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Platform economy and gig work in South Korea
A special focus on Naver and Kakao

Ji=Hyeon KimDr. Ji Hyeon Kim (Assistant Professor, Hanyang University)

- Understanding South Korea’s platform economy and gig work

Over the past decades, several US- and China-based large tech companies have dominated
the global digital economy, through their ownership and/or operation of a range of influential
digital platforms, as represented by such acronyms as GAFAM and BAT. These platforms
provide a place designed to facilitate not only social interaction and but also business
transactions, through content and service-sharing among its community of users. However,
beyond the platform’s role as an ‘intermediary’ that simply provide the place itself, not only
were they able to privately monopolise the values arising from the economic transactions,
but they were also able to gain cultural and political ‘hegemonic power by shaping the
fundamental conditions for the ways users interact with each other (Jin, 2017). As a result,
there has been growing concerns about the ownership of the dominant platforms and their
reach on a global scale. The term ‘platform imperialism’ (Jin, 2017; Davis & Xiao, 2021) newly
coined and used extensively in media studies and the fields beyond, is used to describe an
asymmetric relation between the West (primarily US-based platforms that have dominated
most of digital sectors) and developing powers (having no choice but to rely technically on
such dominant platforms).

Interestingly, though, these platforms are considered less flourishing in terms of their
expansion of power in South Korea, where indigenous platforms like Naver and Kakao have
achieved a much greater deal of success (Jin, 2017; Steinberg, 2020). Both Naver and Kakao

are more widely called in South Korea as a ‘portal service' rather than a ‘platform’, however.
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The term portal became popular following a consolidation by Naver and Daum’s (previous
name for Kakao) search engines of several web pages in the late 1990s, which provided
access to other sites - the consolidation that originally took place with a view to enhancing
user experience (KDPC, 2006). Those two portals have provided nearly free of charge a
myriad of services online (Kim & Yu, 2019), from news curation, webtoons (web cartoons),
and web novels to real-time streaming, digital mapping platforms and fintech (Naver, 2021;
Kakao, 2021). Naturally, both portals came to benefit from the enormous network effects that
followed.

Although recently users are more inclined to using smartphone over web to explore digital
landscape, Naver and Kakao still take precedence over most other web portals and platforms
in South Korea, if not East Asia. Even, both companies have recently come to enjoy their
second heyday, through an increasing investment and development of the so-called super
app (Steinberg, 2020) or Ur-Platform (Srnicek, 2017), which are designed to provide a range
of consumer goods and services through their mobile application. More lately, they have
also invested greatly in taxi and courier apps (Kakao T, Kakao Mobility, and Saengakdaero),
food delivery and e-commerce platforms (KakaoTalk Shopping & Order and Naver Store),
fintech (KakaoPay and NaverPay) utilising their wealth of network and resources, sometimes
acquiring small and medium-sized start-ups. It is against this backdrop of near-market
dominance by Naver and Kakao that has inspired this chapter’s goal to analyse the process
of how the ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek, 2017) has structured the emerging gig economy in
South Korea.

In general, the term ‘gig economy’ refers to a working environment where labour is
structured around temporary employment, contracts, and projects (Woodcock & Graham,
2019). In the late 2000s in South Korea, gig economy was highlighted as a newly emerging
economic model - in particular, following the success of a sharing platform (Lessig, 2008;
Sundararajan, 2017) that connects various activities of renting out or ‘sharing’ unused assets
and services between users and businesses using peer-to-peer (P2P) networking technology
- including gigs. The more the two ‘portal’ companies have dominated the platform market,
the more likely they become affiliated with these sectors. Perhaps to the surprise of many,
however, Naver and Kakao have been discussed relatively little thus far (Kwon et al., 2017;
Kim & Yu, 2019; Quimba et al., 2020) in most debates about sharing economy and gig work,

which are considered to have transformed hugely the labour relations and practices in most of
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the countries where the platform economy has matured.

This chapter is aimed at, in one respect, speculating on the reasons behind such lack of
discussion. First, in South Korea, the so-called sharing platforms (Lessig, 2008; Sundararajan,
2017) has continuously attracted a great deal of public attention ever since 2012 when the
Seoul Metropolitan Government first announced its The Sharing City Seoul’ project based on
the ideas of ‘sharing economy model, encouraging citizens to voluntarily participate in the
renting out or sharing of spaces and unused resources in order to solve chronic administration
problems in central areas of Seoul, such as shortages of parking space and accommodation.
However, in Korea they are often considered a ‘failed’ business model (Hong, 2019), which
is largely attributed to the legal restrictions (which could not have been resolved at the local
government level) as well as social backlash against the then-newly emergent ride-hailing and
guest-accommodating platforms in South Korea. For instance, the spearheading examples in
those sectors - Airbnb and Uber - were both legally charged for the violation of fee policies
regarding domestic citizens and the application of services, and they subsequently had to
scale back or withdraw their core businesses from the country (ibid.).

Sharing economy, in other words, has not yet settled fully as a viable business model in
South Korea until recently (Lee, 2020a), and, as such, the discussion of gig economy did not
have much chance to reach a mature stage. The discussion had tended to focus on the ‘dark
side of the sharing economy’, that is being an exploitative ‘share-the-scraps economy’ (Reich,
2015), where only the scraps of the revenue go to the part-time independent contractors
and gig workers. Only recently this discussion has been ignited further around the cases of
a few successful delivery apps and platforms (Park, 2020b; 2021). Such platforms as Baemin
and Yogiyo, known as the Korean Deliveroo (although they were released three years prior
to Deliveroo) and owned by Woowa Brothers Corp. and Delivery Hero, rose to the surface
of discussion by both gig workers and government officials. However, Naver and Kakao's
approach to gig economy is differentiated from that of those more ‘conventional’ type of
gig platforms; instead, they bypass the direct competition in the platform economy through
mergers and acquisitions (henceforth M&A) of, or direct investment in, the already prominent
third-party platforms in the sectors. This will be discussed in greater details later.

Another reason behind the lack of discussion on Naver and Kakao can be found from
the history behind them (and its predecessor company Daum), both of which are regarded

as the achieved symbol of successful internet tech firms, in the areas of search engine and
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content production. It would be no exaggeration to state that their history began along
the introduction of web in general in South Korea - long before the formation and rise of
platform economy. They are presented positively as a representative role model of the South
Korea's creative economy innovators, sometimes addressed as the Korean Google for their
extensive and domestically widely used search engines (Chang et al., 2016). At the same time,
they are also recognised as a cultural enterprise, as they have provided a variety of cultural
contents (as aforementioned) to induce users (Seo & Park, 2020), while also supporting and
funding the development of amateur/user-generated contents (Kim & Yu, 2019). These are
undoubtedly an important form of gig works based on digital labour, as I argued elsewhere
(ibid.). Yet these issues have more often been dealt with in relation and comparison to the so-
called creative labour (McRobbie, 2018) and media labour in cultural studies focusing on the
‘platformization of cultural production” (Nieborg & Poell, 2018) - that is, how South Korean IT
giants have configurated the process of cultural production and given both exploitation and
opportunity seeking to be creative/media labourer to content creators, rather than in relation
to gig economy.

Against this backdrop, this chapter begins by analysing the reasons why Naver and Kakao
have received insufficient recognition in the discussion of South Korean gig economy and
platformisation of labour, despite the centrality of their roles to the operation of gig economy.
How are these two tech giants - sometimes regarded to have retained the sovereignty of the
Korean platform economy against the platform imperialism (Jin, 2017) of GAFAM and BAT -
involved in the South Korean platform economy and changing labour relations? This chapter
aims to answer this question by addressing the loopholes in the extant research on Korean gig
economy (which has mainly focused on delivery apps/platforms)”, and by drawing a clearer
picture of the shifting governance and dynamics of the South Korean platform economy. By
so doing, it aims to draw an analysis of the development trajectory of South Korean platform
economy, which will in turn allow a more detailed and region-specific investigation into the
platformisation of gig work within the South Korean context and the associated factors, such
as the reorganisation of business industries.

To this end, this chapter aims to look in a four-fold way into Naver and Kakao, as well

1) For instance, in case of ‘Baemin’, which is known to be arguably the most successful example of Korean gig economy;,
it has attracted a considerable amount of analyses such as on its profit model, how it has disadvantaged gig workers,
the changing platform-labour relation, etc (Lee, 2020a; Park, 2020c; Park, 2021).
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as other platform companies that are competing and collaborating against them. First,
it examines the historical formation of the South Korean platform economy, and the
concomitant rise and growth of gig economy up to date. Second, it analyses the features and
characteristics of gig works on domestic platforms, and how labour is sold or exchanged in a
systemic way by the multi-sided framework organised by the platforms. Third, it investigates
the public reaction in South Korean society to platform economy, sharing economy and gig
work through an analysis of various media and literature. Yet being mindful of the possibilities
that platform companies and corporate-friendly media outlets may systematically produce
positive discourses about them, it also integrates the experience-based publications (Kim,
2020a; Park, 2020b) by those who actually worked as a gig worker, with a view to offering a
more balanced outlook. Fourth, it critically assesses the government policies and regulation
about platform economy and gig works in South Korea through a comprehensive review of
the government and policy research institutes publications. As sharing economy, platform
economy, and gig work have attracted greater public attention, recent years have seen an
increasing number of expert reports on these issues from state-run research institutes, such
as the Korea Labor Institute (Kwon et al., 2017) and Korean Employment Information Service
(Kim, et al., 2019). These reports are utilised as resources for understanding the current
address of platform and gig economies in South Korea, but also as the raw materials’ for bills

the government is currently preparing in relation to digital labour.
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