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Demographic Shifts, Social Risks, and Policy Responses
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Demographic Shifts, Social Risks,
and Policy Responses

Cho, Sung Eun

(Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs)

While population remains, as in the past, a factor of primary importance for any nation or
society, childbirth, a key determinant of population size, is predominantly an individual
choice and therefore difficult to control at a communal or social level. That said, it should
also be noted that individuals’ decisions about having children do get affected by the
socioeconomic environment, much of which is a central concern for population policies.
Across welfare states around the world, including Korea’s, responses to population
change can be broadly categorized into either adaptive or mitigative. In Korea, both types
of policies have been introduced and expanded since the 2000s, but they have largely
failed to produce meaningful results. What matters for a welfare state in its response to
population change is that it reorients the focus and paradigm of economic and social
policies from growth to balanced quality—of-life enhancement. As “shrinking” becomes a
reality across social, economic, and cultural domains, it is essential to respond with
targeted and focused measures. In these times of contraction—a structural transition a
society as a whole must navigate as it grapples with long—-term demographic challenges
—it behooves us to turn adversity into opportunity, and doing so will require a paradigm
shift that redirects society away from the growth—first imperative toward stability,

sustainability, and quality of life.
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