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1. Aging and its Effects

Korea has bocome an aged society with the share of population aged over 65(elderly 

ratio) exceeding 14% of the whole population in August 2017 (14.8% in 2018), and 

is about to become a super-aged society with elderly ratio exceeding 20% in 2026. 

The elderly ratios of the major countries (as of 2015) are high at 21.2% in Germany, 

17.8% in the UK, 26.3% in Japan, and 14.8% in the US (OECD average of 16.2%), 

but Korea is the fastest in terms of ageing speed.

The main causes of aging are ➊ longevity and ➋ low fertility rate, and the reason 

why Korea’s ageing speed is faster than that of the major countries is due to faster 

longevity and lower fertility rate. First, longevity is a phenomenon of the increase in 

life expectancy, and Korea’s life expectancy has increased by 20.4 years (0.43 years 

annually) from 62.3 years in 1970 to 82.7 years in 2017 over 47 years of period. In 

contrast, increase in life expectancy of OECD countries over the same period is 

somewhat smaller than that of Korea, with 11.2 years (0.24 years annually) for men 
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and 10.2 years (0.22 years annually) for women. Second, the number of annual births 

in Korea has decreased to less than 40 million after 2016 (40.6 million) and has become 

as low as 32.7 million in 2018, resulting in a total fertility rate of 0.98, the lowest since 

the beginning of statistical record. Among OECD countries, 11 countries experienced 

ultra low fertility rate (less than 1.3), but all countries except Korea have escaped from 

ultra low fertility rate (1.89 in the United States in 2015, 1.39 in Germany and 1.40 

in Japan). Therefore, low fertility rate in Korea appears more serious.

As a result of ageing, various phenomena can emerge: ➊ economic recession ➋ growth 

in silver industry ➌ income decline ➍ increase in sick period and ➎ increase in social 

security burden. First, in terms of industries, the economic downturns, shown as 

economic growth rate and real investment growth rate, are extended, but silver industry 

is expected to grow (annual growth of 13.1% over 2015-2020). Second, in terms of 

households, there is a risk of facing elderly poverty due to the income cliff (household 

incomes over 60’s of age is 51.5% of household incomes of 50’s). Moreover, the 

increase in the length of illness is expected to lead to a sharp increase in medical 

and long-term care insurance expenses for seniors (from 2010 to 2017, medical 

expenses have increased by 10.7% annually and long-term care insurance expenses 

have increased by 15.0% annually). Third, the government has increased welfare 

spendings in response to the ageing population, but faces limitations on additional 

spendings due to the increase in national debt.

2. The Population Policy and Implications of Major Countries

The policies of major countries can be divided into the policy of ‘response to ageing 

society’ and ‘improvement of fertility rate’. These polices have great implications for 

Korea in terms of reducing elderly poverty and raising fertility rates.

First of all, social security and employment policies applied to the elderly, were the 

key policies responding to the aging society. Through these policies, most of developed 

countries have alleviated elderly poverty problems. Specifically, the government 

augmented social security strengthening income and health security (removing the blind 

spot and raising the level of protection) for the elderly, and conducted structural 



reorganization of employment and industry in the long run as a response to the reduction 

in production population following the transition to the aging society. As a result, the 

elderly poverty rate (between 2014 and 2017) in OECD countries was 12.5%, not much 

different from the overall poverty rate, 11.5%. On the contrary, in Korea, the difference 

is large (as of 2017, 43.8% for the elderly and 17.4% for the total). 

Second, with regard to raising fertility rate, socio-cultural and policy factors  contributed 

to the success in high fertility countries. However, public and private partnership and 

long-term fertility policies over 20 to 30 years should also be mentioned. To be specific, 

France, Sweden and the United States increased fertility rates by providing social and 

cultural policies such as gender equality, multi-cultural family and immigration, and 

policy support such as the implementation of work-life balance, support for child care 

(subsidies and tax benefits to individuals and companies encouraging parental leave), 

and public and private partnership (industry support for family policy such as leave of 

absence). In terms of fertility improvement and years taken, France increased the fertility 

rate from 1.66 in 1993 to 1.98 in 2014, and Sweden from 1.50 in 1999 to 1.91 in 

2014, and it took them 21 years and 15 years, respectively.

In this regard, comprehensive and detailed review on the related policies of advanced 

countries is required, as the policy effects have been limited for the population policies 

responding to the ageing society and raising the fertility rate in Korea. Korea has 

implemented various policies for ageing society: basic pensions (2008), housing and 

farmland pensions (2007), long-term care insurance (2008), and state liability system 

on dementia (2017) but there were still limitations as elderly poverty and blind spots 

persisted. In addition, Korean government has implemented the support for pregnancy 

and childbirth (increase in maternity leave benefits in 2017) and support for work-family 

balance (expanding free childcare in 2019) as policies to improve fertility rate achieving 

short-term yet limited policy effects. Therefore, in-depth review on policy success in 

developed countries is required.
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