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Industry 4.0 is a paradigm shift for the whole world. Major changes are happening with 
the merging of artificial intelligence, augmented reality, blockchain, vehicle automation, 
smart factories and more. With culture and infrastructure that quickly adapt to the most 
recent technological advances, Korea is at the center of it all. With 318 accelerators and 
19 creative innovation centers (as of February 2021), Korea provides the best support and 
environment for startups just beginning their journey. 

Last year, 2,648 startups from 118 countries competed to be selected for the 2020 
K-Startup Grand Challenge, a systematic startup program in Korea. 60 of them were 
selected to participate in a 3.5-month-long acceleration program and received initial 
funding and office space. The top 30 teams were then chosen after the Demo Day in 
November. The selected teams were given additional funds for 3.5 months to help them 
successfully claim their place in Korea. 

The startups that participated in the K-Startup Grand Challenge were evaluated by 
specialists in each tech field and given a chance to network with them. The selection was 
based on the level of creativity in each startup, their business concept, technologies, as 
well as their desire to base their business in Korea. By the end of the program, a number 
of promising companies were ready to take on the Asian market and shake up the world.

The K-Startup Grand Challenge has been applauded for its impartial selection processes, 
participating organizations’ competence and passion. The K-Startup Grand Challenge's 
impact continues to bolster Korea's reputation as a leading startup hub in Asia.

The key purpose of the K-Startup Grand Challenge is to promote collaboration and the 
exchange of ideas among startups from Korea and around the world. The K-Startup 
Grand Challenge helps startups, like yours, get on their feet, start running with new ideas, 
encouraging them to merge, collide, and lead to new innovations.

If you start your company in Korea, you can take advantages of various benefits of this 
program as well as a surge of momentum into the Asian market thanks to the growing 
influence of the Korean Wave.

In 2021, the K-Startup Grand Challenge can provide you and your startup with the support 
and opportunities for investment that you need to launch your business in Asia. 

Apply now and let this exciting new chapter of your startup begin!
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The Advantages of 
Korea
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Collaboration with Major Korean Companies
In recent years, a great number of major Korean companies have expressed 
interest in collaborating with startups from around the world. The K-Startup 
Grand Challenge program offers the opportunity for you and your startup to 
interact with the most innovative and influential Korean companies.

Gateway to Asia
Located in East Asia, South Korea has strong cultural and economic ties with 
China, Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and more. Take numerous advantages of South 
Korea’s favorable location to launch your business into the Asian market.

Strong Government Support
The Korean government is constantly improving the infrastructure of the 
country. For example, the government has budgeted $1.34 billion (USD) for 
supporting startups in 2021, increased by $58 million (USD) compared to 2020. 
The government has decided to invest $11.7 billion (USD) for the Digital New Deal 
in 2021, which will be three times more than last year. This includes the "Smart 
Korea Fund," which is set aside for companies that specialize in contact-free 
services. The government plans to find 200 promising startups through 2022, 
and 1,000 promising startups and 700 pre-unicorn startups by 2025.

Safety & Security
South Korea is one of the safest countries in the world with an extremely low 
crime rate. Furthermore, Korea has established a patent law system so that 
startups can bring their creative ideas under government protection.

Korean Market Potential
With a domestic market size of about $1.64 trillion (USD), Korea has the 10th 
biggest internal market in the world. Despite having a smaller population, the 
Korean domestic market has a strong purchasing power, as many global firms 
have come to discover. Such an environment can provide a great stepping stone 
for various global startups.

Korea’s Cultural Influence
Korean veteran actress, Youn Yuh-jung, has become the first South Korean 
and fourth Asian to be nominated for a best supporting actress at the Oscars in 
2021 for her role in “Minari” that has also earned nominations in five other Oscar 
categories. The top K-POP group, BTS, has topped the Billboard Hot 100 chart 
with “Life Goes On,” which is the first non-English song in any language to debut 
atop the chart in its 62-year history. Also BTS were the first Korean and Asian 
nominee at the annual Grammy Awards Show, and they were the first Korean 
nominee to perform at the Grammys.

The tremendous popularity of the 'Korean Wave' has a significant impact on the 
economy, as the Korean Wave gave an estimated $12.3 billion (USD) boost to the 
Korean economy in 2019, a 30% increase from the previous year.

Early Adopters
Korea provides great opportunities to perform consumer testing. With almost half 
of the country’s population in the high-tech city of Seoul, Koreans are known to 
be early adopters of new technologies. They are eager to be the first to buy and 
use newly released technology.

Startup Ecosystem
Korea is a country that has 13 unicorn startups. Korea’s startup ecosystem is 
active and well-designed, attracting the attention of investors, accelerators, and 
incubators from all around the world. Google, for example, launched their first 
ever Asian Google Campus in Seoul. Facebook is also joining the scene and further 
empowering Korea’s IT developers through their new Innovation Lab opened in 
Pangyo. According to the Startup Genome Report 2020, South Korea is the fifth 
highest investor in R&D at around $94.5 billion (USD) and Korea’s R&D-spending 
ratio to GDP is the second highest in the world at 4.3%. Moreover, Seoul ranked 
as one of the world’s top 20 startup ecosystems in 2020.

ICT Infrastructure
South Korea is the world’s most connected country, with 100% of the LTE 
coverage. Korea has the fastest average internet connection speed and the 
highest number of broadband services per capita in the world.

COVID-19 Resilience
According to the Bloomberg's COVID-19 Resilience Ranking in 2021, South Korea 
ranked 8th among 53 countries considered the best to live in the COVID-19 era.



Bring your creative ideas to Korea and get the 
full support of the world's most tech-savvy country.

3.5-Month Acceleration Program
After passing a regional audition, the top 60 teams selected by the judging accelerators will 
be invited to stay in Korea to participate in a 3.5-month-long acceleration program. This 
program will give you access to 1-on-1 mentoring, information sessions, coaching on Korean 
and Asian business culture, and seminars on topics like patents, accounting regulations, tax 
laws and more. You will also have access to regular networking sessions and opportunities 
to meet with large Korean conglomerates eager to partner with your startup.

Free Office and Project Space
You will work at Korea’s new Startup Campus in Pangyo, located within a walking distance 
of many of Korea’s top tech companies and just a 14-minute subway ride away from the 
famous Gangnam district of Seoul. You will also receive an office space for your team as 
well as all sorts of equipment and space to further develop your products and services. 
This includes access to a production space filled with 3D printers, hardware testing 
platforms, and more.

Corporate Sponsorship and Support
Korea’s largest tech companies will participate in various seminars, workshops, and 1-on-1 
mentoring. If you need any help beyond the scope of the K-Startup Grand Challenge program, 
you can partner up with these companies and receive resources and their expertise.

Financial Support
The top 60 teams selected for the acceleration program will receive $11,136 (USD) per team 
to cover the living expenses over 3.5 months (this includes 2 weeks of quarantine expenses) 
The top 30 startups selected will be eligible to receive additional $11,236 (USD) per team to 
settle down in Korea based on their ‘Demo Day’ and settlement evaluation results.

Help Desk & Visas
If you are selected for the acceleration program, we will make sure your visa acquisition is 
processed in a timely manner. This is a part of the government’s OASIS (Overall Assistance 
for Start-up Immigration System) program, organized especially for foreign entrepreneurs. 
Beyond the help with your visa, you will also have access to administrative support, 
translation, and interpretation to make sure that you can work conveniently and effectively 
while in Korea.

Objectives

The Korean government is working to transform the country's economy for another 
century of success, ultimately raising employment, the GDP and Korea's place in the world. 
In order to do this, the government is supporting talented entrepreneurs and promising 
startups to turn Korea and the Pangyo Techno Valley into a global startup hub in Asia. 

The top ranked 60 teams selected by the accelerators will be invited to stay in Korea to 
participate in a 3.5-month acceleration program in Pangyo, located just south of Seoul. 

At the end of the acceleration program, the government will host a demo day to select 
the top 30 startups. These startups will get additional financial incentives if they choose to 
establish their businesses in Korea.

Application Period : April 15 to June 15 
Acceleration Program : August 15 to November 30
Demo Day : Late November

Startup Campus in Pangyo Techno Valley, 14 minutes by subway from Gangnam

When

Where

06 07

What's in it for you? Background of the
K-Startup Grand Challenge



Brand New Startup Campus
Global Startup Campus is strategically built and only 14 minutes away from Gangnam. Free 
Office and project space will be provided.

Korean internship support
Don't worry about language and cultural barrier since you will be provided a Korean intern. 
(The salary is paid by us)

Help Desk & Visas
If you have any visa-related issues or any other inquiries you have while living in Korea, 
please let us know anytime.  

Corporate Partnerships
Meet Korea’s top tech companies with expertise ranging from smartphones to software to 
semiconductors.

There's no restriction on the area of business. Business fields could include 
but are not limited to:

AI

Contactless

Big Data

Auto Tech

Green
(Energy, Battery, etc.)

e-commerce

Robotics

Cloud 
Computing

VR/AR/MR

3D Printing

O2O

ETC

Digital 
Transformation

Smart City 
(Agri, Gov, Factory, etc.)

Blockchain

Logistics

IoT

Health
(Healthcare, Biotech, etc.)

Fintech

Media
(Gaming, Social Meclia 
Digital Content, etc.)

Semiconductor
(PIM, SoC, etc.)

Information 
Security

Networking
(5G etc)

The living expenses & grant will be given in Korean Won USD(＄)1=KRW(₩) 1,100

Living Expenses (Aug – Nov 2021)
Each of the 60 startups in the program will receive money to cover the living expenses 
over 3.5 months.
• $11,136 (₩12,250,000) per team 

※   During the quarantine period, participants should pay the cost of isolation housing which the Korea government 
provides from living expenses. (Living expenses include the quarantine fund for 2 weeks before the program starts.)

Grant for Top 30 Startups (Jan – Apr 2022)
Each of the selected top 30 startups will be eligible to receive funding for 3.5 months.
• $ 11,136 (₩12,250,000) per team 

Grant for Top 10 Startups
• 1st Prize : $120,000 (₩132,000,000) • 2nd Prize : $70,000 (₩77,000,000)
• 3rd Prize : $40,000 (₩44,000,000) • 4th Prize : $25,000 (₩27,500,000) 
• 5th Prize : $15,000 (₩16,500,000) • 6~10th Prize : $10,000 each (₩55,000,000)

Additional Investments
The accelerators may make equity investments in the most promising startups. Startups 
may have access to other VCs and investors who may choose to invest.

Target Sectors Benefits
at a Glance
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Promotion &
Application Period

Application Review

Final Result Announcement

Acceleration Program

Demo Day &
Settlement Program

Global Auditions

April 15 - June 15

June 21 - June 25

July 13

August 15 - November 30

Late November

July 5 - 9

※ Top 60 teams will be selected to participate in KSGC.

※   Due to COVID-19, all foreigners have to come to Korea before August 15 in order to complete their 
required quarantine period. The quarantine period will be August 15 - 31.

※   Top 30 teams will be selected and awarded additional funds.(Settlement program : Jan 15 – Apr 30, 2022)

These dates are subject to change

Process
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Application process begins in April 2021.
The program will wrap up in November 2021.

Promotion & Application Period 
April 15 - June 15
We receive applications from startups around the world during this time. 

Application Review
June 21 - June 25
Startup ecosystem experts and Korean accelerators will review all of the applications.

Global Auditions
July 5 – July 9
Based on the application review, the organizers of the K-Startup Grand Challenge will 
narrow down teams to a few hundred, and interview them in our 5 branch offices 
throughout the world or online via web conferencing. The 60 participant teams will be 
selected based on the global auditions result.

Acceleration Program
August 15 to November 30
[Settlement Fund : for 3.5 months, $11,136 (USD) per team]

The 3.5-month Acceleration Program will begin in August. The most promising startup 
teams will travel to Korea. The 60 teams will be able to use project space, including 
equipment for product production and service development, testbeds, as well as 
incubating infrastructure. Information sessions and coaching on Korea and Asian business 
culture, specific business topics (e.g. patents, accounting regulations, tax laws, etc.), 
pitching lessons, and one-on-one mentoring will also be provided.

The final 30 teams selected on the Demo Day will be eligible to 
receive an additional settlement fund of $11,136 (USD) per team.
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Accomplishments from 
K-Startup Grand Challenge

2016~2020

Startups that participated in the KSGC 2016~2020 made astonishing accomplishments 
until last year. The following is just a glimpse of their achievements.

Accomplishments from 
K-Startup Grand Challenge

2016~2020

109 206  USD1.4billion

Established
Entity in Korea

Employed Korean 
workers

Domestic and international 
investments

1,155 388 906
Co-operations Contracts signed Business meetings with

Major Korean companies, 
SMEs, Startups, VCs
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There couldn’t be a better network than KSGC to help 
your business get launched in the Korean market.
Trevor Owens / Rocketship / CEO / USA (2nd place) 

“If you look at the Asian market, it is a huge and growing market. 
Especially Korea is the best in Asia with the large domestic market of 
about 50 million people. You can get to more than 4 billion people 
on just a short flight from Korea. Korea has a lot of talent, and it has 

a history of exporting products around the world, with big companies like Samsung and Hyundai 
leading the way. When you come here, you can get an initial funding for living expenses. And there's 
a competition where you can win up to $120,000 USD. We got second place, and the prize was 
$60,000 USD cash in our account a month after Demo Day. Moreover, you can get an additional 
grant after Demo Day, so we are well up over $100,000 USD in grants from the KSGC program”.
Short tip for the next participants from Trevor
If you want to come to Asia and if you see the potential of being in Korea, KSGC is the best option. There 
couldn't be a better network to help your business get launched in the Korean market.

“Korea has a very high level of healthcare system, which allowed all the 
businesses to continue during the COVID-19 situation. There was no lockdown, 
so the startups could meet directly with other people here”. 
Don't be afraid of the language barrier. There is a lot of support! The most important 
thing is that Korea has a startup-friendly environment.

“Three great benefits we experienced were support for our visa applications, 
help with documents and obtaining certifications, and assistance for establishing 
our company in Korea”.
The 3.5-month program goes by very quickly, so you should set up a good plan to 
take advantage of this time. Be prepared and get the most out of it!

TESTIMONIALS FROM 
PARTICIPANTS

Korea is one of the best place in terms of continuing your 
any kinds of normalcy in these situations.
Kyul Ko / Ommo Technologies / COO / USA (1st place)
“COVID-19 is terrible all around the world, but I can say that Korea is 
one of the best places in terms of continuing your sense of normalcy 
in this situation. With the winning prize of $120,000 USD, we have 
the options to hire more talent and look for more partnership 

opportunities. I also met a dedicated accelerator guiding me through all the possible things I can 
do in Korea. I really appreciate the KSGC program and all the support it's given me”.
Short tip for the next participants from Kyul
You just want to hit the ground running as soon as you get here. Make a plan and reach out to people. As 
soon as you are out of the 14-day quarantine, go out and start talking to people.

This opportunity was perfect for us to finalize our business plan in Korea.
Raffaello Paolini / Regulaxis / R&D Project Manager / France (4th place)

Korea has very high level of healthcare system, so that all business keep on going 
during pandemic.
Claudia Toenz / HeartForce / CEO / Switzerland (5th place)
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Korea at a Glance

South Korea is conveniently located in East Asia, between China and Japan, with 
Hong Kong and Taiwan to the South. For a small country of 100,210 square 
kilometers (38,691 square miles), its capital is the world’s second largest metropolitan 
area with almost half of all Korean citizens living in Seoul.

According to the Bloomberg Innovation Index, South Korea has topped the global 
list of the 60 most innovative countries in the latest rankings. Korea topped the 
charts in patent activity as well as putting up strong performances in R&D and 
manufacturing. In addition, a Startup Genome Report said South Korea is the fifth 
highest investor in R&D with around $94.5 billion and Korea’s R&D spending ratio to 
GDP is the second highest in the world at 4.3%. Furthermore, Seoul ranked as one 
of the world’s top 20 ecosystems in 2020.

Korea has a highly developed ICT infrastructure. 100% of Korean territory is covered 
by LTE and offers the world’s fastest internet speed. Korean people are active social 
media users and live their lives through the internet. 67.5% of online shopping 
is made through mobile applications. The spending per buyer in e-commerce is 
forecasted to go from $2,600 in 2019 to $4,300 in 2024. This is thanks to Korea’s 
high ratio of computers per household, high internet penetration rate, and high 
tertiary education rate. In 2021, the South Korean e-commerce company Coupang 
opened for trading at $63.50 a share, up 81% from its initial public offering at $35 
a share. At the opening trade, the company on a fully diluted basis is worth about 
$114 billion. It’s the largest U.S. listing of an Asian company since Alibaba in 2014, 
and instantly makes Coupang the largest Korean company listed on a U.S. stock 
exchange. This global evaluation of Coupang shows the potential that the Korean 
e-commerce market has.

In Silicon Valley, companies founded by Koreans, such as Sendbird, Moloco, and 
Noom, are drawing attention as they have grown into unicorn companies with a 
corporate value of over 1 trillion won. Among them, Sendbird said it has succeeded 
in attracting approximately $100 million in investment from famous US venture 
capital, Softbank Vision Fund, etc.

In addition to infrastructure, Korea is a cultural power with the Korean Wave, which 
encompasses K-Pop, dramas, fashion design, cosmetics, and the arts. Korea is an 
alluring country, a source of fascination for Asia, the Americas, and Europe.

Korea also has major intangible assets like passion, creative ideas, and a momentum-
created intensive synergy with cutting-edge ICT technology and inclusive 
governmental support. The government has declared that establishing new 
businesses is a key to Korea’s future and to the next generation. This key will provide 
enormous subsidies to prospective business leaders.
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While the world is struggling with the COVID-19 pandemic, the global economy is 
projected to grow 5.5 percent in 2021, according to the International Monetary Fund. 
At the same time, the IMF revised up its growth outlook for South Korea this year to 3.1 
percent, as Asia's fourth-largest economy is faring relatively well amid the pandemic. South 
Korea's combined economic growth rate is expected to reach 2 percent in 2020-2021, the 
highest among 11 advanced countries. This indicates that Korea is expected to recover at 
a faster pace than the pre-pandemic level on the back of its efforts to stem the spread of 
COVID-19 and the government's massive fiscal spending.

In fact, the IMF pointed out 8 among the 20 major countries (G20), including Korea, and 
3 among advanced countries as the countries whose gross domestic product (GDP) could 
recover to Pre-COVID-19 level this year. IMF ranked the USA as the first country for the 
possibility to show highest GDP recovery this year. When the level before COVID-19 is 
set at 100, the US economic forecast this year is 102.7. Korea followed with 102.6 and 
Australia with 102.0. The Ministry of Information and Transportation said Korea's economy 
was ranked 12th as of 2019, but ranked 10th last year, surpassing Brazil and Russia. The 
GDP per capita of Korea was $31,497, surpassing Italy ($31,288) for the first time. Amid the 
pandemic there is no more ideal place for startups to try and test new business ideas than 
in Korea.

The Korean government is pursuing the development of an advanced infrastructure and 
ideal environment for startups. Through the K-Startup Grand Challenge, the government 
will support startups at Pangyo, the hub of Korean startup ecosystem. The government 
further plans to operate collaborative programs among Korean corporations and startups, 
as well as to organize systematic cooperation between Korean and global venture 
companies. 

Startup Hub :

Seoul, 
South Korea

Korea has more than 200 accelerators. This includes also incubation centers as well, 
there are over 100 different coworking space providers including WeWork, FastFive. 
Fab Lab, Seoul Startup Hub, Google Campus Seoul, Maru180, and more.

South Korea encourages the growth of the startup scene by endorsing tax breaks 
and incentives for angel investors and venture capitalists, tax benefits for mergers 
and acquisitions in the technology and R&D sectors, and improvements in visa 
regulations for startup and for entrepreneurs from abroad.

Korea has a phenomenal reputation when it comes to its potential for e-commerce 
thanks to the extremely high rate of smartphone usage in the country. According to 
CNBC, Korea will be the third largest e-commerce market in the world in five years, 
catching up with China and the United States. The e-commerce startup unicorn 
Coupang’s CEO Kim Bumsuk once had an interview with CNBC and was quoted 
saying, “Imagine having twice the population of Texas living in a place half the size of 
Massachusetts.” Crowded it may be, it says a lot about the potential Korea has got 
for mobile e-commerce.

Human capital can also be said to be one of the strong points of Korea’s startup 
ecosystem. According to Bloomberg, Korea has ranked second globally for education, 
and Korea already has the highest university and college matriculation rate 
among all the OECD countries. According to Startup RADAR, Korea boasts about 
30,000 startups that employ over 100,000 people and have a better approach to 
entrepreneurship and business culture than major Korean companies like Samsung, 
Hyundai, and LG.

Korea’s startup scene is attracting a large and diverse collection of investors, including 
Korea-based funds as well as corporate VCs, Silicon Valley venture firms, and more.
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PANGYO
TECHNO
VALLEY

Pangyo Techno Valley is an innovation park located to the south of Seoul in Gyeonggi 
Province. It focuses on information technology, biotech, and the fusion of culture and 
technology. It is Korea’s best ICT-based R&D innovation cluster with a total of KRW 5.27 
trillion (around USD 4.2 billion) invested by the South Korean government. It was completed 
in 2015 and covers an area of about 454,964 square miles with support facilities such as the 
Global R&D Center, the Public Support Center, and the Industry- Academy R&D Center. 

Pangyo Techno Valley is the type of environment where SMEs and startups can mutually 
exchange information with high technology research institutes and large global companies. 
This hub aims to merge different industrial sectors, mostly within information and 
communications technology, to create new business opportunities and foster the growth 
of startups. Born2Global Center reports that Korea’s top 60 startups and the K-Global 
300 startups are all located in the Pangyo Startup Campus. 

The Pangyo area market will expand with the development of 2nd and 3rd Pangyo 
Techno Valleys. The 10 blocks near Pangyo Station in Alpha Dome City are scheduled to 
be completed by 2022. The Pangyo market has gained attention from building owners, 
investors, and tenants as the Pangyo 1st Techno Valley and Pangyo Alpha Dome City have 
seen their occupancies stabilize and the resale market has been deregulated in 2020. 
When Pangyo 2nd is completed in 2022 and 3rd Techno Valley is established in 2025, 
Pangyo is expected to emerge as a major office submarket to rival Seoul’s existing three 
major office submarkets. 

The extension will foster a new community especially for startups and high-tech 
firms. It will consist of sites for private companies, including venture startups, “venture 
campus” sites for startups, “innovation towns” for companies and research institutes, 
and government organizations that provide support for startups as well as innovative 
technologies, the arts, and other creative industries in the area.
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Accelerate Your Startup in Korea

K-
STARTUP GRAND CHALLENGE 2021
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CONTACT US
For more information, Please contact

www.k-startupgc.org

Headquarters
[k-startupgc@nipa.kr]

EUROPE AND AFRICA
Headquarters : [k-startupgc@nipa.kr]

SOUTHEAST ASIA AND OCEANIA
① Singapore : NAM ILKYU [ignam@nipa.kr]
② Vietnam : Byoung Moog LEE [bmlee@nipa.kr]

SOUTH, MIDDLE, WEST ASIA
Sang Ho WEON : [shwoen@nipa.kr]

AMERICA (NORTH, MIDDLE, SOUTH)
Jinhong PARK : [jhpark1@nipa.kr]

EAST ASIA
Headquarters : [k-startupgc@nipa.kr]
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