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coef. coef. coef. coef.
(std.err) (std.err) (std.err) (std.err)

x%) -0.007 -0.303 0.179 0.485
e (0.140) (0.534) (0.288) (0.214)
M/l -0.025 -0.606 0.165 0.122
= (0.130) (0.519) (0.269) (0.199)
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ABSTRACT

Who are ‘Public Figures’ in Korea?:
Redefining the Concept Based on ‘Publicness’

Younsang Ha & Sabinne Lee

This study examines the concept of ‘public figure’ as defined by the Korean courts and
analyzes whether Korean media are using the concept of public figure consistent with the
court definition. The concept of public figure is used in Korean media without a specific
definition. This is essentially because there is no specific consensus in Korean society of who
is a public figure and whether a matter involving a public figure can be dealt with publicly.
Thus, this study makes a chronological review of the definition of public figure as defined by
Korean courts and then specifies it further based on the concept of publicness, which is a
main concept in public administration. Then, an empirical analysis is conducted of the
editorials in seven Korean media outlets covering the 29 years from 1991 to 2018, examining
how the characteristics of public figures and the issues they were involved in dealt with in the
media differed from the definitions made by the courts.

The study found that ‘result based public figures’ such as celebrities and businessmen are
more recognized as public figures than ‘subject based public figures” such as politicians and public
officials. Concerning issues, there is considerable recognition of celebrities and businessmen as
public figures in fact issues, and less recognition of public officials as public figures.

The implications of the study are, first, that misuse of the concept of public figure can be
prevented by further specification of the definition with the concept of publicness as
presented in this study. Second, the concept of publicness can lay the groundwork for
practical research about public figures through empirical study of the recognition of public

figures in Korean society.

[Keywords: Public figure, Publicness]



