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The upcoming June 12 summit in Singapore between U.S. President Donald Trump and 
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un is truly unprecedented: It will be the first time ever 
that sitting leaders of the two countries will meet. The 70-year history of U.S.-North 
Korea relations is one of conflict and mistrust: the Korean War, followed by decades of 
a cold peace interspersed with violent incidents; no formal diplomatic relations; and 
numerous attempts at talks and agreements to halt North Korean weapons programs, 
none of which succeeded.1

The upcoming meeting between the two leaders has engendered a wide variety of reac-
tions, from hope that this diplomatic process can finally end the conflict on the Korean 
Peninsula to deep skepticism that this is a North Korean ploy to buy time for its nuclear 
weapons programs, get economic sanctions relief, and gain international prestige.

Whatever the truth, the two countries are in uncharted waters.

How did we get here?

It is unclear why Kim Jong Un decided to embark on diplomacy at the beginning of 
2018. There are a number of possible explanations, and the real reason is likely a combi-
nation of them all:

• Kim’s strategy. In 2017, Kim embarked on the fastest pace of nuclear and ballistic 
missile tests in North Korean history, including successful tests of an intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile that could reach much of the continental United States, as well as 
North Korea’s highest-yield nuclear weapon yet—claimed to be a hydrogen bomb.2 
With these capabilities demonstrated to the world, Kim announced on January 1 the 
“perfecting” of North Korea’s weapons programs.3 Kim could now believe he has a 
sufficient amount of leverage in negotiations. On April 21, Kim announced the end 
of his byungjin policy of pursuing nuclear and economic development concurrently, 
stating that nuclear capability is enough.4 Kim may now be using the completion of his 
nuclear program to achieve economic wins.
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• International pressure. Over the past few years, the United States, the United Nations, 
China, and others have tightened the economic sanctions on North Korea that 
would—if fully implemented—cut off more than approximately 90 percent of North 
Korean exports, the vast majority of which go to or through China.5 In addition, 
President Trump has repeatedly threatened military action against North Korea. It is 
possible that North Korea needs the economic relief because of sanctions and/or is 
concerned about U.S. military action—both potential reasons to start diplomacy.

• Moon’s deft hand. South Korean President Moon Jae-in is more inclined than his 
immediate predecessor and his allies in the United States to engage diplomatically 
with North Korea. He has expressed an interest in engagement since his 2017 presi-
dential campaign and jumped at the opportunity when Kim opened that door this 
year.6 Since then, Moon has been moving quickly to drive the agenda and pace of 
diplomacy, including by mediating between North Korea and the United States. His 
interest in diplomacy may also be driven by fears of a rocky relationship with the 
United States, uncertainty of whether Trump has Seoul’s interests in mind, and the 
existential threat to South Korea posed by military action on the Korean Peninsula.

• Kim is trying to divide the United States and South Korea. North Korea—formally 
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)—has long attempted to divide 
South Korea—formally the Republic of Korea (ROK)—from its ally the United 
States, and Kim may now see an opening. Public rifts between Trump and South 
Korean leaders over trade and North Korea have placed real strain on the alliance.7 
Sensing Moon’s desire for engagement and concerns about Trump, Kim’s interest in 
diplomacy may be an attempt to improve relations with Seoul at the expense of Seoul’s 
relationship with Washington. A divided U.S.-ROK alliance creates opportunities for 
North Korea to get relief from economic and diplomatic pressure and makes it much 
harder for the United States to consider military action.

Who are the players, and what are their motivations and goals?

Donald Trump

The president is likely motivated by a few different interests and impulses:

• Winning. Trump likes to win—or at least to appear to win. He recognizes that a 
meeting with the leader of North Korea is unprecedented, and the idea of a successful 
meeting is likely very appealing, even if there is no substantive progress. With North 
Korea’s recent release of three U.S. hostages, Trump has already gotten a win in the 
lead-up to the summit.8

• Military option backup. Trump has regularly spoken about the ability of the United 
States to attack North Korea and assured the public that his kinetic capabilities 
outclass Kim’s.9 Trump wants success but likely thinks that he has other options if he 
believes diplomacy has failed.
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• A dislike of America’s alliance with South Korea. Trump has long criticized America’s 
alliances, and since his presidential campaign, he has repeatedly attacked South Korea 
over trade issues and military burden-sharing, suggesting repeatedly that the United 
States could withdraw its troops from the Korean Peninsula.10

• Conflicted advisers. Trump’s advisers seem to disagree on how to proceed with North 
Korea. National security adviser John Bolton has publicly advocated for a pre-emptive 
strike on North Korea and suggested that if North Korea is not ready to immediately 
give up its weapons, then there’s little about which to talk.11 Secretary of Defense 
James Mattis has advocated for diplomacy and warned about the dangers of military 
conflict, saying that war on the Korean Peninsula “would be catastrophic.”12

• Unpredictable. If anything, Trump is unpredictable. What he will say or do when in 
the room with Kim is anyone’s guess, as Trump is known to disregard talking points 
and carefully crafted policies.

Kim Jong Un

There is not a lot of publicly available information on Kim Jong Un, which is why his 
recent meetings with Chinese President Xi Jinping and Moon were revealing—they 
were the first times that Kim had met with the two leaders and provided clues about his 
leadership style.

• A man of extremes? Former CIA North Korea analyst Jung H. Pak has noted that Kim 
appears to go all out in whatever he’s doing: First it was the rapid pace of nuclear and 
missile tests, and now it’s his diplomatic offensive.13 Until last month, Kim had never 
met with a foreign leader since coming into power—today, he has met with two and 
has plans for a meeting with Trump and another meeting with Moon.14 He has also 
just come back from a surprise second summit with Xi, and there are even rumblings 
of a possible summit with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe.15

• Plays to the cameras. Kim’s summit meeting with Moon revealed a confident leader 
who knows how to work the media. Kim was smiling; attempting to sound reasonable 
and interested in progress; and even spontaneous, as when he invited Moon to step 
into North Korea together.16 

• Ruthless. While Kim is trying to portray himself to the world as a reasonable states-
man, the reality is that he rules over one of the most oppressive regimes on earth. The 
extent of human rights abuses in the country is hard to fathom. More than 100,000 
people are estimated to be held in abusive labor prisons that engage in torture.17 Civil 
society is effectively banned.18 Kim is reported to have personally ordered the execu-
tion of more than 300 people, including his own uncle and half-brother, and his meth-
ods are known for their extreme brutality.19 The list goes on.
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• Different from the past? While the North Korean system has a long record of diplo-
macy and failed agreements with the United States and South Korea, this is Kim’s first 
time at the negotiating table. He is young, was educated in part in Switzerland, and is 
reported to have loosened government control of the country’s economy.20 Kim might 
be interested in gaining recognition on the world stage as a legitimate leader rather 
than for missile tests. Any hints of North Korea turning over a new leaf are to be met 
with deep skepticism, but nevertheless, they should be watched closely.

Moon Jae-in

Even though the summit is between Trump and Kim, Moon is a central player. 

• Predilection for engagement. Moon comes from a political tradition in South Korea 
that favors more engagement and openness with North Korea. The Panmunjom 
Declaration that he recently reached with Kim keeps up this tradition of maintaining 
cordial North-South ties.21

• Steering the diplomatic ship. Acting as a go-between for Trump and Kim and having 
the first summit with Kim, Moon is setting the course for U.S.-North Korea talks. 
As long as North-South diplomacy is ongoing, it will be more difficult for Trump 
to get in the way of South Korea—perhaps one reason why there’s already agree-
ment for another Kim-Moon summit to happen in Pyongyang in the fall.22 However, 
this approach is high-risk. Now that Moon has invested personally in North-South 
diplomacy and U.S.-North Korea diplomacy, any failure could seriously pressurize the 
alliance and create openings for North Korea and China.

• In it for the long haul. South Korean officials have been clear that, as opposed to 
Moon’s two predecessors who met with North Korean leader Kim Jong Il late in their 
tenures, Moon’s meeting is coming soon after taking office, so there is much more 
potential for lasting progress. Moon appears to be playing a long game.23 

Promises and pitfalls of the summit and diplomacy

With such an unprecedented meeting between two unpredictable individuals, the range 
of potential outcomes is immense.

Potential promises
• A path to denuclearization of North Korea. The stated goal of the United States is “the 

complete, verifiable, and irreversible denuclearization” of North Korea.24 It would not 
be unprecedented for the summit to produce an agreement for North Korea to give up 
its nuclear capabilities, as happened in 1994 and 2005.25 In the best-case scenario, the 
summit would launch a diplomatic process to establish the details of implementation. 
Any agreement by North Korea to denuclearize should be met with skepticism until it 
is implemented, given North Korea’s history of breaking denuclearization agreements 
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and because many analysts also believe that Kim sees nuclear weapons as necessary for 
regime survival.26

• A start to diplomacy. Even if Kim does not agree to denuclearization and disarma-
ment, the summit could serve as a jump-start for real negotiations that could: reduce 
tensions; develop confidence-building measures such as a freeze on missile and 
nuclear testing; open up channels for crisis communication; and more. A steady diplo-
matic process could result in a variety of tangible benefits for the United States and its 
allies—and this seems like a much more likely positive outcome.

• Gain insight on Kim. A face-to-face meeting with Kim is a gold mine for the United 
States in terms of learning about Kim and the North Korean leadership system. At 
the very least, the summit will be an opportunity for U.S. officials to learn much more 
about how Kim thinks and acts, which would be useful intelligence for the future.

Potential pitfalls
• The appearance of success without tangible results. It is clear that Kim is looking for 

recognition from the United States as a nuclear and world power and that Trump is in 
part looking for “success” in crossing North Korea off his to-do list. The inter-Korean 
summit had a lot of pomp and circumstance, but the details on implementation of 
the Panmunjom Declaration were left vague. If the Trump-Kim summit follows that 
path—as high-level summits are wont to do, with lots of promises but few details—
Trump has already given away the prestige of a meeting with the president of the 
United States. Without the right agreement and implementation process to follow, a 
summit and diplomatic opening could lead China, South Korea, and others to reduce 
economic pressure on North Korea without getting anything substantive in return.

• Trump throws U.S. allies under the bus and plays into the North Korean decoupling 

strategy. Given Trump’s skepticism over U.S. alliances, when confronted with requests 
from Kim to reduce—or end—America’s military commitments to South Korea and 
Japan or to make a deal only addressing intercontinental ballistic missile capabilities, 
it seems possible that Trump could agree in order to get a win. While Secretary Mattis 
has said that troops are not “on the table” for this initial round of talks, recent reports 
revealed that the president almost ordered the complete withdrawal of U.S. troops 
from the Korean Peninsula and that the Pentagon has been ordered to prepare poten-
tial troop drawdown options.27

• A failure that reboots the march to war. It was not long ago that the Trump adminis-
tration seemed to be beating the drums of war with North Korea. If a summit fails to 
produce what Trump wants, it’s possible that Trump could use this failure to blame 
North Korea and return to preventive military action. This will also put pressure on 
the U.S.-ROK alliance immediately, given Moon’s personal political investment in 
North-South diplomacy.
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What to watch for 

The summit itself is likely to be full of pageantry and symbolism to create an air of his-
toric progress. Here are a few things to watch for at the meeting itself: 

• Is there detailed, specific language about denuclearization and what it entails? The 
exact language around what “denuclearization” means is heavily debated, as North 
Korea uses the word to refer to mutual arms reductions, while the United States con-
siders it a one-sided term meaning that North Korea gives up its entire arsenal.28 The 
language used in the summit’s joint statement will need to be heavily scrutinized.

• Are there real, immediate North Korean concessions? While Kim has said that he will 
stop nuclear and missile tests, there has been no agreement to do so yet.29 There is also 
no talk yet of stopping production of fissile materials. These sorts of real concessions 
would show a genuine interest in progress.

• How will verification of denuclearization work, and will the North Koreans agree to 

vigorous international inspection of all necessary sites? Without verification and 
inspections, any deal on denuclearization is meaningless. Kim has made intimations 
that he will allow inspectors into North Korea for the dismantling of the Punggye-ri 
nuclear facility, but a broader opening to inspectors is necessary to demonstrate a true 
commitment to denuclearization.30 Agreed-upon mechanisms with a wide scope are 
necessary to make sure that a deal has teeth.

• What is Trump willing to give up? Other than already agreeing to a meeting with the 
president of the United States, there is very little talk of what the United States is will-
ing to concede in return for its demands on North Korea: sanctions relief; humani-
tarian aid? Any announcements on this will be telling about how willing the United 
States is to incentivize progress.

• Do the United States and its allies stay on the same page during negotiations? There 
are already concerns, especially in Japan, that Trump may cut a deal that does not 
adequately address the existing threat that North Korea poses to America’s regional 
allies.31 If Trump does not take their needs into account, this summit will become 
another piece of evidence on the growing list of ways in which the United States has 
undermined its alliances.

• Is there a timeline for follow-up? One of the criticisms of diplomacy with North 
Korea is that it buys time for North Korea to build its weapons programs, so watch for 
the United States to push for a fast timeline of implementation.

• Are the two leaders all smiles, or are controversial topics such as human rights on 

the agenda? In a November speech at South Korea’s National Assembly, Trump 
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blasted Kim for his human rights violations—yet now Trump is calling him “honor-
able.”32 Which Trump will show up at the summit?

• Will the Trump administration have a unified message? Given the divergent views 
within the administration on diplomacy with North Korea, do national security 
adviser Bolton, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, Vice President Mike Pence, and 
Secretary of Defense Mattis agree on what success looks like, and will they stay on 
message regardless of outcome? Disciplined strategic messaging heading into and after 
the summit will be essential.

The aftermath

While the aftermath of the summit will largely be determined by the outcomes, there are 
a number of different things to keep an eye on in the days and weeks that follow:

• How do regional actors—South Korea, Japan, China, and others—respond? The 
types of reactions from North Korea’s neighbors could reveal whether the United 
States coordinated closely with them. In particular, it will be important to keep an eye 
on any follow-up diplomacy from China, which does not share America’s long-term 
interests on the Korean Peninsula.

• Will China and South Korea ease economic sanctions—or their enforcement—before 

any verifiable North Korean actions have been taken? It’s unlikely that any immediate 
announcements of sanctions relief will follow a successful summit, but watch closely 
whether China in particular eases up on sanctions enforcement. There are already 
reports that China has eased up on sanctions enforcement in recent weeks.33

• In the United States, it will also be important to watch the congressional response. 
A number of members of Congress want the Trump administration to keep Congress 
better informed about the state of play in talks with North Korea.34 Expect those calls 
to get louder regardless of the summit’s outcome. 

Michael Fuchs is a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress. Abigail Bard is a 
research assistant for Asia policy for the National Security and International Policy team at 
the Center.
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