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The Application-Based Approach in Public
Assistance: Law, Administration,
and Media Coverage

Lim, Deokyoung

(Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs)

Inasmuch as Korea’s public assistance system has been criticized for conditioning
benefits on formal application, this article inductively reconstructs the meaning of the
“application-based” approach—a welfare—administrative principle without a clearly
established lexical definition—by analyzing the vicissitudes of related laws, comparable
approaches, and high—profile media coverage of poverty-related deaths. The advantage
of the application—based approach is that it functions as an entitlement mechanism that
limits administrative discretion and obligates the state to provide benefits. However, the
corollary disadvantage is that it combines with selection procedures to produce gaps in
welfare provision. Analysis of newspaper reports on four recent deaths, each related to
the requirement that public assistance be formally applied for, suggests that
non—application results not so much from lack of information as from a complex mixture
of structural factors. While noting the limitations of the view that attributes gaps in
welfare provision primarily to the rule that procedures for determining eligibility begin
only after an application is filed, this article argues that the government should aim for a
rights—based society that acts unreservedly upon citizens’ legally entitled claims for
support, rather than a proactive state that comes of its own accord to citizens’

assistance.
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