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Cultural Do's and Don'ts: Korean Elderly 
 

 
• Some Korean elderly have problems shaking hands with others, looking at them directly in 

the eyes, and touching other people in public. Eye contact and touching hands is far less 
comfortable for the elderly than simply bowing. 

 
• Korean elderly do not easily seek out people of different ethnicities to make friends. It is 

easier for them to remain within a limited realm of friends and activities. However, they 
display tentative interest in social services when they are individually outreached and 
provided written information. 

 
• Most Korean elderly perceive themselves as hard workers within the United States. Even 

though this may not pertain to themselves directly in jobs that they hold, they feel Koreans as 
a whole dedicate themselves to work with the direct object of bettering their families' living 
circumstances and, especially, in obtaining the highest level of education for their children. 
Referring to their dedication to work will usually make them feel that their efforts are 
recognized by others. 

 
• Koreans are generally very serious in their demeanor. Smiling and showing teeth are usually 

not done in public, only in private with family and friends. This is changing. Historically, 
however, smiling has been generally perceived as being rather superficial and not too 
intelligent. 

 
• Korean elderly may find it extremely difficult to express needs for assistance in case 

management, in-home services, registry, and respite services. They can accept nutrition 
programs much more easily because access can occur with friends or other elderly family 
members. But to go to an agency for services that would normally be offered by family could 
cause loss of face, humiliation, and difficulty in sharing the family's situation. Service 
providers need to emphasize that services are available to all qualified elderly and are 
supplemental to what the family can provide. 

 
• Many Korean elderly may not be aware of how social service agencies are organized and 

who is associated with them. Social service providers can put the elderly at ease by 
explaining how their agencies have developed, what connections to the government they 
have (a matter of concern sometimes to the elderly), and which staff provide these services. 
The elderly can then indicate the services they may be interested in. Easy-to-read 
transportation routes by bus also decrease their fears about traveling to an agency. 

 
• It is a sign of bad manners for speakers in large groups to keep their hands in their pockets. 

This signifies distrust and disrespect. If possible, it is also more acceptable to keep the hands 
still, without wide gesturing, which is distracting to elderly and culturally shows the person is 
not prepared. 
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• As with other Asians and Pacific Islanders, Korean elderly adhere to a belief that personal 

relationships are important to business transactions, especially so in social services. This 
personalism may require a more flexible application of agency rules and guidelines in 
dealing with clients. Elderly clients may want to know about staff's personal lives--how 
many children they have, where they live, etc. Definite lines have to be drawn regarding 
some personal information, such as income. The sharing of each other's lives in general ways 
is encouraged because it forms the bonds on which the relationship with the agency will 
develop. Korean elderly recognize individuals as the agency. 

 
 

Traditional Holidays 
 
The first of 
January, or on 
lunar date 

• Seol-Nal, also known as "New Year's Day" - The exact date is of 
February. On this day, Koreans visit each other and wear their most 
beautiful traditional clothing. Korean families pay tribute to their 
ancestors and give their best regards to each other. Children and 
grandchildren pay respect to their grandparents and elderly by 
performing "jeol," which is kneeling on the floor and bowing until the 
head touches the floor. Grandparents and elderly respond by giving 
them something to eat or a small gift of money. 

 
Approximately 
August 15  

• "Thanksgiving Day" - Most Koreans visit their ancestors' graves on 
this day. Those who live away from home return to their family's 
home (usually the grandparent's residence) and enjoy a traditional 
celebration.  Food, such as rice cakes and other traditional Korean 
foods, are served, and traditional clothing--"Han Bok"--is worn.  
"Jeol" is also given as a sign of respect to the elderly. 

 
August 15 • "Independence Day" - On this day Korea won its independence from 

Japan. Celebrations are held in the morning by the government during 
which new policies are proclaimed. These particular policies are for 
re-unification of South Korean families with their North Korean 
families. Also, there are musical festivals and many other activities for 
the people to participate in. The festivals reflect the pride the Korean 
people have about their country and heritage. 

 
 


