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Assessing Old-Age Poverty 
with Income and Assets: 
Generational Insights
and Policy Directions

Korea’s old-age poverty rate, based solely on 
income, ranks among the highest in the OECD. 
While the rate drops slightly when assets are 
considered, it remains persistently high. There 
are marked disparities in poverty rates across 
different elderly birth cohorts, with older 
groups facing higher rates. A greater share of 
the low-income, low-asset segment also marks 
the observed inequality. To effectively address 
poverty among the elderly, policy efforts should 
prioritize support for the oldest members of 
this vulnerable low-income, low-asset segment. 
Concurrently, financial assistance for seniors 
in the low-income, high-asset group should 
be scaled back. A practical move toward this 
direction would be revising the eligibility criteria 
for the Basic Pension to include asset-inclusive 
pensionable earnings. 
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Korea’s old-age poverty rate1) is strikingly high, surpassing most other 
countries when measured by income metrics. In terms of disposable 
income, the poverty rate among the elderly decreased from 43.6% in 
2016 to 37.7% in 2021, yet it remains above all other OECD countries. 
As shown in Figure 1, the OECD average stood at 13.1% in 2018, but 
Korea topped the chart with 43.4%. Korea’s high poverty rates among 
older people become more apparent when compared with its entire 
population: 17.6% in 2016 and 15.1% in 2021 in terms of disposable 
income. The disparity in poverty rates between the overall population 
and the elderly has narrowed slightly, moving from 26.0 percentage 
points (%p) in 2016 to 22.6%p in 2021. Nevertheless, this difference 
remains substantial. 
Internationally, the old-age poverty rate typically exceeds the poverty 
rate for the broader population. However, Korea’s old-age poverty rate 
is exceptionally high, even in this global context. In spite of various 
policy measures introduced in Korea to combat this challenge, the 
issue of old-age poverty persists. Effectively addressing this requires 
policymaking informed by a detailed and accurate grasp of the current 
dynamics. With this perspective in mind, this study examines the issue 
in depth, segmenting the elderly demographic by generation, and 
offers a holistic assessment of their economic status based on both 

income and assets.
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OECD average

Figure 1. Old-Age Poverty Rates in the OECD (66+, 2018)

Note: �Measured by disposable income.
Source: �OECD, Pensions at a Glance, 2021

1)	 �In Korea, the old-age poverty rate is generally calculated as the proportion of the elderly population aged 65 
or more with an income equal to or less than 50% of the median income for the entire population based on 
equivalized income. However, the OECD sets the age benchmark at 66. 

I.
Old-Age Poverty 
in Korea

* �Summarized and adapated from Lee, Seunghee, “Analysis of Elderly Poverty Considering Income and Assets” in 
Young-wook Lee et al.,  Current Status of Elderly Poverty Considering Assets and Policy Implications, Ministry of 
Economy and Finance, 2023 (in Korean).

Korea’s old-age poverty 
rate was 43.4% in 2018, 
the highest among OECD 
countries (average 13.1%).
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To more closely examine old-age poverty in Korea, this study 
categorizes its elderly population into five generations based on five-
year birth intervals: those born in the late 1930s (1935-39), both the 
early and latter halves of the 1940s (1940-44, 1945-49) and the two 
halves of the 1950s (1950-54, 1955-59). As of 2016, these groups 
corresponded to age ranges of 77-81, 72-76, 67-71, 62-66, and 57-
61, respectively. By 2021, each group had shifted to the age bracket 
occupied by its predecessor in 2016. This generational analysis 
suggests that poverty rates are notably higher for those born in the 
1940s and earlier.
Figure 2 illustrates the trajectory of the old-age poverty rate by 
generation from 2016 to 2021.2) With the exception of those born 
before the early 1940s, generational old-age poverty rates tend to 
increase over time. This trend is anticipated, given the natural decline 
in income from work and business as individuals age.3) 
The poverty rate also remains elevated for those born in the 1940s 
or earlier, with a distinct disparity in poverty rates across the birth 
cohorts. By 2021, those born in the 1940s or earlier exhibited a poverty 
rate exceeding 40%, in contrast to rates below 30% for those born in 
the 1950s. The rate difference between those born in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s stands at 16.7%p, suggesting the diverging paths of 
poverty for the pre- and post-1950 cohorts. 
These intergenerational disparities in old-age poverty rates become 
clearer when age differences are equivalized. Those born in the late 
1940s were 72-76 years old in 2021, which is the same age bracket the 
early 1940s cohort occupied in 2016. Accordingly, this study compares 
the late 1940s cohort in 2021 with the early 1940 cohort in 2016, 
taking into account changing working conditions.4) The group aged 
72-76 in 2021, born in the late 1940s, exhibits a poverty rate of 44.5%. 
In contrast, the early 1940s group, when adjusted to the same age 

2)	 �This study utilizes the Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions, which is currently employed to 
compile official indicators of income distribution in Korea, to determine the nation’s old-age poverty rate. 
Since 2016, this survey has incorporated administrative data to enhance datasets related to income and non-
consumption expenditure items.

3)	 �Figure 2 shows a rising poverty rate over the years for those born in the late 1940s, indicating that their incomes 
had rapidly dipped below the poverty line during the survey period. While they initially earned above the poverty 
line, with age, many either left the workforce or reduced their working hours, resulting in income decline beneath 
the threshold. Moreover, this trend suggests that supplementary sources of income, such as property income 
and both public and private transfer incomes, were insufficient to compensate for this decline for the late 1940s 
generation. 

4)	 �Directly comparing the poverty rates of individuals in 2016 with those of the same age in 2021 requires careful 
interpretation, as it can overlook institutional changes that took place over the intervening five-year span. The 
expansion of government policies, such as the Basic Pension designed to alleviate old-age poverty, may have 
influenced a decline in the poverty rate. However, Figure 2 underscores that generational differences are still 
pronounced, even when accounting for these policy shifts.

Ⅱ.
Old-Age Poverty 
by Generation

The old-age poverty rate 
varies markedly across the 
five elderly generations, 
with those born in the 
1940s or earlier having 
the highest rates.
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range, has a higher rate of 51.3%. This finding suggests that younger 
generations, when age-adjusted, are in a relatively better economic 
position than their predecessors. Such a trend can be observed across 
all generations, not just those born in the 1940s, indicating that more 
recently born elderly groups are better off in terms of poverty.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
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(%)

Born in the late 1930s Born in the early 1940s Born in the late 1940s
Born in the early 1950s Born in the late 1950s

59.5
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58.1
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15.5

24.7
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Figure 2. Old-Age Poverty by Generation (2016~21)

Source: �Author’s calculation based on the “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” (2017~22) by Statistics 
Korea.

Korea’s old-age poverty rate after the 2010s has displayed two 
distinctive characteristics: (1) the modest decline in the overall old-
age poverty rate and (2) a noticeable gap in the poverty rate between 
those aged 75+ (“older old”) and those aged 65-74 (“younger old”). 
Both these features relate directly to the generational differences 
in poverty rates discussed earlier. That is, the younger the elderly 
group, the lower their poverty intensity. In particular, the generation 
born in the 1950s displays a substantially lower poverty rate than the 
generations that came before them. The proportion of individuals 
born in the 1950s has been consistently rising since the 2010s. As they 
exhibit the lowest poverty depth among the elderly generations, their 
increasing numbers have substantially influenced the overall decline 
in the old-age poverty rate. Moreover, as the 1950s-born constitute 
the younger old, their transition into the older old, coupled with their 
growing proportion, explains the disparity in poverty rates among the 
elderly groups.
A more detailed look reveals that the old-age poverty rate, based on 
disposable income, dropped from 43.6% in 2016 to 37.7% in 2021. This 
5.9%p decline can be broken down into intra-generational poverty 

The recent decrease in 
the old-age poverty rate 
and the disparities seen 
across age cohorts can 
likely be attributed to the 
growing proportion of 
individuals born in the 
1950s who tend to be less 
impoverished.
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trajectories (aging → income decline → higher poverty rate) and inter-
generational population transitions (the growth of less impoverished 
generations). This decomposition indicates that demographic shifts 
contributed to a 7.5%p decrease in the poverty rate, offsetting the 
1.6%p increase caused by inter-generational poverty dynamics.
Further looking into the demographic changes between 2016 and 
2021 reveals that the share of older people from the 1940s and earlier 
decreased from 81.7% to 52.6%. In contrast, the percentage of the 
1950s-born grew from 18.3% to 47.4% (Survey of Household Finances 
and Living Conditions). This substantial increase in the proportion of 
the relatively less impoverished 1950s-born cohort is a major factor 
driving the reduction in the overall old-age poverty rate during this 
timeframe.
During this period, the poverty rate for the younger old (65-74) 
decreased from 33.9% to 27.6%, while the rate for the older old (75+) 
marginally declined from 56.8% to 51.0%, though hovering around 
the 50% range. The gap between these two groups stands at roughly 
24%p. The older old consists of individuals born in the 1940s or 
earlier, a group that typically faces higher poverty rates. As those born 
in the 1950s increasingly make up a greater portion of the younger 
old category, the poverty disparity between the two age segments has 
widened, even if only slightly.

While income assessment offers insights, income alone may not 
capture the complete economic conditions of the older population. 
Korea’s National Pension Service, established in 1988, is still evolving 
as the primary safety net for seniors. It was only in 1998 that the 
national pension scheme extended coverage to all citizens. As a 
result, many in the elderly demographic have only participated in 
the pension scheme for a short period, receiving modest pension 
payouts. As of 2018, public transfers constituted only 25.9% of older 
people’s income, not even half of the OECD average of 57.1%. Since 
it is difficult to secure adequate retirement income through pension 
benefits, there is a strong possibility that many older Koreans rely on 
asset accumulation for their retirement strategies. Supporting this 
notion, Statistics Korea’s Social Survey indicates a heavy reliance 
on assets, especially real estate, for retirement planning. Such a 
tendency suggests that low-income seniors with substantial assets 

Ⅲ.
Old-Age Poverty 
Measured by 
Income and Assets
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might leverage those assets to make up for income shortfalls. Thus, an 
analysis of old-age poverty requires a holistic understanding of their 
financial situations, considering both their income and assets.
Table 1 presents the asset composition for households led by 
individuals aged 65+ based on the 2016-2021 Survey of Household 
Finances and Living Conditions.5) Their portfolio is heavily weighted 
towards real estate, with the share of the overall asset mix remaining 
consistent throughout the survey period. On average, older 
households in Korea typically possess assets valued between 350-500 
million won, accompanied by modest liabilities ranging from 30-40 
million won. Liquid financial assets constitute approximately 16% of 
the total assets, with the majority being tangible, chiefly real estate. 
Real estate represents over 80% of the assets for older households—a 
percentage that is notably high compared to other major economies. 
Table 2 provides a comparative asset breakdown for older households 
in major countries, referencing the Luxembourg Income Study.6) 
While real estate is commonly a substantial asset class in many 
countries, those other than Italy and Germany tend to have a higher 
proportion of liquid assets than Korea. Other tangible assets,7) such as 
automobiles and expensive durables, account for just 2-3% of the total 
assets.

Table 1. Asset Composition for Older Households
(10,000 won, %)

Year Net Total Tangible FinancialReal estate Others

2016 30,767 34,946 83.8% 80.8% 3.0% 16.2%

2017 33,676 37,787 83.6% 80.0% 3.6% 16.4%

2018 33,571 37,830 83.6% 80.3% 3.3% 16.4%

2019 34,954 39,426 83.0% 80.2% 2.8% 17.0%

2020 41,048 45,615 83.7% 80.9% 2.8% 16.3%

2021 45,364 50,289 85.1% 82.4% 2.7% 14.9%
Source:  Statistics Korea, “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” (2017~22).

5)	 �The Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions investigates the income earned over the entire year 
preceding the survey year when calculating income and bases its asset calculations on the conditions in March of 
the survey year. For a more accurate analysis,  it would be preferable to use assets as of the end of the previous 
year. However, for the purposes of this analysis, it is assumed that the assets in March of the survey year will be 
similar to those at the end of the year. 

6)	 �The Luxembourg Income Study compiles microdata on income and assets from various countries and is widely 
used for international comparative analyses of income and assets. 

7)	 �The share of other tangible assets like automobiles and expensive durable goods is not substantial. These assets 
are not typically liquidated unless there is an economic emergency (Wolff and Zacharias, 2009). Given this, the 
analysis of asset incomization in this study primarily focuses on financial assets and real estate assets.

Given the nascent state 
of public transfers in 
Korea, asset accumulation 
is the likely channel of 
retirement planning, 
meaning income alone 
does not provide a 
complete picture of old-age
poverty. 
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Table 2. Asset Composition for Older Households in Major Countries
(%)

Italy
(’16)

Germany
(’17)

Finland
(’16)

Australia
(’18)

Norway
(’20)

UK
(’19)

US
(’19)

Real estate 75.8 73.0 71.4 67.9 65.8 60.4 38.7

Other
tangible 10.7 9.7 3.8 10.2 6.1 15.7 19.1

Financial 13.4 17.3 24.8 21.8 28.0 23.9 42.2
Source:  Luxembourg Wealth Study DB.

In poverty analysis of both income and assets, a typical approach 
involves converting assets (stock) to income-equivalent (flow).8) This 
study employs comprehensive incomization and annuitization for 
such transformation. The term “comprehensive income” covers actual 
earnings and implicit sources of income like imputed rent.9) Within 
this context, “income” refers to the total value consumable annually 
without drawing down on assets. In other words, comprehensive 
incomization reveals benefits not captured from cash income, such 
as the implicit rental income from imputed rent.10) In applying 
comprehensive incomization, this study adopts asset-specific 
methodologies. Real estate, for instance, is categorized into residential 
and non-residential types. The rent equivalent method11) is used for 
the comprehensive incomization of residential properties, whereas 
the user cost method12) is chosen for non-residential properties. For 
financial assets, this study relies on the interest income data from the 
Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions. 
Annuitization, on the other hand, diverges from comprehensive 
incomization as it involves asset consumption. One representative 
method of annuitization transforms net worth, calculated as the 
difference between total assets and liabilities, into regular pension 
payouts, which are then classified as income. In essence, annuitization 

8)	 �As posited by Yun et al.  (2017), poverty can be analyzed as a multidimensional issue. By setting distinct poverty 
lines for each dimension of income and assets, it’s possible to identify the impoverished groups and assign 
respective weights. However, a limitation of this approach is the lack of an explicit methodology to combine these 
dimensions and define the overall impoverished population.

9)	 �A classic example of imputed income is imputed rent, representing the hypothetical rent homeowners would pay 
to themselves if they were tenants. Homeowners, in essence, have the potential to spend more than wolse (monthly 
rent) tenants by the amount of this imputed rent they are not actually paying. As such, imputed rent is often cited 
as a typical form of imputed income.

10)	 �Many components of comprehensive income are not directly observable, making them difficult to estimate. 
Moreover, its calculation can differ based on research methods and available data, and achieving consensus on the 
optimal approach remains a challenge. 

11)	 �Using the method from Choi and Lim (2020), imputed rent was calculated by multiplying the sales price of a self-
occupied house by both the ratio of the jeonse price to the sale price and the conversion rate from lease to rent. 

12)	 �Utilizing the method of Lee et al.  (2015), the cost associated with self-occupied homeownership was calculated, 
considering factors such as the marginal income tax rate, the ratio of outstanding loan balances, the mortgage 
loan interest rate, various tax rates, and the anticipated increase in housing prices.
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captures benefits that, while not actively realized, become accessible 
through mechanisms that leverage owned assets like reverse 
mortgages. Analyzing old-age poverty using this approach offers 
insights into the possible economic standing attainable when fully 
leveraging one’s assets.13) 
Measuring the old-age poverty rate by incomizing assets, as shown in 
Figure 3, substantially lowers the rate compared to calculations using 
income alone. The old-age poverty rate after applying comprehensive 
incomization shows a yearly reduction of 7-8%p compared to the 
rate based on disposable income. This decline suggests that when 
assets are factored into a broader economic assessment, a substantial 
number of older individuals remain above the poverty line. In the 
case of annuitization, the decrease is even more pronounced, with a 
reduction of 14-16%p annually. These findings underscore the ability 
of older people to effectively utilize their assets to self-navigate out of 
poverty.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
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35.7
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26.7

34.8

42.3

26.3

34.7
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26.0

34.2

41.4

23.6

31.5

39.0

23.5

30.6

37.7

AnnuitizationDisposable income Comprehensive incomization

Figure 3. Old-Age Poverty Rates through Asset Incomization (Aged 65+, 2016~21)

Source: �Author’s calculation based on the “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” (2017~22) by Statistics 
Korea.

To thoroughly examine the economic conditions of the older 
population, this study segments them into four income-asset 
categories. It should be noted that the definition of “poor” can 
vary depending on whether it is based on disposable income or 
comprehensive income. Specifically, a senior might be classified as 

13)	 �In annuitization, life expectancy dictates the pension amount. Hence, among individuals with equivalent net 
assets, seniors with a shorter life expectancy would receive a more substantial pension than younger or middle-
aged individuals. This could potentially result in an underestimation of the old-age poverty rate. Furthermore, 
given Korea’s cultural emphasis on preserving wealth for future generations, the idea of using all assets for 
annuitization might not align with prevailing norms.

When incorporating both 
income and assets into 
the analysis, the old-age 
poverty rate determined 
by asset incomization is 
markedly lower than that 
derived from income 
alone but remains elevated. 
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poor based on disposable income but not when evaluated using 
comprehensive income. Such a scenario arises when a senior, despite 
a low income, has cash flows from owned assets that push them 
above the poverty threshold. Older people deemed poor according to 
disposable income are labeled “low-income, low-asset” if they also fall 
below the poverty line based on comprehensive income. Conversely, 
if they remain above the comprehensive income threshold, they 
are categorized as “low-income, high-asset.” The classification is 
completed with the additional categories “high-income, high-asset” 
and “high-income, low-asset.”14) 
Figure 4 depicts the trends of these four elderly groups based on their 
income and assets. The share of the low-income, high-asset group 
remains steady at about 10% throughout the entire survey period. 
The percentage of the low-income, low-asset group has decreased 
from 33.8% in 2016 to 27.7% in 2021, yet remains elevated. In terms 
of income, both the low-income, high-asset and low-income, low-
asset groups belong to the low-income category, but their assets 
differ considerably in size. Given that economic status hinges on both 
income and assets, the economically vulnerable are best identified 
as those in the low-income, low-asset category within the low-
income bracket. Older people in this group face financial challenges 
due to scarcity in both income and assets, underscoring the need for 
additional government support.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

33.8 32.3 32.6 32.0 28.9 27.7

10.1

59.3

2.92.9
10.2

58.2

2.72.7
9.6

56.1

2.32.3
9.5

55.7

2.22.2
10.1

55.0

2.62.6
10.0

54.2

2.02.0

20
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80

100

0

(%)

Low-income/low-asset Low-income/high-asset
High-income/low-asset High-income/high-asset

Figure 4. Portfolio of Income and Asset of the Elderly (Aged 65+, 2016~21)

Note: �Low income refers to individuals classified as impoverished based on disposable income, whereas low asset 
pertains to those considered impoverished when assessing comprehensive income.

Source: �Author’s calculation based on the “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” (2017~22) by Statistics 
Korea.

14)	 �If an individual is not classified as impoverished based on disposable income but is considered so under 
comprehensive income, they are categorized as high-income, low-asset. They are grouped as high-income, high-
asset if they are not poor in either criterion.
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Korea’s international ranking in old-age poverty stays high when 
assessed through asset incomization. For a global comparison, 
this study analyzes old-age poverty rates, determined by asset 
incomization from different countries, using data from the Luxembourg 
Income Study.15) Figure 5 presents the old-age poverty rates for 
eight countries,16) including Korea, based on disposable income, 
comprehensive incomization, and annuitization. Anglo-American 
nations show a marked reduction in old-age poverty rates when asset 
incomization is considered. In contrast, continental European regions, 
known for their generous public transfers, see minimal change in 
rates due to asset incomization. When assets are considered, Korea 
experiences a notable reduction in its rate, narrowing the disparity 
with other countries, though it continues to rank higher. These 
findings underscore the marked differences in old-age poverty levels 
between Korea and other countries, even when taking a holistic view 
that includes both income and assets.

(%)
50

40

30

20

10

0
Korea Australia US Germany UK Italy Finland Norway

Disposable income Comprehensive incomization Annuitization

Figure 5. International Comparison of Old-Age Poverty Rates Based on Asset Incomization
(Aged 65+, 2016~17)

Note: �Based on Wave X of the Luxembourg Income Study, the data for Korea, Germany, and the UK is as of 2017, 
while the data for all other countries is as of 2016.

Source: �Author’s calculation based on the “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” by Statistics Korea 
and LWS DB by Luxembourg Income Study.

15)	 �The old-age poverty rate after asset incomization was calculated using the method from Lee et al.  (2023). 

16)	 �Korea was compared with OECD member countries, namely the US, Australia, Germany, the UK, Italy, Finland, and 
Norway, whose data are comparable through the Luxembourg Income Study’s LWS DB.

Korea’s old-age poverty 
rate, evaluated using both 
income and assets, still 
ranks among the highest 
in the world.
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The analysis presented earlier, which focused on inter-generational 
poverty rates among older adults, requires reevaluation by 
incorporating assets into the equation. When factoring in assets, the 
differences within the low-income, low-asset group become more 
pronounced across generations, especially among those born in the 
1940s and earlier.
Figure 6 displays the proportions of the vulnerable low-income, low-
asset group broken down by generation. The generational disparities 
in Figure 6 are more apparent than those in Figure 2. As of 2021, 
individuals born in the late 1930s and early 1940s exhibit poverty rates 
above 50% when measured by disposable income alone. However, 
when assets are taken into consideration, these rates decline to 
45.9% for the late 1930s-born and 37.2% for the early 1940s-born. 
This pattern persists across other generations, with the later-born 
generations showing a smaller proportion of vulnerable individuals 
than their predecessors.

Born in the late 1930s Born in the early 1940s Born in the late 1940s
Born in the early 1950s Born in the late 1950s

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

11.6
16.2
25.5

38.8

48.4

12.2

17.5
27.3

38.3

46.1

11.7

18.7

29.8

40.3

47.1

12.7

19.1

31.9

40.7

47.4

13.1

18.9
29.6

37.7

45.7

13.2

19.7

31.6

37.2

45.9

50

40

20

30

10

(%)

Figure 6. Rates of the Low-Income, Low-Asset Elderly by Generation (2016~21)

Source: �Author’s calculation based on the “Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions” (2017~22) by Statistics 
Korea.

The variation in the proportion of vulnerable elderly across 
generations, when considering both income and assets, indicates that 
economic circumstances are not consistent among older generations. 
Such a gap becomes particularly evident when comparing those born 
before 1950 to their later-born counterparts. As of 2021, the proportion 
of the low-income, low-asset group from the 1940s and earlier exceeds 
30%, whereas that of those from the 1950s stands below 20%. This 
data suggests a distinct difference in old-age poverty patterns for 
cohorts born before versus after 1950.

When incorporating 
assets into the analysis, 
the share of the low-
income, low-asset varies 
significantly across 
generations, particularly 
among those born in the 
1940s and earlier. 



As
se

ss
in

g 
Ol

d-
Ag

e 
Po

ve
rty

 w
ith

 In
co

m
e 

an
d 

As
se

ts
: G

en
er

at
io

na
l In

sig
ht

s a
nd

 P
ol

icy
 D

ire
ct

io
ns

12

Differences in old-age poverty across generations, even when 
accounting for income and assets, can be traced back to Korea’s 
rapid economic growth and the varying maturity levels of the old-
age security system among elderly cohorts. Figure 7 displays the 
lifelong GNI per capita for five specific birth cohorts: 1935, 1940, 1945, 
1950, and 1955. Though separated only by five years, these cohorts 
exhibit substantial differences in GNI per capita throughout their 
lives. For instance, at age 30, the 1945 cohort had a GNI per capita of 
$613, whereas the 1950 cohort’s GNI per capita was nearly threefold 
at $1,699. This disparity continues throughout their respective 
lifespans.17) The data consistently shows that each generation’s income 
level is generally lower than the one that follows. The 1960s and 1970s 
marked a period of soaring land prices and stark income inequality 
(Lee and Hwang, 1998), which suggests that those born before 1950 
were more likely to encounter higher rates of poverty due to their 
lower income levels and obstacles in asset accumulation compared 
to subsequent generations. In addition, the varying progression of 
the old-age security system’s development across these cohorts 
has influenced these generational disparities. With the national 
pension only being extended to the entire population in 1998, earlier 
generations had shorter enrollment durations and consequently 
received reduced benefits, leading to inadequate retirement income.18)

1935 1940 1945 1950 1955
Age

(dollar)

10,000

15,000

5,000

0

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Figure 7. Lifelong Per Capita GNI for Birth-Year Cohorts

Note: �The data covers only the period from 1953 onwards, as that's when the per capita GNI collection began.
Source: �Author's calculations based on Bank of Korea’s ECOS.

17)	 �The disparity in educational attainment across generations is also linked to Korea’s rapid economic advancement. 
As per the 2022 Survey of Household Finances and Living Conditions, 43.5% of individuals in their 70s (born in 
the late 1940s) had achieved an education level of primary school graduation or below. Conversely, within the 
baby boomer cohort born in the late 1950s, this rate diminished to 16.8%, with a notable 20.8% having completed 
university education.

18)	 �According to recent National Pension Statistics, there is a sharp increase in individuals who have contributed to 
the National Pension for over 20 years, consequently leading to a rise in the number of recipients receiving over 2 
million won per month. 

The difference in levels 
of old-age poverty across 
generations can be 
attributed to the inter-
generational income 
disparity caused by rapid 
economic growth and 
the differing maturity 
levels of retirement 
security systems for each 
generation.
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Severe old-age poverty, ranking among the highest in the OECD, poses 
a grave social issue for Korea. While factoring in asset incomization 
reduces the poverty rate compared to measurements based solely 
on disposable income, the rate remains alarmingly high on an 
international scale. The crux of Korean old-age poverty is the high 
proportion of the older demographic that falls into the vulnerable low-
income, low-asset category. Most of these individuals were born in the 
1940s or earlier, which means they are now advanced in age and in 
urgent need of government intervention. 
Korea’s hallmark poverty alleviation measure for the elderly is the 
Basic Pension program. This initiative provides pension payouts to 
about 70% of the elderly population, in line with its policy goal of 
countering the high rate of old-age poverty. However, given Korea’s 
rapidly aging population, the Basic Pension is set to face escalating 
fiscal challenges due to the rising number of beneficiaries. Moreover, 
the program fails to effectively supplement the incomes of the most 
vulnerable elderly. Future strategies should thus focus on providing 
targeted assistance to these high-risk groups, ensuring they receive 
more robust support.
To this end, the income support mechanism should downsize the 
eligibility criteria for beneficiaries, placing emphasis on their capacity 
to monetize assets. Seniors in the low-income, high-asset group 
can leverage policies like housing or farmland pensions to pull 
themselves out of poverty. Accurately determining one’s financial 
standing based on income and asset securitization becomes vital in 
this regard. Specifically, in addition to efforts to publicize and inform 
the elderly about asset-backed pension arrangements, the beneficiary 
pool of the Basic Pension should be scaled down. Such a reduction 
involves replacing the converted value of assets into income within 
pensionable earnings with potential income that might arise from 
asset securitization during the pension application process.
In order to prioritize financial assistance to those in most need, the 
Basic Pension should be earmarked solely for elderly individuals 
below a specific threshold of asset-adjusted pensionable earnings. 
Adopting this strategy would particularly benefit those born in the 
1940s or earlier. Besides typically being less affluent, these individuals 
have not fully reaped the benefits of the National Pension in the way 
that later generations have, largely due to Korea’s rapid economic 
growth. To guarantee stable retirement income for them, the Basic 
Pension needs adjustment. Eligibility should depend on a set 

Ⅳ.
Policy Directions 
for Old-Age Poverty

To provide targeted 
assistance for the most 
vulnerable, the Basic 
Pension should be 
based on asset-adjusted 
pensionable earnings, 
reducing the support for 
seniors in the low-income, 
high-asset category. 
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percentage of pensionable income, which would enhance benefits 
for qualified individuals. This method would also naturally shrink the 
Basic Pension’s recipient pool as wealthier generations from the 1950s 
and onward become eligible. Redirecting a significant portion of the 
funds set aside for the first-tier pension to other elderly care programs 
would be a strategic move to elevate the overall well-being of the 

older demographic. 
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