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Summary

The people of the two Koreas cannot communicate directly with one another. Since 
the early 1990s, South and North Korea have allowed a limited number of people-to-
people exchanges. In this article, we map the South Korean government’s theories 
of change regarding inter-Korean exchanges based on policy documents and semi-
structured interviews with five high-level Ministry of Unification bureaucrats. We also 
explore the outcomes of inter-Korean exchanges, building on ten South Korean partic-
ipants’ insights. Our findings suggest that the primary goals of inter-Korean social and 
cultural exchanges have been to expand contact between the two Koreas to alleviate 
the sense of mutual alienation, to increase empathy and, in turn, to reduce tensions 
and establish peace on the Korean Peninsula. Participant interviews reveal that direct 
interpersonal interaction between South and North Koreans reinforces the idea of a 
superordinate Korean group identity.

Keywords

conflict resolution – people-to-people diplomacy – South Korea – North Korea

mailto:ayhan@ewha.ac.kr
mailto:siyeonjang@gmail.com


96 ayhan and jang

The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 18 (2023) 95-132

1	 Introduction1

The people of the two Koreas are strictly prevented from communicating 
directly with one another. North Korea is a secluded country that tightly 
controls the inbound and outbound movement of people across its borders, 
and South Korea limits its citizens’ interactions with North Korea through 
its National Security Law. Hence, it has been nearly impossible for people on 
either side of the 38th parallel to have meaningful interactions with each other 
since the beginning of the Korean War. In the early 1990s, the two Koreas agreed 
to allow a limited number of inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges under 
the close control of both governments. Despite the new legal framework that 
allows interactions between South and North Koreans, and official rhetoric 
encouraging it, the number of inter-Korean human interactions has fluctuated 
in the last three decades. Progressive governments have put more emphasis 
on inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges, while conservative governments 
have put them on hold.

There are four kinds of literature on inter-Korean people-to-people social 
and cultural exchanges. Firstly, some studies describe and list chronologi-
cally the exchanges that have taken place.2 Secondly, a vast majority of the 
literature gives opinions or policy recommendations regarding government 
policies on these exchanges,3 in some cases in specific fields such as animation 
co-production,4 academic exchanges,5 cultural heritage,6 local government 
exchanges,7 sports exchanges,8 broadcasting and media exchanges,9 cultural 
exchanges,10 and religious exchanges.11 Thirdly, some scholars have surveyed or 

1		  This research project was supported by the 2018 and 2019 Korea Foundation Support 
for Policy-Oriented Research grants. Earlier drafts of this article were presented at the 
2019 Annual Convention of the International Studies Association, 2019 ISA Asia-Pacific 
Conference, 2019 ISA IDSS-KAIS Joint Conference, 2019 World Congress for Korean 
Politics and Society, 2019 CEEISA–ISA Joint International Conference, 2019 International 
Communication Association Pre-Conference: North Korea and Communication, and 
2019 Social Change in Asia and Europe Conference (Warsaw). We thank the participants 
in these conferences for their helpful comments.

2		  Hyundai Research Institute 2018; Jonsson 2006.
3		  M. Jeon 2010; Y. Jeon 2019.
4		  Y. Kim 2018.
5		  Byun 2018.
6		  C. Jung 2019.
7		  Jung and Cho 2011; Kwon 2020.
8		  Lee and Kim 2002.
9		  J. Lee 2015.
10		  Sin and Kim 2011.
11		  Kyojin Jung 2011.
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interviewed North Korean defectors as proxy subjects regarding the potential 
ripple effects of inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges.12

Fourthly, some studies focus on a specific kind of exchange and analyse 
its particular aspects empirically. Among the latter type, Kim interviewed fif-
teen experts using the Delphi Method and concluded that inter-Korean sports 
exchanges helped ease tensions on the Korean Peninsula, but this too was sub-
ject to political and economic conditions.13 Jung analysed the failed attempt to 
form unified teams for the 1964 Tokyo Olympic Games and the successful case 
of forming unified teams for the 2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympic Games, 
concluding that the main determinants of success or failure were the external 
political dynamics (mainly US policies) affecting the Korean Peninsula and 
the characteristics of the South Korean administration.14 Oh and Kim exam-
ined the political discourse that appeared in the media surrounding the uni-
fied sports teams of the two Koreas and concluded that sports were utilised as 
a political socialisation tool.15

Lee and Gu found that the South Koreans and North Koreans who inter-
acted at the Kaesong Industrial Complex developed affection for one another 
despite limitations due to fluctuations in inter-Korean relations.16 Kim inter-
viewed 40 veterans of inter-Korean exchanges in the field of religion using 
Importance-Performance Analysis to determine the importance and role of 
religion in inter-Korean relations.17 In a similar vein, Kim assessed the views 
of representatives of the Korean Conference of Religions and Peace (KCRP) 
regarding the role of inter-Korean interfaith dialogue in mitigating tensions 
in inter-Korean relations based on observations and interviews with them.18 
Yoon analysed the characteristics of different religions’ exchanges with their 
counterparts and found that despite differences in religion, they shared a com-
mon ethos of reconciliation.19 Ha examined the perceptions of South Koreans 
who watched a performance of the North Korean Samjiyon Orchestra by 
video using a Q Methodology and found that people feel culturally connected 
to North Korea through music.20 In a rather rare observatory study, Lee par-
ticipated in inter-Korean taekwondo exchanges from 2001 to 2002, observed 

12		  Heekyung Kim 2016.
13		  D. Kim 2009.
14		  Kiwoong Jung 2019.
15		  Oh and Kim 2020.
16		  Lee and Gu 2016.
17		  I. Kim 2013.
18		  Hwajong Kim 2012.
19		  Yoon 2018.
20		  Ha 2019.
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the exchanges, talked to participants from both sides, analysed speeches and 
agreements in these activities, and concluded that taekwondo was a key bridge 
in inter-Korean relations that helped create mutual understanding between 
the two peoples.21

Our empirical study belongs to the fourth group of literature on inter-
Korean people-to-people social and cultural exchanges. In this article, we have 
two aims. First, rather than taking them for granted, we assess and map the 
South Korean government’s theories of change regarding inter-Korean people-
to-people exchanges, particularly social and cultural exchanges. In other 
words, we evaluate the process of these exchanges at the goal-setting stage. 
Second, we explore the outcomes of inter-Korean people-to-people social and 
cultural exchanges from the perspective of South Korean participants in these 
exchanges, building on their subjective insights and observations. Here, we do 
not focus only on a certain type of social or cultural exchange, such as religion 
or sports.

The article is organised as follows. In Section 2, we explain the contextual 
background of inter-Korean social and cultural people-to-people exchanges. 
In Section 3, we introduce our methodology. In Section 4, we give an over-
view of inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges to contextualise our analy-
sis. In Section 5, we map South Korea’s theories of change in these exchanges, 
analysing its problem framing, intervention framing, method of intervention 
and expected outcomes from these exchanges, respectively. In Section 6, we 
explore the outcomes of social and cultural exchanges based on the insights of 
South Korean participants. Section 7 provides a discussion of our findings and 
concludes the article.

2	 People-to-People Diplomacy

Most textbooks define diplomacy as an interstate practice of communica-
tion and representation.22 Others understand diplomacy as taking place 
between estranged groups of people beyond the Westphalian notion of sov-
ereign states.23 Studies involving non-state actors’ and citizens’ role in diplo-
macy have mushroomed in the last two decades due to increasing interest in 
public diplomacy after 9/ 11. Works on this intersection have suggested that 
institutionalised non-state actors’ intentional communication-based activities 

21		  B. Lee 2003.
22		  For an overview of definitions of diplomacy, see Jönsson 2012; Murray 2008.
23		  Constantinou, 1996; Jönsson 2012; Kelley 2014; Murray 2008.
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to understand, influence and build relationships with people across borders 
to support their foreign policy-related goals are within the realm of public 
diplomacy.24

In one of the first conceptual works on citizen diplomacy, Sharp created a 
taxonomy: the citizen diplomat representing his government vis-à-vis another 
government; the citizen diplomat representing specific sectoral or local eco-
nomic interests; the citizen diplomat advocating for a cause; and the citi-
zen diplomat as a social change agent aiming to transform existing political 
arrangements on the domestic or international stage.25

Much of public diplomacy research is concerned with events or exchanges 
that can be relatively easily organised in non-adversarial contexts. In the case 
of adversarial nations, traditional diplomatic channels, including official pub-
lic diplomacy, do not function effectively. In Sharp’s taxonomy, the first type 
of citizen diplomat can fill this vacuum to supplement state-centric diplo-
macy, while the fourth type of citizen diplomat challenges their state’s official 
diplomatic line and introduces their alternative citizen-led diplomacy. In a 
rare — but rather descriptive — work on US public diplomacy in adversarial 
nations, case studies in Geoffrey Wiseman’s edited volume find that people-to-
people exchanges are one of the last remaining channels of American public 
diplomacy with adversarial nations.26 Kelley and Popkova have documented 
examples of ‘disruptive’ diplomatic actors.27 For nearly four decades, studies 
on Track II diplomacy focused on civilians’ role, particularly in conflict reso-
lution, where state-centric diplomacy was not effective.28 Process-focused 
Track II diplomacy initiatives aim ‘to build relationships, trust, empathy, and 
mutual understanding’ between the people of adversarial nations to create a 
solid foundation for the restoration of peace.29 In a similar vein, Castells sees 
people-to-people interactions as vital ‘to induce a communication space in 
which a new, common language could emerge as a precondition’ for healthy 
traditional diplomacy.30

Borrowing from non-profit–government relations literature,31 Ayhan intro-
duced three kinds of people-to-people diplomacy: complementary, when the 
activities complement the home country’s foreign policy goals; supplementary, 

24		  Ayhan 2019; Gregory 2016; La Porte 2012.
25		  Sharp 2001.
26		  Wiseman 2015.
27		  Kelley 2014; Popkova 2019a, 2019b.
28		  Davidson and Montville 1981-1982, 145-157.
29		  Çuhadar and Dayton 2011, 282.
30		  Castells 2008, 91.
31		  Young 2006.
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when the activities fill a vacuum in line with the home country’s foreign policy 
goals; and adversarial, when people’s initiatives challenge their home coun-
try’s foreign policy goals and have independent agency.32

In this article, we are concerned with people-to-people diplomacy as a 
supplementary (filling a vacuum) aspect of state-centric public diplomacy.33 
We define people-to-people diplomacy as intentional, political and trans-
boundary communication-based interactions between groups of people for 
public rather than private interests that contribute to peaceful management 
of relations.34 This definition excludes people-to-people interactions that 
are non-diplomatic such as pure international exchanges, which do not have 
political objectives or relevance to foreign policy, or activities that are anti-
diplomatic, such as warfare.

Organisers and practitioners of people-to-people exchanges between adver-
sarial societies operate with underlying assumptions of change at individual, 
intergroup and social/systemic levels if they intervene through programmatic 
activities to reach their expected outcomes.35 These assumptions are referred 
to as theories of change.

In the theory and practice of people-to-people exchanges between adver-
sarial nations, there is an underlying ontological assumption. There are two 
units of analysis, which are in continuous interaction with one another. 
On one plane, there are individuals from both countries that participate in 
exchanges with their counterparts. On another plane, states have interactions 
with each other. Structural relations between the states influence the way indi-
viduals interact with their counterparts across the border, and the outcomes of 
people-to-people exchanges affect the structural relations between the states 
in a feedback loop. According to this ontological perspective, the two units of 
analysis co-constitute each other, with neither necessarily occurring prior to 
the other.36

In this article, our focus is on changes at the individual level, where the 
actual cognitive, affective and behavioural changes happen through sociali-
sation. Indeed, our social interactions and relationships construct who we 

32		  Ayhan 2020.
33		  The two Koreas do not recognise one another as states, and both aspire to unification, at 

least rhetorically. Therefore, they do not refer to their policies or activities vis-à-vis each 
other as foreign policy or diplomacy. However, from an analytical standpoint, the two 
Koreas’ policies and activities vis-à-vis each other resemble foreign policy and diplomacy.

34		  Ayhan 2019, 2020.
35		  Shapiro 2005.
36		  Cederman 1997; Johnston 2001; Wendt 2015.
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are.37 Through communication-based social interactions, actors can build 
new forms of beliefs, strengthen established beliefs or change their beliefs 
about other actors. These social interactions can also lead actors to form new 
attitudes, strengthen established attitudes or change attitudes towards one 
another. Many studies show that social actors’ behavioural intentions and 
actual behaviours are affected by their beliefs and emotions.38 Compared with 
mediated and symbolic communication, interpersonal, direct and experiential 
communication has longer-lasting effects on the cognitive and affective facul-
ties of social actors as well as a greater ripple effect in publicising individual 
experiences.39

We discuss potential effects of individual-level changes at the intergroup and 
social/systemic levels when we map the South Korean government’s theories 
of change regarding inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges since the ulti-
mate goals reflect the expected causal mechanism between these exchanges 
and expected outcomes in the levels beyond individuals.

3	 Background of Inter-Korean Social and Cultural People- 
to-People Exchanges

Throughout the article we follow the South Korean Ministry of Unification’s 
classification system of inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges, of which 
there are three types: private economic co-operation (humanitarian aid), trade 
(the Kaesong Industrial Complex), and social and cultural exchanges.40 While 
contact and symmetrical communication are limited in the first two kinds of 
exchanges, social and cultural exchanges allow Korean counterparts from the 
two sides of the border to meet each other and exchange ideas with relatively 
equal status. Therefore, we focus on social and cultural exchanges, defined as 
planned activities in the fields of culture, religion, sports, academics and the 
arts, among others, that are carried out with the participation of South and 
North Korean civilians.41 These exchanges closely correspond to ‘exchange’ in 
Cull’s public diplomacy taxonomy,42 as well as the ‘relational communication 
framework’ in Zaharna’s.43

37		  Onuf 1998, 58-79.
38		  Buhmann 2016; Ayhan and Gouda 2021; Yun 2014.
39		  Holmes 2018; Pacher 2018; Tam and Kim 2019.
40		  Ministry of Unification 2019.
41		  Ministry of Unification 2014a.
42		  Cull 2008.
43		  Zaharna 2009.
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Due to the current legal framework, inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges remain very limited and are closely scrutinised by both govern-
ments. Ad hoc interactions between South and North Koreans also happen 
in third countries without prior or subsequent notification of the Ministry 
of Unification. However, in this article we focus on planned and officially 
approved inter-Korean social and cultural exchanges for three reasons. 
Firstly, they are intentional and systematic activities with clear objectives. 
Secondly, they are of a political nature since each government decides whether 
or not to approve the exchanges. Thirdly, compared with other kinds of 
exchanges, social and cultural exchanges involve symmetrical, two-way com-
munication between counterparts, as stated above. These three factors justify 
reference to these exchanges as people-to-people diplomacy, rather than mere 
people-to-people interactions.

Both South and North Koreans have been subjected to years of socialisation 
through upbringing, education, official discourses and popular culture to have 
certain habits and frames of reference regarding what the other Korea means. 
The South Korean education system has used anti-communist posters, writ-
ings and speeches to convey a negative stereotype of North Korea to primary 
and secondary school students, particularly in the 1970s.44 South Korean films 
portray North Koreans as backwards and unable to adapt to capitalism,45 while 
the feminisation of North Korea vis-à-vis the stronger male South Korea in 
symbolic marriages is also common.46 Official discourses in South Korea tend 
to represent North Koreans as people who need help from South Korea.47 In a 
similar vein, North Korean educational texts portray South Korea as a country 
that needs to be saved by North Korea from its suffering under the influence of 
the United States and capitalist exploitation.48 North Korean news broadcast-
ing content about South Korea is predominantly negative commentary rather 
than fact-based journalism.49 In North Korean fiction, South Korea appears as 
the fantastic Other who fights alongside North Korea against foreign powers 
for national unification.50

For South Korean ideas to be attractive to North Koreans and vice versa, 
they must first penetrate the marketplace of ideas in the other society.51 

44		  W. Lee 2000.
45		  Choi 2009.
46		  Kim and Michell 2019, 143-144.
47		  W. Oh 2011.
48		  K. Oh 2020.
49		  M. Jeon 2014.
50		  Y. Lee 2015.
51		  Kroenig, McAdam and Weber 2010.
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Considering that both societies censor communication coming from the 
other, it is difficult to argue that there is a functioning marketplace of ideas. 
Particularly in the case of the secluded North, information coming from over-
seas is highly restricted and exposure to unsolicited foreign information may 
be severely punished.52 Therefore, incoming and potentially attractive ideas — 
including policies, values, lifestyles and other elements of culture — must 
overcome huge barriers before making their way to North Korean society.

Hunger for and the novelty of incoming ideas may make them even more 
attractive to secluded North Koreans. Attitude change through cognition is 
more to occur likely in ‘an iterated, cognition-rich environment where there is 
lots of new information’,53 which is the case for most North Koreans, but also 
for South Koreans, who are barred from having direct interactions with North 
Koreans.

Studies on South Korean governmental and non-state propaganda directed 
towards North Korea show that propagandists have found creative ways to 
penetrate the strictly controlled borders of North Korea through bribes at 
the border, or by sending their messages with drones, air balloons and even 
inside bottles thrown into the sea.54 According to propagandists, South Korean 
materials — particularly popular cultural products — are commonplace on 
the black market in North Korea, so much so that North Korean leaders fre-
quently demand that South Korean leaders halt propaganda coming from the 
South.55 At the same time, propaganda materials can introduce cultural barri-
ers that act as filters, distorting the message and arousing suspicion.56

Against this background, inter-Korean social and cultural exchanges intro-
duce an alternative — albeit limited — channel of communication that 
exposes South and North Koreans to each other’s ideas. The first interper-
sonal and experiential contact with the other can act as a shock to established 
beliefs, and iterated exchanges can socialise participants to reshape these 
beliefs. First-hand and direct experiences with their counterparts, sometimes 
on the other side of the 38th parallel, give South and North Koreans insight 
and awareness about each other and the chance to learn from their interac-
tions. This, in turn, can provide them with more accurate perceptions and 
a more complex and deeper understanding of the realities of the other.57 
Indeed, much of diplomacy — traditional or people-to-people — implicitly or 

52		  MyungJin Kim 2019.
53		  Johnston 2001, 497.
54		  Sevin et al. 2019.
55		  Sevin et al. 2019.
56		  Zaharna 2010, 96.
57		  Scott-Smith 2008; Shapiro 2005; Yang, Lee and Lee 2019.
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explicitly has to do with aiming to socialise the other to internalise new under-
standings about certain issues and the world.58

It was not until the early 1980s that the South Korean government began to 
actively push for inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges. Between the end 
of the Korean War in 1953 and the late 1970s, it was North Korea that more 
actively pursued inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges. South Korea, not 
yet confident of its material and ideological competitiveness vis-à-vis North 
Korea, interpreted the North’s insistence on exchanges as a psychological war-
fare scheme, which meant the North’s attempts to initiate exchanges with the 
South failed (Interviewee B2). In 1971, South Korea accepted humanitarian aid 
from North Korea but would not allow the North to distribute it directly to the 
South Korean people in order not to lose ground to the North in psychological 
warfare.59

On 1 December 1948, South Korea enacted the National Security Law, which 
defines North Korea as an anti-government establishment and not as a sov-
ereign country.60 Until the end of the Cold War, the law was interpreted very 
strictly to limit South Koreans’ exposure to communist influences, including 
people from socialist countries, written or visual materials and the arts, among 
others. Hence the law banned all kinds of interpersonal and/or mediated 
social, cultural, economic and political exchanges between South and North 
Korea.61 The two Koreas’ Red Cross organisations held talks for humanitarian 
exchanges for nearly two decades, without bearing much fruit.62

In the 1980s, some developments took place that changed South Korea’s 
position. Firstly, South Korea surpassed North Korea on nearly every front, 
including GDP per capita, exports, technology, conventional military strength, 
diplomatic ties and exchanges with foreign countries, making the country 
more confident in its relations vis-à-vis the North. Secondly, the Soviet Union’s 
perestroika and glasnost policies propelled communist nation states to reform 
and open up. The Roh Tae-Woo administration (1988-1993) sought to ride the 
tide and embrace South Korean citizens’ desire for unification by forming the 
Nordpolitik, inspired by West Germany’s Ostpolitik, to engage North Korea. 
Thirdly, the end of the Cold War ensured that South Korea had and would have 
the upper hand in its relations with North Korea. Fourthly, the end of the mili-
tary regime and democratisation in South Korea allowed civil society to have a 

58		  Ayhan 2018; Johnston 2001; Nadelmann 1990; Risse 2000.
59		  Korea Institute for National Unification 2013.
60		  Ministry of Justice 2016.
61		  Ministry of Justice 2016.
62		  Ministry of Unification 2019, 3.
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say in relations with North Korea and demand exchanges with their counter-
parts in the North. These changes led to South Korea’s more assertive approach 
in emphasising people-to-people exchanges with North Korea.

The Roh Tae-Woo administration introduced a policy called the Unification 
Plan for One National Community with the aim of strengthening ties between 
South and North Korea, as well as with other socialist countries. On 7 July 1988, 
the government announced the Special Declaration for National Self-Esteem, 
Unification, and Prosperity (also known as the July 7th Declaration). This 
declaration laid the groundwork for legalising exchanges and co-operation in 
social, cultural and economic areas between the two Koreas. In August 1990, 
the Roh government enacted the Inter-Korean Exchange and Cooperation Act 
and the Inter-Korean Cooperation Fund Act to that end. The 1991 North–South 
Basic Agreement further facilitated inter-Korean exchanges.63 South Korea 
legalised inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges with these legislations, 
given that participants receive prior permission from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs to meet with North Koreans. Furthermore, the reforms also legalised 
direct and indirect communication with North Koreans using various media, 
but again subject to prior (planned interactions) or subsequent (if the interac-
tion happens unplanned) notification of the Ministry of Unification.64

While the rhetoric regarding the importance of inter-Korean people-to-
people exchanges remained consistent from 1988 up to 2020, the actual prac-
tice of exchanges took place mainly under the progressive administrations of 
Kim Dae-Jung (1998-2003) and Roh Moo-Hyun (2003-2008). Only three social 
and cultural projects were approved between 1991 and 1998, when the first pro-
gressive government came to office.65 On the one hand, progressive govern-
ments between 1998 and 2008 approved 149 projects. The progressive Moon 
Jae-In (2017-2022) also had similar ideas and intentions regarding inter-Korean 
people-to-people exchanges, but the exchanges remained limited due to harsh 
international sanctions against North Korea during Moon’s presidency. The 
Moon government approved eleven social and cultural co-operation projects 
during his five-year tenure. On the other hand, the conservative governments 
of Lee Myung-Bak (2008-2013) and Park Geun-Hye (2013-2017) virtually halted 

63		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 9.
64		  Ministry of Unification 2019, 5.
65		  The three social and cultural exchanges are the South and North Korea unified table 

tennis team (1991), South and North Korea youth soccer team (1991) and Research and 
Investigation of Cultural Relics in North Korea (1997).
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inter-Korean people-to-people social and cultural exchanges, approving only 
five inter-Korean projects in the field of social and cultural exchange.66

4	 Methodology

We begin our analysis with a process evaluation of inter-Korean people-to-
people exchanges. We map the South Korean government’s theories of change 
for these exchanges. We surveyed all references to inter-Korean people-to-
people exchanges with a focus on social and cultural exchanges in publicly 
available primary sources including Ministry of Unification white papers, pol-
icy papers, reports and presidents’ speeches.

We conducted fifteen interviews using purposive sampling through snow-
balling. Five of these interviews were with former or current high-ranking 
Ministry of Unification officials responsible for inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges. Ten interviews were with members of civil society organisations 
who had iterative exchanges with North Korea as part of a delegation represent-
ing their organisation. We initially recruited a few bureaucrats as interviewees 
due to their high-ranking positions within the Ministry of Unification regard-
ing inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges. Furthermore, we recruited a few 
participants based on their high level of activity in inter-Korean social and cul-
tural exchanges. Later these interviewees helped us recruit others with similar 
levels of knowledge and activity. Throughout the study, ‘South Korean partici-
pants’ refers to these South Korean members of civil society organisations who 
participated in numerous exchanges with their counterparts from the North.

Only one of our fifteen interviewees was female, which may be due to the 
snowballing nature of the sampling but may also represent the gendered nature 
of the exchanges, which may be male-centric.67 All interviewees gave us writ-
ten consent for conducting and audio-recording the interviews. The interviews 
were one to one-and-a-half hours long and were conducted either in interview-
ees’ offices or at cafes of their choosing. The interviews were in Korean and 
were transcribed verbatim. We used NVivo software to code themes emerg-
ing from the interviews. We kept interviewee names confidential by mutual 

66		  For a detailed account on differences between progressive and conservative South Korean 
administrations’ ideas, interests and policies regarding social and cultural exchanges, see 
Ayhan and Kim 2021, 32-58. For the statistics on inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges, 
see Ministry of Unification 2013b, 2020.

67		  Despite numerous attempts, we were not able to obtain gender statistics on inter-Korean 
people-to-people exchanges from the Ministry of Unification to clarify potential gen-
dered dynamics of these exchanges.
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agreement with them. Interviews with bureaucrats appear in this article with 
pseudonyms from B1 to B5, while activist interviewees have pseudonyms from 
A1 to A10. A full list of interviewees is given in Appendix 1.

The interviews with five high-level Ministry of Unification bureaucrats — 
four retired and one still in office — in charge of social and cultural exchanges 
under administrations ranging from Kim Dae-Jung to Moon Jae-In provided us 
with a better sense of the historical and political context of official documents. 
Primary sources and interviews with bureaucrats helped us to understand 
South Korea’s problem framing, intervention framing, methods and intended 
outcomes in pursuance of inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges.

In the second part of our analysis, we explored the outcomes of inter-Korean 
people-to-people exchanges. We used interviews with ten South Korean civil-
ian participants in these exchanges to reflect the participants’ subjective expe-
riences and insights. We refer to interviews with bureaucrats in this section 
when relevant.

The time frame of this research is from 1988 to 2020, since it was the Roh 
Tae-Woo administration which legalised inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges. While we use this time frame to map the South Korean govern-
ment’s theories of change based on official rhetoric, the second section focuses 
more on the period from 1998 to 2008 due to the lack of social and cultural 
exchanges before 1998 and after 2008. Unless otherwise stated, Seoul or South 
Korea refers to South Korean governments without differentiating between 
administrations.

5	 Mapping the Theories of Change

In this section, drawing on official government documents and key informant 
interviews, we identify how South Korean governments framed the prob-
lems in inter-Korean relations; how they framed inter-Korean social and cul-
tural exchanges to address these problems; the methods surrounding these 
exchanges; and finally — and most importantly — the expected outcomes of 
these exchanges.68

5.1	 Framing the Problem
In his famous July 7th Declaration, President Roh Tae-Woo suggested that 
the two Koreas had grown to see each other as archenemies following their 

68		  We build on Shapiro’s 2002, 2005 framework for theories of change to evaluate the pro-
cess of inter-Korean social and cultural exchanges.
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division and that this perception only contributed to intensifying hostilities.69 
Consecutive South Korean governments that followed Roh believed that 
decades of almost no contact between the people of the two Koreas had caused 
alienation, a sense of difference, confrontation and antagonism engendered by 
the division.70 President Kim Dae-Jung pointed to decades of separation, with 
no opportunity for reconciliation or exchange and under the constant threat 
of war, as a huge problem.71

Inter-Korean hostilities, in turn, created mistrust between the two coun-
tries. The 2002 Unification White Paper reflects that while the North was try-
ing to figure out how to respond to recent changes in the international order 
in the post-Cold War and post-9/11 era, South Korean society was not ready to 
trust the new South–North relations due to 50 or more years of antagonism 
and confrontation.72

5.2	 Framing the Exchanges
South Korea emphasised inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges and co-
operation as the right intervention to expand points of contact between the two 
societies and overcome the aforementioned problems. Seoul saw exchanges as 
a dialogue starter that would create the foundation for further reducing the 
possibility of war on the Peninsula.73 Roh Tae-Woo laid out social, cultural and 
economic exchanges that would contribute to mutual trust as the sound and 
prerequisite basis for solving all existing inter-Korean problems and possibly 
paving the way for unification as a nation state.74 It was not only civilians that 
were meeting each other, but also government officials of both sides showing 
goodwill and doing the groundwork for exchanges to take place.

Seoul saw social and cultural exchanges as a low-cost, low-risk way to initi-
ate dialogue. The 2000 Unification White Paper states that South Korea must 
identify sports, cultural, arts, religious or academic events that would be rela-
tively easy for North Korea to accept to increase exchanges and contact and 
in turn to diversify relations with the North.75 Interviewee B1 believes that 
social and cultural exchanges are particularly important because they are 
independent of the more conflictual political and military interests. The 2007 
Unification White Paper suggests that in 2006, despite North Korea’s missile 

69		  Tae-Woo Roh 1988.
70		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 188; Ministry of Unification 2009, 14.
71		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 185.
72		  Ministry of Unification 2002, 1.
73		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 185.
74		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 177.
75		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 9.
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and nuclear tests, which created a difficult situation on the Peninsula, inter-
Korean exchanges were kept intact to prevent further heightening of tensions 
and to stabilise North–South relations.76 In other words, social and cultural 
exchanges were seen to generate momentum and act as a buffer for the 
improvement of North–South relations despite difficulties in other aspects of 
bilateral relations.77

5.3	 Method of Exchanges
South Korea employed certain methods to ensure that inter-Korean exchanges 
would be sustainable and effective in the long term. Seoul deemed reciproc-
ity and mutuality indispensable to these exchanges.78 Without mutuality and 
symmetrical gains, it would not be possible to get the North Korean side to 
agree to exchanges and to sustain them over a long period of time. This mutu-
ality in exchanges also served as the basis for mutual trust.

The main reason for the South Korean side to emphasise mutuality was 
because North Korea was reluctant to let the exchanges take place out of con-
cern for maintaining its political regime, which might have felt threatened due 
to the power and information asymmetry between the countries and their 
societies.79 Even the term ‘sunshine’ in Sunshine Policy, inspired by Aesop’s 
fable ‘North Wind and the Sun’, was enough to make the North Korean side 
cautious about the asymmetric nature of the exchanges (Interviewee B1). 
Therefore, the South Korean side had to emphasise mutuality and convince 
North Koreans that this was indeed a positive-sum game (Interviewee B1).

In order to convince North Koreans of the win-win nature of the relation-
ship, showing respect and sincerity were deemed very important. The 1998 
Unification White Paper recommended showing sincerity to North Korea 
regarding the positive-sum aspect of exchanges.80 In his 1998 Independence 
Day speech, Kim Dae-Jung said that both Koreas must respect each other’s 
political regimes and avoid gaining advantage over one another because, in the 
end, it would lead to peaceful co-existence, peaceful exchanges and eventually 
peaceful unification.81

Nevertheless, convincing North Korea to participate in social and cultural 
exchanges was not done merely through pure persuasion but also involved 
inducements — that is, persuading North Korea to participate in exchanges 

76		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 4.
77		  Ministry of Unification 2005, 34, 77, 134; Ministry of Unification 2007, 89.
78		  Ministry of Unification 1999, 16.
79		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 23.
80		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 16.
81		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 185.
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of aid (Interviewee B1), similar to West Germany’s experience with East 
Germany.82

The South Korean government was convinced that the win-win relation-
ship would bear fruit for both sides only in the long term given the respective 
capabilities of the two countries. The 1998 Unification White Paper explained 
that in this win-win relationship, the amount, the kind and the time (frame) of 
giving and taking might not be the same.83 Interviewee B1 also told us that win-
win exchanges could be at different times or simultaneous. These explanations 
were directed at South Korean domestic audiences, who might feel that North 
Korea was benefitting more from reconciliation efforts by receiving unilateral 
aid without giving anything in return. Therefore, Kim Dae-Jung’s government 
justified the exchanges as bringing absolute gains in the long term even if the 
South might seem to be gaining less in the short term.

Seoul emphasised that social and cultural exchanges should not be contam-
inated with political issues.84 From the early years of reconciliation, policy-
makers portrayed social and cultural exchanges as key to creating a unification 
culture at the grassroots level, beyond the political negotiations between the 
two regimes.85 Policy-making emphasised interaction and mutual under-
standing between ordinary citizens who had lived through the antagonistic 
period because of the perception that reconciliation and co-operation would 
not materialise based only on communication among a small number of 
bureaucrats and elites.86 Such attention to ordinary people is understood to 
emerge out of a reflection on how people internalised flawed images of one 
another and adopted antagonistic attitudes as they lived through the period 
of disconnect.

5.4	 Expected Outcomes
Based on the aforementioned problem perception, intervention framing and 
methods, Seoul envisioned certain expected outcomes from social and cul-
tural exchanges. The most fundamental expectation was that they would con-
tribute to reconciliation, co-operation and the creation of a peace regime on 
the Korean Peninsula.87 The Roh Tae-Woo government’s 1991 Agreement on 

82		  Jonsson 2006, 53, 66, 72
83		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 16.
84		  Ministry of Unification 1999, 16; Ministry of Unification 2000, 185; Ministry of Unification 

2010, 20; Ministry of Unification 2013a, 84; Ministry of Unification 2014b, 32, 80; Ministry 
of Unification 2015, 84; Ministry of Unification 2016, 56.

85		  S. Oh 1993.
86		  Ministry of Unification 2003, 13; Ministry of Unification 2016, 56.
87		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 181.
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Reconciliation, Non-Aggression, and Exchanges and Cooperation between 
South and North Korea laid out the framework for social and cultural exchanges 
which in essence were designed to achieve everything in the title of the agree-
ment: reconciliation, non-aggression, and exchanges and co-operation. In his 
presidential inauguration speech, Kim Dae-Jung suggested that the mere put-
ting into practice of the agreed-upon principles in the 1991 agreement would 
be enough to overcome the problems between South and North Korea and 
open the road to unification.88

The Unification White Paper pointed to inter-Korean exchanges as the solu-
tion to reduce tensions and contribute to a friendly climate in the two Koreas’ 
relations.89 The expectation was that the exchanges and co-operation would 
prevent relations from becoming strained and help stabilise relations.90 The 
South Korean government believed that social and cultural exchanges con-
tributed to reducing inter-Korean hostilities because of the broad range of 
participation in them.91 In turn, the expectation was that the deepening and 
vitalisation of these exchanges would expand the opportunity for peace and 
prosperity on the Korean Peninsula.92

Seoul adopted and accumulated a functionalist assumption that expanding 
the basis of North–South relations could increase the stability of inter-Korean 
relations and that people-to-people exchanges, particularly social and cul-
tural exchanges, could eventually influence and lead to positive outcomes in 
other fields, including security and peace.93 In 2007, reflecting on the increase 
in the number of inter-Korean exchanges, the Unification White Paper sug-
gested that these exchanges should be further expanded to help maintain the 
momentum in South–North relations.94 People-to-people exchanges are seen 
as a prerequisite and a fundamental basis on which governmental exchanges 
are to be built.95 Interviewee A2 suggested that the expectation was that the 
exchanges would increase interest in and support for inter-Korean relations 
through grassroots participation.

In the July 7th Declaration that initiated the engagement policy with North 
Korea, Roh Tae-Woo stated that exchanges are vital to tear down the walls of 

88		  Ministry of Unification 2000, 181.
89		  Ministry of Unification 2001, 29; Ministry of Unification 2013a, 108.
90		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 4.
91		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 91.
92		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 18.
93		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 18, 89, 114; Ministry of Unification 2010, 78.
94		  Ministry of Unification 2007, 18, 89, 114.
95		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 177.
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separation and to restore mutual trust.96 Social and cultural exchanges and 
co-operation create the foundation for building a social and cultural commu-
nity on the Korean Peninsula by helping both sides to better understand each 
other’s different value systems and lifestyles and overcome prejudices and mis-
understandings, gradually building up mutual trust.97

In a similar vein, another concept that appeared repeatedly in official docu-
ments and interviews is empathy. Social and cultural exchanges are defined 
as a process through which South and North Koreans alleviate their sense of 
difference and instead develop mutual empathy.98

These exchanges were significant not only for building mutual understand-
ing, trust and empathy, but also for restoring awareness of ethnic homogeneity 
and ethnic community between the two peoples and cultivating the will for 
unification.99 Roh Tae-Woo emphasised that both Koreas must strengthen eth-
nic bonds and create a sense of belonging to the same community.100 In other 
words, interaction between the two separated and alienated peoples would 
facilitate the recategorisation of antagonistic identities into a shared Korean 
identity. According to the government’s logic, it follows that, in turn, this would 
help minimise the cultural and psychological conflicts between the two societ-
ies that could be expected after eventual unification.101

Last, but not least, the South Korean government designed inter-Korean 
people-to-people exchanges, albeit limited in numbers, to work as a proxy to 
supplement the public diplomacy objectives of South Korea in North Korea 
in the absence of official channels of public diplomacy, which had created a 
vacuum. The most important objective along these lines was for social and cul-
tural exchanges to expose North Koreans to the freedoms enjoyed by South 
Koreans, with the expectation that this would ultimately lead to stable change 
in North Korea.102 Interviewee B4 suggested that exposure to South Korean 
participants is like a small stream of water, but as it steadily grows, it can flow 
over the bank even if one tries to stop it, and this is the core point of exchanges.

96		  Ministry of Unification 1998, 175.
97		  Ministry of Unification 2008, 175; Ministry of Unification 2009, 14; Ministry of Unification 
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6	 Exploration of the Outcomes of Exchanges: Insights from 
South Korean Participants

In this section, we explore the outcomes of inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges at the individual level. This exploration is based mainly on qualita-
tive analysis of interviews with South Korean activists who took part in these 
exchanges. We also refer to interviews with bureaucrats in cases where the 
same themes emerged.

In the in-depth interviews, South Korean participants talked about vari-
ous aspects of their direct and experiential interpersonal communication 
with North Koreans. There was consensus among all participants that direct 
experiences change South Korean participants’ cognitive and affective evalu-
ations of North Korea and North Koreans, about whom the only information 
they had previously had come through mediators including mass and social 
media, national education and other third parties. The participants reported 
that the changes were not one-way — they observed the same cognitive and 
affective changes in North Korean participants’ evaluations of South Korea 
and South Koreans in their exchanges. While the former is a reflection on their 
own experiences, thoughts and feelings, the latter is only their observation of 
North Korean participants’ experiences, thoughts and feelings, which is more 
likely to be biased and/or mistaken. Nevertheless, considering the practical 
difficulty of gathering the latter data directly from North Korean participants, 
South Korean participants were a good proxy to provide insights regarding 
changes among North Korean participants. Below, we discuss the themes that 
emerged from our semi-structured face-to-face interviews with South Korean 
participants.

One of the most significant themes that emerged from the interviews is the 
difference between the South Korean and North Korean participants. Almost 
all interviewees suggested that, while South Korean participants in people-to-
people exchanges were members of civil society, it is difficult to say the same 
for North Koreans. They thought that the North Korean government, afraid of 
losing the edge in psychological warfare by losing the hearts and minds of its 
citizens, would often send party or state loyalists to participate in people-to-
people exchanges with South Korea. According to the respondents from both 
the South Korean bureaucracy and civil society, while some North Korean par-
ticipants were ordinary members of North Korean society, the majority of the 
participants are better described as officials rather than civilians (Interviewees 
B1, A2 and A5). Interviewee A5 said that while South Korean participants 
demanded to meet their journalist counterparts working for North Korean 
media, more often than not they would meet media representatives of the 
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Party (Worker’s Party of Korea). This finding is in line with the literature on 
inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges at the Kaesong Industrial Complex, 
where North Korean workers’ interactions are much more restricted in their 
exchanges with South Koreans.103

The North Korean government saw this alternative information source 
as dangerous and often asked South Korean government officials to take 
exchanges slowly, particularly when the exchanges were gaining momentum 
under the progressive Kim Dae-Jung and Roh Moo-Hyun administrations 
(Interviewee B3). A former Undersecretary of Ministry of Unification referred 
to North Korea’s request to slow down social and cultural exchanges as a signif-
icant indicator of them producing social change in North Korea (Interviewee 
B1). The North Korean government’s fears are not unfounded given the infor-
mation asymmetry and economic disparity between participants from the 
two sides. Defection is an almost one-way street from North to South. As of 
December 2021, 33,815 North Koreans had defected to South Korea,104 while the 
number of South Koreans that have defected to North Korea is negligible.105

On the one hand, South Koreans had diverse personal motivations to par-
ticipate in inter-Korean exchanges, which led them to act more flexibly in their 
interactions. Some interviewees mentioned that they were interested in the 
immediate goal of making contact with their counterparts in North Korea and 
contributing to reconciliation and peace in that capacity rather than pursu-
ing a far-fetched, long-term goal of unification (Interviewee A9). Interviewee 
B1 believes that people-to-people exchanges help widen the domain of free 
and peaceful interactions between the two Koreas. Interviewee A3 suggested 
that ‘the exchanges should be made in such a way that we can freely exchange 
with each other. I think there will be unification in the end. I do not think that 
unification itself is important.’ The South Korean activists get to participate in 
these exchanges because of their personal and group motivations, a bottom-up 
demand from civil society and a will to push the authorities to allow them to 
interact with North Koreans.

North Koreans, on the other hand, have more red lines dictated by their 
state that they are not supposed to cross. This situation creates extra tension 
and barriers in interpersonal communications, since North Koreans try not to 
take risks, understood as willingness to accept the uncertainty of outcomes 

103	 E. Jung 2014.
104	 Ministry of Unification 2021.
105	 According to the information we received from the Ministry of Unification, there is no 
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in dialogic communication. Four interviewees speculated that North Korean 
participants might have been briefed before the exchanges and debriefed 
after their interactions with South Koreans to make sure their views regarding 
the state’s ideology were intact (Interviewees A1, B1, B4 and A7). If the South 
Korean participants’ observations are correct, this suggests that the dynamics 
of North Korean participation in people-to-people exchanges are quite differ-
ent than those for South Koreans. The demand for North Korean individuals’ 
participation seems to come from the top down, rather than the other way 
around, and are the result not of individual personal motivation but of gov-
ernment policies. The bylaws of the Workers’ Party of (North) Korea explicitly 
refer to the top-down decision-making process even for civilian exchanges, 
which is quite different from the case in democratic South Korea.106 These dif-
ferent dynamics of participation create barriers to establishing a level playing 
field for genuine people-to-people exchanges.

Some participants talked about the prejudices North and South Koreans 
have towards each other. Interviewee B1 suggested that due to anti-communist 
socialisation in South Korea since the administration of President Rhee 
Syngman (1948-1960), most South Koreans have antagonistic and dehuman-
ised views of North Korea in general. Censorship and limited exchanges barred 
South Koreans from accessing real information about North Korea and left 
them with a distorted image of the North (Interviewees B1 and A9). Interviewee 
B4 talked about there being an impression of a strictly controlled society in 
North Korea. Interviewee A4 thought that ‘there was an endless mistrust’.

Differences in socialisation rooted in different world views created huge 
divergences between the people of the two Koreas. According to Interviewee 
B1, even the understanding and function of the arts and sports are different in 
the socialist North and the capitalist South. However, meeting with each other 
helped facilitate mutual understanding between these two different worlds. 
Iterative communication-based interactions made North and South Koreans 
realise that their perceptions are biased and caused by a limited communica-
tion environment (Interviewees A1, A4, A5 and B1). Interviewee A1 recognised 
that North Koreans have very different values, ways of thinking and perspec-
tives. He suggested that South and North Koreans were, figuratively, speaking 
two different languages despite literally speaking the same language,107 but 
long-term exchanges facilitated his understanding of North Koreans’ way of 
thinking and perspectives — which was ‘a remarkable change’ for him. It was 

106	 Misook Kim 2004.
107	 For more on linguistics and the consequential world view differences between South and 

North Korea, see S. Kim 2005.
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genuine dialogue that opened up both South and North Koreans’ hearts to one 
another and alleviated their prejudices against each other (Interviewees B2).

For Interviewee A4, long-running projects allowed South and North Korean 
counterparts to become familiar with each other and overcome their suspicions 
and prejudices. In a similar vein, Interviewee A3 suggested that the main func-
tion of exchanges is facilitating intimacy and familiarity and, in turn, building 
trust between South and North Koreans. For Interviewee B3, long-term inter-
personal exchanges created affection between the participants. Interviewee 
B3 suggested that rather than changing values or lifestyles per se, the itera-
tive exchanges deepened familiarity and friendship and helped tear down 
walls between participants of the exchanges. As mutual trust is established, 
suspicions disperse and communication flows (Interviewee A5). According 
to Interviewee A10, participants in sports exchanges were allowed to stay in 
North Korea for long periods — sometimes months — whereas other types 
of social and cultural exchanges usually run for only a few days. He suggested 
that these opportunities to stay longer facilitated more in-depth exchanges, 
creating more mutual trust and mutual understanding. Interviewee A7, who 
has acted as a gatekeeper for many social and cultural exchanges between 
South and North Koreans, concluded that ‘for improvement of North–South 
relations, we do not need any other conditions. We only need to meet often, 
very often, meet using different routes. On top of all, meeting each other is the 
most important.’ Similar findings regarding the importance of long-term inter-
actions were reported in inter-Korean youth sports exchanges.108

Interviewee A7 recalled that there were conservative South Korean partici-
pants who hated North Korea when they got involved in the projects — but 
they were involved for different reasons. They realised there was a humane 
side of North Korea through their North Korean counterparts and their atti-
tudes towards North Korea changed following iterative exchanges.109 There 
were also some who were previously very friendly towards North Korea for 
ideological reasons. In their first interactions with North Koreans, they would 
call them ‘comrade’, but the North Koreans would react with confusion and 
irritation at this imagined comradeship. In effect, Interviewee A7’s comments 
suggest that interpersonal exchanges between Koreans across the border mod-
erated extreme or superficial beliefs and attitudes towards one another which 
had been formed pre-interaction through mediated communication, for both 
conservative and progressive participants. Interviewee B4 suggested that the 
exchanges made the participants look at North Korea from their interlocutors’ 

108	 Gil 2019.
109	 Interviewee B3 talked about the same phenomenon.
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perspective and facilitated empathy and better understanding of things that 
previously only seemed wrong. Similarly, Interviewees B2 and B3 talked about 
many South Korean participants having a chance to moderate their antago-
nistic feelings towards North Korea due to interpersonal exchanges, particu-
larly following co-operation projects. Interviewee B3 added that ‘the changes 
[in attitudes] are not one-way’, as both sides developed affection [ jeong] for 
each other.

Democratisation in South Korea made it possible for citizens to influence 
their government on issues involving inter-Korean relations.110 Interviewee B2 
suggested that, particularly under the Kim Dae-Jung administration, citizens 
were able to pitch ideas and take the lead in the organisation of exchanges 
with their counterparts in the North. According to him, this bottom-up pro-
cess led to the diversification of inter-Korean social and cultural exchanges. 
For interviewee B3, the involvement of a diverse group of South Korean citi-
zens in exchanges with North Korea during a period when there were virtually 
no relations between the two countries was very significant because it brought 
about a change in North Korea with a ‘wind of freedom’. North Koreans view 
South Koreans as having flexibility and freedom and living financially stable 
lives. Interviewee B3 realised the ‘scary power’ of freedom and the importance 
of people-to-people exchanges after years of exchanges with the North. For 
him, South Korean civilian participants’ genuine and natural experience of 
freedom is directly conveyed through people-to-people exchanges, and no 
government-directed symbolic messaging can replace its behavioural impact 
on North Koreans (Interviewee B3). Interviewee A1 suggested that, especially 
when exchanges take place in South Korea, North Koreans directly observe the 
freedom of people in their behaviours and thoughts, and they talk about this 
with them. He adds that when South Koreans go to the North, North Koreans 
also observe the ‘scary and powerful change of habits’ of South Koreans that 
have resulted from living in a free society. People-to-people exchanges make 
these observations possible for North Koreans (Interviewee A1). For them, 
these direct observations have the potential to reframe South Korea for North 
Korean participants (Interviewee B3).

An interesting theme that emerged in interviews was the role of informal 
occasions in facilitating sincere and intimate dialogue between Koreans from 
both sides and in turn reducing tensions, overcoming prejudices and effec-
tively contributing to changes in beliefs about and attitudes towards one 
another. South Korean participants were able to recognise that their North 

110	 See also Kiwoong Jung 2019.
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Korean counterparts are also human beings with similar anxieties and goals, 
mainly through informal meetings (Interviewees A1, A9, B1 and B3).

Interviewee B4 suggested that informal occasions such as meals and drinks 
were the best opportunities for ‘natural contact’ with one another. Interviewee 
A7 said that ‘once the official talks are over and when we are off-the-record, 
we eat together, and alcohol is never missing during the meals. … We never 
have enough of those dinners.’ He shared that North Koreans also want to 
become friendly with their South Korean counterparts in informal settings. 
They talk about their anxieties, such as their children’s education and prob-
lems with their spouses, coming to the realisation that ‘they are the same as 
us’ (Interviewees A1 and A7). In a similar vein, Interviewee A5 suggested that 
North Koreans also enjoy jokes, very much like South Koreans, particularly in 
informal settings.

Interviewee A7 observed that some North Korean participants talked as 
if they were tasked with communicating certain political messages to South 
Korean participants during official meetings. He recalled that on one occa-
sion, ‘after the meeting, the [North Korean] representative told me that “I 
think I talked a little bit harshly. Do not take it hardly and let’s have a drink.” 
I saw this and thought that their official role and personal minds were dif-
ferent’ (Interviewee A7). Sometimes, when material interests were at stake 
in collaborative projects, there were disagreements during the official talks, 
which were later reconciled over drinks (Interviewee A7). In these scenarios 
too, it was at informal occasions that communication barriers were overcome. 
North Korean participants were also able to talk about their political views 
more sincerely and openly over drinks (Interviewee A7). Similarly, Interviewee 
B3 mentioned that they could talk about more difficult topics that they had 
been advised not to discuss after having become friendly; for Interviewee B3, 
this was what was special about people-to-people exchanges. For Interviewee 
B4, talks over drinks, particularly one on one, were fundamentally different 
from more formal talks among larger groups. These informal settings in a way 
helped to bring out North Korean participants’ agency in the exchanges. This 
is despite the top-down nature of North Korea’s organisation of the exchanges, 
as mentioned above.

The shared language and culture of the two Koreas play an important role in 
informal interactions. Participants directly experienced how much they have 
in common in terms of food tastes, preferences for alcoholic drinks, holidays, 
jokes, metaphors and many other things. All these social interactions happen 
through the medium of the Korean language. Interviewee A4 talked about 
how much South Koreans have in common with North Koreans in terms of 
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national characteristics and language despite a 70-year division. For her, the 
same language, similar cultures and similar physiognomy helped to overcome 
participants’ tensions and suspicions and allowed them to become famil-
iar with each other. Interviewee B4 shared how they would try to learn each 
other’s dialects, for example, the Pyeongyang dialect for South Korean par-
ticipants and the Gyeongsang-do dialect for North Korean participants, and 
everyone would enjoy and appreciate the efforts to that end. Interviewee A7 
suggested that having no language barrier was critical in ‘eliciting positive feel-
ings such as emotional sympathy’ towards one another. He shared an anec-
dote about a South Korean professor and their North Korean counterpart who 
argued over issues during the official talks, but later, over drinks, discovering 
they were the same age, dropped the use of honorifics and talked to each other 
as friends from that moment onwards. This was also facilitated by similarities 
in language and culture. He argues that while South and North Koreans have 
mutually antagonistic feelings towards each other because of ideological dif-
ferences, direct communication and experiences bring out ‘our fundamental 
compatriot (fraternal) love from the depths of our hearts’. Other participants 
too shared their realisation that North Koreans are the same people as South 
Koreans, ‘with the same blood’, ‘same race and same family’ and ‘compatriots’, 
despite previously having a distorted image of the North Korean as a ‘commie 
or goblin’ (Interviewees A1, B1 and B3).

Some participants highlighted the relatively non-political (or rather less 
ideological and less contentious) nature of people-to-people exchanges. 
Interviewee A3 suggested that ‘people-to-people exchanges are not political 
or ideological. Therefore, it is possible to interact more freely.’ Interviewee 
A4 suggested that North Koreans were able to overcome their suspicions of 
South Koreans mainly because the collaborative projects they completed were 
non-ideological in nature — for example, archaeological projects. The South 
Koreans involved in the archaeological project were only interested in techni-
cal aspects of the project and in learning from their North Korean colleagues, 
with no political implications. Collaborative projects facilitated trust and 
made them realise shared goals and the benefits of co-operation in attaining 
these goals (Interviewee A4). Interviewee A4 emphasised that due to the non-
political nature of social and cultural exchanges, it was possible to maintain 
co-operative projects in this realm even when the two Koreas had tense rela-
tions. Religious exchanges between faith leaders in the two Koreas are seen as 
particularly free of ideology and therefore crucial in overcoming inter-Korean 
conflicts and filling the vacuum left by strained relations (Interviewee A1). 
Indeed, inter-Korean religious exchanges were occasionally allowed to take 
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place even during the most tense periods in inter-Korean relations under con-
servative administrations in South Korea while most other exchanges were 
halted during the same period.

The apolitical nature of exchanges was due in part due to deliberate 
attempts to avoid contentious issues such as criticising the political system of 
North Korea or talking about disputed historical accounts between the two 
countries or the Kim family (Interviewees A7 and B5). The South Korean gov-
ernment and experienced participants asked fellow South Korean exchange 
participants to avoid controversial issues, even shared historical events such as 
the March 1 Independence Movement, as there is disagreement between the 
two Koreas about Kim Il-Sung’s role in it (Interviewees A5 and B5).

Another theme that emerged from the interviews is the obstacles that 
prevent inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges from gaining momentum. 
There is no way for South and North Korean counterparts to contact and com-
municate with each other directly while in their own countries. Instead, most 
communication takes place through third parties, including contacts in China 
via fax or email (Interviewees A1 and A3). This, in turn, creates communication 
barriers.

Another barrier is the legal framework. South Korea enacted the South–North 
Exchange and Cooperation Act, regulating inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges, almost three decades ago. The Act has been slightly revised since 
then, but the foundation, which emphasises state-centric exchanges, remains 
intact (Interviewees A9, A10 and B4). Interviewee B4 suggested that the legal 
framework for inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges must be updated as 
it is no longer fit for purpose. Interviewee A9 believes the South Korean gov-
ernment’s limits on exchanges are too restrictive as they require one to get 
permission from and/or inform the Ministry of Unification every time one gets 
in touch with a North Korean, even outside the Korean Peninsula. Interviewee 
A10 argued that even the name of the ministry that manages exchanges, that 
is, the Ministry of Unification, is a burden, while the emphasis should be on 
exchanges rather than unification per se.

7	 Discussion and Conclusion

People-to-people exchanges are an integral part of South Korea’s North Korea 
policy, particularly under progressive governments. Process evaluation shows 
consistent goals regarding these exchanges, from the Roh Tae-Woo govern-
ment to the Moon Jae-In government, expressed in rhetoric, although actual 
policies have fluctuated between progressive and conservative governments. 
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Inter-Korean social and cultural exchanges were designed primarily to expand 
points of contact between the two Koreas to alleviate a sense of alienation and 
antagonism and increase mutual understanding and empathy between the 
two societies — and ultimately to reduce tensions and establish peace on the 
Korean Peninsula.

Inter-Korean exchanges remain extremely limited, mainly due to North 
Korea’s very close control of its population’s interactions with the outside 
world. Due to the small number of exchanges as well as radically fluctuating 
North Korea policies in the South, inter-Korean social and cultural people-
to-people exchanges are yet to bear any tangible fruit at the intergovernmen-
tal level. However, this article was able to uncover some important insights 
regarding the outcomes of these exchanges at the individual level.

Participant interviews reveal parallel findings to the government’s goals in 
these exchanges. The role of direct interaction in the re-categorisation of iden-
tities of participants is significant and confirms findings of previous conflict 
resolution studies.111 Direct interpersonal interaction, particularly in informal 
and unscripted settings, helps facilitate friendship and mutual understanding 
between people from different groups. These interactions facilitate the realisa-
tion of a shared identity and the reconstruction of a discourse based on this 
identity, stimulating the cognitive and particularly the affective faculties of 
participants. This, in turn, reinforces the idea of a superordinate Korean group 
identity, however imagined it may be. The recognition of commonalities such 
as shared ethnicity, culture and language between the two Koreas plays a sig-
nificant role in this re-categorisation, while ideological and socio-economic 
differences could strengthen South and North Korean identities as opposed to 
superordinate Korean identity. We can build on this insight to design experi-
mental studies to test whether social and cultural exchanges do indeed lead 
to identity re-categorisation, in terms of a superordinate identity, between 
adversarial societies, and if identity re-categorisation, in turn, leads to other 
expected outcomes such as generating more empathy, trust and humanisation 
vis-à-vis the adversarial group. The findings of such studies would greatly con-
tribute to public diplomacy studies, which remain relatively normative and 
descriptive. Furthermore, South Korean participants’ insights on their direct 
interactions with their counterparts reflect outcomes similar to those concep-
tualised in works on face-to-face diplomacy, which was mainly conceptualised 
for official diplomacy, as well as in Track II diplomacy and conflict resolution 
studies.

111	 Çuhadar and Dayton 2011.
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Another important finding in this article is that, despite the political goals 
behind inter-Korean people-to-people exchanges, Seoul wants to keep the 
exchanges as non-political as possible to avoid irritating Pyongyang. According 
to the participant interviews, the actual exchanges remain politics-free to a 
great extent as they tend to focus more on the projects at hand during business 
hours and less controversial and more shared sentiments during their social 
interactions. However, some interviewees pointed out that North Koreans 
sometimes opened up and discussed their political perspectives in a candid 
way during social interactions over drinks. That is, social interactions based 
on no explicit political agenda help build trust and confidence between the 
participants from both sides that open the door for even previously avoided 
topics.

One thing to note is that our findings in the second part of this article are 
on the individual level. Transferring them from the individual level to the 
intergroup, social and inter-Korean governmental levels would require further 
analysis, which is beyond the scope of this article.

Considering that opinion-based policy recommendations and chrono-
logical descriptive studies dominate the literature on inter-Korean people-to-
people exchanges, the empirical findings in this study help establish a basis for 
future studies. The interviews reveal significant insights, particularly regard-
ing the role of informal interactions and the importance of direct experiential 
communication. The observation that interpersonal exchanges mitigate the 
mediated-communication-based extreme attitudes of both conservatives and 
progressives is of note. This effect can be tested through social experiments in 
future studies.

This study fills a gap in the knowledge of inter-Korean people-to-people 
exchanges by exploring and analysing them in depth. It is thus a significant 
contribution to the literature on inter-Korean relations in the English lan-
guage, most of which has focused on military, in particular nuclear, issues.112

Furthermore, our study contributes to the literature on people-to-people 
diplomacy, particularly in the context of supplementing the home country’s 
foreign policy objectives vis-à-vis an adversarial country. The first part of the 
article presented how a government has envisioned people-to-people diplo-
macy as a means to supplement its official diplomacy towards an adversarial 
country that falls short of achieving the former’s desired outcomes. The second 
part of the article showed that, at least in the case of South Korea, the par-
ticipants are not merely tools of governmental diplomacy; rather, these civil 
society actors claim agency in their exchanges with their counterparts. Yet the 

112	 Robertson 2019.
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scrutiny of governments in these people-to-people exchanges means the actors 
fall short of becoming adversarial or disruptive diplomatic change agents. An 
example of such not-so-diplomatic social change agents can be found among 
North Korean defectors turned South Korean activists who send propaganda 
materials to North Korea via balloons, drones and bottles.
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	 Appendix 1

Table 1	 Interviewee list

Pseudonym Identity (Former) Position Date of Interview Gender

A1 Activist Secretary General 18 May 2018 M
A2 Activist Secretary General 15 June 2018 M
A3 Activist Secretary General 3 July 2018 M
A4 Activist Secretary General 1 August 2018 F
A5 Activist Program Director 21 September 2018 M
A6 Activist Secretary General 18 October 2018 M
A7 Activist Secretary General 23 January 2018 M
A8 Activist Chairperson 14 February 2018 M
A9 Activist Director 19 February 2018 M
A10 Activist Chairperson 18 February 2018 M
B1 Bureaucrat Assistant Secretary 13 November 2018 M
B2 Bureaucrat Director 27 November 2018 M
B3 Bureaucrat Secretary General 7 December 2018 M
B4 Bureaucrat Head of Division 17 December 2018 M
B5 Bureaucrat Head of Division 20 February 2019 M

	 Appendix 2

Table 1	 The number of approved Inter-Korean People-to-People exchanges

Number of Visits How to Visit

A1 1999-2019 More than
22 times

Pyeonyang:
4 days
Gaesung, Mt 
Geumgang:
2 days Pyongyang

by plane
(direct flight
from 
Incheon- 
Pyongyang
or via China)

A2 2002-2015 More than
100 times

2 days on average

A3 2007-2015 More than
5 times

4 days on average

A4 2007-2018 Every year 8 days on average
A5 1998-2015 28 times 7 days each
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Number of Visits How to Visit

A6 1995-2015 More than
150 times

2 days on average Gaeseong
Mt
Geumgang

By car or bus

A7 2003-2015 48 times 2 days on average
A8
A9 2004-2006 13 times 2 days on average
A10 2006-2018 More than

5 times
every year

-
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