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1. The Level of Security Concern Peaked at its Highest Number Since 2000 

 

From Engagement to Crisis 

 
On November 23, 2010, North Korea launched a deadly artillery barrage on Yeonpyeong Island; a South 
Korean island situated 12km off the North Korean coastline. Although ROK Marines returned fire, two 
Marines and two civilians were killed in the attack by the North. There have been several incidents since the 
Armistice Agreement that brought an end to the Korean War was signed on July 27, 1953, but this has been 
the first time a military attack has killed civilians.  

The EAI/Han-Kook Research November Public Opinion Barometer, which was conducted after the 
North Korean attack on Yeonpyeong Island, reveals that 81.5% of respondents feel they are “concerned” 
about insecurity (34.9% “very concerned”+ 46.6% “slightly concerned”). This is the highest number since 
the survey first began in 2000.  

 
Figure 1 Percentage of South Koreans’ concerns of insecurity  
(including very concerned and slightly concerned) since 2000 
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After the inter-Korean summit in 2000, only 18.9% of respondents felt “concerned” about insecurity 
on the Korean Peninsula. However, this number started to rise as former President George W. Bush took 
office and the North Korean Nuclear Crisis began. In November 2003, it hit 54.8% following Pyongyang’s 
withdrawal from the Nonproliferation Treaty. As the Six-Party Talks were initiated to manage the nuclear 
crisis in 2004, the public’s feelings of insecurity came down to 43.0%. In October 2006, North Korea’s first 
nuclear test pushed up the number to 63.8%, a year later it drops down to 31.9% with the second inter-
Korean summit in October 2007.  
 
Feelings of Insecurity Reach at Their Peak 

 
In the research conducted in March, 2009, only 29.5% of respondents expressed “concern” about insecurity 
on the Korean Peninsula. But as Pyongyang’s anti-South Korea and anti-United States hard-line policies 
started to gain momentum so too did the levels of insecurity. The missile launch on April 5, 2009 and the 
second nuclear test on May 25 in the same year pushed up this “concern” to 32.8% and 48.4% respectively. 
Furthermore, with increased levels of international sanctions against North Korea such as South Korea’s 
participation in the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), the number goes up higher to 59.2%. 

In August 2009, North Korea released the two female reporters who were arrested the previous March 
and the CEO of Hyundai Group visited Pyongyang, which helped to reduce the levels of insecurity tempo-
rarily.  

 
Figure 2 Percentage of South Koreans’ concerns of insecurity (including very concerned and slightly con-
cerned) during the Lee Myung-bak administration 2007-2010 
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the number up to 81.5%, the highest since 2000.  
Of the most concern with this incident is that it was the first time North Korea used artillery to directly 

attack South Korean territory and civilians. Adding to the rising worries, this attack was a violation of the 
“principle of distinction,” which thus far prohibited raids on civilians and civilian property.  
 
Chances for War on the Korean Peninsula is Considered Slim 

 
The public’s feelings of insecurity on the Korean Peninsula did not mean respondents felt that there was a 
chance for total war following the attack. For the survey question “Do you think there is going to be a war?” 
only 26.8% said yes whereas 71.4% said no.  

Public opinion did vary depending on gender and age. Only 18.0% of males answered that they think 
there is going to be a war while 35.4% of females believed so. For the age groups, younger people tended to 
have more worries about war breaking out: 35.7% of people in their 20s said yes to the same question; 32.5% 
of those in their 30s, 25.1% of those in their 40s, and 19.6% of those in their 50s or older said yes. Support 
among respondents for the current administration in South Korea also had an impact on the results. Only 
22.2% of respondents who support the administration expressed concerns for total war, while 30.9% of res-
pondents who oppose the current administration are concerned about the outbreak of war. Education, oc-
cupation, and region did not yield any noticeable difference. 
 
Figure 3 Assessment of Chances for War by Different Groups (“A war on the Korean Peninsula is likely to 
break out” (%)) 
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It deserves attention that not only supporters of the opposition Democratic Party (DP) but also the rul-
ing Grand National Party (GNP) showed negative views regarding the reaction of the government. 63.4% of 
GNP supporters and 72.8% of conservatives said that the government’s reaction was not enough. This re-
veals that the government does not even receive support from pro-government circles. Even the majority of 
the respondents (58.8%) who responded that President Lee has conducted state affairs well said that the 
administration’s reaction to the North Korean attack was inadequate. 

Reflecting this public mood, the Blue House is faced with a wide range of criticism from politicians, 
the media, and civil society. Some have criticized that Seoul should have punished North Korea militarily 
even at the risk of escalating tensions. Others blame the hard line policy of the Lee administration toward 
North Korea in provoking the attack. Another group raised criticism on the confusion among different gov-
ernment agencies in the initial countermeasures to the attack and the failure to convey its message to the 
public. Finally there were those who raised concerns about the aging military facilities and the emergency 
management system on Yeonpyeong Island. In order to use this incident as a chance to review and enhance 
the government’s crisis management system, a meticulous and systematic analysis of public opinion follow-
ing the attack is required. 

 
Figure 4 Assessment of the Government’s Response to the Attack by Different Groups  
(“The government’s response following the attack on Yeonpyeong was poor” (%)) 
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those who support the government’s reaction, only 18.2% responded that they felt “very concerned” about 
the levels of insecurity. At the other end, 53.5% felt “slightly concerned” about the levels of insecurity. This 
shows that if the government’s reaction was considered to be appropriate, people would feel a low level of 
insecurity. However, among those who criticized the government’s reaction, as much as 41.3% felt “very 
concerned” about insecurity, while 44.3% felt “slightly concerned.” If the percentage of those that felt “very 
concerned” is compared, there was 33.1% difference. 
 
Figure 5 Feeling of Insecurity in Groups with Different Assessment for the Government’s Response to the Attack
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Figure 6: Detailed Evaluation of the Government’s Response to the Attack 
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3. Changes in North Korea Policy Preferences: Comparing Public Opinion on the Cheonan Inci-

dent and the Attack on Yeonpyeong Island  

 

Comparison of the Two Incidents 

 
The biggest difference between the two incidents is that the Cheonan incident, in which a North Korean 
submarine infiltrated South Korean waters and sank a ROK Navy corvette in a torpedo attack, occurred 
within the guidelines of the “principle of distinction.” This prohibits any attack on civilians or civilian facili-
ties, something that was not adhered to during the Yeonpyeong Island attack. 

 

Figure 7: Different Reasons for Criticism by Ideological Background 
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Joint Investigation Committee officially announced that it was a North Korean submarine that had sunk the 
Cheonan and on May 24, President Lee Myung-bak announced his measures for responding to future North 
Korean provocations during a televised address to the people. In these measures, Lee made it clear that Seoul will 
punish Pyongyang militarily, sever North-South relations, and refer the issue to the UN Security Council. Inte-
restingly, this came before the June local elections which meant that 67.2% of respondents in a survey conducted 
on May 30 expressed doubt, believing that the ruling party was trying to use this incident for political purposes.1 

After the Yeonpyeong Island incident, doubts arose as the Blue House’s statements contradicted with 
the defense minister’s comments to the National Assembly. Some have argued that the ROK Marines’ coun-
ter-battery fire was ineffective and that the government had not prepared for any attack despite some sig-
nals, such as North Korea’s movement of artillery to the coastline. A few days after the attack, Defense Mi-
nister Kim Tae-Young resigned as he tried to placate the uproar. 

 
Table 1 Summary of Cheonan / Yeonpyeong Incidents  

 Cheonan Incident Attack on Yeonpyeong Island 

Nature of the 
Incident 

North Korean submarine sunk the Cheonan, a ROK 
Navy corvette patrolling in the Yellow Sea 

North Korean artiilery attacked ROK Marine bases 
on Yeonpyeong Island and civilian areas 

Damage Cheonan sunk with the loss of 46 sailors Destruction of military facilities and civilian infra-
structure, 2 Marines and 2 civilians killed 

North Korea’s 
response 

Fabrication by South Korea Admitted actions in response to South Korean mili-
tary drills

Neighboring 
countries 

US and Japan support ROK findings. 
China and Russia cites not enough evidence. 

U.S., Japan, Russia support South Korea 
China backs North Korea  

South Korea’s 
response 

Early stage Later stage Early stage Later stage

1. North Korea’s in-
volvement is not    
evident. 

 
2. Salvage the Cheonan / 

Retaliation after Investi-
gation found North Ko-
rea responsible  

1. North Korea officially 
blamed   

 
2. Presidential statement 

issues new guidelines: 
- military retaliation to 

future provocations 
- severing of relations 

with the North 
- refer issue to the U.N. 

Security Council 
- further economic 

sanctions by the U.S. 
 
3. ROK-U.S. joint mili-

tary exercises in the  
East Sea, including USS 
George Washington   
(7. 25-28) 
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the ROK (10.1-14) 
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2. ROK Marines K-9  
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responded with 80 
shells against North Ko-
rean artillery bases  

 
3. Prevention of escala-
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1 SBS, May 30, 2010, http://news.sbs.co.kr/section_news/news_read.jsp?news_id=N1000752699 (accessed December 1, 2010). 
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Comparison of Public Opinion on the Two Incidents 

 
It is evident that the evaluation of the response to the attack on Yeonpyeong Island is far more negative than 
that of the Cheonan Incident. On April 24, 2010, before the official announcement by the South Korean 
government on the sinking of the Cheonan, less than half of the respondents (41.2%) believed that the ad-
ministration’s reaction was good. However, on May 28, following President Lee’s televised address 57.6% of 
respondents had a positive view on how the administration was dealing with the crisis. Although it is too 
early to have a full picture, the current support rate for the administration’s handling of the Yeonpyeong 
Island attack is much lower (24.7%). 

As Table 2 indicates, the evaluation of how the administration handled the Cheonan Incident is very 
much polarized. Progressives, Democratic Party supporters, and opponents of the current administration 
showed a negative attitude, while conservatives, GNP supporters, and supporters of the current administra-
tion expressed positive views. By contrast, the survey shows that not only the opponents of the administra-
tion but its supporters and conservatives have all expressed strong criticism toward the way the government 
has dealt with this latest incident, particularly in regard to its response. 
 
Significant Changes in Opinion Regarding the Use of Retaliatory Measures 

 
Until the Yeonpyeong incident, public opinion preferred the use of international cooperation or financial 
sanctions in times of crisis. People expressed mixed opinions on severing the relationship with the North, 
and most people disliked the idea of using force as a counter measure. 

As Table 2 shows, policy options favored against North Korea following the Cheonan Incident were in 
support of approaching the UN Security Council (75.0%), with slightly tougher measures next, economic 
sanctions (58.5%) and severing relations (45.2%), while limited military retaliation (28.2%) figured less. 
After the attack on Yeonpyeong Island, however, 68.6% of respondents favored the option for limited mili-
tary retaliation. This was the only dramatic change as the percentages on other categories did not alter sig-
nificantly between the two incidents. 

It is a clear sign that even moderates and liberals now believe that limited military action is needed in 
response to evident North Korean provocations. The fact that it was a direct attack on South Korean territo-
ry and that civilians were targeted seems to have had a significant impact.  
 
Deepening of the “Ambivalent Attitude”: Accepting the military measures is going to be the turning 

point of the view on North Korea 

 
The possibility for military action against the North has long been treated as a taboo in South Korea, but 
the recent incident seems to be a turning point. It would seem that a military response is now a priority as a 
final measure to deal with North Korea.  

Yet, it does not look like the preference of the public has completely shifted over to harsh measures 
against the North. Table 2 shows that respondents who look favorably toward cutting off all relations with 
North Korea including tourism and economic activities stand at 42.5%, but those who oppose more haw-
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kish measures outweigh them at 53.9%.  
As shown in Figure 8, 42.7% of respondents said the Lee administration should “deal with North Korea 

harshly” while 55.2% said it should try to “engage and cooperate.” The number for hard line policies is up 
from 37.1% and the number for engagement policies is down from 61.5%. This is from June 5th, the last 
time the poll was taken. Despite this decrease, the majority of people still favor friendly and lenient policies. 

Nevertheless, fear of total war is deeply rooted in the minds of the Korean people so that the growing 
percentage of respondents prefer a limited military response is only possible with the assumption that war is 
not going to occur. It can mainly be interpreted as the result of mixed emotional feelings at seeing the loss 
of civilians and damage of homes. This is a typical case of the “ambivalent attitude,” which is the coexistence 
of conflicting values, demanding a tougher response yet not willing to abandon engagement with North 
Korea. 
 
ROK-U.S. Alliance, the Lever of Security for South Korea 

 
During the Roh Moo-hyun administration, especially after the tragic deaths of two middle school girls by a 
U.S. armored vehicle in 2002, public opinion showed a tendency to improve the asymmetrical relationship 
between South Korea and the United States and transform the security policy dependent upon the ROK-
U.S. alliance. Going through moments of crises such as North Korea’s nuclear and long-range missile tests, 
the Cheonan incident, and now the attack on Yeonpyeong Island, there has been a large increase in support 
for the ROK-U.S. alliance. 

In January 2010, there was a political balance concerning the desirable relations between South Korea 
and United States (30.8% of respondents supported an independent foreign policy from the United States, 
33.6% supported the status quo, while 34.7% supported strengthening the ROK-U.S. alliance). By July 2010, 
several months after the Cheonan incident, however, the percentage of respondents who supported an in-
dependent foreign policy had dropped to 23.7%. Supporters of the status quo dropped a little to 30.4%. But 
those who supported strengthening the ROK-U.S. alliance increased by 8.5% points to 43.2%.  

After four months, this support has strengthened with the recent attack on Yeonpyeong Island. Sup-
porters for an independent foreign policy have decreased further 12.7% points since January 2010 and now 
stand at 18.1%. Respondents who took the middle course and supported the status quo have not shown 
much difference, remaining steady at 30.5%. Those who believe that the ROK-U.S. alliance needs to be 
strengthened, however, have jumped to 48.6% which is an increase of 13.9% points. It can be seen that as 
inter-Korean relations become more strained and Seoul’s countermeasures towards North Korea are viewed 
as ineffective, public trust and expectation toward the ROK-U.S. alliance has strengthened.▒ 
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Figure 8: The Future Direction of ROK-U.S. Alliance and North Korea Policy 

 
 
 
 
 

<EAI/Hankook Research November Opinion Barometer Methodology> 
 

Date of Survey: November 27 
Sample Size: 800 (men and women 19 years+) 
Sample Group: Randomly picked based on gender, age, population size 
Margin of Error: 95%, confidence level: ±3.5% 
Response Rate: 11.8% 
Research Method: Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) 
Research Design: EAI 
Research Institution: Hankook Research, Inc. (www.hrc.co.kr) 

 
 
 

37.1
42.7

61.5
55.2

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Cheonan incident 
in May

Yeonpyeong incident
in November

The Future Direction of North Korea 
Policy

Hardline policy against the North

Reconcilatory policy against the North

34.7

43.2
48.6

33.6
30.4

30.530.8
23.7

18.1

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

January July November

The Future Direction of ROK-U.S. Alliance

Reinforcement of ROK-U.S. alliance

Maintaining current level

Independent Foreign Policy from the U.S.



 

© 2010 by the East Asia Institute 

12 

Table 2: Public Opinion Comparison between Cheonan and Yeonpyeong Incidents 

 
Cheonan Naval Ship incident Yeonpyeong Island Incident 

Evaluating  
Administration's 
handling of the 
situation 

Before Official announcement of  
Joint Investigation Team (5.20)  
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Administration's handling of the situation 
(5.4-6) 
“Doing well 41.2%”, “Not doing well” 47.5%
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Limited 
military 

retaliation

 

Each category shows the percentage of people that answered positively (Conducted on 11.27) 

79.9

58.0 

42.5

68.6

Report to U.N. 
Security 
Council

Economic 
sanctions

Suspend 
North-South 

relations

Limited 
military 

retaliation

 

 

12.8

66.5

Pro-admin. Anti-admin.

Level of Support to 
the Administration

51.8

42

23.4

Liberal Moderate Conservative

Ideological Tendency

63.4

76.5 73.6

GNP DP No affiliation

Partisanship

58.8

83.9

Pro-admin. Anti-admin.

Level of Support to 
the Administration

77.7
70.6 72.8

Liberal Moderate Conservative

Ideological Tendency

63.4

76.5 73.6

GNP DP No affiliation

Partisanship


