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Korean dramas (K-drama) are one of the essential resources of Korean culture
in general, and Korean popular culture in particular. By the systematic method,
comparative method, and analytical-synthetic method, the article shows that
the content characteristics of popular Korean dramas are the influential factors,
a significant impact, contributing to the success of the Korean wave in Asia,
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Koreal has not only helped improve Korea’s image in the international arena but also

promoted economic cooperation between Korea and other countries on the basis
of trust becoming more and more solid, but also helping countries affected by
the Korean cultural wave to have more bases to learn, reshape national identity,
and successfully build economic development models based on popular culture

Korean waves,
popular culture

products, especially dramas, as Korea has successfully done.

Introduction

In the field of cinema, the Korean cultural wave has
penetrated Vietnam strongly since the movies Dream
to Reach the Stars and Doctor Brothers were premiered
consecutively on the Ho Chi Minh City, Dong Nai,
Ba Ria Vung Tau, Kien Giang’ television channels
(Song, 2015, p. 20). K-dramas and movies have massively
penetrated Vietnam with dramas such as Yesterday
(1999), Innocence, Love, Sunflowers, General Hospital,
Hourglass, Wedding Dress, Model, Fire Flower, Autumn
in My Heart (2001), Winter Sonata (2002), Stairway to
Heaven (2004), Glass Shoes (2004), Paris Love Story,
Harvard Love Story, Overcoming Love Story Time,
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Yellow Handkerchief, Happy Home, Dae Jang Geum
(2005), Golden Bride (2007), Coriander (2007), You are
so handsome (2012), Party of the God (2013), Saigon
Cinderella (2013), Queen Seon Deok (2013), Hero’s Mask
(2013), Beautiful Female Pilot (2013), Youth (2014),
Hello Miss Thuy (2014), My Love from the Star (2014),
You are my grandmother (2015), Kimchi family (2015).
Stemming from cultural similarities, not only are more
and more Korean films being copyrighted to be remade in
Vietnam (Sticky Rice, Family is Number 1, King of Bread,
Apple Tree in Bloom, Let Me Think Tomorrow, You are
my grandmother), but the image of Vietnamese people
in Korean films is also exploited in a new and more
interesting way (previously only seen in war-related films).

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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The fact that both of the largest cinema systems in
Vietnam today are under the management of two Korean
businesses is also a driving condition that made Korean
film export sales in Vietnam in 2018 rank 7th among
the countries and territories that import Korean films,
accounting for 2.7 percent of the entire Korean film
market share across countries and territories (Hoang &
Nguyen, 2020, p. 69).To explain the success of Korean
television series from the perspective of popular culture,
and at the same time analyze the economic - political -
socio-cultural influences of Korean television series from
the perspective of looking at popular culture, from there,
this article can become a reference for further research
to draw lessons for Vietnam in building and perfecting
the strategy for developing television dramas as popular
culture products; therefore, we decided to contribute
to providing the most objective and comprehensive
perspective possible on this content through this article.

such as Go (2009), Hwang et al. (2004), Jin (2011),
Jo (2003), Kim (2011), Ko (2009), Lee (2011), Lee and
Bui (2015), Moon (2011), Park (2005), Yang (2006), and
Yun (2004). Most general analysis studies on the impact
of Korean waves include the largest production areas of
Korean popular culture, television dramas, on traditional
cultural structures in affected countries. Phan (2008)
also pointed out the feminine and female-oriented
nature of Korean popular culture products’ impact in
Southeast Asia. Meanwhile, Bui (2008) explores the
influence of Korean movies on Vietnam. Kang (2013)
analyzed the influence of the Korean cultural wave
on Vietnamese youth in the film industry. Besides,
Nguyen (2012a), Nguyen (2012b), and Phan (2012)
have also researched the causes and effects of Korean
cultural trends in Vietnam for Vietnamese culture in
general, and for some aspects related to Vietnamese youth
in particular.

Literature Review

The term Popular Culture can be understood as
cultural products enjoyed by many people, cultural forms
of the majority of the masses, cultural industrial products
intentionally created to satisfy and meet the needs of the
majority, or as cultural products created by marginalized
social groups to satisfy their own needs (Storey, 2021,
pp. 4-11). The study of popular culture has become
popular in the West with the scientific works of Giddens
(1997), Hamilton (1990), Jachbar and Lausé (1992),
Kim and Ryoo (2007), Mims and Nollen (2009), Ravina
(2009), and William (1983). Most authors agree that
Korean popular culture is relatively relatable and easily
identified throughout most of Asia. Jung (2009), Leung
(2012), and Shim (2006) also believe that overcoming
the nationalist perspective emphasizing Korean cultural
identity, surpassing Asian values, combining Eastern and
Western values, will enable such to reach out to become
common human civilization values.

In Vietnam, according to Pham et al. (2016), exporting
television programs and exporting television films are
two important areas promoting the export of consumer
goods and processed foods. An increase in television
program export turnover of 100 USD can also lead to an
increase in processed food export turnover of 64 USD.
Meanwhile, an increase in export turnover of television
dramas in USD can lead to an increase in export turnover
of consumer goods by 87 USD (Kim, 2015, p. 277).
Korean researchers have also investigated the causes
and evaluated the content and current status of Hallyu,

Methodology

In most of the above studies on the impact of Korean
television dramas on young people in Vietnam and
other Asian countries, systematic methods, comparative
methods, and interdisciplinary approaches are the
methods used. The systematic method is the most
common method used to analyze content related to
Korean dramas from a popular culture perspective.
Therefore, we also use a systematic method to place
Korean dramas in the context of Asian popular culture
from many aspects, thereby showing the transformation
of Korean dramas so that such is consistent with the
changing contemporary Asian context. The comparison
method is combined with the analysis-synthesis method
to find similarities, differences and mutual influences
between popular culture products and their Korean drama
influences from a pop culture perspective. Finally, the
interdisciplinary approach helps us inherit the research
results of different scientific disciplines related to the
study of Korean dramas from different perspectives
and aspects, thereby providing insights as objectively
and comprehensively as possible.

Results and Discussion

First, the general formula of Korean dramas is
socio-emotional drama and historical drama (different
from Chinese historical drama because Chinese historical
drama is historical while Korean historical drama
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still focuses on love). Real heroic figures such as
President Lee Myung-bak or historical heroic figures
like Jumong are also often created. Viewers from many
different countries and backgrounds are attracted to
Korean television series (K-dramas) for many reasons.
Trendy films include not only pure family films but
also romantic stories with handsome people, set in
a context involving relationships with family and
friends and supported by beautiful scenery and music -
called “trendy” Korean romance stories. For Americans,
these films are “relaxing and fun” while for Europeans,
the appeal lies in the “uncomplicated and romantic”
plot. Meanwhile, Muslim audiences are attracted to
“the subtle repression of emotion and intense romantic
passion without overt sexuality” (Korean Culture and
Information Service, 2011b, p. 73). For Asians, the
appeal of Korean dram as lies in the so-called “emotional
power” that comes from “intertwining themes of family,
romance, friendship, martial arts, war and business.”
as well as how the characters face the problem of love
in a way that is “tender, meaningful and emotional
rather than sexy”. Chinese audiences in the late 1990s
responded positively to Korean family dramas in which
family took precedence over romance or work, rather
than fashion dramas that took the main characters’
family or social situations to the extreme and instead the
emphasis is on the representation of goods and places.
This sparked the popularity of Korean family dramas
and gradually led to increased imports of K-drama.
The Asian sensibility of prioritizing family and expressing
emotions in a subtle way also attracts Asian viewers
across generations (Korean Information and Culture
Service, 2011c¢, p. 73).

During the early stages of Hallyu, television dramas
were considered to be at the forefront of creating the
Korean wave. Therefore, the export of Korean television
dramas to Asian countries has grown significantly since
the late 1990s (Cabalza, 2011, pp. 1-2). In Northeast
Asia, Korean films are warmly received in Japan,
China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong due to the intersection

Table 1 Korean - Vietnamese cultural similarities

of popular culture between these countries (Jagodzinski,
2020, pp. 66—67). Hallyu also created a huge impact
in Southeast Asia. Vietnam was the first country where
the Hallyu wave swept through. Even people who are
not interested in or exposed to Korean popular culture
have more or less heard of Hallyu. The popularization of
Hallyu here can be seen as using soft power to influence
the thinking and preferences of Southeast Asian countries,
while raising awareness about Korea (Anantasirikiat,
2017, pp. 224, 232-233). Many studies believe that the
reason Hallyu is widely accepted in Asia is because of the
cultural similarities between Korea and other countries
in the region.

Korean-Vietnamese cultural similarities and
differences have been presented in detail and elaborately
on all cultural aspects by authors such as Ly (2011),
and Tran (2016). These Korean-Vietnamese cultural
similarities in Table 1 have also been reflected in the
content of famous Korean literary and cinematic works,
and it can be said that that is why they have received
the attention and love of a large number of Vietnamese
readers and audiences over the past 20 years.

Korean dramas entered the Philippine television
scene in 2003 on GMA 7. Shows like “Endless Love”
and “Autumn in My Heart” on the same channel really
boosted their popularity. The Philippines is one of the
largest importers of Korean dramas in Asia, after Japan
(60.1%), China (9.9%), and Taiwan (1.4%). (Kim et al.,
2009). Filipino audiences love Korean romantic comedies
like “Princess Hours” and “Lovers in Paris” which
were big hits, followed by tearjerkers like “Endless
Love” and historical epics like “Jumong” and “Jewel
in the Palace”. According to a survey by TNS Global,
Filipinos are attracted to Korean shows because of
their well-developed characters, interesting plots, and
the good looks of the actors (Lee, 2011). Atypical,
unpredictable and fast-paced plots, handsome and well-
acted actors, plots not only about love but also about
career, plots that make them laugh, easy to understand,
especially comedy (Torre, 2006). In the Philippines,

No Aspect

Expression

1 Personal organizational culture

eat white rice, use chopsticks, take filial piety first, have the same marriage

tradition of parents placing their children where they sit, all have ancestral worship
beliefs, and all use the Lunisolar calendar.

Group organizational culture
3 Behavioral culture to the natural environment
Behavioral culture to the social environment

both built the Temple of Literature institution at the central and local levels
harmony with nature
both merged the three religions (Confucianism - Buddhism - Taoism)

and introduced Catholic and Protestant sects

Source: compiled by the author according to Ly (2011)
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studies on Korean dramas focus on the consumption and
reception of Korean cultural products by adolescents.
While in Hong Kong, Korean dramas engage women in
supporting global capitalist values, expressing consensus
in Western cultural hegemony (Espiritu, 2011, p.1),
and struggling to balance the pressures of working in
a male-dominated environment with the desire to
reconnect with more traditional feminine roles of East
Asian cultural origin (Lin et al., 2004, p.12); In the
Philippines, many women, although admiring the strong
career-oriented female protagonists often portrayed in
Korean dramas, see their enthusiasm for Korean dramas
as a way to resist the dominance of American culture in
the non-Confucian Philippine society (Espiritu, 2011,
p- 1), but they still value the maintenance of traditional
values, the importance of family, and stable, lasting
marriages (Espiritu, 2011, p.16), and even see similarities
with the society in Korean dramas because they are
built on the same emphasis on community, age-based
relationships, and extended family-style relationships
(Kwon, 2006, p. 1).

Second, through the lens of culture, different countries
will have different ways of approaching problems and
desires. Therefore, the more popular and loved a national
culture is, the greater its appeal, the higher the ability to
achieve the desired benefits of that country. Therefore,
national culture, especially popular culture, is one of
the main sources of soft power. Among them, movies
are a highly influential factor because they affect a large
group of people, belonging to many classes in society.
Therefore, in the current era of developed information
and communication technology, movies can be used as
a tool to promote soft power based on the messages they
create. Regarding the relationship between behaviors
and resources, Nye (1990) has built a spectrum that
defines behavioral chains from command (coercion,
seduction) to subjugation (scheduling, seduction).
It can be seen that the appropriate resources to serve the
chain of subjugation actions are the resources of soft
power. With cultural resources, Nye (2004) divided such
into two groups: academic culture and popular culture.
Academic culture (chamber music, classical drama...) is
culture for the elite class of society, products considered
worthy of study in an academy (Petracca & Sorapure,
1998, pp. 2-3). This is a small group of subjects but has
great influence on society through participating in the
management apparatus, thereby indirectly deciding on the
plans, policies, guidelines and orientations of the state.
The success of a person absorbing elite culture will
likely be measured by his or her academic importance
or reception (Harmon, 2006, p. 65). On the contrary,

popular culture (films, television shows, sports,
popular entertainment) is a form of culture of the masses,
for the masses, created by marginalized social groups
to serve the tastes and needs of the masses that are
not recognized by elite culture or the dominant culture
in society (Williams, 1983). This is a large group
of people in society. Although they do not directly
participate in social planning, they contribute greatly to
the dissemination of national culture.

At the same time, we can mention popular films
that have created a craze in Vietnam when not only the
psychology and cultural characteristics of the characters
are similar to Vietnamese people, but also cultural
differences are introduced in a unique, creative way,
stimulating curiosity and desire for experiences of
Vietnamese people such as Kimchi Family (2015), Feast
of the Gods (2013), King of Bread, Dae Jang Geum
(2005), Sticky Rice, Family is Number 1. The crazes
that these works have created can be mentioned as the
craze to buy LG air conditioners advertised by actor
Lee Young Ae, The craze to buy LG TVs advertised by
actor Kim Nam Joo (Nguyen, 2009), or the craze to buy
cosmetics, fashion, and dishes mentioned in K-dramas
that have been continuously broadcast many times on
many local television channels such as Docto’s Family,
Happy family, Stairway to Heaven (2004), Harvard
Love Story (2005), Golden Bride (2007), Our beautiful
youth (2014) (Le, 2016). Besides focusing on exploiting
cultural similarities and introducing and promoting
cultural differences in an engaging and attractive way,
the K-dramas loved by Vietnamese audiences all have
plots that are not too complicated (Korean Culture
and Information Service, 2011a), expressing a strong,
long-lasting passion, can attract many generations of
viewers within the same family (Korean Culture and
Information Service, 2011b).

Meanwhile, because Korean experts and scholars
come to Vietnam to teach and exchange, they also have
a need for entertainment, watching Korean movies,
listening to Korean music, eating Korean food, and
the students themselves are guided by them, and after
hearing them talk about Korean culture, they are also
interested in searching Korean movies, songs, and dishes
to experience in real life right in Vietnam. Costumes and
cosmetics appearing in television dramas are also sought
after by Vietnamese users. It can be said that this is the
driving condition that made Korean film export sales
in Vietnam in 2018 reach more than 1.12 million USD,
ranking 7th among countries and territories importing
Korean films (Hoang & Nguyen, 2020, p. 69). The total
investment capital of more than 500 Korean restaurants
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in Vietnam also reached more than 800 million USD.
Among them, Ho Chi Minh City has about 140 Korean
restaurants, Hanoi has about 120 Korean restaurants,
Da Nang has about 80 Korean restaurants (Nguyen,
2021, pp. 59-60).

Socio-economic background is also the reason why
Hallyu still has an influence in the Southern Hemisphere.
Specifically, many young people in Peru and Brazil
are attracted to Hallyu because they see it as a form of
escape from the poor social and economic situation of
the country where they live; because K-dramas depict
the possibility of a better life, giving them hope that
society can move in an upward direction (Lim, 2016).
Even in markets that are inherently difficult and bound
by religious teachings such as Middle Eastern countries,
K-dramas are still accepted because they contain values
similar to Islamic law such as promoting subtle emotional
suppression, romantic love not highlighted with sex,
emphasizing support and loyalty to the government.
(Abduazimov, 2017, p. 99). Through movies and music,
elements of Korean culture such as history, culinary arts,
traditional medicine, writing, and culture have spread to
the international community, enhancing Korea’s national
brand in the international arena, and at the same time
contributing to creating the image of a Korea that is
developing strongly, modernly, trendy but still very well
preserving its traditional culture.

The Hallyu push has also led to improved defense,
political and economic relations. A typical case is that
after the movie Winter Sonata was broadcast, it increased
the level of Japanese people’s affection for Korea,
something that even government summits could not do
(Cabalza, 2011, pp. 2-3). Another example is that in
March 2017, South Korea installed the US’s Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile system.
President Moon Jae In paid a state visit to China with
many famous figures in the Korean television and music
world to appease Chinese public opinion (Kim, 2022b).

According to a report conducted by the Samsung
Economic Research Institute in 2005, the process
of consuming Korean cultural products by other
countries can be divided into four categories as follows:
(1) simply enjoying Korean popular culture; (2) purchase
related products such as posters and items with character
images, traveling to Korea; (3) buy Made in Korea
products; and (4) develop a common interest in Korean
culture (Abduazimov, 2017, p. 98). For example, after
the movie My Love from the Star aired, a YSL lipstick
that appeared in the movie sold out worldwide, and
many other luxury products also sold well. Over the
past decade, South Korea’s cosmetics exports have

increased sixfold and are mainly sold to neighboring
Asian countries (Leong, 2014). The love for Korean
culture also motivates people in other countries to learn
Korean, travel to Korea, and buy Korean-made products.
Large corporations in Korea have taken advantage of the
growing popularity of Hallyu to promote their products,
for example, Samsung and LG sponsor free products for
K-dramas broadcast in Asia (Abduazimov, 2017, p. 98);
Samsung and Daewoo also increased their sponsorships
for film and video production (Leong, 2014). After
watching the movie, foreign audiences will look to buy
these products, contributing to increasing profits for
Korean corporations. In 2011, the Korea International
Trade Association (KITA) conducted a survey of 1,173
consumers including visitors from Japan, China, Taiwan,
and Vietnam. More than 80 percent of respondents said
the Korean wave greatly influenced their purchasing
decisions, and 3 out of 4 people actually bought Korean
products (KITA, 2011). In a survey conducted by the
Korean Chamber of Commerce and Industry (KCCI)
on 300 large manufacturing and service corporations,
51.9 percent of businesses responded that “The Korean
Wave has increased their sales”. The items with the
highest sales growth include culture, tourism, distribution,
food, electronics, cosmetics, cars and clothing;
89.1 percent of opinions believe that product advertising
based on the Korean wave is effective. The sectors that
generate the highest economic efficiency are dramas and
movies, K-pop songs, Korean dishes and kimchi, and
online games. The regions most affected by the Korean
wave are Japan, China, Southeast Asia, Europe, America
and the Middle East (KCCI, 2012). According to a survey
by the New York Times, about 80 percent of Taiwanese
tourists choose to visit locations in Korea where their
favorite dramas are filmed (Abduazimov, 2017, p. 99).
People even coined the term “tourist audience” to refer
to people who decide to travel to Korea because of
Hallyu fans. These traveling audiences were originally
middle-aged Japanese women who love Korean dramas,
but have now expanded to include fans from China,
Southeast Asia, Europe and the US. Previously, tourism
audiences were mainly female, but later the number of
men gradually increased (Kim et al., 2013, pp. 60—-61).
Successful Korean television dramas have attracted
the attention and love of other countries, creating an
increasing demand for other Korean cultural products.
Southeast Asia has become the third largest market
in consuming Korean cultural products (Pham, 2015,
pp. 179-182). Thanks to the penetration of K-drama
on Vietnam’s national and local television stations, LG
Group with advertisements by actor Lee Young Ae has
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occupied the leading position in the air conditioner
market in Vietnam for four consecutive years.
The admiration for actor Kim Nam Joo also brought
LG products to the highest level in 2000 (Nguyen,
2009). Also, thanks to the impact of K-drama, Korean
cosmetics export profits in the Thai market in 2011
increased by more than 1,000 percent compared to
2006, reaching a value of more than 52 million USD
(Park, 2014, p. 87).

Politically, Hallyu is believed to play an important
role in helping improve relations between Korea and
Asian countries. Hallyu is the success of cultural
nationalism that emphasizes the existence of “Korean
authentic culture”. One trend that Korean producers
are aiming for is to collaborate with Asian countries,
combining Korean and Vietnamese films to create
a cultural fortress to prevent the massive intrusion
of European and American cultural influences, and build
an Asian community based on mutual understanding.
Since 2002, Korean films and directors have received
awards at prestigious film festivals such as Cannes,
Venice and Berlin. In the US market, Korean wave
has become popular, typically with BTS topping the
Billboard 200 chart and the movie Parasite winning
an Oscar in 2020. In particular, the film Parasite
directed by Bong Joon Ho won the Palme d’Or at the
Cannes Film Festival and four Oscars in 2020, marking
a new era for the success of Korea’s cultural diffusion
policies. From now on, Korean cinema, in particular,
and Asian cinema, in general, have the right to be proud
of having achieved recognition from the international
film academy, making a mark in a field that is used to
being dominated by white people. These successes make
an important contribution to promoting Korean culture
in the US as well as influencing the American public
opinion about Korea. Another 2019 survey showed that
70 percent of Americans believe that the relationship
with South Korea will help the US strengthen national
security. There is also bipartisan support for continuing
and even increasing the number of US troops stationed
in Korea (Bui, 2020, pp. 206-207).

The Korean drama format also offers Latin American
viewers a space of compromise in restructuring the
identity of a post-colonial nation. More than just
a means of culturally distinguishing Latin America in
a post-colonial context, K-dramas also mark the search
for a new vision of human cultural identity encapsulated
in a local modernity that attracts Latin Americans to
modernization based on economics and technology in
contrast to the ambivalent and failed modernization efforts
that underpin the development of Latin American countries.

K-dramas served to the masses as a low-end television
genre subverted the dominant narrative of modernity
because K-dramas presented stories that included the
social struggles that are inevitable in the process of
modernization like the process of Latin Americans
searching for identity through a series of social struggles
that threaten the development of Latin America’s
modernization process under the impact of globalization.
In the US, binge-watching appears to be a popular habit
among K-drama fans with 29.1 percent of respondents
watching more than 10 hours a week. The average number
of hours is about 7 hours a week, which corresponds to
about 10 episodes - equivalent to half a movie. With
such a large viewing amount, it is not surprising that
67.5 percent of respondents have watched more than
20 Korean dramas (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2023).

Conclusion

In general, K-drama is a special form and popular
cultural product that has the power to spread throughout
most Asian-African-Latin American countries not only
thanks to its close family cultural value system, promoting
quiet work in the family as well as praising resilient
women of all times, but also because of the non-locality
and cross-border nature of the integrated characteristics
in K-dramas. The transformation of Korean television
series in different groups of countries and historical
and cultural regions is even more exciting for people in
countries that are on the way to finding a model to create
their own national identity. This success is the clearest
proof that a multilateralist foreign policy that balances
nationalism, idealism and pragmatism is an important
premise for cultural diplomacy to be facilitated, taking
advantage of achievements from the past and moving
towards a bright and good future in the international
relations system with middle powers in the Asia Pacific
region such as Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia.

The evidence is that since the Cold War , while Japan
has begun to build an assertive foreign policy model
based on realism combined with Japanese nationalism
and aimed at ensuring Japan’s rights and participation
in the chain of economic and political relationships of
Japan in Asia (Green, 2008, pp. 170—171), in which
Vietnam is a springboard for Japan to expand its influence
in Southeast Asia, for Japan to increase support for
Southeast Asia, and to strengthen its competitiveness
and resistance to the wave of influence on the economic
- cultural - political aspects from China, South Korea
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has also built a New Southern Policy to enter the
era of unlimited competition, which takes Vietnam
(Korea’s leading partner in Southeast Asia) as a key
bridge between Korea and other multilateral links in the
Indo-Pacific (Phan, 2020). This is the key basis for
Korean-Vietnamese cultural diplomacy to be effective in
recent times, to mobilize great and positive participation
and contributions from all artists, television actors,
famous singers, politicians, scientists, researchers,
both teachers and learners at Korean-related training
institutions in Vietnam. The Korean cultural flow also
contributes to creating cross-cultural understanding
and connection with foreign audiences, making an
important contribution to enhancing Korea’s image
and position in the international arena. Korea’s success
in promoting culture and national image has provided
more motivation and left behind lessons for other Asian
countries to absorb and learn to build their own cultural
development strategies to create more added values to
promote socio-economic development.
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