informal relationships in East Asia by demonstrating that Yongo is a rather 

culturally driven institution; hence, we assume that it may persist and not diminish any time 

soon. Finally, implications for practice are drawn by outlining the difficulties expatriates face 

without being able to establish Yongo-based ties and propose solutions. 
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Introduction 

Informality represents an integral component of East Asian management systems (Leung, Koch 

and Lu, 2002; Leung, 2012; Peng and Luo, 2000; Wu and Chen, 2012). Informality translates 

into informal relational contracts between people, coined by the prevailing values and ethical 

norms of behavior. It can be regarded as a contextual variable, and although research on East 

Asia constantly underlines the importance of context (Mayer, 2006; Panda and Gupta, 2007; 

Tsui, 2004; Xu and Yang, 2009), we still do not know much about those contextual variables 

other then conventional themes such as collectivism, hierarchy orientation, Confucian values, or, 

on the rather negative side, cronyism and corruption. This research explores the influence of 

Yongo, Korean informal social networks, in relation to its influence on HR practices, specifically 

 on recruitment and promotion.  

 According to Horak (2014, see also Lew, 2013), Yongo (sometimes is referred to as 

Yon’gyol, Yee, 2000) describes informal networks that are based on shared school/university 

affiliation (in Korean: hakyon) (1), regional origin (jiyon) (2), and family (hyulyon) (3). An 

extension of these three traditional bases of Yongo can be seen in relationships that form during 

military service, attending military academy, or during informally organized ex-coworker 

gatherings. Those networks in particular Yongo-based ties, are characterized by exclusiveness, 

trust ascription, and loyalty among its members embedded in a Confucian value system (Horak, 

2014; Lew, 2013; Kim and Bae, 2004; Kim, 2000; Yee, 2000). Due to the fact that the three 

bases of Yongo are partly predefined and irreversible, every Korean is a member of a Yongo 

network with the exception of high school- or university-based ties that can be chosen freely. 

This results in a naturally existing quasi preset. All three ties represent bonds that last for life. 

Therefore, Yongo is cause-based. For people who share Yongo, it doesn't imply any purpose or 

intention. 

It is reasonable to distinguish Yongo tie strength. Yongo ties cannot be regarded as high-

strength ties per se. Instead, the boundary between less-strong and strong ties is rather flexible. 

This is due to the fact that there are many existing shades of Yongo. Jiyon-ties, for instance, can 

be based on city, village, county or province. Further, Hyulyon-ties can be distinguished between 

the extended or nuclear family. Thus, typically Koreans simultaneously belong to numerous 

associations and possess ties of different levels of strengths within their Yongo network (Lew, 

2013). Ties can be, and in practice often are, combined, such as education-based and regional 

ties (Lew, 2013). Yongo is a typical form of a social relationship in Korea that exists among 

other forms of relationships, such as, for instance, Inmaek or Yonjul relationships (Horak, 2014). 

Inmaek would simply translate into ‘network’, i.e. relationships that are established during the 

course of life. Yonjul, in contrast, has a rather negative connotation. It describes actions serving 

an end, including illegal or unethical actions. Often bribery, corruption, and  cronyism are 

connected to Yonjul. In contrast to Yongo, Yonjul is purpose-based. However, on the basis of 

Yongo or Inmaek relations, Yonjul can be established. Often, Korean scholars regard Yongo as 

the Korean form of social capital but are often concerned because of its dominance in Korean 

society. On the negative side it is regarded as a burden as many social obligations are connected 



3 

 

to Yongo. It can jeopardize fairness, distort competition, and lead to corruption if misused on 

purpose. The ones who do not posses influential Yongo often have less chances to improve their 

lives and make a career (Kim, 2007; Kim, 2000; Lee, 2000; Lee and Brinton, 1996; Sorenson, 

1994; Yee, 2000). Yongo is a powerful influential factor in Korea, yet is largely ignored in the 

international business and management literature. In socio-economics, Lew (2013) has  

recently established the thesis that Yongo is the forgotten dimension that explains Korea’s 

economic rise and rapid development. By taking a socio-cultural view, Lew follows earlier 

approaches to explain economic development (e.g. Hattori, 1987) that have so far been rather 

unconsidered by mainstream explanations.  

 Due to its dominance in Korean society, Yongo has been serving for a long time as the 

dominant recruitment and career progression platform in Korea (Lee and Brinton, 1996; 

Sorenson, 1994). Today it is not really clear whether Yongo still exerts an influence on HR 

recruiting practices of Korean firms, since the Korean HRM system underwent drastic changes in 

response to the Asian financial crisis of 1997-1998 and an increased involvement in international 

business activities of Korean firms. Recent literature reports on changes from formerly seniority 

based systems to more performance oriented systems, from group to individual evaluations, or 

people to job-oriented approaches (Yu and Rowley, 2009). Pre-crisis literature concludes that 

recruiting practices in Korea were largely Yongo based (Chen, 1995; Morden and Bowles, 1998); 

employees were recruited based on commonly shared ties they had with HR managers or other 

employees within the firm. Today, a so far unanswered question is whether the practice of 

Yongo-based recruiting has changed, or whether best practice approaches were successfully 

implemented in Korean firms so that Yongo-based recruiting doesn’t play a role anymore. 

Although several facets of the new (post-crisis) Korean management system have been explored 

(e.g., organizational commitment and performance-based pay: Chang and Hahn, 2006; Chang, 

2006;  rewards: Wei and Rowley, 2009; recruitment and selection: Kim, 2008; layoffs: Kim and 

Choi, 2010), this important and context-relevant link remains unconsidered so far.  

This study investigates the influence of the Korean informal institution Yongo on the  

 recruiting practices of Korean firms. In what follows, we first present the theoretical framework 

by focusing on the influence of informal social networks on job search, as well as the current 

convergence-divergence debate in international HRM to what we seek to contribute. We link the 

latter to the question of whether informal social networks in East Asia will persist, which is a  

controversial theme debated in the international business and management literature. Further, we 

identify research gaps, formulate research propositions, and present the research methodology. 

Thereafter, we report results and discuss these, including managerial implications, limitations 

and future directions for research. Our conclusion summarizes the findings and gives advice to 

practice. 

 

Theoretical framework and literature review 

The theoretical tripod developed here focuses predominately on both the theory of informal 
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social networks, and on current debates of whether those will persist. Moreover, we attach this 

study to the debate of whether HR systems in Korea converge or diverge. 

 

Social ties, networks, and recruiting practices  

Informal social ties between actors are formed based on direct or indirect relationships between 

people. The informal nature relates in this regard to “the nature of social ties and events as 

implicitly assumed, endogenously embraced, and flexibly enforced by peer pressures 

horizontally in a particularistic personalized process” (Li, 2007, p. 229). Informal ties can have 

different levels of strength, whereas strongly informal ties consist of emotional attachment, 

personalized trust, intuition, non-verbal communication, or tactical knowledge (Li, 2007). 

Informal social networks represent an aggregate of linkages between actors or “a set of 

interconnected nodes” (Castells, 2001, p. 1), tied up by peer pressure.  

 Early scholarly work pointed to the positive effect informal social networks can have on 

job attainment (de Graaf and Flap 1988; Lin, 1999; Marsden and Gorman 2001; Montgomery, 

1991). This theory was initially studied by Granovetter (1973), who distinguished between weak 

and strong social ties according to the intensity of time, emotions, intimacy, and reciprocity 

invested. In particular, weak ties do have a positive influence on job attainment because they 

deeply penetrate a social network by carrying information to distant corners of the network. Next 

to that, weak ties fulfill a bridging function between networks so that information flows evenly 

into neighboring networks. According to Burt (1995), a structural hole exists if informal 

networks do not connect through weak ties.  

 Common to the literature on the value of social networks to job acquisition is that they 

assume that everyone can engage in networking and, if successful, can take advantage of it for a 

job search. Moreover, this process can be accelerated because of spill-over effects (bridging-

function) between networks. However, current theory implies universality on the functioning of 

informal networks. Coleman (1988) puts forward the example of the organization of Korean 

student circles in order to describe secret and informal ways of information transfer, which is the 

case of the Korean students based on the same high school, regional origin, or church. While this 

example is used to define the concept of social capital, it coincidentally describes Korean Yongo 

networks. Thus, it presents us with difficulties to define the concept of social capital due to 

fundamental interpretational differences of social capital in the West and East as it ignores the 

respective specific cultural context. If we compare this theory to Yongo networks, certain 

limitations of theory become obvious: 1. As for Yongo, networking often takes place within 

one’s own network only and in more detail, 2. Establishing social ties to someone does not start 

from scratch as Yongo is already largely predefined. Further, 3. Spill-over effects to other Yongo 

networks are difficult to achieve as Yongo networks are separated from and sometimes hostile 

towards each other. However, as tie-strengths in Yongo networks differ, several shades of grey 

exist within the three characteristics outlined above. In order to get a better understanding of the 

characteristics of informal social networks, we need to understand their specific cultural context 

better. Several authors have underlined the need for research on East Asia to require 
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contextualization (Adler, Doktor and Redding, 1986; Dowling and Donnelly 2013). Recent 

research on HRM already goes in this direction and takes cultural context factors into account, 

e.g., special types of networks were linked to a specific cultural setting, such as the old-boy 

networks in the United States (McDonald, 2011) or, in the case of East Asia, Guanxi-based 

informal networks in China (Huang, 2008). 

 

Convergence-divergence and informal social network persistence 

Though closely connected, the convergence-divergence debate (Huo, Huang and Napier 2002; 

Rowley and Benson 2002) has so far not extended to the debate on whether ‘informal 

management’ systems based on informal social networks will persist or diminish in the long run  

 (e.g., Guthrie, 1998; Peng, Wang and Jiang, 2008). While both debates are currently ongoing, 

they are developing parallel to each other.  

 Advocates of the convergence argument see nations in the process of economic 

development becoming more and more alike (Kerr, Dunlop, Harbison and Myers, 1960; Levitt, 

1983). Global brands lead to similar attitudes and values worldwide, and local products become 

unpopular, making way for global lifestyle products or fast food chains (Ritzer, 1998). In 

international HRM, systems used by international firms are believed to serve as best practice 

examples to newcomer firms from emerging markets so that they take over best practice HRM 

systems in order to conform to preset global standards by the industry leader. For international 

firms, globalization pushes towards convergence. Divergence advocates, on the contrary, stress 

the embeddedness of management practices in the local cultural context and see little room for 

an international convergence of management systems (Laurent, 1983; Whitley, 2000). A position 

‘in-between’ has recently been discussed as an Asian approach to integrate both 

(‘hybridization’). Following this debate, scholars assume that Asian firms may integrate best HR 

practice based on western approaches into their traditional systems, whereby those are modified 

to suit the Asian cultural context (Benson and Rowley, 2003; Budhwar and Debrah, 2008; 

Dowling and Donnelly, 2013; Warner, 2000). 

 Parallel to the convergence-divergence debate, scholars speculate whether drawing on 

informal relations will persist or diminish in the future. Underpinned by classical sociological 

theory (Durkheim, 1933), two camps can be distinguished. Institutionalists argue that the further 

an economy develops and the further formal institutions stabilize, the need to use informal 

channels may disappear (Chang, 2011; Cheng, Wang and Huang, 2009; Fan, 2002; Gu, Hung 

and Tse, 2008; Guthrie, 1998; Hutchings and Weir, 2006; Ledeneva, 2003; Peng et al., 2008; 

Wang, 2007; Wilson and Brennan, 2010). The opposing camp assumes informal social networks 

are deeply engrained into a culture, thus will persist as culture is a rather rigid construct that will 

not change quickly (Hofstede, 2007).    

 If we apply the arguments of economic and institutional development to the case of 

Korea, the theory of receding informal institutions (i.e., networks) hardly holds as Korea is today 

an industrialized country with stable institutions,1 in which informal networks (i.e., Yongo) are 
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still strongly pronounced (Horak, 2014; Lew, 2013; Yee, 2000). Instead we see a variety of 

informal institutions in Asia that need to be better understood. 

 By merging both ongoing debates the following predicament arises. If HR systems would 

have converged in Korea to international best practice, the necessity of relying on informal ways 

of HR practices would have disappeared. We approach these research questions by putting 

forward three propositions in the following.   

   

Research gaps and propositions 

Both the experiences of the Asian financial crisis of 1997-1998, and globalization trends are 

often cited as triggers that led to changes in HR practices and management approaches in general 

(Bae and Rowley, 2001; Rowley and Bae, 2003). In order to compete internationally, Korean 

firms adopted ‘best practice’ HR approaches (e.g., 360° appraisal systems, recruitment on 

demand, qualification-based recruitment or ability, and performance-based pay [Bae and 

Rowley, 2001]). In the first place however, those changes are relevant to large globally operating 

Korean firms (e.g., Samsung, Hyundai, Kia, and LG) as a global workforce demands 

transparency of HR policies concerning competencies, skills, and personal performance targets 

required to get selected for a job and on how to make a career progress. Hence, we put forward 

the following proposition.  

 

Proposition 1: Yongo has no influence on recruiting practices and career progression of large 

firms. 

 

Firms belonging to the small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs, fewer than 300 

employees as per definition by the Korean Small and Medium Business Administration, SMBA) 

are, if at all, to a far lesser extent involved in international business activities, but their number 

and economic value is considerable. Korean SMEs employ 86.9% of the Korean workforce and 

contribute almost 50% to production and economic development.2 So the picture that Korean 

firms took over best practice management approaches is likely limited to some part of Korean 

firms only, the large international players, that employ the minority of the Korean workforce; 

hence, it is one-sided as it doesn’t take the SMEs, the majority employer, into account.  

In reflection of current literature it can be hypothesized that smaller firms that are not so 

exposed to international business activities still recruit based on Yongo. In that connection we 

propose the following proposition. 

 

Proposition 2: Yongo is still influential in recruiting practices and career progression of SMEs.  

 

Our research questions can be allocated to the broader debate on HRM in East Asia following the 

question of whether the HR system of firms in that region rather convergence, divergence, or 

show signs of hybridization. Our assumptions expressed in Proposition 2 focus on the Korean 

SME sector, a so far under-researched sector, for which we assume to apply a recruiting and 



7 

 

promotion system that is still characterized by the Korean cultural heritage of informal social 

relationships. The reason for this assumption lies in the fact that SMEs in Korea traditionally 

operated for a long time locally and were not as exposed to international business settings as the 

Chaebol3 were (Economist, 2011). Even though the SME sector provides more jobs than the 

Chaebol and contributes substantially to economic growth, informal networks still exert 

influence, so we have reason not to assume that the Korean HRM system in total converges to 

best practices. We propose Proposition 3 in that regard. 

  

Proposition 3: HRM systems did not converge in Korea. 

 

Method and data collection 

The research questions are approached by gathering interview data from HR managers in large 

firms as well as small-and medium-sized firms registered and located in Korea. In addition, other 

stakeholders were interviewed that file HR demands to the HR department, i.e., department 

heads and higher management positions. In-depth expert interviews were taken in two waves in 

2012 and 2014 in Seoul and its vicinity. In sum, 45 representatives from private firms were 

interviewed. The interview partner stem from Korea, Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, 

and the United Kingdom (Table 1). All interviews were conducted in English.  

 

---------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

---------------------------------- 

 

Most firms are classified as small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) or large firms, i.e., 

Chaebols and foreign international firms. They were selected from a diverse pool of industries, 

such as automotive, chemicals, manufacturing systems engineering, construction, logistics, 

consulting, and others (Table 2)  

 

---------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

---------------------------------- 

 

As questions in relation to Yongo are sensitive, the interviews were taken anonymously. They 

were taped for later evaluation in consent with the interview partner; if recording was not 

allowed, notes were taken during the interview and further processed immediately after the 

interview.  

 As an interview instrument, a semi-structured questionnaire was chosen with a rather 

limited amount of questions in order to leave the respondents enough room to report about 

phenomena that could have remained unconsidered by a comprehensive structured questionnaire. 

Before taking the interviews, the questionnaire was pilot tested by a Korean and non-Korean HR 
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manager, respectively, and independently from each other in order to ensure clarity of the 

questions. The initial interviews taken were rather exploratory in nature in order to reconfirm the 

adequacy of the existing questionnaire and sharpen awareness of the interviewer for important 

subthemes. As part of the elicitation technique applied (Johnson and Weller, 2001), the interview 

became more focused in the course of the talk.     

 Data gathering was pursued by following a judgment sampling strategy (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994; Marshall, 1996a). The key informant technique was used (Marshall, 1996b; 

Tremblay, 1989) for selecting the experts. This technique requires respondents to occupy (a) a 

role in the community, (b) be knowledgeable, (c) willing and able to (d) communicate their 

experiences openly and be (e) objective and unbiased (impartial) in reference to the research 

theme (Tremblay, 1989). Following these characteristics, key informants were carefully selected. 

  

 To ca. 50% of the respondents some kind of prior relationship existed, either direct or 

through a mutual acquaintance. This fact contributed positively to establishing trust and an open 

atmosphere during the interviews, a factor important when taking interviews especially about 

sensitive subjects (Ryen, 2001). The interview data was transcribed. Evaluation took place 

content analytically (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Rather descriptive than abstract codes were 

used. Those were either added, refined, or deleted if proven unsuitable to the character of the 

data or redundant. The same structure of data gathering was used as for the evaluation, i.e., the 

pre-conceptualizations that were used in the interview instrument were kept for data evaluation. 

Where suitable, second and third order themes where elaborated from the data, based upon which 

generalizations were finally made. Coding and evaluation followed the approach as described in 

Saldana (2013) and applied, for example, in Wilhelm (2011). The generalizations and 

interpretations derived from the data were finally discussed with one Korean and non-Korean 

interview partner, respectively, and independent from each other in order to confirm accuracy. 

 

Results 

In reference to the research propositions three results are presented in the further. First, we 

evaluate whether and how Yongo influences recruiting and career progression in large firms, the 

Chaebols and foreign international firms in Korea. Second, we evaluate the same questions by 

focusing on SMEs. Third, we present results in relation to whether the Korean HRM system 

tends to converge. Moreover, by considering the local context we try to answer the rather general 

question of whether Yongo still plays a role in HRM and business in Korea today. 

 

Yongo and recruiting and career progression in large firms  

The dataset includes 23 interviews with representatives of large firms. Those firms were private 

firms registered in Korea with employee numbers higher than 300. Among the firms were large 

Korean firms with a headquarter in Korea, Chaebols as well as non-Korean firms with a 

headquarter abroad (compare Table 2). 
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 As recruiting practices of firms vary accordingly to position level (Brewster, Holt Larsen 

and Trompenaars, 1992; Williamson and Cable, 2003), the interview instrument distinguished 

between recruitment of freshmen for entry positions, mid-term career professionals with approx. 

5-10 years of job experience, and upper-level managers and executives with more than 10 years 

of professional experience.   

 Recruitment for entry positions: Though large firms prefer graduates from the most 

prestigious Korean universities, university reputation is definitely not the only criteria firms 

focus on. Still, having a degree from one of the SKY4 universities puts a graduate in the optimal  

 position to acquire an entry position into the most desired Chaebol. Large firms however, try to 

diversify their university recruitment base by establishing relations with rural and lower ranked 

universities and increasingly take a look at the personality and development potential of a 

candidate. Almost all large firms consider individual skills, competence, an open mindset, and 

international experience important (e.g., Table 4 I, -C03, -VP09, -VP21, -PDM39, -M43). We 

see the influence of Yongo as a recruiting instrument for entry positions diminishing today, as no 

interview partner reported on such practices being used in their firm. 

 Recruitment for mid-term career professions: For recruiting midterm career professionals 

(5-10 years of job experience), large firms use several recruiting instruments including  

 job advertisements in online databases and on the firm’s website, external recruitment firms, and 

often a headhunter in case the open position requires specialized knowledge. Again, firms 

consider individual skills, competence, an open mindset, and international experience, where 

required, important. Almost all firms work with and regard employee recommendation systems 

most effective. Two ways of recommendations can be distinguished: firm-internal and external 

recommendations. Firm-internal recommendations are usually based on the recommenders own 

Yongo (incl. its extended definition) network. Although firms report positively about this as it 

ensures stable employee relations (compare, e.g., Table 4 I-VP09, -PDM39), firms also see a risk 

that if Yongo networks (e.g., based on university affiliation) become too large, group 

fragmentation and less commitment to tasks to be performed for non-network members in other 

departments can occur. Though firms see advantages, they try to prevent firm-internal networks 

from growing too strong.  

 Several firms report about firm-external recruitment based on recommendations from 

customer firms. Often it is strongly enforced by the customer firms and a denial can easily be 

interpreted as disloyalty. Many firms, however, regard it an advantage as it strengthens customer 

relationships.  

In sum, we see Yongo-based recruiting as influential for recruiting mid-term career 

professions in larger firms, through the rather indirect form of firm-internal and external 

recommendation systems.  

 Recruitment for executives: Next to using headhunters, large firms use informal networks 

for the recruitment of executives. Though skills and competence is getting more and more 

important, they need to have established Yongo networks to competitors, the government, and 

other stakeholders in order to work successfully. For internal recruitment of executives, strong 
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internal networks are needed and Yongo relations to the top management circle of the firm are 

highly beneficial. In sum, we certainly do not see Yongo as the only factor important to executive 

recruitment, rather still important as it used to be, but today more and more complemented by 

individual skills and specialized competence.  

 Career development and promotion: Three factors appear to be most important in career 

progression among all the interviews conducted: seniority, skills, and performance and loyalty to 

the leader. Employees have the expectation to get promoted based on tenure and seniority, which 

creates problems as in the view of many managers that doesn’t necessary mean those employees 

are the best qualified (e.g., Table 4, I-C03, -GM10). Seniority, two decades ago was almost the 

only criteria for being promoted. It can still be regarded as the most important factor, but is 

complemented by individual performance and the (loyal) relationship towards superiors. Many 

firms, although not all, reported having recently promoted a younger employee over a senior 

employee to the next career level. In some companies this is an accepted practice, but in other 

companies it creates immense problems. Firms deal in several ways with this. Some discuss 

promotion decisions upfront with other senior staff informally in order to reach group consensus; 

others refer to the firm’s policy directive and leave the decision to take consequences to the 

employee concerned if a promotion of a younger cannot be accepted by a senior. Some firms try 

to abolish job titles, a traditionally very important factor for Korean employees as it tells about 

hierarchical position and authority, in order to soften down hierarchies implied by title. However, 

again firms experience mixed results. Some report it is accepted, others abolished job titles, but 

employees ignore it and still address each other by hierarchical job positions and seniority-

related hierarchies.  

The results are too mixed to propose any clear cut results. It can be claimed that the 

system of promotion is currently in transition in Korea. We propose to regard seniority still as a  

very important factor for getting promoted, however performance, individual skills, and loyal 

relationships to superiors are equally as important. Though Yongo relations can help with getting 

promoted on the younger and mid-career level, we find no striking evidence that it is generally a 

must-have item. Representative quotations to the items discussed are presented in Table 4. 

 

---------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

---------------------------------- 

 

Yongo and recruiting and career progression in SMEs  

The dataset includes 22 interviews with representatives of SMEs including five small businesses 

(employee number ≤ 50). Those firms were private firms registered in Korea with an employee 

number ≤ 300.  

 The interview instrument distinguished again between recruitment of freshmen, mid-term 

career professions, and upper-level managers and executives as outlined in the prior section. An 

unchanged difference between the Chaebols, large firms and SMEs in Korea is that the former 
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are regarded as highly attractive employers by job seekers and the latter are often a second or 

third order option. Larger firms that transfer much more social prestige are regarded as safer,   

more stable employers and provide better compensation packages compared to SMEs. In 

consequence, SMEs struggle to find appropriate employees. The bulk of applications, especially 

by graduates from the top universities, is directed towards the largest Chaebols. The latter are 

known as global players; SMEs, on the contrary, do the most share of their business locally and 

often ‘serve’ the Chaebols, i.e., are regarded as inferior (and often treated as such, compare 

Manske and Moon, 2003). Due to these differences it can be assumed that the SME sector 

generally differs in terms of recruiting practices and career offers towards their employees.  

 Recruitment for entry positions: Most firms report having a low annual demand for 

university graduates and perceive themselves as rather unattractive for top university graduates. 

Most have established relationships (e.g., an internship or scholarship program or through 

funding a research lab) with more specialized second tier (and down) universities in Korea. 

Recruitment of freshman is often done through existing relationship, but, based on the sample we 

used, we do not find a strong influence in terms of traditional Yongo ties.  

 Recruitment for mid-term career professionals: The SME sector is especially attractive 

for young and mid-career professionals. Many seek to improve their career level by changing 

from one SME to the other or ‘step-down’ from a former Chaebol position to a higher job level 

in a SME. Whereas SMEs, as large firms do, use job advertisement, external recruiting firms and 

sometimes a headhunter, we observe an exorbitantly high use of informal networks and Yongo in 

this field. However, its influence depends on job function. Almost all firms questioned say that 

for sales managers and positions that involve customer contact, informal relations and especially 

Yongo is important. Some firms comment that they definitely don’t hire sales manager without 

Yongo (e.g., Table 5, I-C31). Others during the job interviews focus in the first place around the 

candidates Yongo and other informal network endowment (e.g., Table 5, I-MD14/15). Firms 

usually know from which university a customer’s president, CEO, or director graduated and try 

to match that background with the background of a potential new employee. As in larger firms, 

SMEs commonly receive customer requests to hire one of their employees. Again, this is often 

received positively as it contributes to strengthen the inter-firm relationship. We also observed 

recommendation systems used for recruiting mid-term professionals. The SME sector appears to 

rely more on employee recommendations than larger firms do, and again employees find new 

jobs through their Yongo and related informal networks as reported above for large firms.  

In sum, we clearly see the SME sector’s recruitment relies strongly on Yongo and related 

informal networks. Not only is it a way to secure a new job, but possessing useful Yongo can be 

regarded for selected job functions as (e.g., sales management) a qualification, or competence to 

get hired.  

 Recruitment for executives: The approaches in recruiting executives in SMEs as in large 

firms are somewhat similar. If special technological competencies are required a headhunter is 

usually used. But as SMEs are in general less international and have a limited customer 

portfolios (in fact, many SMEs traditionally served one or two bigger firms but just recently try 
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to diversify their customer portfolio), existing customer relations often tie SMEs and their 

customers close together. Yongo and other informal relationships are important to acquire an 

executive position, and again having a Yongo endowment is a key qualification for a successful 

executive.   

 Career development and promotion: Whereas all SMEs asked regarding skills and 

performance important for career progression, seniority is still the dominant factor for 

promotion. As SMEs are rather smaller firms, management positions tend to be scarce compared 

to larger firms and employee relationships are closer, it is regarded more difficult to implement 

systems that value performance over seniority. Though SMEs promote younger managers, too, 

the dominant reason for promotion can be still seen seniority.   

 

---------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

---------------------------------- 

 

HRM in Korea – Between best-practice and informality  

Drawing on the interview data so far we have seen rather mixed results in recruiting practices 

and promotion in Korea. We find little evidence that large firms still use Yongo for recruiting 

university graduates, but the higher the position the more Yongo is involved. As for large firms 

we see an upward movement of Yongo usage. SMEs also use lesser Yongo for recruiting 

freshmen as the ones interviewed have little annual demand and, in addition, same as for the 

large firms, personal skills, and competence become more important—key factors today that 

Yongo does not provide. However, middle and top management recruitment as well as promotion 

is still influenced by Yongo. As a result, we do not see Korean recruitment and promotion 

practices converging to international best practices. It still is framed, influenced, and colored by 

uniquely Korean ways of handling personal affairs and that is Yongo. It is tempting to conclude 

that in Korea multiple HR systems exist in a single country (Katz and Darbishire, 2000) if only 

Yongo could be considered an HR practice, but it cannot. We instead see large firms trying to get 

inspired by international best practice approaches that remain influenced by the cultural context, 

whereas these best practices step back the more upward the firm hierarchy level is. On SME 

level international best practice approaches seem to be regarded unnecessary and substituted by 

Yongo that leads to quicker, cheaper, less formal, more widely accepted, and more reliable 

results in the field of recruiting and promotion.  

 We need to remark that our results represent indications comprising the private sector 

only. Ever since the Koryo dynasty (ca. 918 to 1392), Korea has maintained an open and 

competitive recruitment system for e.g. government officials based on written examinations. 

Hence recruitment practices for public positions have a longer history of being based on rather 

rational assessment and individual merit. However, the large internationally operating Korean 

firms, which largely contributed to Korea’s economic success in the recent decades, have 
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faced stronger pressure for meritocracy during their development. Due to the different 

development history of the public and private sector it may be explained that Yongo-based 

recruiting is today weakly pronounced in large firms. 

In sum we do not see a convergence but rather a ‘soft divergence’, as described by 

Warner (2000), whereby next to international best practice approaches, “differences would 

remain due to strong institutional and organizational inertia” (Warner, 2000, p. 174) 

 

Managerial implications 

Implications for practice can be drawn, important especially in the field of international HRM, 

such as expatriation. As Yongo is to a great extent pre-defined and given by birth, foreign 

managers will face difficulties establishing Yongo-like ties in Korea, that are highly important in 

business. Yongo ties are of particular importance in critical situations such as conflict 

management, risk management, customer acquisition, and sales management or firm-government 

relations. Although Yongo research is quite young in the HRM literature, this research indicates 

that Korean managers shall manage firm-external ties (customer affairs, supplier and government 

relations, etc.), whereas expatriates would do better to focus on firm internal policies, processes, 

and internal reporting. Given that expatriate managers are staying longer in Korea than the usual 

three to five-year assignments, are feeling more comfortable living and working in Korea and 

face no major adjustment problems, we believe that trustful and deep relationships in business 

can be established too. However, those relations would likely be more Inmaek-like relations that 

we assume to be not as influential and important as Yongo-based relations. This assertion would 

require further empirical exploration though. 

 

Limitations and future research 

In this research we distinguished between large firms and SMEs. However, as for the SMEs for 

which we conclude Yongo still plays a highly important role, our sample may lack industry 

diversity. Most of the SMEs included in our sample stem from the service sector. Firms 

belonging to the service sector typically have closer customer relationships and are much more 

driven by the customer than manufacturing oriented high-tech firms are. As this research clearly 

shows how Yongo is still important in the service sector, we believe this result may look different 

in other industrial sectors. Thus, the results of this study need to be seen in the background of its 

limitations. Given the absence of Yongo-related research in international HRM studies, our 

results are premature. As our research is spanning across several industries leading to a rather 

low number of data sets per industry, the sample size should be regarded a convenience sample. 

Therefore, we propose future research to widen the subject pool and include next to firms of 

different size, firms from different industries. In addition, future research would benefit from 

taking an ‘outsider’ view into account, e.g. by gathering data from jobseekers or those that have 

recently been hired.     

 Though we believe a qualitative approach suits best to explore the influence of Yongo, 

asking questions on a sensitive subject may impact the quality of answers. This assumption 
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emerged as most interview partners from larger firms (in particular the Chaebols) overly stressed 

to have “modern” recruiting practices in place (e.g., 360° reviews, assessment centers, etc.) to 

ensure a fair selection process in the frame of their diversity management strategy. There is 

reason to be suspicious. First, employees of Chaebols are often very proud to work for their firm, 

and it is considered unethical in the Korean context to criticize the firm. Second, when asking 

about how 360° reviews are performed, it turned out that the most senior often receives more 

praise than critique from the juniors and negative feedback seldom occurs as in a Confucian 

culture seniors are not criticized openly and should be ‘by nature’ promoted and take care about 

the juniors. Third, employees of smaller firms (SMEs) who were working for a Chaebol before, 

frequently mentioned that Yongo is extremely important in recruiting mid-term career 

professionals, the norm for recruiting executives and important to be promoted. The deviation of 

statements of HR managers of Chaebols and the experiences of former Chaebol employees call 

for further research to shed more light into that particular field.  

Finally, we propose future research to complement expert interviews with the 

methodology of comparative insider case studies by researchers who have spent time as resident 

staff in a HR department of a firm.   

 

Conclusion  

In sum we see the influence of Yongo on recruitment and career development diminishing at the 

graduate recruitment level but still influential at the middle- and top-management levels. We 

analyzed local practices of firms in Korea and although global players like Hyundai, Samsung, 

and LG are international industry leaders in several product groups, we do not see a convergence 

of international best practice approaches to recruitment and career development. As for the home 

market we see rather a ‘soft divergence’ (Warner 2000) whereby the influence of uniquely 

Korean approaches, i.e., Yongo, is still prevalent and will likely not change quickly. This finding 

contributes to the debate on whether informal social networks will disappear or not, once nations 

economically develop and stabilize their democracies and formal institutions (e.g. Guthrie, 1998; 

Peng et al., 2008). This research contributes to the opinion that informal social networks shall be 

regarded as culturally driven (as opposed to institutionally driven), hence to be seen as a variable 

of the cultural context that doesn’t change fast.  
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Notes 

1. Measured by gross domestic product (purchasing power parity), Korea is one of the top 15 

economies today (International Monetary Fund 2012) and a member of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the Group of Twenty (G20). Korea is 

regarded a ‘full democracy‘ (EIU 2010) with fully functioning formal institutions (rule of 

law) and a transparent administration (Agrast, Botero, Martinez,  Ponce and Pratt, 2013). 

 

2. According to the Korea National Statistics Office, 99.9% of all Korean firms were classified 

SMEs and 86.9% of all employees were employed in SMEs (2011). During 2000-2011 SMEs 

contributed 45.8% to production (19.3% up compared to 1963-1969) and 45.1% to economic 

development (19.4% up compared to 1963-1969) (SMBA, Small and Medium Business 

Administration, 2014).  

 

3. Chaebol is the South Korean expression for a large family owned business conglomerate. 

According to Kwon and O'Donnell (2001), the Chaebol have four distinctive features. First, 

the Chaebol received strong support from the Korean government and acted as agents by the 

state for promoting economic development. Second, the Chaebol are vertically and 

horizontally integrated within a diversified business structure across several industries. Third, 

the management of the Chaebol across the diversified business structure remains in the hands 

of the founders extended family. Fouth, the Chaebol has a central planning system (Group 

Planning Office). Well know Chaebol are, e.g. Hyundai, Samsung or LG. 

 

4. SKY is the common short term used for Korea’s top three universities: Seoul National 

University (S), Yonsei University (Y), and Korea University (K) 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix A. Interview instrument 

 

A. Recruiting 

 

A. 1 Pre-recruitment phase 

A.1.1 Demand: How do you become aware in case new staff is needed?  

A.1.2 How is HR demand communicated from the departments to the HR office? 

 

A.2 Recruitment and selection phase 

A. 2.1 How do you recruit new staff (headhunter, advertisements, university contacts) 

A. 2.2 What recruiting instrument are you usually using? (assessment center, job interview, etc.) 

A. 2.3 Who is involved in assessing skills of a potential candidate?  

A.2.4 What are the differences in the recruiting process for freshmen (university graduates) and 

mid-career professionals (5-10 years experience) and executives (> 10 years experience)? 

 

A.3 Yongo and recruitment and selection 

A.3.1 Do informal networks (Yongo) play a role in recruiting new employees? (freshmen, mid-

career professionals, and executives?) 

A.3.2 Are applicants from a particular a) university, b) region, or c) family members preferred or 

do they have any kind of advantage? 

A.3.3 Are applications anonymized during recruiting? 

 

 

B. Career progression 

 

B.1 Promotion and performance evaluation 

B.1.1 How is promotion to the next job level decided? (performance based or seniority based or 

other?) 

B.1.2 How is performance measured and evaluated? (360° assessment, meeting annual 

performance targets, etc.) 

B.1.3 Are employees paid based on performance? 

B.1.4 Do informal networks (Yongo) play a role? 
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Tables and Figures 

 

Tables 

 

Table 1. Interviewee position, nationality, and interview duration 

 
No. Position Nationality Interview 

duration (min.) 

I-P01 President & CEO German 93 

I-P02 President Swiss 46 

I-C03 COO Dutch 45 

I-M04 Managing Director Korean 53 

I-P05 President German 38 

I-P06 President German 42 

I-D07 Director Korean 61 

I-C08 CEO German 73 

I-VP09 Vice President Korean 60 

I-GM10 General Manager Korean 60 

I-VP11 Vice President Korean 38 

I-M12 Manager Korean 57 

I-D13 Director German 55 

I-MD14 Managing Director German 60 

I-M15 Manager Korean 60 

I-CH16 Chairman Korean 45 

I-MD17 Managing Director German 76 

I-M18 Manager Korean 36 

I-D19 Director Korean 33 

I-M20 Manager German 83 

I-VP21 Vice President Korean 94 

I-P22 President German 54 

I-M23 Manager Korean 58 

I-GM24 General Manager Korean 58 

I-P25 President Korean 62 

I-P26 President Korean 60 

I-GM27 General Manager German 38 

I-VP28 Vice President Korean 72 

I-P29 President Korean 84 

I-M30 Manager Korean ? 

I-C31 CEO German 55 

I-M32 Manager Korean 55 

I-P33 President German 46 

I-D34 Director Korean 46 

I-P35 President Korean 67 

I-D36 Director German 96 

I-P37 President German 70 

I-M38 Manager Korean 70 

I-PDM39 Product Manager German 64 

I-PJM40 Project Manager German 62 

I-P41 President British 55 

I-P42 President Korean 81 

I-M43 Manager Korean 46 

I-P44 President Korean 46 

I-M45 Manager Korean 46 
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Table 2. Industry and company size, headquarter (HQ) location, and number of employees 

 
No. Industry HQ location Number of Employees Enterprise category 

   in Korea* Worldwide in Korea* 

I-P01 Imaging Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-P02 Consulting Korea ≤ 50 - SB 

I-C03 Insurance Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-M04 Automotive Korea ≥ 300 ≤ 2000 Large firm b 

I-P05 MSE ** Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P06 Automotive Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-D07 Automotive Korea ≥ 300 ≤ 2000 Large firm b 

I-C08 Service Korea ≤ 50 ≤ 50 SB a 

I-VP09 Automotive Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-GM10 Automotive Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-VP11 Automotive Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-M12 Multi-industry USA ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-D13 Hotel USA ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-MD14 Logistics France ≤ 300 ≤ 5000 SME a 

I-M15 Logistics France ≤ 300 ≤ 5000 SME a 

I-CH16 Logistics France ≤ 300 ≤ 5000 SME a 

I-MD17 Service Switzerland ≤ 50 ≤ 2000 SB a 

I-M18 Automotive Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-D19 Service Korea ≤ 50 - SB  

I-M20 Multi-industry Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-VP21 Chemicals Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P22 Automotive Germany ≤ 300 ≤ 2000 SME a 

I-M23 Imaging Japan ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-GM24 Imaging Japan ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P25 Multi-industry Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-P26 Logistics Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-GM27 Hotel USA ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-VP28 Multi-industry Korea ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Chaebol 

I-P29 MSE ** Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-M30 Multi-industry Korea ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Chaebol 

I-C31 Consulting Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-M32 Consulting Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-P33 Chemicals Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-D34 Chemicals Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P35 MSE ** Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-D36 Multi-industry Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P37 Trading Germany ≤ 300 ≤ 2000 SME a 

I-M38 Trading Germany ≤ 300 ≤ 2000 SME a 

I-PDM39 Automotive Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-PJM40 Construction USA ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-P41 MSE ** Germany ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Large firm a 

I-P42 Consulting Korea ≤ 50 - SB  

I-M43 Multi-industry Korea ≥ 300 ≥ 5000 Chaebol 

I-P44 MSE **  Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 

I-M45 MSE ** Germany ≤ 300 ≥ 5000 SME a 
Note:  
* According to Article 2 of Framework Act on SMEs and Article 3 of Enforcement Decree of the Act, the following criteria based on employee 
number applies: Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs): ≤ 300 employees, Small Businesses (SB): ≤ 50, Micro-Enterprises (ME): < 10.  

Source: Small and Medium Business Administration (SMBA) (2014). 
** Manufacturing Systems Engineering a Belongs to a larger firm with affiliated firms in Korea and a headquarter abroad 
b Belong to a larger firm with a headquarter in Korea and affiliated firms abroad 
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Table 3. Yongo and recruiting and career progression in large firms - Representative quotations 

 
No. Critical theme Representative quotation 

I-C03 

Recruiting 

Entry 

position 

(university 

graduates) 

We have relationships with selected universities that offer courses in our 

area of business and from these universities we mainly recruit. We use 

assessment centers in order to get to know the candidates better.  

I-

VP09 

We generally hire from the open market, where we look for applicants with 

the skills that we need. Today individual skills and job fit is most important. 

We have scholarship programs with selected universities that are strong in 

certain fields but these are not necessarily the usual top three Korean 

universities.  

I-

VP21 

The Chaebol still recruit from certain universities and regions they have a 

relationship with, but a new trend is definitely a stronger focus on 

individual skills and competence. 

I-

PDM

39 

We solely recruit freshmen through third party service firms. We prefer 

students from the top Korean universities. On one hand but they are 

excellent because getting into the top universities requires high intellectual 

skills, on the other hand they have access to large alumni networks that can 

be beneficial for our business. However, they should also have an 

international mindset and communication skills and an understanding of our 

business.  

I-M43 

We have a large demand for graduates every year and we recruit in two 

periods over the year. In the frame of our recruitment policy we established 

quotas for preferred universities. Sure, we want the best graduates and those 

who made it into the top universities in Korea are usually the best. But we 

have relationships with several universities also the ones located in rural 

areas. We seek creative and open-minded students with an international 

mindset. That is today most important.   

I-C03 

Mid-term 

career 

professionals 

(5-10 years 

experience) 

For recruiting experienced managers I use my own network, that’s what 

Korean managers do, too.  

I-

VP09 

For experienced managers recommendation systems are often used. That 

works pretty well as a candidate is already known to someone in the firm, 

so trust exists already. Usually people from one’s Yongo network are 

recruited and that decreases the risk that they will leave early or 

underperform as they don’t want to disappoint the Yongo network. 

I-

GM1

0 

It happens quite often that managers recommend friends from their Yongo 

network for vacant positions, but they try to hide it. For example if 

someone tries to bring his younger brother in, they never say that it’s their 

younger brother. Another case is if a customer forces us to hire someone, 

for example one of their own employees, we are usually aware of it.    

I-

PDM

39 

For experienced managers we use recommendation systems in addition to 

external recruiting companies. Usually recommendations are derived from 

someone’s Yongo network. Junior-senior relations, or as it is called in 

Korea ‘younger brother-elder brother’-relations are typically continued in 

the firms. That can be a good thing in a firm as those networks ensure a 

coherent team structure but it can also be somewhat exclusive towards 

others and as a foreigner you just cannot control it and you cannot change 

that it is something cultural and we have to respect that and seek the advice 

of the most senior. I once tried to openly discuss an issue with the entire 

group but that was impossible. No one wanted even to talk about it; it was 

expected that the most senior gives the direction. 

 I-

VP09 

Executives  

(> 10 years 

experience) 

Recruiting executives is a highly selective process. Yongo and other forms 

of networks certainly play a role but more important than having Yongo 

with other employees of the firm is the Yongo a high level candidate has 
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with external people, for example customers, the government, and other 

important stakeholder. That’s more important than an MBA. 

I-

GM1

0 

When we recruit executives, we normally use a headhunter. We usually 

don’t care from which university the candidate graduated or from which 

region he comes. To some extent we prefer candidates that have 

connections to our customers, but these are just some factors out of many 

others.    

I-

VP21 

Executives definitely need to have Yongo relations in order to be successful 

in business, that has not changed, but these days it is not the only criteria 

anymore. Management skills, competence, and creativity is getting more 

and more important.  

I-

PDM

39 

We use headhunters and recommendation systems. The latter are based on 

the common informal networks. The most influential relationships are 

definitely university alumni networks and military time networks.  

I-C03 

Career 

progression 

Career 

development 

and 

promotion 

Employees expect promotion based on seniority and tenure but I want the 

one with the best skills on the job. That creates immense problems.  

I-

VP09 

I think Yongo doesn’t play a big role anymore for making a career at least 

for younger managers. At the top level, like CEOs or presidents, it may still 

exist, as Yongo ensure trust and loyalty. (…) The influence of seniority on 

promotion is changing. Whereas seniority is still an important factor for 

getting promoted, individual skills performance are important factors, too. 

I-

GM1

0 

We [HR department] are sometimes in conflict with the functional 

departments. They recommend someone for promotion based on seniority 

although the person is in our opinion not qualified. Though we try to find 

compromises the functional departments finally are somewhat more 

powerful. (…) Seniority doesn’t play a big role anymore in promotion. 

Younger staff, if they perform well, can become managers early. Ten years 

ago, when a younger employee was promoted, it was an informal signal to 

the senior to resign, but today it is widely accepted.   

I-

VP21 

However, the most important factor for promotion is loyalty towards a 

leader across several hierarchy levels. If a leader gets promoted, employees 

of his ‘line’ [in Korean: yul] can hope for promotion too. 

I-P33 

Employees expect a promotion after three or four years. They think if you 

have not done something wrong you should be promoted. On employee side 

seniority is still the major reason for promotion. If we don’t consider this 

and do not promote employees they may leave the company. This is a big 

problem for us.   
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Table 4. Yongo and recruiting and career progression in SMEs - Representative quotations 

 
No. Critical theme Representative quotation 

I-VP11 

Recruiting 

Entry position 

(university 

graduates) 

Bigger firms usually try to avoid Yongo-based recruiting especially for 

freshmen. 

I-

MD14/

15 

As a rather smaller company we have no such an annual demand as the 

Chaebol have. We have contacts to some specialized universities from 

which we preferably hire that offer courses in our business field. We cannot 

afford to hire from a single university because we are just too small and 

therefore not too attractive to Korean graduates. They prefer working for 

one of the big firms. However we know from bigger Korean firms in our 

field that they only hire from university X because the chairman graduated 

from university X. 

I-C31 

We work together with universities we have established a close relationship 

with, but this is not because of the prestige of the university but on their 

courses they offer that suit well to our field of business. 

I-

MD14/

15 

Mid-term 

career 

professionals 

(5-10 years 

experience) 

Our business is very much relationship focused. We hire from certain 

universities because we know from which universities our clients graduated 

and what universities have the largest networks. During the job interview 

our questions are very much centered on this subject.  

I-

MD14/

15 

We also receive customer recommendations to hire their staff. That can be 

good as it fosters relationships, but also bad if we deny the request. If 

possible we try to avoid appearing uncooperative. 

I-C31 

In our firm we do not prefer people from the top universities, we look 

rather on fit to the company and the respective skill set that is required for 

the job. In some cases we use a headhunter. Recruiting based on networks 

depends on the function. As for sale managers for example we definitely 

don’t hire anyone without Yongo or other networks. Often our sales 

managers were recommended by our customers. That strengthens the 

relationships between two companies and fosters trust. For sales positions 

we certainly do not hire foreigners simply because foreigners don’t have 

and cannot establish Yongo relations as Korean can do.  

I-VP11 
Executives (> 

10 years 

experience) 

When it comes to recruiting experienced managers I have not really 

observed that Yongo-based recruiting is prevented. However, you have to 

understand the flavor of this subject. Talking openly about regional origin 

is something like a ‘holy cow’, almost something like a taboo; it is 

something absolutely informal, because it leads automatically to allocation 

to a certain camp that may be considered by other competing or even 

hostile.  

I-

MD14/

15 

We usually recruit using networks but if special technological 

competencies are required we also ask a headhunter to support us. 

I-

MD14/

15 
Career 

progressio

n 

Career 

development 

and promotion 

Seniority plays the most important role for promotion. That’s how the 

Korean society is structured, you cannot ignore it. However, if there is a 

younger colleague who has good skills and performs very well, we promote 

him too. In our case it works somehow, I don’t know why, maybe because 

we are a foreign company. But if I take a look at my Korean clients, I 

would say 90% still promote based on seniority in the first place. You 

certainly find younger managers there being promoted fast too, but usually 

in smaller departments where the average age is generally low. I have not 

seen, for example, a 30 something manager, heading a large engineering 

department where the average age is 40-50. 

I-C31 
Seniority still plays an important role, and I strongly take age differences 

into account when promotion decisions are to be made. This is still very 
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important and as a company we have to respect the standards important in 

the society. It happened that we have promoted younger employees once 

but before that decision was made we have discussed with the seniors in the 

department and tried reaching a consensus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


