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Abstract

This study examines the determinants of subjective economic status and life satisfaction
among Korean middle-aged individuals, defined as those between 45 and 57 years old. The
research explores the impact of eating out expenses, clothing expenses, employment status,
and physical exercise on these factors. Data is drawn from the Korean Longitudinal Study
of Elderly Employment (KLoEE) for the year 2022, with a sample size of 4392 observations.
To test the research hypotheses, quadratic multiple regression analysis was employed.
The findings reveal that subjective economic status is significantly influenced by both
eating out and clothing expenses, exhibiting an inverted-U-shaped effect. Additionally, an
inverted U-shaped relationship between clothing expenses and life satisfaction was also
observed. Employment had a positive effect on subjective economic status but a negative
impact on life satisfaction. Furthermore, regular physical exercise was found to influence
both subjective economic status and life satisfaction positively. The study concludes that
subjective economic status positively affects life satisfaction among the Korean middle-
aged population. This research contributes to the literature by identifying key behavioral
characteristics of this demographic in Korea and discussing relevant policy implications.

Keywords: life satisfaction; subjective economic status; eating out expense; clothing expense;
employment; and physical exercise

1. Introduction
The aging index is a figure obtained by dividing the population aged 65 and older

by the population under 15, then multiplying by 100 [1]. In 2013, the index was 81.5, and
by 2024, it had sharply increased to 181.2. This suggests that Korean society is entering
an aging society [1]. In such a context, preparing for an aging society becomes crucial.
As middle-aged and older adults approach their senior years, examining their behaviors
can serve as a starting point for formulating appropriate policies. For this reason, this
study aims to conduct research targeting the middle-aged population. This study leverages
secondary data available from 2022, utilizing the Korean Longitudinal Study of Elderly
Employment (KLoEE) dataset, which includes relevant variables starting from that year,
making it an ideal data source for the present analysis.
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The primary objective of this work is to investigate life satisfaction as the depen-
dent variable. Life satisfaction is a key indicator of an individual’s overall quality of life
and well-being, widely adopted in the literature as a reliable measure of personal well-
being [2–5]. It is considered an appropriate variable for assessing the subjective condition
of individuals. In addition, the study employs subjective economic status as a central
independent variable. Subjective economic status encompasses not only an individual’s
current financial situation but also their expectations regarding future income and financial
security [6–8]. As such, it offers a comprehensive reflection of an individual’s economic
condition, which is pivotal to understanding their broader quality of life [7,9]. Thus, this
research will explore the relationship between life satisfaction and subjective economic
status. Prior works consistently demonstrated that subjective economic status is a critical
determinant of life satisfaction [10,11], acting as a precondition for achieving a better living.
Building on these findings, this study seeks to analyze how subjective economic status
impacts life satisfaction.

The work includes eating expenses, clothing expenses, employment, and physical
exercise as independent variables. Both eating and clothing expenses are inherently social,
often spent to ‘engage in social interactions’ [12–14]. In the context of the post-COVID-19
environment in 2022, where social activities have resurged [15,16], these consumption
patterns provide a useful lens for examining their effect on life satisfaction. Furthermore,
the study incorporates the law of diminishing marginal utility to test the curvilinear effects
of dining and clothing expenditures. According to this law, the additional utility derived
from consumption decreases as the quantity of consumption increases [17,18], offering an
insightful framework to analyze the patterns of expenditure related to dining and clothing.

Next, the study includes employment as an independent variable. While employment
typically provides financial stability [19,20], it also imposes psychological and physical
burdens [21,22], potentially affecting both subjective economic status and life satisfaction.
Therefore, this research aims to investigate the dual impact of employment on individual life
conditions, considering both its economic benefits and the possible strain it creates. Finally,
physical exercise is considered a key independent variable. Physical exercise is widely
recognized for its role in improving both physical health and mental well-being, and it is
also linked to reduced medical expenditures [23–26]. Research has consistently shown that
better health is positively associated with higher life satisfaction [27,28]. Therefore, exercise
is hypothesized to have a significant, positive impact on life satisfaction by enhancing
individuals’ overall health and reducing illness-related financial strain.

Subjective economic status is closely associated with individuals’ perceived financial
security in later life, as older adults typically face more limited opportunities to gener-
ate income compared to younger individuals [6–8]. Despite its importance, empirical
research examining this relationship in the Korean context remains limited, particularly
when interpreted through the lens of the law of diminishing marginal utility, focusing on
eating out and clothing expenditures. Against this backdrop, the present study seeks to
address this gap by incorporating this theoretical perspective into the analysis of subjective
economic status and perceived financial security in later life. Moreover, this study offers
meaningful contributions by providing empirical evidence from Korea, a country experi-
encing one of the most rapid rates of population aging in the world. As demographic aging
accelerates not only in Korea but also across many developed and emerging economies,
understanding how subjective economic evaluations translate into perceived financial
security becomes increasingly important. Accordingly, the findings of this study extend
beyond the Korean context and offer broader implications for societies undergoing similar
demographic transitions.
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In sum, the purpose of this work is to investigate the antecedents of life satisfaction,
focusing on subjective economic status, eating out expenses, clothing expenses, employ-
ment, and physical exercise as key variables. Moreover, the research aims to explore the
factors influencing subjective economic status, with a particular focus on how expenditures
on dining and clothing, employment status, and physical exercise contribute to individuals’
perceptions of their economic condition. This study holds particular significance in the
context of South Korea, where the aging population is growing rapidly. Examining the
economic and social perceptions of the middle-aged population provides valuable insights
into how individuals in this demographic navigate the challenges of an aging society.
Furthermore, the application of the law of diminishing marginal utility to the South Korean
middle-aged population contributes to theoretical advancements in understanding how
consumption patterns influence life satisfaction. The empirical findings will offer critical
data for the development of policies that promote well-being in an aging society, providing
a foundation for future sociological research in this area.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction refers to individuals’ overall evaluation of their lives [2,29]. Scholars
argued that people who perceive themselves as satisfied with their lives tend to report
a higher quality of life [29,30]. Numerous studies have used life satisfaction as a depen-
dent variable. For example, Yaden et al. [2] conducted a meta-analysis, revealing that
various factors influence life satisfaction. Kim et al. [6] and Tavares [5] also utilized life
satisfaction as a dependent variable to explore the behavioral characteristics of older adults.
Prior research examined life satisfaction across diverse populations and contexts. Cavioni
et al. [31] focused on adolescents and identified key psychological and social determinants
shaping life satisfaction during early developmental stages. He et al. [3] investigated the
behavior of urban residents, using life satisfaction as a central outcome variable to capture
overall well-being in rapidly changing urban environments. In organizational contexts,
Yang et al. [28] analyzed employee behavior, positioning life satisfaction as an important
dependent variable linked to workplace-related factors. Although these studies contributed
to understanding life satisfaction in specific populations, they primarily concentrated on
adolescents, urban residents, and employees. Consequently, relatively limited attention
was given to middle-aged individuals, particularly with regard to how economic percep-
tions and consumption behaviors jointly influenced life satisfaction. These studies illustrate
the widespread use of life satisfaction as a dependent variable in research across different
populations and contexts.

2.2. Subjective Economic Status

Subjective economic status is defined as an individual’s self-assessment of their eco-
nomic position in society [6,9]. This concept encompasses a variety of factors, including
job stability, income level, and lifestyle [32,33]. Many studies have highlighted subjective
economic status as a key attribute. For example, Howell and Howell [9] used subjective
economic status to examine populations in developing countries, while Hsu [7] employed
it as a central variable to explore the concept of successful aging. Han and Song [34]
focused on subjective economic status to investigate the experiences of Korean adolescents,
while Feng et al. [32] applied this concept to analyze farmers’ behavior, demonstrating its
applicability across diverse population groups and socioeconomic contexts. Additionally,
Powdthavee [8] and Kim et al. [6] explored subjective economic status in the contexts of
Indonesia and China, respectively, highlighting the importance of contextual factors in
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shaping individuals’ economic perceptions. The extensive body of literature indicates that
subjective economic status has been widely studied across various populations and settings.

Homocianu [35] alluded to the idea that life satisfaction is affected by financial con-
dition and stability, which are related to subjective economic status. Hsu [7] claimed that
subjective economic status significantly accounted for life satisfaction because wealth al-
lows individuals to attain freedom. Kim et al. [6] found a positive influence of subjective
economic status on life satisfaction in Chinese older adults. Ren et al. [10] also researched
Chinese residents and found a positive association between subjective economic status and
life satisfaction. Similarly, Mastrokoukou et al. [11] demonstrated a positive relationship
between subjective economic status and life satisfaction among high school students, sug-
gesting that this relationship holds across different populations and contexts. Therefore,
this research proposes the following research hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Subjective economic status positively affects life satisfaction.

2.3. Eating Out and Clothing Expense

Eating out extends beyond the mere consumption of food; it embodies a social expe-
rience, often serving as an opportunity to engage with friends and acquaintances [14,36].
Although eating out is not a fundamental necessity, sharing meals in an enjoyable dining
environment with loved ones can significantly enhance an individual’s overall quality of
life [14,37]. Similarly, while clothing is a basic necessity, purchasing new attire frequently
serves a social function because clothing contains various meanings: self-expression, so-
cial status, promoting social interaction, and a sense of belonging [12,13,38]. In addition,
scholars contend that wearing new clothes can positively influence individuals’ emotional
states [38,39], highlighting the social and symbolic dimensions inherent in both dining
out and clothing consumption. In this context, the period following the subsidence of the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2022 marked a notable resurgence in social activities [15,16,40],
further underscoring the relevance of these consumption behaviors in shaping individual
well-being. This revival of social engagement—such as dining out and shopping—may
contribute to enhanced well-being, suggesting that expenditures on such activities are
likely to have a positive impact on life satisfaction in the post-pandemic era.

In terms of expenditures related to dining out and clothing purchases, the law of
diminishing marginal utility can be applied to consider the impact on an individual’s
utility. The main notion of the law of diminishing marginal utility is that if an individual
consumes more units of a good, the marginal utility derived from each additional unit
decreases [41,42]. Specifically, an appropriate level of spending on dining out and clothing
can satisfy social needs and have a positive emotional effect. However, if spending in these
areas becomes excessive, it is likely to lead to a reduction in disposable income. Scholars also
addressed that excessive eating out increases the likelihood of gaining more weight, which
causes costs for health management [43,44]. Therefore, it can be inferred that consuming
an appropriate amount plays a crucial role in maximizing the benefits of expenditures
on dining out and clothing purchases. The law of diminishing marginal utility posits
that as consumption increases, the additional utility derived from each incremental unit
declines [17,18], a principle that can be applied to expenditures on eating out and clothing.
While moderate spending on such activities may enhance well-being, excessive expenditure
can place a strain on an individual’s overall financial position, as resources must be allocated
across multiple competing needs. A reduction in disposable income may, in turn, limit the
capacity to cover essential expenses [45,46], potentially undermining overall life satisfaction.
Moreover, excessive consumption may have broader adverse consequences. For example,
in the context of eating out, frequent or high levels of expenditure may be associated with
unhealthy dietary patterns, which could increase the risk of health-related issues such as
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obesity. Taken together, these considerations suggest that beyond a certain point, increased
spending may yield diminishing—and potentially negative—returns in terms of both
financial security and well-being. From this perspective, the law of diminishing marginal
utility provides a useful framework for explaining the declining benefits of increased
spending. Similarly, about clothing, excessive expenditure may impose a financial burden,
particularly in later life when income tends to decline. In this sense, overspending in
these categories may reduce overall utility rather than enhance it. Taken together, these
arguments suggest that beyond a certain threshold, expenditures on both dining out and
clothing are likely to diminish individual utility, highlighting the relevance of a nonlinear
relationship. This research thus proposes the following research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a. Eating out expenses exert an inverted-U-shaped effect on subjective economic status.

Hypothesis 2b. Eating out expenses exert an inverted-U-shaped effect on life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3a. Clothing expenses exert an inverted-U-shaped effect on subjective economic status.

Hypothesis 3b. Clothing expenses exert an inverted-U-shaped effect on life satisfaction.

2.4. Employment and Physical Exercise

Employment played a pivotal role in sustaining individuals’ economic livelihoods by
providing financial compensation [19,20,47]. While work was often perceived as a means
of personal growth and self-development, its primary function as a source of subsistence
also led to adverse outcomes, including psychological stress, fatigue, and various health-
related issues [22,48]. Previous works indicated that the meaning and significance of
work varied across generations, with younger and older individuals exhibiting different
economic needs, priorities, and motivations [49,50]. For instance, younger individuals
tended to place greater emphasis on career advancement and income growth, whereas
older individuals were more likely to focus on stability and financial security. At the same
time, existing research consistently documented the negative effects of work-related stress
and fatigue on individual well-being [21,22], indicating that employment did not uniformly
contribute to improvements in life satisfaction.

Moreover, the extant literature emphasized the critical role of regular physical exercise
in promoting both physical and mental health [24,25]. Empirical findings demonstrated that
regular exercise not only improved physical fitness and reduced the risk of chronic diseases
but also enhanced psychological well-being by alleviating stress, anxiety, and depression,
thereby contributing to higher levels of life satisfaction [27,51,52]. In addition, regular
physical activity served a preventive function by lowering the likelihood of illness, which
in turn enabled individuals to participate more consistently and productively in economic
activities [23,26,53]. In this regard, prior research highlighted a close relationship between
physical activity and individuals’ economic conditions, as improved health was associated
with higher productivity and greater work capacity [26,54]. Furthermore, maintaining
good health reduced the probability of incurring substantial medical expenses, thereby
alleviating financial burdens. Accordingly, regular physical exercise was found to play
an important role in enhancing individuals’ economic stability as well as their overall
well-being [23,26,55]. Based on this, the following research hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 4a. Employment positively affects subjective economic status.

Hypothesis 4b. Employment negatively affects life satisfaction.
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Hypothesis 5a. Physical exercise positively affects subjective economic status.

Hypothesis 5b. Physical exercise positively affects life satisfaction.

3. Method
3.1. Research Model

Figure 1 is the research model. Subjective economic status is positively influenced
by employment and physical exercise. Moreover, life satisfaction is positively affected by
physical exercise. However, life satisfaction is negatively impacted by employment. Eating
out expenses and clothing expenses exert an inverted-U-shaped effect on subjective health
and life satisfaction.

Figure 1. Research model.

3.2. Data Collection and Measurement Description

This work utilizes data from the Korean Longitudinal Study of Elderly Employment
(KLoEE), which the Korea Employment Information Service collected. The primary objec-
tive of the KLoEE is to provide essential survey-based data for formulating and evaluating
employment policies targeting the middle-aged population, specifically those born between
1964 and 1976. Although data collection began in 2021, the most recent dataset available
is from 2022, which includes a broader range of variables. In contrast, the 2021 dataset
contains significant missing information, making it unsuitable for analysis. As a result,
this research exclusively used the 2022 data, comprising 4392 observations, for statistical
analysis. The data is cross-sectional.

Table 1 displays the descriptions of the measurement items. Life satisfaction (LSA)
and subjective economic status (SES) are measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 100, where
0 represents the worst condition and 100 represents the best condition. Eating out expenses
(EOE) and clothing expenses (CLE) are measured in terms of monthly expenditure, with
the unit being 10,000 Korean won. For reference, 10,000 Korean won is approximately
equivalent to 7 US dollars, based on the exchange rate of $1 = 1400 KRW. Employment
(EMP) reflects the participant’s employment status, while physical exercise (PEX) indicates
whether the survey participant engages in regular physical activity. Both EMP and PEX
are measured using binary variables (0 = no, 1 = yes). Age (AGE) represents the legal age
of the survey participants, and sex (SEX) indicates biological sex (0 = female, 1 = male).
Household assets (HAS) and household debt (HDE) correspond to the assets and debts of
the participants’ households, respectively. AGE, SEX, HAS, and HDE are control variables
of this work.
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Table 1. Illustration of variables.

Variable Measurement

Life satisfaction (LSA) Life satisfaction score (range: 0–100)
Subjective economic status (SES) Subjective economic status score (range: 0–100)

Eating out expense (EOE) Monthly eating out expense
Clothing expense (CLE) Monthly clothing expense

Employment (EMP) (0 = no, 1 = yes)
Physical exercise (PEX) (0 = no, 1 = yes)

Age (AGE) Legal age of the participants
Sex (SEX) (0 = female, 1 = male)

Household assets (HAS) Household assets of the survey participant
Household debt (HDE) Household debt of the survey participant

Note: The unit of currency is 10,000 KRW.

3.3. Data Analysis

This research performed descriptive analysis, including mean, standard deviation,
minimum, and maximum, to examine the information in the data. Then, this work im-
plemented a correlation matrix to examine the relationship between variables. To test
the research hypotheses, this work employed an ordinary least squares multiple regres-
sion model. A 95% confidence interval was used to appraise statistical significance. As
a sensitivity analysis, this work executed two sorts of regression models, including and
excluding control variables. Additionally, this research employed quadratic regression,
incorporating squared terms, to examine the curvilinear effects of EOE and CLE [56,57]. In
the quadratic regression model, the values of the independent variables that maximize the
value of the dependent variable can be determined through differentiation [56,57]. This
research additionally carried out an independent t-test to inspect the group difference,
focusing on LSA and SES using EMP and PEX as independent variables. This work also
assessed multicollinearity using the variance inflation factor (VIF), adopting a threshold
value of 10 [56,57]. The maximum VIF observed was 3.88, indicating that multicollinearity
is unlikely to pose a serious concern in the estimation. To further address potential endo-
geneity bias, an instrumental variable regression approach was employed to enable the
model to isolate the exogenous variation in the predictor and obtain consistent parameter
estimates, following prior methodological recommendations [56,57].

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics. The mean values of LSA and SES are
64.00 and 58.88, respectively. The mean values of EOE and CLE are 19.99 and 12.91,
respectively. Table 2 also presents the information of EMP (mean = 0.96, SD = 0.18), PEX
(mean = 0.48, SD = 0.49), AGE (mean = 51.18, SD = 3.66), SEX (mean = 0.47, SD = 0.49), HAS
(mean = 42,386.05, SD = 49,226.17), and HDE (mean = 4978.83, SD = 11,813.55).

Table 3 is the correlation matrix. LSA positively correlates with SES (r = 0.76, p < 0.05),
EOE (r = 0.25, p < 0.05), CLE (r = 0.31, p < 0.05), PEX (r = 0.19, p < 0.05), HAS (r = 0.31,
p < 0.05), and HDE (r = 0.12, p < 0.05). However, LSA negatively correlates with AGE
(r = −0.02, p < 0.05) and SEX (r = −0.05, p < 0.05). Regarding SES, it positively correlates
with EOE (r = 0.24, p < 0.05), CLE (r = 0.30, p < 0.05), EMP (r = 0.05, p < 0.05), PEX (r = 0.15,
p < 0.05), HAS (r = 0.33, p < 0.05), and HDE (r = 0.09, p < 0.05). In contrast, SES negatively
correlates with AGE (r = −0.03, p < 0.05) and SEX (r = −0.02, p < 0.05).
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Table 2. Results of descriptive statistics (n = 4392).

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

LSA 64.00 17.09 0 100
SES 58.88 17.53 0 100
EOE 19.99 16.57 0 300
CLE 12.91 10.47 0 200
EMP 0.96 0.18 0 1
PEX 0.48 0.49 0 1
AGE 51.18 3.66 45 57
SEX 0.47 0.49 0 1
HAS 42,386.05 49,226.17 10 1,000,000
HDE 4978.83 11,813.55 0 200,000

Note: SD denotes standard deviation, LSA: life satisfaction, SES: subjective economic status, EOE: eating out
expense, CLE: clothing expense, EMP: employment, PEX: physical exercise, AGE: age, SEX: sex, HAS: household
assets, and HDE: household debt.

Table 3. Results of the correlation matrix.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. LSA 1
2. SES 0.76 * 1
3. EOE 0.25 * 0.24 * 1
4. CLE 0.31 * 0.30 * 0.43 * 1
5. EMP 0.02 0.05 * 0.05 * 0.02 1
6. PEX 0.19 * 0.15 * 0.12 * 0.12 * 0.01 1
7. AGE −0.02 * −0.03 * −0.06 * −0.05 * 0.01 0.01 1
8. SEX −0.05 * −0.02 * 0.01 −0.06 * 0.03 * −0.05 * 0.04 * 1
9. HAS 0.31 * 0.33 * 0.32 * 0.33 * 0.01 0.16 * −0.01 −0.01 1

10. HDE 0.12 * 0.09 * 0.16 * 0.19 * −0.01 0.05 * −0.04 * 0.03 * 0.463 *
Note: * p < 0.05, LSA: life satisfaction, SES: subjective economic status, EOE: eating out expense, CLE: clothing
expense, EMP: employment, PEX: physical exercise, AGE: age, SEX: sex, HAS: household assets, and HDE:
household debt.

4.2. Results of Hypothesis Testing

Table 4 exhibits the results of hypothesis testing. All four models are statistically
significant, given the F-values with a 95% confidence interval (p < 0.05). SES is significantly
impacted by both EOE (β = 0.09, p < 0.05) and EOE2 (β = −5.16 × 10−4, p < 0.05). SES
is also influenced by CLE (β = 0.39, p < 0.05) and CLE2 (β = −3.22 × 10−3, p < 0.05). It
indicates that H1a and H2a are supported. Moreover, EMP (β = 3.22, p < 0.05) and PEX
(β = 2.89, p < 0.05) significantly affected SES, which supports both H3a and H3b. AGE
(β = −0.14, p < 0.05), SEX (β = −1.09, p < 0.05), HAS (β = 9.34 × 10−5, p < 0.05), and HDE
(β = −1.03 × 10−4, p < 0.05) also significantly determined SES. For LSA, CLE (β = 0.18,
p < 0.05) and CLE2 (β = −1.89 × 10−3, p < 0.05) presented significance. EMP (β = −2.30,
p < 0.05) and PEX (β = 2.21, p < 0.05) exerted a significant effect on LSA. Hence, H2b, H3b,
and H4b are supported. SES positively affected LSA (β = 0.67, p < 0.05), supporting H5.
SEX (β = −1.19, p < 0.05) and HDE (β = 5.20 × 10−5, p < 0.05) are significantly associated
with LSA.

Table 4. Results of hypothesis testing using the multiple regression model.

Variable
Model 1

DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 2
DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 3
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Model 4
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Intercept 46.78 (36.12) * 53.92 (15.66) * 22.31 (22.07) * 20.20 (8.09) *
SES - - 0.67 (65.46) * 0.67 (63.17) *
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Table 4. Cont.

Variable
Model 1

DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 2
DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 3
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Model 4
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

EOE 0.13 (4.91) * 0.09 (3.47) * 0.03 (1.78) 0.03 (2.03) *
EOE2 −5.03 × 10−4 (−2.14) * −5.16 × 10−4 (−2.27) * −6.25 × 10−5 (−0.39) −1.17 × 10−4 (−0.73)
CLE 0.48 (10.91) * 0.39 (9.08) * 0.20 (6.55) * 0.18 (6.10) *
CLE2 −3.51 × 10−3 (−4.78) * −3.33 × 10−3 (−4.69) * −1.90 × 10−3 (−3.78) * −1.89 × 10−3 (−3.76) *
EMP 3.29 (2.67) * 3.22 (2.70) * −2.38 (−2.83) * −2.30 (−2.73) *
PEX 3.75 (7.92) * 2.89 (6.26) * 2.26 (6.92) * 2.21 (6.75) *
AGE −0.14 (−2.34) * 0.05 (1.19)
SEX −1.09 (−2.39) * −1.19 (−3.70) *
HAS 9.34 × 10−5 (16.55) * 1.01 × 10−6 (0.24)
HDE −1.03 × 10−4 (−4.65) * 5.20 × 10−5 (3.30) *

F-value 74.34 * 77.41 * 766.77 * 493.44 *
R2 0.0911 0.1502 0.5504 0.5534

Note: * p < 0.05, DV stands for the dependent variable. LSA: life satisfaction, SES: subjective economic status, EOE:
eating out expense, CLE: clothing expense, EMP: employment, PEX: physical exercise, AGE: age, SEX: sex, HAS:
household assets, HDE: household debt, first-order condition for SES (∆/∆EOE = 89.94 and ∆/∆CLE = 58.60),
and first-order condition for LSA (∆/∆CLE = 49.36).

Table 5 presents the results of the hypothesis tests. All four models are statistically
significant, as indicated by the F-statistics at the 95% confidence level (p < 0.05). SES
is significantly influenced by both EOE (β = 0.09, p < 0.05) and its squared term, EOE2

(β = −5.16 × 10−4, p < 0.05), suggesting a nonlinear relationship. Similarly, CLE (β = 0.39,
p < 0.05) and CLE2 (β = −3.22 × 10−3, p < 0.05) have significant effects on SES, supporting
H1a and H2a. In addition, EMP (β = 3.22, p < 0.05) and PEX (β = 2.89, p < 0.05) are positively
associated with SES, providing support for H3a and H3b. Among the control variables,
AGE (β = −0.14, p < 0.05), SEX (β = −1.09, p < 0.05), HAS (β = 9.34 × 10−5, p < 0.05), and
HDE (β = −1.03 × 10−4, p < 0.05) are also statistically significant predictors of SES. For
LSA, CLE (β = 0.18, p < 0.05) and CLE2 (β = −1.89 × 10−3, p < 0.05) exhibit significant
effects, indicating a nonlinear relationship. EMP (β = −2.30, p < 0.05) and PEX (β = 2.21,
p < 0.05) also significantly influence LSA, supporting H2b, H3b, and H4b. Furthermore,
SES has a positive effect on LSA (β = 0.67, p < 0.05), supporting H5. Among the control
variables, SEX (β = −1.19, p < 0.05) and HDE (β = 5.20 × 10−5, p < 0.05) are significantly
associated with LSA.

Table 5. Results of hypothesis testing using the instrumental multiple regression model.

Variable
Model 5

DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 6
DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 7
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Model 8
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Intercept 46.78 (36.12) * 53.92 (15.66) * 22.31 (22.07) * 20.20 (8.09) *
SES - - 0.67 (65.46) * 0.67 (63.17) *
EOE 0.13 (4.91) * 0.09 (3.47) * 0.03 (1.78) 0.03 (2.03) *
EOE2 −5.03 × 10−4 (−2.14) * −5.16 × 10−4 (−2.27) * −6.25 × 10−5 (−0.39) −1.17 × 10−4 (−0.73)
CLE 0.48 (10.91) * 0.39 (9.08) * 0.20 (6.55) * 0.18 (6.10) *
CLE2 −3.51 × 10−3 (−4.78) * −3.33 × 10−3 (−4.69) * −1.90 × 10−3 (−3.78) * −1.89 × 10−3 (−3.76) *
EMP 3.29 (2.67) * 3.22 (2.70) * −2.38 (−2.83) * −2.30 (−2.73) *
PEX 3.75 (7.92) * 2.89 (6.26) * 2.26 (6.92) * 2.21 (6.75) *
AGE −0.14 (−2.34) * 0.05 (1.19)
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Table 5. Cont.

Variable
Model 5

DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 6
DV (SES)
β(t-Value)

Model 7
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

Model 8
DV (LSA)
β(t-Value)

SEX −1.09 (−2.39) * −1.19 (−3.70) *
HAS 9.34 × 10−5 (16.55) * 1.01 × 10−6 (0.24)
HDE −1.03 × 10−4 (−4.65) * 5.20 × 10−5 (3.30) *

F-value 74.34 * 77.41 * 766.77 * 493.44 *
R2 0.0911 0.1502 0.5504 0.5534

Note: * p < 0.05, DV stands for the dependent variable. LSA: life satisfaction, SES: subjective economic status,
EOE: eating out expense, CLE: clothing expense, EMP: employment, PEX: physical exercise, AGE: age, SEX: sex,
HAS: household assets, HDE: household debt, first-order condition for SES (∆/∆EOE = 89.94 and ∆/∆CLE =
58.60), and first-order condition for LSA (∆/∆CLE = 49.36).

Table 6 and Figure 2 exhibit the results of the independent t-test. For the SES, the
mean difference between employed (mean = 60.70) and non-employed (mean = 55.56)
groups was significant (p < 0.05). Also, the mean difference in terms of SES between
regular physical exercise (mean = 61.68) and non-regular exercise (mean = 56.23) groups
was significant (p < 0.05). Regarding LSA, the mean difference between regular physical
exercise (mean = 67.48) and non-regular exercise (mean = 60.73) groups was significant
(p < 0.05).

Table 6. Results of the independent t-test.

Variable DV (SES)
Mean (SD)

DV (LSA)
Mean (SD)

EMP t-value: 4.66 * t-value: 1.79
Yes 60.70 (15.70) 65.47 (15.25)
No 55.56 (19.17) 63.55 (18.44)

PEX t-value: 14.38 * t-value: 18.40 *
Yes 61.68 (17.18) 67.48 (16.06)
No 56.23 (17.44) 60.73 (17.37)

Note: * p < 0.05, DV stands for the dependent variable. LSA: life satisfaction, SES: subjective economic status,
EMP: employment, PEX: physical exercise.

Figure 2. Results of the independent t-test. Note: All results are significant using p-value 0.05 as a
threshold.

5. Discussion
This study was conducted to investigate the characteristics of middle-aged and older

adults using secondary data. To achieve this, the study employed subjective economic
status and life satisfaction as the dependent variables. The survey participants were adults
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aged 45 to 57 residing in South Korea. In this study, the monthly eating out and clothing
expenses were incorporated into a regression model with quadratic terms, and the values
were maximized through differentiation. The results indicate nonlinear relationships be-
tween consumption expenditures and the outcomes of interest. Specifically, the estimated
turning points occur at approximately 899,400 KRW for monthly eating out expenses and
586,000 KRW for monthly clothing expenses in relation to subjective economic status. For
life satisfaction, the turning point for monthly clothing expenses is estimated at around
493,600 KRW. However, these values should not be interpreted as precise or prescriptive
“optimal” levels. Rather, they reflect sample-specific inflection points that illustrate dimin-
ishing marginal effects within the observed data. Compared with the sample averages
(199,900 KRW for dining expenses and 129,100 KRW for clothing expenses), the results sug-
gest that, within the sample range, higher levels of spending are associated with increases
in subjective economic status and life satisfaction up to a certain point, after which the
marginal benefits diminish.

Regarding employment, the study found that work was positively associated with
subjective economic status but had a negative relationship with life satisfaction. It can
be inferred that while income from employment improves individuals’ perceptions of
their economic standing, the overall experience of work may not necessarily enhance
their well-being. One possible interpretation is that certain aspects of job quality, such
as stress or fatigue, may offset the positive financial benefits of employment for this
demographic. In this context, it is also plausible that, for individuals aged 45 to 57,
work may be perceived as more necessity-driven than intrinsically rewarding. However,
this interpretation should be approached with caution, as the present analysis does not
directly measure job characteristics or motivational factors. In terms of regular exercise,
the study revealed a positive association with both subjective economic status and life
satisfaction. This indicates that physical activity could lead older adults to accomplish
improved psychological and physical well-being, which in turn could enhance individuals’
perceptions of their economic condition and overall life satisfaction. Additionally, given the
increasing health risks and potential financial burden of medical expenses among middle-
aged and older adults, regular exercise may play a supportive role in maintaining quality of
life. Nevertheless, further research is needed to clarify the underlying mechanisms driving
these relationships.

The study also found that, in terms of gender, women generally reported higher life
satisfaction and subjective economic status compared to men. In terms of age, the results
showed a tendency for negative perceptions of subjective economic status to increase with
age. Furthermore, the study revealed that household asset size positively influenced sub-
jective economic status, while household debt negatively affected it. The results may imply
that, in later life, women tend to report more positive perceptions of life overall. In addition,
the findings indicate that, as individuals age, life conditions in the Korean context may be-
come more challenging. However, these interpretations should be considered with caution,
as they are inferred from the observed associations rather than directly tested mechanisms.
Furthermore, the results suggest that individuals with greater financial security—such as
those with sufficient economic resources or without debt—tend to experience better life
conditions in later life. This finding noted the potential importance of financial stability in
shaping well-being among older adults.

6. Conclusions
6.1. Theoretical and Policy Implications

This study was motivated by the growing need to understand the characteristics
of middle-aged and older adults in South Korea’s increasingly aging society. Utilizing
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secondary data, the research provides valuable insights into the various factors influencing
the characteristics of this demographic. Furthermore, the study contributes to the literature
by examining the applicability of the law of diminishing marginal utility in the context of
dining and clothing expenditures, and its impact on the subjective economic well-being
and life satisfaction of middle-aged and older adults.

This study offers several policy implications. First, policymakers might consider
providing support for expenses such as dining and clothing, as these could have a positive
impact on life satisfaction and individuals’ perceptions of their economic well-being. Such
support could help improve the subjective economic status and overall life satisfaction of
middle-aged and older adults. The sample data also showed that the average values were
notably lower than those derived from the derivative calculations, indicating that policy
interventions could help bridge this gap. Second, addressing employment challenges for
middle-aged and older adults should be a priority for policymakers. While labor can be
physically demanding for this demographic, the income from work can contribute to a
more positive economic outlook. Therefore, allocating resources to improve job quality
and create better employment opportunities for middle-aged and older adults may help
enhance their economic perceptions and well-being. Finally, policymakers might consider
supporting the development of accessible sports and recreational facilities for middle-
aged and older adults. This could include constructing such facilities near residential
areas or offering subsidies or tax incentives for sports-related activities. Such efforts could
encourage physical activity and contribute to a better quality of life for this demographic.

6.2. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has some limitations, as it uses data from only one year. Future research
could benefit from utilizing panel data to explore the characteristics of middle-aged and
older adults, which would help provide a clearer picture of how these characteristics change
over time. Additionally, it would be valuable for future studies to consider cases from
countries other than South Korea. Since population structures vary across countries, such
comparisons could offer insights into how the characteristics of middle-aged and older
adults differ depending on each country’s specific context.
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