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Abstract

From 1993–2008, the field of TR in Korea grew rapidly 
both in quality and the quantity of education and train-
ing programs. However, since 2008, the field of therapeu-
tic recreation in Korea appears to be gradually declining. 
The decline appears to be related to the premature ad-
ministration of a certification system before the estab-
lishment of proper academic and educational systems. 
Producing certified, but not qualified TR specialists in 
today’s competitive health care market may have made 
both the general public and medical professionals in 
Korea question the validity of the profession. One of the 
needed but challenging tasks for TR professionals in Ko-
rea is the development of appropriate academic educa-
tion and training systems at a college and university level 
that would produce qualified TR professionals.   
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A Brief History of Therapeutic Recreation in Korea
According to Kim (2000), the concepts regarding the therapeutic effects of leisure 

and recreation were introduced to Korea in the 1960s. During the 1950s, Korea went 
through the Korean War (1950-1953) and people in Korea after this war period were 
left in an economically and mentally devastating state.  O-Joong Kim, a pioneer in the 
field of leisure and recreation in Korea, perceived that the provision of pleasurable lei-
sure and recreation activities would help the Korean people ride out the nightmare of 
the war, recover from the traumatic experience, and focus on economic growth (Noh 
& Lee, 2004). Kim, as a result, initiated the leisure and recreation movement in Korea 
and established the Leisure and Recreation Association in Korea (LRAK) in 1960. About 
two decades later, in 1980s, several universities in Korea developed recreation-related 
majors, and the term therapeutic recreation (TR) and its concepts were introduced to 
Korea (Noh & Lee, 2004).

In the 1990s, individuals who had an academic background in social work ignited 
the development of TR in Korea. Specifically, in 1990, Jun-Ahn Chae established the 
Center for Recreational Services for People with Disabilities, and in 1993, he established 
the Korean Therapeutic Recreation Association (KTRA). The KTRA adopted Stumbo’s 
Leisure Ability Model as its practice guideline and posited the philosophy of appropriate 
leisure lifestyles for individuals with limitations (Noh & Lee, 2004).  

In 1995, Daehan Therapeutic Recreation Association (DTRA) also emerged as the 
second professional organization in TR. The organization adopted Austin’s Health Pro-
tection and Health Promotion Model as its practice guideline and assumed a strong 
advocacy role of TR as a clinical profession. The DTRA existed for about a decade and 
contributed to the growth of therapeutic recreation, particularly in the establishment 
of the conceptual foundation of therapeutic recreation as a clinical profession and also 
in producing a good number of research papers and publications in TR. However, the 
organization produced no further research and/or professional practice after the year 
of 2008. Thus, currently, the KTRA remains as the sole TR recreation professional or-
ganization in Korea (Noh & Lee, 2004).  

In 2001, the Korean Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (KCTRC), was 
established and has been administering the TR certification exam since.  The KCTRC 
is an independent nonprofit credentialing body for the profession. This certification 
body offers two different levels of therapeutic recreation certifications: a basic level TR 
Certification (Well-Fare Recreation Leaders) and an advanced level TR certification 
(Rehabilitation Recreation Leaders). However, their minimum standards and qualifi-
cation requirements for potential certificants are nowhere near the level of the require-
ments of National Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC) in the U.S. 
(Yang & Kim, 2017). 

Lastly, it should also be noted that there are no academic institutions in higher 
education that offer degrees in the field of TR in Korea.  Instead, introductory level TR 
courses such as introduction in RT (recreation therapy) are offered in a few kindred 
academic disciplines including social work, physical education, and sport management 
(Yang & Kim, 2017).        
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Definition of Leisure, Recreation,  
and Therapeutic Recreation

The terms leisure and recreation once were foreign words to people in Korea. How-
ever, the use of these words became popular among people in Korea particularly after 
the late 1980s, and now both words are considered to be naturalized words for Korean 
people. According to the definition of the Standard Korean Grand Dictionary (2019), 
yeoga is a corresponding Korean word for leisure, and it means free time from work.  
Koreans also use a term rejeo for leisure, which is simply a Korean pronunciation of 
leisure and the Korean dictionary defines rejeo as: (a) time free from obligations such 
as work or study, or (b) resting or playing using such free time. 

While the term leisure has a corresponding Korean word, the term recreation does 
not.  The term recreation has become a naturalized word from the moment when it was 
introduced in 1960 because there was no conceptually equivalent term for recreation in 
Korea. Since there are many different interpretations and perceptions about the term 
recreation in Korea, it is a challenging task to define it in an agreeable manner.  More-
over, many Korean people, in fact, regard recreation as games, singing and dancing, and 
health-related exercises that are typically conducted in a group situation at community 
centers, nursing homes, and companies.  At any rate, the Korean dictionary defines rec-
reation as doing activities or exercises for the sake of recovery from fatigue and gaining 
new energy (Standard Korean Grand Dictionary, 2019).  

Lastly, the term therapeutic recreation is called Chiryo recreation in Korea. And 
since Chiryo means treatment or therapy in Korean, the two terms (Chiryo recreation 
and therapeutic recreation) must have the same basic concept. The KTRA (2019b) 
states on its website that TR assists individuals to develop appropriate physical, mental, 
emotional, and social behaviors, and to enhance their growth and development by pro-
moting the development, maintenance, and expression of appropriate leisure lifestyle.  
It appears that the Korean dictionary uses the almost identical interpretation but only 
the first part of the definition described in the KTRA’s definition: Recreation services 
that assist individuals to develop appropriate physical, mental, emotional, and social 
behaviors, and to enhance their growth and development.

Therapeutic Recreation Practices  
Including Settings and Clientele

The KTRA has been primarily working in the following practice settings: after-
school programs for children with developmental disabilities; adult day care centers; 
and seasonal camp programs for individuals with special needs. They have also been 
trying to expand their practice settings by including more diverse groups of clienteles 
such as individuals with psychiatric disorders and illnesses (e.g., dementia, depression, 
etc.) and individuals with physical disabilities at hospitals and rehabilitation centers 
(KTRA, 2019a). However, due to the lack of awareness of the need for TR among medi-
cal professionals in Korea and also due to the lack of the academic and professional 
preparation of the TR certificants, TR practice in medical and clinical settings might 
not be an easily achievable task.  
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Future Directions 
From 1993-2008, the field of TR grew rapidly both in quality and the quantity of 

education and training programs. However, since 2008, the field of therapeutic recre-
ation in Korea appears to be gradually declining. The decline is related to the premature 
administration of a certification system before the establishment of proper academic 
and educational systems. Producing certified but not qualified TR specialists in today’s 
competitive health care market must have made both the general public and medi-
cal professionals in Korea question the validity of the profession (Yang & Kim, 2017). 
Moreover, the lack of a strong job market for TR specialists, which is the natural and 
logical consequence of the previously mentioned problem, could also be contributing 
to the decline of the profession. 

In sum, although multiple interpretations and considerations can be made regard-
ing the decline of the field of TR in Korea, one of the most needed but challenging tasks 
for TR professionals in Korea is the development of appropriate academic education 
and training systems at a college and university level.  Without producing qualified TR 
professionals, the long-term success of TR in Korea will be a daunting task. 
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