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Foreword
Population ageing entails a change in the population 
structure. It is a common issue worldwide.
Each country, including the ASEM partners, has made 
efforts to cope not only with demographic changes but 
also with human rights issues of older persons that 
have emerged with the increase in the population of 
older persons. After recommending policies such as the 
“UN Principles for Older Persons (1991)” and the 
“Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (2002),” 
the international society organized the UN Open-Ended 
Working Group on Ageing (OEWGA, 2011) and has made 
efforts to review the necessity of a new convention to 
ensure  human rights of older persons.

The majority of perspectives on ageing, however, are 
still focused on predicting financial burdens such as the 
old-age dependency ratio or the deterioration of 
national account. Also, ageing is often illustrated as a 
fear of being excluded from the labor market and the 
mainstream society, suffering from poverty and 
isolation. 

Perspectives on older persons are not much different. 
Older persons are often classified into specific age 
groups and perceived as a common population with the 
same characteristics and needs, meaning that the 
diversity and nature of individuals are overlooked by 
the society. Thus, it is easy for us to mistake the 
problems of older persons and ageing, which we will all 
experience, as issues limited to a specific age group.

Issue Focus, published by the ASEM Global Ageing 
Center starting this year, aims to recognize older 
persons as persons who experience the stages of the life 
cycle and to serve the role of presenting various 
perspectives focused on the dignity and quality of life. 
We hope that Issue Focus provides an opportunity for 
our society to better understand human rights of older 
persons and expand them to all areas of our lives.



From this perspective, we will focus on topics related to human rights of older persons in each 
issue to broaden our grasp of human rights of older persons. In particular, we put much effort 
into selecting a topic for this premier issue. After considerable thought and discussion, we 
selected “gender and ageing” as the topic for this first Issue Focus.

Gender issues are more than just agenda faced by half of the global population. They are not 
only related to all areas of our society and identity, but are also of great importance to 
population ageing and human rights of older persons.

A gender perspective presents a new viewpoint to observe the male-oriented social and 
institutional structures through the lens of equality. It presents the causes of the inequality and 
poverty that women face throughout their lives by bringing up their social contributions and 
the value of their labor to unpaid care and work, which have been perceived as areas for women 
only. The gender perspective is not interpreted solely from a female perspective. The causes of 
the higher rates of suicide and early death for men around the globe as compared to women 
can also be understood through a gender dimension.

As such, the gender perspective will contribute to bringing about integrated approaches and 
changes through which we can fundamentally understand the problems of ageing and human 
rights of older persons and find a way forward by presenting perspectives on older persons as 
individuals in connection with the social structure.

The year 2020 is the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration which was adopted in the 
United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women. This is an important year in which we can 
boost our efforts to ensure women’s rights and gender equality in the international society. 
I hope this first Issue Focus on gender and ageing will provide an opportunity for us to link 
ageing and gender equality to search for changes and ways to achieve equality together.

May this first publication of Issue Focus, be the catalyst for efforts to present diverse 
perspectives and thoughts to not only the 53 ASEM partners, but also to the international 
society and solicit intergenerational solidarity in all ages.

Eun-Hee Chi
Executive Director, ASEM Global Ageing Center
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Introduction
The world is undergoing profound and raid demographic changes. 
Declining fertility and increasing longevity in virtually every country result in 
growing numbers and percentage of the population of older persons1. In 
2018, for the first time the population aged 65 or over worldwide 
outnumbered children under age five. As of 2019, approximately nine 
percent of the world population is aged 65 or over, and the proportion of 
older persons is projected to reach nearly 12 percent in 2030, 16 percent in 
2050 and it could reach nearly 23 percent by 21002. 

Population ageing tends to accompany the feminization of old age 
worldwide. Thanks to women’s longevity advantage over men, women 
constitute a larger share of the older population. They make up 55 percent 
of the world population aged 65 or over and 62 percent of the population 
aged 80 or over3, and as life expectancy rises, this proportion will increase4. 
However, although women tend to live longer, their experience and process 
in ageing are different from those of men. Men and women age differently, 
both physically and physiologically as well as emotionally and socially.5 In 
this regard, looking at the gender dimension of ageing is integral to 
understand the phenomenon of population ageing, to address and respond 
challenges of both men and women in the ageing society6. 

However, issues of gender and older persons are usually studied 
separately7, which leads to the lack of efforts and studies to address ageing 
in gendered dimensions. Although Feminism and a gender perspective 
have largely contributed to understanding and addressing on multiple 
forms of inequality in the international society, most of the attention has 
been focused on productivity and reproductivity such as empowerment of 
younger generation—education of girls, maternal health or sexual 
violence8, while particular challenges that older women faces have been 
often overlooked.  

Overview
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Recently, there are increasing efforts and awareness to link gender and ageing in a human 
rights perspective and to understand ageing is also a  gender issue, which propose to highlight 
how gendered structure affects older women throughout their whole lives. To link gender and 
ageing suggests to expand the spectrum of understanding ageing and older persons, which has 
been observed in male-oriented angles and perspectives in general for a long time. In turn, it 
highlights multi-fold inequalities that older women have been experiencing from birth to later 
life in all aspects of their lives; it sheds light on the fact that older women’s disadvantages do 
not suddenly occur in their old age nor solely by their longer life expectancy than men but are 
the cumulative results over the life course9. 

In social and cultural contexts in the gender dimension, women are likely to face limited access 
to education, employment, nutrition, healthcare, social services and resources, which often 
result in poverty, poor health condition, abuse, violence or social exclusion. The cumulative 
disadvantages are likely to continue and even aggravate as they age.

In this light, it is crucial to understand the gender dimension of ageing when it comes to 
understand better specific challenges that older women experience. Given that the gender 
perspective suggests us to link an individual to the social, cultural and political structure, it 
allows us to understand women’s cumulative disadvantages in view of the deeply rooted 
gender gap in every field of the society. This report highlights economic security of women 
and gender-mainstreaming in old age dealing with women’s income security in a human 
rights perspective, pension systems and reforms, unpaid care and active ageing.

“Women comprise the majority of older persons in all but a few countries. They are 

more likely than men to be poorer in old age and more likely to face discrimination. 

Moreover, their contributions as care-givers—for example, to grandchildren orphaned 

by AIDS— are often overlooked and underpaid, if paid at all.”10  
- Kofi Annan, Former UN Secretary-General, “International Year of Older Persons”, 1999 -
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Gender and Income Security
Income security is recognized as the most essential rights for an individual especially in old 
age for dignity and an adequate standard of living. Despite the importance of the income 
security for older persons, older women who make up the majority of the population of older 
persons worldwide have had multiple disadvantages compared to older men. Older 
women’s major income sources are from their spouses or children, and even if they earn a 
living by participating in a labor market, most of the works they are engaged in are likely to 
be informal, under-paid, and unstable, not to mention that their lower participation and 
continuity in the labor market. The financial dependence on family or the lower participation 
in paid work limit their access to pension and opportunities for savings. Moreover, women 
are more likely to face limited access to land, housing and other assets, which make them 
end up with more financially vulnerable than men particularly in old age.

The accumulated disadvantages of women over the life course can be observed in the 
pension system, which is the most important and representative measure for income 
security in old age. Globally, about half of retirees receive an old-age pension11, and most of 
the ASEM partners have pension system on individuals’ contributory basis, but due to 
women’s lower wages, part-time work and career breaks for family care, they have less 
access to pensions and lower pension benefits than men. 
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Some of the countries in ASEM, including Germany, Sweden, the Republic of Korea, provide a 
credit for a certain period to compensate women’s career breaks due to child care. In addition, 
many of the ASEM partners introduced social pensions which are tax-funded pensions, paid to all 
older persons above a certain age, such as China, Denmark, the Netherlands, Thailand, and Viet 
Nam. However, the benefit levels are low and inadequate to sustain the recipients’ living in most 
of the countries. 

Gender and Unpaid Care Work
Although women’s income security is affected by the multi-dimensional and intersectional social 
structure, a gender role lies in the core regarding women’s economic disadvantages. A gender 
role, which has been deeply rooted in the international society, directly affects women’s labor 
participation as well as types of work.  In this context, unpaid care is still largely deemed to be 
women’s work. According to ILO, women perform three-quarters of unpaid care work, which 
continue in older age. Even in older age, women do unpaid care work more than twice the amount 
that older men do. In a survey of the Republic of Korea, in regard to the reasons why they left the 
workplace, the male respondents’ major reasons were “shutdown, closing of the business, or 
layoff” while the majority of the female respondents quit their job “to take care of the family”12. 
Likewise, the “gender care gap” not only triggers gender disparity in income security by limiting 
access to pension, employment, earnings, or other assets, but also affects older women’s mental 
and physical health. It is likely to increase older women’s health risks and depression, isolation, 
worry and exhaustion. In the United Kingdom, nearly a third of informal old carers experience 
loneliness and difficulty in sustaining social networks 13, and nearly half report a decline in mental 
wellbeing14. The negative impact on mental and physical damage is often underestimated, and in 
case the carer feels unacknowledged, the damages and risks are likely to high.
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Conclusion
This year, we celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 
which was adopted in the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995) and became a 
turning point of the global movement for gender equality. It declared “women’s rights are human 
rights” and set forth action plans and frameworks to “promote women’s economic independence, 
including employment, and eradicate the persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women 
by addressing the structural causes of poverty through changes in economic structures”. It also 
stressed the importance of gender mainstreaming in all aspects of policies to achieve gender 
equality and protect women’s rights. 25 years later of today, we still have a long way to go to tackle 
the worldwide gender gap particularly regarding income and care work.  In order to achieve the 
goals, mainstreaming gender in ageing policies and in every field of policies are needed. Policy 
responses based on gender impact and an individual’s life course from early age to old age are the 
key to full enjoyment of human rights and dignity of all ages, as well as to actualize the sustainable 
development of the international society.

Ageing and Gender-mainstreaming
We all experience ageing in the life course, but shape of the experience is largely different 
between women and men. An accumulation of lifelong experience in gender inequality not 
only gives a negative impact on human rights of women particularly in older age but also on 
human rights of all ages in that poverty, exclusion and decline of the wellbeing of the majority 
of the older age population directly and indirectly damage the sustainable development of 
the society. In this regard, it is urgent and significant to mainstream gender in every aspect of 
the policies by redesigning policies from a gender-sensitive perspective as well as assessing 
the impact of the policies by gender. To that end, comprehensive policy measures are needed 
including to develop gender-responsive pension systems by providing universal and social 
pension as well as providing child birth and care credits for women, as well as to reform labor 
market providing opportunities for women not to give up their work due to family care. Also, 
the contributions of unpaid carers of all ages should be valued as a critical part of the 
economy and reflected in policies. 
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Population ageing has a strong gender dimension because there are more 
older women than older men: in 2020, 335 million older women ‒ defined as 
those aged 60 years old or over - and 295 million older men are living in the 
Asia-Pacific region. The imbalance is even more pronounced in the age group 
of 80 years or over with 47 million women and only 11 million men1.
Ensuring the human rights of older women is crucial for achieving the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development with its call to leave no-one behind. 

Demographic background
Demographic factors are the reasons why there are more older women than 
older men: In 2020, women’s life expectancy at birth in the Asia-Pacific region 
is 4.6 years higher than men’s: while men’s life expectancy at birth is 71.5 
years, women’s is 76.1 years. In several countries, women can expect to live 
more than 8 years longer than men. Because of socio-cultural preferences 
that men often marry younger women, women are more likely to be 
widowed and live alone when they are older. Available data show that in 
almost all countries in the Asia-Pacific region, the percentage of women aged 
65 years or over living alone is higher than that of men. In Indonesia, for 
example, 15.3 percent of women aged 65 years or over live in a one-person 
household compared to 4.6 percent of men2. The gap becomes even more 
significant in the age group of 80 years or over.  
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Older women and human rights
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)3  or the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights4  are of particular relevance related to income security for older women and are 
human rights instruments that apply to all ages. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities ensure the rights of older persons with disabilities. A specific human rights instrument 
dedicated to older persons does not exist yet, but there are discussions on it in the United Nations 
Open-ended Working Group on Ageing for the purpose of strengthening the protection of the 
human rights of older persons5. 

In CEDAW, Article 2, States parties committed to prohibit all discrimination against women and to 
establish legal protection of the rights of women. In Article 11, States parties commit to elimination of 
discrimination in the field of employment, the right to work as an “inalienable right of all human 
beings”, the right to equal remuneration and the right to social security “particularly in cases of 
retirement, unemployment, sickness, invalidity and old age and other incapacity to work, as well as 
the right to paid leave”. 

In the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural rights, States parties recognize 
the right to work “which includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by 
work” (Article 6). States Parties also recognize the right of everyone to social security, including 
social insurance (Article 9). It also recognizes the right of an adequate standard of living and to be 
free from hunger (Article 11). 

Outcome documents from major United Nations conferences and summits, such as the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, including its Sustainable Development Goal 5 to achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls, the 2002 Madrid International Plan of Action 
on Ageing and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action provide further guidance and action 
points to ensure the human rights of older women. In addition, income security for older women 
was discussed as an emerging issue during the Third Regional Asia-Pacific Review and Appraisal 
of the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing in 2017 and may be brought to the fore of the 
Fourth Regional Asia-pacific Review and Appraisal in 2022. 

Income sources of older women 
in Asia and the Pacific
A large proportion of older women in the Asia-Pacific region is financially dependent on their spouses 
or children, or they state that they have no income at all (see [Table 1]). In Myanmar, Philippines, and 
Thailand, transfers from children are the most important income source for older women. More 
older women than men depend on transfers from children. 
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Underlying reasons for women’s 
financial dependence
A key factor why older women often are financially dependent is their lower labour force 
participation, which (a) limits their potential to build savings in working age, (b) reduces their 

Income from work is the second most important income source in Myanmar, Philippines, and Thailand, 
and it is more important for men than for women. In Myanmar and Thailand, contributory pensions 
play a small role, which is different in the Philippines. In the Republic of Korea, work income is the most 
important income source for men and women, although the Republic of Korea has a pension system 
with high coverage, consisting of a universal basic pension and a contributory pension. 

In India, 58.7 percent of older women and 26.0 percent of older men state that they have “no income” 
and report that they are fully or partially dependent6. Data from several ASEAN countries also 
confirms that older women generally have lower incomes than men and/or the poverty rates of older 
women are higher than those of older men7. 

[Table 1] Main sources of income by older persons (aged 60 years or over) (percentage) 
in select countries of the Asia-Pacific region, latest available years

Note: The answer categories vary in each country. (.) not applicable
Sources: Knodel, John and HelpAge International. "The Situation of Older Persons in Myanmar", Results from the 2012 Survey of 
Older Persons (Revised 2014)". HelpAge International: 2014; Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia and Demographic 
Research and Development Foundation, Inc. "Ageing and Health in the Philippines", 2019; Chung, Kyunghee, “Survey of Older 
Persons 2017”. Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs: 2017; College of Population Studies Chulalongkorn University and 
HelpAge International. "The Situation of Thailand's Older Population. An Update based on the 2014 Survey of Older Persons in 
Thailand", HelpAge International: 2015.
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access to pensions and (c) reduces their chances to continue to generate income from work when 
they are older. 

Despite significant increases in women’s labour force participation, gender gaps in labour market 
participation persist in the Asia-Pacific region. In many countries in the region, women continue to 
face barriers to work in the formal labour market which includes the expectation that they provide 
unpaid care services instead of pursuing paid work8. In most countries of the region, less than 50 
percent of women between 25 and 54 years old participate in the labour force ([Figure 1]). In least 
developed countries such as Nepal, Solomon Islands, and Cambodia (listed according to the level 
of labour force participation), women’s labour force participation appears high because of their 
work in agriculture. Agriculture, however, is usually not covered by social security9. 

Older women are also less likely to have income from work. In the age group of 65 years or older, a 
relatively high percentage of men still work, but the gap between men’s and women’s labour force 
participation is even higher in that age group. In Sri Lanka, for example, only 15 percent of older 
women participate in the labour force, compared to 40 percent of older men. Older women face 
even more barriers and negative attitudes to labour force participation than younger women do. 

Many older persons who work do so out of necessity rather than the desire to work, particularly 
when coverage of pensions is limited10. In the Asia-Pacific region, 86.5 percent of working men 
who are aged 65 years or over and 85.9 percent of women are in informal employment11. 

Source: International Labour Organization, ILOSTAT online database. Available from: https://ilostat.ilo.org/. 
Accessed 5 May 2020. 

[Figure 1] Labour force participation (percentage) (ILO modelled estimate) of males and 
females in the age groups 25-54 and 65 or over, 2020
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Moreover, women are often disadvantaged with regard to access to land, housing and other assets 
which also contributes to financial inequality between older men and women. In Myanmar, for 
example, 50.3 percent of older men own land, compared to 39.0 percent of older women12. In India, 
more older men than women hold land ‒ whether acquired or inherited, and more older men than 
women have savings13. 

Women also have less access to pensions than men, due to their lower labour force participation, 
reflected by low coverage of contributory pensions (see [Figure 2]). 

Source: International Labor Organization, World Social Protection Report 2017-19, Geneva.

Even when women are entitled to a contributory pension, benefit levels may not be high enough to 
sustain their living when they are older. While pension benefits are generally low in many countries 
of the region, women’s pension benefits tend to be lower than men’s because their salaries are on 
average lower than men’s, and women typically have shorter contribution periods resulting from 
career interruptions for child care or care for older persons and in some cases lower retirement ages. 
Only few countries in the Asia-Pacific region, such as Australia, Japan, New Zealand, and Republic of 
Korea have mechanisms in their pension system that give credits for women’s care time. 

With their dependence on children and work in the informal sector, older persons are particularly 
vulnerable to crises, including the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Older persons are most vulnerable 
for income loss resulting from lockdowns and adjusted consumer behaviour. Moreover, if younger people 
lose their income base, older persons who depend on transfers from their children will also be affected. 

[Figure 2] Mandatory level coverage of pensions (percentage) out of the working-age 
population, select countries in the Asia-Pacific region, total and women (latest available years)
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Good practices in Asia and the Pacific to ensure 
the right to income security for older women in 
Asia and the Pacific
Economic empowerment of women throughout the life cycle is crucial: women who are economically 
empowered in working-age are more likely to have incomes when they are older. These women will be 
more likely to be covered by contributory pensions, have savings, or will likely work out of choice. 
However, pension systems also have to be re-designed so that they do not perpetuate inequalities 
built-up throughout the life cycle. In addition, social protection for the current generation of older 
women is a key instrument to ensure their human right to live in dignity.

In some countries, such as the Republic of Korea, working towards gender equality throughout the life 
cycle is part of the ageing strategy. Gender equality for all ages is part of the “Third Plan for Ageing 
Society and Population”, announced in 2018. The plan aims to ensure income insecurity of older 
women by increasing women’s labour force participation and addressing gender discrimination on the 
labour market. In addition, through the programme "Support for New Middle-aged People", the 
Government is establishing a comprehensive support system for retirement preparation by providing 
retirement and jobless training and job counseling for middle-aged and “younger older” people, as well 
as a programme to support the employment of older persons14. 

The good practice examples discussed below focus on gender-responsive social protection that also 
consider the unpaid care work provided by women throughout the life cycle.

Social pensions
Social pensions are tax-funded pensions, paid to all older persons above a certain age. Although 
benefit levels are typically low and not enough to sustain the recipient’s living, they are a crucial 
tool to realize the human rights of older persons, especially the right to social security. Research 
has shown that social pensions contribute to higher self-esteem of older persons and contribute 
to ensuring lives in dignity15. Several countries in the Asia-Pacific region introduced social 
pensions, including Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, China, Fiji, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Maldives, Myanmar, 
Nepal, Philippines, Russian Federation, Tajikistan, Thailand, and Viet Nam. Available data show 
that social pensions are particularly important for older women and many identify social pension 
is their main income source16. In Thailand, the old-age allowance is the most important income 
source for 17 percent of older women and 12 percent of older men ([Table 1]), although the benefit 
levels are between USD20 and USD30, which also reflects on low income levels of older women 
and men.  
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Providing social protection for 
providers of unpaid care
Providing social protection for unpaid care workers is crucial to ensure the right to income 
security for older women. Adequately valuing unpaid care work by providing social protection is 
also a target of the Sustainable Development Goals in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development18. 

Several countries in the Asia-Pacific region are providing coverage of pensions on a voluntary 
basis, including China, India, Republic of Korea, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam. However, if 
women have no income, they depend on their husband’s willingness to pay the contributions for 
them. In China, 56.2 percent of women in working-age are legally covered by the voluntary 
contributory pension scheme19. Voluntary coverage is an option to cover the informal sector, 
where mandatory coverage is difficult to administer. 

In Malaysia, the Government introduced a “housewife pension scheme” in 2018. The pension 
scheme encourages contributions of husbands to the account of their wives who provide unpaid 
care work. These contributions are topped up by the Government. The Government plans that in 
the future, 2 percent of the husbands’ salaries will be deducted into their wives’ pension accounts, 
but legislative changes will be needed to implement this plan20. 

Gender-responsive pension systems
Pension systems can be designed in a way, so they recognize the provision of unpaid care through 
care-credits, as in many OECD countries. Through the care credits, years for unpaid care is treated 
as contribution years. The additional benefits are typically funded by taxes. Benefits are calculated 
as if the women had contributed to the pension system while looking after their children. In Japan, 
for example, women receive childcare credits for up to three years. Benefits are based on 
contributions before the childcare period. Simulations have shown that Japanese women who 
interrupt their careers for 10 years for childcare receive 92 percent of the benefits of women 
without interrupted careers21. 

The pension system of the Republic of Korea consists of a basic pension for older persons and the 
contributory pension through the national pension system. The basic pension is a right for all older 
persons whose income is less or below a defined income threshold. It is planned to increase the 
basic pension from KRW250,000 to KRW300,000 in 2021 to further improve income security of older 
persons. Since the number of women receiving basic pension is twice that of men, raising the basic 
pension will further increase income security of older women17. 
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Increasing Women’s Financial Literacy
Sensitizing women of the importance of creating savings, investing in them and being financially 
independent is very important. In addition, women, regardless of their marital status and 
socio-economic situation, should have the opportunity to open a savings account at no or low costs and 
become financially literate. Through the National Strategy for Financial Literacy, the Government of 
Malaysia provides training courses to increase financial literacy of women in cooperation with 
academic institutions22. Research shows that financial literacy is low among women in lower income 
groups, which are those who are most vulnerable to poverty when they are older. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations
With increasingly ageing populations and changing family patterns, providing income security for older 
women is indispensable for protecting the human rights of older women. Older women, particularly 
those who live alone, are at the highest risk of falling into poverty and being left behind. The following 
actions should be considered:

Promote gender-equality throughout the life cycle including closing gender gaps in education and 
employment, investing in women’s economic empowerment and continuing education, as 
supported in global action plans and their follow-up documents, such as the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development or the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. 

Ensure that the specific needs of older women regarding income security and human rights are 
recognized in any strategy on women’s economic empowerment, including creating 
self-employment opportunities for older women and providing opportunities for women to 
stay in the labour market throughout their lives if they wish to do so, including facilitating the 
return to the job after care breaks.

Conduct training on financial literacy for women of all ages, provide opportunities for building 
savings by women and raise awareness among younger women on the need to save, stay 
financially independent and contribute to a pension fund.

Introduce financially adequate social pensions for all older persons above a certain age. 

Increase coverage of contributory pensions including providing incentives for voluntary contributions.

Provide social protection for unpaid care workers, including access to health care and pension 
benefits and/or specific cash transfers.
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OECD and other studies show that women tend to lack financial literacy than men in 
both developed and developing countries1. However, enhancing the financial literacy of 
women is one of the important measures to address human rights issues that women 
could encounter in their later lives by reinforcing their economic security. Women, who 
generally have a longer average lifespan than men, are more likely to end up with 
poverty in their older age due to lifetime of gender-based and multiple discrimination. 
Thus, providing financial education opportunities will benefit women by planning and 
managing their lifetime financial strategies. Women have the right to know how to deal 
with their personal and household finances and to understand proper financial services 
that they could utilize for their economic empowerment.

The Tsao Foundation is a non-profit organization established in 1993, which focuses on 
promoting successful ageing and active ageing, and develops new approaches to ageing 
and elder care throughout Singapore and the region. The Foundation initiated the 
Citi-Tsao Foundation Financial Education Programme for Mature Women in 2008, in 
partnership with the Citi Foundation, to relieve potential financial risks of low-income, 
mature women (aged above 40-year old). The program provides practical suggestions to 
understand how money works and how women could become more financially 
independent and secure as they grow older. To this end, the course consists of a 
specially-tailored curriculum where the participants learn about savings, budgeting, and 
investing. The project also highlights the importance of public policy to enhance the 
financial security of women in their older age.

In 2010, the National University of Singapore’s Department of Sociology conducted the 
pre- and post-program surveys to the program participants about the change in 
knowledge, attitude, and behavior toward their personal finance as an impact 
assessment study. The study showed that the participants have altered their behavior 
after provided with relevant guidance and information. Importantly, as a result of 
increased financial literacy, more than a quarter of participants started keeping 
emergency savings while one-third of participants responded that they feel more 
financially prepared for an unexpected crisis such as illness. Also, more than half of 
respondents who did not have a retirement plan before participating in the program 
became aware of the importance of a clear financial plan. In brief, the program increased 
the participants’ assertion and empowerment on their financial management.
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1 OECD. (2013). Addressing women’s needs for financial education. Retrieved from 

https://www.oecd.org/daf/fin/financial-education/OECD_INFE_women_FinEd2013.pdf

The Tsao Foundation also held the First Multipartite Regional Meeting on the Financial 
Security of Older Women in East and Southeast Asia in 2015, in order to call attention to 
and discuss on the concrete measures for the issue of financial security of older women 
by gathering various stakeholders, including key policymakers of the finance and 
economy from the 10 ASEAN Member States, country partners of the ASEAN Plus Three, 
relevant NGOs, policy think tanks, international organizations and leading academics. 
Furthermore, the Foundation and the Women’s Initiative for Ageing Successfully 
(WINGS) submitted a joint report on the Status of Older Women in Singapore at the 68th 
Session of the UN Committee for the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 2017. The report was part of the Foundation’s 
continuing advocacy for promoting the financial security of women, who tend to live 
longer than men while their caregiving responsibilities within families and their 
exposure to multiple discrimination often bring them lack of independence and enough 
financial resources for their later lives. 

In 2018, Tsao Foundation published the report of “Financial Security of Older Women: 
Perspectives from Southeast Asia”, which is the first cross-country comparative study 
that assesses the status of financial security of older women in six countries, namely 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. The report 
insists that women will continuously be at risk of financial insecurity as they grow older 
if entrenched gender norms in our society, including on the employment and caregiving, 
will not be changed. The report thus emphasizes the urgent need for policy 
interventions by multiple stakeholders.

* For more detailed information, please refer to the following website: 
- https://tsaofoundation.org/
- https://asiawomen.org.sg/
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Older Persons and Pensions
Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the global population has 
been undergoing structural changes as it continues to grow.1  The increase 
in the number of older persons—which used to take up a small portion of 
the total population—has been accompanied by a broad range of changes, 
including the formation of new social institutions and the expansion of the 
existing ones. Despite the dazzling pace of population growth, older 
persons are usually considered as “those who are biologically aged”. To see 
the situations as well as the problems faced by older persons from a 
multidimensional perspective, we need to consider not only the current 
situation, but also other factors that have contributed to this issue. The first 
thing that needs to be factored in is gender perspective because gender 
gaps in choices and opportunities over the life course—birth, growing up, 
and building a family—make a significant difference in the old age 
experience. 

Out of all the social protection systems for older persons, a nation’s pension 
system is particularly important to older persons as it is related to their 
income security. Accordingly, it is necessary to consider gender perspective in 
the analysis of the pension system in terms of the income security of older 
persons. The reason is that the eligibility and amount of the pension benefits 
are determined by particular views concerning “the labor market and family 
relationship of the nation and society”—thus, at its center lie gender issues. 
This paper aims to examine the public pension system of Korea, one of the 
Asia‒Europe Meeting (ASEM) partners, from a gender perspective and to 
present the institutional directions that need to be taken.

Korea’s Pension System and Older Women
Since the mid-1990s, most countries with an ageing or aged population have 
been actively seeking to adopt multi-pillar pension schemes that are funded 
by individual contributions and the government.2 
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Under the multi-pillar scheme, public and private pension systems are divided into several 
“Pillars”: the public pension, which lays the groundwork of the pension system, constitutes pillar 
1; the corporate pension constitutes pillar 2; and the private pension is at pillar 3. Korea’s pension 
system structure is presented here in [Figure 1]: 
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In Korea, there are two public pension schemes for older persons. The first one is the National Pension 
Scheme (NPS), which targets the general public. The other one is the Basic Pension, where the eligibility 
for the targeted pension benefit is determined based on the applicant’s income and property regardless 
of individual contributions based on the National Pension Act.

The National Pension Act was legislated in 1973. Yet, because of the economic recession in the 
aftermath of the 1979 oil crisis, this act was not implemented until 1988. This was a year after the 
National Pension Service was established in 1987. In 2006, its coverage was expanded to employees in 
workplaces with less than five workers; corporations with one or more employees; and professional 
workplaces (doctors, pharmacists, lawyers, tax accountants, etc.). Since 2010, the eligibility has 
loosened to cover dayworkers, temporary workers, or part-time workers. The National Public Pension 
scheme is consisted of old-age, survivor, and disability pensions; notably, subscribers who are aged 60 
and over with at least 10 years of contributions are eligible for pension benefits until they die.

The Basic Pension first started as the Basic Old-Age Pension Act was promulgated in 2008 and 
subsequently called the Basic Pension in accordance with the legislation of the Basic Pension Act in 
2014. The pension benefits have been increasing at an incremental pace since that time. Regardless 
of the NPS entitlement, the recipients of the Basic Old-Age Pension Scheme are at least 65 years old 
and under 70% of the income level. Under this beneficiary criteria, the average pension benefit is 
from approximately USD 20 to 25 as of 2020, depending on income and property. From the 
perspective of the income security of older persons, public pensions proved more effective than 
private pensions in income redistribution3 along with the poverty alleviation effect.4  Korea’s Basic 
Pension scheme is also regarded as having a positive impact on reducing income inequality among 
older persons.5  

[Figure 1] Korea’s pension system
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However, this system also has limitations. Current generation of older persons—the generation 
before the introduction of pension system—receive small benefits, with a low-income replacement 
rate6 of 40%. Pension benefits account for only 11.9% of the income of the single older-person 
households and 22.5% of the couple households.7  The Basic pension was then introduced to cover 
the blind spot of the NPS. It loosened the eligibility compared to the national pension, but not only 
because the baseline amount was low,8  but also because the benefits are reduced according to the 
years of contribution in the national pension scheme.9  Furthermore, the Basic Pension is considered 
as a source of income, which makes it difficult for poor older persons to apply for the National Basic 
Livelihood Security System,10  which is accessible for those with 30% to 50% of the median income or 
below. Apart from the public pension system, the changes of Korean family structure resulted in a 
decline in family support and in private income transfers, therefore substantially decreasing the 
overall income of older persons.11  It explains the relatively higher poverty rate of the current retirees 
who were born before the years 1947 to 1951 when compared to other age groups,12  which greatly 
impacted older women in a patriarchal society.13 This is partly due to the gender inequality in the 
labor market and so women’s care labor efforts were not reflected in the pension system when it was 
launched and revised.14 The national pension problems related to older women are summarized in 
the following paragraph and table.  

First, the average life expectancy of women is longer than that of men in Korea, and the proportion of 
women increases above the age of 60 (See [Table 1]). Also, the rate of female single‒person 
households is the highest among women in their 70s.15  

Source: Statistics Korea, Population Projections for Korea
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[Table 1] Size of the Population Aged 60 or over by Period (Unit: 1,000 persons)
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However, the proportional comparison of beneficiaries of the NPS shows that the number of female 
beneficiaries is not as high as that of the males by percentage of the population by age ([Table 2]). 
Although older women are entitled to enroll in the NPS, they are less likely to become beneficiaries. 
This is because eligibility requires a minimum of 10 years of contribution and earnings on a 
continued basis with a regular job. Even the individually insured persons are primarily household 
heads. Although anyone can register for the NPS (workplace-based, individually based, or 
voluntarily based), as the NPS is actually organized and centered on “male regular workers”. 16  

Source: National Pension Service, National Pension Statistics, 2020

[Table 2] Number of Beneficiaries by Age and Gender as of December 2019 (Unit: Persons) 
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Primarily from the difference in economic activities, it is harder for women to ensure income 
security in their senior years through the NPS. According to the summary of the economically 
active population by Statistics Korea,17 the number of women who participate in the labor force 
and who are employed for a long time in the Korean labor market has not increased as much as 
their male counterparts. Since 2000, when the 65-year-olds in 2020 were in their 40s, the women’s 
labor force participation rate increased only slightly, with more than a 10% gap with that of the 
male population ([Figure 1]). This means that women are less likely to be included in the 
mandatory pension scheme. 
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The women’s labor force participation rates by age illustrates the reasons for the gender gap in 
economic activities. First of all, Women face more difficulties to continue to work over a longer 
time span. In the age group between 15 and 29, women are economically as active as their male 
counterparts ([Table 3]), but become less active after 30, thus leading to an overall gender gap in 
the labor force participation rate. In the case of the women in their 60s who have started to receive 
the national pension benefits, their economic participation is shown to have been gradually 
declining from their 40s (2000) to their 50s (2010). Full-time housewives, who are not in the labor 
force, are not required to participate in the NPS, but they can participate as voluntary 
contributors. Given that the NPS requires “earnings generated from participation in the official 
labor market for more than a certain period of time,” about half of the women are excluded from 
the enrollment.

[Table 3] Labor Force Participation Rate, by Gender and Age (Unit: %)

Source: Statistics Korea, Summary of Economically Active Population

[Figure 2] Labor Force Participation Rate, by gender

Source: Statistics Korea, Summary of Economically Active Population
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[Table 5] Trends in the Ratio of Irregular Workers among Women, by Age22  (Unit: 1,000 persons)

Source: Statistics Korea, Summary of Economically Active Population, by work type
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In the economically active population, the ratio of irregular jobs is higher among women ([Table 
4]), which then becomes even higher among middle-aged women ([Table 5]). The problems of 
irregular workers, related to pensions, are represented by the following two issues. First, those 
with irregular jobs, even when they are covered under the NPS, experience a gap in their benefits 
caused by the wage difference.18 Second, under the NPS, “a daily hire employee with less than a 
month of contract, an employee without a permanent address, or a person whose contractual 
monthly working hours are less than 60 hours” are not legally considered workers. For example, 
nonstandard workers (contingent workers, part-time workers, atypical workers, etc.) are likely to 
choose to be individually insured because it is difficult for them to ask for the workplace-based 
enrollment due to the contract extension.19  

Women who are self-employed find it harder to become and remain enrolled in the national pension 
scheme. More than half of the female self-employed individuals have no employees (51.5%) or unpaid 
family employees (29.7%). But a self-employed business with no employees tends to be small and 
falling behind on their contributions, exposing many self-employed persons to income insecurity from 
decreased benefits. Because of these financial difficulties, some self-employed persons define 
themselves as unpaid employees who are included in the economically inactive population.20  
Consequently, many older women find it difficult to prepare for their senior years through the NPS even 
though they have worked or are currently working.21  

[Table 4] Trends in the Ratio of Irregular Workers, by Gender

Source: Statistics Korea, Summary of Economically Active Population, by work type
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Future Directions
In the previous sections, we examined how older women have been excluded from the pension 
system. Women between 15 and 64 years of age recognized the necessity of preparing for their old 
age and are more actively participating in the labor force than the previous generations and 
preparing for their senior years through the pension system.24  Yet, the current generation of older 
women has to work to make a living as well as prepare for their retirement due to the limitations 
of public pensions. But many older women who have repeatedly been engaged in low-skilled 
labor are highly likely to receive low wages resulting in continuing financial strain. This is 
confirmed by the increase in economic activities among women who are 60 and over.25  The jobs 
for the middle-aged and older persons have increased as more of them are employed again; 
accordingly, the government conducted “the elderly employment programs” and “the elderly 
social support project,” in which more women than men participate. However, the amount of 
money older persons can make from the jobs provided by the elderly social support project is only 
₩270,000, which is much more limiting than going back to work, thus leading to an income gap in 
addition to the pension gap.26  Given the reality faced by older women, it is urgent to consider 
gender perspective in investigating demands and finding facts about retraining and determining 
wages and working hours in order to introduce and improve policies that apply a gender 
perspective. 

At the same time, we need to pay greater attention to the increase and the effects of the Basic 
Pension. As examined earlier, since the labor market and the pension system are organized and 
centered around “male workers” and “standard labor activities (regular jobs),” it is still not to say 
that everybody has a National pension account. On the other hand, a Basic Pension is accessible 
regardless of the eligibility criteria or the contribution period; moreover, it can be considered 
universal, with one pension account for one person. It should be recognized that Basic pension 
has limitations because the baseline amount is low and the benefits are differentially paid 

Under these circumstances, the income of older women depends more on their marital status and 
their spouses, rather than on their own pension entitlements. These programs include the 
Old-Age Pension, splitting a spouse's pension entitlement in the event of divorce, Dependent 
Family Pension, Survivor Pension. However, the benefits of the split pension and the survivor 
pension are adjusted by the contribution years of their spouse, which decreases the amount for 
the beneficiaries. Also, the Basic Pension is not adequate as a major source of income because the 
baseline amount is small and the income level of the spouse may influence its eligibility.23  The 
consequences of such inequalities throughout their life course make older women susceptible to 
poverty.
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depending on the level of income. The Korean government increased the benefits of the Basic 
Pension according to the revision of the Basic Pension Act in January 2020 and announced that 
the Act will expand the scope of the beneficiaries in the future. Associated with budget allocation, 
the benefits of a Basic Pension cannot be reasonably expected to drastically rise. However, as a 
Basic Pension serves as securing a minimum livelihood in old age through public pensions, it is 
important to continue to check and expand the amount and scope of eligibility that reflects the 
reality for older women who live in poverty and are currently not entitled to the NPS.

In order to alleviate gender inequality in the long term with regard to the labor market and 
society—thus reflected in the pension system—it is necessary to improve accessibility to good 
jobs for women, increase working hours, and institutionalize unpaid care labor.27 Most 
importantly, the gender gap in the labor market should be narrowed down. According to Young-Mi 
Kim (2015),28 regular jobs are more concentrated among men than women, in large-scale 
workplaces, and in the manufacturing industry. Additionally, the wage differences by 
occupational category; company size; working period; the national pension with employer 
contributions; and severance pay (the larger the company, the bigger the employer contribution) 
all influence the beneficiaries in old age. Considering the income gap between regular and 
irregular workers, there will be significant pension gaps among the future generations of older 
persons.29  

Also, the current pension scheme should be complemented to ensure the entitlement to receive 
benefits. The NPS reinforces women's pension entitlements by offering childbirth credits and 
adding the years of childbirth and raising children in the contribution period. Under the current 
scheme, both parents can apply for birth credits, but overwhelmingly more men than women are 
beneficiaries of the credits. This means that couples tend to decide to get childbirth credits on the 
husband's contributions. Notably, this decision is made after considering whether a woman can 
take parental leave after childbirth and whether to bring up parenting and work in parallel, 
concluding that it might be difficult for women to continue working after childbirth and rearing, 
while men are more likely to sustain their national pension account for a long time.30  This 
situation clearly demonstrates the need for a pension system that better reflects upon reality. 
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Best practices of ASEM: The Gender Perspective 
and Pension Reforms
Pension systems have transformed according to the circumstances of each country. 
In particular, as exemplary cases from the perspective of gender issues, ensuring 
individual pension rights and strengthening compensation for the time engaged in 
childbirth and childcare reduces gender inequality found in pension systems, labor 
markets, and families.

Sweden, the Netherlands, and Switzerland are exemplary cases that have ensured 
pension entitlement for women. Regardless of nationality, job security (i.e. 
permanent or temporary positions), and status of labor force participation, these 
countries include women and men as a part of the public pension (individual rights).
In the case of Sweden, women are immediately entitled to a guaranteed minimum 
pension (level 0) through its mandatory registration, and they are assured of a 
subsistence-level standard of living by being included within the scope of the 
pension.1 While all residents in the Netherlands and Switzerland are entitled to the 
public pension, only those who earn an income contribute to the social insurance. In 
Switzerland, in particular, the minimal subscription period is set to one year and for 
those who cannot pay, the insurance fee is reduced or they are given credits so as to 
include them within the boundaries of the country’s public pension system.2  
Though the details of operating public pensions that actively include women differ 
among the countries, they all recognize the individual right to pension and strive to 
prevent residents from dropping out. They also guarantee a basic standard of living 
after retirement. 

Ensuring individual pension rights for women

While women’s participation in the labor market is officially withdrawn during the years of 
giving birth and caring for children, pension credit for care work occurring during this 
period is socially recognized. Also, constant efforts should be made to promote 
participation in the labor market. The cases of France, Germany and Sweden are 
introduced as follows. 

Firstly, in France, in the case of childbirth or adoption, two years of credit per child are 
granted to the parents regardless of women’s work continuity. One of the two years can 
only be credited toward women, while the remaining year can be given to the parent who 

Childbirth and childcare
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has contributed more to childcare. In addition, for the women who raise children under 
the age of three and whose household incomes are below a certain, credit based on 
minimum income is guaranteed. Furthermore, in the case of parents who are raising three 
or more children, they receive a 10% increase in pension annuity. Credit is also granted for 
periods of part-time employment due to childbirth and childcare.3  Evidently, the French 
system is based on a credit system that reflects both the value of childcare and the 
potential economic vulnerability of women. 

In Germany, after giving birth to a child, a total childbirth credit of 14 weeks is included in 
the public pension. Also, three years of childcare credit is guaranteed per child, and its 
allocation is decided between the caregivers. If there are no indications or decisions, the 
credits are granted toward the women. In the case of parents who have a child younger 
than 10 years of age or at least two children younger than age 10, pension amount for this 
period may increase by 50 percent.4  In short, the German system compensates women’s 
financial losses and difficulties of participating in economic activity due to childbirth 
through pension rewards. 

Finally, while Sweden does not provide childbirth credit, the period spent caring for 
children of age four or younger is reflected in the public pension. In cases where the 
biological or adoptive parents have participated in economic activities for at least five 
years or have been receiving disability pension, they are guaranteed four years of 
childcare credits per child.5  Although both parents are entitled to the credit, it is applied 
toward the parent with the lower income.6  By providing credits to parents, Sweden also 
seeks to ensure that economic losses due to childcare do not lead to the loss of public 
pensions.7 
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Gender Equality 
in Ageing Societies

To mark the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action this year, UNECE issued a Policy Brief on Gender Equality in Ageing 
Societies, developed in collaboration with the Government of France. This 
article provides a short summary of the Brief, which is available for download 
on the UNECE website.

In 1995, when the Beijing Platform for Action was adopted at the Fourth 
World Conference on Women, 1 in 8 persons were over the age of 65 in the 
UNECE region1. Today it is 1 in 6, by 2030 it will be 1 in 5, and by 2050 we will 
be approaching 1 in 4 persons over the age of 65 on average in the UNECE 
region. Women make up 58 percent of persons over 65. While these figures 
mask cross-country variation in the rates of population ageing, changing 
demographics have wide-ranging implications for societies in the region, 
including for gender equality.

[Figure 1 ] Population by age groups, UNECE region, 2020-2050

Source: UNDESA Population Division (2019). World Prospects 2019
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The increased cost of demographic ageing to welfare states (such as pensions and health care 
expenditures) raises important questions for intergenerational fairness. Those currently young 
will need to finance most of the pension costs of a growing number of retirees through higher 
contributions whereas their own pensions will likely be less adequate when they reach old age. 

Over the life course, women’s lower hourly earnings, lower monthly wages (gender pay and 
earnings gaps), part-time work and career breaks taken to care for children and relatives (gender 
employment gap) cumulate to overall lower lifetime earnings and savings for old age. This 
accumulated disadvantage is illustrated by the gender pension gap. In the UNECE member States 
for which data was available for 2018, the gap ranged from 0.1 percent in Estonia to 44.4 percent in 
the Netherlands (see [Figure 2]). There is significant regional diversity but on average across the 
region women face a greater risk of poverty in old age.

[Figure 2]  Gender Pension Gap, 2018

The Policy Brief discusses three of them:

Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC survey (2018), data retrieved on 21 February 2020
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Enabling longer working lives necessitates not only combating ageism against older workers and 
promoting lifelong learning (see UNECE Policy Briefs on Ageing No. 19 and 21 for more details) but 
also greater recognition of the informal care provided by many older persons and the subsequent 
need for working time arrangements and care services that enable them to reconcile employment  
with care responsibilities for grandchildren, aged parents or other family members. Work-care 
pressures can have negative preventable health implications for informal carers (see UNECE Policy 
Brief on Ageing No. 22 for more details).

Time-use data for the UNECE region shows that women spend significantly more time than men on 
domestic and care work. The policy brief recommends expanding policy measures aimed at 
improving the reconciliation of paid work and care such as care leaves and flexible working 
arrangements from parents of young children - on which they currently focus - to all working carers. 
Furthermore, a more equal sharing of unpaid care work between women and men is necessary to 
close what is called the “gender care gap”. 

It is estimated that women currently meet between 70 and 95 percent of all care needs and are 33 
percent more likely than men to provide care and 60 percent more likely to provide intensive care. 
Unless there is a redistribution of care work from women to men and from informal to formal 
caregivers to support families, women are likely to be disproportionately impacted by the growing 
needs for care that are likely to arise with growing numbers of older persons and longevity. As older 
women also form the larger share of long-term care recipients, they will be more strongly affected by 
the consequences of care shortages such as lower quality and unmet needs if the growing demand 
for care is not adequately met. To address this challenge, it is recommended that countries invest in 
the development of long-term care services and make the care professions more attractive by 
increasing that status of care work, improving working conditions and raising wages.

The costs of adaptation to population ageing and the benefits derived from increasing longevity 
should be equally distributed between women and men and existing gender gaps need to be 
reduced through a long-term and life-course oriented approach that prevents the accumulation of 
disadvantages over the life span. Some disparities can be addressed with reforms of social 
protection and pension systems. Others need to transform current gender roles, redistribute the 
division of paid and unpaid work and more highly value women’s work.  

To enhance gender equality in ageing societies, the Brief recommends to:

2. Work-care and health challenges for older persons

3. Growing needs of care require investments in long-term care 
services, better working conditions and pay and better recognition 
of the value of care work
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Prevent the accumulation of gendered disadvantages over the life course by tackling inequalities 
at all levels to close the persistent gender gaps in care, employment, earnings and pensions. 
Examples of policy measures through which UNECE member States address these range from 
free childcare provision in Malta, programmes to facilitate labour market re-entry after periods 
of care in Austria and Germany, gender pay gap reporting in the UK and the examination of 
compensation practices for typically male and female jobs in Canada, initiatives to tackle 
gender segregation in occupational choices in Armenia and Israel, gender quotas to increase 
the number of women on corporate boards, to care credits in pension calculations in Norway.

A. 

Mitigate the risks resulting from gender inequality among older persons through 
redistribution and support. 
Ageing-related and sex-disaggregated data and tools, such as the Active Ageing Index, allow member 
States to identify gender gaps in opportunities for active and healthy ageing and to address them. 
Redistributive measures to ensure a minimum income for a decent standard of living includes social 
pensions such as in the guaranteed pension in Sweden, or financial support with the costs of 
housing (e.g. Canada) and essential items such as food and medicine (e.g. Czechia and Kazakhstan). 
Community-based actions such as the French MONALISA programme to fight social isolation in old 
age are important non-monetary measures to create social links and fight feelings of isolation and 
loneliness that many older persons experience. Women, who often outlive their partners and live 
alone in advanced age are particularly at risk and can benefit from community support enhancing 
their opportunities for social participation and social connections.

B. 

Anticipate the impacts of current reforms on future generations of men and women by 
mainstreaming ageing and gender in societal adaptations to demographic change. 
Policy responses to population ageing need to be gender-sensitive and responsive to address the 
goal of gender equality at different stages of the life course with measures that are oriented at the 
short, medium and long-term. The brief highlights the need for gender- and age-responsive labour 
market, pension and care sector reforms, including efforts to improve working conditions in the 
care professions to attract more staff and prevent care shortages. It is important to analyse the 
gender implications of current and future policy responses to population ageing, to make sure that 
the opportunities and challenges of longevity in the UNECE region are equitably shared between 
women and men in current and future generations. 25 years ago, the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action stressed the importance of gender mainstreaming in all policy fields to achieve 
gender equality and many tools and methods have been developed to support this process (see 
for example the EIGE Gender Mainstreaming Platform). The UNECE Working Group on Ageing is 
currently developing new guidelines on mainstreaming ageing that will promote a 
gender-sensitive, holistic and life-course-oriented approach to societal adaptation to population 
ageing.  The guidelines will be launched in 2021.

C. 
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Life-course Culture Research at “Okee’s Salon:
A New Approach to Gender and Ageing
Okee’s Salon is a life-course culture research institute that was founded in February 2017 by 
a group of researchers, activists, and citizens who cherish gender equality, human rights, 
and dignity. Through the institute, they hoped to contribute to the creation of a society 
where people can age with dignity, and people of different age groups can be united in 
mutually beneficial relationships.

Based on the beliefs that knowledge should serve public interest, research should bring 
social changes, and the reinterpretation of reality from the perspective of gender equality 
and human rights is key to making the world a better place, Okee’s Salon is a feminist 
research institute that pursues a new “life-course culture” exploring the possibility of an 
equal society through autonomous and public-service research and activities that involve 
citizens’ participation and support.

For further details and full references of the materials cited, see UNECE (2020) Gender Equality in Ageing Societies. UNECE 
Policy Brief on Ageing No. 23. Geneva. United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. 
It is available for download on the UNECE website at: https://www.unece.org/population/ageing/policybriefs.html 
Other relevant Policy Briefs on Ageing include:
UNECE. (2019). The challenging roles of informal carers. UNECE Policy Brief on Ageing No. 22. Geneva. United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe. 
UNECE. (2019). Combating ageism in the world of work. UNECE Policy Brief on Ageing No. 21. Geneva. United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe. 
UNECE. (2017). Realizing the potential of living longer. UNECE Policy Brief on Ageing No. 19. Geneva. United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe. 

Note:

1  The UNECE region comprises 56 member countries, located in Europe, North America (Canada and the United States), the Caucasus 
(Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia), Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) and Western Asia (Israel).
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“Salon”
It was named “salon” in the hope that it will become a place for feminist knowledge 
production open to more citizens, going beyond the prejudice that “research is limited 
to professional researchers with degrees,” generating languages and discourse 
communicated by people from all walks of life.

Okee’s Salon considers time, ageing, old age, and death as political agendas, questions the 
way the youth and old age are divided, and approaches the problems of ageing in relation to 
other areas, including women, sexual and gender minorities, and disabilities. In Korean 
society, “young” is considered synonymous with “beautiful and shining”; Okee’s Salon 
focuses on studying the life of older persons and discovers beauty and value in ageing to 
prevent “old” being reduced to something ugly and faded.

Above all else, Okee’s Salon studies “what it means to be sick and old” from the viewpoint of 
human rights and feminism to provide new perspectives to old age and care. To the Bodies at 
3:00am., a book recently published by the researchers of Okee’s Salon, presents a new 
paradigm of “civic care,” beyond the existing framework of responsibility, where care belongs 
either to the family or nation-state. When we approach the concept of “care” by focusing on
“responsibility,” old age—an inevitable stage—becomes the time “when we become useless 
baggage.” Instead, this book focuses on an undeniable but often-ignored fact that “there is no 
one who does not need care.” Ultimately, all “citizens” are interdependent, mutually giving 
and receiving care. “Civic care” is a concept that emphasizes this right to participate in and 
receive care as a citizen, focusing on the interdependent nature of human relationships.

Reinterpreting “Old age” and “care” from the perspective of 
gender equality and human rights

This is a research institute where a broad range of themes related to age/ing—agedness and 
youth, illness, care, death, time, generation, and body—are placed on the horizon of “
life-course,” and are studied with the aim of changing the “culture” of our society by asking 
the “right” questions and engaging in dialogue.

Keywords to understand “Okee’s Salon” 

“Life-course Culture Research Institute”

A common Korean female name, Okee is also the name of the protagonist of a well-known 
Korean short story, “The Houseguest and my Mother,” narrated by a little girl who saw her 
mother living under the constraints of the period in a patriarchal society. It is also reminiscent 
of “Okay,” an English word meaning positivity and willingness.

“Okee”
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Okee’s Salon believes in cooperation and sharing; the Salon acts on the belief that 
knowledge is not “privately-owned.” Prioritizing the public nature of knowledge 
production and distribution, the researchers of Okee’s Salon pursue producing good 
research work in a sincere research community.

Currently, Okee’s Salon is providing the following programs to share and spread research 
and knowledge: “Salon Film Festival,” discussions on the subjects of movies related to 
ageing and gender issues; “Outside Graduate School,” a course of in-depth lectures; 
“Forum” of activist researchers; “Cross-seminar,” which connects researchers/ activists 
from various disciplines; “Visiting Lectures”; as well as the publication of books.

From competition to cooperation and sharing

To the Bodies at 3 a.m. (2020), 
authored and published by Okee’s Salon

Old Age is Beautiful (2017), authored by 
Young Ok Kim, Representative of Okee’s Salon
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In a wide range of contexts, unpaid care is still largely deemed to be 
women’s work. Globally, women perform three-quarters of unpaid care 
work.1  Gender disparities in the distribution of unpaid care work continue 
into older age, with older women doing more than twice the amount that 
older men do.2  In many parts of Asia and Europe, it is not uncommon for 
older women to shoulder caring responsibilities for family members ‒ 
grandchildren, children, spouses, parents‒as well as undertaking voluntary 
work in the community. 

The drivers for this are wide-ranging and the distribution of this unpaid 
work is dependent on a range of socio-economic and cultural factors. For 
many older women in poorer circumstances, they must earn an income or 
provide subsistence for themselves and their households, on top of 
providing unpaid care work.3 

The impact of prescribed caring roles accumulates throughout the life 
course and can affect women’s access to work, income, property and assets, 
with an impact on their independence and quality of life in older age. Older 
women have equal rights to everyone else, including to rest and leisure 
time, decent work, and social security, but the lack of recognition of their 
lifelong and ongoing roles as unpaid carers can act as a barrier to claiming 
these rights.

Women’s economic empowerment, and a recognition of the valuable 
unpaid care roles that women play, are rising up the global policy agenda ‒ 
and yet older women’s rights, needs and priorities are largely absent from 
these discussions. In this article the term ‘unpaid care work’ encompasses 
all types of unpaid care and domestic work, including childcare, care for 
spouses, older parents and adult children with care needs, community care 
work, collecting firewood and water, cooking and cleaning. This article will 
explore the global trends and how they apply in Asian and European 
contexts, recognising that the situation and impacts vary greatly depending 
on the cultural, social and economic circumstances and norms of the 
specific country, locality, household and individual.
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Older women’s unpaid care roles
Recent global research by the Overseas Development Institute in collaboration with Age 
International found that older women are doing on average 4.3 hours of unpaid care and 
domestic work a day.4  Older women are often responsible for the care of multiple generations at 
the same time.5  All too often this work remains invisible ‒ and the impacts of this are physical, 
psychological and social. While there is great diversity in older women’s experiences, evidence 
shows that older women themselves may be benefitting less than others from their labour.6 

In both Asia and Europe, there is evidence that older women are contributing significantly to their 
families, communities and economies with their unpaid care work. Our recent research found that 
in Italy, older women are spending 336 minutes a day doing unpaid care work, in Japan, 316 
minutes, in China, 285 minutes, and the UK, 228 minutes.7  

Older women take on unpaid care work for a variety of reasons. Older people, particularly older 
women, provide care and support for other adults, including their own children, spouses, other 
relatives and community members.8 

The economic migration of the middle generation and the HIV and AIDS epidemic have left many 
older women as primary carers of grandchildren and others. In countries including Indonesia, 
Philippines and Myanmar there is a rising number of ‘skipped generation’ families.9  In some parts 
of China, it has become a norm for grandparents to bring up the children.10 

While the amount of unpaid care work decreases at older ages, it remains high. Oxfam’s WE-Care 
research corroborates this finding in several countries, including in the Philippines.11  Data from 
Counting Women’s Work comparing age groups in Vietnam showed that although the amount of 
care that women do reduces in later life, women are still doing 43 hours a week in their 60s, and 30 
hours a week in their 80s.  

When unpaid care work is taken into account, older women are providing more support than they 
receive, at least until extreme old age.12  In India, women are doing 40 hours a week in their early 
60s, around 30 hours at the age of 70, and 10 hours at age 80. 

One third of people aged over 65 in Europe reported helping others or caring for grandchildren on 
a daily basis.13  In the UK, where social care budgets have been squeezed, more than two and a 
quarter million people aged 65 and over provide care to other adults, due to the gap in social 
services.14 

It is important to recognise the diversity of experience between older age groups. In Japan, many 
of those caring for older people are older themselves.15  Older people looking after other older 
people is so common as to warrant a phrase: rou-rou kaigo. 



Unpaid care work and paid work
In most countries, many older women juggle unpaid care roles with paid work. Older men also 
carry out unpaid care work, but where data is available, this is less likely to be alongside paid 
work. In Europe, women aged 50-59, the group being targeted by policies to lengthen working 
lives, also comprise the largest group of unpaid carers.24  

One result of carrying out both paid and unpaid work is time poverty ‒ when a person is ‘working long 
hours and does not have a choice to do otherwise’25. Women in poorer households are the most likely 
to experience time poverty and the competing demands of paid and unpaid work.26 In settings where 
pensions or family support is unavailable or insufficient, women must continue to work for income into 

A study of older carers in Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand lists activities involved in caring for 
HIV-affected and infected grandchildren: getting food, water, and medicine, assisting them to eat, 
bathe and dress, toileting and accompanying to hospital, managing their education and providing 
emotional support. They were also the main providers of emotional support for adult children 
infected with HIV.16

Across Europe, women aged 55-64 are the most likely to care for multiple generations and carry 
out both unpaid and paid work17. However, the gender gap in caring narrows in ‘older old age’ 
when more men become carers for spouses18 ‒ while women globally tend to live longer, they 
have a lower healthy life expectancy, spending more years in poor health.19  Grandparents 
delivering childcare are more likely to be female, ‘younger old’, have a partner, a higher 
educational level and higher wealth, and be in better health. Grandfathers in Europe rarely look 
after grandchildren without their parents or grandmothers present.20  

There are regional variations within Europe ‒ while more grandparents in France and the northern 
European countries provide some childcare, those in most countries in southern Europe are more 
likely to provide daily care. In Sweden and Denmark, where both parents are expected to work full 
time, there is more childcare provision, resulting in less need for grandparent care. Whereas in 
Portugal, Romania, Italy and Spain there is little childcare provision and few part-time work 
opportunities that would enable parents ‒ mostly women ‒ to look after their children, 
grandparents carry intensive roles in caring.21  

The Asia region is demographically and economically diverse, and although the experiences of 
older women are varied, unpaid care work is a common feature. In many lower and 
middle-income countries in the region, population ageing is happening alongside other rapid 
socioeconomic transitions, including urbanisation and migration, and changing social values.22  
These trends are shifting the way that families live, and expectations of support.23 
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Older women and unpaid community roles
In addition to unpaid care work at home, and paid work, older women often spend time on 
unpaid community work.

More than a quarter of women and men in their 60s or 70s in India and Taiwan, and a fifth in the 
Philippines and China, provided assistance to the community.31  Across Southeast Asia there is an 
established network of older people’s associations (OPAs), or intergenerational self-help clubs, 
many supported by HelpAge International, where many older women and men volunteer as 
community care workers and provide other support to the community.32  

The impacts of women’s care roles in older age
Unpaid care work can have serious and negative impacts on older women’s mental and physical 
health if they do not have access to proper support. There can also be positive impacts, relating to 
family relationships and feelings of purposefulness. However, evidence in low and 
middle-income settings shows that many families are benefiting more from older women’s 
labour than older women themselves.33  

The unpaid care roles that women play throughout their lives lead to interrupted work histories, 
a higher likelihood of being in informal and precarious work roles, and a lack of social protection. 
Globally, women are less likely to have access to formal pensions than men, and when they have 
access to pensions, these are smaller.34  

Often, older carers are managing their own disability or chronic health condition while providing 
care to others. 35 Nearly a third of informal older carers in the UK experience feelings of loneliness 

advanced older age out of necessity, often in informal and precarious jobs.27 

The need for older women to carry out unpaid care work can also have an impact on their ability to 
participate in paid employment. A study of Bangladesh, Nepal, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam, 
found that women in all five countries are withdrawing from the workforce earlier than men, with the 
primary reason being caring responsibilities, particularly in their 60s,28  This is particularly the case for 
urban older women.29 

In higher income settings, older women are generally more likely to do unpaid care work than 
paid work.30  This suggests that unpaid care work can be a preference where older women have 
the means to make a choice.
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Supporting older women
Policy responses developed by governments and development actors have a different impact on 
women and men, particularly in older age when gender inequalities are compounded by ageism 
and age-related challenges. 

In the context of COVID-19, it is especially important that governments and other stakeholders 
recognise the contributions that older women and men make to their families and communities. 
The virus puts them at particular risk of death and serious illness, and responses to the pandemic 
have resulted in high levels of discrimination and isolation that could limit their access to 

as they struggle to sustain social networks36, and nearly half report a decline in mental 
wellbeing37. 

Older women carers can experience feelings of depression, isolation, worry and exhaustion. The 
mental toll is particularly high where the carer feels unacknowledged.38  Grandparents caring for 
grandchildren report feelings of exhaustion, helplessness, and being overwhelmed. Worries 
include how to provide for family members, what will happen to children if they die, and discipline 
issues. Older carers are often excluded from social support for guardians of children.39  

Unpaid care work also exposes older women to increased health risks, including back strain from 
lifting, carrying and bending, and musculoskeletal damage.40  

Often, older women’s unpaid care work frees up the time of younger household members to 
undertake productive activities.41 In India, older women’s paid work was found to support family 
members financially.42  

The benefits for older women of undertaking care roles depend largely on the level of recognition, 
support and choice that they have to fulfil these roles, and the additional demands on their 
energy and time.

Some older women identified stronger family connections as one of the drivers of doing unpaid 
care.43 Caring for grandchildren can be emotionally rewarding and help to strengthen bonds, 
provide a feeling of purpose, and to reduce isolation.44 In Europe, a study of 20 countries found 
that grandmothers experience higher levels of satisfaction than grandfathers when providing 
grandchild care.45  

Furthermore, there is evidence that maintaining social contact, including exchanging support 
with family, reduces mortality rates and slows cognitive decline in older adults46. One study found 
that providing social support, above receiving it, was effective in combatting loneliness.47
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life-saving support and reduce their own contributions to those around them.48  

A package of policy measures is needed, both to prevent the accumulation of gendered 
disadvantages throughout the life course, and to explicitly support women and men in later life, 
including in their caring roles. The fastest ageing populations are in East and Southeast Asia, but 
every region in the world is ageing and must prepare urgently. 

Proactive public policy can help all countries to adapt to the changing demographics and harness 
opportunities. The solutions will differ according to context, but broadly should encompass state 
investment in long-term care and health systems, labour rights and universal social protection 
including universal social pensions. Many assumptions are made about ‘dependency ratios’ and ‘
working age’, but governments must take into account the economic value of the unpaid and paid 
work of older women and men. 

In the Asia Pacific region, the traditional support structures of the family and the community are 
changing, and adults in countries as varied as the Republic of Korea, Singapore, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand are stating that they would prefer support in older age to come 
from themselves or government over the family.49  

Policies must support older workers who are balancing work and unpaid care.50  In Europe, where 
governments are extending working lives, many women and men in their 50s and 60s are faced 
with care responsibilities and Asia to lean on the unpaid contributions of women to prop up 
health and long-term care systems, while reducing their access to public services and social 
protection.51 

However, some measures have been taken to mitigate negative impacts of caring roles. In France, 
three months’ leave is available to anyone caring for someone with a life-threatening illness at the 
same home, and in Austria and Germany there is professional reintegration to support women or 
men returning to work after caring.52 In Nordic countries and the Netherlands, formal long-term 
care services have been extended ‒ and in Sweden, support and respite are legally provided to 
carers. Japanese law requires employers to allow 93 days of carers’ leave. 

Life course impacts could be lessened by better working conditions for women, equal pay, 
universal social protection - including equal maternity and paternity leave and pay, sick pay, 
disability and old age benefits - and better labour rights. Analysis shows there is a close 
relationship between policies on family and care and female labour force participation, and the 
likelihood of grandmothers providing intensive childcare.53  In low and middle-income countries 
the majority of women, especially older women, work in informal roles; it is even more crucial to 
have universal social protection for those who do not receive formal benefits from an employer.

Policies designed to improve care should include consultation with unpaid carers of all ages. 
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Older people’s associations (OPAs) such as the Intergenerational Self-Help Clubs across the Asia 
Pacific region have a role in amplifying older women and men’s voices and liaising with local and 
national governments. In some countries, these groups have been formally recognised and 
supported by governments. OPAs and local NGOs can also be engaged to strengthen community 
support for older carers, and to provide opportunities for training and livelihoods opportunities.

Universal social pensions at an adequate level are needed to ensure older women’s financial 
independence. While only 11 percent of women aged 60 and over in Malaysia received a pension 
in 2016, in Thailand where a social pension has been introduced, in 2018 almost 85 percent of 
women over retirement age received this compared to 78 percent of men. In households where 
grandparents are raising grandchildren, these pensions can supplement income from 
remittances.54 However, there is still work to do to improve coverage and ensure the pension 
levels are sufficient for providing income security. 

Contributory pensions should also adapt to become gender-responsive and should include care 
credits to reflect interruptions to employment due to care responsibilities. In the East Asia and 
Pacific region, periods of maternity leave are not anywhere considered when computing pension 
levels. In most OECD countries, care credits for periods of childcare are included.55  However, care 
credits should be available both for time taken out to raise children and for other caring 
responsibilities later in life. 

In addition, further research is needed to understand the realities of older women’s and men’s 
lives, and disaggregated data must be collected to make visible their multiple roles. The 
significant role of unpaid carers of all ages ‒ women and men - must be counted as a crucial part 
of the economy, and their contributions recognised, reduced and redistributed, to ensure they 
can access their rights and make choices over the work they do. 
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Recognizing and Valuing Unpaid Care
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) emphasize the gender equality in its Goal 5 and 
recommend to recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of 
public services, infrastructure and social protection policies, and the promotion of shared 
responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate (Target 5.4). This 
indicates the importance of addressing the challenges caused by informal and unpaid care of 
each country in order to enhance women’s rights, given that the majority of informal 
caregivers are women. Such an approach that recognizes and protects the social value of 
informal care would contribute to improving the discrimination that women experience in 
their life-course due to the separation of gender roles within the labor market and family.

Several countries have policies that aim to benefit informal workers by compensating for 
their care work. Direct support for informal caregivers includes education and training, respite 
care break, and cash allowance. Among these benefits, cash allowance to informal caregivers 
may partly compensate for their loss of income while providing care. For example, the 
Australian Carer Payment, the Irish Carer’s Allowance, the Japanese Allowance for Families 
Caring for an Elderly, and the UK Carer’s Allowance provide cash support to informal 
caregivers, although these are only available for low-income carers1. Meanwhile, the Swedish 
Care Leave replaces informal caregiver’s previous or normal employment income from 55% 
to 80%2  for 100 days to care for a family member who is in a terminal care situation.

However, in most cases, such income supports are not sufficient to compensate for 
informal caregivers’ efforts and loss of income. Rather they are meant to guarantee a 
minimum level of income for those who are not able to maintain a full-time job to 
provide care to a close person such as family, relatives, and friends3. Moreover, given that 
direct supports to informal caregivers could weaken the bond between particular 
caregivers within the family (mainly women) and the job market, those supports should 
be promoted in conjunction with appropriate systems and policies to assist their 
re-employment. In this regard, continuous efforts and discussions are needed to 
enhance the recognition of unpaid care and to improve relevant policies.

Notwithstanding the fact that every system has its challenges and limitations that 
should be overcome, the policies that aim to support informal caregivers are meaningful 
in the way that they acknowledge the nation’s duty to compensate informal and unpaid 
care as all humans are dependent and all countries, communities, and individuals are 
potential beneficiaries of caregivers.
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South Korea is set to become a super-aged society by 2025, and accordingly, 
the country is promoting diverse policies for their ageing society. Specifically, 
the 3rd Basic Plans on Low Birth Rates in Ageing Society (2016‒2020), which 
is based on the Framework Act on Low Birth Rate in an Ageing Society (2005), 
presents a vision of "a society with sustainable development where persons 
of all generations are happy" and a goal of "a productive and vibrant aged 
society." This plan encompasses a variety of major policy tasks related to 
later life, including the reinforcement of a multi-pillar pension system, 
support for starting a new career in midlife, an expansion of opportunities for 
diverse social participation by older persons, the creation of a 
community-based healthcare environment, and the laying of a foundation 
for a fulfilling later life.

Since 1981 when the Welfare of Senior Citizens Act was enacted, South Korea 
has been promoting various policies to prevent and improve the issues of 
older persons. The Long-term Care Insurance Act (2007), Dementia 
Management Act (2011), and the Act on Supporting Preparation for Later Life 
(2015) were passed as well as the National Pension Act (1988) and the Basic 
Pension Act (2014) to guarantee old-age income security. Additionally, an 
infrastructure to promote health and social participation of older persons 
was established through the Policy of National Responsibility for Dementia 
(2018), the Basic Plan for Integrated Community Care (2018), and the Health  
Plan 2020 (HP, 2020). On the other hand, a section in the 3rd National Action 
Plan for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (2018~2022), called 
"a society where everyone enjoys equal rights," includes a subsection on 
older persons.1  The Framework Act on Gender Equality (2014) includes 
articles in regard to devising policy measures to meet women's welfare 
needs by region and by age along with establishing policy measures that 
promote women's health according to their life stages. Furthermore, one of 
the tasks included in the I-KOREA 4.0 (2017), a national strategy to bring
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South Korea into an era of the 4th industrial revolution, is to expand the promotion of technology 
development to help older persons. 

South Korea's policies for an aged society, as discussed above, are related to the coping measures 
for an aged society promoted by many international organizations since the late 1980s—including 
the United Nations (UN). In 1990, the UN first announced the International Day of Older Persons. 
In 1991, the UN General Assembly adopted the "United Nations Principles for Older Persons" 
(resolution 46/91); moreover, they recommended the government of each member country to 
reflect the UN Principles in their national policies for the prevention and resolution of the 
problems of old age. The "United Nations Principles for Older Persons" presents principles in the 
five areas of independence, participation, care, self-fulfillment, and dignity. 

The UN designated 1999 as the International Year of Older Persons and stressed the needs of 
preparation for old age and intergenerational cooperation around a core theme of "towards a 
society for all ages.” The Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) presented by the UN 
in 2002 was an international guideline adopted in the 2nd Conference on Global Ageing in order to 

[Table 1] The UN Principles for Older Persons (1991) 2 

Older persons should be able to participate in their community as a member of their community 
and actively participate in the formulation of policies that affect their well-being.

Participation

Older persons should be guaranteed to have access to social, legal, and healthcare services to 
maintain the optimal level of physical, mental, and emotional health. When they receive the 
services, their dignity, belief, desire, and privacy should be respected.

Care

Older persons should be guaranteed to have access to educational, cultural, spiritual, and 
recreational resources, and should be able to fully develop their potential.

Self-fulfillment

The dignity of older persons should be respected. They have the rights to be free of 
exploitation and physical or mental abuse and to live in security, and should be treated 
fairly, regardless of age, gender, racial or ethnic background.

Dignity

Older persons should be guaranteed to have access to food, water, shelter, clothing, 
healthcare service, work or other income-generating opportunities, education, training, 
and a safe living environment.

Independence
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respond to the ageing of the population. This action plan provided a policy framework regarding 
how the international society should deal with diverse tasks on global ageing. The MIPAA consisted 
of the following three pillars: older persons and development, advancing health and well-being into 
old age, and ensuring enabling and supportive environment.3

Since the MIPAA, the World Health Organization (WHO) developed "Global Age-friendly Cities: A 
Guide" in 2007 in order to implement active ageing strategies. The active ageing directive proposed 
by the WHO is defined as the maximization of opportunities to fulfill the needs for health, social 
participation, and social security to enhance quality of life as people age.

[Table 2] The three domains of active ageing from the WHO 4 

The lives of older women

In South Korea, the number of persons aged 65 or older was 7,685,000 in 2019, comprising 14.9% 
of the country's total population. Of those, 57.1% were women and 42.9% were men. In 2016, of 
all households with the household head aged 65 or more, approximately one-third of them were 
single-member households. The examination of those single-member households by gender 
showed that the proportion of one-woman households was 74.9%, which was about three times 
higher than the number of one-man households, thereby indicating that many women live alone 
in later life.5  

Life expectancy in South Korea is 82.4 years (79.3 for men; 85.4 for women), and healthy life 
expectancy is 64.9 years, with a period of illness of 17.5 years. In 2016, life expectancy at age 65 
was 20.6 years, with 18.4 years for men and 22.6 years for women.6  

Sociodemographic characteristics and health status

It is possible to prolong life and enhance the quality of life by minimizing health risk factors and 
maximizing health promoting factors. Ultimately, it will enable independent life and reduce the 
use of medical or care services.

Health

Older persons should be encouraged to participate in socioeconomic and cultural activities to the 
fullest extent through labor market participation, educational opportunity, and health and welfare 
services. They should be able to continue living a productive life with or without pay.

Participation

Policies and programs should be provided to help older persons live a socially, financially, and 
physically comfortable life (their rights to dignity should be guaranteed).

Security
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Regarding the nutritional management status of older persons, 46% of men and 37.8% of women 
had good nutritional status, indicating that nutritional status was relatively better in men. 
According to the 2016 Korea National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (KNHANES), 40% 
of older women were obese. Particularly, women did not exercise enough, and only 8.4% 
participated in strength training. In one out of five persons aged 65 or older showed depression 
symptoms; notably, the proportion by gender was 24% for women and 17.2% for men. 

[Table 3] Population pyramid and life expectancy at age 65 (2016) 8

Source: Statistics Korea, Population Projection

Source: Statistics Korea “Life Table”, EU European Health and Life Expectancy Information System
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However, the proportion of those assessing their typical health status as “poor” was higher in 
women aged 65 or older (49.7%) compared with men (35.2%).7 



51

According to the Korean National Institute of Dementia, the number of patients suspected of 
dementia exceeded 750,000. The prevalence of dementia was higher in women(62%) than in men 
(38%). The results of the 2019 Long-term Care Survey commissioned by the Ministry of Health and 
Welfare of Korea showed that 7 out of 10 recipients of long-term care for older persons were 
female, and 65% were the age of 80 or older, and that they had three or more chronic diseases 
such as hypertension, dementia, and diabetes.9 

Source: Korean Women's Development Institute, Gender Sensitive Statistics

[Figure 1] Employment rates by gender and age (As of April, 2020)

The employment rate among those aged 65 or older was 30.6%, and the employment rate at age 
60 or older was 41.8% (52.3% in men; 33.2% in women). In 2019, among persons between the ages 
of 55 and 64 with employment experience, the average employment duration at the workplace 
where they worked for the longest was 15 years and 5.7 months. By gender, the average 
employment duration was longer in men (19 years and 2.2 months) than in women (11 years and 
8.1 months) by 7 years and 6.1 months. In regard to the reasons why they left the workplace, “slow 
business, shutdown, or temporary or permanent closing of the business,” “recommended 
resignation, honorary retirement, or layoff,” and “I reached the retirement age” were more 
common in men than in women. The reasons “to care for the family,” “my health was poor,” and 
“I thought it was time to retire” were more common in women than in men.10  

According to the National Pension Service (2019), among approximately 4.5 million recipients of 
the national pension benefits, 42.5% are women. However, women make up only 33.3% of the old 
age benefits, and 91.4% of the widowhood benefits.11
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In 2017, 42.9% of persons aged 65 or older actively participated in various group activities in a one-year 
period, including alumni groups and hobby groups. By gender, the group activity participation rate was 
higher for men (48.0%) than for women (39.2%). The most popular group was “social groups” in both men 
and women, followed by “religious groups.”14

According to the 2019 Survey on Internet Usage, the computer usage rate was 43.3% for men in 
their 60s; 10.8% for men in their 70s; 37.5% for women in their 60s; and 7.2% for women in their 
70s.12  Thus, information competency in women declined with increasing age. Regarding how they 
wanted to spend their time in their senior years, “hobby activities” was the most common answer 
for both men and women aged 65 or older—60.0% and 56.8%, respectively. The second most 
common response was “income generating activities” (20.8%) for men and “religious activities” 
(17.7%) for women.13 

Source: Statistics Korea, Social Survey

[Figure 2] The desire to spend time in old age (2017)
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Note: 1) The proportion of persons who actively participated in various groups in a one-year period, including alumni groups and hobby groups.

Regarding expectations on life in old age, the most common response among persons aged 65 or 
older was income support in old age, then followed by medical and care services. Older men showed 
a stronger interest in employment and income supports in old age compared to older women. For 
older women, desires for financial support and medical and care services were at a similar level.15

[Table 4] Group activities of persons aged 65 or older, by gender

Source: Statistics Korea, the annual Social Survey
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The need for proactive measures to 
guarantee healthy and active ageing in women
It is forecasted that by 2050, persons of aged 65 or older will constitute 16% of the world’s 
population, and 54% of those will be women.16  Particularly in Europe, North America, and South 
Korea, one out of four is expected to be of age 65 or older. Since the late 1980s, the South Korean 
government as well as the UN made many efforts to establish policies for an aged society and 
prevent and resolve social issues due to an ageing population.

However, a gender perspective was not specified in most policies for an aged society. As discussed 
above, the lives of men and women in an aged society show different patterns. Though women 
tend to live longer than men, their health status is lower compared to that of men with increasing 
age, the labor market participation rate declines more in women compared to men. Men and 
women show different characteristics in preparations for old age and expectations of life in old 
age. When viewed from the "active ageing" perspective presented by the WHO, there are gender 
differences in the areas of health, participation, and security. Older women are more vulnerable 
than men in all three risk areas in later life—that is, poverty, illness, and isolation.17  The fact that 
older women may confront relatively less stability of old age is a phenomenon due to an 
accumulation of lifelong experience of inequality in a paternalistic society. As South Korea is 
entering into a super-aged society, the following gender mainstreaming strategies are required for 
securing healthy and active ageing for women in future.

First, the interest in and policy intent on women's rights regarding healthy and active ageing 
should be increased. Since the World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, the status of 
women improved but the interest in the lives of older women continues to be low. On 
International Women's Day in 2015, HelpAge raised issues regarding older women, who are still 
alienated in our global society. Commemorating Beijing+20 in 2016, HelpAge reviewed 131 reports 

[Table 5] Social issues of interest regarding later life over age 65

Source: Statistics Korea (2017), Social Survey
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that were presented to the 59th session of the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), 
which found that these issues regarding older women continued to remain at a low priority.18  
Despite the introduction of new articles regarding older women's human rights in the 2010 UN 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), it was 
clear that older women are trapped in the dual structure of age discrimination and gender 
discrimination which is persistent during their entire life.

Second, policies for an ageing society should be redesigned from a gender-sensitive perspective. 
Gender impact assessments of policies for ageing societies should be expanded. Collecting and 
analyzing data on the policies for an ageing society, the efforts to produce basic data on gender 
discrimination issues and sex-disaggregated statistics should also be expanded. This is because in 
the absence of gender-specific data on later life, there is a limitation in establishing 
gender-sensitive policy measures. The problems of poverty, illness, and isolation experienced by 
older women present different characteristics when compared to those of older men. Thus, to 
understand the problems regarding older women, they should be approached from a gender 
perspective.

Third, proactive policy measures to guarantee women a healthy and active ageing lifestyle should 
be created. A preventive approach is important in guaranteeing a healthy and secure life in old age; 
accordingly, older persons should be encouraged to be active community members. Those who 
want to work should be provided with opportunities to work. Access to health promoting services 
should be increased for the prevention of chronic illness. Furthermore, opportunities for lifelong 
learning need to be expanded for the development of human resources as well as the infrastructure 
for leisure activities. Before implementing such policy measures, the particular situations in which 
older women are in should be identified and the policies should be subsequently developed to 
reflect their practical and strategic needs. The establishment of gender-sensitive policies for an 
ageing society is essential for the agendas of gender equality and women's empowerment 
necessary to actualize the sustainable development goals (SDGs), which the UN is aiming to achieve 
by 2030. 
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©Grandma’s School

Grandma’s School and Active Ageing

Grandma’s School is a learning community of older women aged from 65 to 80 
(“grandmother” henceforth). Upon its establishment in Geumcheon-gu, Seoul in 
2017, members issued the <Grandma’s School Declaration>, which asserts the rights 
of grandmothers to have the opportunity to learn. The learning programs were 
orchestrated based on the belief that, “Experience of grandmothers is an asset to 
the society.”

Grandma’s School offers graduate school level lectures mainly concerning the field 
of culture, art, and the environment. Rather than focusing on lecture style education 
for personal self-improvement, instructors at Grandma’s School provide interactive 
learning experiences through feedback while discussing the learned contents and 
sharing one’s views. Moreover, the school implements a variety of projects so that 
grandmothers can have a new sense of identity as researchers and conduct research 
on ageing issues from the viewpoint of the concerned party.

School of Grandmothers, by Grandmothers, 
and for Grandmothers
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Each grandmother who enters Grandma’s School is given a nickname, notebook, and a 
color code. Many of grandmothers have been addressed as someone’s mother for a long 
period of time. In order to re-establish their own identity, grandmothers exchange 
questions with their classmates and decide their nicknames with own meanings. While 
attending the school, they accept the nicknames and express their identity by using them.

A notebook is given as a celebratory gift for their admission. It is a pledge to leave their 
comfort zones to learn and experience school once again. They can write about their 
concerns and reflections during the program using the notebook. By the time the program 
is complete, the notebook remains as a record of their learning and experience.

Finally, grandmothers are provided with color code suggestions. The recommended color 
is a visual tool that gives a sense of belonging to the new attendees at Grandma’s School. 

[School Culture] Three Things Grandmothers Receive
at Grandma’s School: “Nickname, Notebook, and Color Code”

Grandma’s School Declaration
Grandma’s School of Grandmothers, by Grandmothers, and for Grandmothers.

This is a movement. A beautiful practice that a human being unfolds.

It is a current feminist movement that ruminates and re-celebrates old age in an 

ageing society. We claim the right for the opportunity to learn as grandmothers.

Remember the hands of grandmothers that pulled you up when you fell.

Have you walked around this city at the pace of a grandmother?

Have you looked at the dilemmas in this city from the perspective of grandmothers?

We need a steady educational support for grandmothers to lead a more sophisticated life.

To do so, hold the hands of grandmothers and provide an appealing workroom for 

grandmothers to set forth their aspirations.

Grandma’s School is a feminist movement that will spread to each and every town 

starting with Geumcheon-gu in 2017.

It is rude to ask, “Why grandmothers?”

Imagine a city without grandmothers.
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During the culture project class, each grandmother chose a topic of own research project 
and spent time for observing, surveying, and documenting various issues that are taking 
place in the community. Their investigation was documented in the form of an engraving 
or painting and was shared during the class. Some interesting researches of the culture 
project class are as follows: (1) a research on fashion of older women who collects waste 
paper for a living, and (2) a research on older women’s harsh lives as wives and 
daughters-in-law.

Sometimes the School provides the main theme of the research. In 2018, culture project 
class covered the “Me Too Movement,” a social issue at the time. In 2019, culture project 
selected “monsters” as a theme to elicit the monstrous things that grandmothers had 
experienced. This research project allowed the grandmothers to relate unpleasant 
experiences or problems they had faced by labeling such circumstances as poverty, living 
with in-laws, being obsessed with things, and absconding tenants as monsters, and by 
collaboratively exploring ways to eradicate them. The accrued research results were 
shared with the public through forums and exhibitions.

[Class Story 1] “Culture Project Class” 
Engaging the Grandmothers as Researchers

It becomes the cultural foundation that reveals the identity of Grandma’s School for the 
semester, during which the selected color also becomes the dress code and the main color 
for notebooks and class materials. In 2018, the color purple was chosen with the intent to 
participate and build solidarity with other women during the ‘Year of the Woman’. In 2019, 
sunset orange was selected with the intent of conducting research on our ageing society 
with grandmothers.

[Color code for 2018: Purple (left), Notebooks of Grandma’s School (Right) ©Grandma’s School]
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“Parkour” is an obstacle course training session that gets around urban and natural 
obstacles by running, jumping, and crawling without using any apparatus. It is also 
known as free running. In Grandma’s School, the parkour class was implemented to 
provide an opportunity to overcome the physical limitations of old age. The 
grandmothers practiced basic parkour movements such as “crawling,” “jumping,” and 
“balancing.” To remember the day’s experience, they created pop-up figures doing 
parkour activities.

[Class Story 2] “Parkour Class” with Activities to Overcome 
the Physical Limitations of Old Age

©Grandma’s School
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Journal entry from Grandma “Fox”

“I was living a carefree life. Doing new things at my age was cumbersome and irritating. 
I had to think deeply. Furthermore, I had to express my thoughts in writing. Days went 
by as I complained. A month went by, and one day I asked myself. ‘What’s all this?” 

I came to look deeper within myself and saw my core I had not felt anywhere.”

Journal entry from Grandma “Flower”

“I wish all grannies realized this! I thought”
“My heart fluttered when I experienced such an astonishing class. 

There was excitement in my heart as if I were being born again in an old age.”

Journal entry from Grandma “Bunny”

“It is good to receive [an] allowance from grown-up children, 
but I would like to study more on how to support myself.”

(This script was rewritten based on the interview with Ms. So-yeon Choi, the principal of Grandma’s School.)

Grandma’s School was run by Geumcheon-gu district until 2019. Now the School is closed for 
the time being due to COVID-19 and other issues concerning the local government. For a more 
stable and sustainable model of operation, Grandma’s School is preparing for the next step.

Grandma’s School that 
“Builds Intergenerational Solidarity Together”
The greatest experience that Grandma’s School offers is to collaboratively develop the 
perspective of this society and communicate with diverse people. In the past, 
grandmothers used to view a society within the framework of family, community, or the 
culture of their generation. However, through the activities in Grandma’s School, 
grandmothers came to realize the real but harsh truth that the world is changing rapidly 
and everyone has a different perspective. At Grandma’s School, grandmothers have 
chances to communicate with various generations, including the faculty who are in their 
40s and 50s, and young adults in their 20s and 30s (Grandma’s School curator, writer, and 
district officials working for Geumcheon-gu). With the experiences of intergenerational 
communication and understanding, grandmothers enjoy their discussions with different 
generations more than those with people from the same generation.
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AGAC hosted the Lecture series on human rights and older persons to 
broaden our perspectives and raise awareness on the related issues in May. 
Through the six time lectures of distinguished scholars and activists, various 
issues namely gender, history of human rights movement, social welfare, 
climate change in the human rights perspective, and welfare and older 
persons, were discussed. 

The first lecture was delivered by Hyeon-Baek Chung(Emeritus Professor of history at 
Sungkyunkwan University and the former minister of the Ministry of Gender Equality 
and Family) and discussed regarding gender and the history of women’s rights 
movement. Given that gender is one of the most crucial perspectives to understand a 
society’s economic, political, social and cultural structure and context, gender should 
always be considered and integrated when it comes to discuss and deal with human 
rights of older persons. 

 1st Lecture: Gender and a History of Women’s Rights Movement (May 7)

The second lecture regarding human rights and human rights movement in Korea, 
was given by Oh, Chang-ik, a well-known human rights activist in Korea, working at 
Citizen's Solidarity for Human Rights. Through the lecture, he gave audiences an 

 2nd Lecture: Human Rights and Human Rights Movement in Korea (May 13) 
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The third lecture, given by a women’s rights activist, Yeong-Sook Cho provided an opportunity to understand 
gender in a different angle—while gender in the first lecture was discussed in an academic and historian 
perspective, this time, the lecture was more focused on how issues of gender equality and women’s rights 
were raised in the international society and how the international human rights mechanism for women has 
been shaped in a viewpoint of a women’s rights activist. 

 3rd Lecture: Gender and Women’s Rights in the International Society (May 14)

The 4th lecture was given by Hye-kyung Lee (Emeritus Professor of Social Welfare at Yonsei University). The 
lecture provided audiences to understand a history and development process of social welfare policies in the 
international society as well as the Republic of Korea. Social welfare, which is a very critical area for human 
rights issues of older persons, has been a politically and financially sensitive area in countries, but the lecture 
gave us a clear message that social welfare should be developed and regarded as a crucial instrument and 
accountability for governments to achieve universal human rights. 

 4th Lecture: Understanding Social Welfare Policies (May 21)

The fifth lecture, given by Hyo-Je Cho(Professor of Sociology at Sungkonghoe University) focused on the 
climate crisis in a human rights perspective. Climate crisis is a human rights issue, not only because it invades 
our rights to survive, rights to access food, housing and health system, but also it aggravates inequalities 
between the global south and the north. The lecture provided audiences an opportunity to broaden the 
perspectives and understanding the intersectionality among people, animals and our environment. In 
accordance with the intersectionality, WHO set forth an approach of “One Health”, which is “a collaborative 
efforts of multiple disciplines to attain optimal health for people, animals and the environment”. Human rights 
is not only for people’s rights, but encompasses coexistence and correlations among human being, animals 
and the earth. 

 5th Lecture: Climate Crisis and Human Rights (May 27)

The last lecture was delivered by Nan Joo Yang (Professor of Social Welfare, Daegu University), focusing on 
older persons and social welfare in a human rights perspective. She encouraged audiences to think beyond 
our prejudices about “ageing” and “vulnerability and dependence” by introducing various perspectives of 
gerontology. She also introduced the Korean welfare policies for older persons as well as the gap between the 
policies and the reality. Through the lecture, the lecturers and the participants discussed how the welfare 
paradigm should be shifted in a human rights angle, and how the human rights paradigm is able to be 
reflected in the policies. 

 6th Lecture: Human Rights of Older Persons and Social Welfare (May 28)

opportunity to think and question the prejudices and the rules of the society, such as capitalism, 
totalitarianism, and the education system based on competition in a human rights perspective. 
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The COVID-19 crisis has caused untold damage across the world and has changed our lives in 
every aspect, and older persons are the most vulnerable group with a greater risk of dying the 
disease, limited access to necessities, information and healthcare.
In this regard, AGAC hosted a webinar on “Older Persons, Communities and COVID-19” with 
UNESCAP, UNFPA, HelpAge International and the Japan Gerontological Evaluation Study (JAGES) 
on June 4.  

A webinar, moderated by Dr. John Beard, presented the videos of older persons so as to 
understand older persons’ situations and difficulties due to the crisis, as well as provided in-depth 
discussions of the panels about the importance of the community level’s responses and roles, 
digital literacy, and responsive policies in the Asia-Pacific. Also, human rights issues related to 
older persons with dementia, disability, or older persons living alone and the COVID-19 and 
gender are also raised. The webinar provided an opportunity to actively communicate and 
discuss about human rights of older persons in the COVID-19 crisis, and over 300 audiences 
participated in the webinar. 

Webinar on COVID-19 and Older Persons
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AGAC provides a monthly infographic “Monthly HROP(Human Rights of Older Persons)” dealing 
with a critical issue related to older persons and human rights every month from this June. To 
remind of “World Elder Abuse Awareness Day” (June 15), as well as to celebrate the 2nd anniversary 
of AGAC's establishment(June 26), the Monthly HROP in this June provides information and 
issues of elder abuse and a vision of AGAC.

For more Monthly HROP,  visit AGAC website http://www.asemgac.org/
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The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) is an intergovernmental process established in 1996 to foster 
dialogue and cooperation between Asia and Europe.
ASEM addresses political, economic, financial, social, cultural, and educational issues of common 
interest in a spirit of mutual respect and equal partnership. Its foremost event, the ASEM Summit, 
is a biennial meeting between the Heads of State and Government, the President of the European 
Council, the President of the European Commission, and the Secretary-General of ASEAN. In 
addition, ASEM Ministers & Senior Officials also meet in their respective sectoral dialogues.

The initial ASEM Partnership in 1996 consisted of 15 EU Member States, 7 ASEAN Member States, 
China, Japan, Korea and the European Commission. Today, ASEM comprises 53 Partners: 30 
European and 21 Asian countries, the European Union and the ASEAN Secretariat.

Through its informal process based on equal partnership and enhancing mutual understanding, 
ASEM facilitates and stimulates progress but does not seek to duplicate bilateral and other 
multilateral relationships between Asia and Europe.

Reference: ASEM InfoBoard, https://www.aseminfoboard.org/about/overview

About ASEM

ASEM Partners

European Union
Joined 1996

Partner Countries

Austria
Joined 1996

Brunei Darussalam
Joined 1996

China
Joined 1996

Australia
Joined 2010

Belgium
Joined 1996

Cambodia
Joined 2004

Bangladesh
Joined 2012

Bulgaria
Joined 2008

Croatia
Joined 2014

ASEAN Secretariat
Joined 2008



66

Cyprus
Joined 2004

Estonia
Joined 2004

Germany
Joined 1996

India
Joined 2008

Italy
Joined 1996

Korea
Joined 1996

Lithuania
Joined 2004

Malta
Joined 2004

Netherlands
Joined 1996

Pakistan
Joined 2008

Portugal
Joined 1996

Singapore
Joined 1996

Spain
Joined 1996

Thailand
Joined 1996

Czech Republic
Joined 2004

Finland
Joined 1996

Greece
Joined 1996

Indonesia
Joined 1996

Japan
Joined 1996

Lao PDR
Joined 2004

Luxembourg
Joined 1996

Mongolia
Joined 2008

New Zealand
Joined 2010

Philippines
Joined 1996

Romania
Joined 2008

Slovakia
Joined 2004

Sweden
Joined 1996

United Kingdom
Joined 1996

Denmark
Joined 1996

France
Joined 1996

Hungary
Joined 2004

Ireland
Joined 1996

Kazakhstan
Joined 2014

Latvia
Joined 2004

Malaysia
Joined 1996

Myanmar
Joined 2004

Norway
Joined 2012

Poland
Joined 2004

Russian Federation
Joined 2010

Slovenia
Joined 2004

Switzerland
Joined 2012

Viet Nam
Joined 1996



ASEM Global Ageing Center (AGAC)
ASEM Global Ageing Center (AGAC) is a specialized international institution headquartered 
in Seoul, which operates as an international hub for coordinating a wide variety of agendas 
regarding human rights of older persons for ASEM partners. 

The center aims to address various issues regarding human rights of older persons which 
ASEM partners are confronting, and ultimately contribute to the promotion and protection of 
human rights of older persons through policy research, exchange cooperation, awareness 
raising and education, and information sharing.



AGAC ISSUE FOCUS

For more information, visit AGAC website (www.asemgac.org)

AGAC ISSUE FOCUS is a periodic report, published biannually. Issue Focus aims to 
address timely ageing and human rights issues as well as introduce the relevant policies 

and responses from ASEM partners in order to promote information sharing and 
awareness raising, and ultimately enhance cooperation among the ASEM partners on the 

issues of ageing and human rights of older persons. Each report covers a particular 
theme which reflects major and timely issues of ageing and human rights of older 

persons in Asia and Europe. 


