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KOREA

This report mainly discusses the newly implemented personnel system, the Open Competitive Position
System in Korea, which was introduced to strengthen the level of competitiveness of government
employees. Ii is worth sharing the lessons that we learned during the introduction and implementation of
this system with other governments, though it takes time for the newly introduced system to be fully
established.

1. General context

1.1. Career Civil Service System

1.1.1. Concept

Under the Career Civil Service System (CCSS), the government creates an environment to attract
competent young people. Once they’re appointed, they are promoted and employed to a certain retirement
age under this system.

1.1.2. Cultural background

The background of the establishment of CCSS is related to the nation’s cultural tradition. Until the 19th

century, Korea had a class system. Under this system, only the privileged class could enter the government.
Therefore, becoming an official meant achieving good social status and economic welfare. This tradition
survived even after the class system was abolished and no constraints were left on the qualifications to
enter the government service. Consequently, an overwhelming majority of Koreans prefer to become
public officials though many jobs have appeared following the progress of industrialisation. These
remnants laid the foundation of the CCSS.

People’s view of work can also be attributed to the establishment of CCSS. Since Koreans have been
accustomed to the life-long job for its agrarian culture, Koreans consider the life-long job as natural.

1.2. Required competitiveness to recruit competent personnel

The Korean Government doesn’t seem to have a significant problem in recruiting competent people in the
labour market. Every year, the number of applicants applying for government posts exceeds that of those
appointed by several hundred.
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Table 1. The competition rate to recruit of public officials

Competition Rate
Year

Grade 5 Grade 7 Grade 9

2000 77:1 110:1 133:1

1999 81:1 173:1 141:1

1998 79:1 141:1 183:1

1997 68:1 156:1 143:1

1996 96:1 222:1 168:1

1986 164:1 79:1 55:1

Source: 2000 Annual Statistics Report (MOGAHA).

Statistics above reflect the preferences to becoming officials. Another factor is that the private sector
cannot accommodate all the supply of labour.

1.3. The required competitiveness to retain competent employees

The Korean Government doesn’t have difficulty in retaining competent people. Though the senior officials
usually go to public corporations, these cases are not related to the outflow of the competent people from
the public sector. On the contrary, this movement from public official to public corporation has been
criticised. It prevents the employees of the corporation from being promoted. Moreover, the low level of
expertise of the mover becomes a barrier to enhance the competitiveness of the corporation. Another
criticism is that the government is repeatedly giving important positions to incompetent people. Recently,
some competent officials have transferred to the venture company, but the number of these cases is very
small.

2. Problems identified in terms of competitiveness of the public employer

2.1. Current situation

The inflexibility of the career civil service system and the Rank-In-Person are more problematic than the
government competitiveness in the labour market in Korea.

•  Job security is guaranteed throughout the period of service, government officials do not bother
competing with the private sector.

•  Competition among internal officials does not work well for “the principle of seniority”.
Consequently, government officials will concede anything to avoid trouble.

•  In addition, the government officials who have been considered as a leader group of the nation’s
economic development are now being criticised for no longer being excellent and competitive and
not being able to adapt to the changing environment.
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•  Switzerland-based IMD (the International Institute for Management and Development) reported
that the Korean Government administration is rated 26th among the 47 countries from the point of
competitiveness of public sector.

2.2. Reasons

The Korean Government recognises that the Rank-In-Person is the core of the problem. Though the current
Rank-In-Person includes characteristics of the Rank-In-Position, Rank-In-Person is the root of human
resource management. For example, the government has used a closed system in recruiting. The
government Rank-In-Person is composed of nine grades from 9 to 1(the lesser the number, the higher the
position) and new entrance through the open competition only applies to three kinds of grades – 5, 7 and 9.
Since it is hard to enter the higher grades directly from outside, important positions such as 4 to 1 were
filled internally.

3. Strategies and/or programmes adopted to cope with these problems

The Korean Government knew the system that guaranteed job security couldn’t function well in increasing
the competitiveness in the public sector. Based on that recognition, the Korean Government carried out
drastic reforms in the human resource management system. In order to overcome the prevailing problems
in the public sector, the Korean Government needed a new system that could attract people from the
private sector.

3.1. Strategies or plans

The Korean Government is trying to introduce several new systems such as Job Posting, Temporary
Retirement from Office Programme for the private sector job. I will focus on the Open Competitive
Position System (OPS) because the other systems were not legislated officially nor have they been
activated until now.

The Korean Government introduced OPS by enactment of a Presidential decree named “the regulations
affecting the operation of OPS”.

3.2. Contents and goals

This new system is called for in a transition from a closed society to an open one. The principle of
competition is now applied to all areas from the market to the public. Under the belief that competition
could increase the productivity of the public side, OPS was introduced to the central government.

•  Object: 13 grade positions: in an area where one’s special expertise is required for the efficient
policy-making. (Civil Service Act, Clause 28.)

•  Scope: within the limit of 20% of the positions at each central department (Government
Organisation Act, Clause 2.)
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3.3. History

•  November 1998 – March 1999: Planning and Budget Committee surveyed the basics for the OPS.

•  May 1999: Government made a partial amendment of the Government Organisation Act and the
Civil Service Act and established the Civil Service Commission (CSC) as a central organisation to
take charge of the government personnel policy.

•  July 1999 – November 1999: CSC set up the general criteria and designated the 131 positions as
Open Competitive Positions (OP).

•  November 1999 – 12 February: CSC made “the regulations affecting the operation of OPS” after
discussion with each department.

•  December 1999 – February 2000: CSC made the job qualification for all the Open Competitive
Positions.

•  February 2000: the Korean Government promulgated “the regulations affecting the operation of
OPS”.

3.4. The process of introduction

3.4.1. Designation of Open Competitive Positions(OP)

The designation work has been a long negotiation between CSC and all the other government departments.
The process of the negotiations required an objective criteria, serious bargaining process and transparency.

CSC suggested the following criteria to increase objectivity:

•  designate the positions considering all the following factors:

− the degree of needs in expertise;

− the degree of needs in importance;

− the degree of needs in reform;

− the degree of needs in co-ordination;

− the degree of needs in collecting the opinion of the people.

•  designate one or more core positions in each department;

•  balance the ratio of the designation between the headquarter and the attached organisation;

•  designate an inspector position if possible;
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•  consider a balance among the departments;

•  CSC had discussions with each department two or more times;

•  CSC held a panel discussion six times where many experts from the private and public sector
participated to guarantee the transparency of the designation work.

3.4.2. Set up the job qualification

Setting up the job qualification in advance had various reasons. (The job qualification for each job has not
been settled due to Rank-In-Person in the Korean Government).

•  block the emergence of “the spoil system”;

•  reduce hiring costs;

•  include competency concept on the job qualification for the future.

The main characteristics of the job qualification for the Open Competitive Positions are as follows:

•  applicants now can access easily OP thanks to the lower entrance qualifications;

•  “the spoil system” has been meant to be reduced by specifying the relevant expertise beforehand;

•  candidates will be picked out by being evaluated in terms of competencies such as technical know-
how, strategic leadership, problem solving, organisation management and communication ability.

3.5. The main contents of OPS legislation

•  Supplement time: the open competitive positions can be filled both when the designated open
position is vacant and also when the same grade of a different position is vacant.

•  Open competition: when an open competitive position has been vacant, the qualification for the
position and the other necessary matters should be announced publicly by 14 days.

•  Fair reviews: 50% or more of civilians should participate in the selection board.

•  Status of the appointed persons: He/she who is appointed to OP has the status of non-career
contracted service. But when a civil servant is appointed, he/she doesn’t lose his/her status as a
career service.
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3.6. Challenge and response

3.6.1. Challenge

The internal civil servants’ strong opposition was the most difficult challenge of the introduction of the
new system. The civil servants were afraid of losing opportunities to be promoted by being deprived of the
positions that could be filled with civil servants by the ones from the private sector. The next challenge was
that “the spoil system” might be politically used. Finally, there was a concern that this would eventually
waste the government’s money and efforts if they failed to attract competent people from the private
sector.

3.6.2. Response

•  Countermeasures against strong opposition among the civil servants:

− OPS are supplemented only when the position with the same grade is vacant to guarantee
the term of the incumbent.

− The autonomy of each department is increased so that the impact of the new system can be
minimised. For example, the organisation of the selection board, its members and its
operational rules were operated autonomously.

− If no one applies for the position or no one is suitable for the position, it can be appointed
by the related minister.

− Civil servants can apply for the OPS so that opportunities can be given to excellent
government officials.

− When a civil servant is appointed, he/she shall be promoted and transferred without losing
the status as a career service. The occupational series also can be changed.

•  Measures to attract competent people in the private sector:

− Civilians get favourably paid over civil servants if they are appointed.

− There is no upper pay limit.

− CSC drives a well-qualified person to apply for certain Open Positions by using CSC
database of the national talented people.

•  Measures blocking “the spoil system”:

− Job qualifications and descriptions are set up in advance.

− The civilians experts participate in the selection board committee to maintain objectivity.

− CSC finally screens the results of the selections to verify the fairness of the system.
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4. Overall assessment on those strategies or programmes

4.1. Experiences

•  A national personnel system is deeply related to a nation’s labour market. Since the horizontal
labour market has not been developed in Korea, it is not easy for an employee to return to the
private sector after he/she completes his/her duty in the public sector. Therefore, it was not
successful in attracting competent people to the public sector.

•  Publicity is very important. The press mainly focused on the negative side of the system, even
though a good system was introduced into the government with a good intention to renovate it.
Consequently, the positive side of the system and the good intention of the government got
distorted. As a result, many people did not give credit to the efforts of establishing this system.
Moreover, many Koreans do not even know that OPS have been introduced into the Korean
government, hence they could not make good use of it.

•  To make a “star” is helpful. The press has a tendency to pay attention to celebrities. Therefore, if
remarkable people are recruited as government officials, the press publicises him/her. This helps
establish the government’s policies.

•  In addition to the open competition, it seems necessary to invite or scout competent people to
attract them to the public sector. Experts in the field do not want to take the risk of applying for an
Open Position since they might fail to pass the open competition and this will affect their
reputation. This seems to be mainly caused by the oriental tradition that cherishes reputation.

•  People seem to have mixed feelings about the designation of core positions. I thought that
designation of core positions would be helpful to attract excellent civilians. However, few
excellent civilians having proper qualifications applied for core positions, hence the minister of the
agency had to appoint internal civil servants to the positions. But there are many counter cases in
which many excellent civilians applied for the position for its relative importance to others. It
means that at least some core positions have to be open to competition so that civilians entering
into the public sector can get the chance to demonstrate their ability and obtain honour despite the
low wage.

4.2. Achievements and results

•  The rate of civilian appointment is low.

− Appointment rate: 69% of the total OP (90 of 131) have been filled since the introduction
of OPS in February 2000.

− Civilian appointment rate: 13.3%.

− Screen rate by CSC: 43.3%(39 of 90).

− Successful applicants over total applicants: civil servant 48%, civilian 6%.

− Average competition rate: 4 versus 1.
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•  The level of expertise in the public sector has increased. Although a large portion of OP was filled
with current civil servants, only the ones with a considerable expertise for the position were
appointed.

•  In certain cases, organisations were vitalised. Certain positions were filled with promoted people.
Some positions have the right to manage the institutions independently. Service term is guaranteed
for two or three years. (In Korea, the average service term of one position is only one year).

•  OPS is spreading into local governments and public corporations.

•  The government agencies do not show progressive willingness to accept the basic concepts of
OPS, so they are following the system passively.

•  The Korean Government recognised that more incentives have to be provided to the appointed
people.

4.3. Future plan

•  The Korean Government has a strong intention to develop OPS since it can be a vehicle for the
renovation of the government culture.

•  OPS will be applied to grade 4 in the near future, which will extend the system.

•  The service term of OP will be extended from three to five years.

•  Scouting people through head hunters and recommendation manner will also be adopted in
appointing OPS.

5. Issues to be discussed

•  How to increase the level of internal competition.

•  How to publicly promote civilian awareness about the newly introduced policy.

•  How to attract competent people.

•  Training strategy for the appointed civilian.


