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Abstract: South Korea is a young, experimental democracy with a relatively effective
government, often praised as a model of state-led economic development. Although civil
liberties have been bolstered since the successful transition from an authoritarian state to a
consolidated democracy, corruption remains a persistent concern as hierarchical and
authoritarian thinking are profoundly ingrained in society. Since the 1997 Asian economic
crisis spurred the emergence of a liberal consensus on government corruption, diverse public
institutions and civil society organizations have been actively involved in the fight for
transparency and accountability. The creation of an independent anti-corruption agency, the
Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission (ACRC), sent a strong message that the
government is committed to preventing abuse of power and preserving the public interest.
This paper aims to identify and understand the driving factors that led to the committee’s
success in bringing transparency and accountability to the South Korean public sector, so that
it may be replicated in other countries. It takes a descriptive approach to examine the strengths
and weaknesses of ACRC and analyze its impact through various indirect indicators. The
study reveals that the ACRC’s all-encompassing strategy for anti-corruption reform has
improved the level of integrity and public awareness. However, its autonomy and power are
still called into question, suggesting future improvements are needed to realize its full
potential, thereby bringing about more profound changes.
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1. Introduction

Political corruption refers to the misuse of public power for private gain or unfair advantages [1, 2,
3]. Corruption in politics can occur at different levels, ranging from local to national. It can have
substantial adverse impacts on stability, including destroying public confidence in government
institutions, aggravating social inequalities, subverting the rule of law, and diminishing the quality of
public services [2, 4]. Globally, the establishment of independent institutions to address the abuse of
entrusted authority for personal gains has gained prominence, reflecting a growing recognition that
corruption is a pressing issue. This popularity is explained by increased effectiveness and efficiency
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in tackling corruption-related challenges by pooling expertise and resources, and their independence
enables them to conduct investigations impartially. Over the past decade, South Korea has
outperformed most of its regional neighbors in various governance dimensions; however, it has long
struggled with corruption controls and public confidence [4]. Realizing the critical nature of tackling
corruption at the national level, South Korea has implemented anti-corruption measures to upgrade
its systems across society. As a result, it gained global notoriety for its commitment to combating
corruption, predominantly due to the creation of the Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission
(ACRC). This study seeks to elucidate and evaluate the primary factors that have contributed to the
commission’s identification as a leading organization for the pan-governmental anti-corruption
initiative. The paper first describes South Korea’s political culture and systemic corruption, before
turning to an in-depth analysis of the ACRC. The significance of this study is to provide insights into
good anti-corruption practices and innovative approaches that can be adopted in other countries,
leading to more positive outcomes.

2. State of Governance in South Korea

Although South Korea meets the basic institutional criteria of democracy, its deeper structural and
cultural transformations are lagging in progress. South Korea has a longstanding legacy under state-
corporatist arrangements of the authoritarian regime, with regulated private entities and bureaucrats
enjoying intimate bonds [4]. Peter Evans stated that South Korea’s success in attaining rapid
industrialization and development was inseparable from embedded autonomy, in which the state
actively participated in bureaucratic business networks while simultaneously maintaining a degree of
independence from vested interests. The embeddedness ensured that national planning is aligned with
the needs of the private sector. However, it exposed the country to a higher risk of corruption as abuse
of power is more likely and whistleblowing is extremely difficult. This “partnership” shifted as major
business groups emancipated themselves from government patronage after they amassed immense
wealth and influence [4, 5]. They became large conglomerates known as chaebols, wielding sizable
economic and political influence in the country [6]. Another factor that explains why corruption has
long been a dominant feature in South Korean politics is competitive factionalism, which breeds
perverse incentives within the political environment that created a climate where corruption goes
unchecked and unaddressed [4, 7].

Owing to corruption, several cases of human-made financial disasters and tragedies have taken
place in South Korea, namely the Korean Financial Crisis of 1997, the Savings Bank Scandal of 2011,
the Sewol Ferry Disaster in 2014, and the Oxy Reckitt Benckiser Humidifier Disinfectant Disaster
[6]. These serious incidents sparked an uproar among the citizens and increased intolerance of
corruption. The rising discontent and distrust over the South Korean government’s devotion to
controlling collusive ties and industry influence continue to fracture Korean society, which led to its
delivery of strongly worded pledges toward preventing regulatory failures and eliminating corruption
in the public sector [8, 9]. As a result, South Korea has undergone considerable efforts over the past
decade to mitigate the risk of corruption, which fall into three categories. First, through enacting and
refining laws to strengthen its anti-corruption framework, the country underwent multiple
transparency-oriented by reforms aimed at fostering a healthier political climate and a more
transparent government. Second, to forestall unethical practices and defend public welfare, South
Korea has made advances in reinforcing its institutional and legal framework. Third, instilling an
ethical culture rooted in integrity among public officials has been the focus of South Korea. The
creation of the ACRC is found to serve functions in all three categories.
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3. The Pan-Governmental Anti-Corruption Body

The ACRC is South Korea’s anti-corruption body, tasked with improving the corruption-prone
environment and cracking down on rule-breakings. It took place in 2008 after merging the
Administrative Appeals Commission, the Korea Independent Commission Against Corruption, and
the Ombudsman of Korea [10]. It has a total of 15 commissioners whose independence is guaranteed
by the law [10]. The commission’s principal objectives are to mediate collective civil complaints,
expose corruption weaknesses in governmental agencies, and devise and implement anti-corruption
policies [10]. By bringing all three organizations under its umbrella, the ACRC can conveniently and
effectively discharge its role as a corruption prevention ombudsman. Its contribution to South Korea’s
restoration of its international standing in anti-corruption continues to receive attention [9, 11]. Since
its inception, it has reviewed a copious number of reports of corruption (70,555), violations of the
public interest (47,063), and public subsidy fraud (9,498), as shown in Figure 1. It is believed that the
ACRC is recognized globally as a leader in anti-corruption initiatives because of its multifaceted
approach to controlling corruption: comprehensive preventive measures, robust whistleblower
protection, extensive public education, and frequent international cooperation.
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Figure 1: Annual Number of Reports Processed by the ACRC from Inception to 2022 [10].

With firm determination toward anti-corruption, the ACRC has pushed unremitting efforts for
nationwide systemic and comprehensive reforms. It has upgraded its institutional foundation for the
preemptive elimination of corruption risks, by aiding in the development of numerous laws intended
to permeate integrity, accountability, and transparency into the public sector. Apart from devising
anti-corruption policies, the Code of Conduct for Public Officials was also formulated by the ACRC.
For duty-related officials, it stipulates that they ought to practice political impartiality, confidentiality,
fairness, compassion, and good faith [10]. Defining the boundaries and standards that civil servants
must adhere to reduces corruption risks and enhances accountability by making it simpler to spot and
investigate ethical misconduct. Moreover, the commission has conducted a multitude of assessments
to encourage public organizations to voluntarily combat corruption. The ACRC has executed
scientific assessments of the integrity of public institutions and published the results annually since
2002 [12, 13]. The evaluation relies on surveying citizens regarding their firsthand experience with
public service, as well as interviews with internal public officials and selected professionals [10,12].
As Figure 2 illustrates, the comprehensive integrity (external and internal) score has steadily
increased since 2016, suggesting an upward trend. To determine sources of corruption in existing
laws and proposed new rules, the ACRC conducts Corruption Risk Assessments (CRASs) for the
purpose of advising on applicable countermeasures [14]. Among 182 statutes, a total of 406
corruption-contributing factors were discovered by the CRA in 2021 [13].
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Figure 2: Integrity Assessment Results from 2013 to 2021 [10].

It is widely accepted that whistleblowers provide frontline protection against dishonesty and
immorality within the public sector [9, 15]. The ACRC’s investment in professionalizing
whistleblower protection is noteworthy to normalize whistleblowing and encourage more people to
come forward and express their concerns. The commission launched a well-designed public interest
reporting system in 2011 and has continued to advance the system, to increase the convenience and
accessibility of filing and consultation [10]. The ACRC has made seven revisions and added legal
instruments to strengthen the protection of whistleblowers at all levels. It has maintained its efforts
to guarantee that personal protection measures are provided, secrets and identities are safeguarded
through proxy reporting, legal services reduce or exempt, and courage is rewarded. Furthermore, to
construct a sustainable system that guarantees national integrity, the ACRC also engages in awareness
building and international cooperation. The commission launched the Anti-Corruption Training
Institute in 2013 and mandated all public officials to receive professional integrity education [10].
Systemic training ensures public officials understand they must act as fiduciary agents of the citizenry
and to increase their consciousness regarding the detrimental effects of corruption. It has also ratified
several international anti-corruption conventions, demonstrating its commitment to global anti-
corruption efforts and cooperation with other signatories [13]. It is actively involved in international
and regional anti-corruption initiatives and works bilaterally with institutions around the world to
share knowledge and build partnerships. In spite of the accomplishments, corrupt practices remian
present, and public skepticism about the extent of the ACRC’s work in promoting government
integrity persists, as opinion polls continue to show a lack of faith in public organizations.

4, The Effectiveness of the ACRC

There is a lack of explicit performance indicators to measure the effectiveness of the ACRC. This
paper takes an indirect approach, inferring its impact by analyzing international indices on outcomes:
the Corruption Perceptions Index, the Index of Public Integrity, the Bribery Risk Matrix, and the
Open Budget Index. The first one is the Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index
(CPI). The CPI is a globally representative index published annually that ranks countries based on
public perceptions of public sector corruption as determined by expert assessments and opinion polls
[16]. The index is assessed out of 100, with a score of 100 representing a perfectly clean governance
system. In 2012, Korea ranked 45th out of 176 countries with a score of 56. It now ranks 31st among
180 countries with a score of 63. As depicted in Figure 4, the score has risen for six consecutive years
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and is expected to continue rising in the coming years, as forecast by exponential smoothing. Scholars
tend to attribute this achievement to the government’s strong commitment to augmenting integrity
and national-level corruption prevention efforts [9, 17], but fail to highlight that the ACRC has played
a leading role in its ongoing pan-government anti-corruption reform movement. This improvement is
mainly thanks to the Unfair Solicitation and Corruption Act introduced by the ACRC, clashing with
Korean traditions. The enactment and enforcement of laws in 2016 have greatly increased the sense
of integrity in the public sector [10]. This can be confirmed by the results of public opinion surveys.
A month after the law went into effect, a poll by Gallup Korea showed that 71 percent of respondents
supported the law [18]. Among those who supported the law, the largest portion (31 percent) cited
the law assistance in eliminating injustice and corruption. Another 17 percent expressed the belief
that the law will make society transparent and clean, and 14 percent said it will reduce unscrupulous
incentives for those in power. In addition, according to a recent People’s Idea Box survey of 4,482
participants, 91.2 percent felt the law had a positive impact on society [10].
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Figure 3: South Korea’s CPI from 2000 to 2021 and Forecast Trend to 2026 [16].

The second metric is the Index of Public Integrity (IP1) generated by the Corruption Risk Forecast.
The IPI assesses a society’s capacity to address corrupt practices and utilize public resources with
integrity [20]. This capacity is contingent upon the ability of the public sector to minimize the
potential for abuse of influence and the ability of society to hold its government accountable [19].
The IPI score is the average of the six component scores: administrative transparency, online services,
budget transparency, judicial independence, freedom of press, and e-citizenship [19]. The score takes
value between 1 and 10, with higher values representing better performance. In 2021, South Korea
ranked 19th among 114 countries with a score of 8.09 and compared favorably to most of its neighbors.
It is one of the few countries to achieve such a high level of good governance in contemporary times.
Despite some high-level scandals in recent years, it has demonstrated positive evolution in multiple
components [20]. As Figure 6 indicates, it has the highest score of online services in the world and
the ACRC is a major driver. The ACRC has been proactive in adopting digital innovations to provide
easy avenues for reporting corruption-related issues and to boost civic engagement via the use of
various online platforms [10, 13]. ACRC Chairperson Hyun-Heui Jeon reveals that the commission
plans to advance its digital platform by integrating cutting-edge technologies to accelerate the
resolution of reports [10].
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Figure 4: South Korea’s Index of Public Integrity Compared to the Averages [19].
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Another indicator is the Bribery Risk Matrix (BRM) released by TRACE International. BRM
measures business bribery risk in 194 jurisdictions [21]. In 2022, South Korea took 18th place and
2nd place in Asia. Its ranking rose for 6 years in a row. It is classified as the country group of ‘low
risk’ in terms of bribery risk, which implies a clean society where political and economic classes
uphold high standards of ethics and integrity [21]. A low bribery risk is also associated with robust
anti-corruption laws, a solid institutional framework, and a healthy political culture, suggesting the
efforts of the ACRC have paid off. The Open Budget Survey (OBS) 2021 conducted by the
International Budget Partnership also proves greater transparency and improved interactions between
citizens and public administration [22]. It is the world’s only independently comparable measure of
transparency, public participation, and oversight of government budget decision-making [22]. In
accordance with the criteria of these three dimensions, the OBS inspects the adequacy of government
budget allocations and budgetary control, the availability of formal opportunities for public
involvement in the budget process, and the role that auditing institutions play in the budget process
in providing appropriate oversight [22]. While the survey itself does not directly examine corruption,
participatory budgeting is linked to corruption prevention. A high level of budgetary opacity provides
a safe haven for corrupt actors. According to the OBS, South Korea ranked 11th in transparency, 1st
in public participation, and 3rd in budget oversight. Its high ranking, portrayed by Figure 6, showcases
that the anti-corruption system pushed by the ACRC works effectively in increasing public
participation and awareness during the budget monitoring phase, preventing the misuse of public
funds. Beyond these indices, it is worth noting that the very existence of the ACRC is a deterrent
against corruption, as it is a symbol of political will against encroachment on the public interest,
restoring public confidence in the system.
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Figure 5: Open Budget Indices on Budget Transparency, Public Participation and Oversight in East
Asia and the Pacific [22].

5. Limitations of ACRC and Countermeasures

The ACRC’s anti-corruption reform has attracted worldwide attention. But it encounters criticism. A
social satisfaction survey by Seoul National University in 2021 found that more than 58 percent of
respondents were unhappy with the political class, largely due to the immorality and corruption of
political parties [5]. An empirical study on public perceptions of corruption in East Asia attributes
widespread negative attitudes to the South Korean government’s authoritarian past [23]. This
explanation is further elaborated by an analysis of drivers of trust in government institutions in South
Korea conducted by the OECD. The study finds that although the country performs comparatively
well in several existing measures of the quality of public administration, public trust is relatively low
[24]. Yi and Jeong (2013) also find that the issue of low trust in South Korea is primarily linked to
the elevated expectations following the transition from an authoritarian regime to democratization,
entrenched political corruption in society, and harsh criticism toward the government by the mass
media. Hence, the ongoing public ire directed at the political class in Korea is not an unequivocal
indication that the ACRC is a weak institution. It is also worth mentioning that in the current political
climate, expressing trust in any government is likely to elicit at least mild social disapproval [2].
Another popular criticism is that since the establishment of the ACRC, there have been seven high-
profile political scandals involving distinguished political figures in South Korea, so it is ineffective.
The most widely reported case was the political scandal involving President Park Geun-hye in late
2016, referred to as the “Choi Soon-sil Gate” [20]. The case led to the removal of President Park
Geun-Hye for abuse of power, who was arrested on corruption charges in 2017 [20]. However, the
occurrence of political scandals cannot be conclusive evidence that the ACRC is ineffective as
corruption is a complex issue that cannot be fully eradicated with the ACRC alone — it requires a
collective effort from various institutions and society as a whole. Corruption cannot be eradicated in
economically vibrant societies [2, 24]. It must be contained and controlled. Studies have discovered
a positive correlation between a country’s economic vitality and market players’ exposure to illicit
shortcuts [25, 26].

Nonetheless, this study acknowledges that the ACRC has its limitations. On the surface, as an
independent body, the ACRC is granted operational and decision-making independence. The
autonomy should shield it from political interference and vested interests; however, political
interference remains a concern with the ACRC. But it is a quasi-governmental organization whose
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budget is allocated by the government [27]. Scholars explain that ACRC’s independence is severely
compromised due to its appointment process, as the president plays a dominant role in selecting
ACRC commissioners, putting impartiality in question [11, 27]. Another concern is that the ACRC
has restricted power, which undermines its effectiveness in curbing corruption. It has no independent
mandate to initiate investigations, can only act on complaints. It also lacks direct prosecutorial power,
meaning it relies on other agencies, such as the Supreme Prosecutors’ Office (SPO), to take legal
actions [4, 27]. This often leads to unnecessary bureaucratic hurdles and delays. In addition, the
ACRC has been criticized for not having an adequate budget and personnel to carry out its mandate
efficiently and effectively. Insufficient resources are believed to hamper the committee’s ability to
conduct thorough investigations, enforce preventive measures, and handle heavy workloads.

To address these concerns, South Korea should consider emulating its neighbors, Singapore and
Hong Kong, which are consistently rated among the least corrupt nations according to global
governance indices. In 1952, the anti-corruption division of the Singapore police force was
reorganized into the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB) [28]. The bureau is recognized as
a source of inspiration for governments throughout Asia and beyond due to its independence and
professionalism [28]. Multiple mechanisms protect the CPIB’s independence: it directly reports to
the Prime Minister’s office and has its own budget [29]. If the then-government interferes with the
CPIB investigation, the CPIB can directly seek the consent of the President to proceed with the
investigation [30]. Additionally, CPIB officers are granted extensive investigative authority,
including the power to arrest individuals suspected of corruption and the ability to investigate the
suspect’s financial accounts or residence for evidence [30]. Another example worth examining is
Hong Kong’s Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC), which has a reputation for being
one of the most effective anti-corruption agencies in the world [29]. The ICAC head, who reports
directly to Hong Kong’s chief executive, is kept in the dark about specific investigations until the
final stages to shield the ICAC from potential political interference [31]. Complementing its
investigative powers is the ability to arrest, search and seize property linked to corruption [29].
Drawing on the positives of these two agencies, the ACRC needs greater autonomy, broader and more
immediate powers, and sufficient personnel and funds to deal with corruption cases. The proposed
first step is to expand its investigative authority by bringing the Corruption Investigation Office for
High-ranking Officials (CIO), which is in charge of investigating allegations and prosecuting crimes
involving high-ranking officials or their families, into the ACRC. In the meantime, the commission
ought to keep championing closer cooperation between the ACRC and law enforcement agencies to
facilitate information sharing and joint investigations. Then, it must reinforce its safeguards against
undue political influence, such as by granting it financial autonomy and legal protection for its
personnel, so that it can carry out its duties without fear of reprisal.

6. Conclusion

This study seeks to shed light on the elements that have contributed to the success of the ACRC while
evaluating its effectiveness. The paper begins by explaining that South Korea has wrestled “elite
cartel” forms of corrupt institutions and is vigorously pressing for a more honest and accountable
government to regain public trust in public institutions, break away from its authoritarian past, and
mitigate unethical practices. The country has made observable progress in the fight against corruption,
with the creation of the ACRC being an integral component. Then discuss the holistic approach the
ACRC employed to systemic anti-corruption reforms to strengthen its institutional base:
comprehensive preventive measures, thorough protection for whistleblowers, exhaustive public
education, and ongoing international cooperation. The study validated the effectiveness of the ACRC
by analyzing four international indices, all of which point to improvements brought about by the
commission’s anti-corruption initiatives. Its potential, however, is hampered by reduced
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independence and a lack of power and resources to expand its investigative reach. Nonetheless,
combating corruption is a drawn-out struggle, and cultivating a culture of integrity requires unceasing
efforts. Faced with the challenges ahead, the government must remain vigilant, starting with offering
the ACRA prosecution authority and upgrading its internal resources. This study recognizes the
limitations and incompleteness of its impact analysis of the ACRC, as it relies on indirect international
indices to infer its effectiveness and does not assess explicit performance indicators such as service
quality, timeliness, and stakeholder engagement. Future research is needed. The absence of
comprehensive quantitative analysis is a result of the paucity of available performance data of the
ACRC available for access in English. It is also worth noting that the paper is built on English
literature works.
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