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COVID—19 Crisis Governance and

Coordinated Autonomy:

Reconfiguring Central-Local Government Relations

Gwang Yong Go

Center for Free Enterprise

This study examines whether stronger central government coordination during the
COVID—19 crisis necessarily reduced local government autonomy. It introduces the concept
of “coordinated autonomy,” in which central strategic coordination coexists with local
discretion in frontline implementation. Using repeated cross—sectional data from the Korea
Institute of Public Administration’s Survey of Public Officials, the study compares the 2020
crisis period with non—crisis periods in Korea. The findings indicate that central govern—
ment involvement in local public finance increased by 0.352 points during the 2020 crisis,
while no statistically significant differences were observed in central-metropolitan cooperation,
central-local cooperation, or the verticality of intergovernmental relations. In contrast,
metropolitan government autonomy increased by 0.053 points. These findings suggest that
an expanded central government role during a national crisis does not necessarily result in
uniform recentralization but may instead involve a redistribution of coordination
responsibilities and discretionary authority. This study conceptualizes this relationship as
“coordinated autonomy” and presents it as a potentially useful model of multilevel crisis
governance for addressing emerging infectious diseases and climate—related disasters.
Under this model, the central government focuses on establishing common standards,
sharing information, and coordinating resources, while local governments retain meaningful

discretion over frontline implementation and locally tailored responses.

Key words: COVID—19, Crisis Governance, Coordinated Autonomy, Central-Local Government

Relations, Local Autonomy
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