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Abstract

This paper examines ways in which Korean welfare state has been transforming over the last several decades, and factors that may explain this transformation from a political economic perspective. I argue that, contrary to the popular image of Korea’s radical welfare state transformation after the Asian Economic Crisis of 1997, it has been in fact undergoing a process of gradual institutional transformation well before that time. However, in the 1990s, this transformative process became more evident as a result of a combination of exogenous and endogenous factors that pushed public and policy debates forward and expedited the process of social policy reforms. Some very important social policy changes have been made as a result, for example, extension of health insurance and national pension scheme, and the introduction of National Basic Livelihood Security (NBLS) – a guaranteed income support for low income families based strictly on citizenship right (which is a conceptually different kind of social security system from the ones that existed before). More recent policy effort to expand child care and to introduce a long-term care insurance scheme also should not be dismissed either. 
The paper argues that even though significant changes have occurred with Korean welfare state, this does not mean that the entire welfare system has been overhauled. On the contrary, the shape of welfare state still looks much like before: a mix of Bismarckian and Liberal welfare model prevails; family and employers continue to play important roles in social welfare – though labor market restructuring has led to reduced employer commitment to employment security, and as well, employment based welfare has also been retrenched; and Korea continues to exhibit features of a coordinated market economy as described by the Varieties of Capitalism perspective – although again, as illustrated by the Chaebol restructuring after 1998, some important changes have been made in business governance structure, especially the cross-subsidization. What we see then, is not a radically new welfare state institution, but instead a steady process of transformative changes. In sum, this paper elaborates on the nature of this transformative process and its implications for long-term institutional life.
