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Background 

There is a common misconception as to the origin of Taekwon-Do amongst the general population who are not 
familiar with the history.  This is as a result of what appears in the media and more importantly in the Olympics 
and the conclusion is often drawn that it is the Olympics sports Taekwon-Do that is the original, when in reality 
this is incorrect.  This paper will provided the reader with a greater understanding as to the origin of Taekwon-Do 
and therefore better informed in making decisions about which school to join for themselves or their family 
(particularly for younger kids). 

What is Taekwon-Do? 

Taekwon-Do is a martial art originating in Korea.  It combines combat and self-defence techniques with sport and 
exercise.  

In Korean, tae means "to strike or break with foot"; kwon means "to strike or break with fist"; and do means 
"way", "method", or "path".  Thus, Taekwon-Do may be loosely translated as "the way of the foot and the hand."   

The word can be written differently depending on audience and people using it.  Taekwondo written in this way 
often refers to the sports Taekwondo.  Taekwon-Do (with the hyphen on the “Do”) is written in this way to 
emphasise the fact that it’s more than just a sport but the art of self defence.  It’s this simple difference is spelling 
that underpins other more fundamental differences between the sport and the art. 

Founder and creator of Taekwon-Do 

Taekwon-Do was developed by major general Choi Hong Hi in Korea during the 1940s as partial combination of 
Taekkyeon and Okinawan Karate.  General Choi later went on to establish what is typically referred to as 
Traditional Taekwon-Do which was established in the 1950s and 1960s in the South Korean military, and in 
various civilian organisations, including schools and universities. In particular, the names and symbolism of the 
traditional patterns often refer to elements of Korean history, culture and religious philosophy (e.g. Chon-Ji, Dan 
Gun, Won-Hyo etc). It’s these traditional patterns, the fundamental movements and the scientifically developed 
ways of generating power and speed (e.g. sine wave) that underpins one of the many major differences between 
this at the other Taekwondo styles. Traditional Taekwon-Do is often referred to as ITF Taekwon-Do.  

So what are the other Taekwondo styles? 

The other Taekwondo style is derived from the Kukkiwon, the source of the sparring system sihap gyeorugi. This 
style is now an event at the summer Olympic Games and is governed by the World Taekwondo Federation (WTF). 
The Kukkiwon or World Taekwondo Headquarters is the traditional center for WTF taekwondo and was founded 
in 1973 by Dr. Kim Un Yong, long after General Choi first created the original art of ITF Taekwon-Do. 

Why is only one style of Taekwondo in the Olympics and what benefit or risk does that create? 

For political and other historical reasons the Traditional Taekwon-Do was not included as an Olympic sport. 
Notwithstanding the prestige and achievements of competing at the Olympics the focus of the games are 
primarily of a sporting nature, as compared to a traditional art of self defence (unrestrained by rules and 
regulations).  The focus therefore of WTF is largely geared towards competition sparring only and the Olympic 
sport, compared to ITF which is focused on a well rounded skill set to develop the original art of self defence.  The 
art of self defence is developed across a wider range of activities including patterns, fundamental movements, 
sparring (of which there are 6) and breaking (power breaking and special techniques).  Refer to the following link 
for an accurate description of the differences between the 2 styles.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martial_arts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Combat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-defense
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Combat_sport
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exercise
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taekkyeon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_of_Korea_Armed_Forces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Korea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Taekwon-Do_Federation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kukkiwon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olympic_Games
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Taekwondo_Federation
http://www.walestkd.co.uk/sparring/
http://itftkdatucla.wordpress.com/resources/itf-and-wtf-style-differences/
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Associated Benefits / risk 

The possibility of competing in the Olympics is often used as a marketing tool to convince new students to join 
the sports Taekwondo.  It is certainly a great achievement to compete in the Olympics in any discipline; however 
very few students actually get the opportunity to attend for a number of different reasons.  Therefore for 
students to focus entirely on the sport means that a very large majority of the students will never reach this goal.  

In addition many students are often unaware of the limitations that are developed as a result of striving for this 
single goal or outcome.  The martial artist’s skills are deliberately honed towards this Olympic sporting goal at the 
expense of other critical self defence skills.  The Olympic Taekwondo doesn’t require the development of any of 
the other skills (which fundamentally form the building blocks of self defence) including technical patterns, board 
breaking, pre-arranged or self defence sparring.  The only activity that is the primary focus for the Olympic 
Taekwondo is the restrictive free sparring.   

Students may therefore be led into a false sense of security as to their self defence skills, when in reality they 
have developed skills in sparring which has little resemblance to a real life self defence situation. 

So what are the differences in sparring (combat) in Traditional ITF Taekwon-Do compared to the Olympic WTF 

Taekwondo 

The Olympic sport of Taekwondo doesn’t provide competitors with a realistic form of combat by disallowing 
punching to the head and therefore allowing competitors to ignore a potential punch to the head which dilutes 
their defence capabilities.  One should note that in a real life street scenario one is more likely to get a punch to 
the head than a kick.  By not being able to experience this during sparring, one can develop bad habits by ignoring 
the possibilities that one may be punched to the head.  This often results in competitors fighting with their hands 
down at their side rather than up near the face to protect any punches. 

There is also no foot protection used in the Olympic sport with the result that head contact made with the foot 
can result in significant injury.  There are also points awarded for knocking out an opponent in the Olympics 
Taekwondo (similar to boxing), compared to the Traditional Taekwon-Do sparring where knocking out an 
opponent on attack is strongly discouraged and may result in disqualification.  

Refer to the following link for further details on some of those differences. 

Conclusion 

If one is looking for a martial arts that will provide sustained skills of self defence that will be useful and effective 
in a real life situation then ITF is far superior. Despite not being included in the Olympics ITF does hold World 
Championships where competitors representing the best in their respective countries compete against each 
other for medals and titles. These competitions include patterns (individual and team), breaking (power and 
special techniques), sparring (free and pre-arranged) and associated team related events, not just sparring. 

If however one merely wants to go to the Olympics and compete in a single event of free sparring and not 
develop well rounded skills of self defence then WTF is certainly an option. 

http://itftkdatucla.wordpress.com/resources/itf-and-wtf-style-differences/

