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The Social Engagement of People Living

Alone at Mid-life in Korea:
A Comparison with Those of Living Together

Lee, Byung Ho

(Hong Kong University of Science and Technology)

This paper explores the quality of life of people ‘living alone’ at mid-life in Korea.
There can be two opposing arguments on this population comprising predominantly
single people. It is possible to predict that their levels of subjective well-being and social
engagement are relatively lower, considering a positive effect of marriage on happiness
and life satisfaction. By contrast, many recent studies have asserted that they are not
only high in self-esteem and life satisfaction, but they also actively engage in social
activities. Given that the utility of marriage has gradually declined, this perspective is
seemingly valid. However, it entails several methodological shortcomings especially
failing to compare with those who ‘living together.” Hence this study, which tests the
validity of these two hypotheses, aims to identify an empirical reality of living alone
through analyzing the most recent 2010 Korean census individual-level microdata. It
employs the negative binomial regression analysis on the sample of 151,494 individuals
aged 30 to 49 including 13,548 cases who are living alone. It finds that the average
number of membership in voluntary associations that participated at least once during
the last year for people living alone is around 8 percent lower than for people living
together, which is statistically significant controlling for other socio-demographic
variables such as marital status, educational attainment, and economic activity status.
This efficacy of being one-person household is very robust as it appears all characteristics
of independent variables; for instance, divorced people who live together tend to engage
more social activities than those who live alone. Thus, one-person household per se
has a negative association with social engagement level. Meanwhile, this level also differs
among people who live alone: those who have a spouse, are more educated, and spend

longer time for income-related work are more likely to participate in social activities.

Keywords: One-person Household, Mid-life, Social Engagement, Marital Status,
Subjective Well-being
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