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Introduction

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) between the United States, Australia, India, and Japan
has become one of the Indo-Pacific’s most prominent minilateral groupings. Ever since it was revived
in 2017, there has been widespread misunderstanding about what the Quad is and also debate about
whether or not South Korea should join it. The Quad countries emphasize the grouping’s “positive,
practical agenda” in delivering regional public goods such as humanitarian aid, infrastructure, and
vaccines.! Meanwhile, China has criticized it as a de facto “military alliance.”? The previous Moon
Jae-in administration subsequently shunned the Quad due to sensitivities about provoking China. By
contrast, the Yoon Suk Yeol administration has promised to work closely with, and potentially even

join, the Quad as part of its Indo-Pacific Strategy and alliance solidarity with the United States.

Yet most public opinion surveys to date have found that only half of South Koreans support joining
the Quad, while a third remain undecided, suggesting that the public has not formed a clear view
about the grouping. This Asan Issue Brief argues that the South Korean public is, in fact, more
positively disposed towards the Quad that is commonly acknowledged. It shows that a majority of
“undecided” respondents found in most polls actually leans in favor of the Quad. When this ‘weak
support’ is combined with those clearly in favor of the grouping, there is highly favorable support
(79~80%) for South Korea cooperating with the Quad. The results suggest that there is broad public
support for South Korean cooperation with not just the Quad but also other regional partnerships.

The Issue Brief proceeds as follows. First, it discusses growing South Korean public awareness of the
Quad and changing government positions towards the grouping. Second, it reviews the results of Asan
Institute polling that show significantly higher public support for the Quad than other surveys. Third,
it examines whether negative views of the security environment and China, what we call the “fear
factor,” or positive feelings towards US leadership and US-led initiatives, what we call the “alliance
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factor,” better fits with the demographic breakdown of Quad support. We find that South Korean
support for the Quad runs contrary to a pessimistic strategic outlook and instead correlates with
alliance solidarity.

Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings and recommend the Yoon administration seek
bipartisan political support for the Quad. It should also launch a public awareness campaign about
how the ROK Indo-Pacific Strategy aligns with the

Quad’s agenda. The United States and Quad partners We find that South
should explain the broader value of South Korea

engaging with new partnerships such as the ROK-Us- | Korean support for
Japan Camp David partnership, the AP-4 NATO leaders” | the Quad runs
dialogue, the Chip 4 grouping, and the AUKUS
partnership. In the short term, South Korea should pursue contrary toa
practical cooperation with Quad working groups ahead of pessimistic
the 2024 US presidential election to safeguard against .
possible erosion of public support. South Korean public Strateglc outlook
sentiment is currently an open door towards the Quad. and instead

Sout_h Korean governments_ have an opportuni.ty to build correlates with
public support towards minilateral partnerships as one . . .
pathway to strengthening the ROK-US alliance for an alliance sohdarlty.
Indo-Pacific era.

The South Korean Government’s Changing Stance towards the Quad

Minilateral cooperation is accelerating amongst the Indo-Pacific’s liberal democracies. The northern
anchor of these efforts is the Camp David summit between the United States, South Korea, and Japan
while the southern anchor is the Australia-US-United Kingdom (AUKUS) trilateral partnership for
the construction of conventionally-armed nuclear-powered submarines. Preceding both of these
efforts has been the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) between the United States, Australia,
India, and Japan. The Quad proclaims itself to be “a diplomatic network of four democracies
committed to supporting a free and open, stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific that is inclusive and

resilient.””

South Korea has long been recognized as a natural partner with the Quad’s regional public goods
agenda.* A potential ‘Quad Plus’ dialogue has also been welcomed by a growing number of partners,
including in the US Congress.®> But whereas the main progressive and conservative political parties
in the United States, Australia, India, and Japan have all come to a consensus on the value of the Quad,
this is not the case in South Korea.® For example, the Moon Jae-in administration and Democratic
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Party maintained that South Korea had never been invited to join the Quad and therefore refused to
be drawn on what their view of the grouping was.’

By contrast, during the 2022 South Korean presidential election, then-candidate Yoon Suk Yeol of
the conservative People Power Party (PPP) argued that “Seoul should willingly participate in
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue working groups, consider joining multilateral regional cooperative
initiatives in phases, and take part in trilateral security coordination with the United States and
Japan.”® Foreign Minister Park Jin similarly proposed the expansion of the Quad into a “Penta” in
2021.° After winning the election, President Yoon’s first phone calls were with the leaders of the
Quad countries.

While there was significant debate during the Moon Jae-in administration about whether South Korea
should join the Quad, this has largely dissipated under the Yoon Suk Yeol administration, which has
instead made strides on other minilateral partnerships such as the Camp David trilateral summit, Asia-
Pacific 4 (AP4) partnership with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and the Chip 4 grouping on
semiconductors. Nonetheless, the Quad remains a key minilateral grouping, especially for the United
States, and therefore understanding public and political attitudes towards it is essential for South
Korea’s long-term engagement with minilateral groupings in general.

As Table 1 illustrates, the Quad currently has six leader-level working groups on health security,
climate, critical and emerging technology, space, infrastructure, and cyber, as well as official-level
working groups on maritime security, counterterrorism, and humanitarian assistance and disaster
relief. The Yoon administration’s 2022 Indo-Pacific Strategy identified “infectious disease, climate
change, and emerging technologies” as the three Quad working groups where Korea could make the
biggest contributions.!® There are also promising complementarities between other Quad initiatives
as listed in Table 1. In short, the contributions that South Korea hopes to make in upholding a free,
peaceful, and prosperous Indo-Pacific closely align with the action plan of the Quad countries.
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Table 1. ROK Complementarities with Quad Leader-Level Working Groups™
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and cyber security capacity
building

Despite the Quad’s extensive agenda and regional profile, in South Korea, it is largely misunderstood.
We compiled all newspaper articles, op-eds, and editorials which mentioned the Quad in the title or
body text from South Korea’s ten largest newspapers between January 2017 and September 2023.%2
As shown in Figure 1, the sample of 1,936 news articles shows that South Korean news coverage of
the Quad only increased from 2020 (n=207) and peaked in 2021 (n=838). We found that 47.5% of
news articles framed the Quad as an “anti-China” grouping or “security(military) alliance”, while
only 11.9% included “pro-US” keywords. This suggests that the South Korean public has been given
skewed information of what the Quad is.
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Figure 1. South Korean Media Coverage of the Quad, 2017-2023
(Left: Number of Articles, Right: %)
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Asan Polling and the “Soft-Yes” South Korean Public

If the South Korean political system is divided towards the Quad, this should be
proportionately reflected in public sentiment, but it is not. For example, South Korean public
attitudes towards many foreign policy issues fall along political orientations such as the
deployment of the THAAD missile defense system (support 58.4%, oppose 38.4%) and
approval of US global leadership (approve 42.8%, disapprove 55.8%).:® However, as Table
2 illustrates, Asan Institute polls in 2022 and 2023 found 86.1% and 79.3% of South Koreans
support joining the Quad, respectively.* This is substantially higher than the 50~55%
support found in surveys by other South Korean organizations.
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The methodological difference between the Asan Institute surveys and other polls is

explained in Appendix 1. While a third of respondents
were unopinionated when given the option of
answering ‘“don’t know” in other polls, we
hypothesize that these people supported the Quad in
the Asan Institute surveys in which a “don’t know”
option was not explicitly offered.'® Put simply, the
Asan polls were designed to explore the presence of a
“soft-yes” or “soft-no” tendency if explicit options
had not been offered. The comparison shown in Table
2 offers a valuable insight into how this group is
leaning. This is a finding that has not been properly
acknowledged in the debates about South Korean
attitudes towards the Quad.

not.

If the South Korean
political system is
divided towards the
Quad, this should
be proportionately
reflected in public
sentiment, but it is

Table 2. South Korean Attitudes towards the Quad®® (%)

2021 2022 2023
Apr-May
Korea Aug Mar July-Aug Dec Mar
Institute for East Asia Asan East Asia Hankook Asan
National Institute Institute Institute I1bo Institute
Unification
Support 29.8 51.1 86.1 53.0 55.1 79.3
Oppose 28.4 18.1 10.1 18.4 23.9 18.3
DK/NA 41.8 30.8 3.8 286 21.0 24
R L .. .. .. .. ..
T;;p;onse Explicit Explicit Implicit Explicit Explicit Implicit
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Explaining “Soft-Yes” Quad Support: Hostility towards China

Given a majority of South Koreans lean in favor of joining the Quad to some degree, we wanted to
explore what factors might explain this “soft-yes” support. There are many possible explanations,
including a desire to contribute to regional public goods befitting South Korea’s status; closer affinity
and sense of goodwill towards Australia, India, Japan, and the United States in recent years; and rising
threat perceptions towards North Korea and a desire for international support. We only consider two
of the most popular explanations while acknowledging that other factors may also exert an influence:
negative views of the security environment as a proxy for
South Koreans who the fear of China (“fear factor”), and positive sentiment
view the current towards the United States and US-led initiatives

. (“alliance factor”). These two factors are not mutually
and future national exclusive: a person may strongly support US alliance

Security situation as | cooperation while simultaneously not want to join what
they regard as an anti-China alliance, but they

pos1t1ve showed encapsulate the core competing arguments.
much higher levels
The first plausible explanation is that the Quad is

of SllppOI‘t for the associated with containment of China as widely reported
Quad. in South Korean media (See Figure 1). From this
perspective, any efforts to join the Quad would negatively
affect South Korea-China relations and damage South Korea’s national interests. The Quad was
revived in 2017 at the height of South Korea’s diplomatic crisis with China over the deployment of
THAAD missile defense. South Korean negative attitudes towards China are now among one of the
highest in the world, ranging between 75% and 80% since 2020.'" These figures closely fit those
supportive of the Quad. Consequently, it is reasonable to conclude that high South Korean support
for the Quad might be due to deteriorating views of China and a willingness to forcefully balance
against China.8

To indirectly test the hypothesis, respondents who are more concerned about South Korea’s current
and future national security situation, which is in response to a combination of perceived threats from
China and North Korea, should be favorable towards the Quad. This explanation was found to be
false. As shown in Table 3, it was in fact those who view the current and future national security
situation as positive showed much higher levels of support for the Quad. Respectively, 91.1% and
93.1% of those who either view the current and future of South Korean national security as positive
agreed with joining the Quad. Meanwhile, those who assessed the current security situation and also
future security outlook as negative were relatively divided on joining the Quad. In fact, the future
pessimists gave the highest opposition response toward the Quad of 32.4%, above any of the survey
findings. It suggests that a deteriorating security outlook and heightened fears about China do not
sufficiently explain support for the Quad.
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Table 3. Attitudes towards the Quad by Security Outlook®® (%)

Support Oppose
Total 79.3 18.3
Security Positive 91.1 8.9
Assessment Negative 74.7 25.3
Security Positive 93.1 6.9
Outlook Negative 67.6 32.4

Explaining “Soft-Yes” Quad Support: Solidarity with the United States

The second plausible explanation is that the public intuitively views the Quad less as an anti-China
balancing coalition, despite media coverage, and more as a forum for alliance solidarity. The alliance
factor suggests a more positive rationale for Quad support similar to the “regional public goods”
narrative that is given in Quad countries. Table 4 outlines the demographic breakdown of responses
towards the Quad while including comparable Asan Institute polling data of attitudes towards other
foreign policy issues closely associated with the United
South Korean views | States. Support for the Quad closely follows the pattern

for South Korean attitudes to both the necessity of United

towards the Quad States Forces Korea (USFK) and support for trilateral

are closely cooperation with the United States and Japan.?’ Those in
° i 0 0,

correlated with their 20s (92.1%) and 60s and over (89.6%)

overwhelmingly hold a favorable view of the Quad. Both
overall support for of these age cohorts support a USFK presence and ROK-
UsS leadership. US-Japan trilateral cooperation in almost identical
percentages relative to other age groups. In short, South
Korean views towards the Quad are closely correlated

with overall support for US leadership.

An interesting pattern was also found in the sub-group analysis by the respondents’ ideology. An
overwhelming majority of conservatives (87.8%) tend to prefer joining the Quad. As previously
shown, it was similar to the level of support that was shown by 20s and 60s and over. For other
ideology categories, those who support joining the Quad were approximately 10~20%p lower
(moderate 80.4%, progressive 71.3%). Though a majority showed support for joining the Quad, it
was notable that 28.7% of progressives opposed it.
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Table 4. Demographic Breakdown of South Korean Support for
Quad, USFK, and Trilateral Cooperation?! (%)

. Ongoing RQK—US—Japan
Quad Membership USEK Presence Trllateral.
Cooperation
Total 79.3 824 83.0
20s 92.1 84.0 88.4
30s 79.9 77.3 78.6
Age 40s 67.9 80.3 77.1
50s 73.2 74.5 77.9
60+ 89.6 0.4 91.9
Conservative 87.8 90.3 90.5
Ideology Moderate 80.4 79.0 84.6
Progressive 71.3 74.1 73.6

Policy Recommendations

This Issue Brief has shown that South Koreans remain open to being convinced about the merits of
the Quad. Despite a divided political view of whether South Korea should join the Quad and skewed
domestic media coverage portraying the grouping as an anti-China military alliance, almost 80% of
South Koreans have some degree of favorability towards it. We hypothesize that if survey questions
asked less burdensome questions such as whether South Korea should cooperate with the Quad as
opposed to formally joining it, or primed respondents by explaining the Quad’s working groups, then
support might be substantially stronger.
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These findings lead to three policy recommendations. First, the Yoon administration needs to build a
bipartisan foundation, however, minimal, for Quad engagement. The survey results suggest that a
substantial portion of the progressives lean in favor of the Quad. This contradicts the Democratic
Party’s current policy of ambivalence towards the Quad. The Quad could be discussed in a bipartisan
manner as advancing Korea’s national interests as one more way to work with the like-minded
partners. Without bipartisan support, the Quad countries will inevitably question the durability of
South Korea’s commitments. The Yoon administration should include opposition parties and National
Assembly committees in Quad consultations. The discussion of the Quad should be operationalized
and specified to move beyond talking about it in the abstract and focus on actual working groups.
This would force skeptics to explain what exactly about the grouping’s activities they consider
provocative against China or detrimental to Korea’s national interests. Until this is achieved, Quad

. . . membership, which is not even on the table at the
Without bipartisan moment, should only be considered as a long-term idea.

support, the Quad

. . Second, the Yoon administration needs to invest in a
countries will proper awareness campaign about the Quad. There is

inevitably question widespread misinformation about the Quad as a military

oy alliance and little awareness of its actual agenda on
the dlll'ablllty of issues like climate change or public health. Our research

South Korea’s strongly suggests that fear of China’s rise was not the

. primary motivation for public support for the Quad. This
commitments. should assuage Quad skeptics in South Korea, who have
tended to conflate the two issues. Greater effort needs to
be made to discuss where South Korea’s own Indo-Pacific Strategy priorities best align with the
Quad’s working groups, and where it might be best for South Korea to pursue its own initiatives. That
should be the next phase of South Korea’s Quad debate.

The findings of the Asan survey are also promising for policymakers hoping to make the case for why
South Korea should increase its participation in minilateral regional groupings. The goal is not
necessarily to achieve full support for the Quad or even to convert all of the soft-yes public. Even the
public in the four Quad countries are not yet fully

supportive of the grouping.?? The Quad countries | If South Korea wants
hould be drawi th blic dipl

STOE he Ciawing on te piblic dpomaty | +g shape the agenda of
successes they have achieved promoting the Quad’s .. .
agenda in recipient countries throughout the Indo- | these coalitions, it

Pacn‘lc- to properly inform potential Quad-Plus must have a seat at the
countries such as South Korea, but also New

Zealand or Canada. As new minilateral groupings table and demonstrate

continue to be formed, such as the ROK-US-Japan bipartisan continuity
Camp David partnership, the AP-4 NATO leaders’ .
dialogue, the Chip 4 grouping, and the AUKUS and commitment.
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partnership and more, their members need to actively explain how other countries can cooperate on
specific activities or potentially even seek full membership.

Finally, even as it builds up public awareness of the Quad’s actual activities and cultivates a bipartisan
political consensus, the Yoon administration should aim to lock in any concrete cooperation with
Quad working groups as soon as possible, and ideally by the end of 2024 before the US presidential
elections. The survey results showed a strong correlation between support for the Quad and
favorability towards the United States. Given South Korean trust in the US plummeted during the
Trump administration, this would suggest that a re-elected Trump administration would have a
negative effect on support for groupings such as the Quad. Ultimately, the motivations for soft public
support for the Quad are likely to be diverse and perhaps even contradictory, with some people
genuinely thinking it is an anti-China military coalition and still supporting it while others simply
being open to any US-led minilateral partnership. There is nonetheless a strong basis to align the
Yoon administration’s foreign policy objectives with public opinion.

Conclusion

South Korea missed the opportunity to join the Quad at its formation in 2007. It also missed
the chance to join what could have been a Quad Plus grouping in 2017. It may not get a third
chance.?® The Quad’s level of cooperation has already become so advanced that the entry
costs will be high for any new members.?* If the Yoon administration somehow managed to
join the Quad only for a subsequent government to withdraw, it would do serious damage to
South Korea’s diplomatic standing and credibility. But the United States and its key allies
and partners increasingly view quadrilateral partnerships as the preferred configuration for
effective action.? If South Korea wants to shape the agenda of these coalitions, it must have
a seat at the table and demonstrate bipartisan continuity and commitment. In Korea’s deeply
polarized political system, this will not be easy. But the public remains open to being
persuaded.
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Appendix 1. Explaining Survey Methodology

The surveys cited in Table 2 were all similar in terms of sample size, national representativeness, and
guestion wording with only variations in the preceding sentences explaining what the Quad is. This
is different to alternative questions that could have been asked, such as “Should Korea cooperate with
the Quad?” or “Is the Quad making a positive contribution to regional development?” which pose
lower commitment costs for South Korea than seeking formal membership and would likely generate
gualitatively different responses.

Depending on the purpose of the survey, the researchers can choose to include a “no opinion” option
in the questionnaire. While the Asan Institute has tracked this issue since March 2022 with implicit
response for “don’t know”, the data points with polling commissioned by other institutions used
explicit ones. We forced the respondents to take a position by only implicitly offering the “don’t know”
option. This was deliberately designed because explicitly providing a “don’t know” to complex topics
can discourage respondents from giving substantial answers, as shown in other polls.

Here is an example of explicit and implicit response types: when answering the explicit response
guestions, the respondents can listen or see response choices for no opinions. In contrast, for the
implicit response questions, the respondents cannot listen or see responses for no opinions. Rather,
during the interview, when the respondents spontaneously express the sign of no opinion, those
answers are recorded as “Don’t know” or “No answer.”

The source of data cited is as follows:

1. Korea Institute for National Unification (Apr 26~May 18 2021)
Q. The Quad is a multilateral framework compromising the US, Japan, Australia, and
India to check China’s rise. While some argue that South Korea should join the Quad to
strengthen the ROK-US alliance and check the China’s rise, others insist that South Korea
should not join the Quad not necessarily to alarm China. Do you think South Korea should
(or should not) join the Quad?
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2. East Asia Institute (Aug 26~Sep 11 2021; Jul 21~Aug 8 2022)

Q. The US, Japan, Australia, and India recently grouped the Quad as a new cooperation

framework. Do you think South Korea should join the Quad?
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3. Hankook Ilbo (Dec 12~15 2022, Online)
Q. In 2020, the US, Japan, Australia, and India recently grouped the Quad as a multilateral
security framework and there are mixed views toward joining the Quad. Do you think
South Korea should (or should not) join the Quad?
E2.20208 0=, €2, 2=, 2F 4H=2 5= AN E flet 2 M7+ 42 4= 44 L3}
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4. The Asan Institute’s survey (10~12 March 2022, 14~16 March 2023, CATI (Computer
Assisted Telephone Interview))
Q. Do you think South Korea should join the Quad - a multilateral framework involving
the US, Japan, Australia, and India?
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Other than the Asan Institute’s survey, Hankook Research collected the data by using either
a face-to-face or online interview. Despite the difference in survey mode (e.g., telephone or
personal interview, and opt-in panels) of data cited in Table 2, it is considered as a factor for
the representative sampling. And it is loosely comparable since all the mode of survey cited
here are widely used in South Korea to have a nationally representative sample.
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