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Abstract 
All industrialised countries have social assistance and provide a minimum income on 
the basis of a test of means for people below a certain poverty line. This paper compares 
the social assistance packages in Korea, Japan and seven European countries in 2001 in 
order to review the structure and level of social assistance paid. It examines how the 
value of means-tested social assistance benefits varies by family type and earnings level, 
using the model family method. Compared with other countries, the overall level of the 
social assistance package in Korea is lowest together with Germany and Portugal, and it 
is highest in Sweden and Ireland. With regard to the implied equivalence scales, Korea 
with Portugal and Japan is relatively the most generous to lone parent and couples with 
children. But that does not mean Korea is the most generous in equivalent cash terms. It 
is just that Korea’s social assistance scales are internally more generous to families with 
children. In fact, the benefit levels are the least generous among the countries 
considered. Some suggestions are made for reforming the social assistance benefit in 
Korea.  
 

Introduction 
All industrialised countries have social assistance and provide a minimum income on 
the basis of a test of means for people below a certain poverty line. Previous studies 
have carried out comparative research on social assistance on the scale of Europe 
(Behrendt, 2002; Kuivalainen, 2004; Saraceno, 2002) and the OECD, including Japan 
(Eardley et al., 1996; Gough et al., 1997) and Korea (Jung, 2007a, 2007b). Although 
there is a growing number of international and comparative studies of East Asian social 



policy, in particular, with regard to East Asian welfare state models/regimes, social 
insurance schemes and social welfare reforms after the 1997 economic crisis, there is 
relatively little comparative research on social assistance schemes in this region (except 
Jung, 2007a, 2007b).  

This paper makes an effort to step into some of the gaps. The main aim of the study 
is thus to contribute to enriching our understanding of East Asian social policy and 
existing comparative knowledge on social assistance. It puts Korea in a wider 
international context to see how far it constitutes a unique case or how far it differs from 
other countries. The study seeks to compare the social assistance packages in Korea, 
Japan and seven European countries in order to review the structure and level of social 
assistance paid. For this, it examines how the value of means-tested social assistance 
benefits varies by family type and earnings level, using the model family method. First 
how the level of social assistance is determined and administered is examined. Then the 
level of income provided through social assistance is analysed in absolute terms, 
followed by the benefit level relative to average income. Finally, the implications of the 
findings for the social assistance package in Korea are discussed.    

This study represents the situation of nine countries as at July 2001. Korea is 
compared with eight countries representing different welfare state regimes, poverty 
regimes and social assistance regimes. Britain, Germany and Sweden have been 
selected as paradigmatic cases for three distinct welfare states, representing liberal, 
conservative and social democratic regimes, respectively. Portugal has been chosen as a 
representative of the Southern European model/Latin Rim. Additional two countries 
regarded hybrid welfare states have been selected: Ireland (a hybrid of liberal and 
conservative regimes) and the Netherlands (a mix of conservative and social democratic 
regimes). Finland has been selected to a Nordic counterpart to Sweden since it deemed a 
latecomer to the Nordic welfare regime, which joined it in the late 1980s. Japan has 
been chosen as an East Asian counterpart to Korea. In fact, the last five selected do not 
fit clearly into one of the three clusters and there is some ambiguity in locating the five 
countries within welfare state or social assistance regime theory. Yet these cases would 
offer a better mirror and more comprehensive comparison than including only the three 
archetypes (Jung, 2007b; Kuivalainen, 2004).  
 

Methods 
In order to compare absolute level of social assistance in nine countries, following 
Bradshaw and Finch (2002)1, the basic social assistance package before and after the 
impact of housing costs and services are compared. Amounts are shown in £ purchasing 
                                            
1 A study on child benefit packages in 22 countries. 



power parity per month, using model family methods. The model family method has 
been used in various comparative studies on social assistance (e.g. Behrendt, 2002; 
Eardley et al., 1996a; Kuivalainen, 2004) and family policy (e.g. Bradshaw et al., 1993; 
Bradshaw and Finch, 2002; Ditch et al., 1998). It is a relatively easy and exact method 
to compare the level and structure of tax and benefit packages, controlling for some of 
the variation that exists. For this research, the following seven model families were 
chosen: 
 
1. Single person aged 35 
2. Couple both aged 35 (assumed to be married) 
3. Lone parent with one child aged 7 at school, no childcare 
4. Lone parent with two children aged 7 and 14 at school 
5. Couple with one child aged 7 at school, no childcare 
6. Couple with two children aged 7 and 14 at school 
7. Couple with three children aged 7, 14 and 17 all at school 
 

The method, however, has some limitations. One weakness of the ‘model family’ 
approach is that in the case of countries2 where assistance programmes vary from 
municipalities to municipalities and there are large regional variations in benefit levels, 
it seems difficult to discuss a national social assistance scheme and their analysis only 
applies to the particular region chosen. The selection of family type is also inevitably 
somewhat arbitrary so it is important to select such cases that represent the most typical 
and common family types receiving social assistance in most countries (Behrendt, 2002: 
128; Eardley et al., 1996a: 110; Jung, 2007a; Kuivalainen, 2004). There are four types 
of typical families chosen for the analysis: single, childless couple, couple with children 
and lone parent. Singles and couples without children are included to get an estimate 
about how much more or less lone parents and couples with children receive as a result 
of the social assistance package. It is similar choice to previous studies on social 
assistance (Behrendt, 2002; Bradshaw and Finch, 2002; Eardley et al., 1996a; 
Kuivalainen, 2004), while the number of family size and type included in the analysis 
are relatively smaller. 

Information on eight countries, excluding Korea, is derived from Bradshaw and 
Finch (2002). Data on Korea are collected from the matrix table for social assistance 
case used in Jung (2007a), which was completed according to the instructions by 
Bradshaw and Finch (details are provided in Appendix A, Table A.1). The policies that 
                                            
2 Such as Switzerland, Austria, Spain, Italy, the Nordic countries, and Canada (to a 
lesser degree). 



are taken into account in the social assistance package are: 
 

1. Social assistance 
2. Income tax 
3. Employee social security contribution 
4. Income related child benefit 
5. Non-income related child benefit 
6. Gross rent 
7. Net rent 
8. Gross local tax 
9. Net local tax 
10. Childcare costs 
11. School costs/benefits 
12. Health costs 
13. Guaranteed child support 
14. Other 

. 
The baseline assumptions for costs of housing, school and health costs are as 

follows: 
 
Housing costs 

In fact, housing costs are one of the most difficult elements to take into account in 
comparative research. The price of housing varies both within and between countries 
according to tenure, age, size and location of dwellings. Yet, the problem is that the 
costs of housing are too important to be ignored and are a critical element in the social 
assistance package (Bradshaw et al., 1993; Bradshaw and Finch, 2002; Eardley et al., 
1996a; Jung, 2007b; Kuivalainen, 2004). 

The OECD method of taking rent as 20 per cent of gross average earnings, 
regardless of actual income levels or employment situation is adopted in the study as the 
housing assumption. Thus housing costs do not vary with the size of dwelling and 
family or income. The method is more consistent across countries and simpler for 
researchers to handle at the analysis stage than the one used in previous studies using 
the model family methods (e.g. Bradshaw et al., 1993 and Eardley et al., 1996a).3 
Moreover it is likely to give a higher and more realistic rent figure for some countries 
including the UK (see Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 65-66). But there are some 
                                            
3 In previous work the rents varied with household size and the size and location of the 
dwelling but not with income (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 65).  



disadvantages. First, with the standard rent of 20 per cent of average earnings, we lose 
variation by family size. Second, in most countries considered here the standard is too 
high for some of the low-income families included in the analysis. For example, in 
Korea a low-income family would not be entitled to housing benefit and/or social 
assistance on that rent and be expected to move to lower cost housing. As can be seen in 
Appendix A, Table A1, the standard rent of 20 per cent of average earnings in 2001 is 
₩340,000. According to a survey by NRB (2001), however, the most common tenure 
type for the low-income people included in the survey was a public rented (long-term 
low rental) flat4 and the national average for the people was ₩102,000. Japan also 
belongs to this case (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002). On the other hand, in the UK, there is 
an eligible rent ceiling for housing benefit, which might have been exceeded by the 20 
per cent standard (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002). Nevertheless the housing costs are an 
important part of the social assistance benefit package and results without taking 
account of them would be misleading.     
 

School costs 
It is assumed that children attend to a state school in a local area that means basic 
education is free. They can walk to school and thus have no transport costs. Only fees or 
costs that parents must pay for compulsory school books or equipment considered 
essential are assessed. It is assumed that all parents have to pay for a midday meal at 
school or provide a packed lunch. The cash equivalent value of free school meals is then 
dealt with as a benefit.  
 

Health costs  
It was assumed that health care at the point of demand is free of charge, available to all 
regardless of means and of similar quality across countries, and funded by tax and/or 
social security contributions. Only health insurance premiums that are required to match 
this assumption and any costs that families have to pay for a standard package of health 
care are included in the matrix. A standard health package to be costed includes the 
following:     
 

 No inpatient episodes 
 One visit per person per year to the dentist for a check-up and filling of one 

tooth 
 One visit per person per year to the general practitioner and one prescription for 

                                            
4 45 per cent of the people on low-income were living in a public long-term low rental 
flat (NRB, 2001).  



a standard antibiotic per person    
 
Charges payable after any rebates or deductions or refunds were estimated and 

expressed as a monthly sum for each family. 
The relative benefit level of social assistance is compared through the calculation 

of replacement rates. The replacement rate shows what proportion of earnings in 
employment is replaced by social assistance. It is here estimated by comparing net 
disposable incomes of households receiving social assistance with net incomes of the 
same household type where the head is earning average production worker’s wage 
earnings, thus by the following formula: Net income on social assistance/Net income in 
work*100. Here the calculation is based on a given level of wage earnings so it will 
probably understate the real replacement rate of a family who is actually receiving or 
can receive social assistance (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 155; Eardley et al., 1996a: 
158; Jung, 2007a). Moreover, it is expected that the source of income that would be 
doing the replacing is social assistance benefits, while, in many countries, it would be 
more likely to be contribution-based unemployment benefits which are in general higher 
than social assistance (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 155). Thus the replacement rate used 
in this section is the minimum notional one. 

The data on net income on social assistance in Korea are derived from the matrix 
table for social assistance case mentioned above and those in eight other countries from 
Bradshaw and Finch (2002). There are no completely satisfactory data on earnings for 
Korea and the other eight countries of this study. Net income on social assistance is here 
compared to the net income in work in each country – the net income of the average 
production worker produced by the OECD (2001, 2003). This study does not use the 
half average earnings because the OECD does not provide data on it for the OECD 
member nations including Korea. The OECD data do not include fringe benefits, such 
as provision of food or housing5 for the calculation of average earnings. In the study 
thus the data on the following three types of families in work and on social assistance, 
collected from the OECD, before housing costs and services are used: singles without 
children, married couples with two children and lone parents with two children. For 
lone parents net income on social assistance is compared to both two-thirds (67 per 
cent)6 and 100 per cent of average wage and for other family types 100 per cent of 
average wage.  
                                            
5 It is because these types of benefits would be inconsistent to evaluate and rarely 
account for more than 1 per cent of gross wage earnings. For more details, see OECD 
(2003: 118).  
6 It partly refers to female earnings (Kuivalainen, 2004: 159).  



 
Determination of minimum income standards 

How the minimum income standards are determined in the countries of the study? Table 
1 briefly considers how social assistance benefit rates are set and uprated in the nine 
countries. In the Netherlands, the level of social assistance is linked to the net minimum 
wage and is uprated twice a year (Kuivalainen, 2004: 141; MISSOC, 2005: 619). In 
Finland, benefit rates are set by the law and are revised every year according to the 
national pension index. After the revision, the benefit levels are also determined in line 
with another social security benefit – the minimum old-age pension (Kuivalainen, 2004: 141).  

In the study, the UK is the only country where benefit rates for general assistance 
are linked to consumer prices only.7 Since 1982, benefit rates for Income Support are 
based on the Rossi index – the Retail Price Index minus housing costs, where rent is 
fully covered by housing benefit, and they are uprated annually (Bradshaw and Lynes, 
1995: 17; Cantillon et al, 2004: 4). On the other hand, Japan is the only country where 
benefit rates are in line with consumer patterns only. The levels of social assistance have 
been maintained since the early 1980s at 69 per cent of the average household 
consumption levels. They have been indexed to national average consumption and are 
uprated annually (Eardley et al., 1996b: 245-6; Yeo et al., 2004: 11).       

In Germany, Sweden and Korea, the adjustment mechanism for social assistance is 
in line with both prices and surveys regarding consumption behaviour. In Germany, 
social assistance benefits are determined since 1990 8  according to the so-called 
‘statistics model’ (Statistikmodell), which is based on the average expenditures of 
households with low-incomes slightly above the social assistance threshold (Behrendt, 
2002: 106). Adjustments are also based on net incomes (Adema et al, 2003: 24; 
Cantillon et al., 2004: 6). In Sweden, the level of social assistance is set since 1985 
according to consumer behaviour on the basis of consumer surveys, based on items of 
expenditure which are included in the household budget drawn up by the National 
Board for Consumer Polices (Cantillon et al., 2004: 6; Eardley et al., 1996b: 357). In 
Korea, social assistance benefit rates are set in relation to a budget standard. The budget 
standard is based on a consumption expenditure survey of low-income households, 
which is conducted since 20049 every three years (Yeo et al., 2006: 1). In each of the 
three countries, benefit rates are revised each year on the basis of the Consumer Price 
Index (Cantillon et al., 2005: 14; Kim et al., 2004: 32; Yeo et al., 2006: 18).    
                                            
7 Yet since 1999, some benefits (e.g. Pension Credit) have been linked to earnings and 
some (e.g. basic retirement pension) are linked to prices.    
8 Until 1990, standard benefit rates were based on a basket of goods.  
9 Prior to 2004, the survey was conducted every five years. 



 
Table 1 Mechanisms for setting and adjusting social assistance benefits 
 Benefit Regulatory/ 

Administrative 

framework 

 Adjustment mechanisms 

  Price index Consumer 

survey 

Others 

Swe Social Welfare Allowance Nat/loc  X X  

Fin Living Allowance Nat/loc    Minimum old-

age pension 

Ger Sozialhilfe fed/state  X X  

NL Algemene Bijstand Nat/loc    Minimum wage 

UK Income Support Nat/nat  X   

Ire Supplementary Welfare 

Allowance 

Nat/nat    Ad hoc 

Por Social Insertion Income Nat/nat    Ad hoc 

Jap Public Assistance Nat/loc   X  

Kor National Basic Livelihood 

Security 

Nat/nat  X X  

Source: Behrendt (2002); Cantillon et al. (2004, 2005); Eardley et al. (1996b); Kuivalainen (2004); MISSOC (2005); 

Yeo et al. (2004). 

 
In Ireland and Portugal, there is no adjustment mechanism for social assistance 

benefits. In the two countries, benefit amounts are adjusted by ad hoc decisions 
(Cantillon et al., 2004: 7; MISSOC, 2005: 319).  
 

The level of social assistance 
This section compares the level of social assistance paid in nine countries. The first part 
of the section compares the absolute level of social assistance and the relative level is 
compared in the second part.   

Table 2 compares the basic social assistance package before housing costs and 
services. The social assistance package consists of the level of social assistance minus 
any income tax or social security contributions payable plus any non-means-tested or 
means-tested child benefit payable plus child support for lone parents plus any other 
benefits paid.10 The figures for Korea indicate cost of living including housing benefit. 
Housing benefit in Korea is not a general scheme. It is a cash benefit that is provided 
only for social assistance recipients, and is included in the standard social assistance 
scales paid. 
                                            
10 For more details, see Bradshaw and Finch (2002:124). 



 
Table 2 Social assistance before housing costs and services, £ purchasing power parities 
in 2001 
 Single Couple LP+1child LP+2children Couple+1child Couple+2children Couple+3children 

Swe 559 746 539 649 726 836 969 

Fin 335 431 415 542 553 698 832 

Ger 196 354 312 532 459 601 792 

NL 342 685 560 621 747 808 872 

UK 230 361 429 565 560 696 836 

Ire 315 523 871 1101 688 854 1052 

Por 129 258 218 307 347 436 562 

Jap 370 567 634 859 732 946 1153 

Kor* 235 394 409 560 547 690 785 

Note: *The figure for Korea includes housing benefits. Housing benefit in Korea is provided only for social 

assistance recipients as a cash benefit and is included in the social assistance rates paid.     

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); MOHW (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 

There is considerable variation between countries in the social assistance scales. 
The level of social assistance paid also varies between and within countries by family 
type. Sweden, Japan and the Netherlands have the highest levels of benefits for singles 
and couples without children and Japan, Ireland and Sweden for couple families with 
children and Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands and Sweden for lone parent families. 
Portugal, Germany and the UK have the lowest benefits for singles and couples without 
children and Portugal, Germany and Korea for couples with children and lone parent 
families. The majority of the countries appear to provide more generous income for 
families with children than childless families, while the Netherlands and Sweden are 
less favourable to families with children. Ireland is the only country where lone parent 
families have higher income than couples with children. Before housing costs and 
services, the overall level of the social assistance package in Korea is one of the lowest 
but very close to that in the UK.  

All the countries considered here include housing-related supplements as part of 
social assistance schemes, and Germany, Finland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden and 
the UK operate separate means-tested general housing benefit schemes (OECD, 2004: 
34-36). In those countries where general housing benefits are provided, families on 
social assistance receive some or all of their housing costs paid in addition to social 
assistance (see Appendix A, Table A.2). In Korea, Japan and Portugal, there is no 
general housing assistance, but there is an element included in the social assistance 
scales for housing costs. For example, housing benefit in Korea is only available to 



social assistance clients as a cash benefit and is included in the standard social 
assistance rates, as mentioned above. In Germany and the UK recipients have all their 
rent paid, while in Korea, Japan and Portugal recipients pay all their rent. In order to 
really compare the level of incomes of recipient households, one needs to take into 
account the differences in housing costs (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002; Eardley et al., 
1996a; Jung, 2007a; Kuivalainen, 2004). Table 3 presents the results of the level of 
social assistance after housing costs. 
 
Table 3 Social assistance after housing costs, £ purchasing power parities in 2001 
 Single Couple LP+1child LP+2children Couple+1child Couple+2children Couple+3children 

Swe 259 447 376 513 564 701 854 

Fin 205 361 345 490 501 646 780 

Ger 196 354 312 532 459 601 792 

NL 176 482 367 444 569 631 695 

UK 221 352 420 550 551 681 821 

Ire 261 437 742 947 587 737 916 

Por -22 107 67 156 196 285 410 

Jap 72 213 280 504 377 591 798 

Kor -45 116 129 281 268 411 507 

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); MOHW (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 
As Bradshaw and Finch (2002: 126) argued, the housing costs assumptions 

adopted in this study – 20 per cent of gross average earnings – are clearly not reasonable 
for the social assistance case as it will be too high for some of recipient households, and 
having paid their housing costs, the single persons in Korea and Portugal have the 
negative incomes. Nevertheless there are remarkable changes in ranking before and 
after housing costs: after housing costs, on the whole Japan, Korea and the Netherlands 
move down the ranking and the UK improves its positions. Scrutinizing the table by 
family type, Ireland, Sweden and the UK have the highest levels of benefits for almost 
all types of families considered. Portugal, Korea and Japan have the lowest benefit 
levels amongst all family type. The Netherlands moves up and down in the league table 
by family size and type. It has the most generous benefits for childless couples and 
couples with a child but less generous benefits for other family types. 

In Table 4, the costs and benefits of services including school costs/benefits and 
health costs are taken into account. In most countries, recipients of social assistance do 



not pay health costs11, and in Portugal there is a small amount of addition to income 
(see Appendix A, Table A.3). However, there are some health charges to be paid for 
even families on social assistance in Sweden and the Netherlands. There are costs 
associated with education in Japan, the Netherlands, Ireland and Portugal (see Appendix 
A, Table A.4). Finland, Korea, Sweden and the UK provide school meals subsidies (free 
school meals) or educational allowances or grants. The impact of these costs and 
benefits is not as much as housing costs, while the incomes of families dependent on 
social assistance have changed. After school costs and health charges the overall 
position has not changed. The only exception is Finland where comes first for couples 
with over one child.  
 
Table 4 Social assistance after housing costs and services, £ purchasing power parities 
in 2001 
 Single Couple LP+1child LP+2children Couple+1child Couple+2children Couple+3children 

Swe 253 434 391 549 572 730 905 

Fin 205 361 389 577 545 733 910 

Ger 196 354 312 532 459 601 792 

NL 154 437 313 371 493 535 584 

UK 221 352 441 595 572 726 866 

Ire 261 437 731 925 581 725 894 

Por -22 107 65 154 194 283 404 

Jap 72 213 256 437 354 523 714 

Kor -45 116 158 338 296 468 592 

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); MOHW (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 
Table 5 presents the relative level of social assistance before housing costs and 

services. Replacement rates for all the three family types are high in Sweden and the 
Netherlands. Finland’s replacement rates are also high for singles without children and 
couples with two children but they are comparatively low for lone parents with two 
children. Japan has one of the highest replacement rates for couples and lone parents, 
except for singles. Germany and the UK have the lowest replacement rates through all 
the three selected family types. Portugal has comparatively low replacement rates for 
                                            
11 In this study, the levels of health costs in Korea are based on Class 1 beneficiaries 
(unable to work), who have free access to health services. About half of recipients on 
social assistance in 2001 were Class 1 beneficiaries. Class 2 beneficiaries having ability 
to work are charged \1500 (around £1.2) for one visit to a general practitioner and one 
prescription for a standard anti-biotic per person per year. 



singles and lone parents but one of the highest rates for couples with two children. By 
contrast Korea has one of the lowest replacement rates for singles and couples but the 
rates are comparatively high for lone parents. For the lone parents there is no dramatic 
change in the position when the comparison is made in relation to 67 per cent of the 
average wage earnings.  

Average replacement rates reveal three groups of countries. At the top come 
Sweden, Japan and the Netherlands. Korea, the UK and Germany have the lowest 
relative income level of social assistance. In between are found Finland, Portugal and 
Ireland. The overall position would be changed to some extent if lower wage level 
rather than 100 per cent of average wage were used (Kuivalainen, 2004: 160). A study 
of Bradshaw and Finch (2002), using the net income of one earner on half average 
earnings shows that the replacement rates in the eight countries considered in this study, 
excluding Korea, increase to some extent.   
 
Table 5 Net social assistance before housing costs and services as a proportion of net 
incomes of one earner on average wage (%), 2001  
 Single LP+2children Couple+2children Mean 

Swe 62 54 (86) 81 66 

Fin 34 42 (61) 63 46 

Ger 18 39 (50) 40 32 

NL 43 55 (72) 61 53 

UK 19 40 (45) 49 36 

Ire 28 42 (56) 55 42 

Por 24 35 (50) 70 43 

Jap 28 65 (94) 69 54 

Kor 19 44 (65) 54 39 

Note: Numbers in brackets are replacement rates for lone parents with two children earning 67 per cent of the average 

production worker’s wages. 

 

The implied equivalence scales in social assistance 
In the study, it has been seen that the level of social assistance in the countries 
considered varies by family types, meaning countries treat different types of family 
differently. This variation implies a judgement has been made in each country about the 
relative needs of families of different kinds (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 128). Thus the 
implied equivalence scale of social assistance in each country is compared in Table 6 
and 7. The implied equivalence scales presented in the two tables are calculated on the 
basis of Table 2 and 4. In this analysis the base family is a couple without a child set at 
1.00.  



It can be seen that there is a considerable variation in the level of benefit paid to a 
single person compared with a childless couple. Before housing costs, a single person in 
Portugal and the Netherlands receives 50 per cent of the benefit paid to a couple, and in 
Finland and Sweden over 70 per cent of that of a couple, while in Korea and Ireland 60 
per cent of that to a couple.      

There are also considerable variations in the implied equivalence scale for couples 
with children. Before housing costs, the UK is the most generous to couples with 
children compared with couples without children. Following the UK, Korea is the 
second most generous to couples with one child or two children, while Germany and 
Portugal come after the UK for couples with three children. By contrast, Sweden, the 
Netherlands and Finland value the relative needs of couples with children least 
generously. Among the latter, Sweden paid less for a couple with one child aged seven, 
relative to a childless couple.  

Moving to lone parent families, the general pattern found here was that lone 
parents on social assistance receive less than couples with the same number of children. 
Only Ireland paid more for lone parent families. On the other hand, compared with a 
childless couple, the needs of a lone parent vary between countries rather more. Before 
housing costs, the extra amount payable for a lone parent with one child, relative to a 
childless couple, varies from minus 28 per cent in Sweden, minus 16 per cent in 
Portugal, minus four per cent in Finland to four per cent in Korea, 19 per cent in the UK 
and 67 per cent in Ireland. The majority of the countries assess the needs of a lone 
parent with two children higher than a childless couple. The exceptions include Sweden 
(before housing costs) and the Netherlands. For two children, before housing costs, the 
extra payable varies from minus 13 per cent in Sweden to 19 per cent in Portugal, 42 
per cent in Korea, 57 per cent in the UK and 111 per cent in Ireland. 
 
Table 6 Equivalence scale of social assistance before housing costs, 2001 
 Single Couple LP+1child LP+2children Couple+1child Couple+2children Couple+3children 

Swe 0.75 1.00 0.72 0.87 0.97 1.12 1.30 

Fin 0.78 1.00 0.96 1.26 1.28 1.62 1.93 

Ger 0.56 1.00 0.88 1.50 1.30 1.70 2.24 

NL 0.50 1.00 0.82 0.91 1.09 1.18 1.27 

UK 0.64 1.00 1.19 1.57 1.55 1.93 2.32 

Ire 0.60 1.00 1.67 2.11 1.32 1.63 2.01 

Por 0.50 1.00 0.84 1.19 1.34 1.69 2.18 

Jap 0.65 1.00 1.12 1.51 1.29 1.67 2.03 

Kor 0.60 1.00 1.04 1.42 1.39 1.75 1.99 

Source: own calculations. 



 
Table 7 Implied equivalence scale of social assistance after housing costs and services, 
2001 
 Single Couple LP+1child LP+2children Couple+1child Couple+2children Couple+3children 

Swe 0.58 1.00 0.90 1.27 1.32 1.68 2.08 

Fin 0.57 1.00 1.08 1.60 1.51 2.03 2.52 

Ger 0.56 1.00 0.88 1.50 1.30 1.70 2.24 

NL 0.35 1.00 0.72 0.85 1.13 1.22 1.34 

UK 0.63 1.00 1.25 1.69 1.63 2.06 2.46 

Ire 0.60 1.00 1.67 2.12 1.33 1.66 2.05 

Por -0.21 1.00 0.61 1.44 1.81 2.64 3.77 

Jap 0.34 1.00 1.21 2.05 1.66 2.46 3.36 

Kor -0.39 1.00 1.36 2.91 2.55 4.03 5.10 

Note: The implied equivalence scale for singles in Korea and Portugal is negative because having paid their housing 

costs and services, the singles in both countries have the negative incomes. For further detail, see Table 4. 

Source: own calculations. 

 

After housing and services, compared with a childless couple, the relative needs of 
a single person appear to reduce and those of families with children tend to improve. 
The UK and Ireland paid around 60 per cent of the benefit paid to a couple, while Korea 
and Portugal paid minus 39 and minus 21 per cent of that of a couple. By contrast, 
Korea, Portugal and Japan are the most generous to couples with children, relative to a 
childless couple. For lone parents, the relative position of lone parents against childless 
couples is the highest in Korea and Ireland. But that does not mean their benefit levels 
are the most generous in equivalent cash terms, but in fact in their case the amounts paid 
to a childless couple are very low, except Ireland.  
 

Conclusion 
This study has analysed the level and generosity of social assistance in Korea and 
compared them with eight other countries. Table 8 presents the results of the analysis 
based on the mean values of each comparison and a simple attempt at an overall ranking. 
To obtain an index based on the ranking from 1 to 9, an index value of 9 is given to a 
country having the highest rank and a value of 1 to a country having the lowest rank. 
Following Kuivalainen’s (2004) view, the values of the replacement rates are weighted 
twice because they are the only measure used in the analysis to assess the relative level 
of social assistance. The index is the sum of each column.  

It can be seen from Table 8 that compared with other countries, the overall level of 
the social assistance package in Korea is the lowest together with Germany and Portugal, 



while it is highest in Sweden, followed by Ireland, Japan and the Netherlands, and the 
UK comes sixth. It is unexpected result that Finland and Germany have lower benefit 
levels than might be expected given their economic position and welfare state regimes, 
representing the Nordic and conservative welfare state regimes respectively. By contrast, 
Ireland representing the liberal regime comes second in the league table. These results are 
much in line with the ones by Bradshaw and Finch (2002: 124-127). Yet they do partially 
not correspond with the ones by Kuivalainen (2004: 151-161) with respect of the results 
of Finland.12 This may be partly due to the difference in the methods of comparing the 
value of benefits across countries – PPPs and exchange rates. The second possible reason 
is that there is a disparity in the types of model families on which data were collected. 
While this study chose only one single person household and four different couple 
households (childless, couple with one, two and three children), Kuivalainen selected three 
different single person households (young, adult and elderly) and only two types of 
couple households (without a child and with two children). This could also affect the 
different results as the level of social assistance paid could vary by different family type.   
 
Table 8 Social assistance package. Mean value (£ PPPs per month) and ranking. 
 Before housing 

and services Rank 

After 

housing Rank 

After housing 

and services Rank 

Replacement 

rates (%) Rank Index 

Swe 718 3 531 2 548 2 66 1 41 

Fin 544 5 475 5 531 4 46 4 28 

Ger 464 8 464 6 464 5 32 9 13 

NL 662 4 481 4 412 6 53 3 30 

UK 525 6 514 3 539 3 36 8 22 

Ire 772 1 661 1 651 1 42 6 35 

Por 322 9 171 9 169 9 43 5 13 

Jap 752 2 405 7 367 7 54 2 30 

Kor 517 7 238 8 275 8 39 7 13 

 
It is found in the study that there are considerable variations in the level of social 

assistance between countries and even within countries, according to different family 
size and type, comparison made before or after housing costs and the way in which each 
country treats the relative needs of families of different kinds. With regard to the 
implied equivalence scales, Korea with Portugal and Japan is relatively the most 
generous to lone parent and couples with children. But that does not mean Korea is the 
most generous in equivalent cash terms. It is just that Korea’s social assistance scales 
                                            
12 In her study, Finland comes second in the league table after Sweden.  



are internally more generous to families with children. In fact, the benefit levels are the 
least generous amongst the countries considered here.  

In respect of Korea, which has one of the lowest benefit levels amongst the nine 
countries considered, previous studies (Jung, 2005, 2007a) identified that the means-
tested social assistance benefits in Korea are not generous enough to push claimants 
over the poverty line. They found that the benefits leave many recipients at an income 
level below the poverty line of 40 per cent of median income after social assistance 
transfer and the post-transfer average incomes of all recipient households are lower than 
the poverty line. Therefore the social assistance benefits seem not effective enough in 
alleviating poverty. These are also supported by earlier accounts of poverty research and 
the redistributional impact of the Korean welfare state claimed that the extent of impact 
of social transfers including the social security benefits on poverty alleviation is low, 
instead, private income transfers are more effective in mitigating poverty (Choi, 2002; 
Hong, 2002; Kim, 2002; Park et al., 2002).  

Jung (2005, 2007a) argued one key factor that may account for the cause of the 
ineffectiveness of the Korean social assistance benefits is the existence of the unique 
and complicated cash benefit standards. Poverty amongst the recipients can effectively 
be alleviated when the level of the cash benefit standards is generous enough to meet 
the social assistance benefit levels.  

Many countries considered in this study, including Germany, Finland, Ireland, the 
Netherlands, Sweden and the UK operate separate means-tested general housing benefit 
schemes, and in those countries, families on social assistance receive some or all of their 
housing costs paid in addition to social assistance. In Korea, however, there is no 
general housing assistance and there is an element included in the social assistance 
benefit rates for housing costs, but only small amounts are included. To improve the 
level and effectiveness of the social assistance benefit in Korea, the level of housing 
benefits needs to be more generous.  
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Appendix A Structure of the social assistance package 

 Families Matrix, July 2001  

ase: No earnings receiving l assistance in national currency (KRW
C C C

 

Table A.1 Model
Country: Korea 
C  socia )  
 Single Couple LP+1 LP+2 ouple+1 ouple+2 ouple+3 

1. Social assistance  28600 48200 49830 68330 66700 84200 959000 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2. Income tax 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

3. Employee social security 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

contributions 

4. Income related child benefit   0 0 0 0 0 

5. Non income related child 

benefit 

  0 0 0 0 0 

6. Gross rent (very unlikely!) 340470 340470 340470 340470 340470 340470 340470 

7. Net rent -34047 -34047 -34047 -34047 -34047 -34047 -340470 0 0 0 0 0 0 

8. Gross local tax 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

9. Net local tax 0 0 0 0 0 0 0       

10. Childcare costs        

11. School costs/benefits 0 0 34670 69340 34670 69340 104010 

12. Health costs 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

13. Guaranteed child support        

14. Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

        

net disposable income after  286000 482000 498300 683300 667000 842000 959000 

taxes and benefits 

ndi after housing -54470 141530 157830 342830 326530 501530 618530 

ndi after services 286000 482000 532970 752640 701670 911340 1063010       

        

net disposable income after all -54470 141530 192500 412170 361200 570870 722540 

Note:  

1. The levels of social assistance indicate monthly cash benefit including costs of living and housing assistance. 

2. The levels of health costs are based on Class 1 beneficiaries (unable to work), who have free access to health 

services. About half of recipients on social assistance in 2001 were Class 1 beneficiaries. Class 2 beneficiaries having 

ability to work are charged ₩1500 (around £1.2) for one visit to a general practitioner and one prescription for a 

£1 = ₩1,219.5.  

standard anti-biotic per person per year.       

3. Using the OECD purchasing power parities for 2001, 



Source: NRB (2001); OECD (2001), own calculations. 



Table A.2 Net rent as proportion of gross rent for families on social assistance (%), 2001 
Sin uple  

 

Lone paren

+2childr

Couple 

+1child 

ple 

ren 

 gle Co  Lone parent

+1child

t 

en 

Cou

+2child

Couple 

+3children 

Fin -50 -27  -20 -20 -20 -27 -20 

Swe -100 -100  -45 -54 -45 

0 0  0 0 0 

-46 -56  -49 -49 -49 

0 0  0 0 0 

-18 -30  -56 -36 -42 

-100 -100 -100 -100 -100 00 -100 

-100 -100  -100 -100 00 -100 

-100 -100 -100 -100 00 -100 

-54 -38 

Ger 0 0 

NL -53 -49 

UK 0 0 

Ire -46 -49 

Por -1

Jap -100 -1

Kor -100 -1

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table A.3 Health costs and benefits on social assistance (£ PPPs), 2001 
 Single Couple  Lone parent 

+1child 

Lone parent 

+2children 

Couple 

+1child 

Couple 

+2children 

Couple 

+3children 

Fin 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Swe -6 -13 -6 -6 -13 -13 -13 

Ger 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

NL -22 -45 -22 -22 -45 -45 -45 

UK 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Ire 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Por 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 

Jap 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Kor 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 

 

 

 



Table A.4 School costs and benefits on social assistance (£ PPPs), 2001 
 Lone parent 

+1child 

Lone parent 

+2children 

Couple 

+1child 

Couple 

+2children 

Couple 

+3children 

Fin 43 87 43 87 130 

Swe 21 42 21 42 63 

Ger 0 0 0 0 0 

NL -32 -51 -32 -51 -66 

UK 21 45 21 45 45 

Ire -11 -22 -6 -12 -22 

Por -2 -2 -2 -2 -7 

Jap -23 -68 -23 -68 -84 

Kor 28 57 28 57 85 

Source: Bradshaw and Finch (2002); OECD (2001), own calculations. 

 


