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1.  INTRODUCTION.  Welcome to the Republic of Korea (ROK).  As members of the United Nations Command/ Combined Forces Command and United States Forces Korea (UNC/CFC/USFK), we stand face-to-face with the world’s fifth largest military, positioned across the inter-Korean demilitarized zone (DMZ), on what is the most heavily defended frontier in the world.  While North Korea (nK) possesses an initial edge in mass, the ROK-US combined defense team maintains two significant advantages:  quality Soldiers, Airmen, Sailors and Marines, and most importantly, a common synchronized plan for total victory.  As the Republic of Korea (ROK) provides, by far, the bulk of combat power in this Theater (e.g., 50 Divisions to our one), communicating with our Korean counterparts is a priority task.  We must work hard at developing inter-personal skills, especially given our high personnel turnover rate.

2.  WELCOME PACKET.  Please take the time to look through all the Korean culture and tourism references provided during inprocessing and keep them as references throughout your assignment.  Learn from your sponsor and your chain-of-command.  Many Koreans will judge Americans by how YOU act.  Represent your country well.  Enjoy your assignment!

3.  BACKGROUND & SELECT POINTS.  You must have at least a basic knowledge of your host country and its people if you expect to work effectively with the Koreans in any professional or personal situation.  A few cultural points to keep in mind: 


a.  Reach out and develop professional friendships.  It will likely set the tone for your unit's professional relationship.


b.  Koreans have a strong work ethic.  Koreans are a very proud people who have made unparalleled progress in rebuilding their country from the Japanese colonial period and the ashes of the Korean War.  The ROK is a fully industrialized economy racing into the Information Age, along with the industrialized western nations.  This is a modern nation.


c.  Koreans are proud of their alphabet, known as Hangul.  DO NOT use it to refer to their spoken language --  "Korean" or  "Han Gung Mal".  Easy to learn, Hangul has greatly contributed to Korea's high literacy rate.  One can learn the alphabet in as little as three (3) days, which can drastically simplify your navigation challenges.


d.  Be Polite and Formal.  You'll go a lot farther than otherwise.  Koreans will usually find a way to work with you or find flexibility for you when you're in a bind, if you are sincere.

(1)  Shake hands with two hands, leading with your right hand.  Place your left hand behind your right wrist but forward of your right elbow  -- it's meant to show respect.  You will notice a slight bow as Koreans shake hands -- the more junior the person, the more pronounced the bow in deference to the senior person, either in grade, position, or age.  Koreans don't expect overpowering handshakes.  You will notice Koreans present and receive gifts and pay at the register with two hands, as this also shows respect and appreciation. 

(2)  Address Koreans by their title and family name -- not simply his or her name (i.e., say Colonel Kim, Major Lee, Corporal Park, Chairman Cho, Director Song, Mr. Jang, Ms. Chong, etc.).  Don't use first names, unless a close relationship is established.  Expect personal questions about yourself, including your age, marital status, names and ages of your children (as applicable), previous assignments, and income.

(3)  Koreans use business cards just as Americans do.  However, read any business cards presented to you upon receipt.  Immediately filing away business cards in your pocket or wallet is considered rude.

(4)  Avoid showing a "big brother" or patronizing mentality.  As is the case anywhere, loyalty and trust are earned.  Given language and cultural barriers, be flexible in different situations.  While a counterpart may expect you to act as his equal, in some situations, he might expect you to be tolerant, supportive, and generous, like an older brother, in other situations. 

(5)  Avoid sharing political views, yet keep up with Korea's overall political situation.

(6)  Avoid American cultural habits which Koreans find objectionable.  Don't presume to clap your counterpart on the back, grab his arm or otherwise touch him.  Conversely, after you have developed rapport with a Korean counterpart, expect him to touch you, probably on the knee or thigh when seated.  Don't be put off.  This normal Korean behavior is an expression of brotherly affection.  In Korea, as in some other Asian countries, it is also quite normal for men to hold hands.

(7)  Avoid swearing and crude language; many English profanities are used in Korean and understood by all Koreans.  But they can have much stronger connotations for Koreans than for native English speakers. 

(8)  Speak in a direct, straightforward, clear, and concise manner.  Koreans translate things literally -- DO NOT ask negative questions, and take care in answering them.  (When asked in Korean, “Aren’t you tired?”, a Korean responding “Yes” means “Yes, I am not tired.”)  Answer negative questions with a complete sentence, not a simple “yes” or “no.”

(9)  During office calls or meetings ensure that you offer a beverage to your counterpart.  Tea, orange juice or coffee is acceptable.  Do not fill the glass or cup to the brim -- this is considered rude.



(10)  Don't write the names of living Koreans, to include your counterparts, in red ink.  Red ink denotes being deceased and carries a criminal and communist connotation. 

(11)  Don't play "steal the child's nose," as this is considered a gesture as obscene as an extended middle finger in America.

(12)  Don't beckon someone using the index finger.  Koreans use their index finger only when beckoning animals.

(13)  Don't lick your fingers while eating (in official or formal situations) & don't ridicule Korean food.  Most people come to love it by the end of their tour.

(14)  Don't be arrogant.  Don't litter, break the law, or think SOFA allows you to get away with anything.

(15)  Don't run without a shirt on or be in public without a shirt on.

(16) Don't chew gum in a social situation.

(17) Taxis.  When traveling by taxi, remind the driver to reset the meter to the base price when you get in, if he hasn’t done so already (Deluxe black cabs, 3000won/Regular silver cabs, 1300won in Seoul at the time of publication).  Cost for additional units based on distance and time goes up after midnight.  Pay only the metered amount.  Economy cab drivers don’t expect tips.  AAFES cab drivers expect a modest tip, as any American cab driver would.

(18)  Koreans frequently give gifts.  Anticipate a need to provide your visitor a gift or memento.  This is especially true if it is his first visit to your organization.  Coins, coffee mugs, and unit ball-caps are acceptable gifts.  If a gift is wrapped, don't open in public unless the giver prompts you to.  You can build very strong bonds with gifts at Chusok (Fall), Christmas, and Lunar New Year (Winter around early February).  Liquor, western wine, fruit baskets, or other package sets are commonly given. 

e.  Drinking is very popular.  You may be expected to participate in a few social toasts before getting into business.  Do not pour your own drink; Koreans pour for the "elder" of the group first.  Do not drink from the bottle (even beer) -- get a glass.  Know your limit or avoid it altogether.  Avoid the blotter.

f.  Tips for Korean Restaurants.  Koreans take off their shoes in their homes and in restaurants where they sit on the floor.  Don't be caught with unserviceable socks.  Koreans don't do separate tabs, as we routinely do.  If you do host someone for a meal, they will feel obligated to reciprocate.

    g.  Use of Interpreters.  Interpreters tend to be junior in rank to those whom they serve. Some tips:



(a)  First, whenever possible use an interpreter who knows not only the language but also the subject area involved.  



(b)  Second, go over any difficult technical terminology with the interpreter in advance.



(c)  Third, don't confront your interpreter with surprises if they can be avoided. 



(d)  Fourth, always maintain eye contact with the host or guest rather than the interpreter.  
4.  CONCLUSION.  Again, welcome to the ROK!  You're working with a formidable and battle ready ROK-US alliance which is prepared to fight tonight.  Most of the ROK Soldiers, Airmen, Sailors and Marines you will come in contact with will likely have some fundamental knowledge of English and the USA.  The least you can do is learn the fundamentals of their country, language, culture, and history and represent our country well.  The alliance depends on it.  Enjoy your assignment!

Prepared by:  CINC's Initiatives Group (CIG), DSN: 723-7222, FAX 723-3325,  E-mail: stewarta@usfk.korea.army.mil or kirolp@usfk.korea.army.mil
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