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Executive Summary
This report offers an in-depth look at attitudes of the South Korean public

• The data also suggests that perceived U.S. support for Japan could harm

on Japan. It uses public opinion data collected by the Asan Institute for Policy

Korean perceptions of the United States. Following U.S. support for Japan’s

Studies via its public opinion surveys. Its core findings are outlined below.

eventual expansion of its collective self defense, an increased number of
Koreans saw the Korea-U.S. relationship as competitive.

• Following Prime Minister Abe’s Yasukuni visit, his favorability rating
declined to 1.0 on a 0-10 scale. This is the same favorability rating found
for Kim Jong-Un. The favorability rating of Japan declined to 2.4 following
the visit. This was a 0.2 point decline from early December.
• A near majority (49.5%) of the Korean public remained supportive of a
Korea-Japan summit, and a similar number (50.7%) stated support for the
signing of GSOMIA. The public also remains supportive of President Park
taking a proactive role in improving relations (57.8%).
• The continuing support for improving Korea-Japan relations stems from
China’s rising influence in the region. If China continues its rise, a clear
majority (63.9%) stated that security cooperation with Japan would be a
necessity. A disproportionate number of those who support an improvement between the two countries are more wary of the rise of China.
• Dokdo is still cited as the biggest obstacle to improving Korea-Japan relations. This was also true among those respondents with the most favorable attitudes towards Japan, with 49.5% of this group stating as such.
The result implies that Koreans will react strongly to any participation by
Abe’s government in events marking Japan’s Takeshima Day on February
22 each year.

Challenges and Opportunities for
Korea-Japan Relations in 2014

illustrates, much of this may have to do with an underlying caution exhibited
towards China.
Using public opinion surveys conducted by the Asan Institute, this report
will offer an in-depth look at South Korean public opinion on Japan. It will

Introduction

investigate attitudes on the most important issues affecting the relationship—
Dokdo, sex slaves, and history textbooks. It finds that while the issue of sex

Korea-Japan relations deteriorated even further following Prime Minister

slaves has increased in importance, and history textbooks remain the second

Abe Shinzō’s December 26, 2013 visit to the Yasukuni Shrine. In doing so, he

most important issue to the Korean public overall, it is Dokdo which serves

was the first sitting prime minister to make such a visit in more than seven

as the biggest flashpoint. Future events that highlight territorial disputes and

years, and the visit set off a tidal wave of indignation in South Korea and

disagreements on the interpretation of history may further hurt Korea-Japan

China. It also caught the United States off guard. While Korea and Japan are

relations.

ostensible allies, and both cooperate with Washington on a far-reaching
agenda, bilateral cooperation on a range of issues is now off the table for the

These issues not only serve to block improvements in Korea-Japan relations.

foreseeable future.

The reticence of the United States to take a stance may also be seen as tacit
consent for Japan’s actions. While it has not yet come to the fore, this may

President Park Geun-Hye and Mr. Abe came into their respective offices at

undermine positive public opinion in Korea for the United States. These issues

nearly the same time, and the relationship immediately got off on the wrong

will emerge in the coming months and, if handled improperly, could further

foot. President Park holds a deep mistrust of her Japanese counterpart, and

set back Korea-Japan relations.

declared that a summit would not take place unless there were fresh apologies for Japan’s past atrocities. Mr. Abe has done little to help matters. His questioning of the definition of the word “invasion” was one of several actions

Favorability of Countries and the Heads of State

that drew ire in the region.
Decline of Japan Favorability
The South Korean media and government reacted strongly to the Yasukuni
visit, but the response of public opinion has been relatively muted. The data

Japan has never been popular among Koreans. The perceived rightward shift

suggests that the general public remains surprisingly supportive of efforts to

of the country—which 76.4% of the public stated was taking place under the

improve the relationship despite the deep freeze in official ties. Even Presi-

leadership of Prime Minister Abe—has certainly not been helpful. But even

dent Park softened her tone on a potential summit with Mr. Abe. As this report

before this perceived shift, Japan was one of the least favored countries.

In 2010, Japan was viewed nearly as favorably as China, with a mean favor1

2014, it had fallen to 2.4. This decline can be attributed to a steady stream of

ability of 4.2 (Figure 1). By August 2012, favorability had fallen to 2.9. Indeed,

inflammatory events—offending remarks made by Japanese politicians on

2012 was only the beginning of rocky relations between South Korea and

sex slave issues, Prime Minister Abe’s determination to expand the interpre-

Japan. On August 10, 2012 then-President Lee Myung-Bak visited Dokdo,

tation of collective self defense, and continued claims to Dokdo. (See Appen-

drawing a sharp rebuke from Japan. The Japanese government officially criti-

dix A for a list of issues occurring between Korea and Japan).

cized President Lee and stated that the dispute over Dokdo should be taken
In the latter half of 2013, the favorability of Japan was consistently similar

before the International Court of Justice (ICJ).

to that of North Korea, an incongruous pairing for many observers. Perhaps
Mr. Abe’s only saving grace has been that North Korea has continued to pursue

Figure 1. Country Favorability

provocations, ensuring that Japan remains only slightly more favorable.
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Of particular interest is how the different age cohorts reacted following the
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on those in their 60s and older, driving a 0.3 decline in Japan’s mean favorability among this cohort. But for each subsequent age cohort, that degree of

Although there was a slight bump to 3.3 in January 2013, the favorability of

decline decreased. For those in their 20s, there was actually no decrease what-

Japan steadily declined throughout the remainder of the year. By January

soever.

1. Favorability is measured on a scale from zero to ten, with zero representing “zero favorability”.
The mean score is used as a country’s overall favorability.

This should not be taken to mean that Korea’s youngest cohort is becoming
less sensitive to issues that affect Korea-Japan relations. Instead, it appears

that they are sensitive to different issues than are their older countrymen.

related issues, but their sensitivities differ significantly from older Koreans.
The Yasukuni Shrine is certainly one that is problematic, but it has thus far
not elicited the same response from young Koreans as from old. This could

Figure 2. Country Favorability by Age
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Favorability of Leaders

As Figure 2 shows, there are two steep declines for those in their 20s—one

To be sure, Prime Minister Abe is never going to win a popularity contest in

from May to June 2013 and the other from September to October 2013. The

Korea. Even before his December 26, 2013 Yasukuni visit, he was the second

former coincides with the statement by Hashimoto Tōru—the mayor of Osaka—

least favored leader included in the surveys. His only serious competition

that comfort women were “necessary” for Japan’s soldiers during war. This

was Kim Jong-Un—certainly not good company. Following the visit to Yasu-

statement was well-covered by the South Korean media and is the likely source

kuni his favorability decreased even further, and in early 2014 he was tied

of decline. The second decline came at a time when Korean media reporting

with Kim Jong-Un for the least favored leader in the region (see Figure 3).

was at its height on concerns that fish imported from Japan were not safe to
consume due to potential radiation. A nearly identical decline was seen among
Koreans in their 30s.
Taken together, this suggests that younger Koreans are sensitive to Japan-

Figure 4. Japan/Abe Favorability: by Age

Figure 3. Leader Favorability
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Opportunity Despite Challenges

among Koreans in their 20s. While the favorability of Japan among the youth
was not affected by Mr. Abe’s Yasukuni visit and remained higher than all

Despite the negative views of Japan and of Prime Minister Abe, the Korean

other cohorts, the favorability of Abe among this same cohort was as low as

public is not opposed to the idea of improving relations with Japan. The data

other age groups. While those in their 20s maintained a mean favorability of

across a series of surveys, both before and after Prime Minister Abe’s Yasu-

3.3 for Japan, the mean favorability for Abe was 1.2 (Figure 4). The spread

kuni visit, found that the public does indeed want to see an improvement in

between the favorability for Japan and Abe among Korea’s youth was 2.1. This

Korea-Japan relations. This suggests that there is space for strong political

result suggests that the Korean youth considers the poor relations between

leadership to take a leading role in doing so.

Korea and Japan to stem from Japanese politicians rather than Japan itself.
In mid-October, as relations remained tense, a broad swath of the public
agreed that relations with Japan should be improved, with 61.8% stating as

such.2 This finding was consistent across all age cohorts and ideological

49.5%. Even with this 18.1pp decline, a near majority remained in favor. The

dispositions. This was despite more than three-quarters (78.7%) stating that

negative effects were relatively evenly spread across all age cohorts, except

they did not believe that Japan would offer a future apology for its past.

one. While declines among every cohort aged 30 and older were approximately
20pp, the decline among those in their 20s was a mere 7.4pp. This offers support

The most obvious signpost of improving relations would be a summit between

to the previous finding that the youngest age cohort in Korea is not as seri-

the respective leaders. Of course, such a summit has never seemed more

ously affected by events involving the Yasukuni Shrine.

distant than in the wake of the Yasukuni visit. However, there is surprising
public support for such a summit to take place. In mid-October, support for

Another sign of improving relations—but one that remains slightly removed

a summit had reached 67.6%—up from 58.1% just a few weeks earlier—with

from the table—is the enactment of GSOMIA (General Security of Military

more than 60% of every cohort in support. But the Yasukuni visit eroded

Information Agreement). All parties involved agree that passing GSOMIA

much of that support (Figure 5).

would serve as a platform to enhance the security of both Korea and Japan,
as well as align with the strategic goals of the trilateral alliance both share

Figure 5. Support for Korea-Japan Summit
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support for its passage was 60.4% in September 2013,3 a slim majority (50.7%)
remained in favor following Mr. Abe’s Yasukuni visit (see Figure 6).4

Following Mr. Abe’s December Yasukuni visit, support for a summit fell to
3. Survey conducted Aug. 30-Sept. 1, 2013.
2. Survey conducted Oct. 12-14, 2013.

4. Survey conducted Dec. 29-31, 2013.

Finally, a majority of the Korean public remained in favor of President Park

Figure 6. Support for GSOMIA
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Japan as a Strategic Partner

20

Despite current tensions, the public does not want to see a further deteriora0

tion in Korea-Japan relations. Although there is doubt about the effectiveJuly

Feb.

Dec.

Sept.

2012

2013

ness of a summit, a near majority remained in favor of holding one. The public
wants President Park to work to improve the relations and supports GSOMIA.
How can these incongruous opinions be understood?

Figure 7. Support for Proactive Approach by President Park
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an increase of 10pp from the previous month. Even at the end of 2013, the
relationship continues to be seen as much more cooperative than in 2012.
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A shared grievance over Japan’s perceived whitewashing of history and
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territorial disputes has created a large swath of common ground between
South Korea and China. This common ground could serve as an area of cooperation as they try to work together to pressure Japan on a range of sensitive

issues. This is something that the Korean public would support, with 74.5%

could be attributable to China’s expansion of its air defense identification

stating Korea should cooperate with China to resolve historical disputes with

zone (ADIZ) in November 2013. This may have been interpreted as a Chinese

Japan in late December 2013. But the data also suggests that the Korean public

military expansion to much of the Korean public.

views China with caution.
Caution is exhibited across a range of issues related to China when cross-tab
To many Koreans, China poses a threat to regional security. When asked about

analyses are employed. Responses to the question of security cooperation

the necessity to cooperate with Japan on security in the event of China’s rise,

with Japan were compared to responses to several other questions. Overall,

63.9% stated that such cooperation would be necessary. Only 26.2% said it

those that think that security cooperation with Japan is necessary are more

would be unnecessary (Figure 8).

likely to support a Korea-Japan summit, President Park’s proactive role, and
GSOMIA.

Figure 8. Security Cooperation with Japan as China Rises (%)

As stated previously, a clear majority (57.8%, see Figure 7) wanted to see
President Park take the lead in improving relations with Japan—a finding that
included a majority of every age cohort. When cross-tabbed with attitudes on
9.9

China’s rise, among those that stated security cooperation with Japan would
be necessary if China’s continued its rise, 65.2% stated that President Park
Necessary

26.2

Unnecessary
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should be proactive—much higher than the average (Table 1). However, among
those that said such cooperation would be unnecessary, a near majority (49.6%)
stated that President Park should not be proactive.
Similar findings were revealed via cross-tabs of security cooperation with
Japan and attitudes on a Korea-Japan summit. While 57.7% of those who
thought such cooperation would be necessary viewed a summit as necessary,

When this question was asked as part of the Asan Annual Survey in Septem-

60.3% of those who stated security cooperation was unnecessary also opposed

ber 2013, 44.9% stated that security cooperation with Japan would be neces-

a Korea-Japan summit.

sary facing the rise of China. That marks a 19.0pp increase despite the Yasukuni visit. This increase may be partly due to a wording change. In December

Finally, support for security cooperation with Japan was cross-tabbed with

2013 respondents were asked about security cooperation, but in September

support for the signing of GSOMIA. Among those that supported security

2013 they were asked about military alliance. However, some of this increase

cooperation with Japan in the case of a rising China, 66.0% viewed GSOMIA

as necessary. However, among those who opposed, 75.1% viewed GSOMIA as

tionship, sometimes coming to the fore due to a pre-determined schedule and

unnecessary.

sometimes due to unforeseen comments or actions.

Table 1. Cross-tab Analyses with Korea-Japan Security Cooperation

Primary among these irritants is Dokdo. These islets are consistently cited
as the biggest obstacle to improving Korea-Japan relations by the Korean public

Korea-Japan security cooperation in
the case of China’s rise

Pres. Park should play
a proactive role

Summit necessary

GSOMIA

Necessary

Not necessary

Agree

65.2

45.0

Disagree

29.4

49.6

Approve

57.7

35.1

Disapprove

35.4

60.3

Necessary

66.0

20.3

Not necessary

25.0

75.1

These findings suggest that support for improving ties with relations on a

(Figure 9). Although the percentages citing Dokdo as the largest obstacle
have declined since 2011, it remains the most important with 42.1% stating as
such. Issues related to history textbooks were second.
Figure 9. Obstacles in Korea-Japan Relations
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for the prolonged chill in the relationship. Such an observation is unhelpful.
Instead, these issues—Dokdo, history textbooks, and comfort women—need

Of increasing importance has been the issue of forced sexual slavery, euphe-

to be broken down realizing that it is history that informs each of them but

mistically referred to as comfort women. There is a growing awareness of the

does not define any of them. These issues act as built in irritants to the rela-

issue in Korea for several reasons. First, there is increasing coverage of the

women in the media, with acknowledgement that as they age the very real

Next, the sample was narrowed to identify those who hold the most favor-

chance exists that all of them will die without ever having received an official

able opinions of Japan (Table 2). These respondents were those that thought:

apology or compensation from Japan. Japanese politicians, including Mr.

(1) President Park should be proactive to improve Korea-Japan relations; (2)

Abe himself, have made insensitive comments on the issue saying that no

there should be a summit; (3) GSOMIA is necessary; and (4) security coopera-

coercive mobilization of sex slaves took place or that it was a common thing

tion with Japan is necessary in the case of China’s rise. These respondents can

among all countries during war. The impact has been especially strong among

be considered to be the most pro-Japan group among the Korean public. The

Korea’s youngest cohort. While it remains the least cited issue overall, among

size of this sample was 217 respondents.

those in their 20s its importance increased from 6.1% in 2011 to 19.7%—the
largest increase among any cohort.

A near majority of this group (49.5%) cited Dokdo as the biggest obstacle,
whereas only 27.1% cited history textbooks. Thus, for those who most want to

Yet, the focus remains on Dokdo. Disputes over history textbooks, sex slaves,

see progress in Korea-Japan relations, Dokdo is the most sensitive issue. This

and Dokdo were always present between the two countries, but the current

result has important implications.

stalemate in relations can be traced back to President Lee Myung-Bak’s visit
to Dokdo in 2012. Among respondents, views on Dokdo varied slightly depend-

Table 2. Critical Issues among those Most Favorable to Japan

ing one’s view of the future of Korea-Japan relations.
Sex Slaves

Among those that thought President Park should play an active role in improv-

Dokdo

History Textbook

ing relations, a plurality (44.7%) considered Dokdo to be the most important

Number of
Respondents

38

107

59

issue. Among those who disagreed with her being proactive the history text-

Proportion (%)5

17.4

49.5

27.1

book issue (38.0%) was as important as Dokdo (39.2%).
Similarly, Dokdo was the most important issue to those who cited GSOMIA

Japan’s Takeshima Day, an event held by the Shimane Prefecture each year

as necessary. While 46.0% of respondents who viewed GSOMIA as necessary

on February 22 to mark Japan’s claims to the islets, inevitably kicks off a wave

cited Dokdo as the biggest obstacle, 30.4% of this group cited history text-

of protest in Korea. The intensity of these protests will likely correspond to

books. Among those that thought GSOMIA was not necessary, a plurality (41.2%)

the level of the official sent by Tokyo to appear at the events. If Prime Minis-

cited history textbooks. There was no statistically discernible gap between

ter Abe were to send a high ranking official, or were to visit the event him-

the respondents who support and oppose a summit, with 43.7% and 42.3%,

self, it would deal a serious setback in moving Korea-Japan relations forward.

respectively, citing Dokdo as the most important issue.
5. Missing 6.0% were “Don’t Know” respondents.

It would almost certainly be more damaging than the Yasukuni visit, and even

It is the United States that is most frustrated by the turmoil in Northeast Asia.

the most dovish Koreans would shy away from hopes for better relations.

While it strongly backs Japan’s efforts to expand the role of its collective Self

Prime Minister Abe’s statement that Japan is seriously thinking of bringing

Defense Forces, this expansion is viewed warily in South Korea and China. In

the Dokdo case to the ICJ is already having that effect.

a poll conducted in December, 66.8% of the Korean public viewed Japan’s
perceived expansion of military power negatively.6 The disputes over history,
sex slaves, and territories further aggravate the situation by sowing distrust.

Steps for Damage Control
Thus far, the United States has largely ignored history issues in Northeast
Tensions are rising in Northeast Asia. Various survey results indicate that

Asia. But these issues are not disappearing any time soon. It is true that favor-

anti-Japanese sentiment is at its highest point following Prime Minister Abe’s

ability of the United States has remained elevated over the past three years

visit to the Yasukuni Shrine. More than 80% of Koreans stated that relations

and support for the alliance has never been stronger. Nonetheless, the public

between the countries were bad and the favorability of Japan is deteriorat-

can be fickle. This was briefly shown from November to December.

ing.
In October 2013, U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry announced that the United
Yet, many Koreans recognize the importance of Japan as a strategic partner,

States supported Japan’s right to expand certain aspects of its collective self

and regardless of their feelings about Japan, they think an effort to improve

defense. Subsequently, the favorability of the United States declined slightly

the relationship should be made. In particular, when the rise of China was

from November to December. Also, the percentage of people who viewed the

hypothesized, a clear majority thought security cooperation with Japan would

Korea-U.S. relationship as a competitive one increased to 14.9% in December.

be necessary. This may offer some hope.

Throughout 2013, it was generally around 10%. It lasted only briefly, but
suggests that the Korean public will react negatively to similar U.S. positions

What Japan should avoid at all costs, if it is seriously interested in improv-

in the future. This incident hints at how U.S. handling of complex relations

ing the relationship with Korea, is further enflaming Korean public senti-

between Korea and Japan can influence the Korean public’s attitude towards

ment on comfort women, history textbooks, or Dokdo. As the analysis here

the United States.

indicates, even those most positive towards Japan are very sensitive to the
Dokdo issue. If Prime Minister Abe makes any further provocation regarding

Furthermore, China has approached Korea about working together to address

Dokdo—such as again proposing to take the Dokdo case to the ICJ or by

shared historical grievances with Japan. This is a smart move by China as many

attending Takeshima Day events on February 22—relations will face a longerterm set back. The Japanese government should clearly understand that the
dispute over Dokdo is the single most important issue to the Korean public.

6. In addition, 64.7% stated that Japan would pose a military threat in the future. Survey conducted
Aug. 30–Sept. 1, 2013.

Koreans support the idea of cooperation with China on these issues. This could

tive attitude toward Japan can be quickly established among the Korean

be damaging for the United States. China would be perceived as sharing histori-

public.

cal scars with Korea, while the United States would be perceived to be insensitive to the issues, and thus siding with Japan. This is a moment for a sensible

The role of the Unites States, and its perceived lack of action, is gaining

diplomatic gesture from the United States.

increased attention in South Korea. There are growing calls for it to clearly
express its disapproval of Japan’s treatment of Dokdo, sex slaves, and the
whitewashing of history. Its failure to do so may begin to undermine support

Conclusion

for the Korea-U.S. alliance and contribute to increased perceptions that the
Korea-U.S. relationship is one of competition rather than one of cooperation.

Following the Yasukuni visit, some may have expected that the Park administration ’s position to harden with regard to the required steps before a

An improvement in Korea-Japan relations will require strong, consistent lead-

summit could take place. That is not the case. Instead, President Park has

ership from all involved parties, and a clear communication to the public of

moderated her position stating that if Mr. Abe affirms that his administra-

both countries about the steps being undertaken to repair the relationship.

tion recognizes the Kono and Murayama statements, steps could then follow

It should not be expected that the Korean public will immediately let go of its

to improve the relationship. This offers a new hope for a thaw in Korea-Japan

long-held grudges against Japan. But the data presented here suggests that

relations. That the opportunity will be taken advantage of is far from certain.

the Korean public is prepared for a pragmatic, forward-moving relationship.

Should Prime Minister Abe decide to send a member of his cabinet to the
February 22 Takeshima Day events—or even worse, attend the event himself—
Seoul will be unable to pursue improved relations due to public backlash.
Even if issues related to Dokdo can be side-stepped without attracting inflammatory headlines, the release of revised history textbooks in March could also
serve to further delay efforts to move the relationship in a positive direction.
Mr. Abe and his administration should take this into consideration. If Japan
can avoid stirring controversy on these issues—as well as having his political allies abstain from controversial comments on comfort women—polling
data suggests that the Korean public is ready to support improved KoreaJapan relations. While attitudes toward Abe are likely intractable, attitudes
toward Japan itself are not. With the right political atmosphere, a more posi-

Appendix A
Major Issues in
Korea-Japan Relations

Appendix B
Methodology of the Surveys

Asan Daily Poll: The sample size of each survey was 1,000 respondents over
the age of 19. The surveys were conducted by Research & Research, and the
margin of error is ±3.1% at the 95% confidence level. All surveys employed

Annual Survey 2010: The Asan Annual Survey 2010 was conducted from

the Random Digit Dialing method for mobile and landline telephones.

August 16 to September 17, 2010 by Media Research. The sample size was
2,000 and it was a Mixed-Mode survey employing RDD for mobile phones and an

This report is a product of the Public Opinion Studies Program at the Asan

online survey. The margin of error is ±2.2% at the 95% confidence level.

Institute for Policy Studies. To subscribe to the program’s reports please
contact Karl Friedhoff at klf@asaninst.org.

Annual Survey 2011: The Asan Annual Survey 2011 was conducted from
August 26 to October 4, 2011 by EmBrain. The sample size was 2,000 and it
was a Mixed-Mode survey employing RDD for mobile and landline telephones.
The margin of error is ±2.2% at the 95% confidence level.
Annual Survey 2012: The Asan Annual Survey 2012 was conducted in two
parts. The sample was recruited from September 5–14, 2012 via RDD for
mobile and landline telephones. The data was gathered from September 25–
November 1, 2012 via an online survey. The sample size was 1,500 and the
margin of error is ±2.5% at the 95% confidence level. The survey was conducted
by Media Research.
Annual Survey 2013: The Asan Annual Survey 2013 was conducted in two
parts. The sample was recruited via RDD for mobile and landline telephones.
The data was gathered from September 4–27, 2013 via an online survey. The
sample size was 1,500 and the margin of error is ±2.5% at the 95% confidence level. The survey was conducted by Media Research.
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