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The articles in this special issue highlight recurring deficiencies within South Korea’s
social security system, yet the perspectives and conceptualisations of poverty and
inequality discussed and policy solutions explored are of relevance to many
countries across the world, particularly those with developed welfare systems.
South Korea's welfare system is of particular interest in this respect as it is relatively
recently developed - for example, the Korean National Pension ('Kukmin Yeonkum’)
was only introduced in 1988 - and has been largely based on an insurance-based
contributory system. This left a number of ‘blind spots/, in particular affecting those
who had not been able to fully contribute, either because of their age, the insecure
nature of their work or other family and caring responsibilities. More recently,
especially since the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s, a number of social
assistance schemes aimed at protecting those for whom social insurance has failed
to provide adequate minimum incomes have been introduced. But even so, severe
gaps in provision have gone unaddressed.

The first article, by Taiwon Ha (Ha, 2024), addresses the pressing issue of old-age
poverty. Mitigating old-age poverty in a rapidly ageing population while maintaining
fiscal sustainability is a problem facing many developed countries. It is a particular
problem is South Korea. Korea has the highest OECD (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development) poverty rate for the over-65s, with around 40 per
cent below the OECD poverty line (based on 50 per cent of median income). Ha's
analysis indicates the positive impact of revisions to Korea's public pension system
on elder financial stability, yet a substantial segment of older adults, particularly
those over 75, remain inadequately supported. This is primarily because the over-
75s were unable to build up enough entitlements for the new contribution-based
pension system while also lacking adequate coverage from tax-financed social
assistance (the Basic Pension) schemes and other transfers. Ha finds that since 2003
the situation has improved for those aged 65-74, whereas it has worsened for those
aged 75 and above. Poverty rates for those aged 75 or over and living alone were as
high 83 per centin 2020 (Ha, 2024: 13). This is in line with recent research
highlighting the importance of intergenerational co-residence and transfers in
protecting Korean older adults from relying solely on low levels of public pension
benefits (Ku and Kim, 2020). Ha inspects both poverty rate and poverty depth (the
poverty gap) and finds that public pension payments and public transfers have
helped decrease the average depth of poverty, yet they could not sufficiently reduce
the poverty rate for those aged 75 and over (Ha, 2024: 15). Eradicating such high
poverty rates for a group with an increasing share of the population will demand
significant policy changes that past administrations have promised but not
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delivered. Recent studies have found that the Korean pension system, characterised
by modest benefits and generous disregards of labour market earnings and
transfers, does not provide clear work disincentives (Lee et al, 2019), and Hu argues
that future policies should increase benefit levels as well as consider further work
incentives for ‘younger old’ Koreans (aged 65-74) with the necessary physical and
psychological capabilities. Whether labour market support can indeed deliver better
lives for many South Koreans aged 65 or over remains to be further explored.

This theme is further developed in the second article. Pensioner poverty represents
one the biggest Korean welfare blind spots, which Nari Park and Kyoseong Kim see
as a consequence of a social security system based primarily on social insurance
and minimal social assistance across the life course (Park and Kim, 2024). The
authors explore the potential for poverty alleviation of three policies: the KRW
300,000 per month Universal Basic Income (UBI) advocated by the Basic Income
Korean Network (BIKN); the KRW 250,000 quarterly UBI proposed by the former
presidential candidate Lee Jae-myung; and finally the means-tested Seoul Safety
Income (SI) scheme, targeted at households earning less than 85 per cent of the
median income and with assets of less than KRW 326 million, who would have their
cash benefits replaced by a level of assistance equal to half of the shortfall between
household and median income. Park and Kim analyse the cost-effectiveness, and
poverty- and inequality-reduction potential of these three schemes for the whole
population as well as specific demographics. All would result in greater poverty
reduction compared to the current system, but Sl is more cost-effective at reducing
absolute poverty (the subsistence level according to South Korea's National Basic
Living Security Act), while UBIs are more effective at reducing relative poverty
(defined as 50 per cent of median income) and the BIKN UBI would be particularly
beneficial for women and elderly heads of households, identified at highest risk by
Ha (Park and Kim, 2024: 14; Ha, 2024: 22).

Echoing previous debates on UBI in this journal (JPSJ, 31(1)) by Reed et al

(2023a; 2023b) and Hirsch (2023a; 2023b), this special issue then turns to the issue
of public support for poverty reduction and greater taxation in South Korea. Choi's
article explores attitudes towards income redistribution, universal welfare and
welfare financing (Choi, 2024). The analysis suggests that differences in welfare
attitudes are related to intergenerational differences as well as social exclusion
(Choi, 2024: 28). Moreover, the article finds that those born before 1957, which Ha
as well as Park and Kim identified as most in need for social security reform, are far
from being the most in favour of a more generous welfare system (Choi, 2024: 10).
In the last article, Weon, Pomati and Nandy turn to multidimensional child poverty
(Weon et al, 2024). They find that key basic needs such as food and clothing are
being met for most children in Korea, while leisure deprivation (measured by being
to afford items such as outdoor leisure equipment, regular leisure activities, inviting
friends home to play and eat, and celebrating special occasions) is considerably
more prevalent, affecting up to a quarter of all children (Weon et al, 2024: 12). The
official monetary child poverty estimate (12 per cent) in 2018 is roughly in line with


https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0005
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0013
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0013
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0012
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0008
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0008
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0009
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0002
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0003
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0011
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0011
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0011
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0014
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jpsj/aop/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020/article-10.1332-17598273Y2024D000000020.xml#CIT0014

the percentage who experience both low income and six or more deprivations, a
joint cut-off they derive using the Consensual Approach methodology (Mack and
Lansley, 1985; Gordon, 2006; Pomati and Nandy, 2020). However, 44 per cent of
children are either on low income or experience six or more deprivations. The
authors argue that relying solely on monetary poverty measures hides the true
extent of unmet need in South Korea and that the current official monetary poverty
line may be set too low to assess the effectiveness of benefits in preventing child
deprivation. They conclude that many of the more prevalent child leisure activities
deprivations could be tackled by cash transfers and in-kind benefits. Families would
also benefit from expanding matched-savings programmes such as the ‘Didim-Seed
Account’ (Weon et al, 2024: 24).
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