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The Republic of Korea's extraordinary journey from postwar devastation to
global technological powerhouse offers a compelling case study in the
deliberate deployment of standards and quality infrastructure as core
instruments of industrial policy and export competitiveness. While sharing the
East Asian developmental state model, Korea's approach to standardization was
marked by its systematic integration of standards into the national economic
strategy and its forerunner role in stimulating education about standardization,
ultimately transitioning from adopting to authoring international standards,
particularly in information and communication technologies (ICTs).
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From the outset of its export-driven industrialization strategy in the early 1960s,
Korea recognized that penetrating international markets necessitated adherence
to international quality and safety benchmarks. The state took proactive
measures to establish the foundational elements of its national quality
infrastructure  (NQI)—encompassing  metrology, standardization, conformity
assessment, and accreditation.17 The 1961 Metrology and Industrial
Standardization Acts launched Korean Industrial Standards (KS), with the Korean
Standards Association (KSA) managing dissemination. Crucially, the Export
Inspection Act (1962) mandated pre-shipment checks, directly linking standards
compliance to export viability. The introduction of the KS Mark certification
system (1963), coupled with preferential treatment in government procurement
for certified products, created powerful domestic incentives for adoption,
embedding quality control into the nascent export sectors like textiles and light
manufacturing. Korea's accession to the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) and the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC) in
1963 affirmed its commitment to international alignment.
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During the Growing Stage (1973-95), Korea's strategic pivot toward heavy and
chemical industries demanded a more sophisticated NQI. The Korea Standards
Research Institute (KSRI), later KRISS, strengthened its metrological capabilities,
assisted by aid from Germany and the United States. Importantly, a 1980
constitutional amendment formally obligated the state to establish a national
standards system, elevating standardization to a national priority, reflected in the
Ten-Year Industrial Standardization Plan(1971-1980) and subsequent five-year
strategies. In the Upgrading Stage (1996-2014), standardization became integral
to innovation and global competitiveness. Private sector bodies were empowered
to develop standards, increasing industry alignment. Korea significantly increased
its participation in international standards development organizations (SDOs) (like
ISO and IEC), and in emerging technologies where Korean firms were becoming
technological leaders (such as 3GPP and oneM2M), boosting the country from
standards adopter to aspiring author. More recently, in the Expanding Stage
(since 2015), Korea has decentralized its standardization authority, delegating
responsibility for developing KS standards to relevant ministries, enhancing
expertise, responsiveness, and collaboration among ministries while reducing
duplication. Concurrently, Korea intensified its drive to author global standards
in frontier fields such as artificial intelligence (Al), 5G/6G, and quantum, backed
by the 2022 "Measures to Promote National Strategic Technology.”
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Korea's ascent vividly illustrates how standards, strategically planned and
institutionalized, functioned as indispensable economic infrastructure. The state
provided the initial vision, legal frameworks, institutions, and incentives (like the
advantage of government procurement of products certified with the KS Mark),
recognizing standards as fundamental to export credibility and industrial
discipline. Long-term plans ensured continuity and alignment with national goals,
while initiatives to build human capital and a standardization culture fostered
sustainability. Korea's successful cases of “stage-skipping” and “pathcreating”
catch-up were rarely driven by firms alone.18 They relied on coordinated public
—private investments, strategic access to foreign knowledge, and a policy
environment that made standardization a complement to, rather than a
substitute for, industrial upgrading.
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The result was a transformation in Korea's global economic role: standards
began as keys unlocking export markets, became drivers of domestic efficiency
and quality enabling industrial upgrading, and ultimately evolved into strategic
levers allowing Korea to shape the technological landscape itself. This deliberate,
phased, and state-facilitated integration of standards into the core of economic
strategy was not ancillary to the Korean miracle; it was a critical enabler and
accelerator, transforming the nation from an adopter of global standards into a
formidable architect of them.




