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Abstract: As interest in Millennium Development Goals surges, criticism tar-
geting their applicability to developing and underdeveloped countries has also
sharply increased. While Millennium Development Goals highlight important
development goals, targets, and indices, they lack a time perspective. Korea’s
experience suggests that it is impractical to pursue all developmental goals
simultaneously. Instead, prioritizing goals based on country-specific contexts
and approaching them sequentially is an approach better suited to underdevel-
oped and developing countries, because of their limited resources and underde-
veloped social conditions, and can be more effective in achieving multiple goals
in the long term.
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THE MILLENIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND THEIR LIMITS

During the United Nations Millennium Summit in 2000, 147 heads of state met to
discuss the most pressing problems facing humanity. This discussion resulted in the
adoption of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). To help objectify these
goals and underscore commitment to them, quantitative targets were agreed upon and
a deadline of 2015 was set for their achievement.
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The MDGs broke new ground in four ways (Fukuda-Parr 2004): First, they were
generated by an unprecedented assembly of the world’s heads of state. Second, they
put human development issues, such as poverty and livelihoods, at the center of the
global development agenda—a shift from the economic-oriented growth that is often
treated as the only objective of development. Third, they do not just express aspira-
tions but also provide a framework for accountability with concrete goals and targets.
Fourth, they incorporate not only developmental outcomes in aid recipient countries
but also inputs from donor countries, thus holding both the rich and poor countries
accountable in terms of opening markets, giving more aid and debt relief, and transfer-
ring technology. The MDGs and their targets are summarized in table 1.
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Table 1. Millennium Development Goals and Targets

Goal Targets

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty • Reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than $1 a day.
and hunger. • Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, 

including women and young people.
• Reduce by half the proportion of people who suffer from hunger.

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary • Ensure that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary 
education. schooling.

Goal 3: Promote gender equality • Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education.
and empower women.

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality rates. • Reduce by two thirds the mortality rate among children under five.

Goal 5: Improve maternal health. • Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio.
• Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health services.

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, • Halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS.
and other diseases. • Achieve universal access to HIV/AIDS treatment for those in need 

of it by 2010.
• Halt and begin to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major 

diseases.

Goal 7: Ensure environmental • Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country 
sustainability. policies and programs; reverse the loss of environmental resources.

• Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving by 2010 a significant reduction 
in the rate of loss.

• Reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access
to safe drinking water and basic sanitation.

• Achieve a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million 
slum dwellers by 2020. 



As table 1 shows, MDGs span a wide range of topics. They are becoming increas-
ingly important, not just within the United Nations but within the larger global devel-
opment effort. As Jeffrey Sachs said, “To the extent that there are any international
goals, they are the Millennium Development Goals” (Attaran 2005).

The concreteness of the MDGs is what makes them attractive. For example, the
goal of eradicating extreme poverty includes the concrete target of reducing the pro-
portion of people living on less than a dollar a day by half between 1990 and 2015.
This target in turn consists of a variety of indicators, such as a measure of income
based purchasing power. Thus, 28 percent of people around the globe in 1990 had a
purchasing power of less than a dollar a day. In order to meet the MDG on poverty
reduction, fewer than 14 percent of people should be living on less than a dollar a day
by 2015. Based on recent reports, developing countries in East Asia are on track to
meet this MDG, while those in sub-Saharan Africa are not. As can be seen from this
example, MDGs serve as a useful tool for evaluating progress toward development
and indicating areas where greater efforts are needed.

The merits of MDGs can be further recognized when applying theoretical insights
from goal theory, which argues that clear, specific, measurable, challenging, and time-
targeted objectives can serve as a strong motivational factor in altering the direction of
activities. Goal theory suggests that concrete goals and targets are an efficient and
effective tool for progress as they ensure that common goals and expectations are
clearly established in order for the objectives to be achieved (Tubbs and Ekeberg
1991; Locke 1996; Chun and Rainey 2005).

However, despite their merits, the MDGs fall short of perfection because they do
not integrate important temporal aspects of development into their framework. The
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Goal Targets

Goal 8: Develop a global partnership • Further develop an open, rule-based, predictable, nondiscriminatory
for development. trading and financial system.

• Address the special needs of the least developed countries.
• Address the special needs of landlocked developing countries and 

small island developing states.
• Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of developing 

countries through national and international measures in order to 
make debt sustainable in the long term.

• In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to 
affordable, essential drugs in developing countries.

• In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits 
of new technologies, especially information and communications.

Source: UNDP n.d.



MDGs appear desirable and good natured, which makes critics hesitant to offer sub-
stantive scrutiny (James 2006). Thus, while MDGs are very useful, they are often too
simplistic and consequently possess considerable limitations. A prime example of this
is that some of the goals and indicators used in the framework do not take into account
the disparate developmental priorities of different countries, and also neglect the tem-
poral dimensions of the policies. This article addresses these issues by revisiting the
MDGs from a time perspective and suggesting possible improvements based on
lessons learned from Korean experiences with development.

THE TEMPORAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE KOREAN EXPERIENCE

A vital, pervasive, but often neglected dimension in developmental policy making
and management is time (Im 2010; Im and Cho 2010; Pollitt 2009). All human activi-
ty takes place at a certain point in time, and developmental programs are no exception.
Broadly, time is defined as a concept that includes intervals between events, their
sequence, duration, and many other factors. The development programs of developing
nations should not be disconnected from their past, as ignoring the historically ground-
ed structural and institutional features of a nation may cause reform efforts to fail. The
wrong timing or sequencing of developmental programs may create adverse effects.

Hence, an appropriate consideration of the temporal dimension stands to tremen-
dously increase development policy effectiveness, just as some programs have failed
because of their lack of time considerations (Choi 2003; Chung 2002). When the tem-
poral context of development is ignored, inaccurate, exaggerated, and superficial pre-
scriptions are likely to result in the countries that require fast and efficient actions the
most (Im 2007; Pollitt 2009). Therefore, despite the absolute value of development
efforts, the wrong timing or inappropriate ordering of reforms in developing nations is
likely to foster negative consequences. Part of the reason for this is that mistiming or
improper sequencing of development policies is likely to negatively affect the restruc-
turing of resource distribution and consumption levels in developing nations.

After liberation from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, the Korean masses struggled
to overcome an extremely high level of poverty, with a GNP per capita of less than
$100. By the outbreak of the Korean War in 1948, a majority of Koreans were suffer-
ing from malnutrition, and while the subsequent truce brought about a less violent
environment, South Korea, badly damaged, appeared to have little hope.

Despite this bleak outlook, rapid economic growth soon ensued and continued for
nearly 50 years, with the nation ultimately becoming an OECD member in 1996. The
GDP (gross domestic product) rose from $1.3 billion in 1953 to $970 billion dollars in
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Figure 1. GDP and GNI per Capita from 1953 in Korea

Source: Korea National Statistics Office

Table 2. Korea’s Income Level over 50 Years

GNI per capita World Bank Country examples*
in Korea income category

1960s 79-254 Low income Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Chad, Ethiopia, Gambia, 
Ghana, Kenya, Laos, Mali, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nepal, 1970s 254-1,645
Rwanda, Somalia, Tajikistan, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe

Lower middle Angola, Bolivia, Cameroon, China, Ecuador, Egypt, Honduras, 
1980s 1,646-6,147 income India, Indonesia, Iraq, Mongolia, Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, 

Paraguay, Philippines, Senegal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, 
Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Vietnam, Yemen

Upper middle Argentina, Belarus, Brazil, Bulgaria, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, 
income Gabon, Iran, Jamaica, Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia, 

1990s 6,148-10,841 Mexico, Peru, Romania, Russia, Turkey, Uruguay, Venezuela

2000s 10,842-20,045 High Income Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Italy, Japan, Korea, Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States

* based on 2009 data



2007; it reached over $10 billion in 1972, $100 billion in 1986, and $500 billion in
1995. The GDP in 2007 was about 746 times as much as that of 1953. In terms of GNI
(gross national income) per capita, the 1953 level of $67 increased to over $1,000 in
1977, $5,000 in 1989, and $20,045 in 2007 (see figure 1). Korea has, in roughly 50
years, moved from the lowest income category to the highest (see table 2).

The Korean experience of development has not been limited to economic growth,
but has incorporated whole-scale social changes that include nearly every quality-of-
life aspect. For example, on the UN’s Human Development Index, which measures
not only income but also education levels and life expectancy, Korea ranked 26th out
of 180 countries in 2009, falling into the “very high human development” category. In
specific elements of that index, Korea ranked second in education, third in gross
enrollment, 22nd in adult literacy, and 25th in life expectancy. Given Korea’s unprece-
dented success with development, it is possible to draw some lessons for improving
global development goals from the Korean case.

METHODOLOGY

The temporal dimension must be integrated into international development goals,
including MDGs. Movements in this direction have already begun and are evidenced
by an increased emphasis on the qualitative aspects of development aid allocation, in
addition to their quantitative aspects (Thiele et al. 2007). This change in perspective
can be attributed to a shift in the mid 1990s that brought widespread pessimism about
future contributions of aid because, despite huge expenditures, poverty levels in many
developing countries increased, which provoked a steep decline in aid donations.

In an attempt to learn from the mistakes of the past, discussions regarding aid effec-
tiveness have started to argue that the result of development projects can be improved
when aid is better targeted to poor recipient countries that have reasonably good local
conditions such as basic institutions and economic infrastructure. In other words, for
developmental aid to be successful and effectively absorbed in developing nations, cer-
tain prerequisites must be fulfilled (Burnside and Dollar 2000; Collier and Dollar 2002).
In this respect, the absorption of developmental aid can be linked directly to the temporal
characteristic of sequence. Accordingly, questions about the order and duration of poli-
cies and projects should be regarded as a fundamental aspect of development.

The MDGs can be seen as challenging and motivational (Bandura and Cervone
1986; Eccles and Wigfield 2002), important aspects of effective goals, according to
goal theory. However, goals and targets that are challenging for least developed coun-
tries may be much less challenging for middle-income countries. This does not mean
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that the latter have nothing left to strive for, however. Even in high-income countries,
development cannot be seen as achieved; rather, such countries must work toward
continued development in other domains of quality of life. Thus, development goals
for different countries should be pursued only after establishing a proper timeline. This
is missing in the MDGs.

This study analyzes development in Korea in an attempt to shed light on how
development goals may change over time. However, statistical data as well as other
information regarding the development process were not very well documented, and it
is difficult to discover what Koreans set as goals, targets, and indicators over the last
60 years. Only in the current decade has international data on development begun to
be compiled. Because of the questionable accuracy of a great deal of the statistical
data for developing nations, researchers and policy makers have been inclined to limit
their focus to what is easily and reliably measurable. This limits decision makers’ abil-
ity to fully utilize information that is critical for establishing development strategies.

To extract valid information about the history of development in Korea, focus group
interviews were used in order to observe open discussion regarding what the Korean
government did and how, as well as what was missing in regard to economic and social
development. Thirteen government employees who were assumed to have in-depth
knowledge of government actions were invited to discuss both documented and undocu-
mented accounts of Korean development, which have been passed on by word of mouth
or personally observed (see table 3). They were divided into three discussion groups.
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Table 3. Focus Group Interview Participants

Name Year of birth Place of work Gender

Kim 1984 Central Officials Training Institute Male

Moon 1981 Central Officials Training Institute Female

Park 1982 Korea District Heating Corporation Female

Jung 1975 Blue House Male

Choi 1966 Ministry of Unification Male

Lee 1976 Ministry of Public Administration and Security Male

Park 1976 National Emergency Management Agency Male

Choi 1969 Ministry of National Defense Male

Kim 1962 Korean Food and Drug Administration Female

Seo 1973 Office of the President Male

Yuon 1980 National Human Rights Commission Female

Chun 1971 Prime Minister’s Office Male

Lee 1982 Ministry of Public Administration and Security Male 



Second, in-depth interviews were conducted with Korean citizens who were born
in the 1940s and 1950s and who were able to recall the era of economic development
(see table 4). Interviews were composed of semistructured questions regarding how
these citizens perceived their needs were met or not met through government actions
or international aid.

Third, because an analytical point of view on what has happened so far is needed,
an expert on government programs during the Korean development period was inter-
viewed. A retired professor of public administration, he was born in 1933 and was
directly involved in a famous Korean rural development project, the Saemaul (new
town) movement. Finally, to secure fact-based analysis based on objective written
information, official texts of speeches by Korean presidents, including inaugural
addresses, were analyzed, focusing on the goals and targets of the Korean government
in 10-year intervals in four categories: food, health, and living; economy and industry;
environment and culture; and education.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Using the methods described above, we extracted goals and targets of the Korean
government during each period with the intention of comparing them to those found in
the MDGs. This new category of time-oriented indicators is of particular interest for
under-developed nations around the globe if we assume the universality of the devel-
opment path. Korea’s goals and targets changed from one period to the next, as
described in table 5.
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Table 4. In-Depth Interview Participants

Name Year of birth Education Income level Occupation Gender

Kim 1944 Elementary school dropout Low Self-employed Female

Lee 1939 College graduate Middle Teacher Male

Yoo 1956 College graduate Middle Homemaker Female

Hyun 1959 College graduate Middle Homemaker Female

Cho 1955 College graduate Middle Teacher Male

Chang 1956 High school graduate Middle Homemaker Female

Choi 1953 College graduate Low Teacher Female

Cha 1940s High school graduate Middle Accountant Female 
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Table 5. Korea’s Development Goals, Targets, and Indicators

Category Food, health, and living Economy and industry Environment and culture Education
(MDGs 4, 5, 6) (MDGs 1, 3) (MDG 7) (MDG 2)

1960s

Goals End hunger. Mobilize workforce. None Bring children to 
Prevent epidemics. Increase incomes. school.

Targets Distribution of food, Women’s economic None Establishing 
milk, and insecticides; activity, mobilization of elementary schools; 
disinfecting activities; labor in agricultural off- classroom 
access to basic season; investment in construction
healthcare; family industries like fertilizer 
planning and cement

Indicators Infant mortality rate; Employment rate; None Number of schools; 
number of deaths from women’s employment enrollment in primary 
epidemics rate schools

1970s

Goals Increase crop Develop industry. Little attention elite education. 
production. Construct basic Produce educated 
Prevent diseases. infrastructure for workforce.
Provide basic living economic 
environment. development.

Targets Fertilizer provision; Industrial clustering; Little activity for culture Building good schools; 
increased production readjustment of and leisure; some more vocational high 
of rice; vaccinations; agricultural and forestation, but little schools; preferential 
rest room and roof riverside land; attention to treatment for teachers
improvements construction of roads, environmental pollution

highways, and dams

Indicators Crop production per Amount of exports; Size of green areas per Test scores; higher 
acre; immunization level of industrial unit area, number of education rates; 
rate; medical facilities resource availability; trees planted graduation rates
per capita; rate of pavement rate for 
modernized housing roads; length of 

highways

1980s

Goals Improve living Stabilize prices and basic cultural facilities. Improve educational 
environment. labor market. infrastructure.

Targets Water supply facilities Wage-freeze policy; Art museums; other Improved school 
and drainage; power government spending museums, concert halls facilities and 
supply; modern house freeze equipment
construction



The government set different policy goals in each time period, mobilizing scarce
resources and concentrating on priority sectors efficiently at the appropriate time,
thereby greatly contributing to meeting citizens’ needs as well as human development
needs such as poverty alleviation, economic growth, and education. The following
sections discuss these changing development goals in more detail.
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Category Food, health, and living Economy and industry Environment and culture Education
(MDGs 4, 5, 6) (MDGs 1, 3) (MDG 7) (MDG 2)

Indicators Water and drainage Purchasing power; Number of museums, Number of students 
supply rate; power consumer price index; libraries, and other per class; amount of 
supply rate; telephone living necessaries cultural facilities school land per 
line lengths index student; distance 

from school

1990s

Goals Care for the Modernize industry. Regulate environmental Improve educational 
underprivileged Distribute wealth more pollution. quality.
population. equitably. Promote equality.

Targets Sheltered housing for Support for service Volume-rate garbage Reduce private 
the handicapped and industry; subsidy of disposal system; levy education; air 
the aged; medical information technology for emitting pollutants; conditioning; regional 
support for the needy industry; cultural separate garbage balancing

industry; airport collection
construction

Indicators Number of shelter Income distribution Per capita CO2 Number of 
facilities rate, gini emissions playgrounds per 

student

2000s

Goals Provide enhanced Provide satisfaction cultural event. Reduce excessive 
standards of living. with economic life. Restore the destroyed competition, 
City design. Promote green growth. environment. diversification.

Targets Chemical-free food Set up fair market Promote regional Provide diverse 
production certification; competition. festivals and activities for students’ 
designing city; Privatization. exhibitions. leisure time.
installation of safe Provide job Eco-friendly river 
doors in subways opportunities for senior arrangement.

citizens. Provide sports facilities 
and bicycle paths.

Indicators Urban population rate; Consumption; working Noise pollution index; Student suicide rate; 
city landscape hours; unemployment total attendance at percentage of 

rate events students who smoke; 
club participation rate 



Food, Health, and Living: From Alleviating Hunger to Designing Well-Being

Developmental goals in the food, health, and housing sectors correspond to MDGs
4, 5, and 6. Shifts in the Korean government’s development goals in this sector can be
best summarized by the phrase “from satisfying hunger to designing well-being.” An
article written in 1965 described Korean living conditions at that time as follows:

The lives of the Korean masses, for last 20 years since liberation, have been
threatened by starvation: their everyday existence is like flying stunts in a circus.
The overwhelming optimism of independence has disappeared, and they are
now fighting against hunger. The desire to eat is a basic, fundamental, and bio-
logical urge and the most primitive of all levels of human needs.

In the 1960s, the Korean people’s needs were basic and urgent and fundamentally
revolved around food and survival. One of the most vital government goals of the
1960s was supplying food to children in elementary schools. The Korean government
did not have the resources to feed children, but made an effort to distribute food aid
donated by the international community to school children efficiently. Thus, children
enrolled in school received food aid such as bread made out of corn. The way food aid
was distributed in Korea is in stark contrast to the unpleasant situation experienced by
some of the least developed countries, where aid is often misused and falls into the
hands of dictators or high-level government officials or military groups. The just and
efficient distribution of aid can serve as an important catalyst for development in less
developed countries.

One of the programs created by the Korean government during this poverty-strick-
en era was to promote the production and consumption of milk in order to meet basic
nutritional needs. As rice was the basic food, few Koreans drank milk before this poli-
cy was implemented. While this may seem like a trivial detail in Korea’s race to eco-
nomic development, such ideas were vital to the overall transformation of the poor
country. A law was enacted in 1967 to promote the production of milk, which is high-
ly nutritional, and its distribution to undernourished citizens, especially elementary
school students. The government established official targets of milk consumption lev-
els, and required nearly all elementary schools to establish a milk supply system that
would help children consume milk easily and at a discounted price.

The family planning and birth control policy that began in 1962 also targeted the
food supply problem. High birth rates and a preference for male children were endemic
to Korean society at this time. Consequently, a campaign was launched to change peo-
ple’s attitudes toward birth and provided government services to parents in an effort to
control pregnancy rates, with extremely successful results. The birth rate declined
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sharply from 1970 to 1985: the total fertility rate (children born/woman) was 4.53 in
1970 and 1.26 in 2007, and the crude birth rate (childbirths/1,000 people a year) was
31.2 in 1970 and 10.1 in 2007.

There is no doubt that the family planning policy of the Korean government was
effective in solving food supply problems and contributed to the economic develop-
ment of the country. However, not long after the turn of the 21st century, Korea came
to have the lowest birth rate of all OECD members. Now, the low birth rate is causing
many social problems, which are expected to spur other serious problems in the near
future. The fertility reduction program seems to have lasted too long, and as a result
has created a need for programs geared toward increasing fertility rates.

In the 1970s, the Korean government focused on expanding the production of food
and other agricultural products, with a representative example being the efforts to
improve rice and barley production. Prior to the 1970s, the rate of rice production was
less than 300 kilograms per 10 acres, which in aggregate represented around three mil-
lion tons of food for a country inhabited by thousands of millions of people, according
to data from National Institute of Crop Science. In an effort to increase agricultural
productivity, the Korean government undertook programs such as establishing nation-
al research institutes for crop production and constructing fertilizer plants in the late
1960s and early 1970s. In the 1970s, the institute improved varieties of rice which
resulted in an increase in rice production by 1977 to 493 kilograms per 10 acres. By
the 1980s, rice supply had surpassed demand, which put Korea in a position of
exporter to nations such as Indonesia.

With this basic level of need satisfied for society at large, the Korean government
began to pursue different food goals. For example, in the 1990s, the government began
to address issues related to nutrition and food availability for the underprivileged pop-
ulation. Additionally, in the late 1990s and 2000s, the so-called well-being movement,
which is concerned with safe and healthy foods, was promoted by the government.

To address housing issues, the Korean government initiated the Saemaul move-
ment in the 1970s, which focused on the improvement of living conditions and hous-
ing. The traditional style of house, which was still common, particularly in rural areas,
was a thatched-roof house with very unsanitary restrooms and poor sanitation. The
Saemaul movement aimed to improve these conditions. Along these lines, in the 1980s,
the government made an effort to install water supply facilities, provide drainage, and
provide power, which contributed to the modernization of houses and living standards.

The government also undertook the construction of large apartment complexes in
order to provide modern housing units to larger proportions of the population more
effectively. In the 2000s, policies of living and housing were upgraded. People are
now more concerned with qualitative changes such as improved design and safety. For
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example, Seoul city and other local governments in Korea have made design and
beautification projects a priority. In addition, the government has tried to improve
safety by undertaking projects such as installing safer doors in subway stations.

With regards to healthcare, the Korean government during the 1960s attempted to
prevent epidemics which, at the time, constituted a serious health threat that could ulti-
mately cause a loss of human capital. To address this issue the government conducted
widespread disinfecting activities and also provided access to basic healthcare. In the
1970s, the government pursued widespread vaccination and immunization programs.
Issues of equality also rose to the fore in the healthcare sector. Consequently, medical
support and healthcare for the needy, the handicapped, and the elderly were estab-
lished as targets for development. In the 2000s, the well-being trend, as mentioned ear-
lier, was a prime issue. Thus, healthcare goals shifted at the appropriate time from sur-
viving to enjoying a better quality of life, which has further led to campaigns against
smoking and the consumption of alcohol.

Economy and Industry: 
From Eradicating Poverty to Improving the Quality of Life

Korea’s economic development goals progressed from eradicating poverty to qual-
itative growth, which is comparable to MDGs 1 and 3. Following the three-year Kore-
an civil war in the early 1950s, which destroyed most of the sparse economic infra-
structure, hunger and unemployment were widespread. The Korean government,
beginning in the 1960s, addressed several critical challenges that were mainly con-
cerned with the pursuit of economic development despite a lack of resources.

During this time, the only resource Korea possessed in abundance was labor, par-
ticularly in rural areas. Yet productivity and income levels were extremely low, to the
extent that people had trouble sustaining their daily lives. Furthermore, the Korean
government lacked sufficient international currency to import raw materials to con-
struct industrial facilities.

In order to break the vicious cycle of economic distress that followed the Korean
War, the Korean government asked for financial aid from the international community,
including the United States, Japan, and charitable organizations such as World Vision.
The Korean government planned to use the aid to mobilize the workforce and spark a
shift from a predominantly agricultural economy to an industrial economy. During the
1960s, the Korean economy still relied heavily on agriculture. The long-term econom-
ic development plan of the 1970s sought to use financial aid to fund the manufacturing
of cement, which would be used for later investments in infrastructure, and fertilizer,
which would increase agricultural productivity.
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During the 1970s, one of the most critical challenges facing Korean society was the
lack of transportation and related infrastructure, such as roads and harbors, which
sharply increased the cost and time required to transport industrial materials, products,
and labor. Thus, another major objective of the Korean government during this era
was construction of basic transportation infrastructure that was capable of facilitating
economic development.

Poor infrastructure was not the only hurdle for Korean economic development. In
this period, economic development in South Korea was led by a small number of pri-
vate companies that lacked the capacity to stimulate strong national economic growth.
The Korean government sought to stimulate the economy by providing the industrial
sector with a blueprint for development that included the design of industrial clusters
and a system of generous government subsidies. To address issues concerning suffi-
cient labor resources and technological capacity, heavy industry was given priority and
supported by the government; areas located near harbors were designated as primary
sites of heavy industry.

Promoted by these government initiatives, rapid economic development in both
light and heavy industry ensued and sparked an exodus of young adults from rural
areas to the industrial and metropolitan areas during the 1980s. It also resulted in a
labor shortage in the industrial sector. This means that workers’ salaries increased
rapidly, which corresponded to a decline of efficiency and productivity in this sector.

Once economic growth reached a certain level, pent-up desires exploded in many
areas of society. With basic needs satisfied, many Korean citizens began demanding
democratization and greater political rights and freedoms. Beginning in this period of
high economic growth, Korean society suffered from political conflicts, especially
those initiated by a violent student movement. Nonetheless, the Korean government’s
economic policy remained consistent, controlling salary increases, stabilizing the labor
supply, minimizing government expenditures, and eliminating political conflicts.

From the 1990s, the Korean economy began to transition into high-tech industries
by investing in research and development centers, creating new universities, and sup-
porting private high-tech manufacturers. During this period in particular, the role of
the Korean government was viewed as being the driving force behind the markets and
influencing private corporations to expand into new industrial areas and increase their
competitiveness in the global market.

To stimulate the expansion of private corporations into new areas of economic
development, the government created a system of sophisticated administrative sup-
ports for private companies. Through this active collaboration between the public and
the private sectors, the information technology and semiconductor industries were
flagged as the most promising fields for further economic growth in Korea.
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At the turn of the 21st century, GDP per capita levels in Korea reached roughly
$20,000. Resulting from this high level of economic development, other social issues
quickly emerged such as quality of life and the balance between environmental protec-
tion and industrial development. Thus, the role of government policy makers has had
to change significantly. Most notably, there has been ongoing debate about deregula-
tion and about whether it is desirable for the government to continually intervene in
private markets and attempt to stimulate economic development.

Environment and Culture: Better Late than Never

The Korean government’s changing development goals in relation to the environ-
ment (corresponding to MDG 7) and culture are best summarized by the phrase “from
no effort to a belated response.” During the 1960s and 1970s, little attention was paid
to environmental issues, and there were very few movements that advocated environ-
mental concerns. When environmental issues did make their way onto the policy
agenda, it was out of necessity rather than choice. An example of this were the recur-
ring floods that resulted from numerous typhoons during the summer season, which
raised the issue of flood prevention. In order to mitigate this natural disaster, the Korean
government chose a policy of forestation for the purpose of flood prevention.

Even though the quality of air and water deteriorated throughout the industrializa-
tion period, discussion of systematic environmental regulation did not begin until the
mid 1980s. Many environmental issues—garbage disposal, water contamination, and
air pollution—emerged as key policy problems during this period. By the 1990s there
were strong social demands for environmental protection, most markedly in regard to
a movement against constructing a nuclear waste disposal unit, a dam, and a highway
that would adversely affect the ecological system. As various social actors (such as
nongovernmental and nonprofit organizations and academics) actively participated in
the promotion of environmental issues and mobilized political support for environ-
mental protection, the Korean government began to pay more attention to environ-
mental policy. Examples of such initiatives include imposing levies for emitting pollu-
tants, implementing separate garbage collection, and creating a volume-rate garbage
disposal system.

In the 2000s, environmental issues and policies were regarded as an even more
important pillar of government policy. In particular, prior to a large construction pro-
ject, the government was obliged to ask neutral experts to evaluate the possible envi-
ronmental effects. The government also placed a great deal of importance upon restor-
ing damage already done to the environment. This outlook stands in contrast with that
of the 1960s, when economic development caused significant environmental damage.

Korea’s Experiences with Development 139

The Korean Journal of Policy Studies



The Korean government did not and could not pursue the growth of all social and
environmental spheres at the same time. Rather, the government prioritized its devel-
opmental agenda, flagging economic development as the first goal on the long path
toward overall development, due to Korea’s limited resources and urgent economic
needs. Nonetheless, as the economy, followed by other social spheres, improved suffi-
ciently, priorities shifted toward the protection of the environment. Thus, ultimately
the Korean government pursued environmental projects in tandem with other social
issues.

Like environmental issues, cultural aspects of citizens’ lives were not considered a
primary issue in Korean society during the 1960s and 1970s. Many sites with signifi-
cant cultural and historical value were not well preserved and were neglected in favor
of economic growth. Although the Korean government gradually increased its efforts to
restore cultural and historical sites, few opportunities existed for the general public to
engage in traditional festivals and enjoy the cultural aspects of life in this time period.

These conditions have changed radically since the 1980s. Over the past 30 years,
the construction of museums, art galleries, concert halls, and leisure complexes has
substantially increased. For example, the number of museums that were constructed
from 1997 to 2007 illustrates how rapidly cultural facilities grew in the 1990s and
2000s (see figure 2).

In addition, local governments created local festivals based upon cultural tradi-
tions; as of 2006, local governments across Korea held a total of 1,176 festivals
(MCST 2006). Since the 1980s, increasing income levels and expectations of a better
quality of life have steadily expanded the markets related to entertainment and culture.
As such, developmental goals in regard to culture had to respond to the increasing
demands and consequently led the Korean government to invest in restoring diverse
cultural sites and expanding entertainment facilities.
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Figure 2. Number of Museums in Korea

Source: Adapted from data in Yang 2006, p. 9.



Education: From Opportunity to Diversity

The educational aspects of Korea’s developmental goals are directly related to
MDG 2. Before discussing the governments’ education policy, it is important to first
address how Korean society views education. Korean parents have traditionally put a
great emphasis upon their children’s education. Even during the 1960s, when econom-
ic conditions were not conducive to education, a majority of parents tended to sacrifice
their economic well-being to their children’s educational needs. A major reason
behind this sacrifice was the pervasive influence on Korean society of Confucian phi-
losophy, which emphasizes learning and education. Also, the rapid economic growth
of the country provided ample opportunities for upward mobility in society; parents
also strongly believed that education helped children become socially successful.

In the 1960s, the goal of the Korean government was to bring children to schools.
Elementary school education was already compulsory in this period of economic mis-
ery. Due to the lack of educational facilities and teachers, the government’s efforts
focused on infrastructure. Other key components of this approach consisted of increas-
ing educational opportunities and further reducing the levels of illiteracy.

In the 1970s, the goal of education was harmonized with other economic policies.
As the industrial sector grew rapidly, it required more diverse labor skills, which could
only be provided through systematic education. For this purpose, the developmental
goal in education was to reform the diverse vocational high schools and colleges in
order to reduce the gap between demand for and supply of skilled workers. Further-
more, the curriculum in vocational schools was oriented toward preparing students’
technical knowledge and skills (for example, in mechanical, agricultural, and commer-
cial specialties) for their future jobs. During this period, the Korean economy still
emphasized heavy industry instead of high-tech technology, and as such the vocational
schools played a critical role in providing well-trained workers for the growing com-
panies of that period.

In the 1980s, the developmental goal in education still stressed improvements to
educational infrastructure. During this time the average class size was too large to
insure the quality of education. Thus, the Korean government extended its investment
in infrastructure by constructing more middle and high schools. In addition, govern-
ment stressed the importance of educational equipment and facilities. In 1984, middle
school education became mandatory for all children.

In the 1990s, the goal of the Korean government in the field of education was to
advance the quality of education by improving the quality of educators, developing
diverse content for educational programs, and improving school equipment. Com-
pared to the goals of 1960s and 1970s, these goals shifted from quantity to quality,
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focusing on diversity of educational programs and students’ practical participation in
the classroom.

One particularly significant phenomenon during this period was the growing num-
ber of high school students who went to college or university. As of 2009, 81.9% of
high school students went to college or university (Statistics Korea 2009). As the num-
ber of college graduates increased, more highly educated people were able to partic-
ipate in diverse fields of the social sphere.

The result of these trends was that by the 2000s, Korea’s educational environment
was seen by many as overly competitive. This prompted growing criticisms of Korean
education due to students’ lack of social experiences. Students had little time to pursue
any interests outside of school. Additionally, extremely high levels of competition
among high school students to win admission to one of the more renowned universi-
ties created many social issues that were associated with social polarization, distribu-
tion of wealth, and the real meaning of educational equality.

The uniqueness of the Korean experience in the area of education is that the Kore-
an government persistently invested a large proportion of national resources in educa-
tion, even when its resources were insufficient to feed its own people. In the long run,
this contributed to higher levels of human capital. The increasingly educated work-
force played a critical role in shifting the industrial characteristics of Korea and pro-
moting the country’s social and economic development.

CONCLUSION

One of the major limitations of the MDGs is that some of the goals and indicators
have different levels of importance in different countries at different times. Any gov-
ernment must first attend to the most urgent needs of society, which clearly requires
trade-offs whereby other goals and targets, based on a long-term perspective, must be
dropped. Thus, developmental policy making and management must take time dimen-
sions into consideration (Im 2010; Im and Cho 2010; Pollitt 2009). All human and
social activity is conducted at a certain point in time, and developmental processes are
no exception. When there is more than one goal and multiple targets, it may be impos-
sible to achieve all of them at once.

The Korean case has shown that temporal dimensions can be an important factor
when a country has limited resources. The way Korea’s development goals changed
over time suggests some implications for MDGs, in that it is important to understand
that different goals may be important during different times in a country’s develop-
ment. Table 6 summarizes changes in Korea’s development goals.
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As Table 6 illustrates, Korea experienced a dynamic change of emphasis on devel-
opment goals over time. We can cautiously provide this timeline as a model for low-
income countries struggling with the social and economic distress associated with the
early stages of development. In the beginning, they will likely need to concentrate on
economic conditions and infectious disease that can damage society as a whole and
halt much economic activity. The eradication of hunger and the establishment of uni-
versal education are fundamental starting points for development. In particular, suffi-
cient and persistent investment in education is essential and can create long-term posi-
tive effects for society as a whole and for the economy. Increased education levels are
likely to broadly benefit the economic, political, and environmental spheres.

The MDGs, with their goals, targets, and indices, can help many countries to
examine their social conditions and economic growth strategies. But they do not inte-
grate all important aspects of developmental processes and goals. As James (2006)
and Fukuda-Parr (2004) have pointed out, the MDGs, so straightforward and self-evi-
dent, and consequently held in high regard by developed and developing countries
alike, tend nevertheless to oversimplify the way complex social conditions and prob-
lems develop over time. In the worst case, the MDGs can cause wasteful investments
of development funds if they are pursued without consideration of their temporal
dimensions. The Korean case provides an example of the success that can be achieved
when the assumption that all goals are of equal importance and can be pursued simul-
taneously is abandoned.
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Table 6. Relative Importance of MDGs in the Korean Experience

Time period 1960s, 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s

Income level of South Korea Low Lower middle Upper middle High

MDG 1 (reducing poverty, hunger) **** *** ** *

MDG 2 (education) **** *** ** **

MDG 3 (gender equality) – – * **

MDG 4 (reducing child mortality) *** ** * *

MDG 5 (maternal health) ** ** * *

MDG 6 (reducing disease) **** *** ** *

MDG 7 (environment) – – * **

MDG 8 (global partnership) ** * *** **** 
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