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By focusing on empowerment, this paper tried to find out how a Western management concept is
transferred to Korea. Like other countries throughout the world, empowerment is getting more
popularity in Korea. However, it is understood and implemented differently by different organizations,
and even treated as a one-time fad already. Thus this paper tried to find out how popular it is, how
and when it was introduced. how it is understood and practiced, and its effects in Korea. A
questionnaire was sent twice (in 1995 and in 1998) to 170 Korean and foreign organizations in Korea
to find out the changes that occurred during the three-year period. Despite its popularity in Korea,
empowerment is not applied much in Korea yet. However, the number of the organizations applying it
is expected to increase sharply within few years. Results showed that academics and foreign
organizations had a strong influence on the diffusion and application of empowerment in Korea. It was
found that there are three distinctive approaches to understanding and implementing empowerment in
Korea: authority delegation, power and performance increase, and self-development approaches.
Authority delegation approach is still the most popular one, but its popularity is decreasing. On the
contrary, the popularity of power and performance increase approach has increased much within the
three-year period stuided. Although the proportion is still small, self-development approach is expected
to gain much popularity soon.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Introduction

A long debate on the issue of cross-
cultural transfer of management concept has
been going on since the 1960s. Most of the
foregoing research on the issue can be
classified into two types of study: the trans-
ferability of American management concept
to other (mainly the developing) countries

since the 1960s (Gonzalez and McMillan,
1961: Cranch, 1974: Jaeger, 1990: Fan,
1998) and the transferability of Japanese
management concept to both the developed
and the developing countries since the
1980s (Schonberger, 1982: Fukuda, 1983:
Ishida, 1986: Ho, 1993:; Autenrieth and
Pfeiffer, 1995). The problem of cultural
restraint was indicated in almost all of the
foregoing studies. Furthermore, with the
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economic success of Asian countries in the
1980s, some researchers have paid interest
to the management styles (or concepts)
practiced in the Asian countries (Yoo and
Lee, 1987: Hofstede and Bond, 1988: Lie,
1990: Putti, 1991:
1994). Therefore, the issue of universality

Chang and Chang,

versus indigenousness has evolved (Kanungo
and Jaeger, 1990: Gopinath, 1998. Warner
and Ying, 1998).

However, with the booming of American
economy in the 1990s and the eruption of
in the
countries in the late 1990s, the univer-

the financial ecrisis East-Asian
sality of the American management concept

suddenly became pervasive and once-
emphasized Asian values (Chiang, 1998:
Fukuyama, 1998: Wong, 1999) subsided in
most part of the Asian countries. Nobody
knows for sure whether this is a temporary
or a permanent phenomenon. More study is
needed for the issue of universality versus
indigenousness to be concluded. The con-
clusion, however, is not important. In fact,
the conclusion would never be reached.
What is important is to find out how a
helpful management concept can be trans-
ferred successfully from the originating
country to other parts of the world. There
is a dearth of study on how the transfer
actually occurs. Therefore, by focusing on
the concept of empowerment, this study

tries to find out in detail how a Western
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management concept is transferred to

Korea.

Literature Review on Empowerment

Empowerment has become a popular
buzzword since its introduction to the field
of business in the 1980s. Thus the 1990s
have even been called the “empowerment
era” (Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998).
and CEOs

taken the term to heart as being the new

"Business gurus alike have
saviour of organizations experiencing pro-
blems or wanting to achieve success” (Sin-
clair and Collins, 1992, p. 18).

Webster’s Ninth, which defines it as "to
give official authority or legal power to,”
places its origin in 1648. So empowerment
is not a new concept. What is new is the
widespread desire to apply it in the mo-
dern corporate world--the idea of pushing a
considerable amount of decision-making
authority down the management hierarchy
to the workers who physically make and
deliver the organization’s product and
services (Holpp, 1994). Like this, although
the concept of empowerment encompasses
both relational and motivational constructs,
most management researchers preferred to
use empowerment in the sense of dele-

gation rather than in the sense of enabling
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(Conger and Kanungo, 1988).

However, when looking into the details of
the foregoing research works of empower-
ment, the construct of empowerment has
been used in a variety of ways for a vari-
ety of purposes with little consistency
(Spreitzer, 1997). For this reason, Zimmer-
man (1990) calls empowerment an enigma.

A basic level of consistency in defining a
popular construct is necessary for the con-
struct to be meaningful and useful for both
academic and practitioner purposes. The
lack of a common understanding exacer-
bates potential for confusion and conflict as
people behave according to different mean-
ings of the construct. For example, if the
concept of empowerment held by the mana-
gement (or CEO) of a company is different
from that held by the employees (eg.,

"employee downsizing' in contrast to ‘more

decision making latitude and input into

organizational decision making’), then the
top management’s approach to empower-
ment would actually be experienced as
disempowering by the employees. (Sprei-

tzer, 1997, pp. 32- 33)

In practice, confusion and conflict actu-
ally occur a lot due to the lack of con-
sistency in how the term is being used.
Therefore, Holpp (1994) argues that it
would be hard to find a business buzzword
that has come on the scene so fast, held
such promise, and gotten a bad name as
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quickly as the concept of empowerment” (p.
40).

Many writers argued that the concept of
empowerment should not be limited to the
delegation of authority to the lower layers
of the organization. Ford and Fottler
(1995) indicate as follows:

The concept of empowerment is some-
thing broader than the traditional concept
of delegation. The purpose of employee
empowerment is not only to ensure that
effective decisions are made by the right
employees but to provide a mechanism by
which responsibility for those decisions is
vested in individuals and teams. (p. 22)
Although Ford and Fottler (1995) define

the concept of empowerment broadly, their
definition is still limited to the perspective
of a transitive verb. On the contrary, there
are many people who emphasize the per-
spective of intransitive verb of empower-
ment. Staples (1990), for example, em-
phasizes as follows:

Clearly, definitions (of the word em-
powerment in dictionaries) all refer to a
process whereby power is given, granted, or
permitted. Yet, power is not likely to be
handed to "have-not" groups in our society.
Power must be developed or taken by the
powerless themselves, as well as being
granted. It is possible for ‘individuals or
groups to empower themselves rather than
merely being the recipients of power bes-
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towed by others. (p. 29)

Therefore, Staples (1990) defines the noun
“empowerment” as the process by which po-
wer is gained, developed, seized, facil-
itated, or given.

As indicated before, the construct of
empowerment has been used in a variety of
ways. It ranges from an intrinsic task mo-
tivation (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990) to
a transition of an organization structure
from hierarchy to something else (Mills,
1992). In general, different meanings of
empowerment could be classified into two
approaches: relational perspective and psy-
motivational) perspective
1988: Spreitzer,

1997). Relational perspective and psycho-

chological (or
(Conger and Kanungo,

logical perspective of empowerment are
related to the sense of delegation and the
sense of enabling, respectively. Therefore,
the often-used sense of delegation is a
relational perspective of empowerment. How-
ever, unlike practitioners whe focus more on
the relational perspective of empowerment,
academics focus more on the psychological
perspective. Similar to what Thomas and
Velthouse (1990) did, Spreitzer (1997),
after an extensive interdisciplinary review
of the empowerment literature, reclassified
psychological perspective into four minor
types: sense of meaning, competence, self-
determination, and impact. A summary of
of psychological

Spreitzer's four - types
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empowerment is as follows.

A sense of meaning involves a fit re-
garding the relationship between a given
activity and one’s beliefs, attitudes, values,
and behaviors. Thus empowered individuals
feel a sense of personal significance from
their involvement. They believe in and care
about what they do since their activity is
aligned with their value system.

Competence or self-efficacy refers to a
belief in one’s capability to perform a task.
Empowered individuals have a sense of
self-effectiveness or personal competence.
Not only do they believe that they have
requisite skills and abilities, but they also
have the confidence that they can perform
adequately. Empowered individuals believe
in their capacity to learn and grow to meet
new challenges.

Compared to competence, which reflects a
mastery of behavior, self-determination means
to experience a sense of choice in initiating
Self-
determination is represented by intentional

and regulating one’s own action.
behaviors that are initiated and regulated
through choices as an expression of oneself,
rather than behaviors that are pressured
and coerced by environmental forces. Em-
powered individuals have a sense of res-
ponsibility for and ownership of their ac-
tivity. They see themselves as proactive
self-starters rather than as passive followers.
They have a propensity to act under their
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Table 1. Comparison of Three Approaches to Empowerment

Approach Level of focus

Perspective of power

Authority delegation Group

Power and
performance increase

Group and/or
organization

of group and/or
organization

of an individual

(self-development) Individual

+ Zero—sum approach: Power division or distribution
- Focus only on authority (legitimate power)

Positive-sum approach: Power enlargement or
multiplication
* Focus on all aspects of power

* Positive-sum approach
- Focus mostly on referent and expert power

own volition, taking initiative at their own
accord, making independent decisions, and
trying out new ideas.

Impact refers to an individual’s belief
that he or she can effect or influence or-
ganizationa! outcomes. It concerns the de-
gree to which an individual believes he or
she has input into or influence over strate-
gic, administrative, and operating decisions
in the organization or large environment.
Empowered individuals see themselves as
making a difference. That is, producing the
intended effect in one’s task environment.
They do not believe that barriers in the
external environment control the outcomes
of their action: they believe they can effect
desired change, manipulate, and have some
control in the large environment.

Based on the literature review of fore-
going studies, and a long conversation with
the practitioners and consultants around the
world on how they understand the meaning
of empowerment, the author came up with
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two (three in detail) distinctive approaches
to understanding and implementing empo-
werment. As shown in Table 1, the three
approaches are different in terms of their
level of focus and their perspective of power.

Authority delegation approach focuses on the
group since it assumes the existence of mul-
tiple persons—one who delegates authority and
the other who receives the authority. Power and
performance increase approach focuses on all
levels of an organization-individual, group, and
organization. It emphasizes the increase of an
individual's power to do or change something
and the increase of performance as its result.
Once an individual's power is increased, it
purports to increase the power and perfor-
mance of the group and/or organization
through a synergy effect of empowered indi-
viduals. A subset of power and performance
increase approach that focuses only on an
individual can be renamed as a self-
development approach.

No matter what approach one takes,
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people always use the word power in pur-
the three
approaches differ in their concept of power.

suing empowerment. However,

Authority delegation approach focuses only
on the authority (i.e., legitimate power).
Therefore, it tends to be a top-down ap-
proach. Further, it is a zero-sum approach to
power since it considers moving power (or
authority) from one party to another. Power
and performance increase approach focuses
on increasing all aspects of power (i.e., le-
gitimate, reward, expert, referent, and/or
coercive power) to increase the per-
formance. It focuses not on moving power
from one party to another but on increasing
the net size of the power itself. That is, it is
a positive-sum approach to power. Self
-development approach is also a positive-sum
approach. However, it tends to focus on
certain aspects of power. That is, while po-
wer and performance increase approach of
group and/or organization focuses on all
aspects of power, self-development ap-
proach focuses mostly on increasing expert
and referent power of an individual.

When compared to the conceptual classi-
fication of empowerment done by Spreitzer
(1997), authority delegation and power and
performance increase of group and/or organi-
zation are more of a relational perspective,
while self-development is more of a psy-
chological perspective of empowerment. Re-

lational perspective means that the two
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approaches (i.e., authority delegation and
power and performance increase of group
and/or organization) can be achieved only
there
multiple person and synergy effect from
them.  However,

when exist interaction between
power and performance
increase approach is an outcome-oriented
perspective, where the increase of power is a
procedural outcome while the increase of
performance is a final outcome. Readers
should be awared that the three approaches
described are not absolutely independent of
each other. Although they are often treated
differently in practice, authority delegation
and self development could in theory be
subsets

considered as of power and

performance increase approach.

Research Questions

Though one step behind American and

European organizations, organizations in
Korea also show great interest in the concept
of empowerment nowadays. Despite its pop-
ularity, however, there is an ambiguity in
the meaning of empowerment. Organizations
have different definitions of it. Furthermore,
organizations with different understandings of
empowerment use different methods to im-
plement it. Thus, not only its meaning but

also its effects are very confusing. What is
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more, there is confusion between foreign
and indigenous meanings and methods of
empowerment.

Some criticize Koreans by comparing
them to a cooking pot. It is easily boiled
and easily cooled. That was true in the case
of popular concepts such as reengineering
and learning organizations. They easily be-
came a fad and then somehow disappeared
all of a sudden. Therefore, many people
worry that empowerment might also become
a fad and then disappear right away. It is a
strong belief of the author that em-
powerment should not be a one-time fad. It
must be understood and implemented pro-
perly. Before criticizing or in order to
criticize the wrong doings of people as to
how they misunderstand or misuse empo-
werment, we have to know precisely how
they understand and implement empower-
ment. The purpose of this paper is to find
answers to the following questions.

Q1 How popular is empowerment in

Korea?

Q2: How and when was empowerment

introduced to organizations in Korea?

Q3: How is empowerment understood in

Korea?
Q4: How is empowerment practiced in

Korea, and what are the effects?

This is an exploratory study. Thus, no
hypothesis was made in advance. A survey
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of organizations in a developing economy
such as Korea could provide some im-~
plications as to how a Western manage-
ment concept (i.e., empowerment) is in-
troduced and understood in an Eastern
country. It could also be a good resource
for a comparative study.

Method

Organizations Surveyed

A questionnaire was sent out twice (once
in September 1995 and the other in Septem-
ber 1998) to the same organizations to see
the difference, change, or advancement that
occurred during the three-year period. In
1995, the questionnaire was mailed to 170
organizations in Korea, of which 120 were
Korean organizations and 50 were foreign
organizations. In 1998, however, the ques-
tionnaire was mailed only to the organiza-
tions that responded in 1995. The response
rate in the 1995 survey was 85.8% and
62.0% for Korean and foreign organiza-
The details of the
organizations surveyed are shown as a part
of Table 2.

The sampling procedure was neither ran-

tions, respectively.

dom nor systematic. The only rule based
on which the sampling was done was to
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have 75% from for-profit and 60% from
manufacturing organizations. This rule was
kept for both Korean and foreign organiza-
tions when the questionnaire was sent out.
Therefore, this nonprobabilistic sampling
procedure could cause a limitation to the
generalization of the result of this study.

The size of the organization in terms of
the number of employees was very dif-
ferent. Regarding Korean organizations, the
number of organizations with employees
ranging in number from 101 to 500, 501 to
1000, 1001 to 3000, and those with more
than 3000 was 15, 14, 48, and 26,
respectively. In the case of foreign organi-
zations, however, the number of employees
was a bit smaller. That is, the number of
organizations with less than 100 employ-
ees, those that range in number from 101
to 500, from 501 to 1000 was 8, 17, and
6, respectively.

Organizations surveyed were dichotomized
into Korean and foreign organizations since
significant differences in relation to em-
powerment were expected between them.
Not-for-profit = foreign organizations were
either foreign embassies or foreign trade
representatives in Korea. For-profit foreign
organizations were foreign MNCs in Korea.
Among the 31 foreign organizations that
responded., 25 were from the USA and the
rest were from Europe. The questionnaire
was not sent out to the organizations from
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Africa, South America,
countries. Seventeen not-for-profit Korean

or other Asian

organizations were hospitals (although most
hospitals seek profit, they were classified
here as not-for-profit organizations since
they were hospitals run either by a na-
tional university or by a municipal city),
universities, government offices, and mili-
tary organizations. Both in the cases of
Korean and foreign organizations, most
for-profit organizations were manufacturing
firms.

Among the organizations that responded,
no data were discarded since the researcher
made visits or telephone calls to fill in the
missing data. In 1998 survey, however, re-
sponses from four for-profit Korean organi-
zations could not be acquired since they

went out of business before September 1998.
Questionnaire

The questionnaire, whether it was for
Korean or for foreign organizations, was
written in Korean. The questionnaire con-
sisted of items asking respondents the four
questions mentioned before. In general,
respondents were asked to check one of the
alternatives (given in a nominal scale)
which best represent their organization’s
empowerment situation. An open-ended
question at the end of the questionnaire

asked the respondents to answer freely
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how the empowerment in their organization
is practiced, and what the effects are. The
questionnaire consisted of two parts with
different instructions. In the first part,
questions were asked with no translation
or definition of the word empowerment.
That is. the word empowerment was not
translated into Korean but was written in
Korean as it is pronounced in English. In
the second part, Questions 1 and 2 were
of the

word empowerment. Question 3-——a question

asked again with the definition”

respondent how the word
in his/her
organization—was deleted in the second

asking the
empowerment is understood
part, while Question 4 was not included in
the first part but was asked in the second
part. Of course, it was emphasized at the
front page of the questionnaire that the
respondent should not look through or read
the entire questionnaire beforehand but
should answer the questionnaire in se-
quence,

Last part of the questionnaire consisted
of three-page structured open-ended ques-
tions. This three-page questionnaire pur-
ported to figure out the purpose, nature,
acceptability, and effectiveness of the em-
powerment approach each organization use.
One page was allocated for each of the

three empowerment approach, i.e., au-
thority delegation, power and performance
increase of group and/or organization, and
self-development. Each page was subdi-
vided into three categories-the content of,
the acceptability of (or response to), and
the effectiveness of the approach. Res-
pondents were asked to fill more than one
page if their approach is a mixture of the
three approaches., Two research assistants
and the author content analyzed this
structured open-ended gquestionnaire sep-
arately, and had a long discussion if some
part of their analysis turned out to be

different from each other.

Respondent

The questionnaire was mailed to the head
of the organization. However, it was asked
in the cover letter that a person who knows
and can represent the organization well
should be chosen to answer the ques-
tionnaire. Further, it was emphasized in the
instruction that the respondent should not
reflect his/her personal
should reflect the
organization as a whole. It was also sug-

experience but
situation of his/her

gested in the instruction that the res-
pondent should have discussions with others

1) The definitions provided (in Korean) were quoted from Dong-A’s Prime English-Korean Dictionary (3™ ed., 1992),
which were exactly the same as the ones provided in Webster's New World Dictionary (2" College ed., 1976).
That is, empowerment was defined as “'giving power or authority to: authorization’ and ’giving ability to:

L R
enabling: permission” .
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in the organization before answering the
questionnaire. That is, the level of analysis
in this study was the organization. It
turned out that the respondent who actually
answered the questionnaire was usually the
people in the areas of planning, HRM.
training, or public relations. In the case of
1995 survey, the respondent’s age ranged
from 37 through 54 with the mean of 41.
Only four out of 134 respondents (2.98%)
were women, and 13 (41.9%) of the 31
respondents of foreign organizations were
Korean. In the 1998 survey, however, their
age ranged from 35 through 56 with the
mean of 39. Seven (5.38%) of 130 respon-
dents were women, and 16 respondents (51.
6%) of foreign organizations were Korean. It
was asked in the cover letter of 1998 survey
should not be
answered by the same person who answered

that the questionnaire
in 1995 survey. This was done to prevent

the test effect that could occur from
answering the questionnaire twice.

Results

How Popular is Empowerment in Korea?
Respondents were asked to indicate how

acquainted their organization is with em-
powerment. Respondents had to choose one
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from the following four alternatives: never
heard of it, have heard of it, plan to apply
it, and had applied or has been applying
it. As mentioned before, the same question
was asked again in the second part of the
questionnaire with the definition of
empowerment,

Results

increase in the popularity of empowerment

show that there was a big
in Korea. Even when the English word -
empowerment was used without translation
or definition, the proportion of people (or
organization) who either have heard of it,
plan to apply it, or has been applying it
has increased from 52.2% in 1995 to 90%
in 1998. Since all the foreign organization
in Korea responded as having been acquain-
ted with it even in 1995, the sharp increase
in popularity came from Korean organiza-
tions—from 37.9% in 1995 to 86.9% in 1998.
That is, the organizations that responded as
having never heard of the word empowerment
dropped from 62.1% in 1995 to 13.1% in
1998.

Despite a sharp increase in its popularity
in three years, however, empowerment is
not applied much in Korea yet. Only 23.8%
of the total (i.e., 31 of 130) organizations
surveyed in 1998 responded to "had applied
or has been applying it.” Furthermore, 67%
of those 23.8% (i.e., 21 of 31 Korean or
foreign organizations applying empower-
ment) were foreign organizations in Korea.
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Table 2. Proportion of Organizations Perceiving and Applying Empowerment in Korea

When the meaning of

empowerment was not

When the meaning of

Classification N provided empowerment was provided
A B C D A B C D
September 1995:
Total(Korean + foreign) 134 478 239 157 126 - 75 604 321
Korean:
Total 103 62.1 262 8.7 29 - 78 718 204
For-profit 86 698 209 58 3.5 _ 47 79.1 16.2
Not-for-profit 17 235 52.9 235 - 235 353 41.2
Manufacturing 63 66.6 238 4.8 4.8 - 48 176.2 19.0
Non-manufacturing 40 550 300 150 - - 125 65.0 225
Foreign:
Total 31 - 16.1 387 45.2 - - 45.2 54.8
For-profit 23 - 13.0 522 348 - - 56.5 43.5
Not~for-profit 8 - 25.0 - 75.0 - - 125 875
Manufacturing 18 - 11.1 555  33.3 - - 50.0 50.0
Non-manufacturing 13 - 23.1 154 61.5 - - 385 61.5
September 1998:
Total(Korean +foreign) 130 100 262 40.0 23.8 - 146 446 408
Korean:
Total 99 13.1 343 424 10.1 - 19.2 505 303
For-profit 82 134 329 439 98 - 207 51.2 28.1
Not-for-profit 17 11.8 412 353 11.8 - 11.8 471 41.1
Manufacturing 61 13.1 393 39.3 82 - 19.7 508 295
Non-manufacturing 38 132 26.3 474 131 - 184 50,0 316
Foreign:
Total 31 - - 32.3 61.7 - - 25.8 74.2
For-profit 23 - - 39.2 60.9 - - 304 696
Not-for-profit 8 - - 12.5 875 - - 125 875
Manufacturing 18 - - 444 555 - - 33.3 ©66.6
Mon-manufacturing 13 ~ - 154 84.6 - - 154 84.6

Note. A: Never heard of it
C: Plan to apply it

In the case of 99 Korean organizations
only 10 (10.1%)
were actually applying it. However, the
applying empowerment are

surveyed, organizations

organizations

also expected to increase sharply within a

AT H30H MA 20014 1E

B: Have heard of it
D: Had applied or has been applying it

few years since 40% of the total organi-
zations surveyed responded as having plans
for applying it.

Both in 1995 and in 1998 survey, the
proportion among four alternatives changed
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very much once the translation of the word
empowerment was made and the definition
was provided. In 1995, those who respon-
ded as having never heard of the word
empowerment changed from 47.8% to zero
when provided with its translation and

definition. Similarly, organizations that
apply empowerment changed from 12.6% to
32.1%. This phenomenon occurred again in
the 1998 survey. The proportion of organi-
zations applying empowerment changed from
23.8% to 40.8%. Although similar pheno-
menon did exist in the case of foreign
organizations in Korea, the change was not
that significant, This means that the change
in proportion before and after the trans-
lation and the description of the meaning of
empowerment were provided occurred drama-
tically in the case of Korean organizations.
Two  plausible explanations for  this
phenomenon would be difficulty or unfami-
liarity with the foreign word and a misun-
derstanding of the concept of empowerment.
More about the

derstanding (or of the different understanding

possibility of misun-
of) empowerment will be discussed later.
Comparing the results of 1995 and 1998
survey, there are some significant trends in
how empowerment was introduced in Korea.
When focusing only on the organizations
that actuaily applied empowerment, appli-

cation of empowerment in Korean organi-

zations began with large manufacturing

for-profit firms. However, as the years
passed by, there was a greater increase in
non-manufacturing than in manufacturing
industries, Thereby in 1998, the number of
non-manufacturing firms applying empower-
ment (5: 13.1% of 38) was the same as
that in manufacturing industry (5: 8.2% of
61). Further, the proportion of organiza-
tions planning to apply it in non-manu-
facturing industry (47.4%) was greater than
that in manufacturing industry (39.3%). It
implies that the application of empowerment
in non-manufacturing industry will be
greater than that in manufacturing industry
in the future. This phenomenon between
manufacturing and non-manufacturing in-
dustry already turned out to be true in the
case of foreign organizations in Korea. Both
in 1995 and in 1998, the application of
empowerment was far more popular in
non-manufacturing firms than in manu-
facturing firms. And it also occurred in the
case of for-profit and not-for-profit dis-
tinction. That is, the application of em-
powerment was more popular in not-for-
profit organizations®. Even in the case of
Korean organizations, there was a noticea-
ble interest among

some not—for-profit

organizations (e.g., hospitals, government

2) This phenomenon may be due to the fact that most not-for-profit organizations surveyed were non-manufacturing
firms. In the case of foreign organizations, all eight not-for-profit organizations were non-manufacturing

organizations.

1276

AT H30H HaE 20019 1Y



How a Western Management Concept is Transferred to Korea: The Case of Empowerment

offices, and military organizations) on the
concept and the application of empower-
ment.

How and When was Empowerment [n-
troduced to Organizations in Korea?
Organizations that chose alternatives

other than 'never heard of it’ in Question
1 were asked to do Question 2. That is,
only the organizations that already had
acquaintance with empowerment proceeded

to Question 2. Therefore, the numbers of
organizations that answered Question 2 were
70 (i.e., 134-64) and 117 (i.e., 130-13) for
1995 and 1998 survey, respectively. Question
2 asked respondents how empowerment was

introduced into their organization. Res-
pondents had to choose one from the seven
alternatives that best represented their

situation. Since the author had much in-
terest and experience in the diffusion of
empowerment in Korea, it was possible to
figure out in advance the six paths through

Table 3. Path and Time of the Introduction of Empowerment in Korea

Path 1995 survey 1998 survey
Classification F C A B I M O Tod] F C A B I M O Toal
Overall 19 9 24 13 5 70 38 21 38 16 4 117
(%) 21.1) (12.9) (34.3) (186) (1.1) (32.5) (17.9) (325 (1371 34
Have heard of it 7 5 10 7 4 - - 3217 11 10 6 - - - 34
Plan to apply it 5 2 9 4 1 - - 21119 6 18 7 2 - - 52
Had applied or - - - -
has been applying it 7T 2 5 2 1 17112 4 10 3 2 31
Korean 1 4 16 13 5 - - 39|18 16 32 16 4 - - 86
organization
Foreign _ = _ _ _ - _ _
organization 18 5 8 31{20 5 6 31
For-profit 11 7 18 9 4 - - 49/3 19 31 11 3 - - 94
organization
Not~for-profit 8 2 6 4 1 - - 21/8 2 7 5 1 - - 23
organization
Year first applied |’86 94 92 ‘94 719 - - ‘86 ‘94 ‘92 ‘94 ‘79 - -

Note. Numbers in the table, unless the meaning is/are indicated otherwise, are the numbers of

organizations.

F stands for 'direct influence from foreign organizations’.

C stands for 'via consulting firms’.
A stands for 'via academics’.

B stands for ‘benchmarking foreign organizations’.

[ stands for “indigeneous’.
M stands for ‘via mass media’.
O stands for ‘others’.

AT M30H H4E 2001d 118
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which organizations get acquainted with
empowerment. As shown in Table 3, an
alternative called ‘others’ was added just
in case the respondent came up with a
path other than the six provided.

The proportions shown in Table 3 are the
responses from organizations regarding the
second part of the questionnaire. That is,
the responses after the provision of the
description of the meaning of empower-
ment. Organizations that either had ap-
plied or were applying empowerment were
asked to indicate the year that they first
applied empowerment.

The proportions in the ‘overall’ category
show that there were not much difference
between the 1995 and the 1998 survey.
However, the influence of external forces
(foreign organizations and consulting firms)
had increased, while the influence of in-
ternal forces (benchmarking and indigenous)
had decreased. On the whole, results showed
a strong influence of academics and foreign
organizations in the diffusion and the ap-
plication of empowerment in Korea.

How is Empowerment Understood in Korea?

Those who did not respond as 'never heard
of the word empowerment’ to Question 1 in
the first part of the questionnaire were
asked to indicate their understanding of the
word empowerment. Respondents were asked
to check any number of alternatives (i.e.,
more than one if they wished) which cor-
rectly represented their notion of empower- -
ment. Alternatives given as the definition
of empowerment are as follows:

» Authority delegation: Delegation of au-
thority to the lower levels of the hierarchy
and to the people close to the customers.

* Power and performance increase of group
and/or organization: Increase of group

and/or organizational performance through

the increase of people’s power (or com-
petence) and the positive synergy effect
among them.

- Self-development: Increase of the internal
spiritual power and the competence of an
individual.

Results of the survey on the meaning of

Table 4. Proportion of Alternatives Chosen as the Meaning of Empowerment

Alternatives(Meaning) 1995 1998

Authority delegation 91.4 63.2
Power and performance increase

of group and /or organization 42.8 78.6

of an individual(self-development) 114 26.4

N: 70 for 1995 and 117 for 1998 survey.
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empowerment are shown in Table 4. Each
number in Table 4 indicates the percentage
of the organization that checked each
alternative as the definition of empower-
ment. Since respondents were allowed to
choose more than one alternative, the sum
of the three proportions for each year
turned out to be greater than 100%. Al-
though there were no significant differ-
ences between the responses of Korean and
foreign organizations, significant difference
existed between the results of the 1995
and the 1998 survey.

In 1995, empowerment was known by most
(91.4%) organizations in Korea as authority
delegation, by some (42.8%) as power and
performance increase of group and/or organi-
zation, and by few (11.4%) as self-develop-
ment. The proportions, however, changed
significantly in the 1998 survey. People who
think of empowerment as authority dele-
gation have decreased very much. Although

more than half (63.2%) of the organiza-

tions surveyed still hold the same meaning,
the decreasing rate is significant. On the
contrary, the proportion of those who un-
derstand empowerment as power and per-
formance increase of group and/or organi-
zation has increased very much—almost
doubled. Thus, though many people accept
the fact that empowerment has the mean-
ing of authority delegation, more people
think of empowerment as power and per-
formance increase of group and/or organi-
zation than as authority delegation. Fur-
ther, though the proportion of self-develop-
ment was still the lowest in 1998 survey
among the three alternatives, it has more
than doubled. And it is expected that the
importance of self-development in em-
powerment will be further increased.
Results of Questions 2 and 3 were
combined to find out whether there is any
difference regarding how organizations un-
derstand the meaning of empowerment de-

pending on the introduction paths. It was

Table 5. Difference in Proportion of the Meaning of Empowerment in Relation to Its Introducing Path

Power and performance increase:

Path N ﬁzggﬁg of group a_nd/or ) of
organization  self-development
Direct influence from foreign organizations 38 92.1 34.2 53
Via consulting firms 21 42.9 71.4 23.8
Via academics 38 44.7 100.0 474
Benchmarking foreign organizations 16 75.0 37.5 18.8
Indigenous 4 25.0 50.0 75.0
Total 117 63.2 78.6 26.4

ZYET 30 M4z 2001 118
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assumed that there would be some dif-
ference among the paths. Results are
shown in Table 5.

Table 5 is the result of 1998 survey. As
expected, there were significant differences
in ‘how people understood empowerment de-
pending on how empowerment was in-
troduced into their organization. Organiza-
tions with direct influence from foreign
organizatiors and those that benchmarked
the foreign organizations had very similar
results. Most of the organizations with these
paths responded that empowerment is
authority delegation, while only about one-
third thought of it as power and perfor-
mance increase of group and/or organi-
zation and a few as self-development.

The respenses from the organization that
had help from either consulting firms or
academics were very similar to each other.
While accepting the fact that empowerment
has the meaning of authority delegation,
these organizations focused very much on
increasing the power and performance of
group and/or organization. Furthermore,
these organizations also took self-develop-
ment as an important part of empower-
ment. [t was found, however, that organi-
zations with the influence of academics
tended to have more interest in self-
development than those with the influence
of consulting firms.
with intro-

Organizations indigenous
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duction path revealed a unique pattern.
Two out of four chose power and perfor-
mance increase of group and/or organi-
zation, and three out of four chose self-
development as their understanding of em-
powerment. Only one checked authority
delegation. It turned out that organizations
with indigenous path were very much
different (opposite, to be precise) from the

organizations with foreign influence.

How is Empowerment Practiced in Korea,
and What are the Effects?

Since empowerment in Korea is only at
the initial or at the early part of a growing
stage, it is too early to make any con-
clusion on the effects or performance of
empowerment in Korea. However, since the-
popularity of different approaches to or
perspectives of empowerment change signi-
ficantly within a few years, it would be
worthwhile to compare and discuss how
they are practiced and their effects.

Although 32% (in 1995) and 46% (in
1998) of the organizations surveyed used
multiple (either two or three) approaches,
there was no significant difference in per-
formance between the organizations that
used single and those that used multiple
approaches. However, there were meaning-
ful differences among different single ap-
proaches. Since respondents of the organi-
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zations tha: used multiple approaches were
asked to fill out separately the content,
the acceptability, and the effectiveness/
performance of each approach they used, it
was possible to differentiate the phenomena
between the three approaches no matter
whether they were used as a single or as
multiple approaches. Following are the
practice and the effects of different ap-

proaches to empowerment in Korea.

Authority delegation approach.

As shown in Table 4, authority delegation
approach was and is still very popular in
Korea. Organizations taking this approach
were doing one combination of the following
practices: delegation of authority to the
lower layers of the organizational hierar-
chy, increase of contact person’s authority
or decision-making power, and more parti-
cipative decision making.

Although this approach is seemingly being
welcomed by emplovees at the lower levels
of the hierarchy or by the young genera-
tions, it has not been practiced well in a
real situation. Problems occurred with both
the people and the organization. Superiors
were reluctant to delegate authority to
their subordinates, and subordinates were
hesitant to use the authority given to
them. Further,
ordinates who even resisted receiving the

there were many sub-

AU oA MaE 20019 119

authority and wanted to remain in a

subordinate position. That is, they pre-
ferred to stay the person receiving orders
than to become a decision-maker. In sum,
organizational culture in Korea is not ma-
ture enough for empowerment (authority
delegation) to bloom in it. Lack of people’s
willingness to empower (i.e., to delegate
authority) could be solved if empowerment-
of the
organization are properly formulated and

related rules and regulations
implemented. The problem so far is that
most organizations in Korea relied not on
the organizational factors (or the system)
but on the human factor (such as personal
interest and endeavor) to practice em-

powerment.

Power and performance increase approach
of group and/or organization.

A popular and growing approach to
empowerment in Korea is the approach to
increase power and performance of the group
and/or the organization. This approach is
very similar to human resources development
and organizational development. It is also in
line with the concept of learning organiza-
tion. Organizations taking this approach
focus on implementing the following prac-
tices: training and development, team
building, confrontation meeting, competence-

based or skill-based pay system, and in-
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creasing motivation and the ability to
change.

An empowerment approach such as this
was easily accepted by many organizations
and this trend is still growing. However,
though many people have accepted its
need, this approach was sometimes treated
as “nothing new” or “something that we
Therefore, this
approach did not appeal to those who

have been doing before.”

sought something new or fancy.

With the eruption of foreign currency
crisis in November 1997, economic situa-
tion changed very much in Korea. And this
change in economy has had a great impact
on the sociocultural aspect of Korea.
Massive layoffs and cut in pay and benefits
have changed people’s attitude towards
their organization. Fewer people believe in
life-time employment. People focus not on
increasing loyalty towards their organi-
zation but on increasing their own market
value. For a power and performance in-
crease approach that focus on increasing
the power of the group and/or the organi-
zation by increasing motivation and ability
of its employees, a sudden change in the
whole society such as this was like pouring
gasoline on fire. That is, in addition to the
logical clarity of the approach itself, a
change in the society itself had a great
impact so that this approach drew more

popularity.
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In reality, however, there is a great pro-
blem with this approach in Korea. Al-
though the concept is appealing, organi-
zations in Korea are not implementing this
approach properly. When we differentiate
seniority-oriented, ability-oriented, and de-
velopment-oriented human resource mana-
gement, power and performance increase
approach to empowerment is related most
with the development-orientation. Koreans
have been accustomed to the seniority-
orientation for a long time. However, with
(from
autocracy to democracy) in the late 1980s, a

the change in political situation
change from seniority-orientation to ability-
orientation began. And the introduction of
empowerment (and the power and per-
formance increase as its approach) also
started in the early 1990s. That is, Korean
organizations underwent rapid changes from
seniority-orientation to ability-orientation,
and further towards development-orienta-
tion. A decade was too short a time for
most Korean organizations to move through
these processes. Further, implementing de-
velopment-orientation not only required
time but also a great amount of money.
Therefore, most organizations in Korea are
still somewhere between seniority-orienta-
tion and ability-orientation but are trying
to get close to ability-orientation. That is,
most Korean organizations focus on ap-

praising or differentiating their staff with
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ability (power) from those without ability
(power) rather than increasing their power.

Self-development approach.

Self-development approach is a small but
rapidly growing perspective of empower-
ment in Korea. It tends to focus on inter-
nal spiritual development of an individual.
It is an empowerment phenomenon that
occurs within one’s cognitive process. Thus,
it is more of a psychological empowerment
as Spreitzer (1995) has named rather than
the work empowerment. Organizations tak-
ing this approach were interested in one or
more of the following practices: increase of
self-esteem, self-efficacy, self-respect, self-
confidence, or self-trust: establishing posi-
tive self-image; and increase of self-
determination.

Basically, this approach tries to increase
employee’s self-esteem with the assumption
that an individual with high self-esteem
performs well in an organization (Branden,
1994). A rapid and successful growth of
this apprcach can be interpreted in three
ways: pecple’s natural inclination toward
self~development, an approach in line with
oriental perspective of self-reflection or
introspection, and an approach in line with
situational needs.

People, irrespective of race, nationality,

religion, sex, or age, naturally are very

AT 530 M4% 20014 119
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much interested in self-development. Ac-
cording to Maslow (1943), self-esteem and
self-actualization are the highest needs
individuals have. And these are the im-
portant sources of our motivation. Thus,
organization’s effort to help employee’s
need for self-development was readily ac-
cepted. Unlike

proach, which was resisted by some passive

authority delegation ap-

employees or those with external locus of
control, self-development approach was not
resisted by the employees except by those
who were cost-concerned.

Many Korean organizations were running
employee development classes (e.g., cal-
ligraphy, climbing, meditation) as a part of
their employee wellness program. Most of
these organizations emphasize the impor-
Self-

evelopment approach to empowerment was

tance of employee's introspection.
readily accepted by these organizations as
a concept that supports what they were
doing for a long time. Quite a number of
these organizations are running so-called
"kee exercise class.” Kee is a Korean term
for an energy that flows within a person.
Kee exercise is a kind of meditation
through which one controls both mind and
body and the energy flow within oneself.
By doing so, people try to increase health,
vitality, and psychological stability. Of the
many organizations that emphasize kee
exercise, SK Group is the most well-known
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for it. The late CEO (Jonghyun Choe) was
himself a highly skilled teacher of kee
exercise, who wrote a book on it and had
the employees of his conglomerate do the
exercise as a part of every training pro-
grams. In fact, the highest value of SK
called
written in English as “paegi’) which means

Group is "paekee’ (sometimes
vitality, energy, or confidence. Therefore,
many people of SK Group believe that
empowerment is an English version of
paekee that they have been emphasizing
since 1979.

As mentioned before, current economic
crisis of Korea has had a deep impact on
the people’s attitude. Due to the unpre-
cedented economic growth of the 1970s and
the 1980s, successful holding of the 1988
Olympic Games, and the democratization
that followed, people of Korea were full of
confidence. However, this collapsed in a
very short period of time and Koreans were
suddenly left to feel powerless. Korean
organizations had to look for ways to re-
cover people’s confidence and courage. And
the introduction of empowerment empha-
sizing self-confidence and self-trust was
readily accepted by these organizations. It
was like
drought.

Considering these three reasons for the

a seasonal rain after a long

rapid growth of the popularity of self-
development approach to empowerment in
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Korea, it is self-evident that self-develop-
ment approach will be more popular in the
near future.

Discussion

It was revealed from this study that
there was a strong influence of academics
and foreign organizations in the transfer of
empowerment to Korea. The fact that foreign
MNCs
transferring Western management concept to
Korea is very similar to the case of China
(Fan, 1998). However, the significant in-

played an important role in

fluence of academics in the transfer is quite
peculiar. In no prior research in any other
country has such a phenomenon been
indicated.

This may be due to the fact that acade-
mics in the USA took interest in empower-
ment around the mid-1980s, and that is
the time when the largest number (in
history) of Koreans began their doctoral
study in American business schools. Early
1990s, the time that the

academics began in Korea in relation to

influence of

empowerment (see Table 2), coincides with
the time that these students with American
doctorates began their career in Korea.
Results indicate that the popularity of
authority delegation approach has de-
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creased between 1995 and 1998. Since the
popularity of authority delegation approach
decreased for both Korean and foreign
organizations, the phenomenon is not some-
thing idiesyncratic only to Korean organi-
In fact,
practitioners proclaimed against the use of

zations. many researchers and
authority delegation approach around the
mid-1990s (Boren, 1994: Harari, 199%4:
Kinlaw, 1995: Rothstein, 1995).

However, in addition to this international
trend, there is something else that des-
cribes the decrease in popularity of the
authority delegation approach in Korea. The
main reason for the decrease of the
popularity of authority delegation approach
in Korea would be that it is a mismatch for
the culture of Korean organizations.
According to Hofstede's study (1980, 19
85), Korean culture is collectivistic, femin-
ine, large in power distance, and strong in
uncertainty avoidance. This is the type of
culture exactly the opposite to that of the
USA in all four dimensions. Therefore, it is
easy to understand that empowerment
flourishing in the USA could face some
difficulty when applied to Korea. That is,
since Korea is still a vertical society that
attaches importance to the order of rank
and respects superior's decision, delegating
authority (or power) to the lower layers of
the hierarchy is often faced with psy-

chological uneasiness or cultural resistance.
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This result is in line with the previous
research works (e.g., Gonzalez and Mc-
Millan, 1961: Oberg, 1963: Jaeger, 1990)
which emphasized the cultural restriction in
the transfer of Western management concept
to other (especially to Eastern) countries.
However, Korea is changing rapidly.
Many Koreans believe that they have to
think and act differently and must make
themselves fit with the global standard in
order to have international competitiveness
and live as a global citizen. Therefore,
even though some traditional ways of life
may still persist, at least how people act
in their offices is changing rapidly. And
present economic crisis is expediting
Koreans to change their value system. That
is, authoritarian culture slowly evaporates
and the criticism toward the centralized
decision making system is increasing. In
sum, although the traditional culture of
Korea restrains the application of the
authority delegation aspect of empower-
ment, global competition of information age
that emphasize the importance of market
and customer requires an active application
of it,

accelerates it. Therefore,

and the present economic crisis
authority dele-
gation approach will regain its popularity
as Korean organizations emerge from the
authoritarian culture and emphasize the
effectiveness of the authority delegation
aspect of empowerment.
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S

Limitations

This study tried to look into the history
as well as the present situation of em-
powerment in Korea. Although it was done
with much effort, this study is not without
limitations. First, the unit of analysis was
an organization. Though it was emphasized
in the instruction of the questionnaire that
a respondent should not respond based on
personal viewpoint but, after having
discussions with others in the organization,
respond as how the employees of the whole
organization would respond, it is impossible
to know whether the respondents actually
did so or not. Further, even if the res-
pondents tried their best to follow the
is already

instruction, much information

lost since respondents would have con-
sidered orly the central point of the
That is, wvariability within

each organization could never have been

distribution.

study. Second, as

mentioned before in the method section,

considered in . this
nonprobabilistic sampling procedure limits
the generalizability of this study. Third,
this study focused only on empowerment.
Thus, the extrapolation to the transfer of
whole management concepts is not war-
ranted. Fourth limitation of this study is
that only the organizations in Korea were
used for the analysis. This might limit the
external validity of the results.
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However, since quite a large number of
(both Korean and foreign) organizations
were included, results of this study help us
to understand empowerment better. Fur-
thermore, the results of this study give us
clues on how a Western management con-
cept is transferred to other areas of the

world and how indigenous management

concept evolves.
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