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Abstract

Increase in the elderly population and early retirement imposes immense economic burden
on societies. Previous studies on the association between medical expenditure and working
status in the elderly population have not adequately addressed reverse causality problem.

In addition, the pre-elderly group has hardly been discussed in this regard. This study
assessed possible causal association between employment status and medical expenditure
as well as employment status and medical unmet needs in a representative sample of the
Korean elderly (aged=65) and the pre-elderly (aged =250 and < 65) adults from the Korea
Health Panel Data (KHP). Dynamic panel Generalized Method of Moments (GMM) estima-
tion was employed for the analysis of medical expenditure to address reverse causality, and
fixed effect panel logistic regression was used for the analysis of unmet need. The results
showed no significant association between job status and medical expenditure in the elderly,
but a negative and significant influence on the level of medical expenditure in the pre-elderly.
Unemployment was a significant determinant of lowering unmet need from lack of time while
it was not associated with unmet need from financial burden in the fixed-effect panel model
for both the elderly and pre-elderly groups. The pre-elderly adults were more likely to reduce
necessary health service utilization due to unemployment compared to the elderly group
because there is no proper financial safety net for the pre-elderly, which may cause non-
adherence to treatment and therefore lead to negative health effects. The policy dialogue on
safety net currently centers only on the elderly, but should be extended to the pre-elderly
population.

Introduction

Most of the developed countries are currently experiencing aging population due to low fertil-
ity rate and prolonged life expectancy. These demographic changes are expected to impose

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676 March 23,2018

1/12


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0193676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-23
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.khp.re.kr:444/web/data/data.do
https://www.khp.re.kr:444/web/data/data.do
mailto:khp@kihasa.re.kr

@° PLOS | ONE

Job status and Medical expenditure of the elderly and the pre-elderly

044-287-8058. The authors did not have special
access privileges.

Funding: No financial disclosures were reported by
the authors of this paper.

Competing interests: The authors have declared
that no competing interests exist.

immense economic burden on societies since a disproportionate share of health resources is
consumed by the elderly [1, 2]. In addition, aging is also a risk factor for financial insecurity
and unmet health care utilization from the perspective of the individuals because opportunities
to participate in labor market reduce in accordance to aging [3].

Economic activity has been persistently hypothesized to benefit health, thus reducing
healthcare utilization and medical expenditure for the elderly [4, 5]. It is also argued that
unemployment causes stressful situation [4, 6] and disconnections in social network, which
leads to physical deterioration [7, 8]. Taken together, prior literatures suggest that unemployed
individuals, who are less healthy and have more time on their hand, are likely to seek more
healthcare services compared to the employed ones. However, previous studies supporting the
health benefits of employment for the elderly have always been questioned on how well they
have addressed the potential reverse causation; that is, the observed association may simply be
an artifact of the elderly with better health remaining in economic activity longer [9-11]. This
bidirectional association between employment and health care utilization challenges causal
inference [12, 13]. In addition, because there are many factors that determine utilization of
health service among the elderly, the pattern of unmet needs should be considered simulta-
neously to better understand whether the change in medical expenditure results from change
in health status or other health-unrelated factors.

Another important population that contributes to increasing healthcare cost but rarely dis-
cussed in the literature is the pre-elderly group. Adults over age 50 start to face increasing
medical need while they are getting vulnerable to job loss more and more due to consistently
increasing unintentional early retirement. This situation put them at risk for financial distress
without a proper safety net. In Korea, benefits of old age pension, which is the primary safety
net, starts at the age of 65. Hence, it is extremely hard for the pre-elderly group (aged 250 and
<65) to find financial resources when they lose job unless they suffer from disability.

This study addresses these gaps in the previous studies to shed light on a question of possi-
ble causation between employment status and medical expenditure among the elderly by using
a more sophisticated methodologies to control for reverse causation using a longitudinal data
from Korea [14, 15]. Additionally, we also investigate the change in unmet need according to
the change in employment status. Finally, whether the same pattern in medical expenditure
and unmet need appear in the pre-elderly group was also investigated.

Materials and methods

Data

This study used the Korea Health Panel Data (KHP) between 2008 and 2014 for the analysis of
medical expenditure and between 2009 and 2014 for the analysis of unmet needs. The KHP
includes information on socioeconomic status (SES), utilization of health service, medical
expenditure, health status, and health behavior. The KHP employed stratified two-stage cluster
sampling strategy for selecting households. All the household members within the selected
households were investigated.

Data were collected mainly by face-to-face interview and also housekeeping books or
receipts of healthcare spending to minimize recall bias. The household members sampled for
the panel survey normally recorded the purpose of their medical visits and the total amount of
payment they used in health facility or pharmacy and showed it when the investigators visited
for survey interview. Therefore, data contain all information on out-of-pocket payment
including payment for uninsured medical services and co-payment. We restricted our sample
to individuals aged more than 65 years old for the elderly group and between 50 and 65 for the
pre-elderly group.
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Outcome variable

The first outcome variable is medical expenditure per year, which included expenditure for
emergency service, inpatient and outpatient services, transportation fee for emergency service
(ambulance), and drug cost. The second outcome variable is unmet needs, a concept of neces-
sity for medical service based on individual judgment. The participant was asked whether he/
she experienced not being able to receive medical care such as consultation or examination
despite their need, which was answered as “yes” or “no”. Moreover, reasons for not being able
to seek medical care were defined as “unmet need due to financial matter” and “unmet need
due to lack of time”[16].

Independent variables

The main variable of interest is employment status measured by asking whether the respon-
dent is working for living or not and constructed as a binary variable. Other covariates were
chosen based on previous empirical analyses. Household characteristics such as household
type (single, only couple, or couple with a child), house ownership (owner or rent), and house-
hold income quintiles were included. As individual characteristics, age (categorized in 5-year
interval from 65 years for the elderly and from 50 to 64 years old for the pre-elderly), gender,
and education (middle school graduate or less, high school graduate or less, more than univer-
sity) were controlled. Insurance type was also included, in addition to income level, because of
evidence on differences in healthcare utilization between two types of insurance even at the
same income level [17]. Binary indicators for disability status and chronic disease status were
also included as a proxy for medical demand.

Statistical analyses

Medical expenditure data typically exhibit a few distinguished characteristics. First, they some-
times have a large mass of observations with zero cost. Secondly, a minority of extremely high-
cost patients results in a skewed distribution to the right. One of the common approaches used
to treat this problem is OLS regression with a positive shift at zero. However, the choice of the
constant used to shift in this method is rather arbitrary. Another shortcoming of this method
is that it requires re-transformation back to the original scale. Another possibility is to use the
Tobit model based on the concept of latent variables [18-20]. However, this model is, effec-
tively, a censored normal regression, which means that it’s sensitive to normality and hetero-
scedasticity assumption[21]. Two alternative approaches used in analyzing expenditure data
with the least controversy are Generalized Linear Model (GLM) and Two-part model [21]. We
employed GLM with gamma distribution and log link function rather than Two-part model as
an initial descriptive evidence according to Buntin et al’s suggestion that one-part GLM model
can avoid the problem of having to make post-hoc adjustment for heteroscedasticity to remove
biases in predicted means and is easier to estimate than two-part OLS model[22]. In addition,
it accommodates zero values without difficulty.

However, the result from GLM analyses cannot be causally interpreted due to several prob-
lems. First, although we controlled for a number of individual and household characteristics,
there are still unmeasured attributes, which are likely correlated with the explanatory variables
and medical expenditure simultaneously, leading to an omitted variable bias. Hence, we ran a
standard static panel model and panel GLM model to tackle this matter. Hausman test was car-
ried out to test the null hypothesis Hy of random effects against the alternative H, of fixed
effect.

Nonetheless, there are still other sources of bias to be addressed, one of which is an assump-
tion that health status is static. While contemporaneous characteristics obviously affect
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medical expenditure, current medical expenditure also depends on medical expenditure from
previous years because current health depends on previous health. Another concern is that, as
noted by Dwyer et al(1999), causality between medical expenditure and working status may be
bi-directional. That is, people with poor health status are less likely to engage in economic
activity(14).

What has been the most commonly used in previous studies to address endogeneity due to
reverse causality is Two Stage Least Squares (TSLS) with Instrumental Variable (IV). However,
due to ongoing controversy on exogeneity of IV, we employed a dynamic panel Generalized
Method of Moments (GMM) estimation with country fixed effect instead of TSLS. Serial cor-
relation in the error terms, due to the panel nature of the dataset and the introduction of
lagged variables, complicate the estimation procedure of the dynamic panel GLM model. Con-
sequently, we applied a linear dynamic panel model, which allows the evaluation of unob-
served heterogeneity and serial correlation of the error terms and is the most frequently used
method in previous studies on health expenditure [23-25].

For an over-identified model like this, GMM is known to be an effective specification and
hence has been used more commonly [26]. To better understand the dynamics of adjustment
for medical expenditure, we specified the following dynamic function characterized by the
presence of a lagged dependent variable among regressors;

ME, = oME, | + Bjob, + 0X;, + s, + ¢,

Where ME;; and ME;; ; are medical expenditure of i individual in ¢t year and the previous
year, respectively; job;, is working status of i individual; Xj; is a vector of other control vari-
ables; and s; is an individual-fixed effect.

First-difference GMM (Arellano—Bond GMM) forms moment conditions using lagged-
levels of the dependent variable and the predetermined variables with first-differences of the
disturbances [27]. However, it was found to perform poorly if the autoregressive process was
too persistent (i.e., when a. is close to unity) [28]. System GMM (Blundell-Bond GMM)
exploits additional moment condition in which lagged differences of the dependent variables
are orthogonal to levels of the disturbances, and thus can be a solution to this problem. How-
ever, System GMM requires initial conditions that the error term in the first period and the
first-differenced exogenous variables are uncorrelated with the individual specific effect [29].
To address this issue, we estimated models with both specifications.

Once GMM estimators are obtained, conducting joint validity test of the instruments is a
standard procedure [30]. First, the validity of over-identification restriction was verified with
the Sargan-test that examined the null hypothesis, ‘all instruments chosen should not be corre-
lated with residuals’. A failure to reject the null hypothesis implies that the instruments are
valid. However, we should note that the rejection of Sargan-test does not necessarily mean that
over-identification is not appropriate because the null hypothesis may also be rejected when
error term does not meet “i.i.d (independent and identically distributed)” condition. Second,
autocorrelation was also tested. Second-order autocorrelation should not be allowed in GMM
estimation while the first-order autocorrelation can be.

For the outcome of unmet need, pooled logistic regression was performed as an exploratory
analysis. Then, fixed effect panel logistic regression was employed to seek causality by control-
ling for unobserved systematic differences.

All the analyses were performed with Stata SE 14. For estimating Difference GMM and Sys-
tem GMM, we applied “xtabond2” and “xtdpdsys” respectively [31]. We also used “estat sar-
gan” and “estat abond” to get the post-estimation specification tests.
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Results

General descriptive results

After excluding observations aged less than 65 for the elderly group and less than 50 for the
pre-elderly group and those missing any of the outcome and independent variables, the final
analytical samples on medical expenditure and unmet needs included 20,451 and 14,170
elderly and 22,602 and 14,663 pre-elderly adults, respectively.
The distribution of medical expenditure and unmet needs according to the demographic
and socioeconomic status for the elderly and the pre-elderly are shown in Table 1 and Table 2.
Medical expenditure according to gender and education level showed opposite trends between
the elderly and the pre-elderly groups. Among the elderly, males spent more on health service
than females and so did those with a higher level of education than those with a lower level of
education, but the opposite was found for the pre-elderly group. Households composed of a
couple without a child showed the highest medical expenditure in both the elderly and the pre-

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of medical expenditure and unmet need in the elderly.

Variable Categories Elderly
Medical expenditure Unmet need
N “Mean SD N| Lackof time Financial burden
Gender Male 8,871(43.4) 895 1,633 6,106(43.1) 1.8 6.7
| Female | 1L580(566)| 867, 1449  8064569) 20 0.1
Age 65 < and <70 7,475(36.6) 852 1,442 4,625(32.6) 3.1 7.4
70 < and <75 6,442(31.5) 918 1,637 4,537(32.0) 2.3 9.0
75 < and <80 4,238(20.7) 910 1,466 3,060(21.6) 0.9 9.5
| < ol 22060110)| 799 L 1easa3n| 04 92
Household type Single 3,654(17.9) 818 1,332 2,634(18.6) 1.5 12.8
Couple 9,538(46.6) 920 1,534 6,776(47.8) 2.2 6.8
Couple + child 2,318(11.3) 887 1,703 1,592(11.2) 2.6 8.2
Others L agn@a)| sa LS8 3des2) 15| o4
Education level Lower than middle school 15,728(76.9) 855 1,488 10,803(76.2) 2.2 9.8
High school graduate 3,219(15.7) 860 1,384 2,314(16.3) 14 5.9
T More than university | L5047 | Li72| ozt LOS3ZA) | LAL 33
Job status No 13,109(64.1) 937 1,616 9,010(63.6) 0.5 9.5
| Yes | 7sees9) 775 1363 51600364) 450 72,
Insurance type Medicaid 1,801(8.8) 397 899 1,192(8.4) 0.8 14.6
s Healthinsurance | 18650012 | 95 1572 12978019 20 81,
Income level lowest 8,052(39.4) 751 1,317 5,627(39.7) 1.2 13.5
Low 5,436(26.6) 919 1,537 3,782(26.7) 2.3 7.4
Moderate 3,474(17.0) 955 1,601 2,411(17.0) 33 4.4
High 2,042(10.0) 960 1,551 1,411(10.0) 2.1 3.8
Disability No 17,245(84.3) 853 1,481 11,934(84.2) 2.0 8.4
| Yes o ..3206057) 1019  L771  20%6(158)| A 0.1,
Household ownership Rent 5,077(24.8) 749 1,370 3,583(25.3) 14 13.2
| Ownership | 155740752 | 92| 1579 10587047) 22| 71
Chronic disease No 883(4.3) 384 1,173 472(3.3) 32 6.6
Yes 19,568(95.7) 901 1,542 13,698(96.7) 1.9 8.7
*Unit: 1,000Korean won
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.t001
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of medical expenditure and unmet need in the pre-elderly.

Variable Categories | Preelderly oo
v Medical expenditure 1 Unmetneed o
N Mean SD N| Lack of time Financial burden
Gender Male 10,745(47.5) 584 18 6,735(45.9) 5.4 4.4
. Female 11857(525) | 753 15| 79%s(s4D)| 61 63
Age 50 < and <55 8,169(36.1) 564 22 5,148(35.1) 6.9 5.1
55 < and <60 7,477(33.1) 664 19 4,920(33.6) 5.6 5
], 60<and<65 | 6956(308)| 808 18| . 4595(13)| 46| 62
Household type Single 1,276(5.6) 707 47 881(6.9) 7.2 10.1
Couple 6,004(26.6) 767 23 3,916(26.7) 4.7 5.1
Couple + child 11,269(49.9) 611 12 7,319(49.9) 5.6 3.9
I Others 4053179) | 60 42 250074) 73| 86
Education level Lower than middle school 11,049(48.9) 708 13 7,011(47.8) 6.5 7.3
High school graduate 7,824(34.6) 653 19 5,199(35.5) 4.9 4.1
OO § More thanuniversity | .. 3729(165) | .. 6071 ... “lo 2453(167) | S5 27,
Job status No 6,974(30.9) 868 31 4,481(30.6) 7.7 46
| Yes 1562860.0) | S8S| 10| 10182694) T 73,
Insurance type Medicaid 757(3.3) 389 36 487(3.3) 2.1 19.7
. Healthinsurance | 2845067)| 682 12| 141760967)| 59| 49,
Income level lowest 2,300(10.2) 597 24 1,418(9.7) 4.1 14.2
Low 4,356(19.3) 671 38 2,789(19.0) 5.5 9
Moderate 5,033(22.3) 636 18 3,262(22.2) 6.7 5.5
High 5,088(22.5) 671 19 3,300(22.5) 6.1 3.3
............................................ Highest | 585058 735 25|  3894Q66) 55 14
Disability No 20,996(92.9) 653 10 13,606(92.8) 5.9 4.9
| Yes L6067 | o2 95 L0702 33 123
Household ownership Rent 5,281(16.4) 599 18 3,545(24.2) 5.9 9.7
....................... Ownership | 17321636)| 64| 14| ILUSGSS)| 574
Chronic disease No 3,708(16.4) 354 30 2,118(14.4) 6.4 3.6
Yes 18,894(83.6) 735 13 12,545(85.6) 5.6 5.7

*Unit: 1,000Korean won

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.1002

elderly groups. Respondents without job, enrolled in health insurance, with disability, with
household ownership, and chronic disease spent more than their counterparts.

Generally, the prevalence of unmet need from lack of time was higher and the prevalence of
unmet need from financial burden was lower in the pre-elderly than the elderly. The pattern of
the prevalence of unmet needs according to sub-categories of independent variables was simi-
lar between two groups.

Medical expenditure and unmet needs in the elderly

In Table 3 and Table 4, results from both the static (OLS and fixed effects) and dynamic panel
models on medical expenditure in the elderly and the pre-elderly are presented. The result was
very similar between the two GMM specifications. Medical expenditure responded to the
employment status differently according to the modeling. Being employed was significantly
associated with higher medical expenditure in both the static OLS and fixed-effects panel spec-
ifications, although coefficient attenuated after controlling for unobserved fixed characteris-
tics. In the dynamic models, the lag of the dependent variable was statistically significant,
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Table 3. Job status and medical expenditure in the elderly: Cross-sectional and panel data analysis.

Cross-sectional

Variable Pooled OLS
Observations L 20451 |
Lagged Medical expenditure
Job status

Yes(Ref)
No **%239,238

(AR)(1) test
(AR)(2) test

Sargan test

% p<0.001
** p<0.01
* p<0.05

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.t003

GLM FE Panel GLM Arellano-Bond Blundell—Bond
R 0451 041 0451 12580 16,247
**40.00 **%0.00
sl W2291| o UI984S0) 7559|878
**%-12.0 o127
-0.89 0.33
21.2 453

which indicates some degree of persistence in the medical expenditure over time. Therefore,
the result certainly rejects the static model in favor of the dynamic model.

The coefficient on the job status was negative and statistically non-significant in the
dynamic model, indicating that job status had no association with medical expenditure in the
elderly group. On the other hand, job status had an inverse and statistically significant associa-
tion with medical expenditure at the 1% statistical significance level in the pre-elderly group.

In all the analyses for unmet need [Table 5], Hausman test rejected Ha, which is a strong
indication of the validity of the fixed effects assumption. We found that unemployment was a
significant determinant of lowering unmet need from lack of time while it was not significantly
associated with unmet need from financial burden.

Table 6 shows the relevance of other potential correlates to the medical expenditure and
unmet needs among the Korean elderly and pre-elderly adults. Household type and disability
status were the only factors that were statistically significantly associated with medical expendi-
ture in the elderly and the pre-elderly group, respectively. Contrary to previous documenta-
tions, we did not find a higher level of healthcare utilization in the Medicaid group compared
to the health insurance group. As for unmet needs, age was a significant correlate with unmet

Table 4. Job status and medical expenditure in the pre-elderly: Cross-sectional and panel data analysis.

............................................................... Crosssectional | Lo BB e
Variable Pooled OLS GLM FE Panel GLM Arellano-Bond Blundell—Bond

Observations | . 62498 | 22602 | 62498 | 22,602 | 12840 | 17,233
Lagged Medical expenditure ***0.00 “*0.00
Job status

Yes(Ref)
D NO i 223732 TIT200.857 | 13002 180640 ToI%ede2 | 17194287
(AR)(1) test #4243 **%_) 46
(AR)(2) test 1.60 2.06
Sargan test **79.0 “**149.5
4 p<0.001
** p<0.01
* p<0.05
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.t1004
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Table 5. Job status and unmet need in the elderly and the pre-elderly: Pooled logistic, FE.

Unmet Need Variable
Elderly group | Jobstatus
Yes (Ref)
No
Pre-elderly group | Jobstatus |
Yes (Ref)
No
*** p<0.001
** p<0.01
* p<0.05

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.t005

.............................. Time unmetneed =~ .l FinencialUnmetneed =~
Pooled logistic FE Pooled logistic FE

Ref Ref Ref Ref

**0.13 “*0.36 1.08 1.07

Ref Ref Ref Ref

***0.16 ***0.38 “1.18 1.08

need from lack of time in the elderly group and with unmet need from financial burden in the
pre-elderly group. The elderly in moderate income level and the pre-elderly in high and high-
est income level were less likely to experience unmet need from financial burden compared to
those in lowest income level.

Discussion

The association between employment status and health outcomes in the elderly has been the
primary focus of the existing literature, and most studies reported that employment is benefi-
cial for health of the elderly (4, 6-8). However, there has been a constant controversy on the
potential for reverse causation given that healthier individuals are more likely to be employed
for a longer time. At the same time, far less attention has been given to the effect of employ-
ment status on medical cost. Only two studies were found on the association between job sta-
tus and medical expenditure in the elderly according to our literature search. Both of them
used cross-sectional data, making them vulnerable to possibility of reverse causation [12, 13].
In addition, to our best knowledge there has been no evidence on the association between job
status and medical expenditure in the pre-elderly adults, despite increasing concern about
their financial vulnerability. This study attempted to identify the possible causal effect of job
status on medical expenditure with consideration of unmet need together for the elderly and
the pre-elderly population using a dynamic panel GMM model.

The first salient finding derived from this nationally representative, longitudinal sample
based on methodology for addressing reverse causality was that job status is not a significant
determinant of medical expenditure in the elderly, despite the widely-accepted proposition
that employment is beneficial to health and hence reduce medical cost. Our finding was con-
sistent with the result of a study by Shim Y (1997), which found no significant association
between job status and health expenditure in the elderly living in Chung-buk province, Korea.
On the other hand, Lim JY et al (2008) reported that participants in “Senior Employment Pro-
gram” spent significantly less cost on health service compared to non-participants. By simply
equating the level of medical expenditure with the level of health status, they concluded that
employment enhanced participants’ health status. However, the level of medical expenditure
does not necessarily translate to the level of health status since there are many factors that
determine the utilization of health service among the elderly.

The result from our fixed-effect panel analysis regarding unmet need in the elderly indi-
cated that not being engaged in economic activity has a strong association with lower odds of
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Table 6. Result of the covariates.

Elderly Pre-elderly
Variable Medical expenditure | Unmet need(FE) Medical expenditure | Unmet need(FE)
(1) ) (€) )

medical expenditure(-1) ol TTO00 L e TTO00 L
Gender

Male Ref - - Ref - -
CFemale L w507 o e 305736 | B -
Age

65 < and <70(50 < and <55) Ref Ref

70 < and <75(55 < and <60) -73,132 0.96 0.92 57,801 0.76 **0.62

75 < and <80(60 < and <65) -72,363 *0.46 1.07 135,346 0.83 **0.44
B A 94240 007 03| ol
Household type

Single Ref Ref

Couple *-232,032 1.02 0.79 105,215 0.60 1.85

Couple + child -172,994 1.15 0.74 -15,579 0.89 2.26
JOthers L 107636 125 086 ... ASL7S| L8| 104,
Education level

Lower than middle school Ref Ref

High school graduate 161,576 - 1,288,616.86 55,373 0.00 150,916
Morethanuniversity | 620201 o 502 as2001 000 3
Insurance type

Medicaid Ref Ref
| Healthinsurance 174546 | ... 1331 L7841 338,108 | . 2731 7286
Income level

Lowest Ref Ref

Low 57,458 0.98 0.82 -16,087 0.88 0.88

Moderate 65,345 *1.87 **0.54 -7,758 1.20 0.68

High 110,466 1.51 0.64 -20,845 1.14 0.63
CHighet L 65005 067, .. 074 . 783|120 051
Disability

No Ref Ref
Yes A54034] R AN cessras2| 076l 135
Household ownership

Rent Ref Ref
LOwnership 6406191 ... LAS | 074 | i 3H382 1321 129,
Chronic disease

No Ref Ref

Yes 33,706 3.86 0.83 -111,257 0.77 0.71

" (1): unmet need du e to lack of time

1 (2): unmet need due to financial matter

5 p<0.001
** p<0.01
* p<0.05

https:/doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193676.t006

unmet need from lack of time, but has no significant association with unmet need from finan-

cial burden.
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All the results taken together indicate that unemployment among the elderly does not have
a significant effect on medical expenditure despite the unmet need from lack of time being sig-
nificantly resolved. This suggests that delayed doctor visit from lack of time occurs only for
trivial and low burden illnesses. In addition, since the elderly over 65 years of age are eligible
for a national pension, which is the biggest financial safety net for the elderly in Korea, they
might be at a relatively low risk for under-utilization of medical service caused by financial
constraint.

On the other hand, rather concerning results were found for the pre-elderly group. We
observed a phenomenon that we had initially thought would occur in the elderly group: unem-
ployment was significantly associated with lower medical expenditure while unmet needs
from financial burden did not significantly change among the pre-elderly adults. This may
indicate that lower medical expenditure among the unemployed pre-elderly adults is not due
to improved health but rather from a reduction of medical service utilization from decreased
income.

In Korea, the current pre-elderly group aged 50 to 65 composes of a “baby boomer” genera-
tion born right after the Korean War. This age group represents a phase of life when various
health problems begin to arise. Many of the pre-elderly adults have already retired from their
jobs or are at great risk for early involuntary retirement while they are still ineligible for the
pension benefits. Since security net for this generation is not enough with much room for
progress, they are highly likely to fall into poverty as a result of increasing medical expenditure,
decreasing income level, and being ineligible for the old age pension. Accordingly, being
unemployed may hit the pre-elderly harder than the elderly in terms of economic hardship,
and refrain the unemployed pre-elderly adults from utilizing proper medical service when
they fall ill. According to the behavioral model developed by Ron Andersen in 1968, the use of
health service is a function of the predisposing, enabling, and need characteristics of the indi-
vidual[32]. Employment status might have an effect on healthcare utilization mainly through
the mechanism of changing the enabling factors such as income and availability of time to visit
doctors.

The contrasting result between the pre-elderly and the elderly groups might be partly due
to different composition of job positions. When we disaggregated the employed elderly and
pre-elderly by 9 kinds of job positions (permanent, regular, temporary, daily worker, workers
in government job placement project, self-employer, non-paid workers in family business,
employer, non- applicable), the share of respondents in the “non-applicable” category was
large in both groups, but higher in the elderly than in the pre-elderly adults (pre-elderly: 36.7%
vs elderly: 58.9%). The non-applicable category includes all kinds of employment in the infor-
mal sector for which payment is very low. This suggests that the pre-elderly adults tend to
engage in more formal and better-paid jobs, while the elderly work for informal and inconse-
quential jobs. Therefore, losing or quitting jobs may have a bigger influence on the expenditure
pattern for the pre-elderly adults than for the elderly group who are already subsisting on a
very small income even when they are employed. In addition, the share of respondents work-
ing in permanent jobs was higher among the pre-elderly than the elderly (pre-elderly: 9.5% vs.
elderly: 0.4%). Considering that permanent job positions are generally the most secure type of
employment, the large number of pre-elderly adults who transit from employed to unem-
ployed status may feel very insecure and stressed out, which make them refrain from
spending.

Delaying or withholding utilization of health service despite persisting unmet needs can be
linked to worsening health status. Unemployment among the pre-elderly adults may be taken
less seriously based on the common conception that they have more willingness and capacity
to find a job again than the elderly. However, even a temporary delay in the use of health
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service can bring about substantial consequences because for some diseases failing to detect in
time can cause irreparable health outcomes. Even if the health consequence is not fatal, delay-
ing the use of health service still causes a vicious cycle of worsening health, which again
decrease chance of returning to the job market. Therefore, creating and expanding safety nets
to protect the unemployed pre-elderly deserves further attention from the aging societies.

Conclusions

Much of the responsibility for care of the elderly has been shifted from the private to the public
sector, which led to an expansion of social security system for the elderly. Yet, implications for
the pre-elderly population have been largely unexplored. This paper shed a light on the need to
pay urgent attention to the impact of unemployment on health utilization behavior among the
pre-elderly adults. The pre-elderly “baby boomers” in Korea stand at a crossroad facing double
responsibilities to support their children’s education and care for their parents. Many of them
are not fully ready for their post-retirement life yet, and unfortunately they will be the first tar-
get group to be sacrificed when income declines [33]. Our estimates revealed that unemployed
pre-elderly group is more likely to reduce their medical spending. The policy dialogue on
safety net currently centers only on the elderly, but our study suggests that it should be
extended to the pre-elderly population, especially those who are unemployed.
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