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Public support is crucial for the vitality and stability of democracy. A low level of public support weakens the
legitimacy of a regime in a normative sense and hinders the effective operation of governance in practice. Public
support is even more important in new democracies, in which democratic norms and principles have not been firmly
established in society and legacies from previous authoritarian regimes sustain. There are increasing concerns about
waning public support for democracy in both developed and newly democratized countries. South Korea is not an
exception. Based on the analysis of the survey data from 1996 to 2006, for instance, Park (2011) concluded that
“the public evaluation of democracy in practice has been largely negative, while the public acceptance of democracy
as an idea has been mixed”.? In this paper, we examine how public attitudes toward democracy in South Korea

have changed since the mid-2000s.

Examining Support for Democracy

Following Park (2011), we disaggregate support for democracy into three aspects: principles, performance and
institutions. Support for democratic principles reflects whether the public prefer democracy as the preferred form
of government to alternatives. We measure it using the question which asks respondents to select one of the
following three statements: ‘Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of government’, ‘Under some
circumstances, an authoritarian government can be preferable to a democratic one’, and ‘For people like me, it does
not matter whether we have a democratic or a non-democratic regime.” Figure 1 shows that support for democracy
as the preferred form of government significantly increased between 2005 and 2020.2 Those who answer that
democracy is always preferable increased from 43% in 2006 to 66% in 2011, 63% in 2015 and 70% in 2020. Those
who answer that an authoritarian government can be preferable under some circumstances decreased from 36% in
2006, to 20% in 2011, 25% in 2015 and 20% in 2020.

! Park, C.-M. (2011). Political discontent in South Korea. International Review of Sociology, 21(2), 391-412.
2 The data for 2020 come from the 2020 Korean Identity Survey. The data for other years come from the Asian Barometer
Wave 2 to 4.
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<Figure 1 Public Support for Democratic Principles>
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To examine the public evaluation of democratic performance, we rely on the question that asks how
many respondents are proud of maturity of South Korean democracy. In Figure 2, we can also see that satisfaction
with democratic performance also significantly increased during the same period. Those who choose positive
responses combining ‘to a great extent’ and ‘somewhat’ increased from 43% in 2005 to 50% in 2010, 52% in 2015
and 74% in 2020. In contrast, negative responses combining ‘very little’ and ‘not at all’ declined from 57% in
2005 to 50% in 2010, 48% in 2015 and 26% in 2020.

<Figure 2 Public Preference for Democratic Performance>
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As a measure of public support for democratic institutions, we examine public confidence in three key
political institutions: president, national government and the National Assembly. Figure 3 depicts the proportion of
survey respondents who answer that they have trust in each institution.® In general, the public demonstrate the
greatest level of confidence in president followed by the national government. The level of confidence in the
National Assembly remains the lowest. In 2006, public confidence in all three institutions remained low. Only about
20% of respondents said that they have trust in president and about 15% said that they have trust in the national
government. Only about 7% replied that they have trust in the National Assembly. Since then, however, public
confidence in president has rapidly increased to 39% in 2011, 49% in 2015 and 62% in 2020.* Similarly, public
confidence in the national government has increased to 22% in 2011, 30% in 2015 and 54% in 2020. In contrast,
public confidence in the National Assembly has been stagnating. It increased to 10% in 2011, 13% in 2015 and 18 %
in 2020.

Overall, South Korean attitudes toward democracy have become more positive in all three aspects of
regime evaluation. One possible explanation for such a high level of support in 2020 would be successful responses
to the COVID-19 outbreak by the South Korean government. We can see that public satisfaction increased to a
greater extent in the evaluation of regime performance between 2015 and 2020, which is similar to patterns for
public confidence in the national government that is in charge of addressing the COVID-19. Yet, the earlier trend
indicates that this is not the whole story. In terms of support for democratic principles, for example, it was between
2006 and 2010 when support for democracy increased the most. The change between 2015 and 2020 is somewhat
qualified. Similarly, we can see that confidence in president has been increasing since 2011. In other words, all three

indicators suggest that public support for democracy has started recovering since the mid-2000s.

3 The data for 2020 come from the 2020 Korean Identity Survey. The data for other years come from the Asian Barometer

Wave 2-4. The Korean Identity Survey measures public confidence using a 10-point scale. The Asian Barometer survey
measures public confidence in a 4-point scale.

4 One caveat to interpreting the high level of confidence in president as a sign of democratic consolidation is that the
responses to the current questionnaire may reflect not only the public attitudes toward presidency as an institution but also
their support for an individual president at the time of a survey. Given that the approval rating of each president is generally
high at the time of inauguration and declines over time, we need to consider in which year of a presidential term each survey
was implemented. It was the fourth year of President Roh Moo-hyun in 2006, the fourth year of President Lee Myung bak in
2011, the third year of President Park Geun-hye in 2015, and the third year of President Moon Jae-in in 2020. Therefore, it is
possible that higher levels of confidence in president in the latter two surveys may reflect such difference. Still, it is
noteworthy that confidence in president is consistently higher compared to other institutions in all surveys.
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<Figure 3 Public Confidence in Key Political Institutions>
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Determinants of Democratic Support

To better understand the determinants of democratic support in South Korea, a number of analysis have been
conducted and presented here. First, there is some evidence that public attitudes toward democracy have been
politicized during this period. In particular, Figure 4 depicts how support for democratic performance varies by
respondents’ partisan support and ideology.® In panel (a), 52% of liberal party supporters and 44% of conservative
party supporters provided positive evaluation about the maturity of democracy in 2005. Since then, the gap between
different partisan supporters has widened over time. The positive evaluation increased among the conservative party
supporters up to 59% in 2010 and 64% in 2015, reflecting that the conservative party was in power. During the same
period, the positive evaluation among the liberal party supporters decreased to 47% in 2010 and 46% in 2015. In
2020 when the liberal party was in power, the positive evaluation among the liberal party supporters ascended up
to 81%. Interestingly, the level of support among the conservative voters did not decrease but increase by 5%,
possibly reflecting that even the conservative party supporters acknowledge that the government addresses the
COVID-19 pandemic effectively. In panel (b), we observe the similar pattern. In 2005, the evaluation of democratic
maturity was not distinct among voters with different ideological characteristics but has become more salient over

time. Voters who share the ideological characteristics with the governing party tend to evaluate democracy more
favorably than others.

> The numeric values on the top of each panel report p values of chi-square test, indicating whether the difference in
democratic support across different groups is statistically significant.
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<Figure 4 Support for Democratic Performance by Voter Characteristics>
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Secondly, consistent with the findings of the previous literature on democratic support, different factors
affect different dimensions of democratic support. Economic performance of the government and electoral outcomes
primarily affect support for democratic performance. Those who evaluate the state of the economy positively also
evaluate the maturity of democracy favorably. Also, voters who reside in the governing party’s stronghold provide
the positive evaluation of democracy, while those in the opposition party’s stronghold are less satisfied with
democratic performance. However, the evaluation of the national economy does not affect support for democratic
principles. On the other hand, citizenship and the perception of political polarization affect support for democratic
principles, but do not affect support for democratic performance. Citizenship taps whether the public embrace a
shared set of norms which are expected from a good citizen. Our analysis shows that those who approve citizenship
norms are more likely to provide greater support to democratic principles. In contrast, those who perceive that

political polarization among major parties is serious tend to be more skeptical about democracy in principle.

Implications for South Korean Democracy

In the 2020 Korean Identity Survey, about 70% of the respondents prefer democracy to the authoritarian government,
74% approve the maturity of Korean democracy, and 62% answer that they have confidence in president. It is
noteworthy that support for democratic performance improves even among conservative party supporters, in
contrast with the general perception that the electoral defeat degrades support for democratic performance among
supporters of the opposition party. Compared with the low to moderate support for democracy reported in the early
2000s, the high level of support for democracy in all aspects of consideration is an indication that democracy in
South Korea is in a better shape as the only game in town. Yet, we need to keep in mind that the survey was
implemented during the period when the COVID-19 was effectively contained. In this respect, it is questionable
whether the public would continue to provide the high level of support for democracy, particularly in terms of the
evaluation of regime performance when the pandemic is over and politics return to normal.
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B This briefis an abridged version of the paper, “Identity and Support for Democracy in South Korea”,
presented at the Conference on the 2020 Korean Identity Survey held on July 6, 2020 at the Korean National
Assembly Hall.
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