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Abstract 

This study conceptually explores the structural and emotional aspects of informal social 

networks in South Korea by examining the indigenous concepts of jeong, woori, inmaek, and 

yongo in relation to the theories of social networks, social capital, and social exchange. We 

suggest extending extant knowledge of the latter by pursuing the geocentric integration of 

Eastern and Western schools of thought on crucial elements of social networks, chiefly by 

focusing on affective characteristics compared to the conventional and dominant focus on 

cognitive characteristics. Moreover, we highlight the dualistic nature of informal ties by adapting 

the notions of yin–yang and zhongyong. Based on the results of our analysis, we suggest 

explicitly integrating interpersonal affection and the role of emotions as the constituting elements 

of social network development and cohesion. 
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The social network theory (Burt, 2001) argues that people could benefit from a social network as 

it provides instrumental advantages to its members. The notion of social capital (Bourdieu, 1985; 

Coleman, 1998; Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 1993) further explains that these advantages are 

resources for members of a social network. On a related note, the social exchange theory (Blau, 

1964) suggests that people have to act on the principle of reciprocity to build a social network. 

These theories have defined the voluntary and calculative nature of social networks in pursuit of 

career advancement and information at work. Their main interests have been more instrumental 

and cognitive, in line with the general conceptions of organizations being rational and formalized 

in their decision-making processes (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Simon, 1957, 1959). That is, 

the discussion of social networks, social capital, and social exchange has been based on 

assumptions prioritizing the cognitive aspects, while the consideration of affective natures has 

been made secondary and a by-product.  

However, affective aspects can be equally, if not more, important, particularly in some 

cultural contexts. For example, collectivist East Asia supports the importance of interpersonal 

relationships. Moreover, in South Korea, emotions play a significant role in both societal and 

organizational relationships (Horak, 2014; Horak & Yang, 2016; Lew, 2013; Yang, 2006, 2014, 

2015, 2016; Yang & Horak, in press; Yee, 2015). Since, according to Korean scholars, it “is 

nearly impossible (…) to develop and maintain a personal relationship without emotional 

involvement” (Hahm, 1986, p. 323), it is surprising that research on emotions plays a minor role 

and lacks depth in conventional social network theory. Therefore, the examination of affective 

networks in South Korea would contribute significantly to a more balanced view of human 

behaviors and choice in an organization. At the same time, such an examination is part of the 

growing, but still limited, research on social networks in Korean management (Lew, 2013; Horak, 

2014) and could be fundamental to understanding a holistic picture of Korean management, 

given the importance of social networks and emotions in Korean organizations.  

Therefore, the aim of this study is to examine affective social networks in South Korea. It 

attempts to contribute to social networks, social capital, and social exchange research by 

highlighting affective aspects and joins the discussion supporting the importance of indigenous 

research by comparing and contrasting indigenous Korean notions with Western- theories. 

Finally, by adapting the principle of “either/and” proposed by Asian religions such as 
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Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism, this study moves away from a black and white 

dichotomy and toward understanding the human activities in an organization.  

This study is structured as follows: In the first part, some indigenous notions are illustrated 

in relation to emotions and affective ties in South Korea. Subsequently, the study briefly 

discusses social networks, social capital, and social exchange before considering their 

relationship to affective ties and relevant emotions in the Korean context. Next, affective social 

ties and their duality and challenges in Korean management are suggested using the principle of 

“either/and.” Finally, academic and practical implications are discussed.  

Emotions and affective ties in South Korea 

A language is a reflection of culture, and the Korean language has an extensive vocabulary 

denoting the mind and emotions (Kim & Hong, 1974), indicating that they are very important 

concepts and their schema is highly developed (Choi & Han, 2008). Although emotions and 

feelings are undoubtedly universal, the expression of emotions is socioculturally influenced (Kim, 

1993). For example, the English word “mind” denotes both cognitive and emotional aspects of 

human activities (Simpson & Weiner, 1989). However, the Korean words for mind, maum 

(마음) and shimjeong (심정: 心情), have strong connotations of affective emotion rather than 

cognition (Choi & Han, 2008) and serve important cultural functions in the collective Korean 

society (Choi, Han, & Kim 2007). Shimjeong, as a mental state, is a concept and phenomenon 

embedded in feeling-based relationships, while maum is most frequently used in the context of 

close interpersonal relations. Koreans tend to “feel,” rather than “think,” about others in 

relationships, even though feeling is obscure, ambiguous, and highly subjective compared to 

thinking (Choi & Han, 2008).  

Shimjeong is psychologically significant in private and public areas such as judicial courts 

and labor management bargaining tables (Choi & Han, 2008). Similarly, Korean society retains 

social networks and uses them extensively, with personal exchanges both inside and outside the 

workplace serving as a critical and binding fabric in the workplace. In Korean society, 

individuals are never independent due to the predominantly familistic culture and its attached 

sentiments. Individuals are considered as parts constituting the whole family (Lew, Choi, & 

Wang, 2011) and exist within webs of affective networks including blood relations, school ties, 

and localism (Lew, 2013) in the context of social roles, duties, and a hierarchy (Choi & Han, 
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2008). In this society, family-like affective ties or associations internalize responsibility for one 

another (Lew et al., 2011). As affective ties are deeply embedded in Korean society, their 

examination is fundamental to understanding the daily life of Korean organizations.  

Categories of informal ties: Inmaek, pabol, yongo, and yonjul (인맥, 파벌, 연고, and 

연줄 )  

As the classification and characterization of informal ties in South Korea is difficult due to 

the similarities and intertwinements between categories, there is, to date, little consensus among 

scholars regarding a generally accepted categorization. In the following section, we extend the 

categories of the most common informal ties proposed by Horak (2014).  

The English term for “network” or “connection” corresponds to the Korean word inmaek 

(인맥:人脈). This word literally means people entangled like vines; the Korean dictionary 

defines inmaek as ties attached to members of the same clique in politics, business, and 

academics (Hitt, Lee, & Yucel, 2002; Horak, 2014; Yee, 2015). Inmaek could be understood as a 

concept parallel to pabol (파벌:派閥), or the clique. The characteristics of pabol include a strong 

affection toward the group, informal relationships, intergroup closure, and a strong in-group 

hierarchy. This involves the exchange of loyalty and patronage within hierarchically organized 

groupings (Yee, 2015). Hierarchy is important; Korean relationships, including friendships and 

kin relations, are not symmetrical (Sohn, 2006). Among friends and close relations, even minor 

differences in status, like birthdates being a few days apart, are magnified, because this 

reinforces the idea that the relationship is complementary rather than competitive (Sohn, 2006). 

In many cases, connections of affection and personal fidelity are more important than formal 

relationships (Yee, 2015).  

Yongo kwan’gye (연고관계: 緣故關係) (Kim & Kim, 2008; Manske & Moon, 2003), or 

simply yongo, is a key to understanding the contemporary Korean society (Horak & Yang, 2016, 

in press) as the foundation of social networks. Yongo is a term denoting personal relationships 

based on affiliations to blood, school or university, and region and includes the notion of an 

affection-based bond between individuals (Horak, 2014; Horak & Taube, 2015; Yee, 2015). In 

the sphere of familism, its emotional attachment determining personal values, ideals, and 

behavioral norms is extended from the nuclear family to other groups (Horak, 2014). Relation- 

and emotion-based yongo networks clearly illustrate that South Korea is a society of networks 
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(Kim, 2000; Yee, 2000). The closed yongo networks have survived and remained robust as a 

main reference for social life even after industrialization and democratization (Yee, 2015). Yongo 

is largely endorsed (except for university-based ties), irreversible, and immutable. On the other 

hand, yonjul (연줄: 緣 jul: Chinese+Korean) describes purpose-based ties that exist to satisfy 

certain intentions and objectives, often to realize personal gains, favors, and benefits that are 

granted because of these ties and not as a result of fair competition. Accordingly, the word yonjul 

has a rather negative connotation (Horak, 2016) in the Korean context and is often associated 

with illegal transactions. Inmaek, pabol, yongo, and yonjul are important cultural context factors 

in South Korea, mediating decision-making behavior, the flow of information, or the granting of 

favors or care to other individuals (Horak, 2014). Figure 1 illustrates these ties, along with the 

notion of woori, which is discussed in the next section.  

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

Insert Figure 1 here 

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

Emotions in informal ties: Woori and jeong (우리 and 정) 

Woori (우리), which is directly translated as “we” or “us,” is another Korean word describing 

affective ties or networks. As one of the most frequently used adjectives in Korean daily life, it 

carries a strong affective connotation of a sense of oneness and/or belonging. In Korean culture, 

where “I” is part of “we” (Choi & Choi, 1990), a major function of maintaining relationships is 

developing and reinforcing “we”-ness (Choi & Han, 2008). The usage of woori (i.e., “our” in 

English) instead of “my” with most groups, as in woori family, woori hometown, woori school, 

and woori company, signifies an affective connection to the other people in the interactions.  

Jeong (정:情, or empathy/emotion) or shimjeong is the interpersonal psychology resulting in 

the buildup of woori relationships. Jeong is an affectional feeling tone underpinning relational 

ties and bonding (Choi & Han, 2008), and this mentality is characterized by a strong sense of 

mutual altruism, attentiveness, empathy, and helpfulness (Choi, 1998; Choi & Han, 2008; Choi 

& Kim, 1999). The core quality of jeong is feeling rather than thinking (Choi & Han, 2008), and 

warm feelings of unity and empathy between group members are important (Yang, 2006). People 

in woori relationships often exchange gifts, dine together, and visit each other, all of which are 

considered their jeong, or level of caring (Choi & Han, 2008).  
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The emotional jeong is based on informal social ties, and woori could become the basis of 

social capital in Korean collectives (Yang, 2006). The long-held Korean community traditions, 

kae (계: private credit union), doorae (두레: private co-op), and poomacy (품앗이: communal 

labor), of sharing with and helping each other in sad (funerals, etc.) and/or happy times 

(weddings and/or a baby’s first birthday, etc.) could be good examples of sharing jeong within 

woori relationships (Yang, 2006). Sang-ho-bu-jo (상호부조: 相互扶助: mutual aid) describes 

such traditions very well as it serves as a buffer against financial stress during events such as 

weddings, births, accidents, and deaths (Cnaan, Kang, Kim, & Lee, 2014). Sang-ho-bu-jo takes 

the principles of traditional money or gift exchanges through family, neighborhood, employment, 

alumni, and friendship networks to share the stress caused by life events (Cnaan et al., 2014). 

Here, each member’s network may overlap, but the system is wide open and based on previous 

and current places of residence, places of education, friendships, places of employment, and 

family. There is no formal membership in sang-ho-bu-jo, and the only control mechanism is a 

loss of reputation, losing face, and withholding reciprocity (Cnaan et al., 2014). Eligibility is not 

based on rotation but on life events that are public and can be verified (Cnaan et al., 2014). 

One can observe and experience similar mechanisms at work via woori relationships. When an 

individual joins a company, his or her seniors provide professional and emotional support or 

advice as a form of repaying what they have gained from the organization since joining it as 

junior staff (Yang, 2006). As people in an organization build woori networks by exchanging 

jeong during continuous professional and personal engagements with different individuals, a 

pool of social capital becomes available to all members of the group (Yang, 2006). On the other 

hand, these strong ties enforcing norms of trust and reciprocity make it possible for an 

organization to make resources available to group members without building strong monitoring 

and reinforcement mechanisms (cf. Coleman, 1988). Table 1 illustrates our discussion on 

emotions and various notions of affective informal ties in South Korea. 

 

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

Insert Table 1 here 

----------------------------- 
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As the main purpose of this study is to compare these indigenous notions with theories 

developed in the West, let us first briefly outline the theories of social networks, social capital, 

and social exchange before delineating the affective aspects and duality of Korean informal ties. 

Social networks, social capital, and social exchange 

Social network: Granovetter (1973) proposes a classification of the strength of ties as being 

either weak or strong according to the time invested in reciprocity and maintaining these ties, as 

well as intimacy and emotional attachment. Some regard open, diverse, and weak global 

networks as the best ones (Burt, 2001; Granovetter, 1973) for social capital, while others prefer 

strong ties in closely knit local groups (Coleman, 1990). It is argued that weak ties are better to 

obtain more information at lower costs with few redundant ties (Burt, 1992), as well as access to 

resources beyond the scope of one’s direct reach through friends of friends (Lin & Dumin, 

1986). Strong ties, on the other hand, are suggested to restrict outsiders and require a long time to 

build (Portes, 1998; Stahl et al., 2013), even though they grant group members a sense of mutual 

obligation and considerable warmth (Granovetter, 1973). 

Tie building can be viewed as a two-phase process (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Li, 1998) 

comprising, first, the weak-tie phase from strangers with no ties to acquaintances and, second, 

the strong-tie phase from acquaintances with weak ties to friends with strong ties. There are two 

essential sources, as well; one is achieved ties including direct non-kinship contact and third-

party transfer, and the other is ascribed ties including kinship and relational demographics (Li, 

1998; Lin, 2001).  

Social capital: Social capital is directly related to social networks, as it exists in the 

structure of relationships (Burt, 2001; Coleman, 1998, 1990; Li, 2007; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 1993). 

It consists of aggregated resources linked to the possession of a durable network of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Social capital evolves and grows as 

a result of a group’s common experiences and situations over time, leading to bound solidarity 

(Portes, 1998). Trust is a critical element in the development of social capital because it creates 

certainty and confidence among group members and thereby reduces transaction costs and 

complexities in members’ relationships (Stahl et al., 2013). People can be helped by others 

embedded in their set of social networks based on social capital and exchange expectations 

(Cnaan et al., 2014). Social capital consists of actors trying to exploit their relations for benefits 

(e.g., Burt, 1992) or functions that can be instrumental and/or sentimental (Bourdieu, 1986).  
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Social capital has been defined at the individual (micro), group (meso), and societal (macro) 

levels (Sato, 2013). Accordingly, some analyze it at the dyadic level as a private resource of 

actors (Lin, 2001) or small groups (Coleman, 1990; Bourdieu, 1985; Burt, 2001; Portes, 1998), 

while others analyze social networks as large communities promoting transparency in the 

government and workplace (Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 1993). Similarly, at the micro-individual 

level, social capital should be understood as relational capital to obtain valuable economic and 

symbolic resources using one’s social relationships and group memberships. At the macro level, 

social capital is about institutional capital or societal moral resources that can benefit collective 

action through participation in joint activities and trust in institutions (Yee, 2015).  

Extending the theory of the strength of weak ties (Granovetter, 1973) and in line with 

relational capital or relationship social capital (Lin, 2001), Li (2007) argues that strong social 

capital refers to personalized access based on sentimental ties with shared interest, value, and 

sentiment. Weak social capital refers to depersonalized access based on instrumental ties in a 

communal network, similar to communal capital or community social capital (Putnam, 1993). 

Strong social capital is developed over a longer period than weak social capital (Li, 2007). Li 

(2007) also emphasizes that strong social capital is built and maintained by perpetual exchanges 

of asymmetrical favors and each exchange is unequal and imbalanced, favoring only one party at 

any given point of time (with the receiving party owing a sentimental bond and obligation).  

Social exchange: Social ties or relationships are typically built on expected and previously 

repeated exchanges (Gulati, 1995; Li, 1998). According to the social exchange theory, a human 

interaction is like an economic transaction—one may seek to maximize rewards and minimize 

costs. The theory of social exchange argues that the major force in interpersonal relationships is 

the satisfaction of both persons’ self-interest (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and also posits that when 

one party receives the favor and support of the other, he or she complies with the norm of 

reciprocity (Blau, 1964). Social exchange could be direct or generalized. Direct social exchange 

has high immediacy and equivalence and closely abides by the reciprocity norm. In generalized 

social exchange, on the other hand, exchange partners do not specify when the recipients of their 

resources should return the favor (i.e., low immediacy) and what they need to return (i.e., low 

equivalence; Sahlins, 1972).  

Affective aspects: The theory of social networks adapts a dichotomist position with its notion 

of weak versus strong ties from instrumental and sentimental bases, respectively. The theory 
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tends to highlight the advantages of instrumental weak ties (Burt, 2001; Portes, 1998), especially 

benefits (e.g., information) relative to cost (e.g., time and energy; Portes, 1998; Stahl et al., 2013). 

Here, a social network based on sentiments or emotions is considered as being somehow not as 

effective or even undesirable mainly due to its association with network closure. Moreover, even 

though strong social capital based on sentiments could be an important resource for individuals 

and groups (Li, 2007), it may generate negative externality at the societal level (Fukuyama, 

1995). The theory of social exchange argues that the main motivation for social exchange is 

transactional, especially in direct social exchange. When combined, Western social network 

theories over-emphasize transactional motivations for networking, although there has been some 

discussion on relational aspects of networks in the mainstream business and management 

literature (e.g. 'relational view': Chen & Miller, 2011; Dyer & Singh, 1998; Bstieler & Hemmert, 

2015). However, overall, Western theories imply that the overall benefits of weak ties and 

subsequent instrumental social capital are more significant than the benefits of strong ties and 

affective social capital. 

 

Despite the fact that social networks, social capital, and social exchange could be 

universally accepted notions, we should use these terms cautiously in the Korean and East Asian 

contexts (Chen & Miller, 2011). In East Asian societies, strong ties are very frequent, while 

weak ties are very rare; people tend to rely heavily on their closer relations rather than on weak 

ties in their social and business lives (e.g., Lin & Si, 2010). Hence, it is doubtful whether 

Granovetter’s idea of “the strength of weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973) is the dominant concept 

instead of strong ties in East Asia. According to Yee (2000, p. 340), “strong familial ties are 

more salient in instrumental usage, it is interpreted as the ‘strength of strong ties’ (in East Asia).” 

Studies support the idea of kinship as the primary base for social ties in the East more than in the 

West (Peng, 2004), and personalized ties are pertinent in the East while depersonalized elements 

of social capital prevail in the West (Bstieler & Hemmert, 2015; Li, 1998, 2007). While Portes 

(1988) specifies two distinct social capitals based on two different motivations, instrumental and 

consummatory, it is noted that social capital in East Asia is based on consummatory motivation. 

Consummatory motivation is bounded by a sense of community solidarity that results from the 

collectively shared experiences of the community. In other words, identification with one’s own 

group or community can be a powerful motivational force for following the norms of reciprocity 
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in East Asia, including Korea, despite the absence of immediate or certain returns. 

Consummatory motivations are based on deeply internalized norms through socialization or the 

experience of a shared destiny with others; such motivations can explain the affective aspects of 

social capital in Korea, which are different from the aspects of instrumental motivations based on 

the norms of rational calculation. 

Moreover, in South Korea, most social capital is created unintentionally rather than 

intentionally (cf. Sato, 2013) as it is considered to be ascribed, instead of achieved, social 

networks (Horak, 2014, 2015). Therefore, people consider their social networks to be something 

close to fate such that they are destined to belong and feel emotionally attached to the members. 

Accordingly, rather than strictly applying the norm of reciprocity for social exchange, strong ties 

in South Korea constitute a long-term and open-ended transaction characterized by mutual 

commitment and socioemotional investments (cf. Shore, Tetrick, Lynch, & Barksdale, 2006). 

Greater affective commitment and loyalty also represent a form of payment in this type of social 

exchange (cf. Hom et al., 2009); this is different from the rules of social exchange followed in 

the Western culture, which usually takes the form of a contract between equals or a milder 

version of tit-for-tat (Henrich et al., 2006).  

At the same time, we should note that certain networks based on school, university and 

regional networks could be further built and strengthened with strategic motivations. For 

example, students compete to get into good schools and universities in the expectation that many 

of their schoolmates will become leaders of the society and thus become useful social contacts in 

the future. A similar thing could occur for regional ties as people may try to associate with 

powerful and influential people from their hometown. With such functional and strategic 

approach, Korean social networks may be seen as not to be pure fate but rather functional social 

ties, that one could find much similarities with guanxi in China (e.g. career advancement: Zhang, 

Deng, & Hu, 2016). However, although it is important to acknowledge about the fact that Korean 

social ties may serve its instrumental purpose, the uniqueness of Korean social ties lies in its 

almost-fate-like appreciation. This is mainly due to intensive investment with time and emotions 

required to build and to maintain the social ties in Korea, not too different from the case like 

family ties (Yang, 2006, 2016).  

Considering the prominent existence and unique features of the affective aspects of social 

networks, social capital, and social exchange in South Korea, the dichotomy between the 



11 

 

instrumental and sentimental bases (the instrumental base being more effective) falls short of 

fully appreciating the natures and functions of all the three elements in South Korea. Similarly, 

Li (2007) points out that little attention has been paid to the duality of informal elements based 

on sentiments and emotions, even though social capital is implicitly considered informal (Portes, 

1998). The duality lens is the perspective concerned with regarding each entity as a paradox 

consisting of two contrasting but interdependent components (Li, 2007). Extending this 

argument to the Korean context, where emotions are deeply embedded in the society, we 

examine Korean affective ties by adapting the duality framework in the following section.  

Affective social networks and duality 

Affective ties in South Korea have somewhat contradictory and, simultaneously, 

complementary characteristics. In other words, such ties are sentimental in principle but are used 

quite intensively for instrumental purposes. Affective ties are informal by nature; however, they 

also extend far into the formal domain fulfilling its functional roles. They are collective oriented; 

however, the hierarchy within affective ties is quite substantial. Even though the norm of 

reciprocity is neither direct nor immediate, failure to reciprocate could result in severe 

punishment for an individual, such as shame or even exclusion from networks. It takes 

substantial investment of time and energy to establish affective ties; simultaneously, the 

commonality or shared histories (e.g. hometown, alumi, etc) could offer a short cut. Similarly, 

while social ties based on sentiments and emotions are said to be strong, the base for strong 

capital (Li, 2007), affective ties, could be weak, especially in the beginning. These opposing 

characteristics are in accordance with the East Asian belief that duality and contradictions (yin–

yang) are inherent in all aspects of life (Yeung & Tung, 1996), while traditions and modernity 

coexist in parallel in present-day South Korea (cf. Yee, 2015). Table 2 highlights the duality of 

affective ties in Korea.  

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

Insert Table 2 here 

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

 

Duality, golden mean and the middle way: Current Eastern and Western social practices 

differ in ways that parallel those of ancient times (Nisbett, 2003). The Greeks (West) saw matter 

as a discrete object, whereas the Chinese (East Asians) saw it as a continuous substance (Nisbett, 
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2003). East Asians had relatively little sense of personal agency or control without explicit rules 

about the object’s behavior (Nisbett, 2003) as they lived in complex social networks with 

prescribed role relations and causal attributions that emphasized the context. Socially 

interdependent actors in the East would always look outward, trying to coordinate their actions 

with those of others while minimizing social friction (Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001). 

Since a person perceives oneself as being an interdependent part of a larger context (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991), he or she would become a different person on being removed from their social 

network  (Nisbett, 2003).  

The Greeks tended to view the world as being stable, whereas East Asians saw the world as 

constantly changing according to yin (陰) and yang (陽) (Nisbett, 2003). The notion of duality is 

derived from the yin–yang balance, which is a unique frame of thought in East Asia that 

originated in China but is shared by most Asian countries (Li, 1998, 2008). Daoism created the 

idea of yin–yang (the duality of either/and) to express paradoxical ideas of balance: opposite 

forces balance each other because they are not only partially conflicting but also partially 

complementary as opposites-in-unity (Fang, 2012; Li, 2008, 2014). Consequently, compared to 

Americans, East Asians are more comfortable with apparent contradictions (e.g., Peng & Nisbett, 

1999). East Asia has a variety of dialectical schemas, including finding the “middle way” 

between two apparently contradictory propositions and recognizing the importance of the context, 

or substituting for logical rules (Nisbett, 2003). 

Similarly, Confucianism emphasizes balance in its concept of zhongyong (中庸: the rule of 

the golden mean). In zhongyong, Confucian societies assume the interdependence of events and 

understand all social interactions within the context of a long-term balance sheet. Confucianism 

encourages each individual to become righteous, and a person must repay favors and increase the 

value of the favor given (Yeung & Tung, 1996). The primary deterrent against immoral behavior 

is shame, and one can gain or lose face only within the broader context of social interaction. For 

example, those in positions of power and authority must assist the disadvantaged, and the former 

gain face and a good reputation in return (Yeung & Tung, 1996). At the same time, 

Confucianism claims that our feelings of commiseration for others' suffering make us human, as 

well as virtuous. According to Confucianism, biology (nature) and culture (nurture) are 

codependent on one another in terms of the development of virtues. Moral failure is the failure to 
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develop one's heart and mind. Moral psychology is both a discovery (e.g., human nature is good) 

and a development (e.g., human nature can be made even better). Full humanity is hardly 

complete without self-cultivation, regulating affective-cognitive processes, as well as one's 

general well-being. Buddhism as another philosophy from traditional Asian religions has also 

proposed the middle way to avoid extremes of behaviors and to find enlightenment. The middle 

way is suggested to pave the way not only for happiness but also for balance (cf. Yang, Kitchen 

& Bacouel-Jentjens, 2017). 

 

Duality, emotions, and affective ties in South Korea: Affective informal contexts tend to 

influence the formal domains in South Korea. Social networks based on sentiments and 

subsequent strong capital ultimately do not seem to hinder progress, prosperity, or the 

development of a stable democracy (Horak & Taube, 2015; Lew, 2013). In fact, informal 

affective ties ensure flexibility within their relational borders and the free information flow 

allows quick decision-making, low transaction costs, and ability to counteract free riding based 

on a high level of trust (Horak, 2014). Here, social networks established for a purpose such as 

friendship (e.g., sentiments) work for some other factor (e.g., instruments; cf. Sato, 2013). For 

example, frequent contact and a long-term relationship usually imply that, for instance, inmaek 

can develop into a strong relationship with multiple ties and entail strong instrumental values 

(Yee, 2015). Accordingly, affective ties could be both instrumental and sentimental (cf. 

Bourdieu, 1985; Lin, 2001). Moreover, (strong) social capital built on personalized trust and 

options transforms uncertainty into certainty by supplementing or substituting formal rules (cf. 

Li, 2007). While control and trust can be complementary (Li, 2008), relational trust building and 

formal task control are two distinctive, yet interactive, modes of exchange governance acting as a 

duality (Cardinal, Long, & Sitkin, 2004).  

The duality of affective ties can be observed in the way Koreans view human nature and 

emotions. The two conflicting entities of human nature and emotion coexist compatibly in the 

Korean people, simultaneously and transcendentally: Shame and guilt intermingle, sadness and 

joy coexist, attachment and detachment are interwoven, and self-control and social control are 

intertwined (Kim, 1993). A Korean individual is conflicted in multiple ways, often moving from 

one extreme to the other (Shin, 2013). At the same time, in line with Daoists’ promotion of both 

individualistic and collectivistic beliefs and values, Koreans show a strong sense of collectivism, 
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as well as individuality (Choi & Han, 2008). Koreans adapt collectivist particularism to people 

who share affective ties that operate under the psychology of woori or jeong relationships (Yang, 

2006). There is an extension of collective resources within woori relationships as they are repaid 

by a different member. The currencies in social exchange are maum or sentiments (Choi & Han, 

2008) as well as loyalty and patronage in a hierarchy, or a mutual exchange of information (Yee, 

2015). Social exchange with woori collectives is based on generalized indirect exchange. 

However, Koreans have different types of interactions with others depending on whether they are 

members of the woori category (Choi & Han, 2008); they become very individualistic in their 

relationships with those not in the woori category characterized by reason-based rationality, 

objective social norms, individual interests, equity, or often neglect (Choi & Han, 2008).  

South Korea has a culture involving “face,” as well, and saving face is one of the most 

valued codes of conduct (Kim, 1993). In a “face” culture, social exchanges are guided by 

affective social ties (Hwang, 1987). While role obligation is quite important in interpersonal 

relationships (e.g., Shinada, Yamagishi, & Ohmura, 2004), there is an elaborate hierarchy based 

on age, sex, seniority, rank, and prestige in Korean society (Choi & Han, 2008; Kim, 1993). 

Status rankings within a hierarchy are driven by particularism (Hwang, 1987; Redding, 1990). 

The relationship is based on mutual dependence, as those in positions of power and authority 

must assist the disadvantaged through “pseudo-familism” in governance and control. On the 

other hand, the disadvantaged enjoy the care, support, and protection of the more powerful 

person (Horak, 2014; Yang, 2006) by honoring the latter’s authority and showing unconditional 

loyalty. Similarly, leadership in South Korea consists of the opposition and duality of 

hierarchical authority and benevolence (e.g., Yang, 2014, 2015). This duality can also be seen in 

pabol, that is, hierarchical affective inmaek ties. For example, although the code of conduct in 

affective inmaek ties mandates that one should treat others as whole, sentimental human beings 

(Yee, 2015), strong pabol affective ties can be quite instrumental. In addition, rather than being 

confined to a few close relatives or old friends, strong inmaek ties can also be derived from 

diverse new ties through third-party transfer due to the instrumental motive (cf. Burt, 2001).  

Challenges in balancing the positivity and negativity of affective ties 

Despite the positive effects of affective ties on South Korea’s economic development (Lew, 

2013), the affective ties practiced in Korean organizations can act as a double-edged sword 

mainly because, due to their duality, it is not always easy to balance the golden mean. Possible 
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particularism associated with affective ties could promote the unfair treatment of in-groups and 

out-groups and allow personal relationships to interfere with decision-making (Redding, 1990). 

There is a large trust gap between (quasi-)family and strangers (Yee, 2015), and favors based on 

yongo networks such as the family and school reproduce network inequality and create costs for 

business organizations (Chua & Wellman, 2015; Teagarden & Schotter, 2013).  

In fact, favors based on affective ties per se are not positive or negative and context 

dependent (cf. Teagarden & Schotter, 2013), which is in line with our discussion on duality. The 

positive effects could be social mobility (e.g., Lin, 2001) and social cooperation (e.g., Kostova & 

Roth, 2003), whereas the negative effects could be social immobility (e.g., Bourdieu, 1985) and 

other negative externalities (e.g., Portes, 1998). While woori ties and capital could be private or 

public, private woori ties based on yongo within closed groups may lower an entire society’s 

global social capital level (e.g., woori nation, woori society; cf. Putnam, 1993). This is because 

strong and closed private capital could reveal the negative aspect of social capital (Fukuyama, 

2000), as a group that is rich in bonding social capital could generate negative externalities. The 

utility of nonmembers would decrease since the narrow radius of trust (Fukuyama, 2000) would 

be shared only by members with dense social networks and strong norms and obligations, which, 

in turn, may lead to distrust and exclusion of outsiders (Kim, 2000). This negative externality 

could be interpreted as a conflict between local and global social capitals. 

In particular, yongo-based informal networks could become entangled in “politics” or 

pabols (Yee, 2015) and those who share different yongo ties would begin competing for 

resources and produce dysfunctional behaviors, including antipathy, competition, and potential 

hostility (Kim, 2000; Horak, 2014; Horak & Taube, 2015; Lew, 2013; Yee, 2000; cf. Hitt et al., 

2002). In a society where yongo is important, a pabol emerges, in which the central actor 

monopolizes power and resources are maintained by exclusive and egoistic social ties (Yee, 

2015). The resource dependency theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) indicates that limited 

resources are the main causes of intergroup competition. The Asian financial crisis of 1997 

affected South Korea adversely, resulting in mass layoffs and high unemployment rates; 

individual values began to prevail (Lee & McNulty, 2003), and informal ties were strengthened 

due to increased competition over resources in a market economy (Horak, 2014; Lew et al., 2011; 

Yee, 2000). Social trust has been decreasing, and antipathy toward corruption in government has 

been growing (Chua & Wellman, 2015). Although the locus of social cohesion has shifted from 
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traditional regionalism to secondary factors such as job, school, and religious relations (Cnaan et 

al., 2014), the overarching value of familism continues to work coordinating requests over scarce 

resources in a cooperative manner within a clan-like group (Lin & Si, 2010). 

Intra-network cohesion has increased inter-network competition or cronyism (cf. Begley, 

Khatri, & Tsang, 2010) and, today, the world is divided into people whom one trusts and 

everybody else (Sohn, 2006). Furthermore, to redress a perceived unfair imbalance, efforts to 

enhance the standing of fellow group members can seem entirely justified since out-group 

members are usually viewed as being less honest and trustworthy (Brewer, 1979). Similarly, the 

bonding cement of a pabol with yongo networks contains attitudes claiming the superiority of 

their group, discriminatory attitudes toward nonmembers, and the severe distortion of resource 

allocation (Yee, 2000, 2015).  

Competition for jobs, promotion, and social progress generally based on yongo ties has 

begun to create negative returns (Sohn, 2006), and those not endowed with influential yongo ties 

criticize their exclusiveness and favoritism among in-group members (Horak, 2014). This is in 

line with the concern that social capital becomes an organizational liability if it leads to 

dysfunctional competition over scarce resources due to political fragmentation within an 

organization (Talmud, 1999). In addition, there are some inherent disadvantages to informal 

social ties, as social support does not guarantee equal reciprocity and free riders could threaten 

the system (Cnaan et al., 2014; Portes, 1998). Returning to the earlier example of sang-ho-bu-jo, 

many Koreans complain that they feel burdened by it while failure to conform to social 

requirements or ethical codes is considered a loss of face (Kim, 1993). In an attempt to save 

another’s face, informal ties in Korean society could be characterized as being blind or reckless 

(Horak & Yang, 2016). Moreover, if shimjeong is not attended by the interaction partner by 

refusing to offer a favor in a woori relationship, this will lead to resentment or one’s retreat from 

the relationship (Choi & Han, 2008). Finally, while authoritarianism has been a major 

characteristic of Korean society (Hitt et al., 2002), strict conformity is demanded more from the 

individuals placed lower in a hierarchy because the pressure or burden of dissolving ties would 

be greater for those with less power.  

Discussion 

The strong embeddedness of affective ties in Korean society is reflected in the tight 

integration between formal and informal organizations. For example, employee loyalty is said to 
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be a fundamental characteristic of Korean management, which, as argued by this study, is 

underpinned by personal connections based on affective social ties. In addition, this study 

explores the uniqueness of Korean affective ties—whereby participation in affective informal 

ties is taken for granted (e.g., ascription) rather than being voluntary due to substantial emotions 

and energy involved for them. Accordingly, the principle of direct reciprocity for members of 

affective ties may not be crucial to maintaining these ties, at least for the short term. As opposed 

to the conventional Western belief that affective social ties may not be cost effective, this study 

suggests a more balanced approach while appreciating the accompanying challenges.  

Theoretical implications and future studies 

This study encourages the deeper recognition of emotions in the social network theory. 

Emotions were thought to be chaotic, haphazard, immature, likely to interfere with the rational 

process, and harmful to organizations (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Simon, 1957, 1959). 

However, the role of emotions in an organization (e.g., affective events theories: Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996; emotional labor: Hochschild, 1983) divergent from the conventional Western 

principle of recognizing only cognition as being legitimate, by separating professional and 

personal domains, is increasingly being recognized. This is clear from acknowledging that the 

traditional rational model does not reflect the reality experienced by people (Kahneman, 2006). 

In addition, emotions are important for cohesion in social networks. With the extensive 

recognition of emotions as important aspects of organizational life in South Korea, the country as 

a prime example offers an opportunity to examine emotions and the affective aspects of social 

networks, as well as the subsequent social capital and exchange. 

Furthermore, indigenous research is important for understanding the cultural and historical 

context of the East and advancing general theoretical knowledge across cultural boundaries (Li, 

1998; Van de Ven & Jing, 2012). However, many indigenous studies tend to emphasize their 

particularity rather than universality (Sato, 2010). This study discusses indigenous notions of 

shimjeong, woori, and inmaek by comparing them with theories of social networks, social capital, 

and social exchange to explain local phenomena. Indigenous studies provide a better 

understanding of the distinctive characteristics of local phenomena that are unique to a country, 

thereby making a novel contribution to research (Horak, 2014). By adapting the yin–yang 

balance, which is an open system, this study has explored the positive and negative elements that 

have been largely neglected by Western theories. The focus on duality in this study is also a 
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departure from the debate on whether social capital is primarily instrumental (Burt, 2001; Portes, 

1998) or both instrumental and sentimental (Bourdieu, 1985; Lin, 2001). 

While this study has focused on the importance of informal ties, future research should 

explore how formal and informal relationships and organizations interact in South Korea and 

other East Asian countries. The roles of informal institutions should be analyzed in relation to 

those of formal institutions (Helmke & Levitsky, 2003; cf. Yang, 2006; 2016; Yang & Horak, in 

press). For example, there is much concern about harmonious relationships in the East compared 

to the emphasis that is placed on individual performance in the West (Hampden-Turner & 

Trompenaars, 1993). These differences are reflected in different management styles, in that an 

organization resembles a family in a collectivist society, whereas employment is an impersonal 

contractual relationship in individualist societies (Yee, 2015). Independence, autonomy, and self-

decision are the most important virtues in an individualist culture, while personal affect, loyalty, 

and harmony are more important in the personalist ethic (Chang, 1991). Hence, how do formal 

and informal relationships influence each other in these cultures? Moreover, it is noted that 

informal networks have a positive and negative duality; in this case, what would be the tipping 

point from one side to the other? 

Given the appreciation of Confucianism (zhongyong), Daism (yinyang) and Buddhism (the 

middle way) as being the principle life philosophy beyond as being religions in East Asian 

countries, future research could compare indigenous notions from those countries in relation to 

social networks, social capital and social exchange. China, Japan and Korea also share their 

cultural heritage of collectivism as well as Chinese characteristics. In particular, while most of 

those indigenous notions could be illustrated in Chinese characteristics with different 

pronunciations (e.g.關係: gaunxi (Chinese), kankei (Japanese), gwangye (Korean)), the most 

common word representing social networks in each country could also be different with differnet 

emphasis and connotation: e.g. guanxi (关系 ; Chinese = relations), tsunagari (つながり : 

Japanese = connections) and yonjul (연줄: Korean = line). Therefore, future studies examining 

these could shed interesting insights about not only similarity but also subtitle differences 

between them. Similarly, inmaek and pabol discussed in this paper have equivalents in Japan 

(jinmyaku:じんみゃく= contacts and habatsu: はばつ  = office politics), and comparative 

studies on them could contribute to much needed understanding of social networks in Korea and 
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Japan. For example, jinmyaku groups people by loyalties, duties and affiliations rather than by 

roles and purposes that is common in the West. Habatsu in Japan lead rivalries between groups 

whereas the competition between individuals would be more typical office politics in Western 

organization. At the same time, habatsu could also be based on the school of thoughts and should 

not be confused with gakubatsu (がくばつ: 学閥 = school tie) which is variation of habatsu. 

However, those interpersonal relations are quite significant for the important Japanese culture of 

wa (は: 和) or harmony. Future studies about social networks, social capital and social exchange 

particular to Japanese management contexts could benefit both academics and practitioners.    

Managerial implications 

South Korea is a major player in the global market with its inward and outward foreign 

direct investment (World Investment Report, 2015). The importance of emotions and informality 

in Korean management should be considered while planning both expansions overseas and the 

entry of foreign companies into the Korean market. In line with the emphasis on family, gender 

inequality, face saving, and respect for elders (Kim & Shirahase, 2014), Korean firms have a 

stronger preference for sending men on business trips and more overall discriminatory 

atmospheres than foreign firms, and informal networks influence hiring and promotion more 

predominantly at Korean firms (Gress & Paek, 2014). However, clan control based on 

particularism in Korean multinational corporations may cause perceived low fairness judgment 

overseas (Yang, 2015). That is, clan control in Korean organization may have worked with 

Korean employees supported by widely practiced social networks, exchange (jeong) and 

subsequent social capital (woori). These practices have been appreciated in Korea due to its 

collectivist cultures and long-working hours and to the complementary dynamics between formal 

and informal domains (Yang & Horak, in press). However, the same management styles may not 

be effective in different environments, especially where a clear separation between 

private/affects and professional/cognitive domains is the norm. Replications of practices without 

considering why and how it may work in and outside of Korea would only lead frustrations and 

misunderstanding for both Korean managers and local employees.         

Foreign managers and employees should also be aware of the significance of affective tie 

mechanisms in South Korea as informal networks are deeply ingrained in the Korean culture and 

will likely persist in the future (Horak & Klein, 2015). The significance of and substantial 
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investment required to build informal social networks in Korea may perplex or even upset 

foreign companies with suspicion of misconduct and corruptions (Horak & Yang, 2016). Such 

perceptions along with their emphasis on rules-based governance and contracts (Bstieler & 

Hemmert, 2015) could further lead misunderstanding about their Korean partners. Therefore, it is 

important for those who operate in Korean culture to appreciate affective natures of social 

networks which could be paradoxical and take time to build and also to maintain.  

On the other hand, Korean companies and managers need to recognize the fact that the same 

characteristics of social networks and capitals which has ensured both the company and the 

employees for their financial and emotional well-being has become burden to bear, especially at 

the expense of powerless as discussed earlier. This is because many employees in Korea feel 

stuck between loyalty demanded by the company and lack of job securities required for them, 

along with the fact that Korean companies pursue flexibility and rationalization in responding to 

the rapid globalization. While the reciprocity is one of core principles for the fairness and 

subsequent maintenance of social network and social capital in Korea, perceived failing of such 

in relation to job protection or respect for seniority from the company (cf. Horak & Yang, 2017) 

would engender low job motivations for most Korean employees.      

Relately, at 

 the macro level, there is increasing uncertainty about vulnerability in the rapidly changing 

Korean society. A series of economic crises has also revealed that the Korean model, when 

coupled with a strong hierarchical structure, has a high potential for system failure (Yee, 2015). 

Even though scholars proposed yongo as an integral variable for explaining the rise in South 

Korea’s economy (Lew, 2013) and underlined its importance in business (Horak, 2014), after the 

economic crises, economic inequality has increased (Yee, 2015); The perceived equality or 

inequality in the distribution of resources will influence the possibility of cooperative behavior 

(Aquino, Steisel, & Kay, 1992). Social capital based on personal trust is inevitably confined to a 

certain group, and such localized trust increases intergroup cleavage and conflict at the societal 

level (Bourdieu, 1985; Yee, 2015). Accordingly, there is an emerging need for social networks 

for many actors in the society as subsequent social capital and trust by informal norms become 

more effective under the extremely high prevalence of behavioral and environmental 

uncertainties (cf. Li, 2007). Formal institutions could hinder systemic corruption by informal ties 

(Li, 2007) as individuals depend less on informal ties if legal processes are transparent (Yee, 
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2015). Actors, including business people and politicians, should make efforts toward building 

and maintaining comparable and compatible formal rules and informal norms (Li, 2007). 

Conclusion 

This study explicitly integrates affection and emotions as the constituting factors in the social 

network theory. There have been relatively limited studies and understanding regarding affective 

networks in South Korea, although there were some exceptions in recent years (e.g., Horak, 2014, 

2015; Horak & Yang, 2016). The indigenous notions of shimjeong, woori, and inmaek illustrated 

in this study would help gain an understanding of the affective natures of Korean management, 

which are not limited to private relationships. Given the omnipresence of emotions in South 

Korea, even in formal domains (Yang, 2006, 2014, 2015, 2016), the examples of informal social 

networks in South Korea offer important insights into Korean management. 
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Figure 1. Structure of affective ties: Woori, inmaek, pabol, yongo, and yonjul 
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Table 1. Some indigenous notions related to affective ties in South Korea 

Idiom Hanguel (Korean) Meaning 

Woori  우리 “We” or “us” with strong affective connotations of 

oneness and/or belonging. 

Inmaek 인맥 Networking or connection. 

Pabol 파벌 Clique or faction. 

Yongo 

(kwan'gye) 
연고 (관계) Informal personal relationships that are attached to 

affiliation to an informally organized group: hakyon 

(학연, education-based ties), hyulyon (혈연, family 

or blood ties), and jiyon (지연, regional based ties). 

Yonjul 연줄 Purpose-based ties, yon standing for “tie” and jul 

translating to “rope” or “string.” 

Jeong  정 Empathy, warm feelings. 

Shimjeong 심정 Heart, emotions. 

Maum 마음 Mind, sentiments. 

Kae 계 Private credit union. 

Doorae  두레 Private co-op. 

Poomacy 품앗이 Communal labor (“working together” in turn). 

Sang-ho-bu-jo  상호부조 Mutual aid. 

 

 

 

Table 2. The duality of affective ties in South Korea 

Either/and   

Quality  Sentimental Instrumental 

Influence Informal Formal 

Rule Collective Hierarchy 

Reciprocity Indirect Failure could lead to sanctions 

Access By lots of time and energy A shortcut is possible 

Strength  Strong Could be weak 

 


