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Social Perceptions of Age and
Age Norms

Lee, Yun Kyung

(Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs)

This article examines the public's perception of age standards that divide life course into
different stages, including childhood, youth and old age, and determine the appropriateness
of these standards as used in laws, policies and institutions. This article also aims to
examine the level of public consent to age norms in family, workplace, and society, and
social awareness of discrimination against youth and the elderly. The findings suggest that
people in Korea generally perceive children as persons 12 years of age or younger; youth
were perceived as young adults aged 35 or younger; and old age was perceived to start at 70
years of age. The public’'s perception of the age at which a person is considered a young
adult is similar to the definition of youth as used in the Basic Youth Act. Between the
public’s perception and the Child Welfare Act there was a considerable gap in the age at
which a person is no longer considered a child. Various policies in Korea consider people age
65 and older as the elderly. Age norms still existed for such significant life—course transitions
as family formation (marriage and childbirth) and career development (job search and
promotion), but the norms for the age at which one should assume the role of a senior
citizen were relatively weak. In addition, the level of perception of age norms and age
discrimination varied across respondents of different age groups. As the proportion of the
elderly population increases and life expectancy increases in the future, further efforts will
be required to achieve an age-integrated society that ensures age flexibility and age

diversity.
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