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Overview 

 Seoul and the capital region are too crowded. South Korea needs to provide incentives to 

move people out of the capital region and into the Jibang (a Korean word that means 

“everywhere that isn’t Seoul.”) The incentives needed are educational opportunities, jobs and 

quality-of-life improvements to make the Jibang a more attractive place to live.  

 This paper offers several proposals for education policy that could satisfy the need for 

compelling educational opportunities in the Jibang: 

1. Magnet high schools: Create magnet high schools for Jibang residents, focused on elite 

education directed toward local universities. 

2. Enhanced regional universities: Following the model of Pohang University of Science 

and Technology (POSTECH) and the Korea Advanced Institute of Science and 

Technology (KAIST), enhance South Korea’s regional technical universities to make 

them world-class institutions that feed directly into careers in local industries. 

3. Liberal and fine arts education: Beyond technical education, provide first-rate 

education in liberal arts, fine arts, and related fields, while also creating regional career 

opportunities for graduates. 

Because education is inseparable from career opportunities, these proposals will touch on 

policies that are related to the need to bring jobs to the Jibang. 

 

The Problem: Too Much Seoul, Not Enough Country 

 If you’ve ever walked on a Saturday night from Seoul’s central artery, Jongno, to the 

popular tourist district of Insadong nearby, it will come as no surprise to you that Seoul has the 

highest population density of any city in the developed world.1 Packed into the crowd, you might 
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be able to see the jewelry and cell phone stores on one side, and if you can’t see the venders of 

sausages and fish cakes on the other, you can at least smell the food cooking and hear the 

bouncing beat of trot, Korea’s country music, though it might be impossible to push through the 

crowd and actually buy a snack for yourself. Better to stay with the tide and be carried along to 

your ultimate destination — you’ll round that corner in 20 minutes or so. 

If you get the sense that half the country is out on the street with you, you’re not far 

wrong. The capital district is home to nearly half of South Korea’s population.2 Seoul’s 

population density of 16,221 people per square kilometer is roughly four times that of South 

Korea’s second city, Busan.3 (To put that in perspective, the population density of Manhattan, 

New York’s densest borough, is approximately 27,000 people per square kilometer, while New 

York City as a whole has a density of about 10,400 per square kilometer.4) To be sure, South 

Korea’s population density as a whole is high — its sparsest province, Gangwon-do, has a density 

similar to that of Illinois, or more than six times the density of Kansas5 — which makes it all the 

more concerning that Seoul’s density is 34 times the national average.6 

So why does everyone want to live in Seoul? When Korea began its rapid economic 

development in the 1960s, it made sense to concentrate limited resources on Seoul, where there 

was relatively more established infrastructure. Corporate headquarters, government institutions, 

and the academic institutions necessary to feed them were all placed in Seoul, leading to a self-

reinforcing process that has centered much of Korea’s economic growth in the capital region.7 In 

my own discussions with Koreans, I’ve found that people come to Seoul, or stay in Seoul, for the 

educational and job opportunities, and also for cultural reasons: Seoul is the most exciting, 

interesting place in Korea to live. 
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To make the Jibang attractive thus requires: 

• Educational opportunities 

• Job opportunities 

• Quality-of-life incentives 

 

Grand Solutions, Grand Problems 

There have been efforts to achieve these goals in the Jibang, some of them quite 

successful — rural and small-city life in South Korea today is unquestionably better than it was 

30 or 40 years ago. For example, Park Chung Hee established free-export zones and industrial 

centers throughout the country and launched the Saemaul (New Community) movement of rural 

development. 8 But improvements in Seoul have been even more successful, as measured by the 

way Korean people have voted with their feet. 

More recently, President Roh Moo-hyun pushed a plan to move the capital to a newly 

developed Sejong City some 120 km south of Seoul.9 The current president, Lee Myung-bak, 

proposed building a Grand Korean Waterway, which would link Seoul to Busan with a 500-km 

canal.10 These efforts combine all three needed elements – jobs, quality of life improvements, 

educational opportunities – but fall into the trap of grandiosity. South Korean presidents have 

just one five-year term in which to create a legacy, and there is a tendency to take on something 

vast and sweeping. Roh’s and Lee’s great projects are meant to revitalize the Jibang, but their 

tremendous social, environmental and economic impacts have made them controversial and 

difficult to implement.  
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Proposals: Magnet Schools, Top Universities, Non-Technical Education 

A key element in making the Jibang attractive enough to draw population away from the 

capital region is offering high-quality education for Jibang residents in a way that competes with 

the attractions of Seoul, in terms of both the quality of education itself and the quality of career 

opportunities that follow. 

In the Jibang, South Korea should create universities – a mix of new universities, 

bolstered existing universities, and satellite campuses of prestigious schools based in Seoul – that 

would focus on specific fields and areas of development. For example, one could put an 

agricultural college in Jeolla-do, a school of public administration in Sejong City, an 

environmental science campus on Jeju-do, etc. These regional campuses would be designed with 

the current and future commercial development of their regions in mind, so that graduates could 

move directly into professional opportunities nearby. To feed into the schools, Korea should 

create magnet high schools that emphasize the regional specialization as part of their curriculum. 

Additionally, South Korea should ensure that there are high-quality opportunities for non-

technical education in the liberal arts, fine arts, and related fields, because these fields confer 

prestige and are seen as the basis for becoming part of South Korea’s political and cultural elite. 

At every stage in this process, preference should be given to students who are resident in 

the region. The magnet high schools could be for local residents only, or could provide 

preferential admissions and tuition reductions or eliminations for local students. Regional 

universities and campuses would work the same way. Finally, large companies should be 

encouraged to establish nearby professional campuses and to hire preferentially from the regional 

universities. 
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Magnet High Schools 

 The Ministry of Education is already taking some steps to improve schools beyond Seoul. 

In 2009, the Ministry created 68 public boarding high schools for rural areas, and announced 

plans to spend ₩57 billion ($52 million) subsidizing 100 selected “‘public rural schools of 

excellence’… which offer e-learning and other advanced education programs in an eco-friendly 

setting for primary and middle school students” in rural and fishing villages.11 The 2011 plan 

calls for providing scholarships to 260,000 students in specialized high schools, consolidating 

those schools, and diversifying them to specialize in “industry-academic cooperation,” reforming 

the curriculum “according to industries’ needs.”12 These policies, however, are focused on the 

lower end of the educational spectrum, reinforcing the notion that the Jibang is suitable for 

laborers and technicians, while the best and brightest head to Seoul. What’s needed, rather, is a 

new perception of the countryside and smaller cities as redoubts of excellent education, not all 

that different from the American stereotype of the bucolic prep school, isolated from the 

distractions of city life.  

To make the Jibang more attractive and less daunting as a place for parents to move their 

families, magnet schools could go a long way. In South Korea, one’s high school is usually 

selected by geography, which has tended to push up housing prices in districts seen as having the 

best schools.13 With regional magnet schools, rather than having to live as close as possible to a 

school of preference, a family could choose to live elsewhere within a metropolitan or rural area. 

Children who gain admission to a magnet school might need to commute, but it would give 

families more flexibility, including the freedom to choose more spacious accommodations in a 

less expensive part of town.   
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 It’s crucial that these schools come with a regional residency requirement. The intention 

is to draw families away from Seoul, so it will be important to verify that each child’s primary 

guardian’s primary residence is in the province or district of focus. The main thing to avoid is 

accidentally creating boarding schools for the wealthy who can afford to rent second apartments 

locally, but students should also be discouraged from staying with extended family members 

who live locally. 

 

Enhanced Regional Universities and Associated Career Opportunities 

 At the university level, South Korea has already made considerable progress in 

establishing top-quality educational institutions outside of Seoul. According to one global 

ranking, Korea’s top-ranked university isn’t a SKY university – the prestigious trio of Seoul 

National, Korea University, and Yonsei –  but the Pohang University of Science and Technology 

(POSTECH); the Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology (KAIST), in Daejon, 

ranks third.14 Founded in 1986 and 1971 respectively, these technology-focused universities have 

developed rapidly into world-class institutes of education and research, in each case participating 

closely with the surrounding industries (steel and heavy industry in Pohang, high technology in 

Daejon). Both Pohang and Daejon are hubs of industry – Pohang is home to POSCO, one of the 

world’s largest steel producers, while Daejon is known as Korea’s technology center – and these 

universities interact well with local industries, providing highly skilled employees, engaging in 

research, and so on. Indeed, POSTECH was founded with POSCO’s financial support.15  

 The Ministry of Education is already at work replicating this model, calling for industry 

specialization at KAIST, the Gwangju Institute of Science and Technology (GIST), the Daegu 

Gyeongbuk Institute of Science and Technology (DGIST), and the Ulsan National Institute of 
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Science and Technology (UNIST) in such areas as photonics, intelligent vehicles, biomaterials 

and nuclear energy.16 These are the right policies for making the Jibang attractive as a 

destination for quality education, as well as for creating new or expanded zones of opportunities 

for careers and entrepreneurship.  

 These regional universities could become even more effective in drawing families out of 

the capital region if they offered preferences in admission and tuition for local residents. There 

are a variety of possible structures for these preferences. Students from each university’s region 

could be given admissions preferences, or students from less populated areas could be given 

admissions preferences at all regional universities. A particularly strong approach would be to 

link graduation from a regional magnet high school with guaranteed or preferred admission to 

that region’s university, so that parents would see a move to a particular Jibang region, plus 

admission to a magnet high school, as an effective way to guarantee a career track for their 

children. Similarly, tuition reduction or elimination for students in preferred areas would serve as 

a powerful incentive for parents to move out of Seoul; they would function essentially as 

relocation subsidies.  

 

Non-Technical Education 

 Despite the evident success of South Korea’s technical institutes, the liberal arts-focused 

universities of Seoul maintain a hold on the public imagination as the locus of South Korea’s 

most sophisticated intellectual culture and the place to go if you want to become part of the 

national elite.* Technical colleges, no matter how good, are perceived differently, just as MIT is 

seen as substantively different from Harvard or Yale.  

                                                
* When I served as a speech writer to the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Korea to the United Nations from 
2004 to 2008, every diplomat but one was a Seoul National University graduate. 
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 There are three models South Korea could follow to establish elite non-technical 

education outside of Seoul: regional campuses of existing elite universities, the establishment or 

enhancement of arts programs at existing regional institutions,  or completely new universities 

focused on non-technical education. 

There are some advantages to working with the top-rated universities in Seoul to create 

campuses in other cities and regions. These universities come with a built-in reputation that 

would be enticing to prospective students, as well as an existing faculty that could be rotated to 

the Jibang campuses for periods of time. A good example is Korea University’s Sejong Campus, 

in Sejong City.17 The campus capitalizes on Korea University’s strong reputation, while its 

location in the new government hub of Sejong City makes a good fit for its graduate school of 

public administration. As Sejong City grows in importance, this campus could be enhanced with 

graduate schools of international affairs, journalism, law and other fields appropriate to a hub of 

public institutions. 

However, working with Seoul-based universities might make it difficult to institute 

regional admissions and tuition preferences. Alumni might not want to see the exclusivity of 

these universities diluted, and graduates of satellite campuses might be seen as less worthy than 

graduates of the Seoul campuses, undermining the entire project.  

 Instead, a better approach might be to work with existing institutions based in the Jibang. 

There are plenty of colleges and universities throughout the Jibang that could be bolstered to 

improve their reputations over time. These include both the technical institutes, where liberal arts 

programs could be established, and regional non-technical universities. The government could 

provide incentives of higher salaries, easier tenure and subsidized housing to top professors, 

including foreign professors with strong reputations. 
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 In general, satellite campuses and improvements to existing universities are likely to be 

cheaper and easier than the establishment of completely new institutions. However, new 

institutions might be a worthy option in areas where significant population growth is likely. 

Sejong City is an obvious example. As the city grows, there will be space for a competitor to 

Korea University’s Sejong Campus, and a university based in Sejong City could more easily 

offer incentives to local residents. Its schools of government, political science and public 

administration could become sources for a new generation of public servants, particularly if 

Sejong City’s government institutions made local hiring a priority. As these graduates move up 

in their careers and take on important positions, it would change the perception that a Seoul 

National degree is the only path to political power. 

 South Korea could also capitalize on its burgeoning pop culture industry to make the 

Jibang more attractive. If high-quality fine-arts programs in film, dance, music, etc., were 

created in Jibang universities and seen as paths into pop culture careers, they would serve as 

compelling incentives for many young Koreans to seek their educations beyond Seoul. At the 

same time, regional governments and the national government could use tax breaks, fast-tracked 

zoning approvals, subsidies and other incentives to encourage the pop culture industry to create 

studios outside of Seoul. South Korea’s culture industry would provide considerable cachet to 

life in the Jibang, and could even be encouraged to portray that life as fashionable and appealing 

as part of the larger effort to relocate South Korea’s population. One can easily imagine reality 

shows, set at regional arts programs, that dramatize and popularize the student experience. 

 

Conclusion 
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 Through a series of new educational policies and reforms, South Korea could relieve 

crowding in the capital region by making the region outside it, called the Jibang, more attractive. 

These reforms would include the establishment of magnet high schools for local residents, 

enhanced regional technical institutes, and the establishment of top-quality non-technical 

university programs beyond Seoul. In each case, the improved educational institutions would 

come with built-in incentives for local residents, such as admissions preferences and reduced or 

eliminated tuitions. To encourage graduates to stay in the regions beyond Seoul, these 

educational institutions would coordinate closely with industries, technical and non-technical 

alike, to create compelling career opportunities near each educational institution. 

 These proposals, while not cheap, are likely to be less expensive and less controversial 

than some of the more comprehensive schemes that have been proposed to revitalize the Jibang. 

They focus on a particular issue that matters greatly to Korean families, using the powerful issue 

of educational opportunities as a basis for achieving a wider range of policy goals. Furthermore, 

these proposals can be taken incrementally, providing benefits even if only partially 

implemented. A canal between Seoul and Busan is useless if it only extends as far as Suwon, and 

a new capital city needs to reach a certain critical mass before it becomes viable. But even one 

scholarship program, or one improved technical college, would be a net good. If it proves 

politically difficult to convince the 48 percent of Koreans living near Seoul that they should 

subsidize educational preferences for people elsewhere, the national government and local 

governments can still implement these educational proposals piecemeal, providing benefits 

immediately, and without necessarily drawing national attention. Indeed, it might be best to 

approach these plans initially as small experiments, both to limit costs and political impacts, and 
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to learn what truly works before broadening the program. When there are documented successes, 

these can be brought to the public to make the case for larger-scale changes. 

 The policy goals of relieving crowding in Seoul and revitalizing the Jibang are already 

important, but they take on still greater urgency in the context of a potential reunification with 

North Korea. Whether reunification comes sooner or later, suddenly or gradually, South Korea 

will face enormous burdens in rehabilitating North Korea. In that country even more than in 

South Korea, living in the capital is equated with living well and being part of the elite – indeed, 

it has sometimes been a matter of life and death. Given the choice, it seems likely that nearly 

every North Korean would leave the countryside for Pyongyang, and in a unified Korea, most 

would probably prefer to leave Pyongyang for Seoul. If Seoul is to avoid a crushing surge of 

impoverished new residents, South Korea must begin now to experiment with policies that make 

its smaller cities and countryside more attractive. Experience with the successes and failures of 

such policies – and particularly ones that can be enacted without the massive expenses that come 

with building planned cities and grand canals – will be sorely needed when and if South Korea 

shoulders the burden of making North Korea livable.  
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