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Despite large gains in female educational attainment, female labour market outcomes remain poor

compared with men. Greater gender equality in the labour market is needed to boost labour supply and
economic growth.

Women in Korea have made great strides in educational attainment as changing family structures (fewer
children) have contributed to parents spending more on education per child. Girls are now outperforming
boys in PISA reading assessments (by 35 score points) and as many young women as men now possess a
university degree (63% of women and men aged 25-34 years have completed tertiary education). More
women than before study Science, Technology, Engineering or Mathematics at universities, but gaps
remain as only around a fifth of computing and engineering graduates are women.

The considerable gains in educational attainment have yet to translate into better labour market outcomes
for women; female labour force participation rates are about the same now as 20 years ago (55%
compared to the OECD average of 65%) with 10% of all managerial positions being by women (compared to
about one-third across the OECD)). The gender pay gap is also the highest among OECD countries at 39%,
but at 10% the gap is considerably smaller among young adults.

Overall, Korea’s female labour market participation is characterised by the “M curve” as participation
decreases upon marriage, and further still upon childbirth, and increases when children grow up. Recent
changes in Korean policy such as the development of parental leave and childcare supports help parents
reconcile work and family commitments. However, as long as workplace cultures involve long working
hours, socialising after work, and a seniority-based promotion and payment system which punishes women
for leaving their job on childbirth, social policy reform will have limited effect.

Female labour force participation decreases upon childbirth Increased female labour force participation can help
and increases when children grow up (“M-curve”) address looming labour shortages
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There also remain gender gaps in entrepreneurial activity. Although the share of female business owners in
Korea has increased over the past decade, the proportion is low at less than 25% of employers (self-
employed with employees). More needs to be done to increase awareness of entrepreneurial opportunities
among women, and to support female entrepreneurs who wish to expand their business.

Korea’s past persistently low fertility rates are projected to contribute to a decline in the working age
population from 2018 onwards. With educational attainment among young women now higher as that of
young men, Korea could use its human capital more effectively to avoid looming labour shortages. A
gradual increase in the female participation rates to male levels could generate a substantial increase in the
total labour force by 2030.

However, to achieve gender parity in employment participation Korean men will need to do more at home
(currently men spend just 45 minutes on unpaid work per week). Korean workplace practices for both men
and women will have to become more family-friendly. Flexible working-time arrangements, part-time
employment opportunities, paternity leave and performance-related pay will need to become a common
feature within regular employment profiles in Korea to help Korean men and women to better reconcile
work and family life and generate greater gender equality in paid and unpaid work.
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