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ASEAN Talks is a monthly publication produced by the ASEAN-Korea Centre, aiming to provide better
understanding on ASEAN for its readers both in and out of Korea.

ASEAN Talks features articles written by staff members of the Centre. We hope to contribute to bringing
ASEAN and Korea closer together by providing articles on topics including, but not limited to: ASEAN-Korea
relations, ASEAN economy, society, and culture. For any questions or comments regarding the contents,

please send an e-mail to aseantalks@aseankorea.org.
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Korean Media Coverage of ASEAN in
2017: An Analysis, Implications, and
the Way Forward

Hwang Ji-seon, Senior Officer

Information and Data Unit
Abstract

The year of 2017 saw abundant issues related to ASEAN on many occasions. The purpose
of this study is to draw possible implications by analyzing how these issues were
reported by the Korean media in 2017. To this end, a ‘content analysis’ of 2,900 ASEAN-
related articles in 14 major media outlets from January to December 2017 was conducted.
Of these articles, 52% were categorized as political-security, 39% as economy, and 9% as
socio-culture. Also, 21% of the total coverage was reported in November of that year, 20%
in August, and 10% in May. These results revealed that government-level approaches
have mainly determined the quantity of ASEAN-related articles. In terms of the type of
the articles, straight articles accounted for 71.4%, analytical articles 23%, columns 2.8%,
interviews 1.4%, and feature stories 1.4%. The tone of the articles was mostly positive or
neutral, while there were some articles with a negative tone in relation to human right
issues in individual countries. What these results suggest is that there is a room for the
Korean media to shed more light onto the socio-cultural aspects of ASEAN and publish a
greater number of in-depth stories to contribute towards building a more comprehensive
and balanced perception of ASEAN among the Korean public. Furthermore, to support
and complement the media’s role, the ASEAN-Korea Centre can play an important role by
providing the media with quality content on ASEAN, collaborating on features stories on
particular topics, and continuously bringing attention to ASEAN through various

platforms and communication tools.
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How the Perception Is Made: The Importance of Media Article Analysis
In 2017, ASEAN was under the spotlight. Embarking on its journey as a regional
cooperative organization among Southeast Asian countries in 1967, ASEAN marked its
50t Anniversary of founding. It was also the ASEAN-ROK Cultural Exchange Year that
was designated by the 11 Leaders of ASEAN and Korea at the ASEAN-ROK
Commemorative Summit in 2014. The year also marked the 10t Anniversary of ASEAN-
Korea FTA and the 20t Anniversary of ASEAN+3. In addition, with a growing need for
Korea to diversify its economic relations amid the conflicts with China over the
deployment of THAAD in Korea, ASEAN countries such as Vietham and Indonesia
emerged as ‘Post-China’ partners. In November, President Moon Jae-in unveiled the ‘New
Southern Policy’ that aims to upgrade Korea’s relations with ASEAN during his visit to
ASEAN. ASEAN also received a great attention as a key diplomatic partner in dealing with
North Korean nuclear issues in the numerous ASEAN-led multilateral fora, such as the

ASEAN Summit, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and the East Asia Summit (EAS).

Few issues, however, can be recognized by the general public, and in turn lead to social
agenda-setting, unless they are reported by the media. Furthermore, the way the media
covers a certain issue greatly affects its public perception. In particular, some studies
suggest that for international issues that are not routinely encountered through the
media, an increase in the coverage of such issues has a greater impact on public opinion

(Son & Weaver, 2006; Son & Choi, 2011).

Recently, the acquisition of information through social media and messenger services has
increased significantly. However, traditional media, such as TV and newspapers, still
remain as major sources for news in daily lives. According to a study by the Korea Press
Foundation, the rate of news acquisition through TV is the highest, followed by PC, mobile,
and newspapers (Korea Press Foundation, 2017). Above all, the study found that
traditional media constitutes the most reliable sources. A poll conducted by the Korea
Press Foundation measured the reliability of the different individual media outlet with a
5-point scale (1 point: no trust at all, 5 points: highly trustworthy). The result was that
the terrestrial television channels scored 4.07, comprehensive channels 4.02, channels
specialized in reporting 3.94, news agencies 3.75, and economic and specialized

newspapers 3.75 on this scale. Meanwhile, the reliability of the news provided on social



media platforms showed the lowest rate at 2.94 points, while that of messenger services

was only 3.3 (Korea Press Foundation, 2017).

Therefore, it can be assumed that analyzing media reports on ASEAN is the most

important and primary process in understanding how ASEAN is perceived in Korea.

Analysis of 2,900 ASEAN-related Reports in 14 Media Outlets

To analyze how ASEAN was reported by major media outlets in Korea in 2017, a content
analysis was conducted. Content analysis is the most fundamental and important
research method in communication studies. This method focuses on the messages and
symbols delivered by the media (Kim, 2005). Berelson (1952) defines content analysis as
“a research technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the
manifest content of communication.” Holsti (1969) suggests three conditions for the
analysis: objective and clearly formed rules (objectivity), consistency of rules by either
including or excluding research subjects (system), and the theoretical suitability

(generality).

This paper analyzed the articles containing the keyword “ASEAN” on Naver Portal - a
widely-used portal for news search in Korea - from 1 January to 31 December 2017. The
reason for limiting the keyword to only “ASEAN” is that the purpose of this paper is to
analyze public perception not on the Southeast Asian region as a whole, nor on individual
countries, but on ASEAN, the regional grouping. Daily newspapers were selected based
on circulation figures!, while maintainable a careful balance between comprehensive
papers, economic papers, and evening papers. Through the selections, the following
papers were included for the study: Chosun Ilbo, JoongAng Ilbo, Dong-A 1lbo, Kyunghyang
Shinmun, Hankyoreh, Maeil Business Newspaper, Korea Economic Newspaper, and
Munhwa Ilbo. The news agencies that were part of the study are Yonhap News Agency and
Newsis, which are the two most viewed agencies in Korea. Among broadcasting

companies, KBS, MBC, and SBS were selected as the terrestrial TV channels, as well as

1 According to a survey conducted by the Korea Press Foundation, the 8 selected papers ranked top 9 (Korea Press
Foundation, 2017). Nongmin News (Farmers’ News), which was ranked 6, was excluded as it targets limited readers.
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JTBC, which has the highest viewership among the comprehensive channels.? English
newspapers were not included, as their target readers are mostly foreigners.
Furthermore, duplicate internet articles by daily newspapers were not counted, and
news clips of broadcasting companies were taken into consideration only if they had
actually been broadcasted. To prevent the case that the articles were missed on the portal,
searches were carried out twice on the websites of the individual news outlets. As a result,

a total of 2,900 articles was analyzed based on topic, period, type, and tone.

[Table 1. Comparison of the Number of ASEAN-related Articles by Topic]

1,000
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Political-Security Economy Socio—-Culture

Analysis by Topic: Political-Security (52%) > Economy (39%) > Socio-
Culture (9%)

As a result of analyzing entire articles by topic, 1,497 articles (52%) were categorized as
political-security, 1,136 (39%) as economy, and 267 (9%) as socio-culture. Specific issues

that were reported in each category are as follows:

Political-Security: #North Korea, #New Southern Policy, #South China Sea
In the political-security category, 633 articles (42%) covered North Korea, which account

for the largest number. Most of these articles featured the murder of Kim Jong-nam, the

2 A survey by Nielson Korea, which provides reports on TV ratings, JTBC’s Newsroom records the much higher ratings
at a 5-7% average than those of other comprehensive channels (Nielson Korea, 2018).
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half-brother of the North Korean leader, which happened in Malaysia in February 2017,
as well as ASEAN’s role in dealing with the North Korean nuclear issue through the
ASEAN-led fora, such as the ASEAN Summit, the ARF, and the EAS. This was followed by
articles on the government-level efforts such as the dispatch of a special envoy to ASEAN
in May, the official unveiling of the New Southern Policy on the occasion of the President’s
visit to ASEAN in November, as well as the growing needs to diversify Korea’s diplomatic
relations, which was reported in 411 articles (27%). Also, territorial disputes in the South

China Sea were covered in 80 articles (5%).

Economy: #Post-China, #ASEAN-Korea FTA, #RCEP

Among articles in the economy category, 462 reports (41%) were on the potential of
ASEAN to become a 'Post-China’ or 'Next China' partner of Korea amid the political and
economic tensions with China after the THAAD deployment in Korea. In celebration of
the 10t Anniversary of the ASEAN-Korea FTA, 58 (5.1%) articles featured the ASEAN-
Korea economic cooperation in the past 10 years, various measures to increase the
utilization rate of the FTA, and the negotiations to upgrade the Agreement. Amid the
global protectionist wave with the Brexit and the decision by the Trump Administration
to withdraw from the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), 57 articles (5%) argued for
Korea’s need to sign the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and
reported on the 20th Round of RCEP negotiation, which was held in Incheon in October

2017.
Socio-Culture: #Education, #ASEAN-Korea Centre, #50th Anniversary of ASEAN

Educational exchanges between ASEAN and Korea were the most frequently covered
topics in the socio-cultural category, being reported by 39 articles (15%). These include
student exchanges between universities in Korea and ASEAN countries, capacity-building
programs for government officials from ASEAN, E-Learning projects for universities in
ASEAN, and the high interest in the Korean language across the ASEAN region. 38 articles
(14%) were on various programs carried out by the ASEAN-Korea Centre to promote
ASEAN awareness and people-to-people exchanges. Meanwhile, 21 articles (8%) looked
back on the 50 years of development of ASEAN as a successful regional cooperative

organization and reported on various commemorative programs. There were also 18
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articles (7%) suggesting that Korea should attract more ASEAN tourists as alternative

sources of tourists after the sharp decrease in Chinese tourists to the country.

Analysis by Period: Government-level Measures Brought Attention to

ASEAN

According to the month-based analysis, the number of articles in November was 597
which not only accounts for 21% of all coverage, but also exceeds twice the monthly
average of 241.7 articles. This number was followed by August with 578 (20%), and 294
articles (10%) in May. In November, the official announcement of the New Southern
Policy on the occasion of the President’s visits to Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines
led to a significant increase in the media coverage of ASEAN. The ARF in August increased
the coverage amid the heightened expectation on a peaceful resolution of the North
Korean nuclear issue by the concerning parties, including Korea, the US, China, and
ASEAN. In May, the Mayor of Seoul City was dispatched as a special envoy to ASEAN right
after President Moon took office, visiting the Philippines, Indonesia, and Vietnam. This
trip brought great attention to the need to expand the diplomatic horizons of Korea to
ASEAN. The result showed that the government-level approaches or the Summits greatly

determined the level of the media’s interests in ASEAN.

[Table 2. Comparison of the Number of ASEAN-related Articles by Month]
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Analysis by Type: Straight (71.4%) > Analytical Article (23%) > Column
(2.8%)

When analyzed by type, 2,070 articles (71.4%) were straight news that simply conveyed
information or only cited the comments of government personnel. Next, there were 668
analytical articles (23%) that include analysis and commentary on the issues, and 80

columns (2.8%), 42 interviews (1.4%), and 40 feature stories on ASEAN (1.4%).

[Table 3. Comparison of the Number of Articles by Type]

[ ] ——
Straight Analytical Coloumn Interview Feature

Analysis of Tone: Key Partner vs. Human Rights Issues

The tone of the majority of articles (99.4%) was positive or neutral. The strategic
importance of ASEAN, which has been relatively underestimated, was highlighted with
the announcement of the New Southern Policy and the growing need to diversify Korea's
diplomatic and economic relations. Nevertheless, there were articles with negative tones
that could lead to a negative perception of ASEAN. Most of these were about the
humanitarian issues regarding the Rohingya people in Myanmar, criticizing somewhat
lukewarm stance of ASEAN countries on this matter. Also, some articles covered the
European Union’s condemnation of the War on Drugs by the Philippines who was the
ASEAN Chair for 2017. Furthermore, some articles reported the conflicts between the

followers of the Islamic State and the Philippine government in the Island of Mindanao,
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and the ensuing travel ban to the country by the Australian government due to the
possible threat for tourists. In addition, there was also an article about ASEAN countries

illicitly copying Korean brands.

The Media’s Role in Forming a Right Perception on ASEAN

The Korean media’s coverage and tones largely affect the formation of the public’s
perception and images on ASEAN. In this sense, the role of the media is highly important
for the government to win people’s support on its policy toward ASEAN. In 2017,
governmental efforts, such as the official announcement of the New Southern Policy, the
President’s visits to ASEAN, and the dispatch of a special envoy, greatly increased the
attention the media paid to ASEAN. In order to take the ASEAN-Korea relations to the
next level, we need to expand the interests in and the understanding of ASEAN to a wider

range of fields.

In this regard, the implications suggested by this study are as follows: First, socio-cultural
aspects such as religion, society, culture, tourism, and history of ASEAN, should be more
exposed to news reports. The Korean media intensively highlighted the importance of
ASEAN as a partner for diplomatic and economic diversification in 2017. There was,
however, not enough number of articles that suggest Korean people to perceive ASEAN
as a close and friendly neighbor. Considering that the perception of Korean people on
ASEAN people is still biased, seeing them primarily as marriage migrants and workers,
the Korean media should play a bigger role in shedding more light on diverse aspects of
ASEAN. Second, there is a need for more in-depth and analytical articles to provide a
comprehensive understanding of ASEAN. The straight articles, which account for more
than 70% of the total coverage, are meaningful only in the sense that they deliver
information, but they do not allow for a deeper and more comprehensive understanding
on ASEAN. In the mid- to long term, it would be necessary for the media to increase news
gatherings in ASEAN and interviews to report on ASEAN in deeper and more diversified
ways. Most media organizations have sent their correspondents only to the United States,

China, Japan, and Europe. To report more vivid and in-depth stories, however, sending



the correspondents to ASEAN countries such as Vietnam, Indonesia, and Thailand should

be considered.

Lastly, the ASEAN-Korea Centre can play an important role in supporting and
complimenting the media in the following ways. First, the ASEAN-Korea Centre can
provide the media with quality contents on socio-culture topics related to ASEAN, as
these issues can be difficult to continuously follow-up. Based on its extensive network
with the players in the fields of trade, investment, culture, tourism, education, youth, and
the media of the 10 ASEAN Member States, the ASEAN-Korea Centre should develop
various contents and explore joint projects with the Korean media to contribute to the
increased coverage of the socio-culture of ASEAN. Second, the ASEAN-Korea Centre
should continue to stimulate interests in ASEAN, even when no major governmental
events are taking place. It can contribute to forming a better perception of ASEAN by
utilizing various platforms and tools such as publications, public lectures, blogs, and

social network services.
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