
Global standings
An overview of South Korea’s research landscape highlights the strengths and 
weaknesses of a nation that has invested heavily in science. Analysis by Aayush 
Kagathra. Infographic by Simon Baker, Bec Crew and Tanner Maxwell.
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RESEARCH OUTPUT 
South Korea’s Share in natural-science journals 
in the Nature Index is shown alongside its closest 
competitors in the database. Among these countries, 
India is the only one to have increased its natural-
science output between 2019 and 2023, with a 14.5% 
jump in adjusted Share* between 2022 and 2023 alone.
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PEOPLE POWER
South Korea has the most researchers in science, technology and innovation roles (full-time equivalent) per 
million inhabitants — and by a large margin. It is notably the only non-European country in the top 10 by this 
measure in 2021. Japan, not shown here, is ranked 11th. 

Norway

Denmark

Finland

Sweden

South Korea

Switzerland

Netherlands

Austria

Belgium

Iceland

Researchers per million inhabitants, 2021 (thousands)
0 1086421 3 5 7 9

SUBJECT STRENGTHS
A breakdown of subject contributions 
to countries’ overall 2023 output in 
journals tracked by the Nature Index is 
shown for South Korea and some of its 
closest competitors. With almost 55% of 
its output attributed to the physical 
sciences, South Korea joins India in this 
group as having a dominant subject that 
is worth more than half of its total output. 
France and Switzerland, by comparison, 
have a more balanced output.

Note: Articles in the Nature Index may be assigned 
to more than one subject area so percentages 
will not add up to 100%.
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ON THE UP
The fastest rising South Korean institutions for the period 2019 to 2023 have 
recorded very modest gains in natural-science output in the Index, which could 
speak to the country’s relatively stable performance in recent years. Samsung 
Group, the only corporate institution in this list, had the largest percentage increase 
over the period, at 57.98%. This was from a much smaller adjusted Share* of 10.77 in 
2019, however, compared with Seoul National University at 174.97.
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BIG SPENDER
Although South Korea spends more on its research and development as a proportion of its gross domestic product than most other countries in the world, this does not 
translate to higher Share in the Nature Index. Its output does seem relatively stable, however; among the selected countries shown below, many recorded a decline in 
Share (per million people) in natural-science journals over the past five years, but South Korea’s drop was smaller than most.
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Gross expenditure on R&D as a percentage of GDP (GERD)
*Adjusted Share takes account of a small annual variation in the total number of articles in the Nature Index †Population data use the latest year available
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Switzerland’s relatively high spend 
on R&D seems to be paying o�, with 
by far the highest natural-science 
Share to population ratio.

Israel outspends 
South Korea and 
has more Share per 
population, too. 
However, its decline 
in output since 2019 
is much higher.

Circle size and colour represent 
change in adjusted Share* in the
natural sciences 2019–23 
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MOST IMPROVED
The fastest-rising institutions in four natural-science subjects, and in the natural 
sciences overall, are shown for the period 2019 to 2023. Institutions are ranked 
according to change in adjusted Share*, which for the Pohang University of Science 
and Technology was larger in the physical sciences than it was in the natural 
sciences overall.
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