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 Poverty among the elderly is a serious social issue in Korea, and there is a broad 

consensus that social policy measures are urgently needed.

○ The average elderly poverty rate among OECD countries is 13.5%. Korea’s rate is 45.1%, 3.4 

times higher. 

○The country also faces a suicide rate among the elderly that is nearly four times the average 

for OECD countries, with poverty widely understood to be an underlying factor.

 An effective response to poverty among the elderly requires an accurate determination 

of which segments of the population are better and worse off.

○ The higher poverty rate among the elderly does not necessarily imply that the same policies 

should be applied to all of Korea’s elderly. Indeed, not taking consideration of differences 

within the elderly population could result in the failure to assist those mired deep in poverty.

○ The result of failing to detect differences in financial means between segments of the elderly 

population is that resources are more likely to be directed to those living under relatively 

favorable conditions, while those with greater needs are neglected.
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 Poverty was found primarily in single elderly households; the poverty rate for those living 

with working-age household members was not significantly different from that of the 

overall population.

○ Poverty was primarily found in households without working-age members in which elderly 

individuals lived alone or with young people below the working age. The poverty rate for this 

segment was 70.9%, compared to 18.7% for households where elderly individuals lived with 

their children or other working-age adults.

○ For elderly people who lived with working-age adults, a high proportion of family income and 

assets was found to belong to the latter. This has led to the mistaken perception that such 

elderly individuals are even worse off than single elderly people, resulting from only taking 

into account the economic resources that are listed in the names of the elderly individuals.

○ Among public pension beneficiaries, a high degree of similarity was found in the level and 

distribution of assets for those receiving special occupation pensions. National pension 

recipients generally received small payouts, with high levels of inequality in asset distribution. 

At the lowest level, their situation differed little from that of non-recipients.

 In contrast with the social insurance system, which is based on the principle of 

contribution, public assistance and social services are need-based. Criteria for the latter 

systems should therefore be crafted to accurately reflect and effectively remedy poverty 

among the elderly.

○ To avoid potential negative effects stemming from support obligor provisions in the basic 

livelihood security system, the economic resources of adult children are not taken into 

account at all in awarding the basic old-age pension. This has resulted in severe distortions 

in support priorities since the actual economic resources of the elderly vary depending on 

the presence or absence of adult children within the household.

○ This suggests a need to account for the economic resources of adult children who are 

members of the household as a way of gauging the level of actual economic resources while 

still avoiding the potential pitfalls of the support obligor standards.

○ A more effective policy approach for addressing poverty among the elderly prioritizing those 

with the most urgent need based on accurate assessments of the economic resources of 

the entire household needs to be taken.

1. Extent of Poverty by Household Type

 Because the Korean pension system is still relatively young and underdeveloped, its 

elderly poverty rate is higher than in other OECD nations.

○ In most OECD nations, poverty among the elderly dropped sharply as pension 

systems matured. The rate in Korea is currently much higher than the rates for 
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Household Type
Percentage 

of 
Population

All Household Members Elderly People

Poverty Rate Severe
Poverty Rate Poverty Rate Severe

Poverty Rate

Elderly person, no spouse,
no working-age household members 4 70.9 17.5 70.9 17.8

Elderly couple,
no working-age household members 8 45.1  6.8 47.1  7.0

Elderly person,
working-age household member(s) 16 15.4  2.4 18.7  3.2

No elderly person,
working-age household member(s) 72  8.3  1.8 - -

Total 100 15.0  3.0 44.2  8.7

other population groups.

- Korea’s elderly poverty rate stands at 45.1% compared to a 13.5%, average for 

the 30 countries of the OECD.1

- For those countries, poverty among the elderly dropped sharply from the 

1980s onward, with the rate for those aged 66-75 falling below that of 

children and young adults.2

○ Social issues such as the high suicide rate among the elderly have led to a 

widespread perception of the need for a community-level response to poverty 

among the elderly.

- In 2010, Korea had an elderly suicide rate of 80.3 people per 100,000 in the 

population, or nearly four times the rate for the 25 countries of the OECD 

that report suicide data.3

Table 1: Poverty Rates for All Household Members and Elderly People by Household Type

 (Units: %)

 Notes: 1) Working age is defined as ages 18 to 64; the elderly are those aged 65 or older and their spouses.
2) The rates of poverty and severe poverty are respectively defined as 50% and 25% the median level of 

individualized disposable household income after equalization.
3) In 2010, the elderly poverty rate as calculated from Household Expenditure Surveys stood at 47.1% for 

disposable income; the aggregate poverty rate provided by the Korea Statistical Information Service (KOSIS) 
was 14.9%.

4) The household poverty rate is defined as 50% of the median equalized household disposable income level. 
The respective rates for the different household types were 63.0%, 37.4%, 14.9%, and 8.9%, with an 
aggregate rate of 18.7%.

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2011 Welfare Demand Survey.

1 OECD, Pensions at a Glance 2011, 2011.

2 OECD, Growing Unequal? Income Distribution and Poverty in OECD Countries, 2008.

3 Jin Jae-hyun & Go Hye-yeon, “Suicide Rate Trends for Specific Population Groups in Korea Compared to 

Other OECD Countries and Their Policy Implications,” Health-Welfare Policy Forum, 2013. 
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 Substantial differences in the poverty rate were found between elderly individuals who 

lived alone and those who lived with adult children. Failure to properly take these 

differences into account could increase the difficulty of providing assistance to elderly 

people who are severely poor or result in prioritizing those who are wealthier. 

○ Excessive focus on the generally high rate of poverty among the elderly may 

lead to the assumption that all the elderly need assistance, without due 

consideration of differences within the elderly population.

○ Failure to apply standards that reflect these differences results in support that 

benefits those who are better off, neglecting those who are poorer.

- The basic old-age pension, Korea’s primary system for addressing poverty 

among the elderly, is even paid to elderly people in households ranking in the 

top economic resources bracket, as long as those resources are not in the 

name of the elderly individual. In contrast, an elderly individual who owns an 

apartment whose value is 300 million won is ineligible for the pension even 

if that individual has no household income(as of 2012).

 Poverty was found to be overwhelmingly present in households consisting of elderly 

people without any working-age adult household members. Elderly people who lived 

with their children showed a similar poverty rate to the overall population, while a 

majority of single elderly people were found to be in a state of poverty(see Table 1). 

○ Analysis of data from a survey on welfare needs4 showed a majority of elderly 

people living alone without any working-age household members to be in 

poverty, with a poverty rate of 70.9% and a severe poverty rate of 17.8%.

○ The poverty rate was 47.1% for households consisting of elderly couples without 

working-age members; this rate dropped to 18.7% in households in which a 

working-age member was present.

○ The rate of poverty among the elderly was approximately three times higher 

than the 15.0% rate for the population as a whole, a fact that can be primarily 

attributed to the high rate of poverty among elderly households without any 

4 The 2011 Welfare Demand Survey was conducted by the Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs at the 

request of the Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare. As an extension of surveys on the “near-poverty” class 

conducted in 2003 and 2006, it examined approximately 18,000 households around the country in 2010, 

using 90% of the enumeration districts (EDs) from the 2005 census.
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members of working age. There was only a slight difference between the 

poverty rate of elderly people who live with members of younger generation and 

the poverty rate of the overall population. 

2. Asset and Income Distribution among the Elderly

 One possible method of gauging the difference between the assets owned by the 

elderly and their general household economic status(including the economic resources 

of working-age members) is to first calculate the economic resources that are in the 

name of the elderly individual and then compare these to the resources of the 

household as a whole.

○ The Basic Old-Age Pension Database5 provides a means of calculating the 

assets possessed by all elderly individuals and their spouses, as well as the 

specific distribution of income and concentration of assets.

○ However, this database does not include data on whether the elderly live with 

their adult children, which means that any comparison with the actual 

household economic resources requires additional data stating the individual 

resources of household members.

 Heavily skewed distributions were observed for both the assets and income of the 

elderly(see Table 2).

○ The top 30% by asset/income composite accounted for 85.5% of the whole, 

holding more than 90% of real estate, financial assets, and income.

○ 57.5% of the elderly had no income, while 28.4% had no real estate.

 Although private transfer income was not included in the figures, earnings for the 

elderly and their spouses were generally poor, with large disparities in the level and 

distribution of economic resources according to public pension beneficiary status and 

pension type(see Tables 3 and 4).

5 As of 2009, the Basic Old-Age Pension Database included data on the asset holdings of 

approximately 5.25 million elderly people. For couples, the 2,273,498 individuals who were part of 

a household in which both husband and wife were over 65 were considered to represent a set 

of 1,136,749 couples, leaving a group of 4,117,433 individuals and couples for analysis.
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Top 1% Top 5% Top 10% Top 30%
Pct. with Zero 

Holdings (value = 
0 won)

Asset/Income
Composite

22.6
(21.9)

45.2
(44.0)

59.0
(57.5)

85.6
(83.9)

6.6

Assets
22.9
(22.2)

45.9
(44.6)

59.6
(58.0)

85.5
(83.7)

7.1

Real Estate
25.8
(22.0)

51.3
(45.0)

65.8
(58.6)

90.1
(83.1)

28.4

Houses
16.7
(12.4)

42.6
(33.1)

60.2
(48.0)

90.5
(78.5)

36.8

Land and Buildings
39.8
(27.2)

71.0
(53.6)

84.7
(67.6)

99.2
(88.9)

57.5

Financial Assets
17.0
(13.4)

43.0
(34.8)

61.2
(50.6)

92.1
(82.3)

32.1

Income
27.4
(18.4)

54.6
(37.8)

73.2
(50.9)

96.8
(80.4)

57.5

○ Recipients of special occupational pensions (including private school and 

government employee pensions) had a medium income level of 2.03 million won 

a month, with a ratio of just 2.8 between the top and bottom deciles, indicating 

favorable income conditions and relatively equal distribution.

○ For national pension beneficiaries, the median monthly income was a paltry 

180,000 won, suggesting that the still-developing national pension has yet to 

play a significant role in guaranteeing an income.

○ 88.2% of public pension beneficiaries had zero income. Among those who had 

some income, a large ratio of 15.3 was found between the top and bottom 

deciles.

○ Asset distribution of occupational pension recipients is relatively equal, while a 

wide disparity between the top and bottom levels was observed among public 

pension non-recipients.

- The top ten percent of non-recipients by assets had holdings that were 

2,756.1 times larger than the amount owned by the bottom ten percent.

Table 2: Share of Economic Resources among the Elderly(and Their Spouses)

by Income Level

 (Units: %) 

 Notes: 1) The “houses” category includes rental deposits.
2) The “income” category includes earnings from work, business, and other sources; private transfer income 

is not included.
3) Values in parentheses represent the share when households with no holdings are excluded.

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2009 Basic Old-Age Pension Database.
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Average Median Maximum
Pct. with 

Zero 
Assets

Decile Ratios

9th to 1st 9th to 5th 9th to 1st*

All 187 59 300,011 7.1 1,146.1 6.8 215.1 

Single, no spouse 86 18 188,630 11.4 　 11.5 278.9 

Couples 317 145 300,011 1.5 45.3 4.4 36.1 

National 
pension

All 277 125 300,011 1.9 56.0 4.4 42.1 

Single 129 55 188,630 3.9 148.4 5.0 75.8 

Couple 352 169 300,011 0.8 20.6 4.0 19.1 

Occupational 
pension

All 367 190 39,320 5.4 35.6 4.3 18.0 

Single 233 101 24,135 16.6 　 5.5 31.8 

Couple 409 220 39,320 1.9 17.7 4.0 15.8 

No public 
pension

All 133 29 241,485 9.6 2,756.1 10.3 309.8 

Single 72 12 113,487 13.0 　 15.3 320.4 

Couple 267 110 241,485 2.0 89.1 4.8 66.6 

Average Median Maximum
Pct. with 

Zero 
Income

Decile Ratios

9th to 1ststst 9th to 5th 9th to 1ststst*

All 0.43 　 2,097.63 57.5 　 　 21.1 

Single, no spouse 0.15 　 839.19 74.6 　 　 14.4 

Couples 0.80 0.14 2,097.63 35.4 　 14.3 21.4 

National 
pension

All 0.73 0.18 2,097.63 　 14.9 8.5 14.9 

Single 0.31 0.13 313.01 6.6 4.6 6.6 

Couple 0.94 0.25 2,097.63 　 17.3 7.9 17.3 

Occupational 
pension

All 2.33 2.03 792.10 　 2.8 1.7 2.8 

Single 1.74 1.52 39.71 　 2.5 1.6 2.5 

Couple 2.51 2.16 792.10 2.6 1.7 2.6 

No public 
pension

Total 0.17 839.19 88.2 　 　 15.3 

Single 0.07 839.19 93.3 　 　 13.0 

Couple 0.38 392.74 76.8 　 　 17.3 

Table 3: Income Distribution among the Elderly (and Spouses)

 (Units: Millions of KRW, %, ratio)

 Notes: 1) The ratio of ninth to first decile marked by an asterisk does not include households with no earnings.
2) Estimated numbers of households with (1) national pension beneficiaries: 1.26 million (31% of households 

including an elderly person), (2) special occupational pension beneficiaries: 170,000 (4%), (3) no public 
pension beneficiaries: 2.68 million (65%).

3) Blanks represent zero values or inability to calculate because of zero values.
Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2009 Basic Old-Age Pension Database

Table 4: Asset Distribution among Korean Elderly People (and Spouses)

 (Units: Millions of KRW, %, ratio)

 Notes: 1) The ratio of ninth to first decile (marked by an asterisk) does not include households with zero assets.
2) Blanks represent zero values or inability to calculate because of zero values.

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2009 Basic Old-Age Pension Database
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3. The Difference in Financial Resources between Elderly   
Individuals and Households with Elderly Family Members

 Identifying the groups most urgently in need of public assistance requires an accurate 

assessment of individual differences that takes into account the economic resources of 

the entire household.

○ Failure to consider the economic resources of adults living with their elderly 

parents can potentially lead to major distortions in estimating the actual 

economic circumstances of those elderly individuals.

○ Private transfer income accounts for a significant part of the earnings of the 

elderly, leading to large differences in the economic circumstances of those who 

do and do not receive it.

 However, analysis of the data shows that elderly individuals who are part of households 

with at least one member who is of working age earn a relatively low percentage of 

the earnings in those households. As a result, these elderly people are misinterpreted 

as being worse off than households that consist solely of elderly people when only 

elderly income is taken into account(see Table 5).

○ Earned income for households where one elderly individual lived with at least 

one person of working age was 34,460,000 won, while income generated by 

elderly individuals themselves averaged only 620,000 won a year.

○ Elderly people living alone and those living with minors in households with no 

working-age adults present made an average income of 1.15 million won(4.49 

million won for couples). This would seem to suggest that the income situation 

of these elderly individuals is better than that of those living with their adult 

children if only the elderly individuals’ own earnings is taken into account.

 While household with a single old person ranked relatively high in asset distribution 

when a working-age adult was present, little difference was observed in elderly couple 

households, suggesting that the presence of a spouse and a working-age adult has 

a large impact on asset distribution.

○ Household with a single old person had an average of 315,760,000 won in assets 

when a working-age adult was present, with a median of 150,500,000 won. When 
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Financial 
Resources Average Median Maximum

Pct. with 
Zero 

Resources

Decile Ratios

9th to 1st 9th to 5th 9th to 5th*

No 
working
-age 

adult in 
house
hold

Elderly 
(aggre
gate)

Assets 196.93 73.50 5,937.10 0.8 205.0 7.0 176.7 

Disposable 
income 13.74 10.59 129.79 0.3 5.2 2.4 5.2 

Earned income 2.71 　 101.28 64.3 　 　 60.0 

Elderly, 
no 

spouse

Assets 101.09 29.63 3,633.74 1.4 267.5 9.9 215.8 

Disposable 
income 9.24 7.63 72.76 0.1 3.5 2.0 3.5 

Earned income 1.15 　 83.00 69.9 　 　 47.2 

Elderly 
couples

Assets 306.32 155.20 5,937.10 　 45.5 5.0 45.5 

Disposable 
income 18.87 15.37 129.79 0.5 4.4 2.3 4.4 

Earned income 4.49 　 101.28 57.9 　 　 34.3 

Working 
-age 
adult 

present 
in 

house
hold

Elderly 
(aggre
gate)

Assets 357.88 192.50 8,964.50 0.1 42.8 4.3 42.0 

Disposable 
income 40.22 34.10 361.70 0.3 5.7 2.1 5.6 

Household 
earned income 33.14 26.40 422.36 11.1 　 2.5 8.7 

Elderly earned 
income 3.65 　 399.50 75.7 　 　 38.1 

Elderly, 
no 

spouse

Assets 315.76 150.50 5,157.50 0.1 50.6 5.1 49.9 

Disposable 
income 40.33 33.54 266.26 0.3 6.5 2.2 6.5 

Household 
earned income 34.46 25.68 258.08 10.9 　 2.9 10.7 

Elderly earned 
income 0.62 　 45.60 89.7 　 　 22.2 

Elderly 
couples

Assets 417.20 248.00  8,964.50  0.1 26.8 3.5 26.8 

Disposable 
income 40.07 34.77 361.70 0.4 4.3 2.0 4.3 

Household 
earned income 31.28 27.00 422.36 11.3 　 2.2 6.7 

Elderly earned 
income 7.87 　 399.50 56.3 　 　 24.6 

no working-age adult was present, the average was 101,090,000 won and the 

median was 29,630,000 won(see Figure 1).

Table 5: Differences between Financial Resources of Elderly Individuals 

and Their Households

 (Units: Millions of KRW, %, ratio) 

 Notes: 1) The ratio of ninth to first decile (marked by an asterisk) does not include households with zero resources.
2) Blanks indicate zero values or inability to calculate because of zero values.

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2011WelfareDemandSurvey
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[Figure 1] Assets for Single Elderly Individuals with and without a Working-Age Adult in 

the Household

 Notes: The lines represent a logarithmic transformation for assets when an adult aged 18~64 was absent(solid) and 
present(dotted).

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2011 Welfare Demand Survey

[Figure 2] Assets for Elderly Couples with and without a Working-Age Adult Present in 

the Household

 

 Notes: The lines represent a logarithmic transformation for assets when an adult aged 18~64 was absent(solid) and 
present(dotted).

Source: Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2011 Welfare Demand Survey



11   KDI Policy Forum

○ Elderly couple households had more assets than single elderly households, with 

no significant differences observed according to the presence or absence of a 

working-age adult(see Figure 2).

4. Conclusion

 The development of appropriate policy measures related to poverty among the elderly 

requires an accurate assessment of where elderly poverty is occurring and addressing 

it effectively.

○ Unlike social insurance, which has the guiding principle of contribution, public 

assistance and social service are need-based systems, implying that they be 

focused on the groups most urgently in need of public resources.

○ The decision of whether to provide income assistance “broadly but thinly” or 

“narrowly but intensively” should be based on differences in the financial 

resources of the elderly population.

 An examination of the assets of elderly individuals showed a heavily skewed 

distribution (with the exception of the recipients of special occupational pension). 

Poverty was primarily concentrated in households consisting solely of elderly 

individuals, with a large difference between the financial resources listed under the 

name of elderly individuals and of the household of which they are a part (including 

the financial resources of other household members).

○ Poverty among the elderly was most predominantly found in households with no 

working-age members present. The rate was especially high (70.9%) for elderly 

individuals living alone, with no spouse or working-age adult present in the 

household.

○ Single elderly individuals without a working-age adult present in the household 

possessed far less income and assets than those who had a working-age adult 

present—a situation that is misrepresented when only the elderly individual’s 

economic resources are considered.

○ Among public pension beneficiaries, national pension recipients generally 

received small amounts and showed large disparities, while occupational 

pension recipients had relatively high levels of economic resources and 
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relatively equal distribution.

 Given the large differences in the economic conditions between elderly individuals with 

and without a working-age adult in the household, the economic resources of those 

actually sharing the household must be a condition for any policy that aims to address 

poverty among the elderly.

○ To avoid problems resulting from the support obligor provisions for basic 

livelihood security that disqualify individuals from benefits because they have 

children, even when they are not actually being supported, the basic old-age 

pension does not consider children’s economic resources, despite the fact that 

it is a form of public assistance. This led to its resources being channeled 

toward groups whose circumstances are far more favorable.

○ Therefore, to reflect the real differences in economic conditions and to avoid 

problems with the support obligor provisions, the economic resources of 

working-age adults who share a household with elderly individuals should be 

taken into account.


