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Defensive Isolation among Low—income

Middle—aged Single—person Households:

A Qualitative Study on Network Reconstruction in a
Studio—dense Neighborhood in Gyeonggi Province

Sookyung Kim

Hanshin University

This study analyzes social isolation and the welfare needs among low—income, middle—
aged single—person households through their personal narratives. Focus group interviews
(FGI) were conducted with seven individuals from a studio—dense neighborhood in Gyeonggi
Province. This area is characterized by a high concentration of single—person households
and a significant foreign population. The findings show that isolation is not merely a result
of economic deprivation but is produced through the interaction of neighborhood disorder,
perceived insecurity, and welfare system constraints. Participants reported that unsafe and
culturally unfamiliar environments led them to withdraw into their homes as a form of
self—protection. This “defensive isolation” is an active coping strategy rather than passive
exclusion. Although participants expressed a desire to rebuild social ties through work,
fear of losing public assistance benefits discouraged labor participation. This result reveals
a paradox in which the welfare system sustains basic livelihood while reinforcing social
isolation. In addition, mutual distrust among residents further limited local network
formation. This study suggests shifting from income—centered support to relationship—
oriented interventions, including flexible welfare policies, small—scale community spaces, and
interest—based social programs. By highlighting the interaction of spatial and institutional
factors, the findings offer an integrated understanding of social isolation and implications
for rebuilding social networks.

Key words: Middle—aged adults, Single—person households, Defensive isolation, Social
network, Public assistance
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