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Abstract: One of the best ways to improve the economic standing of a nation is by increasing its Female Labor Force Participation Rate (FLFPR). Doing so not only boosts national income, but also has implications for other determinants of a country’s wellbeing ranging from literacy and education to health, and even has the potential to increase national birthrates. Women in South Korea participate in the workforce at lower rates than women from peer countries in the OECD, which represents a large untapped resource for the country. South Korea also has one of the world’s lowest birthrates, which, due to the aging population, threatens its continued survival and poses significant challenges for the government in providing for and taking care of its senior citizens. This paper offers an overview of the current situation, offers plausible explanations for this phenomenon, and analyzes the effects on South Korea of having a low FLFPR on both the economy and on society overall. Finally, the paper proposes three practical governmental policies that can help increase the proportion of women participating in the workforce.
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Introduction


Occupying the southern half of the Korean Peninsula, The Republic of Korea (ROK) has witnessed tremendous economic growth and development. The ROK, or South Korea, went from being an impoverished, war-torn country to the 15th largest economy in the world in 2010 (Bouznit et al, 2015). However, not everyone living in the country is enjoying the same benefits of this rapid economic growth as much as they could. South Korea’s cultural norms, in tandem with the rapid rise in overall economic size of the country, have resulted in large gender disparities, both in terms of income equality and overall participation in the workforce. Though South Korea has made great progress in promoting more gender-based workplace equality, its Female Labor Force Participation Rate (hereafter referred to as FLFPR) is around 59%, nearly 20% lower than the other high-performing countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (Dao et al., 2014). Furthermore, among all members of the OECD, the largest income gap between men and women is found in South Korea (Guicheney, 2015). Overall, a female South Korean worker can expect, on average, to earn approximately 44% the income of a similarly educated male counterpart doing comparable work (Kingston, 2013).

Increasing FLFPR can help promote national development and even boost a country’s overall wellbeing (Chowdhury et al., 2016). The statistical figures cited above illustrate the sheer size of the economic power of South Korean women that has been underutilized or neglected entirely, representing a significant loss to the economy. Therefore, the main argument of this paper will be that increasing the FLFPR needs to be one of the South Korean government’s highest priorities, and that enacting effective policies toward achieving this goal has benefits to the country that extend well beyond economic advantages. The low FLFPR has significant implications for the South Korean economy, for the wellbeing of its citizens, and even the continued existence of the South Korean people, as the nation’s aging population is experiencing a dramatic demographic shift (Goodman and Lindfors, 2014). 
The inspiration for the title of this paper comes from the best-selling book Half the Sky, which, relevant to the topic at hand, discusses women empowerment around the world (Kristof and WuDunn, 2009). In this paper, the authors will first provide an overview of the economic background and overall employment situation for working-age South Korean women. Then, they will describe the harmful effects of having a low FLFPR and of the pay gap, as well as demonstrate why this is an important issue to address. Finally, the authors present their conclusions, along with potential solutions and specific policy recommendations to help increase the female workforce participation rate. 
Background and Economic Analysis

Most member countries of the OECD have seen gradual increases in the rate of female labor market activity. However, in South Korea, the FLFPR has remained stagnant, and the participation of women in the workforce still trails significantly behind that of men (Lee and Baek, 2014). With approximately 55% of working-age women participate in the workforce in 2012, their contributions to the nation’s economic wellbeing and growth are far below their potential (Kinoshita and Guo, 2015). It is therefore immediately obvious that, to the macroeconomic detriment of the country, the skills and talents of women in South Korea are being underutilized. Particularly for countries where the gender balance is skewed toward men, boosting the FLFPR to at least the level of males can tremendously increase national GDP and even productivity.  This increase is estimated to be approximately 3 – 5% net increase in GDP in developed, relatively gender-balanced countries like Sweden and the United Kingdom, and at well over 30% in developing, gender-imbalanced countries like Egypt (Aguirre et al., 2012).

The economy of neighboring Japan serves as an illustrative example. In Japan, bringing the FLFPR to its country-specific male levels would result in a net increase in the national GDP by 9% (Aguirre et al., 2012). Due to the similarities in GDP per capita, cultural norms, size of the wage gap, and FLFPR between the two countries, Japan’s potential increase in GDP closely resembles what South Korea would likely be expected to experience if women in South Korea participated in the workforce at the same rates as males. In other words, because the per capita GDP of South Korea is around $35, 400, raising the FLFPR would lead to an increase of over $3, 100 a year in per capita income (Central Intelligence Agency, 2014). For South Korea, which has a national GDP of nearly $1.4 trillion USD (World Bank, 2017), a 9% boost in GDP amounts to an increase of nearly $130 billion USD per year. In fact, the results of increasing South Korea’s FLFPR would likely be even more dramatic than these estimates would suggest, because presently South Korea’s FLFPR is a full ten percentage points less than that of Japan (Kinoshita and Guo, 2015). As a result, it makes logical sense to prioritize the female participation rate in the national workforce from an economic perspective.
Societal Impact of Increasing FLFPR
A boost in GDP is far from the only reason a country should aim to improve its FLFPR. In addition to the increase in GDP, ample evidence indicates that the empowerment of women in the labor force improves the overall education levels of a country, bolsters literacy rates, and can even reduce infant mortality rates (Aguirre et al., 2012). All of these benefits translate into a wealthier, healthier, and better-off economy and populace. Though South Korea is a country that already boasts high levels of education and literacy, and its infant mortality rate of 3.93 per 1, 000 live births is among the lowest in the world (Central Intelligence Agency, 2014), there is always room for improvement, no matter how incremental. For South Korea in particular, what is more important is that higher female participation in the workforce increases the overall birthrate (Quessier, 2012).

South Korea, with a rapidly aging population, is currently undergoing a large demographic shift. Over six million South Korean people are aged sixty-five or older, which amounts to around 11.7% of the total population – a percentage that can only be expected to increase. If the current birthrate of 1.19 children per woman persists, the government will experience heavy social welfare burden in caring for its senior citizens and there will not be enough young workers to replace them or provide for them. If nothing is done to correct the low birthrate, the entire population of South Korea could potentially go extinct by the year 2750 or sooner (Gandhi, 2014).
At the current birthrate, the current ratio of senior citizens to working-age people – about 1 to 6 – is projected to shift to an alarming 1 to 1.5 by as early as 2050 (Vatvani, 2013). If no governmental policies are implemented to combat the low birthrates, the size of the entire country’s workforce could decrease by as much as 20% by as early as 2136 (Kim, 2014). Without a steady supply of new births to replace retired workers, the costs of taking care of the elderly and of healthcare will be a tremendous burden on the South Korean government’s economic resources. South Korea spends about 7.1% of its annual GDP on social security (The Economist, 2012), a figure that is inevitably going to increase as the population ages. Thus, it is all the more important to mobilize the female potential in the labor market. Otherwise, South Korea will be unable to cope with its aging population, unable to provide social benefits to its populations, and unable to pay for pensions for retirees. 

Factors Leading to South Korea’s Low Female Workforce Participation
One potential reason South Korea has a lower FLFPR than its peers is because of the lack of incentive for college-educated women to enter and remain in the workforce. In South Korea, over 80% of working-age women have earned tertiary degrees, compared to only 20% a mere 30 years ago (Ma, 2014). Yet, because of lower pay for similar levels of education and comparable work of women in comparison to men, the employment of women falls under its potential. Indeed, South Korea also has the highest unemployment rate for educated women among OECD nations (Yonhap News Agency, 2013).
There are also cultural factors in place that make it more difficult for women to participate in the South Korean workforce. South Koreans worked an average of 2, 113 hours each in 2015 (the most recent year for which data available from the OECD website included South Korea), which is the third highest in the OECD (See Table 1). However, these “official” working hours understate the actual time obligations of the South Korean worker. Workers are often expected to participate in post-work dinner and social events, called hoishik, to develop relationships with colleagues and to network. These events are technically optional, but if a worker wishes to advance in his or her career, or if that worker wishes to receive a promotion, these social gatherings become necessary and the workers are under great pressure to participate in them or face potential repercussions from their bosses (Onishi, 2007).
Table 1: Highest Eight Average Hours Worked
Worker/Year in the OECD
	Country Name
	Average Hours/Worker

	Mexico
	2, 246

	Costa Rica
South Korea
	2, 230
2, 113

	Greece
	2, 042

	Chile
	1, 988

	Russian Federation
	1, 978

	Poland
Latvia
	1, 963
1, 903

	OECD Average
	1, 766


Source: OECD StatExtracts
In South Korean society, it is a cultural norm that, for the most part, women are responsible for taking care of children (Sung, 2003). Childbearing and raising children are a significant investment of one’s time. Though in principle the hoishik events mentioned above are optional, in practice they are effectively obligatory if one hopes to advance one’s career. As a result, it is virtually impossible for South Korean women to fully devote themselves to being mothers while simultaneously participating in after-work events. The difficulty of reconciling motherhood with afterhours work obligations also accounts for the significant reduction of female participation in the workforce after women reach the ages of 30 to 39, which are generally the ages for childrearing (The Economist, 2013). (See table below for more information)
Another major factor contributing to the low FLFPR is the fact that many women do not return to work after their maternity leaves end. Though the South Korean government offers a relatively generous maternity leave package that lasts 90 days without loss of pay, after having children, over 60% of women quit their jobs after they give birth (Kingston, 2013). Women are further deterred from returning to work because they are not entitled to full-time benefits upon return, and, if they do return, they often have to start over at a lower position (Guicheney, 2015). This loss of experience and valuable skills is a heavy price to pay for the overall economy.
Table 2: Women’s Working Hours in South Korea by Age Range

	Age Range
	Workforce Participation Rate

	15 – 19
	9%

	20 – 24
	53%

	25 – 29
	70%

	30 – 34
	54%

	35 – 40
	56%

	44 – 49
	65%

	50 – 54
	64%

	55 – 59
	61%

	60 – 64
	41%

	65 and over
	22%


Source: The Economist (2013)
Conclusions


At the time the Republic of Korea was founded, it was already a poor, agrarian nation, whose poverty was greatly exacerbated by the Korean War that broke out in 1950. Though the Korean War ended in 1953, its effects were long lasting and devastating, leaving the country in ruins and dividing the Korean Peninsula in half. With these conditions in mind, one could be forgiven for not accurately predicting its meteoric rise to becoming one of the world’s great economic superpowers. With an economy larger than $1 trillion USD, a high GDP per capita, and one of the highest living standards in the world, South Korea’s economic prowess is frequently referred to as “The Miracle on the Han River.” Despite the healthy outward appearance, South Korea still has its faults that if left uncorrected could threaten the continued economic wellbeing of the country and potentially even its survival. As this paper points out, one of the major concerns that the South Korean government must address is the low Female Labor Force Participation Rate. This important component of South Korean society affects not only the nation economically, but also in terms of health, education, and, because of the low birthrate and aging population, even continued the continued survival of its people.

South Korea’s trend of having a low birthrates and a low labor force participation rate for women has the potential to lead to a period of low, or even negative, economic growth. Therefore, female participation in the labor force is of utmost importance and must be addressed immediately and effectively. To do so, the authors offer three governmental policies below that aim to increase the FLFPR. Ultimately, if South Korea seeks to maintain its status as a major world economic power and does not want to fall behind other OECD member nations, it would be in its best interests to capitalize on its underutilized female labor force. 
Policy Recommendations
1) Establish policy that allows for maternity leaves that guarantees the same or comparable job afterward, and pass legislation that outlaws the use of participation in hoishik as a factor in determining promotions and advancement.

Women who return to work within 15 months or fewer after childbirth have significantly improved chances of working the same pre-childbirth job or a similar one, as well as augmented chances of occupational advancement compared to women who return to the workforce after 15 months (Ma, 2014). However, most women do not come back because they are not able to get the same benefits as before. This policy, if properly implemented, would help augment the FLFPR of the country as well as mitigate the social security burden of an aging population through having a larger supply of young workers. Women are also particularly disadvantaged by the after work hours social events that have become such an endemic part of the work culture in South Korea. Not only is it extremely difficult to care for children while participating regularly in hoishik events, but there is also great pressure from superiors on subordinates to consume alcohol. Because women’s bodies can generally handle less alcohol than men’s bodies, it is more difficult for them to fully participate in these social events. Legislation that outlaws using hoishik in hiring or promoting practices would make corporate culture fairer for women.
2) Grant tax breaks to households with dual incomes.
In heterosexual households with one male and one female, if one parent works and one parent stays home to care for kids, it is usually the male who does the former and the female who does the latter. Providing tax breaks to households with two income owners would incentivize more women to work. This is because the primary income in a typical South Korean household is the man’s. Alleviating the tax burden for the secondary income, which is generally the woman’s income, would mean a higher take-home salary for her, which incentivizes greater female participation in the workforce.
3) Provide subsidies for women who have children to send them to quality daycare programs, as well as establish such daycare programs.

One of the primary reasons women do not return to work and are subsequently unable to advance in their careers is because they have to stay at home and care for children instead of working or attending hoishik events. Therefore, childcare programs can help alleviate some of the burden of childrearing. Subsidies for women who send their kids to childcare programs would provide a viable way to encourage women to work while insuring that their children are cared for. Additionally, the return on investment for each new childcare center would far exceed the cost. This is because each caretaker can care for multiple kids, which means that kids from multiple families would be cared for. Accordingly, with every new daycare staff member, potentially more than one mother can return to work. 
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