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1. Introduction 
Community development movement in Korea is a great success to transform a poor country into a modern 

industrialized country in a short period of time. The success of this movement originated from the spirit of "we 
can do", homogeneous culture, cooperative communities, egalitarian society with land reform and government's 
strong will to escape from the poverty. 

One of the backgrounds of successful industrialization relies on new community movement. It was caused by 
the mental reform and influenced the change of rural community. New community movement was famous for 
"Saemaul Undong (SMU) or New Village Movement" and was the cornerstone of Korean modernization.  

'Mental reform' played a decisive role in Korean modernization. Korea with insufficient resources and capital 
accumulation had good human resources. The modernization also owed the role of human resources to youth 
leaders in community development. The mental reform of rural community in the stage of economic 
development is very important and the training of youth leaders in the village can play a pivotal role in a 
society's modernization. 

Today the experience on the role of human resources in Korea’s SMU is a matter of interest to many 
developing countries and Korean development model has been the subject of a good benchmarking to the 
developing countries.  

It may be somewhat unreasonable that Kazakhstan's economic system applies to Korean model of economic 
development. Needless to say, Korea's economic circumstance in the 1970s differs from today's Kazakhstan's 
economic situation. However Korea's success model of community development, especially the role of human 
resources in the economic development will be lesson of Korea's experience in the early stage of 
industrialization. 

This paper deals with the background of new village movement, role of human resources in the new village 
movement and the mental reform and human resources in Korean community development in the past. It also 
concentrates on the guiding spirit and role of human resources to induce lessons of the movement. It aims to 
examine the role of human resources and to apply the lessons of Korea’s past experience to the future economic 
development. 

 

2. Saemaul Undong (SMU) as a Community Development Movement 
 
2.1 Situation of Korean Economy in 1960s 

At the beginning of the 1960s, Korea started to build modern economic system after the long chaos. Korea 
became independent from Japanese colonial rule in 1945. Soon after, Korea was divided into two - north and 
south - countries by the Korean War (1950-3). These circumstances had thrown South Korea's economy into 
complete chaos. Even if the occupation forces had arrived with a carefully laid economic plan, the situation 
would have been difficult because the newly government had developed Korea's economy as an integral part of 
their economic system, linking Korea to western world.  

It is also important to note that between the end of World War II and Park Chung Hee's ascension to power in 
1961, there was a major rupture, both politically and economically, from the Japanese colonial period. There 
was considerable disruption after 1945 because of plant exhaustion; the loss of linkages with Japanese capital 
and with upstream and downstream industrial facilities; the loss of technical expertise, distribution systems, and 
markets; and the subsequent obliteration of the industrial plant during the Korean War.  

The division of Korea into two zones at an arbitrary line further aggravated the situation. There were many 
inherent problems in building a self-sufficient economy in the southern half of the peninsula. Most of the heavy 
industrial facilities were located in northern Korea--the Soviet zone--including the chemical plants that produced 
necessary agricultural fertilizers. Light industries in southern Korea had been dependent on electricity from the 
hydraulic generators located on the Yalu River on the Korean-Manchurian border; electric generating facilities 
in the south supplied only 9 percent of the total need. Railroads and industries in the south also had been 
dependent upon bituminous coal imported from Manchuria, Japan, and the north (although the south had been 
exporting some excess anthracite to the north).  



However the year of 1962 was a turning point of Korean economy. In 1961, by military coup, General Park, 
Jung Hee2 became president and accelerated the new building of economy. To grow up the economy, he used 
all means whether the method was moral or not. Since 1962, Korean economy has grown faster than any other 
countries. Military government could conduct the policy mentioned above very powerfully. Even though the 
policy is sometimes blamed because it enhanced the gap between the rich and the poor, it is evaluated as a 
success and the locomotive of the development.  

In 1960s, Korea had a high quality and plentiful low price labor force. Foreign capital played a great role to 
set on labor force, potential for development. Owing to the lack of capital accumulation in industrial sector, 
influx of foreign capital was an indispensable factor to develop the country at the outset. In short, a basic axis in 
the Korean economic growth was an effective combination of labor force, potential for development and foreign 
capital, ignitable factor. The strong developmental will of Korean government combined two important factors 
effectively and sought the exit in the foreign export market. Therefore basic model of Korean economic growth 
characterized as a government-led, foreign capital-depended, industrialization-promotion and export-oriented 
(See [Figure 1]).  

 

 
 

From 1962 to 1966, the first plan for the economic development was conducted. The purpose of the plan was 
to substitute the import of cement, refined oil and fertilizer with domestic product and to build the infrastructure 
such as roads, rails, and power plants. During this period, the rate of economic growth was 7.9% and the rate of 
unemployment got lowered from 8.2% to 7.1%.  

The 1960s and 1970s marked Korea's great leap toward a semi-developed state, and the 1970s and 1980s saw 
the transition from semi-development to economic maturity in Korea. Korea has attained the rapid economic 
growth except 1980 since 1960s. <Table 1> shows Korea's major economic indicators over the past five decades 
(Seong Min Hong, 2002).  

 
<Table 1> Korea's Major Economic Indicators over the Past Five Decades 

 1954 1960 1970 1980 1990 1994 
Economic Growth (%) 5.1 1.1 7.6 -3.9 9.6 8.2 
GNP ($100 mil.) 15 19 81 606 2,518 3,769 
Per Capita GNP ($) 70 79 253 1,597 5,883 8,483 

Source: The Korea Economic Weekly, August 21, 1995. 
 

2.2 Background of New Village Movement 
In 1970s, Korea was one of the poorest countries in the world. However Korea achieved the great success of 

industrialization after overcome all difficulties. The background of successful industrialization was caused by 

                                       
2 President Park was a patient and deliberate man. In meetings, he made sure everyone spoke their mind before 
weighing in and making a decision. Once a decision was made, it was carried out to its desired end. 



the mental reform and influenced the change of rural community. New community movement that was famous 
for "Saemaul Undong3 or New Village Movement" was the cornerstone of Korean modernization.  

Saemaul Undong (SMU) was a community-based integrated rural development program. Its success can be 
attributed to its implementation of basic strategies of poverty reduction adapting to and making use of the 
Korean contexts - promoting opportunities and facilitating empowerment for rural people. Korean government 
achieved successful economic development in the 1970s with the adequate usage of selective industrial policies 
and export-oriented trade policies. This selective strategy, however, put rural development on hold and widened 
the gap between urban and rural living standards (Sooyoung Park, 2009: 114-115). 

Historically, the first mention to the SMU movement as a possible solution to rural poverty problem was 
made by President Park Chung Hee during a now famous speech he delivered to the provincial government 
leaders meeting in the southeastern city of Pusan on 22 April 1970. During the speech, President Park made 
reference to a “New Village Remodeling Movement,” which was historically the first reference to the SMU 
movement. President Park declared (Presidential Secretariat 1980). 

 
“There is no hope in the village where villagers’ yearning for a better life is not evident” --- 

“If the villagers (themselves) initiate a development initiative, the village community can 
complete it in 2 or 3 years with only a small amount of government subsidy. It is the 
responsibility of local government officials to encourage the villagers in this regard. Rural 
poverty should not be viewed as a pre-destined outcome, but rather confronted with a spirit of 
self-help and self-support. In the near future, all villages could be well-kept communities. Why 
not build a village road and bridge within this coming year with your own resources? You could 
refer to such an initiative as a ‘Village Remodeling Movement’ or a ‘Making Your Village 
Comfortable Movement.”  

 
In his speech, President Park acknowledged that when he visited Sindo-ri Village Chongdo-eup, Chongdo-

gun, in Gyeongsang North Province in July 1969, he was impressed with that community’s rapid recuperation 
from the monsoon flood damage it had previously endured, and that this success could never have been 
achieved without the diligence, self-help, and cooperation of the villagers themselves. Shortly after President 
Park gave this speech, the government supplied each of the nation’s 33,267 villages with 335 bags of cement 
and 0.5 tons of iron rods under the first experimental community-driven development (CDD) program. 
Ultimately, approximately 16,600 villages completed CDD projects with their own financial and labor resources 
(ADB, 2012). 

Thus Saemaul Undong is called as “New Village Movement”. It was aimed not only at rural development but 
also, in its latter stages, at various enlightenment activities implemented in industrial factories, the military and 
cities. It is still maintained in some cities and villages under the administration of the privatized organization 
called the National Council of Saemaul Undong Movement in Korea. In general, SMU4 is associated with rural 
development activities in the 1970s and many studies also confine their research scope accordingly. The 
background of SMU can be summed as following [Figure 2] 
 

                                       
3 In 1970, Saemaul Undong (SMU) was launched by President Park Chung Hee after a famous speech that he 
delivered at a meeting of provincial government leaders. This speech made reference to what might be called a 
New Village Remodeling Movement based on the “Saemaul spirit,” the three components of which were 
diligence, self-help, and cooperation. 
4 The burgeoning stage of Saemaul Undong can be summarized as an effort to create national energy to raise 
national competitiveness. Specifically, the campaign sought to improve the general public’s awareness and 
standards of living by offering new and progressive motivations. 



[Figure 2] Background of SMU

Source: N’kumuFrey-Lungula, Korea Saemaul Undong Center

 
2.3 Guiding Spirit of Saemaul Movement 
The term ‘Saemaul’ was coined by combining <Sae>, which means ‘progressive renewal based on past 

experiences’, and <Maul>, which refers to ‘regional and social communities’. Thus, SMU represents a 
continuous effort towards community renewal and modernization for a better future. The development of SMU 
is characterized as follows: 

 
Saemaul = Sae (New) + Maul (Village) 

Korean: Sae Maul 
English: New, Better Community, Neighbor 

Meaning: Change, Development 
Progressive renewal  

Region, Village 
Regional and social communities 

* Improving and changing the regional community into a better place to live a better life  
*Community movement towards change and development 

 
SMU emphasizes growth by manifesting and enacting the people’s desire to be free from the shackles of 

poverty and to join the ranks of well-to-do societies. Such an emphasis was natural at a time when all 
developing countries were supposed to follow, and were actually following, the western model of modernization. 
Against this backdrop, SMU surfaced as the primary driving force of the nation’s modernization. 

SMU is guided by three central social values in Korean society: the spirit of diligence, self-help, and 
cooperation: These three values of SMU, each an independent criterion for judging an individual’s life worth, 
exert much more influence and have more value when combined and harmonized. SMU’s guiding spirit can be 
summarized as following <Table 2>. 

 
<Table 2> SMU’s Values and Description 

Values Description 

Diligence 
(Pioneering Spirit) 

• Sincerity  
•The early bird catches the worm  
•Diligence → Sincerity → Pioneer spirit 

Self-Help 
(Ownership Spirit) 

•Defines one’s fate based on one’s effort  
•Heaven helps those who help themselves  
•Master fate → sense of responsibility, become independent → sense of ownership 



Cooperation 
(Community Sprit) 

•Pursuit for community growth  
•“Two heads are better than one” 
•1+1 = 2+α→efficiency, unity →cooperation 

Source: N’kumu Frey-Lungula, Saemaul Undong in Korea, Seoul: Korea Saemaul Undong Center. 
 

Saemaul Undong tries to harmonize two conflicting values. While accepting the need for modernization, 
SMU also values traditions that have endured the test of time. Interpreting Sae as referring to the pursuit of 
change and Maul as signifying traditional communities, it can be inferred that Saemaul Undong stands for the 
continuation of old values. Common wisdom often criticizes such an approach as unrealistic and ambiguous, but 
in fact it creates a balance between the two extremes, and opens up the possibility of combining them (The 
National Council of Saemaul Undong Movement, Saemaul Undong in Korea). Therefore Korea’s SMU’s 
concept can be summarized as following [Figure 2].  

 
[Figure 2] SMU Concept 

 
Source: Jeong Gap Jin, Saemaul Undong Central Training Center. 

 
3. The Role of Human Resources in the New Village Movement 
 
3.1 Stage of New Village Movement 

In the 1970s Korea’s economy continued to expand at annual rates of over 10 percent, accelerating job 
creation in the industrial and service sectors and also generating public financial resources available for 
reinvestment. Based on this somewhat simplified sketch of the early period of Korea’s economic development 
can see that the de facto policy sequence was something like this: 

 
Redistribution of wealth through land reform → Investment in human capital → 
Major investment and job creation in the industrial sector → Renewed attention to 
the agricultural and rural sector through SMU and other programs. 

 
SMU was introduced the Korean economy had already entered a period of sustained and rapid expansion. The 

aim of SMU and related programs was to help the rural sector to catch up by spreading improvement of living 
standards to the rural communities. This was important to balance economic growth among sectors, to slow the 
exodus to the cities, to solve a growing food supply problem, and to respond to rising political opposition among 
the rural population whose support gained through land reform had begun to erode (Edward P. Reed, 2010: 3-4). 
SMU has a comprehensive solution for three main agricultural issues. It has three major tasks and development 
by Stage: 1) mental reform of farmer → 2) improve living environment in rural sector → 3) income increase in 
agriculture sector.  

The main point of mental reform is practicing the Saemaul spirit, saving, helping each other and following 
rules. Improve living environment include paving inroads into villages, building bridges, expanding village 
roads, improving water systems, improving roofs, electricity in households, new water pipelines and community 
facilities. Income increase can be achieved by Cooperative production (fertilizers, pesticides), improvement of 
seeds, non-agricultural income (Saemaul factory) and raising specialty crops (Jeong Gap Jin, Experience & 
Method of SaemaulUndong). 



The Saemaul Movement came in three stages: establishing the basics of Saemaul (1971-1973), achieving self-
help (1974-1976), and becoming self-reliant (1977-1981). The target income of farming households was set as 
1.4 million won for the year of 1981. But it was attained in 1977 as the Saemaul Movement was very successful 
from the beginning. 

 
[Figure 3] Development by Stage 

 
Source: Jeong Gap Jin, Saemaul Undong Central Training Center. 

 
3.2 Educating and Training of Human Resources  

The government recognized the importance of a leader. Villages with a leader followed the national 
guidelines properly but villages without one spent their resources uselessly. Therefore, the development and 
poor implementation of SMU needed dedicated leaders for the cause. Since the government realized the 
importance of a leader, the government opened the training institute for Saemaul leaders in 19725. The Institute 
selected three goals: recruiting and training top-quality Saemaul Undong leaders, encouraging these leaders to 
engage in self-help programs, and contributing to the establishment of a beneficial system through diligence, 
self-help and cooperation. 

Each village had a male and female appointee. The leadership training emphasized on self-sacrifice and on 
setting a positive example. Education took place in a communal camp, where they would learn teamwork and 
cooperation. 

Interactive education done by sharing success stories during small group discussions, and offers for continued 
guidance and assistance were given to the leaders. The leaders after the training were the main source of 
leadership and guidance for the other villagers. 

During a time where female involvement was limited, the involvement of the female population brought 
radical changes. The women raised funds for the development of the village. They saved rice and put their 
energy in city-beautiful movements. Moreover, the women helped to ban gambling and drinking. The number of 
bars and pubs started to decline during this time. 

The education that was aimed for Saemaul leaders started to influence politicians, media people, religious 
leaders and foreigners. Politician's leaders that didn't show interest in SMU were highly influenced by Saemaul 
educational system. This was a cause in an increase for Saemaul Undong funds and the reason why SMU 
became a nationwide project (Saemaul Undong in Korea). 

Seeing the benefits of the Saemaul Movement made believers out of the people living in cities. It positively 
changed the perception of the hopeless farmer, fated to live out a life of poverty. Many in urban cities were 

                                       
5 A training institute for farmers was opened in January 1972 in the Agricultural Cooperative College run by the 
National Agricultural Co-operative Federation and began to educate farmers. Education for Saemaul Leaders 
started in July of the same year, and in 1973, the institute moved to the Farmers’ Center in Suwon-shi, Kyonggi-
do. 



inspired by SMU, leading them to reflect on their own chaotic lives and to think about adopting Saemaul values 
in their lives. 

From the beginning of SMU, the Saemaul leaders, village leaders both men and women, of each village were 
educated on the “Saemaul values.” Public workers from the central and local government also took part in 
learning6. As public and societal leaders were educated on the Saemaul values, SMU was on the cusp of 
spreading throughout Korea. Seeing how farmers were doing their best to make their villages better, many 
influential leaders agreed that it was the right time to introduce SMU to cities, factories, and schools (Kim 
Chung-yum, 2011: 234-235). 

 

 
Source: Change Soo Choe, 2005, Key Factors to Successful Community Developments. 

 
There are two types of organization at the local community level through which the people can express their 

interests and needs. The first type organization includes such gatherings as general meetings and neighborhood 
meetings in which all members of village can take part. General meetings (one per village) and neighborhood 
meetings (one per 20-25 families) represent the main groupings of people who wish to be directly involved in 
the activities of the village. The other organization is the Village Development Committee (VDC) (Chang Soo 
Choe, 2005: 8). 

 
3.3 Role of Human Resources in the Village Development Committee 

In the course of Korea's economic development, education by the Confucian cultural basis played a great role 
in enhancing the quality of the labor. The movement has brought about three significant results: 1) changes in 
rural people's way of thinking, 2) dynamics of participatory organization and leadership development, and 3) 
improvement of rural economy and infrastructure. The series of changes was the most significant prerequisite 
for self-reliant development in rural communities.  

At that time, Korea was traditionally agricultural society. When the peasants are free from farm work in rural 
area, most of them lost their employment. The decadent culture such as gambling and drinking was spreading 
with a frustration. Government did not overlook this point and planned to use the latent labor force. As is well 
known, Korean hand skill like using the chopsticks is excellent. The method of changing the ‘idle hand’ into the 
‘working hand’ was efficient to induce village workers to the urban workers. However government has no 
capital accumulation. Recognizing a way out of this difficulty, the government found a solution. The effective 
solution was the export as an exit of industrial products.  

                                       
6 In the hot summer of 1974, even members of the cabinet joined in, and subsequently, other professions 
including college professors, journalists, entrepreneurs, artists and religious people participated in learning. 



After learning the Saemaul values together with farmers, business leaders introduced the Saemaul Movement 
in their factories. The factory workers welcomed it, since many of them heard of the transformational changes 
and benefits in their hometowns, or personally experienced it through their families. Business leaders 
incorporated a lot of what they learned from SMU. They sought to enhance work conditions of their employees 
by building dining halls and improving housing conditions at factories, making them more hospitable by putting 
in health facilities while promoting a healthier life style. Employees were offered more opportunities to pursue 
higher education.  

The enthusiasm and creativity of Saemaul leaders played a primary role in determining the success of the 
campaign. These leaders consisted of regional representatives who were chosen for their decisiveness and 
leadership ability when the campaign was launched. The Saemaul leaders were expected to complement or even 
surpass the performance and contribution of existing regional leaders.7 It should be noted that Saemaul leaders 
were not appointed by the Korean Ministry of Home Affairs; rather, they were elected by residents of the 
corresponding regional community. Hence, in the course of conducting their responsibilities, those elected were 
forced to depend greatly on the authority of the government officials. 

The principles of Saemaul for team meetings were applied in the operation of quality control teams and 
meetings between labor and management. As employees felt that management had their interests in mind, they 
sought to increase productivity and cooperation with management. Factory workers were always on the mind of 
President Park. During visits to factories, he was attentive to living and working conditions at factories. He 
stressed to young workers the importance of an education even in poverty, urging them to take advantage of free 
night schools to get ahead in life (Kim Chung-yum, 2011: 236).  

Rural Saemaul Undong was implemented with villages as its unit, led by a Saemaul leader and a female 
leader. In this regard, it can be inferred that the success of rural Saemaul Undong has hinged on the competence 
of the Saemaul leaders in the individual villages. Since the Saemaul leaders played a crucial role in the success 
of SMU, their education and training was of equal importance. In the urban areas, elected Saemaul leaders 
worked with Dong, an administrative district as the campaign’s key unit. 

However, they were not able to function as actively as did the rural leaders in leading the residents and 
aggressively implementing the campaign. Although this situation somewhat reflected the characteristics of 
urban life, the qualifications and competence of the urban leaders were also less than satisfactory. The essence 
of Corporation and Factory Saemaul Undong is to develop better ties between corporate owners and employees. 
Such ties encourage owners to maximize worker welfare and consequently inspire workers to do their best and 
cooperate in efforts to cut down costs and raise productivity. Currently, corporation and factory Saemaul leaders 
are elected among executive officers, managers or heads of small production units of firms, and those elected 
are given opportunities to broaden their understanding of the campaign while developing their leadership 
competence through a variety of Saemaul educational programs (Saemaul Undong in Korea: 29-30). 

 
4. The Mental Reform and Human Resources in Korean Community Development 
 
4.1 The Success of Rural Community Movement and Now 

A country that has a successful race and people, it has a strong foundation of moral ethics and drive for 
success. Korean people who had lived under the underdeveloped circumstance want to be a wealthier life. They 
wished a better life for the future and sang with a slogan, ‘let’s live well’. It has been 40 years since that slogan 
has driven the Korean people toward success. From a country with GNP less than 100 dollars to a country with a 
GNP of 25,000 dollars, this is the miracle done by the hands of the Korean people. Now for the prosperity for 
mankind, SMU will provide the foundation. SMU will be a key part in providing the world a chance to prosper 
and thrive. 

                                       
7 There were numerous examples of teachers and students taking the initiative and producing outstanding 
results without support from the government. That is, the second generation of the Saemaul Movement naturally 
took real life experiences and lessons of Saemaul. This made great contributions to maintaining the values of 
Saemaul for a long time. 



The success of SMU has two major reasons. Firstly it was the policy of government using a competitive 
system that caused total involvement of the rural community. The inspired leadership of the government and the 
funding was a stimulus for the villagers. Moreover, praising and rewarding successful villages was another 
motivation for success. Secondly it was the dedication of the Saemaul leaders and the total involvement of the 
villagers. The people were surprised by the results and felt accomplishment. This accomplishment led to self-
confidence and this confidence gave birth to a purpose for success. People became diligent and understood the 
true meaning of cooperation. 

The background of success in community development has preconditions8. This success can attribute to some 
factors. Above all, firstly national leadership and political commitment is the most important role. The second 
factor is incentive system and competition. The third factor is the village level efforts that contain community 
participation, devotion and commitment of Saemaul leaders. Beyond these factors, capacity-building training 
programs, policies and strategies of the government that insist of holistic approach, horizontal coordination and 
vertical integration and public relations (Sooyoung Park, 2009: 124-129). These successful factors can be 
summarized following [Figure 5]. 

 
[Figure 5] Key Factors to Success 

 
 

Korea over the past four decades has demonstrated incredible growth and global integration to 
become a high-tech industrialized economy. In 1953, Korea’s the per capita gross domestic product 
(GDP) $73, and this increased to $21,695 in 2007. In 1965, 40.9 per cent of the population suffered from 
absolute poverty, but the poverty rate was reduced to 10.9 per cent by 2007.  

 
<Table 3> Incidence of Absolute Poverty (percentage) 

 
 

SMU appeared in the 1970s, after these earlier efforts had already brought major social changes to the 
agricultural sector. Through this movement, farmers renovated their houses, repaired village roads, built 
community halls, and established cooperatives. Through these projects the living standard of people in rural 
communities was improved and poverty was reduced drastically among rural as well as urban households (see 
<Table 3>). More importantly, the rural communities kept pace with the changes brought about by economic 
development (Huck-ju Kwon, 2010: 95). 

In 1960s, GDP per capita was comparable with levels in the poorer countries of Africa and 
Asia. In 2004, Korea joined the trillion dollar club of world economies, and currently is among 
the world's 20 largest economies. Initially, a system of close government and business ties, 
including directed credit and import restrictions, made this success possible. The government 

                                       
8  The preconditions contained (1) homogeneous communities with strong tradition of cooperation, (2) 
egalitarian society with land reform, and (3) solid and continuous economic growth. 



promoted the import of raw materials and technology at the expense of consumer goods, and 
encouraged savings and investment over consumption. Korean economy's long term challenges 
include a rapidly aging population, inflexible labor market, and heavy reliance on exports - 
which comprise half of GDP (See <Table 4>.  

 
<Table 4> Korea's Journey from Poverty to Prosperity 

 

Note: Korea's trade volume (right axis) and per capita GDP (left axis) are both given in current U.S. dollars. 
Source: KDI. 2011. From Despair to Hope Economic Policymaking in Korea 1945-1979 

 
4.2 Development of Human Resources and Mental Reform 

Education was the biggest item in the government budget after defense in the late 1950s and 60s; this resulted 
in the astonishing record of educational expansion compared to other developing countries that reinforced the 
effect of the land reform on education. The number of students from both rural and urban backgrounds increased 
370 percent for liberal arts secondary schools, 299 percent for vocational high schools, and 1,292 percent for 
higher education from 1945 to 1959; and the literacy rate reached almost 90 percent in the late 1950s. In short, 
the land reform not only sharply reduced the inequality of landownership, it also played a powerful role in 
reducing poverty and increasing the level of education in the rural population (ibid: 93). 

Economic growth is not sustainable without human development. Human factor is a very large notion and 
covers all active spheres of the mankind. In this context, human is a logic ending of every action and mankind 
development history reflects his living in more useful conditions. Human Resource is the most important and 
vital factor of economic development or it can be said that humans are the agents of development.  

Korea provides a prime example of a virtuous cycle between economic growth and human development. 
Although Korea was one of the poorest countries in the world in the 1950s, it invested its limited resources to 
promote human development. In particular, with the introduction of universal primary education in 1950, 
Korea’s primary school enrollment rate increased from 59.6 percent in 1953 to 86.2 percent in 1960. The 
illiteracy rate dropped from 78 percent in 1945 to 28 percent in 1960. Although investing in people by itself was 
not enough to promote growth in the absence of complementary industrial and trade developments, it provided 
the basis for Korea’ initial takeoff in the 1960s. 

 
<Table 4> Enrollment Rate by School Level (Percent) 



 
Source: Center for Education Statistics information (http://cesi.kedi.re.kr) 

 
In subsequent years, Korea greatly expanded technical and vocational training and strengthened science and 

engineering education. The government drafted a plan to increase the supply of technicians from 340,000 in 
1969 to 1,700,000 in 1981, and established mechanical technical high schools as ‘entrance of excellence’ in 
each province, offering full scholarships to poor but talented young students. Universities were called upon to 
select one specialized engineering field, related to a nearby industrial complex if possible, and invest intensively 
in that field to produce engineers with both theoretical and practical knowledge. Technicians and engineers 
spearheaded Korea’s efforts to move up the quality ladder and to sustain growth.  

Korea’s rapid, resilient, and shared growth, in turn, facilitated human development and poverty reduction9. 
This rate of improvement is the fastest among 83 ‘-ery high’ and ‘-igh’ human development countries as 
classified by the UNDP (KDI. 2011). 

Along with education, 'Mental Reform' played a decisive role in Korean modernization. Korea with 
insufficient resources and capital accumulation has good human resources. Thanks to the excellent hand skill, 
the government needed of motive to transform the ‘idle hand’ into the ‘working hand’. This thinking caused the 
success of SMU, particularly youth leaders in rural areas took the lead in developing the traditional society. The 
real fame of SMU is not in the outcome of economic growth. It was earned from the struggles and spirits of the 
innumerable nameless who challenged the fate of poverty shouting the faith of "we can do it! We will do it" and 
supported the era of high growth all the way just with their bare hands and fights. 

Goh, Kun emphasized the ‘the importance of way of thinking and participation’ in a key note speech delivered 
at the 40th SMU Anniversary International Symposium as follows: 

 
“The movement has brought about three significant results: 1) changes in rural people's way of 
thinking; 2) dynamics of participatory organization and leadership development; and 3) 
improvement of rural economy and infrastructure. The series of changes was the most 
significant prerequisite for self-reliant development in rural communities.”  

 

He continued that Saemaul leaders who were non-paid volunteers. Saemaul leadership was one of the three 
basic components of the movement, together with village participation and government support. Saemaul 
leaders played a development role as change agents introducing rural innovation. A Saemaul leader should 
perform his role in the process as: (a) a planner (or initiator of new projects); (b) implementer of projects (or 
organizer and mobilizer of resources); (c) coordinator (or persuader if necessary). Non-paid as they were, many 
of them were willing to devote themselves to the projects. This contributed decisively to the success of the 
movement. Successful Saemaul leaders were found to have equipped themselves with sincerity, responsibility, 
determination and ability to persuade others (Goh, Kun: 12-13).  

                                       
9 According to the UNDP, Korea’ Human Development Index (HDI) rose from 0.722 in 1980 to 0.937 in 2007, 
for an average annual growth rate of 0.97 percent over the period. 



Needless to say, modernization in Korea owed the role of human resources to youth leaders in community 
development. In this regard, the mental reform would be the priority among the successful factors in SMU. The 
importance of Mental Reform can be summed up as follows: 
 

The Priority of Mental Reform in SMU 
 
▪ Build a Wealthy Village = Physical and Mental Wealth 
▪ Change in farmers’ traditional way of thinking  

 
We can do it! We will do it! We must do it! 

“It is the basic spirit of Saemaul. How can we do it when nobody can help us and every one of 
us is in desperate? Let us united and do it with "Diligence, Self-help, and Cooperation", the 
three doctrine of Saemaul Undong Movement.”  
 

 
◇ Change in attitude & lifestyle based on Mental Reform 
   Passive • Negative Thinking → Active • Positive Thinking  

 

4.3 Lessons of Korea’s New Community Movement and New Saemaul Undong 

Though it was an old model, the objectives that SNU achieved and the principles on which it was based are 
not different from the ones that the rural development programs of today aim to accomplish and on which they 
are founded. Despite limitations and criticisms, SMU promoted social and human development in rural areas. 
The improvement in rural infrastructure and the living environment reduced the vulnerability of people to 
natural disasters and disease pandemics and provided easier and broader accesses to and widened opportunities 
for markets, better education and resources. SMU also contributed to reducing absolute poverty and increasing 
the income level of rural people. In addition, it brought some favorable changes in abolishing archaic customs 
and empowered women to become development agents. The increased accountability and capacity of local 
government officials and the empowerment of villagers can also be listed as desirable changes, though most of 
these were brought about unintentionally.  

The most important lesson learned from SMU is that it devised appropriate strategies and measures reflecting 
and making use of the specific political, economic and social contexts. Developing countries should carefully 
study their own situation and devise workable and practical solutions of their own. Korea’s New Village 
Movement (SMU) gives valuable lessons for the 21st century (KDI. 2011: 134-135).   

 
☐ Importance of spontaneous participation and mental reform of farmers 
☐ Active support from the government efficient role of government officials 
☐ Avoid standardized government planning and evaluation simply based on material wealth 
☐ Promote participation from young people and the affluent upper class 
☐ Characterization of each community based on community environment and residents’ abilities 
 

SMU was summarized in the past as “Prosperity for Ourselves Movement”. The changes that took place from 
the mid-1980s, including the quantitative expansion of the national economy, and the accelerated migration of 
the farming and fishing populace to urban areas, however, shifted the base of SMU to urban areas. The regional 
and inter-social group conflicts, which emerged as a result of economic growth, made it inevitable to redefine 
the goals of the movement. 



The new Saemaul Undong should be guided by three vital missions. First of all, it must identify its new tasks 
for the purpose of promoting people’s awareness of existing social hardships and mobilizing their participation 
in the process of overcoming such difficulties. Specifically, it should seek to revolutionize the daily lives of 
citizens and reconstruct regional communities, and lead the way in identifying and pursuing practical and 
plausible tasks, initiating efforts to revitalize the national economy and to help the unemployment (Saemaul 
Undong in Korea: 65-67). 

Toward the end of the 1980s, sweeping changes were made in Korea, and democracy was enhanced as a 
result. This in turn brought about an explosive growth of non-governmental, nonpolitical, and non-profit civil 
movements, thus dictating the need for SMU to advance its mechanism and structures as well. 

The essence of non-governmental organizations in Western civil societies lies in voluntarism. They have 
developed a time-honored tradition characterized by voluntary participation as they moved beyond the 
continuous confrontation among governments, markets, and the citizens during the Citizens’ Revolution. On the 
other hand, in the developing countries, national economies have been weak with little or no capital to support 
social welfare policies. Accordingly, the NGOs in these countries went along two different paths respectively: 
either leading anti-government movements, aligning themselves with anti-establishment political movements, or 
acting to supplement the functions of weak public welfare systems by developing close relationships with the 
government based on mutual interests (ibid.: 71-72).  

Korean version of community development movement, SMU is a great success in Korea to transform Korea 
into a modern industrialized country within a short period of time. The success of SMU is its spirit of ‘'we can 
do’', that comes from the values of “be diligent, be cooperative and be self-help” and the principles of 
“participation, accommodation and permanency”.  

Along with this, homogeneous culture and communities with strong tradition of cooperation, egalitarian 
society with land reform strong national leadership and political commitment, incentive system and competition, 
capacity building training programs, Mass Media role on SMU participation and village level efforts.  

Therefore SMU is a great lesson for other development countries based on Korean experience that some 
aspects of the movement could be applied their under the developing countries enabling environments. However, 
the developing countries need to have a strong political commitment, creating an enabling environment based on 
meritocracy, motivation and utilizing personal interests, and most importantly, developing countries need to 
understand their local context in order to implement SMU model in their countries 

The Saemaul Movement has been accepted by the United Nations as one of the efficient rural development 
models in the world. The Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) has decided to select the Saemaul Movement 
as a base model for the Sustainable Modernization of Agriculture and Rural Transformation (SMART) program 
in 2008. Also, the movement has been exported to more than 70 countries, sharing the rural development 
experience world-wide. 

Today Korea is a benchmarking model for many developing countries and is the only country in the world 
that has achieved rapid economic growth and democratization in the wake of colonial rule and war. Saemaul 
Undong marked the first step in this remarkable journey.  

Between 1970 and 2011, some 53,000 public officials and village leaders from 129 nations visited Korea to 
learn about Saemaul Undong. Archival materials included in this nomination have been used to inform 
programs emulating the movement in 157 villages in 18 countries.  

 
5. Concluding remarks 

The ‘miracle of the Han River’ in Korea was not just a miracle from the heaven. It was a result of the self-
sacrificing efforts of the Korean people. The government's strong will to achieve modernization and dedication 
of the people who wish to escape from the poverty could turn a poor country into a developed country. The New 
Community Development Movement called as Saemaul Undong (SMU) or New Village Movement led to the 
modern industrialization and its enthusiasm is a slogan, called as "Let's live well". This success extended all the 
people and the impact extended to urban area. Thus Korean economy recorded the rapid growth marvelously. 
This marvelous success is called as "the miracle of the Han River" in the world. 

During 1970–1979, Korea’s average farm household income jumped from $825 to $4,602, setting a milestone 
in poverty reduction. The spirit of “Diligence, Self-help and Cooperation” spread widely among the rural 



population with the spirit of “We can do”. This movement laid the foundation for Korea to grow into a major 
economy from one of the world’s poorest countries. The experience of the Korean people in this process is a 
valuable asset for humankind.  

SMU has three major tasks and development by Stage: 1) mental reform of farmer → 2) improve living 
environment in rural sector → 3) income increase in agriculture sector. SMU’s success can attribute to national 
leadership & political commitment, incentive system & competition and the village level efforts 

In the course of Korea's economic development, education played a great role in enhancing the quality of the 
labor. Economic growth is not sustainable without human development. Korea provides a prime example of a 
virtuous cycle between economic growth and human development. Although Korea was one of the poorest 
countries in the world in the 1950s, it invested its limited resources to promote human development. 

Along with education, 'Mental Reform' was an important factor in Korean modernization. Korea with 
insufficient resources and capital accumulation had good human resources. Thanks to the excellent hand skill, 
the change’s way of thinking caused the success of SMU, particularly youth leaders in rural areas took the lead 
in developing the traditional society. Repeatedly speaking, modernization in Korea owed the role of human 
resources to youth leaders in community development.  

The most important lesson learned from SMU is that it devised appropriate strategies and measures reflecting 
and making use of the specific political, economic and social contexts. Developing countries should carefully 
study their own situation and devise workable and practical solutions of their own. 

Today Saemaul Movement has been accepted by the United Nations as one of the efficient rural development 
models in the world. The Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) has decided to select the Saemaul Movement 
as a base model for the Sustainable Modernization of Agriculture and Rural Transformation (SMART) program 
in 2008. Also, the movement has been exported to more than 70 countries, sharing the rural development 
experience world-wide. 
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