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This review examines the critical issues of declining total
fertility rates (TFRs) and aging populations in East Asia
with special focus on South Korea. It provides a com-
prehensive analysis of TFR trends, aging demographics,
and the policy responses of these nations to the low-
fertility crisis. This study highlights the intricate tapestry
of the factors contributing to these demographic shifts,
including economic, social, and cultural influences. It also
examines the effectiveness of various prenatal policies
implemented across these countries, offering insight into
their successes and limitations. Furthermore, it explores
the role of immigration as a potential solution to the
structural challenges posed by low birth rates. This review
underscores the importance of multifaceted strategies for
addressing the complex demographic challenges faced by
South Korea.
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Key message

- Since 1960, South Korea's TFR decreased from 6.33 to 0.78
in 2022, below the 2.1 replacement level since 1983, with
women's average age at first marriage rising to 31.3 in 2022.

- Policies needed: financial incentives, longer parental leave,
better childcare.

- The U.S. (15.3% immigrants) and Germany (18.8%) use
immigration to maintain demographic stability, a strategy
South Korea is considering.

Introduction

A diminishing total fertility rate (TFR), a signature trait
of advancing nations, impacts demographic structures
and future policy directions.” As a pivotal indicator, the
TFR indicates the average number of children a woman
is expected to bear in her lifetime, which has far-reaching

consequences for societal evolution and economic strategies.
2 The inspection of demographic shifts over time has re-
vealed a pronounced decline in the TFR since the mid-20th
century. This trend became particularly noticeable after
1963, coinciding with the conclusion of the post-World
War II baby boom. This decrease in birth rates has been
recorded across a broad spectrum of developed regions.
Notably, several nations within Asia, Europe, North Ame-
rica, Latin America, and the Caribbean have reported a
declining TFR that consistently fell below the replacement
level, reflecting a significant demographic transformation.
By the end of this century, the TFR is expected to fall below
the replacement level across the vast majority of nations
worldwide (Fig. 1).3%

This decline in the TFR can be attributed to a tapestry
of factors such as increased economic opportunities that
often lead women to delay motherhood in favor of career
or education, the shift toward smaller family norms with
urbanization, and expanded access to healthcare and family
planning in developed nations. These elements, coupled
with modernizing societal attitudes toward family size
and robust welfare systems, underscore the trend toward
smaller families.>”) For a nation to maintain its population
size, a TFR of approximately 2.1 is generally considered
necessary in most contexts. This figure is known as "replace-
ment level fertility," meaning that a woman must bear 2
children to replace herself and her partner with a slight
excess to account for the mortality rate of children and the
fact that not all women will have children.®”

Demographic shifts: South Korea's experience

1. Changing birth and marriage rates in South Korea
Table 1 shows the significant transformations in South

Korea’s demographic landscape over the past few decades

as evidenced by historical data trends.>? Despite the low
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Graphical abstract. OECD, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

Table 1. Total population, total live births, crude birth rate, total fertility rate, and average age at first marriage for women in South

Korea (1960-2022)

Crude birth rate

Average age at

Year Total population Total live birth (per 1,000 people per year) Total fertility rate first marriage for women
1960 25,012,374 - 38.6 6.33 -
1970 32,240,827 1,006,645 31.2 4.53 -
1975 35,280,725 874,030 24.8 3.43 -
1980 38,123,775 862,835 226 2.82 -
1981 38,723,248 867,409 224 2.57 23.2
1982 39,326,352 848,312 21.6 2.39 -
1983 39,910,403 769,155 19.3 2.06 -
1984 40,405,956 674,793 16.7 1.74 -
1985 40,805,744 655,489 16.1 1.66 24.1
1990 42,869,283 649,738 15.2 1.57 24.8
1995 45,092,991 715,020 15.7 1.63 253
2000 47,008,111 640,089 13.5 1.48 26.5
2005 48,184,561 438,707 9.0 1.09 277
2010 49,554,112 470,171 9.4 1.23 289
2015 51,014,947 438,420 8.6 1.24 30.0
2016 51,217,803 406,243 79 1.17 30.1
2017 51,361,911 357,771 7.0 1.05 30.2
2018 51,585,058 326,822 6.4 0.98 304
2019 51,764,822 302,676 5.9 0.92 30.6
2020 51,836,239 272,337 5.3 0.84 30.8
2021 51,744,876 260,562 5.1 0.81 314
2022 51,628,117 249,186 49 0.78 31.3

birth rates, the total population continued to increase,
peaked in 2020 with 51,836,239 individuals, and began to
decline thereafter. In stark contrast, the annual number of
total live births peaked in 1970 with 1,006,645 births and
declined thereafter. This decline is echoed in the crude birth
rate (CBR), which peaked in 1960 at 38.6 births per 1,000
people, and in the TFR, which peaked at 6.33 children per
woman in the same year. CBR and TFR showed sustained
decreases, signaling a shift in reproductive behavior. Fur-

thermore, the average age at first marriage has steadily
increased, peaking at 31.3 years in 2022. This rise suggests
a societal trend toward later marriages, potentially due to a
variety of factors including increased educational and career
opportunities for women, economic considerations, and
changing societal norms. The confluence of these trends in
declining birth rates and delayed marriages depicts a society
experiencing profound social and economic evolution with
potential implications for population dynamics, workforce
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composition, and social policy development in South Korea.
12,13)

2. Comprehensive analysis of TFR trends and decadal
changes: insight from the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, South Korea, China,
Japan, the United States, and Europe

The TFR trends from 1960 onward present a multifaceted
narrative of demographic changes across different regions

(Fig. 2.1 South Korea, with the highest TFR among the

entities assessed in 1960, witnessed the most substantial de-

crease over time, culminating in the steepest average decline

---World ——Latin America and the Caribbean

Total fertility rate

per decade. This precipitous reduction will transition South
Korea from its 1960 TFR zenith to its nadir in 2022. In
contrast, China's TFR has fluctuated significantly, peaking
in 1963, with the highest variability likely influenced by
policy shifts, such as the one-child policy and its subsequent
modifications, before experiencing a considerable drop by
2021."» Although the TFR trends for the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) averages
for Japan and Europe varied in magnitude, they demon-
strated a general declining trajectory. Among them, Japan's
TFR demonstrated the smallest average decline per decade,
indicating a more gradual demographic transition than its
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Fig. 1. Total fertility rate (TFR) for 6 regions and the world, 1960-2100. A general decline in the TFR has been
noted across all regions from 1960 to the present, with a projected continued decline toward or below

replacement levels throughout the 21st century.
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Fig. 2. Total fertility rate (TFR) trends from 1960 onward for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) average for South Korea, China, Japan, the United States, and Europe. Each line

represents the TFR trajectory of the entity over time.
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counterparts (Table 2). These varying TFR trajectories have
significant implications for population dynamics, policy
development, and economic planning in these regions, as
they reflect the underlying shifts in societal norms, economic
conditions, and governmental policies.

3. Aging population in South Korea

South Korea's demographic landscape has undergone
significant changes, particularly with its population's rising
median age. Historical data revealed a consistent increase
in the median age, reflecting broader demographic shifts. In
1950, South Korea's median age was 17.6 years, comparatively
lower than the global average of 22.2 years, Japan's 21.2
years, and the United States' 29.3 years. By 2010, South
Korea's median age had surpassed that of the United States;
it is projected to exceed Japan's median age by 2040. This
remarkable increase culminated in a median age of 20.9
years by 1980, still lower than the global average of 21.5
years but rapidly approaching the median ages of Japan
(31.6 years) and the United States (29.1 years) (Fig. 3).1%1¢)

These changes in the median age signify South Korea's
transition from a predominantly young population to an
increasingly aging population, a trend mirroring the global
pattern but at a notably faster rate. This accelerated aging
process, influenced by factors such as very low birth rates
and increased life expectancies,’” has transformed South
Korea's demographic profile more swiftly than those of other
advanced economies. This rapid demographic shift has pro-
found implications for various societal aspects including
workforce dynamics, economic growth, healthcare systems,
and social policies. An aging population leads to higher
dependency ratios, increased government spending on heal-
theare and pensions, and potential labor market challenges
owing to a shrinking workforce. Additionally, aging can
impact economic sectors, necessitate policy adjustments
such as increasing retirement age, and require innovative
approaches to addressing issues such as health equality and
social isolation.!s2V

Table 2. Comparative summary of TFR changes: OECD average, South Korea, China, Japan, United States, and Europe

Country/region Highest TFR (yr) Lowest TFR (yr) Highest TFR (value) Lowest TFR (value) Average change per decade
OECD average 1960 2020 3.34 1.56 -0.29
South Korea 1960 2022 6.33 0.78 -0.79
China 1963 2021 7.51 1.16 -0.84
Japan 1967 2005 2.23 1.26 -0.12
United States 1960 2020 3.65 1.64 -0.24
Europe 1964 2002 2.67 1.43 -0.20

TFR, total fertility rate; OECD, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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Fig. 3. Median age trends, 1950-2060. This figure presents median age changes from 1950 to 2060, including
historical data and future projections. It compares the global average with specific trends in South Korea, Japan,
and the United States. The data illustrate significant demographic shifts and aging patterns, highlighting an

increased median age over time in these regions.
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Addressing the decline: pronatal policies in East
Asian nations

The global phenomenon of declining birth rates, a by-
product of industrialization, is most pronounced in East
Asian nations, in which rapid urbanization and societal
shifts have led to demographic crises. Nations such as South
Korea, China, Japan, and Singapore face a pivotal juncture
that grapples with the ramifications of precipitously low
birth rates. These low rates pose significant challenges
to the sustainability of social functioning and economic
vitality. Exploring the low birth rate policies of Singapore,
Japan, and China is the key to comprehending how these
nations have addressed this crucial challenge.

1. Singapore

In Singapore, a multifaceted approach to tackling low
birth rates includes financial incentives such as increased
baby bonus cash gifts, doubled paternity leave, childcare
subsidies, and tax relief for working mothers.?>?® Despite
these efforts, the TFR fell to a historic low of 1.05 2022,
reflecting the challenges in reversing this trend. The
government also addresses the rising childbearing age by
providing subsidies for assisted reproductive technologies,
although these efforts have not significantly offset the fer-
tility decline among younger women.?¥ Comprehensive
childcare options and support for household work have also
been provided. However, these efforts have not fully mitigated
the high opportunity costs associated with childbearing.
An emphasis on human capital investment has also led to
a focus on child quality rather than quantity.2>2% As part of
this strategy, immigration has been used to moderate the
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impact of an aging population and low birth rates using a
measured approach to granting citizenship and permanent
residency.?” This comprehensive strategy demonstrates
Singapore's efforts to balance financial incentives, social
support, and immigration to address the complex challenge
of low birth rates.

Data from 2000 to 2022 show that Singapore will maintain
a stable home ownership rate of approximately 90%, reflec:
ting successful public housing policies and a steady housing
market largely attributed to government efforts such as
the Housing and Development Board.?® However, during
this period, the TFR decreased, indicating fewer children
per woman, a common trend in many developed nations
(Fig. 4). Reflecting on the situation in Singapore, we can
discern that, although homeownership rates have been ex
plored as a variable affecting TFR, the relationship between
homeownership and birth rates unfolds in a complex and
indirect manner. The TFR decline is the result of a confl-
uence of factors, including economic conditions, housing
affordability, social frameworks, and cultural norms. This
complexity underscores the necessity to adopt a compre-
hensive approach to fully grasping how these diverse factors
interact to shape the dynamics.

2.Japan

Japan has enacted a series of policies to combat its
low birth rate, focusing on creating a better work—family
balance. These measures included improved childcare ser-
vices; incentives for paternal involvement in childcare;
flexible working arrangements for parents; and enhanced
facilities for housing, education, and healthcare.’® Despite
these efforts, including a parental leave policy that offers

a1el A)|1148) |eIO]
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Fig. 4. Trends in home ownership and total fertility rates (TFR) in Singapore (2000-2022). The home-
ownership rate is depicted by a series of bars indicating a consistently high level (approximately 90%). In
contrast, the TFR exhibited a decreasing trend over the same period as illustrated by the line graph.
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up to 14 months of leave and paid leave benefits, Japan ex
perienced a significant decrease in its TFR, reaching a low
equal to its previous record at 1.26 in 2022, marking a con-
tinuous decline over 7 years. This indicates that, while
Japan has been proactive at implementing family-friendly
policies, it has not significantly reversed the low birth rate
trend, suggesting the need for further evaluation and po-
tential policy adjustments. In 2023, Japan launched the
New Dimension Measure, a comprehensive strategy aimed
at reversing the declining birth rates. This multifaceted ap-
proach includes doubling child allowances, particularly for
third-born children, and extending these benefits to high
school students while removing income caps for eligibility. It
also proposes extending social insurance coverage to cover
maternity expenses and introducing a universally accessible
daycare program regardless of parental employment status.
Additionally, the plan enhances childcare leave benefits,
allowing parents to receive full after-tax income for a
specified period.’Y This initiative represents a significant
increase in government expenditures for family support,
aligning Japan with some of the highest spenders in the
OECD. However, the effectiveness of such financial incen-
tives at significantly boosting birth rates remains a subject
of ongoing analysis and debate.

3.China

Over the past few decades, China's approach to population
management has evolved significantly. Efforts initially fo-
cused on controlling population growth through the “later,
longer, fewer” policy introduced in 1973, followed by the

B Women 15 to 49 EX@Women 25 to 39

Women (millions)
\

C—Women 15 to 19

1993 1995 1997

more stringent one-child policy in 1979. Subsequently,
the government transitioned to a two-child policy in 2016
and three-child policy in 2021, adapting to the nation’s
changing demographic needs.?>3% These policy shifts aimed
to address declining birth rates and an increasingly aging
population. The maternity leave policy increased from 56
days in the 1980s to as long as 365 days, and the 1990s saw
the introduction of paternity leave, although it varied re-
gionally.®>* In 2021, a comprehensive pro-natalist policy
framework was introduced that highlighted traditional
values and the importance of childbearing to foster a new
marriage and childbirth culture. Efforts have also been
made to enhance accessibility to fertility treatment and
improve maternal healthcare through a social insurance
funding model. However, challenges persist, including re-
gional policy disparities and ongoing demographic manage-
ment issues such as low birth rates and traditional gender
roles.*”® Childcare policies in China have evolved from
focusing solely on vulnerable children to adopting a more
inclusive and universal approach.>” Despite these efforts, the
TFR in 2022 remains low at 1.18 per woman, underscoring
the persistent challenges of demographic management.

This situation necessitates a more family-focused approach
to childcare policies that reflects the demographic challenges
across East Asian nations and marks a significant shift in
policy toward encouraging childbirth.**4) In East Asian
nations, many parents spend a significant amount of time
and financial resources ensuring that their children gain
access to top universities and careers. This has led to high
parenting costs, which causes many couples to choose to
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Fig. 5. Trends in female population by age group and total fertility rate (TFR) in South Korea (1993-2022).
This figure illustrates the demographic changes in the female population across different age groups in
South Korea over a 29-year period alongside the annual TFR. The graph segments the female population
into 4 key age groups: women aged 15-49 years (primary reproductive age), women aged 25-39 years
(core childbearing age), girls aged 15-19 years (early reproductive age), and girls aged 1-14 years (future

reproductive potential).
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have only 1 or 2 children or, in some cases, not have children
at all. The widespread phenomenon of “education fever,” or
considerable parental investment in education, embodies a
preference for “quality over quantity” and is key to under-
standing the low birth rates in East Asia.*?

Unchangeable fate of declining total live births

The dataset spanning 1993—2022 permits a comprehensive
longitudinal analysis of female population dynamics juxta-
posed with TFR in South Korea (Fig. 5).*> This period marked
a critical phase in South Korea's demographic evolution
characterized by significant shifts in the age composition
of the female population, particularly in childbearing-age
cohorts. A critical observation from these data is the gradual
decline in the number of women within the primary repro-
ductive age bracket (15—49 years), with a more pronounced
decrease in the 25-39-year-old segment.*¥ This subgroup
is traditionally viewed as the most fertile, making it a
key determinant of national birth rates. The decline in
this demographic is particularly concerning as it signals
a contraction in the pool of potential mothers, which in-
herently limits the capacity for any substantial increase in
birth numbers. Simultaneously, the TFR within the same
timeframe exhibits marginal fluctuations but maintains a
trajectory well below the replacement level of 2.1. Despite
an occasional increase, this persistent sub-replacement
fertility rate is insufficient to counterbalance the dwindling
childbearing population. The data indicate that even no-
minal increases in the TFR cannot effectively translate to
a significant increase in total live births given the shrinking
demographic base. Moreover, the diminishing numbers
in the younger female segment (1-14 years old) signal the
perpetuation of this demographic challenge. The forecasted
continuation of this trend indicates further erosion of the

Table 3. Comprehensive strategies to combat demographic decline

childbearing population, exacerbating the complexities
associated with increasing birth rates in future decades.
This finding indicates that a myopic focus on TFR enhance-
ment without addressing the underlying demographic shifts
cannot reverse the declining trajectory of total live births. A
multifaceted approach encompassing broader demographic
rejuvenation coupled with targeted fertility-enhancing poli-
cies is pivotal to this demographic conundrum.

Strategies against demographic decline: a
multifaceted approach (Table 3)

1. Immigration: a strategic response to low birth rates
Based on the 2020 data, several countries renowned
for their active immigration policies to address low birth
rates have a significant number of foreign-born residents.
The United States leads with approximately 50.6 million
immigrants, accounting for 15.3% of its total population,
followed by Germany with 15.8 million immigrants making
up 18.8% of its population. Other countries with significant
immigrant populations include Canada with 8.0 million
(21.3% of its population), Australia with 7.7 million (30.1%),
the United Kingdom with 9.4 million (13.8%), and Sweden,
where immigrants constitute 19.8% of the population.*> In
South Korea, growing concerns about the difficulty of solving
the structural problem of low birth rates internally have
brought immigration into focus as a promising alternative.
Immigration policies are highlighted for their multiple
advantages in addressing demographic and economic
challenges. The increase in population due to immigration
counters low birth rates and aging, contributing to a more
balanced demographic structure.**”) This policy plays a
crucial role in resolving labor shortages by filling gaps in
sectors that are less favored by native-born citizens.*3*% In
addition, the influx of younger working immigrants supports

Strategy Description

Examples

Challenges & considerations

Immigration Use of immigration policies to  The U.S.: 50.6 million immigrants (15.3% of population)
supplement low birth rates Germany: 15.8 million immigrants (18.8% of population)

Social integration, cultural conflicts
Economic burdens like housing, health-

and address aging popula- Other countries with significant immigrant populations include care

tion. Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Sweden.
South Korea considering immigration as an alternative to internal

demographic challenges

Financial Implementation of compre- Sweden: 9-month parental leave and "speed premium" policy
Support hensive financial incentives Hungary: Family Housing Allowance (CSOK) and tax benefits
and supportive measures to Direct financial support and indirect mechanisms like subsidized
boost birth rates. childcare and housing benefits
Social Implementation of social poli- Accessible childcare and employer support.
Support cies that support work-life Gender equality in the workplace and home.

balance and gender equality South Korea's average age at first marriage increasing, affecting

in parenting. TFR

Labor market effects
Political and social resistance

Variance in effectiveness across differ-
ent socioeconomic landscapes

Need for policies that are comprehen-
sive and accessible to all.

Overcoming traditional gender roles.

Ensuring that policies are not just sup-
portive but also promote societal
change.

Public awareness campaigns and educational programs to
promote family-friendly societal norms

CSOK, Csaladi Otthonteremtési Kedvezmény; TFR, total fertility rate.
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the pension system, which is essential for sustaining a con-
tributor base among an aging native population.’® Im-
migrants’ diverse skills and contributions are vital across
various sectors for enhancing economic sustainability.”?
The shift to a diverse, multicultural society may enrich the
zasocial structure but can also present potential challenges.
The significant influx of immigrants and refugees can
lead to social integration issues, potentially resulting in
cultural conflicts and social tensions.’? Economically, the
burden of supporting a large immigrant population includ-
es costs related to housing, social security, education, and
healthcare.>*>¥ Labor market dynamics may also be affect
ed, possibly leading to oversupply in certain sectors or
undercutting wages, especially in lower-skilled fields.>®
Furthermore, political and social resistance, as evidenced
by the rise of far-right groups opposing immigration, can
lead to political instability and societal divisions.”® The
dependence on immigration for population growth may
create long-term demographic imbalances, and an increas-
ing immigrant population can strain public services and
infrastructure, posing challenges to resource allocation and
service delivery.>”

Individuals generally emigrate from less affluent to more
prosperous nations in search of improved opportunities.®
Several key factors must be considered for South Korea to
emerge as a successful immigrant host, including developing
a robust welfare system, fostering positive attitudes toward
immigrants, and streamlining citizenship processes. Attrac:
ting skilled and qualified individuals requires creating an
environment that adequately meets their needs and rights.
The effectiveness of South Korea's immigration policy hinges
on its ability to address these aspects and ensure the well-
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being and socioeconomic benefits of immigrants.

2. Financial support policies

Financial support policies are crucial in the global fight
against demographic decline, with Sweden and Hungary
showing a significant impact of well-structured incentives
on family planning decisions. Sweden’s introduction of
a 9-month parental leave in the 1970s® and the "speed
premium" policy in the 1980s®” encouraged families to bear
children closer in age, which contributes to an increase
in the country’s TFR from about 1.6 in the early 1980s to
above the replacement rate of 2.1 by the 1990s, a notable
achievement against the backdrop of globally declining
TFR (Fig. 6).¥ Similarly, Hungary’s pro-natalist policies
initiated in 2010, including the Family Housing Allowance,
which aimed to provide significant financial incentives and
support systems, increased its TFR from approximately
1.2 to approximately 1.6.°-%% These examples underline the
efficacy of direct financial support, such as bonuses and tax
benefits, alongside indirect mechanisms, such as subsidized
childcare and housing benefits, that both offer financial
relief and promote a societal ethos that values family growth.
The experiences of Sweden and Hungary highlight the
pivotal role of financial support policies in addressing
demographic challenges, emphasizing the importance of
inclusiveness in policy frameworks to foster conducive
environments for family expansion.

However, the implementation of financial support policies,
from concept to impact, is challenging. The variation in
policy effectiveness across different socioeconomic lands-
capes underscores the complexity of applying such strategies
universally. The primary challenge lies in crafting policies

!

Initiation of pro-natalist
policies in Hungary

1990 2000 2010 2020

Hungary

Fig. 6. Trends in total fertility rates (TFR) in Sweden and Hungary (1960-2021). This figure presents
a time-series analysis of the TFR in Sweden and Hungary over several decades. It highlights the
introduction of the “speed premium” in Sweden and the initiation of pro-natalist policies in Hungary,
with annotations indicating the approximate timing of these policy implementations.
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that are comprehensive and accessible to all population
segments, addressing core issues such as the cost of living,
housing availability, and work-life balance.®® This neces-
sitates a dynamic approach to policy formulation and imple-
mentation that responds to evolving societal and economic
needs.

3. Social support policies

Financial incentives alone are significant may not drasti-
cally alter childbearing decisions. A comprehensive approach
that includes readily available childcare, employer support,
and sufficient living conditions is essential to a robust
demographic strategy.®¥ The persistence of traditional gen-
der roles in which women are expected to prioritize domestic
responsibilities and childcare continues to influence personal
and familial decisions.®® Addressing these societal norms
and providing substantial support for work-life balance are
crucial components of any successful demographic policy.
Social support policies complement financial incentives by
addressing noneconomic barriers to increasing birth rates.
These include creating a supportive work environment for
parents, ensuring accessible and affordable childcare, and
promoting gender equality at home and in the workplace.®®
Such policies both support parents and help shift societal
norms toward a more equitable sharing of parental respon-
sibilities.

The increasing median age at first marriage in South
Korea, which increased from 27.79 to 33.72 years for men
and from 24.78 to 31.26 years for women from 1990 to 2022,

34
32
30
28
26

24

Average age at first marriage (yr)

22

20
1990 1995 2000

significantly influences the TFR (Fig. 7).1%6” This upward
trend, highlighting societal shifts toward prioritizing per-
sonal development, career, and financial stability, both
reflects changing societal norms around marriage and
contributes to lower fertility rates. As individuals marry
and start families later, they face a reduced fertility window,
which leads to fewer children.®®®” This delay, indicative of
broader lifestyle and career considerations, positions family
planning as one of several life goals, challenging traditional
norms and impacting demographic trends. The emphasis
on personal and career achievements before settling down
underscores the transformative societal perspective that
values individual growth along with familial expansion.

In addition to these foundational strategies, the integration
of educational and awareness programs plays a pivotal role
in enhancing social support policies aimed to address low
birth rates. By challenging and ultimately changing deep-
rooted societal views, such programs encourage a more
inclusive parenting approach in which both parents are
equally recognized and supported in their parenting roles.””
Furthermore, public awareness campaigns that highlight
the benefits of work-life balance and the importance of
paternal involvement in childcare contribute to a cultural
shift toward valuing and supporting families more holisti-
cally.”? These initiatives, when combined with practical
support such as childcare and financial incentives, create
a multifaceted approach that addresses both tangible and
intangible barriers to increasing birth rates.

—Men Women

2005 2010 2015 2020

Fig. 7. Median age at first marriage in South Korea by sex, 1990-2022. This figure illustrates the increasing
trend in the median age at first marriage for both men and women in South Korea over the 33-year period
from 1990 to 2022. In 1990, the median age at first marriage was approximately 27.79 years for men and
24.78 years for women. By 2022, these figures increased to 33.72 years for men and 31.26 years for women,
reflecting societal changes and evolving attitudes toward marriage. These data highlight a continuous
increase in the median age at first marriage for both sexes, indicating a shift in personal and societal

priorities.
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Conclusion

The rapid and drastic decline in South Korea’s birth rate
coupled with its increasingly aging population poses multidi-
mensional challenges that extend beyond the increased
burden of supporting older adults and providing tax base
reductions. This demographic shift threatens potential
growth rates, as a smaller workforce and higher savings
rates among the older population dampen consumption
and investment, impacting the competitiveness of sectors
such as manufacturing and export. To effectively address
these issues, South Korea needs a holistic strategy that not
involves innovative prenatal and immigration policies as
well as societal and cultural shifts. These efforts include
fostering family-friendly work environments, reducing child-
rearing costs, and rethinking societal norms about family
life. Despite comprehensive policies targeting pregnancy,
childbirth, and sexual imbalances, the persistence of low
birth rates underscores the complexity of this issue, sugges-
ting the need to reassess policy-level approaches to the
underlying socioeconomic and cultural factors that influence
fertility trends.
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