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Different economic generational experiences caused inequality between the young
generation and the old generation in Korea. The members of the old generation have
benefited economically from a rapid economic growth rate, low income inequality and a
high employment rate since they started their economic activity. On the other hand, members
of the young generation have been suffered economically due to a low economic growth rate,
high income inequality and low employment rate. The different economic experiences the
two generations faced has caused the two to have different perceptions and evaluations of
the government’s economic performance. The old generation’s relatively positive perception
and evaluation of the government’s economic performance contributed to forming high
political trust level towards the government and high voter turnout. The young generation
has a relatively negative perception and evaluation of the government’s economic
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performance, thus leading them to have relatively low political trust level towards the
government and low voter turnout. Since the young generation’s voter turnout tends to be
lower than the old generation, politicians and candidates who are seeking more votes make
election pledges and policies that favor the old generation rather than the young generation.
This further increases economic inequality and political inequality between the generations.
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I. Introduction
Economic inequality between generations is a critical issue that many countries are suffering
from. The consequences of the problem are not limited to the economic sphere but also
encroach on the political sphere by limiting the young generation’s political as well as economic
opportunities through policies. A policy in favor of the old generation can wreak havoc on the
economy and political system by causing a loss of political trust from the young generation. In
order to avert this, the government must draw up and redesign policies with the young
generation at the center. This would stop widening inequality between the generations. This
issue has been receiving attention in many western democratic countries because the young
generation from these countries has been suffering a lot economically. For example, Italy and
Spain failed in labor reforms for the young generation. Less than 20 % of those in their 20s are
employed in both countries. Although Italy spends 16.8 % of its GDP on welfare programs for
senior citizens, many in the young generation are still unemployed or have part-time jobs for a
living. Many studies have been made on this topic to analyze the causes, but most studies of
generational inequality and its political implications have focused only on western democracies.
Studies on generational economic inequality and its political implications in East Asia are
lacking and should be pursued. As the democracy expanded in East Asia, inequality became
a critical issue, especially in Korea. Herein, it is argued that how generational experiences of
economic inequality levels affect political trust, behavior and voting. Economic inequality is
said to influence how political trust is perceived. This thesis uniquely observes and analyzes
the Korean case deeply with the purpose of raising awareness of the relationship between
economic inequality and political trust in the country.
The Korean case is unique and different from western democratic countries. The economy of
1

Korea rapidly expanded and developed. The old generation encountered a virtuous economy
which continues to impact and benefit to them. The growth of Korean economy is, however,
now slow and stagnant. Such a different economic growth rate gave an unfair generational
experience in distributing economic opportunities during each generation’s period of starting
economic activity such as looking for job opportunities actively, being employed in a company
and starting own business. The young generation has had to start economic activity while the
whole Korean economy has been suffering, but the old generation could start their economic
activity and succeeded in settling down while the whole Korean economy was growing. This
difference in these generational experiences opened and paved the different economic paths for
each generation, and they are still walking on these different paths.

2

II. Background
A. Value Study
The Korean General Social Survey 2012 conducted a study clearly showing citizens’ low
trust level towards political institutions. When the survey asked whether respondents have a
great deal of confidence, only some confidence, or hardly any confidence in executive
branch of the national government, 41.7 % of them responded that they hardly have any
confidence while only 6.9 % of them said they have a great deal confidence among 1,396
respondents (Kim, 2012, p.10). Also 69.5 % of them hardly have any confidence in Congress
while only 3.6 % of them answered they have a great deal confidence (Ibid). When they are
asked on their confidence in the Presidential Blue House, 45.3 % of them hardly have any
confidence at all while only 8.0 % of them have a great deal confidence (Ibid, p.17).
Furthermore, this survey suggests how Korean citizens perceive the political institutions
and whether they are satisfied with their economic performance or not. When they are asked
to evaluate of the current government in the year 2012, only 3.0 % of the respondents thought
the current government is very good in administering state affairs; however, 23.4 % of them
thought it is very poor in such a job (Ibid). Additionally, only 1.6 % of them were very
satisfied and 13 % of them were somewhat satisfied with the current state of politics while
22.8 % of them were very dissatisfied with it and 37.2 % of them are somewhat dissatisfied
(Ibid, p.20).
Korean citizens were not only dissatisfied with their political institutions, but also with their
economic performances. When they were asked on how satisfied with the current state of
economy, only 2.7 % of them were very satisfied while 13.5 % of them were very dissatisfied
3

and 35.0 % of them were somewhat dissatisfied (Ibid, p.22). The survey was no different
with the financial situation, only 5.7 % of them were very satisfied with it, while 11.4 % of
them were very dissatisfied and 29.2 % of them are somewhat dissatisfied (Ibid, 24).
Moreover, this survey asked on citizen’s opinion and perception of fairness or political
equality of Korean society. 28.6 % of respondents strongly agreed that the decision making
is affected by decision maker’s prejudices and sentiments and 49.9 % of them agreed on it
too, while only 6 % of them either strongly disagree or disagree on it (Ibid, p.61). Also 14 %
of them strongly agreed that political institutions fail to listen to the opinions of most people
who are affected by the decision, and 38.4 % of them agreed on it while only 2.1 % of them
strongly disagreed on it (Ibid, p.63).

B. Political Trust
Political trust is vital to democracy. Typically, trust is supposed to link ordinary citizens to
the political institutions that are intended to represent them (Bianco, 1994), thereby
enhancing both the legitimacy and the effectiveness of democratic governments (Braithwaite
& Levi, 1998). People’s distrust of the government is higher than ever in Korea (Jung &
Sung, 2012). The government depends on people’s political trust as a key factor in
determining the government’s competitiveness on the world stage. A high level of political
trust also leads to better cooperation of potential future public policies. Neustadt (1990, p.45)
mentions that “a government that is distrusted cannot set priorities easily for allocating public
resources to resolve public problems.” It is, therefore, important for a government to solve a
public distrust issue because otherwise it can threaten the legitimacy of the government
(Miller, 1974) and lead to conflicts and disruption within the society (Lewis & Weigert,
4

1985).
Democracies require trust from their citizens to remain strong. When citizens have higher
levels of political trust, they are more likely to hold the values that are deemed to be important
for democratic governance; citizens feel effective and believe that their participation makes
a difference (Uslaner, 2008). Therefore, when citizens feel that their government is
responding to their requests for an equal-fair share, their sense of political efficacy increases.
In turn, this leads to higher levels of trust in the government.
There are two different types of distrusting citizens: (1) distrusting democrats, who distrust
political institutions yet remain supportive of democratic principles and (2) distrusting nondemocrats, who distrust both political institutions and democratic principles. By analyzing
critical citizens or dissatisfied individuals in established democracies, it was seen that the vast
majority of people supported democratic principles and the existing regime, with the former
fortunately outnumbering the latter. Yet, the people remained dissatisfied with the
performance of the government (Pharr, 2000; Torcal & Montero 2006; Fuchs, Guidorossi &
Svensson, 1995). Public support for the government has weakened over time in Korea. The
level of satisfaction with democracy in practice dropped from 55 % in 1996 to 48 % in 2006
(Park, 2009). Public trust in representative institutions of democracy also eroded sharply
from 49 % in 1996 to 7 % in 2006 (Park, 2009). Many scholars have recognized that reason
for distrust is widespread. The general population’s trust in political institutions is not limited
to equality of distribution and equality of opportunity (Rothstein & Uslaner 2005), but also
political participation and regime legitimacy (Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Newton & Norris,
2000). Thus, the level of political trust needs to be understood as a condition to comprehend
political behavior, voting.
The old generation is said to exhibit higher trust in institutions than the young generation
5

in most of the countries (Mishler & Rose, 2001). This is the same for the Korean case. The
critical is likely to be of the young generation who is not so happy with the unequal levels of
economic opportunities available for them (Park, 2009). The prevalent distrust among the
young generation towards the government should not be surprising. The democracy in Korea
is said to be in trouble because of those who remain distrusting, especially the young
generation (Ibid). The democracy in Korea has to deal with political discontent of critical
citizens (Park, 2009).

C. Grouping Each Generation
Different generational experiences divide citizens into two age groups. In Korea, 9 to 24
year olds are defined as youth according to the Framework Act on Juveniles (UNESCO
defines youth as 15 to 24 year olds). Therefore, it is assumed that people after youth years
start economic activity around age of 25. The first group can be regarded as the old
generation who is between 45 to 55 years old and born from 1960 to 1970. The old
generation started economic activity around age of 25 in the period from 1985 to 1995. The
second group is regarded as the young generation, as the age here ranges from 25 to 35 years
old. They were born from 1980 to 1990 and they started their economic activity from 2005
to 2015, the current year. In order to focus solely on the old generation and young generation,
the people from 36 years old to 44 years old are intentionally omitted because this age group
is in between the young and old generation. Also people above 55 years old are not
considered as the old generation because they are facing different situation such as poverty
after their retirement.

6

Table 1 Grouping the Generations (current year 2015)
Old Generation

Young Generation

Age

45 to 55 years old

25 to 35 years old

Year Born

from 1960 to 1970

from 1980 to 1990

from 1985 to 1995

from 2005 to 2015

Period of Starting Economic
Activity (Age around 25)

D. Voter Turnout
Political scientists have been concerned about decreases in electoral participation. Lower
electoral participation is a clear evidence of a democracy crisis. Korea is no exception. Since
the democratic transition in 1987, political participation has gradually declined, and turnout
is low for most elections. Political participation can be measured by voter turnout in the
Presidential and the National Assembly elections, which have dropped noticeably since the
1990s (International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance [International IDEA],
p.586).

7

Figure 1 Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections

Source: International IDEA

Figure 2 Voter Turnout in National Assembly Elections

Source: International IDEA
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Voter turnout can be used to measure political trust. Therefore, low voter turnout could
give a stern warning on strong political distrust of citizens. The survey conducted before the
19th National Assembly election asking why people do not want to vote suggests that the
major reason was because citizens thought nothing will be changed even though they vote.
More than a half of the respondents, 52.8 % of them said they do not think voting would
improve the society (Republic of Korea National Election Commission [NEC], 2012, p.18).
When citizens choose not to vote, it means they do not expect that elected politicians would
keep their election pledges and represent their interests. Therefore, low voter turnout surely
implies low political trust level.

Figure 3 The Voter Turnout of 18th Presidential Election by Age
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The 18th Presidential election held in 2012 shows the reality of political trust of Korean
citizens by age. Voters in mid-late 20s and early 30s represent the young generation and 40s
and 50s represent the old generation, their voter turnout can be used to indicate their political
trust level. The voter turnout of the old generation was higher than the young generation.
(NEC, 2013, p.10). Figure 3 shows that voter turnout of people above 50s reached 82.0 %
and 40s reached 75.6 % while the voter turnout of the early 30s was 67.7 % and mid-late 20s
was 65.7 %. As the voters get younger, they show lower voter turnout, which implies that
the younger the voter the lower his/her political trust (Ibid, p.11).
Those in their 20s and 30s are divided into two groups, the early and mid-late groups. One
thing interesting was that the mid-late 20s voter turnout was the lower than the early 20s ones,
but the early 30s voter turnout was higher than the mid-late 30s.
Figure 4 The Voter Turnout of 19th National Assembly Election by Age
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The 19th National Assembly election also shows the same trend from the 18th Presidential
election result, but the voter turnout is even lower here. Herein, it will not focus on why the
voter turnout of the 19th National Assembly election is lower than the 18th Presidential
election, but it will focus on the trend of the lower voter turnout of the young generation. The
young generation’s voter turnout for those in their mid-late 20s was the lowest, 37.9%. Like
the result of the 18th Presidential election, the early 20s voter turnout was higher than midlate 20s and early 30s. This is because the early 20s who are still in school during their youth
period before becoming the young generation have not realized the real economic situation.
They have not started seeking jobs actively like the young generation who is in their midlate 20s. Therefore, they are not aware of the vicious economic situation as much as the
young generation, so they still have relatively higher political trust towards the government
compared to the young generation.
On the other hand, the voter turnout of the mid-late 20s and early 30s, the young generation,
is the lowest among all different age groups because they are the ones who struggle the most
in an unfair economic situation. Most of them are usually college graduates and they start
their economic activity, but they often face obstacles in limited economic opportunities of
the society (Ibid, p.15). It suggests that their political trust as well as voter turnout are
relatively low. After the mid-late 20s, voter turnout is increasing as the voter gets older. Voter
turnout of the old generation in their 40s (52.6%) and the 50s (62.4%) is higher than the
young generation of the mid-late 20s (37.9%) and the early 30s (41.8%) (Ibid, p.425).
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III.

Literature Review

A. Voter Turnout and Inequality
Previous research on the relationship between inequality and electoral participation can be
shown theoretically. Conceivably, the most understood and widespread view towards
economic inequality suggests that higher inequality reduces electoral participation, and this
theory can be applied to generational economic inequality in the Korean case as well (Dahl,
2006; Goodin and Drysek, 1980). Goodin and Drysek argue that “when economic power is
skewed, the political success is also likely to be skewed, alienating the relatively poor from
political participation.” This, therefore, leaves the “better off” or the old generation, to
dominate the political and economic spheres of influence and leave behind the economically
weaker young generation. It alienates the young generation from electoral participation and
leaves the old generation to take over the political spheres by discouraging the young
generation, but encouraging the old generation in voting.

B. Political Trust and Evaluation of the Government’s
Performance
The article “What are the Origins of Political Trust? Testing Institutional and Cultural
Theories in Post-Communist Societies” written by Mishler and Rose, helps convey the
different theoretical approaches to find the origins of political trust. The authors introduce the
endogenous theory suggesting that individual evaluations of government performance is the
origin that helps create political trust to the citizens. Eun Ju Chi, Yang Ho Rhee, and Hyeok
12

Yong Kwon, co-authors of Inequality and Political Trust in Korea, suggested that Koreans
perceive income inequality and the lack of job opportunities as having a negative effect
towards political trust (Chi, Rhee & Kwon, 2013, p.203). Regarding the impacts of citizens’
evaluations of the government performance on level of political trust, the young generation
and the old generation generally have different evaluations and perceptions of the
government’s economic performance, thus, forming different levels of political trust. While
the old generation has formed a relatively positive evaluation of the government’s
performance and higher political trust, the young generation has formed a relatively negative
evaluation of the government’s performance and low political trust.

C. IKEA Generation
Revenge of the IKEA Generation written by Young Soo Cheon explains that the Korean
young generation lives in an unfair society. The author compares the young generation to
furniture from IKEA Company. IKEA furniture looks fancy and it is very popular especially
among the young generation. Also people expect that the furniture would be strong enough to
last long; however in fact, it is low quality and unsustainable. The author thinks that the young
generation’s quality of life is like IKEA furniture, especially in an economic perspective.
Table 2 IKEA Generation
IKEA Furniture

Young Generation

Looks fancy and modern

Are highly educated

Low quality

Low quality of life

Unsustainable

Low economic opportunity
Source: Cheon, 2013, JoongAng Libro
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Figure 5 Rate of Completing Post-Secondary Education by Age, 2011 (%)
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The young generation in general has been educated at higher level. The young generation
whose age varies from 25 years old to 34 years old’s rate of completing post-secondary
education reached 64 %. It is the highest rate among all age groups. Even comparing to the
average rate of other OECD countries, it is 25 % higher. On the other hand, the rate of the
old generation whose age is from 45 years old to 55 years old is very low reaching only 28 %.
This rate is the same as the average rate of other OECD countries (Um, 2013).
Therefore, the young generation’s quality of life, economic and political opportunities are
expected to be higher than the old generation. Overall, the critical and the more educated
citizens are likely to be the young generation and as they have higher education level, they
are expected to have better quality of life (Park, 2009). However, the heavily-educated
population, the young generation is in fact, struggling from generational inequality. The
14

reality of the young generation is vicious. Due to limited economic opportunities and low
economic growth rate in a period of starting economic activity, their quality of life is low.

D. Economic Inequality between the Generations
The economic gap, and “fairness,” is widening annually. Rothstein and Uslaner (2005,
p.30) describe the situation of the young generation as follows, “[Young Koreans] find
themselves trapped in a continuous cycle of inequality with low [political] trust in others and
in governmental institutions and policies that do little to reduce the gap between the rich and
the poor [and the old generation and the young generation] to create a sense of equal
opportunity.” Rothestein and Uslaner (Ibid) go on further to reaffirm that the equality in the
distribution of resources and equality of opportunity bring about an increased sense of social
solidarity within the mass public. Therefore, it is up to the state to ensure that political trust is
re-attained by the people. Levi and Stokes (2000) state the proposed attributes of the state are:
“personal trust in political leaders, credible commitments by government actors, and
institutional arrangements that reward competence, honesty and sanction opportunistic
behavior by government actors” (Chi, Rhee & Kwon, 2013, p.203). Yet “despite these
scholarly efforts to explore the political consequences of inequality in democracy, the
mechanisms that link inequality and citizens’ political behavior in Korea have yet to receive
any systematic attention” (Ibid, p. 202).
Economic inequality between the young generation and the old generation is a critical
issue in Korean society. While the young generation is suffering from high unemployment
rate and still dependent on their parents financially, the old generation becomes middle or
high class of the society leading the economy. Korea is an aging society which means that in
15

the near future when the old generation retires, it will be the young generation’s turn to lead
the economy and support the old generation financially; however, generational economic
inequality blocks economic opportunities for the young generation to grow and prepare
themselves economically and financially for the future.

16

IV.

Research Question

As the lower voter turnout suggested, the young generation’s political trust level is very
low in Korea. Why is young generation’s political trust lower than that of the old generation
in Korea? Is there any relation between generational economic inequality and political trust?
This thesis will analyze the economic factors or experiences that influence the different levels
of political trust for the two generations. To answer these research questions, it should be
noted that voter turnout is used to measure political trust level of each generation. This
research question can be examined deeply by comparing the old and the young generation’s
economic background and experiences. In order to compare their economic backgrounds,
data, figures and tables will be used to show differences between the old and young
generations.
Economic factors are not the only factors that influenced the two generations’ formation
of political trust. Each generation’s evaluation of the government’s economic performance
interacted with these economic factors. Evaluation of each generation becomes the key in
determining different political trust and voter turnout. The generation’s evaluation is reflected
on deciding whether they like to trust the government or not. Their political trust is then
represented by their votes. Furthermore, this thesis will analyze what kinds of exogenous
factors influenced each generation in forming different levels of political trust, such as
political participation and crisis situation.

17

V. Research Methodology
A. General Cycle
Figure 6 General Cycle

(c) Evaluation

of the
government's
(b) Economic economic
opportunities performanc

(e) How policies
(d) Forming benefit or
discriminate
political
representing
trust and
generation
voter
turnout

(a) Economic
inequality

The “general cycle” clearly explains the process of how different generational experiences
contributed to forming political trust. Therefore, in order to analyze why each generational
group has different level of political trust, it is very important to understand the cycle. The
cycle starts from (a) economic inequality, (b) economic opportunities (c) generation’s
evaluation of the government’s economic performance, (d) forming political trust and voter
turnout and (e) how policies benefit or discriminate representing generation. The cycle will
suggest that “the [Korean] democratic government must gain the young generation’s
18

political support through better performance, in economic, political and policy terms” (Chu,
2009, p.154).

i. The Virtuous Cycle for the Old Generation
The old generation is the fortunate age group in Korea. As they go through their five cycle
stages, they benefit repeatedly over another group. First off, O-a) the old generation is a
winner of economic inequality. O-b) Due to the high economic growth rates experienced,
there was increased availability for economic opportunities. The employment rate has been
relatively high and income distribution has been in favor of the old generation.
Figure 7 The Old Generation’s Virtuous Cycle
a) Winner of
Economic Inequality

e) Benefits from
Policies

b) High Economic
Opportutnies

Candidates’ Electoral Strategy:
Focus on the old generation
c) Positive
Evaluation of the
Government's
Economic
Performance

d) Relativley High
Political Trust &
Voter Turnout
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O-c) Because of high economic opportunities distributed for the old generation during their
period of starting economic activity as well as the present, their evaluation of the
government’s economic performance is generally positive and favorable; this factored into
O-d) why they increase their participation in politics. Their voter turnout is high compared
to that of the young generation due to higher political trust towards the government.
O-e) Since the old generation’s voter turnout is higher than the young generation,
candidates and politicians are willing to use their electoral strategy to win for more votes by
focusing on the old generation. Also, Korea is an aging society so it helps political
campaigners to secure elderly votes needed to win their elections. In order to win election,
candidates and politicians make policies and election pledges which benefit the old
generation. The government’s shift of policies towards guaranteeing economic security for
the old generation has placed an increased level of satisfaction. These all pose problems for
the young generation. Before running elections, the political candidates target the old
generation to gain support and turn-in votes. When candidates advertise their policy
campaigns, it is easy to observe that their policies mainly aim to benefit the old generation
rather than the young generation. It is the same even after they are elected. When their term
of office is about to end, they make and reform policies to benefit the old generation to gain
support for next election again. It re-benefits the old generation economically and politically.
This is the repeated cycle which grants more of economic and political opportunities for the
old generation and makes discrimination against the young generation.

20

ii. The Vicious Cycle for the Young Generation
Figure 8 The Young Generation’s Vicious Cycle

a) Loser of
Economic Inequality

e) Discrimination
from Policies

b) Low Economic
Opportunites

Candidates’ Electoral Strategy:
Neglect the young generation

c) Negative
Evaluation of the
Government's
Economic
Performance

d) Relativley Low
Political Trust &
Voter Turnout

The economic situation of the young generation is a lot different from that of the old
generation. Y-a) The young generation is a loser of economic inequality. Y-b) The economic
growth rate has slowed down. Their employment rate has been relatively low and income
distribution has been not so much favorable to the young generation. Therefore, it gives
limited job opportunities and makes the young generation suffer from generational income
inequality. There is also income inequality among the young generation. Income inequality
between young temporary workers and regular workers which is caused by high
unemployment rate from the distorted job market is also another issue that worsens income
inequality of the young generation. Y-c) It leads the young generation to have a negative
evaluation of the government’s economic performance and low political trust. The young
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generation is disappointed at the election pledges as well as economic performance of the
government. For instance, in 2002 and 2004 the liberal or progressive oriented parties
succeeded in mobilizing the young generation, but they failed to keep promises, or provide
fresh new policies. Such an experience of the young generation made them lose political trust
in the government. Y-d) The young generation’s political trust towards the government is
relatively low and it affects their voter turnout. Figure 9, Cumulative Voter turnout by Age
clearly shows the young generation’s voter turnout is the lowest among all age groups in
various elections.
Figure 9 Cumulative Voter Turnout by Age (%)

PE: Presidential Election

LE: Local Election

NAE: National

Old

Young

Source: NEC, 2012
The parties should heed the underlying message indicative of the young generation’s
distrust toward politicians. The young generation trust neither the ruling nor the opposition
party. In response to the low voter turnout from the recent by-election, the Presidential Blue
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House promised to "repay the people's will by revitalizing the economy… and politics in
Korea" on April, 30th in 2015. However, this promise has been benefiting only the old
generation. Y-e) Candidates or politicians neglect to represent the young generation’s
interests. It is their electoral strategy to focus on the old generation who are more likely to
vote. During a campaign period before an election, candidates focus on making election
pledges which give benefits to the old generation to win more votes. Thus, the young
generation is discriminated economically and politically in policies losing economic
opportunities again.
The young generation is aware of that they are discriminated in a policy and an election
pledge by the government and one survey supports their awareness. NEC asked on voters’
concern when the voted for the 18th Presidential election. There were different categories
such as person or capability, policy or election pledge and political party. One interesting fact
was that the young generation was the ones who cared the most about a policy or an election
pledge of Presidential candidates. 52.8 % of 20s and 54.2 % of 30s thought that a policy or
an election pledge is the most important thing when they vote for a candidate. As respondents
get older, they care less about a policy or an election pledge. What does this result imply? It
implies that the young generation is more concerned about whether the government would
represent their interests or not because of the discrimination in the policy and election pledge
they have faced before.
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Table 3 Voters’ Concern When They Vote for the 18th Presidential Election
(N=1,500: %)

Other’s

Political

Party

Opinion

Experience

44.6

4.8

5.4

10.2

23.8

52.8

4.2

9.4

6.9

(321)

23.5

54.2

3.9

7.3

6.3

40s

(333)

38.1

42.4

3.8

3.4

6.9

50s

(281)

31.5

40.7

7.0

3.1

10.6

(298)

25.7

34.1

5.0

4.4

20.3

Person/

of Cases

Capability

(1,500)

28.8

20s

(267)

30s

In Total

By

Policy/

Political

Number

Election
Pledge

Age

Above
60s

Source: NEC, 2013, p.16
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Table 4 Voters’ Concern When They Vote for the 19th National Assembly
Election (N=1,500: %)

Age

Political

Other’s

Political

Person/

of Cases

Capability

(1,500)

30.8

34.0

13.8

7.6

4.4

20s

(267)

19.7

46.4

12.9

13.2

2.9

30s

(321)

27.7

36.6

12.5

9.3

5.3

40s

(333)

31.5

38.5

17.4

4.4

1.4

50s

(281)

35.7

30.7

13.8

5.4

5.4

(298)

38.8

18.0

11.7

6.2

7.3

In Total

By

Policy/

Number

Above
60s

Election
Pledge

Party

Opinion Experience

Source: NEC, 2012, p.19

Table 4 also shows that as voters get younger, they are more concerned about whether
elected candidates would represent their interests in a policy or an election pledge or not, but
as they get older, they care more about a person or a capability (NEC, 2012, p.19). The old
generation is less likely to care about a policy or an election pledge because they have been
benefited in such things so trust has been built for them, and they believe the government
would represent their interests for next term as well.
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B. Standards of Separating Groups
Different economic experiences of each generation in respective period of starting
economic activity period played a key role in causing inequality between two groups.
Furthermore, this inequality contributed to forming different levels of political trust of the
generations. In order to analyze how economic inequality between the old generation and
young generation has influenced forming political trust and voter turnout, the causes require
certain areas of focus. First off is to examine how the different groups experience their
relative economic situations and the reasons why they are different. There are several
economic standards of separating Korean citizens into two different groups.

C. Economic Experiences
i.

Economic Growth Rate

The two groups experienced different economic growth rates. Figure 10 shows Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate of Korea from 1985 to 2013. The years from 1985 to
1995 are designated to the old generation and the years from 2005 to 2013 are designated to
the young generation. When analyzing the GDP growth rate of each year, it will be observed
in the perspective of a 25-year-old citizen from each representing year. The numbers in the
brackets represent the current age of the generations. For example, the year 1985 will be
observed in the perspective of a 55-year-old citizen when she or he was 25 years old who
just started economic activity.
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Figure 10 GDP Growth in Korea (annual %)
14.00
12.00
10.00

6.00
4.00
2.00
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-2.00
-4.00
-6.00
-8.00
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1988(52)
1989(51)
1990(50)
1991(49)
1992(48)
1993(47)
1994(46)
1995(45)
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005(35)
2006(34)
2007(33)
2008(32)
2009(31)
2010(30)
2011(29)
2012(28)
2013(27)

GDP Growth (%)

8.00

Young

Old

Year (Age Represented)

Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators
Table 5 shows that during the old generation’s period of starting economic activity, from
year 1985 to 1995, the GDP growth rate was relatively high. It ranges from 5.77 to 12.27.
On the other hand, for the young generation’s respective economic period, the GDP growth
was generally very low ranging from 0.71 to 6.50.
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Table 5 GDP Growth in Korea (annual %)
Old Generation

Young Generation

Year (Age)

GDP Growth

Year (Age)

GDP Growth

1985 (55)

7.47

2005 (35)

3.92

1986 (54)

12.24

2006 (34)

5.18

12.27

2007 (33)

5.46
2.83

1987 (53)

The highest

1988 (52)

11.66

2008 (32)

1989 (51)

6.75

2009 (31)

0.71
The lowest

1990 (50)

9.30

2010 (30)

1991 (49)

9.71

2011 (29)

3.68

5.77

2012 (28)

2.29

2013 (27)

2.97

6.50
The highest

1992 (48)

The lowest

1993 (47)

6.33

1994 (46)

8.77

1995 (45)

8.93
Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators

As one can imagine, GDP growth rate has a large impact on nearly everyone within that
economy. A significant change in GDP growth rate, whether up or down, usually has a
significant effect on individuals’ living. GDP growth rates implies economic opportunities.
When GDP growth rate is high, it is more likely to have higher economic opportunities. For
example, when the economy is healthy, unemployment becomes low and wage increases as
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a business demands labor to meet the growing economy. On the other hand, low GDP
growth rate in turn means dark economic prospects.
When the old generation started economic activity around age of 25, the economy was
developed rapidly creating many jobs and increasing incomes. However, when the young
generation started economic activity, economic development slowed down dramatically
limiting job opportunities and income level distributed for them.

ii. Employment Rate
Figure 11 Ratio of Each Age Group to Employed Workers (%)
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Average of 2013
Second quarter of 2014

20s Young 30s
14.24
22.88
14.01
22.18

Average of 2013

40s Old 50s
26.5
22.36
26
22.79

Above 60s
13.12
14.13

Second quarter of 2014

Source: NSO, 2014
The labor market distributes unequal job opportunities between the generations and
contributes to making inequality between them. The Korean labor market is aging. The
number of workers of 40s and 50s exceeded 20s and 30s. According to the National
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Statistical Office [NSO], the first quarter of 2014 data shows that employees in their 50s were
increased 6.0 % and now 5.68 million workers of 50s are employed. And the employees of
30s were decreased 0.1 % and reached 5.67 million workers.
According to the data from the second quarter of 2014, the employees of 40s had the
highest number and the 20s had the lowest number. The list of age groups of employees in
a decreasing order from the data is following: 40s (26.00%), 50s (22.79%), 30s (22.18%),
above 60s (14.13%), and 20s (14.1%). If it is compared with the data from 1983, the age
group who was employed the most was 20s (27.49%) and the age group who was employed
the least was above 60s (5.67 %). The 1983 data in a decreasing order is following: 20s
(27.49%), 30s (25.49%), 40s (23.01%), 50s (13.35%), and above 60s (5.67%).
Table 6 The Ratio of Employees by Age in the Labor Force (%)

2014
1983

20s

30s

14.1

22.18

The lowest

27.49
The highest

40s

50s

60s

26

22.79

14.13

The highest

25.49

23.01

13.35

5.67
The lowest

Source: NSO, 2014
This data clearly shows the employment rate of the old generation is higher than the young
generation implying unequal distribution of job opportunities and distorted job market for
the young generation.
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iii. Income Distribution
Another indicative to separate economic experiences between the generations is income
distribution. As one important factor, “many politicians agree that an individual’s income
affects one’s political behavior” (Rueda, 2014, p.3), and therefore, has influence on political
trust and voting. When the old generation just started economic activity, there was a
democratic increase in labor union activities upon political democratization in 1987. In 1987
and 1988, labor movements and labor disputes spread across Korea, causing a sharp increase
in wages (Grewal, 2007). The old generation was satisfied with increases in income during
their respective economic period; however, the young generation did not experience such a
dramatic increase in their incomes like the old generation.
Even today, the old generation who has more years of work experiences is usually at
higher position at a company. As the old generation get promotions at workplaces, salary
goes up so they tend to receive higher income than the young generation. By contrast, the
young generation who is still looking for jobs or just got employed as a new member of the
company receive lower income than the old generation since they do not have the same
opportunities for promotion. It causes income inequality between the generations and makes
the old generation to have a relatively high satisfaction and positive evaluation of the
government’s economic performance while the young generation has a relatively low
satisfaction and negative evaluation of the government’s economic performance.
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Table 7 Trends of Income Distribution (annual data)

Old

Young

Source: NSO, KOSIS Homepage
Note: The indicators are calculated for urban households only (excluding one-person and farm
households). The relative poverty rate is the proportion of households under the 50% level out
of the medium income of total households.
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Figure 12 Trends of Income Distribution in Korea (annual data)

Old

Young

Source: NSO, KOSIS Homepage.
According to Table 7 and Figure 12, it shows different trends in income distribution for
each generation’s period of starting economic activity. During the old generation’s period of
starting economic activity, the Gini coefficient in terms of market income ranges from 0.264
in 1991 to 0.268 in 1995. Also, the relative poverty rate of market income was in the range
from 7.6 in 1991 to 9.3 in 1995. On the other hand, during the young generation’s period of
starting economic activity, the Gini coefficient and relative poverty rate in terms of market
income were increased. In 2005, the Gini coefficient is 0.304 and it is increased to 0.325 in
2008. The relative poverty rate was also 14.1 in 2005 but it reached 15.4 in 2008. Each
generation lived through different situations of income distribution. It is clear that the income
distribution has deteriorated consistently during the young generation’s period of starting
economic period. This implies the economic situation of the young generation’s respective
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period significantly deteriorated and widened the gap of income distribution over time (Kim,
2010, p.20).
In addition, since there is only limited job opportunities for the young generation,
they recently started applying for temporary worker positions. Temporary worker
positions pay lower income than regular worker positions, thus making income
inequality between temporary workers and regular workers among the young
generation. In 2014, the number of temporary workers of 20s reached 1.09 million.
This includes 32 % of workers in their 20s in total, but the ratio of temporary workers
in their 40s was only 26.6 %. The average income of the temporary workers under age
of 29, the young generation, was 1.08 million won in 2013, while the regular workers
get paid 1.92 million won in the same year. The wage of the young temporary workers
is almost a half of wage of regular workers. Also since temporary employment is very
unstable and unsafe, the young generation has to look for new job opportunities soon.
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Figure 13 Wages of Workers under Age of 29 (million won)
250
200
150
100

140.8
90.2

159.3

163.1

170.8

97.9

98.5

98.6

99.7

2007

2008

2009

2010

149.9

187.6

192.4

107.6

106.4

108.2

2011

2012

2013

179.5

50
0
2006

Regular worker

Temporary worker

Source: NSO, 2014

As economic experiences, 1) economic growth rate, 2) employment rate, and 3) income
distribution, are said to influence perception and evaluation of the government’s economic
performance, it also influences forming each generation’s political trust. Examining the
different levels of generational experience and how it affects levels of political trust and voter
turnout is crucial when trying to limit the economic and political gaps between the
generations. The two generations experienced vastly different economic conditions and
therefore, they have formed different evaluation of the government’ economic performance.
The positive economic experience of the old generation has formed an optimistic perception
of the government’s economic performance and high political trust. Therefore, they choose
to vote showing their relatively high political trust level. The young generation, on the other
hand, has a negative economic experience and has formed a pessimistic perception of the
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government’s economic performance. They have relatively low political trust and give up
voting. The generations’ economic experience is not the only unique factor which caused
different political trust levels among the generations, but also their evaluation of economic
performance interacted with each generational experience. This ended up forming their
respective political trust level.

D. Exogenous Factors
i.

The 1998 IMF Crisis
Table 8 Annual Statistics of the Korean Labor Market

Source: NSO, Economically Active Population Survey, 2008.

36

Figure 14 Trends of Employment Rate and Unemployment Rate in Korea

Source: NSO, Economically Active Population Survey, 2008.
According to Table 8, from 1985 to 1995 before the 1998 financial crisis, the Korean labor
market was near full-employment status, with unemployment rate less than 3 % (Kim, 2014,
p.7), but the effects of the Asian financial crisis in 1998 influenced the old generation and
increased the unemployment rate dramatically. When the Asian financial crisis struck in
1997, the financial market of Korea was totally paralyzed from the impact of the foreign
exchange market and, as a result, the high interest rate policy driven by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) led to the closure of many businesses. Massive layoffs followed to
reduce labor costs and it influenced the old generation negatively. Consequently, the Korean
labor market faced a record-high unemployment rate of 7 % in 1998 and 6.3 % in 1999 for
the first time since 1960s. The number of unemployed skyrocketed from 568,000 in 1997 to
1,490,000 in 1998 and 1,374,000 in 1999. The employment rate (employment/population)
plummeted from 60.9 % in 1997 to 56.4 % in 1998 due to the decrease in participation rate
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in 1998 (Figure 14). The old generation, those in their 40s and 50s, experienced the negative
impacts of the 1998 financial crisis; however, the economy recovered rapidly after the crisis.
The unemployment rate decreased rapidly making almost a complete recovery. Such an
economic experience made the old generation to become even stronger economic force. In
other words, they could have strong willingness to participate in economic activity after the
crisis. The old generation has worked harder. A tremendous amount of input in terms of
working hours and commitment from the old generation made a productive output and
allowed recovery of the economy. It also brought chances for them to promote in their
workplaces giving them better economic opportunities. Although the negative impacts of the
crisis were significant to the old generation, it could be also another chance for them to learn
how to adjust to economically depressing situations and solve problems. Eventually, they
became even stronger generation financially by overcoming the crisis.

ii. Generational Political Experiences
Economic situations are perceived to matter in the forming of each generation’s perception
of political trust, but there are also political factors that have influenced the current level of
political trust. The political experience of each generation is significantly different. One
political factor that influenced each generation’s political trust could be how each generation
participated in and influenced politics besides voting and also how the government
responded to their participation.
As Korea was preparing for democratic transition in 1987, the old generation’s active
forms of political participation such as protest occurred often and they fundamentally shaped
the evolution of the democracy movement between the 1970s and 1980s (Shin, 2007, p.8).
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The old generation experienced democratization and such an experience contributed to
forming their high political trust and voter turnout.

Figure 15 Number of Protest Events by the General Population in Korea

2

1

Old Generations’ Period

Source: Shin, 2007
As shown in Figure 15, the participation of the general population, the old generation,
became widespread in the late 1980s. The first peak was in the June democracy movement
in 1987. The general population’s participation was especially important for the struggle
because the large-scale demonstrations could be supported and justified by ordinary civilians,
the old generation, which in turn seriously delegitimized the regime. The main supporters of
protests were low class workers and students, but the general population of the old generation
including the middle class began to join the democracy movement. There was an expansion
of the democracy movement into every corner of Korean society, which was not confined to
a small number of activist groups any more, but the old generation in general. Mass
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participation of the old generation was the key in bringing about constitutional reform after
the June democracy movement. The second peak of the figure was in the spring of 1991. On
April 26th, Kang Kyŏng-dae, a Myŏngji University student, was beaten to death by the
special police during a student demonstration. Students, workers, and the general population
of the old generation actively participated in mass rallies and demonstrations after the
incident, criticizing the government’s brutal repression and its antidemocratic nature. Thus,
the Roh Tae Woo government had to take some reformative measures in order to calm down
anti-government protests (Shin, 2007). The old generation could observe that their
participation can influence the government’s decision making.
The general population of the old generation’s support for other social movement groups
was important because their active participation helped protesters solicit a response from the
government. Also, their increasing interest in social movements even made the growth of
different types of social movements possible in the early 1990s. The growth of the general
population’s participation in social movements made a turning point in Korean society.
Experiencing democratization in the late 1980s, social movements diversified into different
kinds of social movements, which was characterized by the growth of the general
population’s movement groups. The old generation accompanied democratization in the late
1980s and this experience strengthened their confidence that their participation can make a
political impact (Ibid).
Since 1987, during the old generation’s respective period, democracy in Korea has been
gradually, but continuously, consolidating. In December 1987, for the first time since 1972,
Korean people directly elected their President and formed a Cabinet dependent on electoral
results. The Roh Tae Woo government restored freedom of the press, assembly, and
association. President Kim Young Sam established firm civilian control over the military (Im,
40

2011, p.579). He even sent two previous military presidents to jail for their mutiny in
December 1979, the military massacre in Kwangju city in May 1980, and their wrong-doing
and corruption while in office. Such a change was in response to the old generation’s active
political participation. This 'rectification of past history of the authoritarian period' by the Kim
Young Sam government became the model for demilitarizing Korean politics and
establishing justice by punishing wrongdoing with torture and other human rights
transgressions by Korea's authoritarian regimes (Ibid, p.580). The old generation is people
who have observed changes in the government in response to their active political
participation. Through these experiences, the old generation realized that their active political
participation can make changes and influence the government’s decision. Therefore, they
tend to have relatively high political trust and participate in politics in different ways. One
example could be voter turnout. The old generation’s unique political experience is one of
the reasons why their voter turnout is relatively high.
By contrast, the young generation is in lack of in such experiences. They have lived the
post democratic transition period (post-1987). After democracy was settled up already, the
young generation did not experience such a dramatic change in politics like the old
generation. They could not participate in protests as active as the old generation. One factor
that lowered the young generation’s participation in elections was limiting ways to participate.
The old generation could have many different ways to participate in politics such as protests,
but the young generation do not have many options and involve in political participation as
active as the old generation.
In the period leading up to the 2008 election, political parties more firmly regulated online
participation, which emerged as a new means of communication and participation for the
young generation, than they had in 2002 and 2004 (Ibid, p.587). Stricter regulation of online
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participation discouraged the young generation to vote, who are adept at online
communication. Limitations on internet freedom have worsened the 2008 Candlelight
Demonstrations that opposed imports of the United States beef suspected of being infected
with mad cow disease. The government thought that online communication exacerbated the
huge offline demonstrations (Ibid, p.588). The government has tried to constrain, rather than
increased, political freedom. Political freedom has been seriously weakened and civil
liberties repeatedly violated during the young generation’s respective period and limited
political freedom took the young generation’s political trust away. In 2008 Candlelight
Demonstration, protesters of the young generation chanted the first clause of the
Constitutions of the Republic of Korea: ‘The Republic of Korea is a democratic republic
(Ibid, p.589).’ Worldwide Press Freedom Index, Korea’s ranking on freedom of the press
plunged by 22 under the Lee MyungBak government, from 47 in 2008 to 69 in 2009 among
175 countries (Ibid, p.581). Additionally, during Park Geun Hye’s period, one of the most
popular mobile communication program, Kakao Talk was accessed and checked the general
population’s private conversations. Invading freedom of press is said to be one of the factors
of discouraging the young generation’s electoral participation and lowering their political
trust.
The old generation could participate in politics more actively than the young generation
and the government’s response to each generation’s political experience was tremendously
different. The process of forming political trust is completed when the generations think the
government is responding to their opinions. Yet, in Korea, each generation’s political
experience was vastly different and while the old generation’s political experience
contributes forming relatively high political trust, it remains still low among the young
generation (Ibid, p.584).
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VI.

Conclusion

Democracy requires political trust. The young generation’s political trust in Korea has
deteriorated over the years. Economic growth, availability of safe and stable job
opportunities and equal income levels are important factors when changing the perceptions
or evaluations of the young generation of the government’s economic performance.
Analyzing the general cycle explains how the generations ended up having different political
trust level. The old generation experienced high economic growth rate and high employment
rate and equal income distribution, but the young generation experienced low economic
growth rate and low employment rate and unequal income distribution. These different types
of economic experiences have caused economic inequality between the generations and such
economic experiences in their respective period of starting economic activity influence to
having different evaluations of the government’s economic performance. Therefore, their
evaluation made the generations end up having political trust or distrust.
Furthermore, the old generation, who has actively participated in protests and observed
democratization process, realized that their participation can make changes in the
government’s decisions; however, the young generation who has lived the post democratic
transition period is in lack of such a political participation. The young generation could not
observe any dramatic changes in the government in response to their participation. Their
different experiences in political participation also contributed to forming different political
trust levels of the generations. Therefore, the young generation is less likely to have high
political trust and high voter turnout comparing to the old generation. Since the young
generation tend to vote less than the old generation, the young generation’s interests are often
excluded in the new policies as well as election pledges. For example, when the government
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and politicians make policies, they focus on the welfare system which gives benefits to the
old generation directly. New policies made by politicians require budget spending for the old
generation’s interests, but it gives a financial burden to the young generation and worsens the
economic situation for the young generation.
The government budget is limited. In a perspective of politicians, it is better for them to do
favors for the old generation rather than the young generation to gain higher political support
and to be elected again. Therefore, politicians are willing to use and transfer the government
budget from giving benefits to the young generation to the old generation. By granting more
of economic and political opportunities for the old generation, it ensures politicians and
candidates make their political strategy and gain more votes from the old generation.
Korea is one of the fastest aging society in the world. Now, to support one senior member
of society, it takes 5.56 workers but it will take 2.7 workers to do that in 2030. The National
Assembly’s Budget Office predicts the national pension fund will be depleted by 2053
suggesting that when current 27-year-old workers of the young generation start receiving
pensions at age 65, the national pension fund will be ran out. This prediction suggests that
the young generation would keep suffering from economic inequality against the old
generation even in the future. If the government keeps making policies to give benefits to the
old generation, thereby using the government budget reserved for the young generation, the
benefits such as the national pension fund would be depleted much sooner, causing a colossal
disaster for the young generation. Generational economic inequality in an aging society can
trigger generational conflict. The old generation is passing excessive burden onto the young
generation to pay for a rapidly aging society. The disparities among different segments of the
generations and burdens to the young generation do not ensure equity among the generations.
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국문초록

한국의 세대간 경제적 불평등과
그에 따른 정치적 신뢰도

이새라
국제학과 국제지역학 전공
서울대학교 국제대학원

한국의 청년세대와 기성세대는 각기 다른 경제적 경험을 겪었다. 각 세대가 경제
적 활동을 적극적으로 시작하던 시기, 즉 그들이 만 25살이 되는 해 즘에 한국의 경
제 상황은 서로 매우 달랐다. 기성세대 시대에는 한국 경제가 빠르게 성장하면서 높
은 GDP 성장률, 낮은 임금 불평등, 높은 고용률을 보여주었고 이로 인한 혜택은 기
성세대에게 경제적 특권을 주었다. 반면 청년세대가 경제적 활동을 적극적으로 시작
하는 시기에는 한국 경제성장의 침체로 인하여 낮은 GDP 성장률, 높은 임금 불평등,
낮은 취업률을 보이면서 청년세대는 경제적으로 고통받게 되었다. 두 세대 겪은 각
기 다른 경제적 경험은 오늘날 세대간의 경제적 불평등으로 이어지고 있다. 이는 각
세대가 정부의 경제적 성과에 대한 상반된 평가와 인식을 갖게 했다. 기성세대가 정
부의 경제적 성과에 대해 긍정적 평가를 하는 반면, 청년세대는 비교적 부정적인 평
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가를 하고 있다. 이는 그들의 정치적 신뢰도 형성에 영향을 미친다. 기성세대는 정부
에 대한 비교적 높은 정치적 신뢰도와 투표율을 보여주지만 청년세대는 그에 비해
낮은 정치적 신뢰도와 투표율을 보여준다. 청년세대의 낮은 투표율은 이들에게 더
큰 경제적, 정치적 불이익을 가져다 준다. 정치인과 후보자들은 더 많은 투표를 얻기
위하여 청년세대보다 투표율이 높은 기성세대의 경제적 이익을 대변하는 정책과 공
약들을 약속한다. 이것은 세대간의 경제적 불평등을 더 확대시키며 정치적 불평등까
지 이어지게 한다.
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