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Abstract 

Following the recent call for advancement in knowledge about business ethics in East Asia, 

this study proposes a complementary perspective on business ethics in South Korea. We 

challenge the conventional view that South Korea is a strictly collectivist country, where 

group norms and low trust determine the norms and values of behavior. Using the concept of 

civil religion, we suggest that the center of the South Korean civil religion can be seen in the 

affective ties and networks pervading the economic, political, and social institutions, 

embedded in and guided by Confucian ideals. We argue that South Korea should be seen not 

as a collectivist low-trust society, but rather as an affective-relational society, in which the 

relational context determines whether collectivism or individualism prevails. Further, we 

assert that trust, the cohesive factor of affective ties and networks, has until now been 

inadequately captured by conventional surveys. Our proposed perspective contributes to a 

more holistic picture and a more firmly grounded understanding of business ethics in South 

Korea.     
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Introduction 

During the years before the Asian financial crisis (1997/98), when South Korean firms 

mainly produced low-cost commodity products, South Korea (henceforth ‘Korea’) was seen 

as a high power distance collectivist country in which general trust was at a low level and 

group norms largely prevailed. This view is not noticeably different today, despite the 

enormous economic and social changes that have taken place over the last two decades. The 

question of whether the conventional view still adequately describes the current situation is 

therefore an important and fundamental one. Particularly since South Korea and the European 

Union (EU) concluded a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) in 2011, the business relationship 

between these parties has constantly been deepening. Thus, a mutual understanding of the 

underlying ideals for moral prescriptions and behavioral ethics (Chiu & Hackett, 2017) is 

important to avoid misunderstandings and conflicts. This is especially important against the 

background of a currently rather underdeveloped dialogue on business ethics between Asia 

and Europe (Hong, 2001; Zsolnai, 2007) and a general heterogeneity within the region: “Asia 

has been a rich ground of contests between competing economic and ethical views of how 

economic norms and institutions are organized” (Rowley & Oh, 2016, p. 2).  

 Today, Korea has risen to become an economic heavyweight, with firms such as 

Samsung, LG, and Hyundai occupying global leadership positions in their respective industry 

segments. Foreign direct investment has continuously increased over recent decades, reaching 

a record of 19 billion USD in 2014, of which the largest shares came from the United States 

(3.6 billion USD), Japan (2.5 billion USD), and the Netherlands (2.4 billion USD) (KOCIS, 

2015). Further, the EU is the third largest export market for Korea. Since 2011, when the 

EU–Korea FTA was concluded, Korean investments in the EU have increased considerably, 

from 13 billion USD (in 2010) to more than 22 billion USD (in 2014). Likewise, EU 

investments in Korea have been increasing over the same period, from around 41 billion USD 

to 47 billion USD (European Commission, 2017). As a result, an increasing number of 

international managers (e.g. expatriates) are entering the country, making Korea a new top 

location for expatriates (Brookfield, 2012). However, despite the success of Korean firms in 

the past, foreign insiders report different priorities in management, leading to inefficiencies in 

international collaboration. For instance, although overtime levels are high in Korea, labor 

productivity is among the lowest of all the OECD countries. Kocken (2014), providing an 

insider perspective, asserts that this is largely due to managers focusing too much on social 

structures and interpersonal relationships, so that “bonding is still considered the most 
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important aspect to a well-functioning team” (Kocken, 2014, para. 10). As a result of these 

developments and ideals, it is not only important for foreign firms and managers to 

understand the prevailing values and norms of behavior so that they can manage effectively 

and efficiently in the domestic market but, from an economic point of view, there is also a 

need to gain a better understanding of the underlying factors that contributed to Korea’s rapid 

economic development. Despite numerous studies, crucial factors have so far been 

overlooked. For instance, Lew (2013) recently pointed out that the existence of distinctive 

informal social ties and networks that are important for economic and social transactions in 

Korea has so far largely remained ignored in conventional economic explanations. The 

fundaments of ethical behavior in Korea used to rest on explanations that took Confucian 

values into account, and, in connection with this, a pronounced collectivism or group 

orientation was observed and was conventionally put forward to classify East Asian societies. 

Whereas in the United States Bellah (1967) applied the term ‘civil religion’ to the implicit 

connection between Christianity and the country’s economic, political, and social institutions, 

in the case of Korea the literature indicates that Confucianism can be regarded as the 

underlying form of civil religion. This view, however, ignores the inherent link between 

Confucianism and informal social networks that pervades the economic, political, and social 

institutions in Korea (Horak, 2014; Horak & Klein, 2015; Lew, 2013; Yee, 2000a).  

 The purpose of this paper is to work towards a complementary perspective on 

business ethics in Korea by clarifying the shortcomings of conventional beliefs, which appear 

to be incomplete, as they tend to ignore the important social structures embedded in 

Confucian ideals and to oversimplify important connected themes, such as collectivism and 

societal trust. We contribute to a more grounded understanding of business ethics in East 

Asia, as recently demanded in the literature (Lu & Enderle, 2006; Rowley & Oh, 2016; 

Zsolnai, 2007). We pursue this understanding by suggesting that the informal affective ties 

and networks embedded in Confucian ideals should be viewed as the civil religion of Korea. 

This complementary perspective on ethics in Korea represents a more realistic and detailed 

picture than the conventional ‘low-trust-collectivism’ paradigm. In this context, the Korean 

form of collectivism is critically discussed and adjusted and the argument that Korea is a low-

trust society is reassessed.   

 The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical 

framework guiding this study, which is based on Bellah’s concept of civil religion (Bellah, 

1967), and we illustrate this with the case of Korea, explicitly focusing on sources of ethics. 
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Further, we work out a proposal for a complementary view on business ethics, initially 

including as components the spiritual dimension in connection with distinctive affective ties 

and networks. Integral features of both of these are community orientation (‘Gemeinschaft,’ 

Tönnies, 2010/1887) and trust, and so we reassess them both, outline the link to 

Confucianism and affective networks, and integrate the two to suggest a complementary 

conception. Further, we discuss implications for business ethics. The conclusion reflects on 

the findings. 

     

Theoretical anchorage 

Bellah’s conception of civil religion in America 

That spirituality affects organizational life (Chan-Serafin, Brief, & George, 2013), and that 

civil religion may serve as an implicit foundation for business ethics, moderating behavioral 

ideals, have been stressed by several scholars in the past (Fort, 1997; Walker, Smither, & 

DeBode, 2012). The term ‘civil religion’ was coined by Bellah and denotes a society’s 

cultural elements, which, along with its formal institutions, support a functioning democracy 

by creating a connection between the secular state, religion, and the political culture. Bellah’s 

inquiry starts from the realization that, although the United States is a secular state, the 

political class is not completely separate from the religious realm. He defines the term civil 

religion as follows:  

Although matters of personal religious belief, worship, and association are 

considered to be strictly private affairs, there are, at the same time, certain 

common elements of religious orientation that the great majority of Americans 

share. These have played a crucial role in the development of American 

institutions and still provide a religious dimension for the whole fabric of 

American life, including the political sphere. This public religious dimension 

is expressed in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals that I am calling the 

American civil religion (Bellah, 1967, p. 3).  

Bellah argues that civil religion in America is actually a well-institutionalized religion that 

has developed alongside Christianity. Bellah’s main argument is that civil religion is a 

“genuine apprehension of universal and transcendent religious reality, as revealed through the 

experience of the American people” (Bellah, 1967, p. 12). This idea of civil religion played a 

commanding role in the founding of the United States. Civil religion differs from Christianity 
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in that it reflects both public and private views. Even if questions regarding personal belief or 

membership of a religious community are considered to be strictly private, numerous 

elements exist that are attributable to religion and are shared by the great majority of 

Americans. According to Bellah, these elements played a decisive role in the development of 

American institutions, and give a religious dimension to the American institutional structure. 

They appear, for example, in symbols, rituals, and political beliefs. An alternative view is 

proposed by J. A. Coleman (1970), who seeks a middle ground to resolve the debates about 

the separation of church and state and the role that religion plays in society. He argues that 

this middle ground is civil religion. Coleman, in a similar way to Bellah, defines civil religion 

as a set of symbolic forms and acts that relate man to the ultimate conditions of his existence. 

Coleman essentially argues that civil religion serves as a middle ground, as it does not serve 

as a function of either the state or the church but instead acts as a function of both. Another 

argument that Coleman makes is that undifferentiated civil religion sponsored by the 

organized church or the state creates special problems for the freedom of the state or the 

church.  

 

Civil religion in Korea 

Civil religion can be regarded an informal institution, and informality is very noticeable in 

interpersonal transactions in Korea. As recent research suggests, interpersonal transactions in 

business are largely informal in Korea (Horak, 2014, 2015; Horak & Klein, 2015; Yang, 2006, 

2014a, 2014b). The question of fundamental ethical principles guiding decision-making 

behavior in business thus becomes a fortiori of interest, as formal institutions can hardly be 

said to regulate informal interpersonal transactions. While Bellah analyzes the role of civil 

religion in the functioning of a democracy based on the US example, civil religion in Korea 

plays a similarly important role, according to Cha (2000). However, Cha puts the term civil 

religion into the context of Korea’s economic development from the post-war period until 

now. While, in the past, it has been assumed that civil religion has contributed to economic 

development, Cha speculates that today it has negative effects on democracy and the 

principles of fairness and equality, as it is said to promote cronyism and corruption (D. O. 

Kim & Bae, 2004; Yee & Chang, 2009). According to the previous description, 

Confucianism in particular, or rather the later-evolving neo-Confucianism, can be assumed to 

play a similar role in Korea to Christianity in the USA. However, this component alone will 

not be sufficient as an analytical starting point. In the case of Korea, private social relations 
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are a component of neo-Confucianism and are therefore a central informal institution of 

ideals of moral behavior. If Confucianism is considered to be a quasi-religious philosophy, 

private social relations could be termed sacral elements, so that it can be said that “neo-

Confucianism successfully sublimates the private human relationship to be sacred” (Cha, 

2000, p. 469). The embedding of private social networks into neo-Confucianism can be 

explained by the claim of Confucianism to order human relationships.1 In the later evolution 

of Confucianism, the behavioral norms within the family became quasi-societal norms within 

the Confucian framework, requiring obedience, subordination, and loyalty to the father figure 

or the husband in return for liability, commitment, and care toward subordinate persons (Lew, 

2013). That is why the general norms of equality, individual sovereignty, or Western-style 

contracts have a subordinate role. Here, the level of trust in another person is a key element. 

The behavioral norms of the Korean civil religion were transmitted to a broader 

understanding of the family, or the quasi-family, which includes people with whom affective 

ties exist (Lew, 2013; T. Park, 2004; Shin & Chin, 1989).  

 By building on the previous literature, the salient antecedents of a complementary 

perspective on business ethics in Korea are illustrated in Figure 1. In order to develop a 

complementary view of business ethics in Korea today, we review, in what follows, the 

literature on (1) the spiritual private–public sphere as an ethical fundamental and (2) affective 

ties and networks as an important component moderating ethical behavior. As an extension to 

this, we (3) clarify whether Korea can still be regarded as a low-trust society in which 

collectivism is strongly pronounced. 

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

Insert Figure 1 about here 

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

 

Towards a complementary view of business ethics in Korea 

The spiritual dimension 

Shamanism 

Shamanism, defined in a nutshell as a spiritual belief in natural powers, or a “mixture of 

animism and totemism” (Seo, 2013, p. 13), is Korea’s earliest indigenous spiritual belief 

system (M. Connor, 2002; Kendall, 2009) and is described as Korea’s second spiritual 

tradition next to Confucianism (Dalton & dela Rama, 2017). While it has interacted with 
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Buddhism and Christianity, which were introduced later, its pervasive influence has been 

regarded as the foundation for the Korean mentality and world view (Hahm, 1986). However, 

a shamanistic world view has not been regarded as helpful for mastering the challenges of a 

modern society. Today, although Shamanism is still popular (D. K. Kim, 2012) and the media 

have even reported a revival of Shamanism in Korea (Choe, 2007), most Koreans feel 

something of an aversion to Shamanism, perceiving it as something culturally backward. 

Though demonized through the Japanese occupancy and the introduction of Christianity (Oak, 

2010; Rhi, 1993), it has survived and to some extent has influenced the mindset of the people. 

Scholars suggest that the preference for establishing affective ties (that is, emotional or 

sentimental ties) over superficially rational instrumental ties is a legacy of a shamanistic 

tradition, in which it “is nearly impossible (...) to develop and maintain a personal 

relationship without emotional involvement” (Hahm, 1986, p. 323; see also Lew, 2013; Yang, 

2006). Today, when a new business is founded or a new company building constructed, 

shamanistic rituals are frequently performed, in the hope of bringing good fortune (M. 

Connor, 2002). Shamanism is at times a consciously ignored part of the diversity of spiritual 

belief in Korea.  

 

Confucianism 

Today, Korea is a secular state: there is no state religion, and a large number of Koreans 

would claim to be atheists. Buddhism is widespread, as is the Christian religion. Although 

Korea is known as a role model for a Confucian society, only a fraction of the members of 

the population would, when asked, identify themselves as Confucianists. Nevertheless, 

according to the majority of scholars, Korea can be regarded as a country with a strong 

Confucian virtue tradition (Beadle, Sison, & Fontrodona, 2015) where the classic Confucian 

virtues and moral norms (Table 1) are very much alive today (Jun & Rowley, 2014; D. O. 

Kim & Bae, 2004; D. Kim & Choi, 2013; Warner & Rowley, 2014). 

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

Insert Table 1 about here 

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

The Korean form of (neo-)Confucianism is described as Songnihak (성리학) (Nahm, 2002; 

H. Shim, 2004). It has a range of content, from metaphysics to daily customs. The theologian 

H. Shim (2004) distinguishes five main elements that represent the foundation of Songnihak: 
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Yi (이) and Ki (기), Hyo (효) and Chung (충), and Ye (예). Ontologically, Yi and Ki, as in 

Chinese Confucianism, constitute one of the basic philosophies. Yi refers to the intangible 

universal principle and Ki to the concrete form that can arise in various ways. The unity 

arises from both. In terms of man, Yi represents the existential basis from which benevolence 

arises, and Ki represents the multifaceted moral difference of man. This assumption 

determines the transcendental social structure, because man finds his social tasks by the Ki 

share. Thus, the degree of social order is determined by the morality of the individual. In 

Confucianism, moral competence proves the capacity for social responsibility for the whole 

community, for the service at the order of the community in complementarity to the 

withdrawal of the self. Thus, stratification and hierarchies, and differences between above 

and below, are regarded as necessities for an orderly social environment. Hyo and Chung 

refer in a narrow sense to strict obedience within the family (filial piety, cf. Lew, 2013) and 

in a broad sense obedience toward the state. In the Confucian doctrine, the family counts as 

the smallest social unit, and the internal order of the family through hierarchy and 

subordination is the basis for societal order. Hyo refers particularly to obedience to the head 

of the family, the father. As a state measure to promote Hyo in the smallest social unit, the 

family, the eldest son is designated as the family heir. He is legitimized by having the sole 

right to perform ancestor worship. Thus, patriarchy was and still is considered as an ideal 

organizational function within the family and the state. Chung refers to the extended Hyo 

principle. Chung can be described as allegiance to the king, who strives to act like a father, 

showing care to the people. With Chung and Hyo marking the starting point of true morality, 

success is the reciprocal link between intra-familial and macro-societal norms. In the 

Confucian doctrine of virtue, Ye establishes the connection with the three basic relationships 

between man and the five moral standards (Samgang Oryun, 삼강 오륜). Ye, morality, refers 

to the moral norms that establish social order (Nahm, 2002; H. Shim, 2004).  

 As far as the official statistics on religious affiliation in Korea are concerned, there 

initially appears to be a question as to whether the country can still be regarded as “the most 

Confucian country in Asia” (Holcombe, 2017, p. 6). Officially, only about 2 percent of the 

population regard themselves as Confucians (H. Shim, 2004). In contrast, about 15 percent 

believe in Buddhism and 28 percent are Christians. Over half of all Koreans (approximately 

57 percent) perceive themselves either as atheists or as belonging to an unregistered religious 

or spiritual group (2015 census data, cf. Table 2, column b). Since Confucianism is not 

organized and therefore does not require its members to be registered, official statistics on 
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religious affiliation in Korea have a rather low significance when discussing the actual 

dissemination of Confucianism. Koh (1996) explores the question of the extent to which 

Confucianism is present in Korea today. In his study, the participants are first asked to which 

religion they belong. In this part of the survey, the results are comparable to those of the 

official census surveys. Few of the respondents identify themselves as Confucian. The 

majority claim Buddhism or Christianity. Half of the respondents report no religious 

affiliation. In the second step, interviews are conducted (n = 400), focusing on the extent to 

which the participants value Confucian virtues and morality standards and whether they 

perform Confucian practices, such as ancestor worship. After analysis, the participants are 

divided into categories, distinguishing among those who value Confucian virtues and moral 

norms and practice them actively, and those who do not. The results of this survey are 

interesting. They document a ‘Confucianization’ of Christian beliefs and Buddhism in Korea. 

Around 90 percent of Catholics and 76 percent of Protestants could be identified as 

Confucianists on the basis of the survey. Among the Buddhists, all (100 percent) believe in 

Confucian virtues and moral norms, and practice Confucian rituals. Of the self-described 

atheists and members of unregistered groups, a Confucian value orientation is found in 96 

percent. In total, 92 percent of the subject pool is identified as Confucian (Table 2, column e). 

Other studies confirm these figures. If these results are generalized, it can be claimed that one 

third of Koreans are Christians, one fifth are Buddhists, and more than half are ‘others’ (that 

is, members of non-registered groups and atheists) (Baker, 2016; P. Connor, 2014; Sun, 2013; 

Walraven, 2012). The information on the percentage of Confucianists is rather vague. 

However, as scholars canonically agree that Confucianism is pervasive in Korea (Holcombe, 

2017), and most Koreans believe in Confucian values and norms, and practice Confucian 

rituals (Baker, 2016), it can be assumed that Confucian ethics coexist with other religions and 

beliefs. 

 

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

Insert Table 2 about here 

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

In summary, at present, Confucian virtues, moral norms, and principles of social order are 

still present and strongly pronounced in Korea, even though the majority of Koreans do not 

explicitly confess to Confucianism in official surveys. In terms of the current mindset in 
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Korea, it can be asserted that Confucianism today has a strong influence on moral ideals. 

Hence, we put forward the following proposition: 

 

Proposition 1: Although a plurality of spiritual beliefs exists in Korea today, Confucian 

norms and values still dominate. 

 

Civil religious rituals and affective ties 

Societal rituals, which form the visual component of civil religion and are important in 

reinforcing it (Bellah, 1967), can be seen in the celebration of two important public holidays 

in Korea, the lunar new year’s day (goo-jeong) and the harvest festival (chu-seuk). These 

serve to honor filial piety and to reaffirm affective ties and networks (Lew, 2013). The two 

national holidays lead to a “nationwide migration of millions of Koreans heading for their 

hometowns” (Lew, 2013, p. 42) to visit their ancestors’ graves and carry out ancestral 

ceremonies, regardless of whether or not they belong to an institutionalized religion (e.g. are 

Buddhists, Protestants or Catholics). These festivals overcome the differences in society by 

promoting unity. They neutralize, over the time of the festivities, differences in social class, 

religion, or wealth. They reinforce relationships between neighbors, restore kinship 

consciousness, and reaffirm regional origin. Among business partners, it is common to show 

recognition and appreciation of the relationship by making gifts. Further, Korean companies 

often support employees financially for both festivals. For instance, Samsung Electronics 

gives its employees 200 percent of their basic monthly salary as travel support for each 

festival (Hemmert, 2012). These two national events exemplify how informal relationships 

are consolidated, recognized, appreciated, and finally enforced on the basis of Confucian 

family ideals directed toward the nuclear and extended family, as well as toward persons with 

whom quasi-familial affective ties exist. How can these ties be defined, and what makes them 

distinctive? 

 

Affective ties and networks in Korea 

In Western countries, ideals of individualism typically prevail, and interpersonal ties, 

especially in business, are rational, are not based on kinship, are rather depersonalized, and 

are usually more instrumental than sentimental (Li, 2007). In East Asian countries, by 

contrast, an often emotional orientation toward the community dominates the mindset of an 
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individual (Li, 2012). In Korea, “the individual was always viewed in the context of his 

affection network” (Hahm, 1986, p. 286; see also Lew, 2013). Affective ties and networks 

can be regarded as quasi-familial relations between those with whom affection is shared. 

Family-like networks have played an important role in Korea’s rapid economic upturn since 

the 1960s. They have represented the platform for collaboration and a vehicle for informal 

information transfer between the government and businesses and among the latter (Bell & 

Hahm, 2004; Lew, 2013). Since the Korean economic development was state-directed, 

meaning that a few large corporations were put in charge of carrying out the economic policy, 

informal agreements and reliable relationships were necessary. These mostly proceeded 

through affective ties and networks (Hahm, 1986; Horak, 2014, 2015; Lew, 2013; Lew, 

Chang, & Kim, 2003; Yee, 2000a, 2000b). These relationships also played a role in the labor 

market. The loyalty between employee and employer was higher if, for example, both had the 

same religion. Affective networks also supported economic development, especially in two 

respects: they reduced “transaction cost and solved the free-rider problem” (Y.-H. Kim, 2000, 

p. 178). Affective ties and networks still play an important role in contemporary Korea. There 

are not just a few of them and there is not just a single elite circle; they are society-spanning 

networks. According to J. Lee (2000b), Korean civil society has been replaced by these 

networks. However, affective ties in Korea, despite the country’s importance in international 

business activities today, have largely been overlooked so far in international business and 

management studies (Bstieler & Hemmert, 2008; Horak, 2014, 2015). How can affective ties 

and networks in Korea be defined? On the basis of sociological studies (e.g. Lew, 2013; Yee, 

2000a; Yee & Nam, 2008), Horak (2014) suggests a general categorization consisting of  

Inmaek (인맥), Yongo (연고), and Yonjul (연줄) ties.   

 

Inmaek, Yongo and Yonjul 

Inmaek can be translated simply as ‘network’. Inmaek describes the affection-based informal 

relationships that one establishes in the course of one’s life (Yee, 2015). Relationships and 

friendships that are formed in the workplace or while pursuing a hobby or leisure activity are 

examples. 

 Yongo ties are established on the basis of similarities, a shared background between 

actors. The syllable ‘yon’ can be translated as ‘tie’ and the syllable ‘go’ means that the tie 

exists for a reason, which is the shared common background. Traditionally, three 

backgrounds are distinguished: 1) the same place of birth or regional origin (in Korean: Jiyon 
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[지연]), 2) attendance at the same school or having the same alma mater (Hakyon [학연]), 

and/or 3) kinship or blood ties (Hyulyon [혈연]). Yongo ties are based on relationships that 

are established by at least one of these shared backgrounds. In consequence, Yongo has 

distinctive characteristics. Once ascribed, Yongo is immutable and irreversible; as it is cause-

based, it is almost predefined by birth and it cannot be chosen (with the exception of an alma 

mater). It exists naturally and does not imply any action, intention, or purpose, per se. Yongo-

based ties are usually maintained for life. Those who share Yongo usually meet regularly, 

exchange information, or share the costs of celebrations, anniversaries, or funerals. Because 

of the shared background, Yongo networks are quite homogeneous. Moreover, they are closed 

and exclusive. One cannot become a member of a Yongo network. For instance, if one person 

graduated from university X and another from university Y, they cannot share Hakyon-based 

Yongo by definition. They can certainly have a close and trusting relationship, but that 

relationship would be defined as Inmaek rather than Yongo. Hence, different Yongo networks 

cannot easily be connected. In consequence, ‘bridging’ (J. S. Coleman, 1988) between 

different networks is very unusual. Bridging within a particular Yongo network, by contrast, 

works well, as a certain degree of ad hoc trust is ascribed toward members who share Yongo 

but have not so far been in contact. Foreigners, such as expatriates, since they have no 

genuine Korean ties cannot easily establish original Yongo.2 Different Yongo networks can be, 

or are often reported as being, in competition with or hostile toward each other (Horak, 2014; 

J. Lee, 2000b; Lew, 2013; Yee, 2000a). Within a particular Yongo network, there is 

“flexibility, tolerance, mutual understanding as well as trust. Outside the boundary, on the 

contrary, people are treated as ‘non-persons’ and there can be discrimination and even 

hostility” (Y.-H. Kim, 2000, p. 179). The Yongo-based segmentation of Korean society has 

been found to have existed as early as the Cheoson dynasty (1392–1910), when the ruling 

class, the Yangban,3 “grouped itself into mutually exclusive factions and clans that engaged 

in fierce rivalry. The fragmentation of the Yangban society along the line of scholarly 

association, kinship and region gave rise to purges and factional strife” (Sik, 2005, p. 84). 

 Further, Yonjul relationships often, but not always, stem from a shared basis, for 

example pre-existing Inmaek or Yongo. While for the formation of Yongo networks (which 

are cause-based) the cause is significant (that is, there is a shared basis), for the development 

of Yonjul (which is purpose-based) intention is more important. Yonjul relationships can be 

interpreted as a “mutual patron–client network with a strong paternalistic tone” (Lee, 2000b, 

p. 369). The ‘Yon’ here, just as in the case of Yongo, can be interpreted as ‘relationship’ or 
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‘connection,’ whereas the ‘jul’ means ‘rope’ or ‘cord.’ Yonjul has a rather negative 

connotation. Yonjul relationships are often established to gain personal benefit in a situation 

in which there should be fair competition or equality. Unethical behavior, such as all sorts of 

under-the-table transactions, cronyism, bribery, corruption, and so on, is rather closely related 

to Yonjul (Y.-H. Kim, 2000; J. Lee, 2000a, 2000b). As Yonjul ties can in fact be established 

through, and might be intertwined with, pre-existing Inmaek and Yongo, it is difficult to 

delineate them precisely. However, since Yonjul is purpose-based, has a negative connotation, 

and is clearly perceived as negative in Korea, and Inmaek and Yongo are, by definition, 

value-neutral terms, it is important to draw a definitive demarcation line. Yongo ties, in 

particular, are a typical characteristic of the political and business landscape in Korea. There 

are plenty of examples. 

 

Focus: Jiyon and Hakyon ties 

Yongo ties based on Jiyon (the same regional origin) or on Hakyon (alma mater) are 

influential in the political sphere. For instance, when elections are conducted, “many Koreans 

will vote for a political candidate, even if the person is less qualified, just because he or she 

attended the same school or came from the same region of the country” (T. Shim, Kim, & 

Martin, 2008, p. 85). Korea has had ten presidents (excluding the incumbent one) since 1948; 

half of these presidents originate from the same region (Kyungsang province in the southeast 

of Korea). Around 30 percent of Chaebol founders, business executives, and government 

ministers were born in that same region (Y. T. Kim, 2007). Hakyon (alma mater)-based 

Yongo ties are important. Korea has approximately 370 institutions that provide higher 

education (QS, 2015), but Seoul National University, along with Yonsei University and 

Korea University, is regarded as one of the most prestigious of them. The alma mater is the 

only source of Yongo that can be freely selected. Hence, universities that promise the highest 

potential for Yongo acquisition through becoming an alumnus are preferred. According to Y. 

T. Kim (2007), around 50 percent of Korean ministers and upper-government representatives, 

and over 30 percent of executives in the business sector, graduated from a single university: 

Seoul National University. Ties between business and government are strengthened when 

former government officials enter the business field as consultants or managers. According to 

Y. T. Kim (2007, p. 27), “the business community actively looks for retiring bureaucrats who 

have close personal connections within the relevant ministries.” Moreover, Hyulyon-based 

Yongo ties (kinship ties) are formed between large businesses. Although the huge family-
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owned Korean Chaebols compete with each other, 23 of the top 30 Chaebols are connected 

through inter-marriage ties among the leading families. Y. T. Kim (2007) asserts that 

cooptation serves to align business interests. We put forward the following proposition: 

 

Proposition 2: Affective ties and networks determine social structures in Korea. 

 

Integral elements of ethics: Trust and collectivism 

Trust: Can Korea still be regarded as a low-trust society?  

Trust is widely regarded as a crucial element of business transactions (Lleó de Nalda, Guillén, 

& Gil Pechuán, 2016), and is important for a stable democracy and stable political landscape 

(Ostrom & Walker, 2003). In social transactions, trust can be defined as the confidence in or 

likelihood of a predictable positive result of one actor’s assessment of another before the 

action can be monitored (Gambetta, 2000). In societies in which the Confucian norms of 

behavior are pronounced, trust in strangers (i.e. general trust) is often said to be weak. Korea, 

a country where Confucian norms are strongly influential, is conventionally considered to be 

a low-trust society (C. Chang & Chang, 1994; Fukuyama, 1995; Y. Kim & Son, 1998). 

Prominent large-scale surveys, such as the World Values Survey (WVS), underpin the belief 

that general trust is weak in Korea (WVS, 2009, fifth wave). However, this view may need to 

be revised, as today it seems to be outdated or to fail to take into account a specific aspect of 

Korean society, namely affective ties. If affective ties are taken into consideration, Korea 

might in fact be classified as a society in which the level of social cohesion is quite high. 

Other surveys, such as the Korean General Social Survey (Seok & Kim, 2004), suggest that a 

description of Korea as simply a low-trust country cannot easily be maintained or is just one 

side of the coin. Even though institutional trust might be low, interpersonal trust facilitated by 

affective ties is, in fact, exceptionally high. More recent studies seem to confirm these results, 

so the conventional view on the state of trust in Korea should be adjusted. Based on data 

gathered between 2001 and 2003, the East Asian Barometer (EAB) has concluded that trust is 

stronger in Korea than in Japan, Hong Kong, Mongolia, the Philippines, or Thailand, and that 

Korea ranks in the top cluster along with Mainland China and Taiwan (EAB, 2003). A 

domestic survey conducted by the Korea Institute of Health and Social Affairs finds that trust 

is not low but at a medium level in Korea (on a scale of 0 to 10, Korea scores 4.59; Cho, 

2014). A recent international trust survey conducted by Edelman Global Trust Barometer 

(Edelman, 2014), though observing a decline in trust in 26 countries including the US and 
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France, surprisingly finds a reverse trend in the case of Korea. Korea is placed with Sweden, 

Germany, the UK, and Australia (among others) in the cluster in which trust is at a medium 

level.  

 Compared with the views that were popular in the 1990s and at the beginning of this 

century, today we find less evidence portraying Korea as a typical low-trust society. What 

factors contributed to the development of the higher general trust levels? First, as described at 

the outset, Korea is integrated into the world economy to a much higher degree today: Korea 

engages in a higher level of international trade activities, and more Korean firms conduct 

business abroad. Second, the exposure to international media is continuously increasing. In 

fact, Korea “ranks as one of the most connected online markets. The country boasts the 

highest average internet connection speed as well as the highest amount of available WiFi 

locations worldwide” (Statista, 2015). Third, Korea is more open to foreigners today. More 

foreigners are living in Korea, leading to a public debate on the benefits and challenges of 

Korea becoming a multicultural society (E. M. Kim, Kyung, Lee, & Lim, 2012). We assume 

that these three major trends have influenced the development of general trust. While general 

trust was low in the past, it is higher today. We put forward the following proposition: 

 

Proposition 3: The level of general trust in Korea is medium. 

 

Social cohesion: Trust based on affective ties 

Particular (or in-group) trust has been perceived in the past to be high because of familism. A 

common example of familism is seen in the governance of the Chaebols, which are usually 

managed by families, and in which, following Confucian norms, the patriarch is at the top of 

the corporate hierarchy, with his offspring occupying leadership positions within the group of 

firms to prepare them (usually the eldest son) to succeed the patriarch one day. Whereas 

familism is undoubtedly still strong, it is misleading to draw the borders solely around the 

nuclear and extended family, as this does not explicitly capture the quasi-familial bonds of 

affective ties and networks. However, including affective ties and networks would extend the 

meaning of ‘particular’ trust, and make it almost the same as that of ‘general’ trust (i.e. 

societal trust). In fact, circles of affective trust (in an identical sense to that of ‘radii of trust’ 

as used by Fukuyama, 2001) can separate rather small groups from one another, but at the 

same time can span very large groups, establishing links and connections across society. 

Scholars often describe Korea as a ‘network society’ connected through affective ties and 
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networks (Y.-H. Kim, 2000; J. Lee, 2000b). Hence the mobilization of an affective network 

can influence issues of national interest. Yongo-based social structures are common in the 

political or business arena in Korea, as described above.  

 The distinction between trust in general and particular trust can be rather misleading 

as it does not explicitly take into account country-specific social structures. In the case of 

Korea, particular trust can be mobilized across large networks, so the distinction is in practice 

rather fluid and cannot be ignored when classifying trust levels within a society and the 

consequences of these. The existence of affective ties and networks points to a high degree of 

social cohesion within Korean society. This fact somehow stands in contrast to the view of a 

low-trust society, as social cohesion without trust is barely imaginable.  

 In sum, by building on recent studies, general trust, which is the conventional measure 

of trust, may be regarded as being at a middling level in Korea today. However, the ‘social 

cohesion view’ of societies, which is a term that we suggest is preferable and which is based 

on affective ties and networks (i.e. Inmaek and Yongo), assumes a substantial degree of trust 

within society. Hence, we put forward the following proposition:  

 

Proposition 4: Trust, based on social cohesion within affective ties, is very pronounced in 

Korea. 

 

Collectivism: Is Korea a collectivist society? The answer can vary. 

Classifying cultures into rather static categories was a popular approach during the 1980s and 

1990s (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Inglehart, 1998; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998). 

However, since then Asian countries, in particular, have developed dynamically (Froese, 

2013; Jöns, Froese, & Pak, 2007). A criticism has been raised that the conventional approach 

is no longer sufficient to explain national cultures in a satisfactory way (Fang, 2012; Van de 

Ven & Jing, 2012) because it treats national cultures as static constructs. Thus, there is a need 

for re-evaluation (Lim, Kim, & Kim, 2011) and the inclusion of a dynamic view of culture. In 

particular, the Korean economy and society experienced drastic changes in the aftermath of 

the Asian financial crisis of 1997/98 and the restructuring measures directed by the IMF 

(International Monetary Fund) (Hutchison, 2003). Similarly, when compared with Japan, 

Korea has conventionally been classified as a typical collectivist country, in which group 

norms prevail, influencing social interaction at group and community level (Ali & Jung, 2017; 

S. Park & Lunt, 2015). However, fewer empirical studies in this field have been conducted in 
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Korea than in Japan, making it difficult to challenge this view. Regarding Japan, research 

from the social psychology discipline suggests that the collectivism paradigm should be 

treated with caution. Surprisingly, most Japanese people regard themselves as individualistic 

but think that other Japanese people internalize collectivistic norms (Hirai, 2000). If 

collectivistic behavior helps to secure resources, sufficient incentives are provided to 

moderate such behavior. In that case, collectivistic behavior is strategic rather than being 

based on internalized norms of collectivism as is indicated by the conventional cross-cultural 

management literature. Yamagishi, Hashimoto and Schug (2008) suggest that the nature of 

Japanese collectivism has evolved through ‘pluralistic ignorance.’ Empirical evidence for this 

argument is provided by Ohbuchi and Saito (2007), who find that the maintenance of conflict 

avoidance behavior in Japan is a self-fulfilling prophecy (see also Yang, 2015). Other studies 

provide empirical evidence that Japanese collectivism should in fact be regarded as an 

individualistic strategy rather than an internalized norm-based one (Yamagishi, Jin, & 

Kiyonari, 1999; Yamagishi, Terai, Kiyonari, Mifune, & Kanazawa, 2007). Studies on Korea 

in this regard, though rare, reach similar conclusions. For instance, E. Chang (2006) studies 

the effect of individual pay-for-performance systems on employee attitudes toward 

organizational commitment. As Korea, like Japan, is regarded as a highly collectivistic 

culture that values seniority and group culture over individual performance (Hofstede, 1991; 

Bae, 2012), it is assumed that rewarding a better-performing individual and ignoring group 

collectivism and age hierarchies will cause tensions because of the violation of the prevailing 

social group norms. Surprisingly, research by E. Chang (2006) does not confirm a negative 

effect on organizational commitment, and it is perceived that individual pay-for-performance 

systems can even increase the overall work effort. E. Chang (2006) explains this result by 

suggesting that the general basic assumption that Korea is a purely collectivistic culture is 

incorrect. In fact, it has been found that norms of collectivism and individualism both prevail 

in Korea (E. Chang, 2006; see also K. Lee, Scandura, & Sharif, 2014; Ungson, Steers, & Park, 

1997). By pursuing a conceptual approach Cho and Yoon (2001) argue against the portrayal 

of Korea as a solely collectivistic society. Though there is little dispute that Korean corporate 

culture has been built on collectivism, there is disagreement on the specific nature of this 

culture. In fact, elements of both collectivism and individualism can be found at the same 

time in Korea’s corporate culture. While from a Western point of view this may appear 

paradoxical, Cho and Yoon (2001) propose that this is a more adequate way of classifying the 

shared values and behavioral norms of business in Korea. The authors introduce the term 
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‘dynamic collectivism’ to describe how collectivist norms apply to in-group members and 

individualistic norms to out-group members.   

 These results indicate, first, that the implications of the conventional dimensions of 

the classification of the national culture have to be treated with caution, as their explanatory 

scope is limited, and, second, that individual and group behavior are determined situationally 

and are context-specific. Following the studies discussed above we suggest that Koreans can, 

depending on the situational context, be both individualistic and collectivistic, making the 

situational context, rather than the overall societal configuration, pivotal. In principle, Cho 

and Yoon (2001), as described above, propose the identical distinction, as do Hamaguchi, 

Kumon, and Creighton (1985) in an earlier attempt to describe relationships in East Asia. 

These latter authors distinguish between the interactions of individuals, whom they describe 

metaphorically as atoms, and those of contextuals, who are shaped more like molecules. In 

individual interactions, actors are simply subjects outside the life space of each other. By 

comparison, contextuals share life spaces by being embedded in them and by their relational 

ties, making them dependent on each other. Hence, contextuals can be described as relational 

actors. As the sharing of life spaces can have different importance between different actors, 

the relational context determines whether individual or contextual interaction dominates 

(Figure 2).       

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

Insert Figure 2 about here 

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

As described at the outset, affective ties in the form of Yongo and Inmaek relationships 

embedded in a Confucian value frame largely determine the relationship between actors in 

Korea, so they can be regarded as an important contextual dimension or life space. To 

develop the collectivism paradigm further, we suggest that collectivism depends on context. 

To simplify: if affective ties exist, Koreans act as contextuals; if not, they act in rather 

individualistic ways. Thus, we put forward the following proposition:  

 

Proposition 5: The relational context determines whether collectivistic or individualistic 

behavior prevails. 

 

Discussion 
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A complementary perspective on business ethics in Korea  

The ethical foundation for business in Korea is conventionally seen as being derived from a 

paternalistic hierarchy and collectivist norms and values, and general trust is portrayed as 

weak. As for the case of China, which is often seen as similar in this regard, this type of 

collectivism is described as ‘relational collectivism’ (cf. Herrmann-Pillath, 2016). In this 

paper we focus exclusively on Korea, and work toward a complementary perspective by 

providing an explicit locally grounded and integrative view. The approach takes into account 

civil religious ideals, including the link to dimensions like affective ties and networks, that 

are an integral part of the ethical orientation but have until now been overlooked. The 

disadvantage of the conventional collectivism view is that it does not feature the dynamic and 

integrative component of context that determines whether collectivistic or individualistic 

behavior is adopted. Without considering the relevant relational context (Cho and Yoon, 2001; 

Hamaguchi et al., 1985), actors would per se be either collectivists or individualists. Hence, 

building on Hahm’s (1986) suggestion (also to be found in Lew (2013)), we prefer to 

describe Korean society as an affective-relational society rather than an inevitably 

collectivistic society. Interpersonal relationships in the form of affective ties or networks are 

most likely to take shape as either Inmaek- or segmented Hakyon-, Hyulyon- or Jiyon-based 

networks. Table 3 summarizes the differences between the conventional and the 

complementary view. 

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

Insert Table 3 about here 

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

Social cohesion is strong within these networks, as affiliation is realized in affection and trust. 

Whether network trust is high per se is an empirical question for future research, but even 

unknown members can expect a certain degree of trust advancement based purely on being 

members of the network. Both types of network have the potential to develop into Yonjul ties, 

and can become problematic to society if they pursue unethical aims. These ties are 

embedded in a Confucian norm and value frame that influences the hierarchical order of ties 

and the benevolent governance of interpersonal transactions. As Confucianism can be 

regarded as an ethical system rather than an organized religion (Sun, 2013), elements of other 

religions and beliefs have to some extent become compatible with Confucian ethics, do not 

stand in conflict with them, and have definitely not superseded them in contemporary Korea. 
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They remain integral elements of a pronounced and dominant Confucian norm and value 

system. The conceptualization of the ethical frame that we suggest, which is built first and 

foremost on affective-relational ties and networks embedded in a Confucian ethical frame, is 

illustrated in Figure 3.        

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

Insert Figure 3 about here 

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

 

Is the use of affective ties and networks in business ethical? 

By using Bellah’s (1967) concept of civil religion, we have outlined the integral role played 

by affective ties and networks in Korea, and provided a timely reassessment of conventional 

views on collectivism and trust. The foregoing ideas inevitably lead to the question of 

whether using affective ties and networks in business can be considered ethical. Although this 

is of great relevance for management practice, there has as yet been little research exploring 

the link between affective networks and business ethics. An analytical frame enabling an 

assessment of whether or not a practice can be regarded as ethical is the well-known 

Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT) of Donaldson and Dunfee (1994). By way of 

summary, the ISCT integrates two kinds of social contracts. In simple terms, a macro-social 

contract can be assumed to exist among actors in a society; this contract normatively defines 

the basic rules, but leaves moral space for the creation of micro-social contracts within, for 

example, (business) communities with different needs and interests, to guide the behavioral 

norms and values of each particular community. The micro-social contracts must comply 

with so-called hypernorms, which are regarded as being justified in ethical terms (Donaldson 

& Dunfee, 1994, 1999; Dunfee, 2006). Hypernorms, a rather vaguely-defined term (Brenkert, 

2009; Hartman, 2009), are “principles so fundamental to human existence that (…) we would 

expect them to be reflected in a convergence of religious, philosophical, and cultural beliefs” 

(Donaldson & Dunfee, 1994, p. 265). Examples of hypernorms would include human rights 

or “the obligation to respect the dignity of each human person” (Donaldson & Dunfee, 1994, 

p. 267).  

 As mentioned before, because of their multifaceted nature, informal social networks 

are difficult to assess in ethical terms, as the societal context has to be taken into account 

(Gonin, Palazzo & Hoffrage, 2012). Compared to an analysis of Guanxi (e.g. Dunfee & 
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Warren, 2001), the analysis of affective ties in Korea might be more complex, because of the 

different forms of networks in Korea (Yongo, Inmaek, Yonjul), each of which has different 

characteristics, which would require separate assessments. Therefore we advocate a 

particularistic analysis of the different shades of networks in Korea. This analysis could be 

guided by the ISCT, as described above and used partially by Dunfee and Warren (2001) for 

the case of Guanxi. For Inmaek and Yonjul the analysis is, for most cases, strainghtforward. 

Inmaek, in principle a friendship-based tie, can become instrumental. If neither hypernorms 

nor local norms of conduct are violated, there is no reason to regard Inmaek as unethical. 

Hence, in principle, we assume that Inmaek can in most cases be regarded as ethical. On the 

contrary, Yonjul is purpose-based and is often used in connection with dubious transactions, 

such as corrupt practices. As corruption is most often seen as a violation of hypernorms 

(Hartman, 2009), most people would regard Yonjul as unethical. 

 In the case of Yongo, however, which is distinctive because of its ascribed nature, an 

assessment is difficult. Yongo is in principle a sentimental quasi-family tie; it can additionally 

become instrumental, but it is not instrumental by nature. Whereas Guanxi, for instance, is 

developed, Yongo already exists between individuals – there is no option to choose it. Its 

positive features were outlined above (see also Lew (2013)), but it can also support 

favoritism and nepotism. Yongo is different from Guanxi, in that it creates a homogeneous 

network, which is rather closed and predefined (cf. Horak & Taube, 2016). Prior research has 

found that jobs are acquired or careers progress faster on the basis of Yongo ties (Horak, 

2015). Horak and Nihalani (2016) found that Yongo is crucial in sales management in Korea, 

as it grants access to internal company information, allowing offers to be adjusted and 

increasing the chances of projected acquisitions. Although it is often unclear whether authors 

are referring to Yonjul or Yongo, informal networks are at times seen as the root of cronyism 

and corruption, and are thus often regarded as unethical (Y.-H. Kim, 2000).  

 However, it is debatable whether Yongo-based actions violate hypernorms per se. It is 

even rather unclear whether they violate macro-social norms. As informal relations play an 

important role in all societies, for example in getting a job (Granovetter, 1995), those who do 

not possess sufficient informal ties may complain the loudest. Hartman (2009) argues that 

‘someone known’ may perform a job in a more predictable way than a complete stranger. 

Further, family loyalty may support corporate loyalty rather than undermining it. The key 

question is whether it can be regarded as fair practice. However, if it is unfair, would it be 

unethical at the same time?  
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 Answering the question of whether Yongo is ethical or unethical would require a 

separate and comprehensive analysis since, compared to Guanxi, Yongo is not a chosen 

practice but rather a unique Korean form of social tie, through which – taking Inmaek and 

Yonjul into account – the social cohesion of Korean society can be described. However, we 

recommend an analysis that takes fairness concerns into account, as Yongo could be used in a 

way that undermines equality of opportunity: not everybody benefits in the same way from 

certain social structures, and a person who possesses superior skills may suffer in comparison 

to one who possesses network ties. Further, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(United Nations, 1948), which can be seen as a set of hypernorms, states that people are born 

equal (preamble), that no one should be discriminated against and that everyone has the right 

to ‘equal pay for equal work’ (Article 23). These rights could potentially be eroded by 

influential informal networks that pervade a society.  

 Finally, we conclude that affective ties and networks in Korea can be regarded as 

complex and multifaceted constructs that call for a particularistic analysis. As East Asian 

countries become increasingly important economically, there is an urgent need for a better 

and more detailed understanding of the ethics of ‘network societies’ (Y.-H. Kim, 2000).     

 

Conclusion 

Following the recent call for advances in knowledge of business ethics in East Asia (Lu & 

Enderle, 2006; Rowley & Oh, 2016; Zsolnai, 2007), we contribute to the debate by using the 

example of Korea. Specifically, we make the following contribution. As a complement to the 

conventional views, which see Korea as a quiescent collectivist society, we suggest that 

Korea should be regarded as an affective-relational society in which the relational context 

determines whether collectivism or individualism prevails. Affect is determined by 

distinctive informal ties and networks that are linked to and embedded in a Confucian norm 

and value system. The combination of these ties and networks with Confucian ideals, 

pervasive in the private and public sphere, can be described as the Korean form of civil 

religion, in the sense of Bellah’s approach that was exemplified by the American civil 

religion (Bellah, 1967). We propose a correction to the general belief that Korea is a low-trust 

society, as recent studies observe that trust is quite pronounced and reaches at least a medium 

level. Further, we argue on a higher level of abstraction that the strong cohesion of the nation-

spanning affective ties and networks, although they are segregated, is achieved through trust 
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among network members. Trust is often regarded as necessary for a stable democracy and for 

economic progress. An affective-relational society provides the same outcome: social 

cohesion supports the mobilization of resources and the efficient exchange of information; 

and shared norms and values prevent opportunism and free riding and contribute to economic 

progress, thus acting for the public good. As conventional measures of trust probably cannot 

capture and measure trust-based cohesion within an affective-relational society, new 

measures should be applied in future research to draw a more holistic picture and to gain a 

better understanding not only of Korea but also of other societies in Asia and the West.4   

Endnotes 

[1] This rather strong peculiarity originates from the Cheoson dynasty (1392–1910). The 

end phase of the dynasty was marked by frequent invasions by foreign powers, an 

incompetent military, and the exploitation of the people by bureaucrats. In those days, 

the family appeared to be the only trustworthy institution that could guarantee safety. 

Thus, in the further course of history, family relationships became a central element 

of neo-Confucianism and furthermore a fundamental building block of the state (Cha, 

2000). 

[2] With the exception of Hakyon (alma mater)-based ties, which are created by 

graduation from a Korean university. 

[3] The Yangban were aristocrats who promoted Confucian values as a societal and 

governance ideal. 

[4] We are aware that the terms ‘Asia’ and ‘the West’ are very broad, imprecise, and 

exclusive. We use them here merely to point to the current ‘West meets East’ debate 

to which we refer (cf. Barkema, Chen, George, Luo, & Tsui, 2015; Chen & Miller, 

2010). 
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Figure 1: Salient antecedents of a complementary perspective on business ethics in Korea 
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Table 1: Classic Confucian virtues and moral norms  

 

Virtues Moral norms 

Benevolence Justice between ruler and subject 

Justice Love between father and son 

Morality Differentiation between man and woman 

Wisdom Order between younger and older people 

Loyalty Trust among friends 
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Table 2: Religious affiliation and Confucianism in Korea  

 
  Census data 

‘Confucianized’5 
20151 2005 

  a  b2 c d e 

  [in 1000, 

rounded] 

[in percent, 

rounded] 

[in 1000, 

rounded] 

[in percent, 

rounded] 

[in percent,  

rounded] 

Buddhist 7,619 15 10,7263 22 100 

Christian 
Protestant 9,676 20 8,6163 18 76 
Catholic 3,890 8 5,146, 11 90 

Confucian - - 963 26 100 

Others - - 626 17 83 

No religion 29,884 57 22,060 46 97 

Total population 51,069 100 48,1374 100 92 
Sources and notes:  
1 Korea Statistics (KOSTAT, 2015) 
2 ‘Confucian’ and ‘Others’ not collected for census 2015. ‘No religion’ consists of unregistered religious/ spiritual groups 

and atheists 
3 Korean Cultural and Information Service (KOCIS, 2012), 2005 census data 
4 Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS, 2012) 
5 Extrapolated, based on Koh (1996), n = 400 
6 According to Shim (2004), absolute numbers extrapolated for comparison 
7 According to the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA, 2012), absolute numbers extrapolated for comparison  
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Figure 2: Relational interaction context of individuals (as atoms) and contextuals (as 

molecules) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adopted (modified and extended) from Hamaguchi et al. (1985) 
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Table 3: Conventional and complementary perspectives on business ethics in Korea  

 

 Conventional 

perspective 

Complementary 

perspective 

Societal  

level 

“collectivistic society” 
key characteristics: 

collectivism, paternalism,  

group culture 

“affective-relational society” 
key characteristics: 

Yongo, informal ties, network society (i.e. 

high societal cohesion through networks) 

Individual  

level 

“group harmony” 
key characteristics: 

in-group norms, hierarchy,  

group identity 

“affective ties” 
key characteristics: 

individualism, contextualism, Inmaek, 

Hakyon, Jiyon, Hyulyon 
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Figure 3: Civil religion in South Korea: Embeddedness of indigenous social ties in a 

Confucian value system  
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