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Korea’s global presence can be found not only 
in the increasing numbers of various economic and 
social statistical indexes, but also in the big or small 
changes in daily life. Korea has seen a significant 
increase in the number of incoming foreigners 
who remain in the country. It is not unusual to see 
communities with dense populations of foreigners and 
families of multiple ethnic origins. Additionally, due 
to the increasing popularity of South Korean culture 
worldwide, Hanryu or the Korean Wave, only further 
enhances the infl uence of Korea. Recently, increasing 
numbers of foreigners have become interested in 
learning about Korean traditional and popular culture 
through music, movies, dramas, and celebrities. 

The migration of foreign people to Korea has a long 
history. Since the Korean War, many foreigners have 
migrated to Korea along with the establishment of the 
US Army camps in Korea. In addition, many foreign 

workers have also been admitted to Korea in order 
to resolve the labor shortage problem in many labor-
intensive industries. In particular, Chinese and Korean-
Chinese workers became the dominant migrants after 
Korea established diplomatic relations with China in 
1992. Another important social phenomenon is the 
migration due to international marriages between 
Korean male farmers and Southeast Asian or Korean-
Chinese women. The most recent trend is that more 
foreigners are coming to Korea for international 
businesses and for pursuing higher education. East 
Asian foreigners are mainly from China, Japan, and 
Taiwan. Southeast Asian foreigners are mostly from 
Vietnam and the Philippines. In addition, foreigners 
from Europe, America, and Africa constitute the 
remainder of people from abroad who have entered 
Korean society. 

Increases in the number of international marriages 

since the 1990s has led to an increase in the number 
of multi-cultural families in Korea. The present 
number of multicultural families is estimated to be 
about 750,000, and most of the multicultural families 
are from China and Southeast Asia. The Korean 
governmental support of multicultural families 
includes providing Korean education and employment 
services in order to assist with the creation of a 
stable life. In particular, the Korean government has 
supported the children of multi-cultural families by 
providing bilingual instructors and alternative schools 
to promote successful adaption to school and social 
life. 

The diffusion of the Korean cultural content 
throughout the world since the 2000s has promoted 
the international status of Korea. The Korean Wave, 
which was started in East Asia with the popularity of 
the Korean dramas describing family affection, has led 

to growing international interest in the comprehensive 
Korean culture. K-pop and its idols, characters, movies, 
and games have been steadily gaining popularity 
in the world. Recently, interest in Korean cultural 
contents have also contributed to the growth of Korean 
exports in cosmetics, clothing and foods. The Korean 

ave has also had a refl exive impact domestically on 
traditional Korean culture. The number of foreigners 
who are attempting to better understand and learn the 
fundamental aspects of traditional Korean culture such 
as Hangeul, Kimchi, and Pansori has been increasing 
gradually. The Korean Wave at present includes not 
only Korean culture, but it also refers to an integrative 
cultural trend synthesizing the traditional spirit of 
Korean culture with contemporary creativity.
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As shown on the map and in the graph in this 
section, the number of foreign residents has increased 
from about 530,000 in 2005 to about 1,570,000 
in 2013, which almost triples the 2005 figure. In 
comparison with resident registration population 
during that same period, the number of foreign 
residents has increased from 1.1% to 3.1%. Many 
foreigners live in Seoul where the exchanges of goods 
and labor are active, or they live in Gyeonggi-do and 
Incheon where many factories are located. According 
to the 2013 figures, foreign residents are also found 

in Busan, Gyeongsangnam-do and Gyeongsangbuk-
do, and Chungcheongnam-do. Furthermore, several 
ethnically distinctive locations were established in 
Seoul, such as the Yongsan-gu, the Yeongdeungpo-
gu, the Guro-gu, and the Geumcheon-gu. Statistically, 
the number of male and female foreigners in 2013 
is estimated to about 810,000 and about 760,000, 
respectively. Although the difference between the 
male and female numbers is not large, there is some 
distinctive differentiation among nationalities. The 
numbers of female migrants from China, Vietnam, 

and the Philippines are significantly larger than the 
male migrants from the same countries. Ethnically, 
the Chinese or the Korean-Chinese represent the 
largest number of foreign residents, followed by 
the Vietnamese, the Americans, Filipinos, and 
the Japanese. The areas with high concentrations 
of foreign residents are shown on the graph The 
Present Condition of Foreign Residence by Major 
Nationalities. Many Chinese and Korean-Chinese 
citizens are living in Ansan-si, which is a central 
manufacturing region. Also, the Yeongdeungpo-gu 

and the Guro-gu has large concentration of Chinese 
and Korean-Chinese people. Many Vietnamese people 
live in Changwon-si, Gimhae-si, and Hwaseong-si. 
Many Filipinos live in Hwaseong-si, Ansan-si, and 
Bucheon-si. Many workers from Vietnam and the 
Philippines are working in factories in those cities, 
frequently forming multi-cultural families. The 
Gangnam-gu, the Yongsan-gu, and the Seocho-gu are 
home to a concentration of American residents, and 
a large number of Japanese are currently living in the 
Yongsan-gu.

Distribution of Foreign Residences  

Foreign Residences
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In Korea, the Multicultural Families Support Act 
(Revision, April 4th, 2011) defines multi-cultural 
families as follows: 

Article 2 (Defi nitions) 
The defi nitions of terms used in this Act shall be as 

follows: 
1. The term “multi-cultural family” means a family 

falling under any of the following items: 
(a) A family comprised of a married immigrant 

under subparagraph 3 of Article 2 of the Framework 
Act on Treatment of Foreigners Residing in the 
Republic of Korea and a person who acquired the 
nationality of the Republic of Korea by birth pursuant 
to Article 2 of the Nationality Act; 

(b) A family comprised of a person who obtained 
permission for naturalization under Article 4 of 
the Nationality Act and a person who acquired the 
nationality of the Republic of Korea by birth pursuant 
to Article 2 of the aforesaid Act; 

2. The term ‘married immigrant or naturalized 
citizen, etc.’ means any of the following persons: 

(a) A married immigrant defined in subparagraph 
3 of Article 2 of the Framework Act on Treatment of 
Foreigners Residing in the Republic of Korea; 

(b) A person who obtained permission for 
naturalization under Article 4 of the Nationality Act. 

The number of marriage migrants, naturalized 
Korean citizens and others who form the multi-
cultural families are estimated to about 280,000 in 
2013 in comparison with about 140,000 in 2006. The 
dominant multi-cultural families include Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Filipinos, and Japanese citizens. Also, 
there are multi-cultural families from Russia, Pakistan, 
Nepal, Bangladesh, England, France, the US, and 
Canada. An interesting characteristic is that the sex rate 
is different among nationalities. More foreign female 
spouses from Japan and Southeast Asia are found, 

while more male spouses from South Asia, Europe 
and North America are found. Regarding the spatial 
pattern of multi-cultural families, most of them are 
distributed in the metropolitan areas, including Seoul, 
Incheon, Gyeonggi-do, Busan, Gyeongsangnam-
do, Gyeongsangbuk-do, Chungcheongnam-do, 
and Jeollanam-do. The male Chinese or Korean-
Chinese men are clustered in urban areas such 
as Seoul Metropolitan areas, while many foreign 
female spouses from Vietnam and the Philippines are 
residing in the non-metropolitan areas. The 2006 and 
2013 data on marriage immigrants and naturalized 
citizens via marriage or other reasons show that 
the ratio of foreigners in multi-cultural families 
out of total foreigners decreased recently while the 
absolute number of foreigners in multi-cultural 
families increased. This is due to the diversifi cation of 
immigration purposes. Until the mid-2000s, marriage 
and labor dominated the rationale behind immigration 
to Korea, but recent immigrations include various 
fields such as the knowledge industry, professional 
expertise, and immigration itself, resulting in a 
relatively lower ratio of foreigners in multi-cultural 
families.

The multi-cultural family support centers help multi-
cultural families to settle and integrate successfully into 
Korean society. There are 214 such centers in Korea. 
The major tasks of the centers are to provide visiting 
language education services for marriage migrants or 
their families who have difficulties in taking regular 
education because of economic conditions or the 
long distance between their new home and such 
services, and translation services for the people with 
difficulties in communicating in Korean. Also, these 
multi-cultural family support centers provide Korean 
language learning services and classes especially for 
multi-cultural children in order to promote their social 
development.

Nationalities on Marriage Immigrants

Trends in Marriage Immigrants, Naturalized 
Korean Citizens and Others

Regional Distribution of Marriage Immigrants, Naturalized Korean Citizens and Others

Distribution of Marriage Immigrants, Naturalized Korean Citizens and Others (2006) Distribution of Marriage Immigrants, Naturalized Korean Citizens and Others (2013)

Multi-cultural Family Support Centers

Ministry of Gender Equality and Family (2013)

Multi-cultural Families
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Marriage and Divorce with Foreign Spouses Children of Multi-cultural Family 
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The highest Korean female marriage rate with 
foreigners occurs in Seoul, followed by Gyeonggi-
do and Busan. And the highest rate of Korean male 
marriage with foreigners occurs at Gyeonggi-do, 
followed by Seoul and Gyeongsangnam-do. The 
largest numbers of foreign male spouses are from 
China, followed by the US and Japan. The largest 
numbers of foreign female spouses are from China, 
followed by Vietnam and the Philippines. Marriage 
between Koreans and foreigners has increased until 
the mid-2000s. The recent trend shows a decrease. The 
marriage between Koreans and foreigners currently 
accounts for about 8.1% of the total marriages in 
Korea, which means that about one in ten couples who 
wed forms a multi-cultural family.

 The number of divorces in multi-cultural families 
is estimated to about 10,500 cases per year, which 
accounts for approximately 9.1% of the total divorces 
in Korea. The divorce rate in multi-cultural families 
has decreased since 2011. The largest numbers of 
divorcing male foreigners are from Japan, followed by 
China and the US. The largest numbers of divorcing 
female foreigners are from China, followed by 
Vietnam and the Philippines. Geographically, the 
highest female Korean divorce rate occurs in Seoul, 
followed by Gyeonggi-do and Incheon. The highest 
male Korean divorce rate occurs in Gyeonggi-do, 
followed by Seoul and Gyeongsangnam-do . 

As shown in the distribution of multi-cultural family 
children, most multi-cultural family children (45%) 
live in Gyeonggi-do, Seoul, and Incheon. They are 
also found in the rural areas in Chungcheongnam-
do, Jeollanam-do, Jeollabuk-do, Gyeongsangnam-do  
and Gyeongsangbuk-do. The 0-6 year old age group 
makes up 59.4% of the total children of multi-cultural 
families; the 7-12 age group makes up 24.5%; the 13-
15 age group accounts for 9.5%, and the 16-18 age 
group accounts for 6.6%. The 0-6 age children are 
dominant in the multi-cultural families given that the 
number of multi-cultural family children has increased 
steadily in recent years, reaching about a total of 
200,000 in 2013. The national origin of their parents 
is China (including Chinese-Koreans), followed by 
Vietnam, the Philippines, Japan, and Cambodia. The 
parents of multi-cultural families are mostly vulnerable 
in terms of social and economic aspects. 
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Korean Wave in the World

Cultural contents, the economically-valuable 
products that are infused with culturally distinctive 
expressions of imagination, can be used as an 
indicator to measure the cultural impact of the 
Korean Wave. In Korea, the content industry 
includes games, characters, publications, 
broadcasting, music, content solution, animation, 
advertisements, movies, comics, and performances. 
As shown in the graph Export of the Korean 
Wave, the export by the cultural content industry 
has increased since 2005. The game industry has 
lead in exports with 565 million USD in 2005 
and quickly rose to 2.639 billion USD in 2012, 

quintupling over the past several years. The exports 
of character-related merchandise along with 
products from the television and music industries 
have increased gradually along with the spread 
of Korean Wave, reflecting the consumption 
of Korean popular culture directly or indirectly 
through drama, K-pop, and Internet media. The 
map, The Major Korean Wave, shows that 57.8% 
of Korean cultural contents are exported to East 
Asia with 27.6% going to China and 30.2% to 
Japan. Southeast Asia is a close third with an 
import rate of 19.3%, followed by North America 
(11%), Europe (7.4%), and all other regions (4.5%).

In the past, the Korean Wave referred only to 
the Korean enterprises or their products in foreign 
countries. Since the recent spread of Korean pop 
culture such as drama and music throughout 
Asia and across the world, the meaning of the 
term Korean Wave has come to underscore the 
increasing popularity of Korean culture. The 
Korean wave is now classifi ed into the following 
three stages:

1. Beginning of the Korean Wave, the Korean 
Wave 1.0

The origin of the Korean Wave can be traced 
back to Korean TV dramas in 1997, which were 
televised by CCTV in China. There were very few 
cultural exchanges between Korea and China at 
that time, but the CCTV dramas ran a long time 
and attracted many Chinese viewers. Since then, 
Korean dramas and Korean pop-songs started to 
gain popularity in China, Taiwan, and Vietnam 
until the beginning of the 2000s. The typical 
Korean drama focused on family dynamics, 
humanity, and love stories that transcended 
national interests which drew in a large audience 
throughout Asia. The dynamical dance music also 
engaged Asian teenagers. The Korean Wave was 
dormant in the early 2000s, but came back with 
the great success of several dramas that deal with 
the Korean traditional culture. The success of 
those first Korean Wave cultural efforts laid the 
foundation for the spread of the Korean popular 
culture to more countries such as Japan, Taiwan 

and Hong Kong. 
2. Diffusion of the Korean Wave, the Korean 

Wave 2.0
The Korean Wave changed significantly from 

the middle of the 2000s to the beginning of 2010 
when K-pop music rose to the center of attention. 
Korean singers became popular in Japan, and 
Korean dance groups became active in Taiwan 
and China. There are considerable differences 
between the Korean Wave 1.0 and 2.0 not the least 
of which includes the fact that the Korean Wave 
2.0 is characterized by the K-pop and its idols. 
Korean songs spread beyond China, Japan, and 
Southeastern Asia, reaching Europe and North 
America. Other characteristics of the Korean 
Wave 2.0 are the diffusion through popular video 
websites and social networking services (SNS), the 
global interest in drama dealing with the Korean 
cultural traditions, and the overall broadening of 
content.

3. Integration into K-Culture, the Korean Wave 3.0
The Korean Wave 3.0 is represented by the 

emergence of K-Culture, which covers three 
domains - traditional culture, art and culture, and 
cultural contents comprehensively. The Korean 
Waves 1.0 and 2.0 represented limited domains 
that were particularly centered on cultural contents. 
K-Culture, however, covers all three domains in 
integrative ways. The Korean Wave is no longer 
geographically limited to the Northeast Asia. It has 
become a global phenomenon. 
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The Korean Wave

Classifi cation Korean Wave 1.0 Korean Wave 2.0 Korean Wave 3.0

Duration From 1997 to the mid 2000s From the mid-2000s to the early 2010s Since the early 2010s

Characteristics Advent of the Korean Wave 
Focused on Visual Contents

Diffusion of the Korean Wave 
Focused on Idols Diversity of the Korean Wave

Main Genre Drama K-pop K-Culture

Genres Drama, Movie, Korean Pop Song Public Culture, Some parts of Art and Culture Traditional Culture, Art and Culture, Popular 
Culture 

Countries Asia Asia, Some Parts of Europe, Africa, Middle East, 
Middle and South America and the US Whole World

Major 
Consumers Manias Teens and Twenties World Citizens

Major Media Cable TV, Satellite TV, Internet Popular video website, Social Networking 
Services All Media Types

Characteristics of the Korean Wave by Period

Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism (2013) 

Korean Wave (France Paris) K-pop Performance
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Comic 829
Publication 37,508
Content Solution 20,688

Characters 86,347

Animation 1,712
Movie 2,008

Game 1,018,676
Music 8,806

Broadcasting 13,162

Knowledge Industry 39,586

1,229,322

China 
By the end of the 1990s, Korean television dramas were 

introduced to the Chinese market. The Korean dramas based on 

traditional Korean values became very popular. The success of 

these in the Chinese market sparked further export of Korean 

dramas. China, in fact, is now another of the largest importers of 

Korean Wave contents (27%). The products such as cosmetics 

and fashion that are worn by Korean celebrities have also become 

popular export items. The Korean food industry has also expanded 

its business in China. Furthermore, Chinese tourism to Korea, 

particularly related to Korean Wave contents, has increased 

steadily and has stimulated the Korean tourism industry.

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)
(Year)
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Comic 5,507
Publication 61,289
Content Solution 43,474

Characters 22,868

Animation 21,421
Movie 9,679

Game 703,368
Music 189,512

Broadcasting 112,087

Knowledge Industry  178,686

1,347,891

Japan
Japan is the largest importer of Korean Wave contents. It 

imports 60% of broadcasting contents and 80% of K-pop 

music. Japanese middle-aged women are the main customers 

of Korean Wave products. Japanese middle-aged men favor 

various Korean dramas whereas the younger generations (from 

teens to thirties) generally prefer K-pop music. These younger 

generations have become the main customers of the Korean 

Wave. Consequently, many top-level K-pop artists and hip-pop 

or rock singers work in Japan. Many artists who are new or 

unknown also work in the Japanese market.

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)

East Asia 
The Korean Wave in East Asia is prevalent in Japan, China, 

and Taiwan. The TV dramas related to core ideals of family 

affection, filial duty, and cherishing humanity gained popularity 

among the people of East Asia. And K-Pop lead by idols and 

celebrities is becoming more and more popular. Recently, 

the Korean Wave has expanded to the marketing of goods 

introduced by means of the Korean dramas and which were 

used by Korean celebrities. Accordingly, the export of Korea-

specific industrial products such as cosmetics, clothing, and 

foods is also trending upward. The main export items to 

East Asia are mainly games (66.8%), the knowledge industry 

products (8.5%), and music (7.7%).

Note: Taiwan is excluded.

Comic 6,336
Publication 98,797
Content Solution 64,162

Characters 109,215

Animation 23,133
Movie 11,687

Game 1,722,044
Music 198,318

Broadcasting 125,250

Knowledge Industry 218,272

2,577,214

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)

Southeast Asia 
The Korean Wave in Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, and 

Southeast Asia can be found in games, music, and dramas. 

Recently, TV programs and singers oriented in Korean cultural 

are becoming popular. The main export items are mainly games 

(57.6%) and the knowledge industry products (23.6%). The 

Korean Wave in Southeast Asia has not only influenced the 

market for cultural products, but also it has stimulated a flow of 

tourists from South Asia. 

Comic 3,134
Publication 29,418
Content Solution 27,884

Characters 145,147

Animation 1,235
Movie 2,345

Game 496,325
Music 31,146

Broadcasting 21,304

Knowledge Industry  203,709

861,647

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)

Others

Southwest Asia   
The Korean Wave in Southwest Asia is conducted by cultural 

contents such as drama and K-pop and the popularity of the Korean 

Wave is also noticed in Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, and UAE. 

Comic 80
Publication 34,567
Content Solution 17,390

Characters 56,593

Animation 3,574
Movie 814

Game 58,952
Music 545

Broadcasting 18,398

Knowledge Industry 9,242

200,155

South America     
In South America, both Korean drama and K-pop are popular. In particular 

Korean Wave materials are consumed by teenagers and people in their 

twenties. Korean Wave clubs number over 300 and account for around a third 

of all Korean Wave clubs in the world. Recently, flash mobs performing K-Pop 

are popular among younger generations. The Korean Wave in Southwest Asia 

is centered primarily upon the consumption of drama and K-Pop. The popularity 

of the Korean Wave has even spread into Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, and UAE.

Others

of the Korean Wave has even spread into Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, and UAE.

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)

Europe 
The export of dramas into Eastern Europe enabled the Korean 

Wave to take hold there as well. The start of the Korean Wave 

in Western Europe was primarily through the broadcasting 

of dramas, animations, and documentaries. Recently, K-pop 

has gained popularity among the younger generations. 

In particular, dance teams based on K-Pop are popular in 

France. Additionally, the number of universities setting up the 

departments of Korean studies has increased, and there are 

more and more magazines publishing articles about the Korean 

Wave. Korean movies are also gaining popularity in Europe. 

The main export items are games (48.3%), characters (26.8%), 

and animation (7.7%).

Comic 5,202
Publication 16,180
Content Solution 22,187

Characters 88,465

Animation 25,433
Movie 2,456

Game 159,258
Music 4,231

Broadcasting 2,200

Knowledge Industry 3,887

329,499

North America 
The Korean Wave has impacted North America even though 

the regions have less cultural similarity. The success of the 

Korean Wave in North America is attributed to shared cultural 

sensibilities such as family affection, pure attachment, and 

respect for elders. Furthermore, there are a lot of migrants 

from Asia in North America who accordingly accept the Korean 

Wave with ease. The Korean Wave in North America has 

extended beyond cultural products and is remarkably diversified 

from food to film to music to gaming. In North America, 

the major export of contents by industry is games (41.2%), 

character-related merchandise (23.8%), and publications 

(13.5%). 

Comic 2,353
Publication 66,192
Content Solution 18,289

Characters 117,034

Animation 59,167
Movie 2,873

Game 202,337
Music 857

Broadcasting 12,565

Knowledge Industry 9,727

491,394

Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012) Export of  Korean Wave Content (Thousand USD), Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism (2012)

Europe North America 
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