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Promoting Gender
—quality in South Korea

Seeking Transformational Policies

n South Korea, as in many countries in the Asia-Pacific region, women commonly face barri-
ers that impede critical life choices. For instance, workplace hurdles restrict and disincentivize
women’s careers. Barriers include discrimination, large pay gaps, inflexible workplace cultures,
and disproportionate societal expectations regarding caregiving. Gender inequity is embedded
within familial structures and has manifested into unprecedently low (and declining) marriage and
fertility rates, polarized political attitudes, and vocal debates over gender roles.! In recent years,

KEY FINDINGS

B Gender inequity measures reveal an unequal society in South Korea in which women are often
marginalized. Korean women earn 65 percent of what their male counterparts earn, the larg-
est pay gap among Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development economies.

B The large pay gap, a lack of opportunities in the workplace, and expectations for women to
be primary caregivers pressure women to withdraw from the labor force.

B Gender inequity in South Korea is rooted in a patrilineal system of inheritance, ancestor com-
memoration rituals, and norms that dictate hierarchical roles within the household. Gender
roles have been reinforced by historical events, including economic development, military
modernization, and rising tensions on the Korean Peninsula.

B A dearth of women in high-profile positions within the Korean government and industry has
left the country with few female role models.

B In the past half-century, legislative reforms and programs have been enacted to reduce dis-
parities, including the Sexual Equality Employment Act (1987), the Mother-Child Welfare Act
(1991), and the establishment of the Ministry of Gender Equality in 2001.

B While gender equality in policymaking and governance has improved, equality in labor mar-
kets and the division of labor has made slow progress.

B Options to advance gender equity include (1) taking a broader view of social inequality by,
for example, combining gender equity and income inequality discussions to focus on family
more broadly; (2) implementing innovative, evidence-based policies to support child care;
and (3) reinforcing reforms to enhance gender equality in the workplace and the household.


https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2547-1.html
https://www.rand.org/

governments across the political spectrum have
attempted to move the needle on gender equity. Yet
their success has been markedly limited and may
have, to the contrary, hardened differential attitudes
between men and women regarding gender roles and
appropriate policy.

Our research project sought to contribute to
efforts to promote gender equity in South Korea and
build transformational policy by examining the fol-
lowing questions:

o What factors underlie the polarization of
gender status and attitudes in South Korea
among men and women, and how do gender
equity views differ across generations?

o What are policy recommendations in two
specific gender equity domains: (1) well-being,
marriage, and fertility and (2) household and
labor market dynamics?

Methods

The RAND Gender Equity in Asia initiative brought
together leaders from universities, government think
tanks, and experts in the legal system to share the
latest research and exchange ideas on how to improve
gender attitudes and gender equity in various

aspects of South Korean society. Our methodological
approach followed a series of steps:

1. To develop background content, we first
conducted a topic-specific narrative litera-
ture review on South Korea’s gender equity
status, the historical-cultural influences on
gender equity, and policy changes in the past
50 years.? In this process, we identified and
solicited potential members for a South Korea
Gender Equity Workgroup. We shared back-
ground content and held informational meet-
ings with people interested in participating.

2. RAND then hosted a web conference in June
2022 to introduce the initial group of inter-
ested participants and facilitated a discussion
to identify research frameworks and themes
for studying policy solutions for gender equity
in South Korea. Participants included RAND
staff and potential workgroup members.
Participants were asked to identify addi-

tional potential members for the South Korea
Gender Equity Workgroup.

3. After the first conference, we held one-to-one
discussions with workgroup members to agree
on the theme each member wished to pursue
to ensure that the issues within the framework
were sufficiently reviewed and to support the
research paper development. Research topics
were agreed on, and workgroup members vol-
unteered to undertake research based on their
prior experience and expertise.

4. Workgroup participants subsequently devel-
oped research papers intended to provide
insights for practitioners and policymakers
on gender equity issues in South Korea. Sum-
maries of the papers are provided in Appen-
dix D, and the full papers can be found in the
separate annex to this report. The papers were
presented by the authors in a gender equity
conference in November 2022, resulting in a
discussion among workgroup members about
the papers’ findings. The conference agenda is
provided in Appendix B.

5. We created an infographic from these discus-
sions and papers, providing a summary illus-
tration of the changing landscape of gender
equality in South Korea. A common theme
emerging from these meetings was that over-
coming barriers to equality requires transfor-
mational approaches to change the political,
legal, and social environment.

In the remainder of this report, we review the
topic-specific narrative literature review on South
Korea’s gender equity status, the historical-cultural
influences on gender equity, and policy changes
in the past 50 years—incorporating insights from
the research conducted by the South Korea Gender
Equity Workgroup participants and the discussion in
the conference. This report focuses on two specific
themes: (1) gender equity in well-being, marriage,
and fertility and (2) gender equity in the household
and labor market. We incorporate brief discussions
of the papers presented at the conference throughout
these themes, with the full papers included in a sepa-
rate annex. Finally, we provide a set of recommenda-
tions for improving gender equality in South Korea.




Table 1 lists the members of the South Korean
Gender Equity Workgroup and their affiliations.

Findings

In this section, we first present findings from our
literature review and then summarize key points of
discussion from two main theme areas of the web
conference and paper series: (1) well-being, marriage,
and fertility and (2) the household and labor market.
Finally, we summarize insights from the literature
reviews and a synthesis of findings as an infographic
depicting the changing landscape of gender equality
in South Korea.

The Status of Gender Equity in South
Korea

In 2020, the United Nations’ Human Development
Report ranked South Korea as 11th on its Gender
Inequality Index (i.e., 11th lowest in gender inequal-
ity), which examines maternal health, women’s
education, political representation, and labor force

TABLE 1

participation. Furthermore, Korea ranked 26th on
the Gender Development Index,* which compares
life expectancy, years of education, and earnings
for women relative to men. These long-running and
well-known measures were designed to capture easily
quantifiable, consistent dimensions of inequality and
paint the picture of a highly egalitarian South Korean
society in terms of women’s education, health care,
and income.

Yet the reality of the situation in South Korea
is quite different. Indeed, newer, more broad-based
gender inequity measures—which assess inequities
in norms, rights, behaviors, and relative achievement
within the labor market and within politics—reveal a
much more unequal society in which women are very
often marginalized. For instance, “The Economist’s
Glass-Ceiling Index” (2024) has ranked Korea last
among highly developed countries for eight years in
a row on its Glass Ceiling Index, which tracks a set
of gender equality metrics (such as the gender pay
gap and women’s representation on company boards
and in political offices). Similarly, the 2020 World
Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index, a mea-
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sure that captures more-subtle elements of the gender
gap, ranked Korea an unenviable 108th out of the

153 countries represented (World Economic Forum,
2019).

The inequality becomes even clearer when
we take a more nuanced look at the dimensions of
gender inequality in Korea. Korean women earn
68.8 percent of what their male counterparts earn,
the largest gender pay gap among Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
economies (OECD, 2022), even though young women
in South Korea now have higher levels of educa-
tional attainment than their male peers. The high
pay gap, a lack of opportunities in the workplace,
and expectations for women to be the main caregiv-
ers for children and the elderly pressure women to
withdraw from the labor force and thereby contribute
to steadily falling rates of marriage and childbirth
(Hwang, 2023).

Furthermore, these conditions lead to a low rate
of return to work after childbirth and low levels of
representation of women among managerial ranks,
company boards of directors, and the National
Assembly. In 2023, women held 16.3 percent of senior
management roles and seats on company boards in
South Korea, around half of or lower than the OECD
averages of 34.2 percent and 32.5 percent, respec-
tively, as reported in “The Economist’s Glass Ceil-
ing Index” (2024). Additionally, Korea ranked at the
lowest position among the 29 OECD member coun-
tries surveyed. Legislative progress has been stymied

Younger women are
INncreasingly opting

out of marriage, and
fertility rates in South
Korea have plummeted,
particularly among the
highly educated.

by strong patriarchal gender norms. For instance,
while paid child care initiatives and maternity leave
legislation have been put in place, take-up is incred-
ibly low (Kim and Lundqvist, 2023). The division
of household chores is also extremely inequitable,
and results of preference surveys suggest a widening
divergence between male and female attitudes (An,
2020; Lee, 2019). Younger women are increasingly
opting out of marriage, and fertility rates in South
Korea have plummeted, particularly among the
highly educated (Hwang, 2023). Historical analyses
suggest that women, as a social minority, have been
marginalized during the democratization process
in South Korea and that representation of women
in local and national governments has traditionally
been very low (Moon, 2003).

South Korea stands at a crossroads on gender
equality. On one hand, rapid economic growth since
the 1960s has propelled a rising share of women into
formal sector employment—first in export-oriented
factory jobs and increasingly in white-collar posi-
tions (Park, 1995). Women, in turn, have realized
even larger human capital gains, attaining and using
additional education and health care resources
(Hwang, 2016). On the other hand, the pace of policy
change to assist working women and retool archaic
patriarchal institutions has slowed down (Lee and
Lee, 2013). Its progress has fallen short of empower-
ing women to fill positions of power, such as mana-
gerial ranks, company boards of directors, and the
National Assembly. The following sections summa-
rize the historical and cultural impact and evolution
of such policy.

Outcomes and Attitudes Concerning
Gender in South Korea Are Rooted in
Historical and Cultural Factors

Gender inequity in South Korea is deeply rooted in
several historical factors that have shaped cultural
norms and familial expectations and thereby influ-
enced interpersonal interactions within society. Kin-
ship in South Korean society has traditionally been
dominated by a rigid patrilineal system of inheri-
tance and the performance of ancestor commemora-
tion rituals, as well as by cultural norms dictating




hierarchical gender roles within the household.
These norms propagated the custom of patrilocality
after marriage (Das Gupta et al., 2004). Korea’s rigid
custom of the patriarchal family has been attributed
to Neo-Confucianism, which the Chosun Dynasty
chose as the ruling ideology about six centuries ago
(Koh, 2008; Nazarkulova, 2020). For most of the
history of modern-day South Korea, these cultural
influences have dominated legal jurisprudence
regarding family law in ways that are detrimental to
women’s relative standing and control (Moon and
Choe, 2020).

Gender roles in South Korea have been
reinforced by historical events, including the pro-
cesses of economic development, military modern-
ization, and rising tensions on the Korean Peninsula
(Moon, 2005). A body of scholarship has demon-
strated that the prevailing Neo-Confucian gender
hierarchy prevalent in society has been accentuated
by policies, views, and narratives that promote the
hierarchical distinction between men as soldiers and
women as mothers (or biological or social reproduc-
ers) (Moon, 2005).

Recent research has shown that, when women
hold prominent leadership positions in government,
the exposure to women in leadership can reduce
discrimination in future elections by breaking down
previously held stereotypes regarding proper gender
roles (Beaman et al., 2009). As a result, a dearth of
women in high-profile positions within the South
Korean government and industry remains a sig-
nificant barrier, and the country lacks female role
models working to break the glass ceiling across
generations.*

On the whole, the underlying cultural influence
of patriarchal gender norms on daily behavior and
interactions has proved highly persistent. Especially
prior to the abolition of the hoju system, a rigid kin-
ship system that defines all familial relationships in
relation to the male head of household, norms mani-
fested in observable outcomes in modern-day Korea,
such as patrilocal marriage practices, unequal laws
favoring men in terms of inheritance and property
rights, and numerous legal disadvantages to women
in family law (den Boer and Hudson, 2017). Each of
these legal inequities has acted as a hurdle for improv-
ing gender equity. There is a need for transformation

not only in the de jure legislation but also in the de
facto outcomes that occur within society because of
the interplay of legal, historical, and cultural factors.

Legislative Policies Regarding Gender
Equity in South Korea

In the past half-century, legislative reforms and
programs have been enacted to reduce disparities
between men and women in South Korea. A major
first step was made in the South Korean Constitution
of 1948, which stipulated in Article 11, Clause 1: “All
citizens shall be equal before the law, and there shall
be no discrimination in political, economic, social

or cultural life on account of sex, religion or social
status” (Constitution of the Republic of Korea, 1987).

The stated gender equity goal has stood in stark
contrast to the reality in society. For example, when
the constitution was drafted, the newly established
unicameral legislative body, the first National Assem-
bly of South Korea, was made up of 199 men and one
woman (Kim, 1994). Major reform began only as
economic development picked up between 1998 and
2007, under the leadership of Kim Dae Jung and Roh
Moo Hyun, whose administrations worked closely
with women’s movement organizations to set up laws
to abolish the family-head system, combat prostitu-
tion, and set up the healthy family law and child care
policy (Kim, 2014).

In practice, family jurisprudence is related most
heavily to customary traditions. This means that,
even after the constitution was put in place, women
remained ineligible to become heads of households in
the eyes of the state (Cho, 1998). Instead, these duties
followed patrilineal lineage through the hoju system.
These customs were codified through the Family
Register Act in 1953 and persisted until the Civil Act
0f 2005 (which finally abolished the policy that only
male descendants could lay claim to family name and
origin).’

In addition to legal changes, new institutions
have evolved to support gender equality in South
Korea. These began in earnest in 1998 with the estab-
lishment of the President’s Commission on Women’s
Affairs. From this body sprang the Ministry of
Gender Equality in 2001—with the stated goal of




reducing gender discrimination by advancing wom-
en’s status. Over time, the mission of the Ministry of
Gender Equality has broadened to assume the role of
crafting legislation and guidance on gender equity, as
well as guidance on indirectly related policies, such
as the promotion of fair and equitable outcomes for
youth and families.

Several legislative changes have sought to equal-
ize conditions for men and women in the household
and in the workplace. In 2004 and 2005, South Korea
produced several legislative reports on the topic of
providing high-quality paid or subsidized child care
support. Although the stated goal of these policies
at the time was to enhance women’s ability to par-
ticipate in the labor market, the potential implica-
tions for these policies, if heavily adopted, could be
much larger. Implemented through the Ministry of
Gender Equality, these efforts culminated in a series
of reports providing policies and goals known as the
Saessak [new sampling] Plan. Fundamentally, this
plan laid out ways to publicize, promote, and support
quality child care throughout Korea (Rhee, 2007).

As noted previously, the division of household
chores is extremely inequitable in South Korea,
and results of preference surveys suggest a widen-
ing divergence between male and female attitudes
(Lee, 2019). Increasingly, women are forgoing mar-
riage and childbirth, and fertility rates in Korea have
plummeted to the lowest in the world. Although paid
child care and maternity leave legislation and initia-
tives have been put in place, take-up is incredibly low
because of social stigma. This suggests that policy
must also consider underlying cultural forces or risk
being ineffective.

Driven in part by concerns over rapidly declining
fertility rates and the need to maintain robust eco-
nomic growth, the movements for improved equality
have proved successful in the legislature, which for-
mally enacted legislation regarding legal support for
child care fees, money to support child fostering, and
paid maternal and paternal leave in 2007 (Baek, Sung,
and Lee, 2011; Lee, 2018; Yuda, 2021). In 2010, the leg-
islature further began exempting child care costs from
taxes, and in 2013, under the Nuri Initiative, the gov-
ernment began offering free day care for three- and
four-year-olds, as well as vouchers for the use of pri-
vate day care centers across the country (Yuda, 2020).

South Korea also introduced the Affirmative
Action Act in 2006, with the intention of improv-
ing female labor force participation and limiting
discrimination during the hiring process (Cho and
Kwon, 2010). The act initially stipulated that large
businesses would need to reach 60 percent employ-
ment of women relative to the average participation
rate for women in that particular industry or would
need to submit reports on their plans to achieve
this goal (or would face fines for failure to adhere
to this policy) (Cho and Kwon, 2010). Survey results
suggest that early rates of noncompliance exceeded
50 percent, potentially because of low institutional
awareness and because the attached fines were trivial
in size (Cho and Kwon, 2010). Subsequent empirical
analysis has confirmed this finding, noting that the
Affirmative Action system has had no discernable
effect on women’s employment rates at the firm level
and has not affected firm performance (Jung, Sung,
and Kim, 2013).

From the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the South
Korean government made significant efforts to
move the needle on gender equity. However, since
2007, policy has reversed course and become highly
polarized. Structural discrimination against women
persists, and new family support policies appear
unable to incentivize household formation, a rise in
fertility, or additional female labor force participa-
tion. The pace of policy change regarding gender
equity has slowed as different attitudes about gender
roles between men and women and across genera-
tions have surfaced and spread into public discourse
(Hwang, 2023).° Overcoming such barriers to achiev-
ing gender equality in multiple areas of society
requires a better understanding of the perceptions of
men and women in different generations to formulate
transformational approaches to change the political,
legal, and social environments.

Synthesis of Conference Papers: Well-
Being, Marriage, and Fertility

Papers authored by workgroup members noted in
this section can be found in the annex to this report.
For brevity, we highlight authors' names and provide
additional bibliographic details in Appendix D.




South Korea’s breakthrough policies from 1998
to 2007 to improve gender equity and the subsequent
slowdown and reversal in recent years are associated
with increasing dissatisfaction among young Korean
men and women. Young women, in particular, have
higher rates of self-reported morbidity than those of
young men in Korea, driven by social and cultural
influences (Chun et al., 2008). In a comparative study
assessing the gender gap in self-reported health in
South Korea, the health of South Korean women
was found to be significantly lower than that of their
male peers when compared with the same gap in the
United States (Lee et al., 2016). The causes for the
dissatisfaction among men and women are complex,
as illustrated by Figure 1 and highlighted by multiple
speakers at the conference.

For instance, in her essay, Jisoo Hwang discusses
how, on one hand, the current cohort of young South
Korean men grew up with girls who matched and
outperformed them in terms of educational attain-
ment, benefiting from policies and gender quotas to
encourage their endeavors while lacking any require-
ment for military service. Young women, on the
other hand, found a more hostile work environment
rife with discrimination, long hours, and a lack of
role models that hindered their career progress. They
also still typically shoulder the “lion’s share of house-
hold duties,” including care for children and elders
and primary responsibility for their children’s educa-
tional success even if the mothers were working.

Chaewon Lee’s interview-based study points to
another critical burden placed on working moth-
ers and the corresponding gap in gender equity

policy. She found that work-family policies that were
intended to lessen child care burdens have done
little to address the cultural expectation of inten-
sive mothering when children approach school age.
According to Lee, current cultural ideology still
expects mothers to be solely responsible for the suc-
cess of their children’s education, which is a symbol
of a family’s perceived social status. From the time
their children are in elementary school until they
finish high school, working mothers have to put in
extra hours and financial resources to handle the
everyday responsibilities of transportation, schedul-
ing, and ensuring that children are emotionally con-
tent and intellectually active.

What are the consequences of the dissatisfaction
of young men and women with gender policy and a
precarious work-life balance? Obvious manifestations
include an increase in divorces, a decline in the mar-
riage rate, and a collapse in overall fertility. Divorce
rates in Korea rose from 0.5 divorces per 1,000
population in 1970 to 2.6 to 3.5 divorces per 1,000
population per year in the early 2000s, despite the
social costs and challenges associated with economic
independence for divorced women (Park and Raymo,
2013). The rapid growth in international marriages
between Korean men and women marriage migrants
is also a sign that domestic gender norms and expec-
tations are inconsistent between Korean men and
women (Kim, 2013).

To explore the issue of the decline in the inten-
tion to marry, Soo-Yeon Yoon used data from the
2018 Korean National Survey on Fertility, Family
Health and Welfare (Lee, 2019) to investigate the

Overcoming barriers to achieving gender equality
N Multiple areas of society requires a better
understanding of the perceptions of men and
women in different generations to formulate
transformational approaches to change the
political, legal, and social environments.




FIGURE 1
Timeline of the

Changing Landscape of Gender Equity in South Korea
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Figure 1

—Continued
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Gender equality in the labor market and division of labor outside work improved slowly, policy implementation
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association between a preference for family life-work
balance and the desire for marriage among never-
married men and women in South Korea. She found
that single women were more likely than single men
to prefer that women keep working while not get-
ting married, keep working while getting married
but having no child, or keep working while getting
married and having a child, whereas single men were
more likely to choose partners who prefer to opt out
of the labor force upon marriage or childbearing and
return to work once her child is of school age.

Young-mi Kim found that, in the context of
the long-work-hours culture in South Korea, career-
oriented women are avoiding having children for the
fear of career disruption, while job-oriented women
in low-income unskilled work also do not want to
have children because of the perceived high cost of
raising children. Her findings point to the need for
policies to support work-life balance as critical to
reversing declining fertility.

South Korea’s rapid economic development and
a series of gender equity policies have reduced fami-
lies” preferences for having sons and provided women
with better health care, education, and entrance to
the formal labor market. However, economic and
policy considerations are not sufficient to support
working women in finding satisfaction in work-life
balance. At the same time, some young men believe
that women have received unfair gains from the
gender quota in hiring while men have had to ful-
fill their conscription duty. As South Korea is at the
crossroads of the gender equity movement, Jiin Jung
makes three recommendations based on social psy-
chology theories. She indicates that greater policy
attention should focus on young men who believe
in gain-loss asymmetry and fall into competitive
victimhood. Jung suggests some interventions using
empirical evidence to highlight the common fate and
future well-being of both genders. In addition, she
advocates for connecting gender-related debates with
other social, political, and moral policy discussions,
such as linking gender equity discussions to income
inequality and conscription policies. Finally, Jung
recommends using policy interventions to reach out
to individuals at the hubs of social networks, particu-
larly opinion leaders and influencers.

Synthesis of Findings: The Household
and Labor Market

In this section, too, we highlight papers authored by
workgroup members (see Appendix D and the sepa-
rate annex for more details).

An analysis of progress in reducing gender dis-
crimination in the Korean workplace should be set
against the rapid growth and structural changes that
have taken place in the economy since the 1960s and
particularly in the late 1980s. Driven by industrial-
ization and exports in the era of liberal economic
policies and increasing globalization, from 1988 to
2019, real gross domestic product in Korea expanded
at an annual rate of 5.45 percent (World Bank,
undated). Similar to many other countries experienc-
ing such economic transformation, this growth was
accompanied by a rise in income or wealth inequality
and by a persistently high level of gender inequality.
During this period, the government enacted poli-
cies to try to address workplace inequality, with only
limited success.

The 1987 Occupational Employment Act forbade
gender-based discrimination within the workplace.”
However, despite legal protections, de facto outcomes
in the workplace still suggest that high levels of dis-
crimination exist both in attitudes and in practice.
Firms are reluctant to hire mothers, whom they
expect will not be able to put in the long hours that
are typical in the workplace. Employer and employee
expectations in the workplace often place significant
pressure on women, exhorting them to quit work
upon marriage or childbirth (Das Gupta et al., 2004;
Jeong et al., 2016; Jeong, 2019; Jung and Cho, 2020).
Because these norms and practices exist, researchers
have shown that South Korean women face more vul-
nerability in the job market—with female unemploy-
ment rising faster than male unemployment during
economic crises (Jung and Cho, 2020; Seguino, 2007).
Discrimination exists even in high-skilled and pro-
fessional occupations (Jung and Cho, 2020).

Many of the South Korea Gender Equity Work-
group members’ essays noted that well-intentioned
laws have had limited impacts because gender norms
in the household and the workplace have failed to
keep pace. Chaewon Lee notes that gender gap poli-
cies often fail to address the full extent of the prob-
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lem, such as supporting mothers during only the
early stages of motherhood and neglecting the ideo-
logical and cultural factors that affect their daily lives
in other stages of life.

Perceptions of economic inequality, inequity,
and discrimination heighten feelings of competition
and stress across society both in the workplace and
in the household. Among the generation of Koreans
in their 20s, these feelings are commonly connected
to mandatory military service for men as conscripts
and voluntary military service for women as profes-
sional soldiers. By tracing the use of military service
completion as “work experience” in the military
service extra-points system, Seungsook Moon’s essay
discusses how men’s universal conscription has come
to be perceived as a source of economic inequity for
both women and men. Initially, women and men
who were exempted or excluded from military ser-
vice claimed employment discrimination, but, later,
men who were required to serve complained about
discrimination because of their loss of time for paid
employment and education during mandatory ser-
vice. The difference between women and men regard-
ing military service is repeatedly cited as a source of
polarization in the workplace, as many corporations
informally continue to treat military service as a
source of experience in company decisionmaking.

Systemic factors also implicitly disadvantage
women in the labor market. In the 2000s, the aver-
age workweek in Korea was more than 50 hours, and
as of 2022, more than one in six Koreans still works
more than 55 hours a week (OECD, 2022). Despite
legislation in 2004 formalizing a 40-hour workweek,
exhaustive workweeks remain a norm in practice.
Newer phased reforms (2018 to 2021) restrict large
employers by placing statutory limits on the dura-
tion of workweeks, reducing their length from 68 to
52 hours (Ahn, 2022). The long work hours in Korea
conflict with cultural gender norms, and research
has demonstrated that rates of divorce are much
higher among Korean women at the upper end of the
income distribution (Kim, Lee, and Lee, 2021).

Many of these structural factors result from
workplace perceptions about firm productivity. In
a highly competitive workplace environment, with
pressure to compete in international markets, Korean
managers and workers often believe that stringent

When South Korean
women do engage

N the labor market,
they tend to be
concentrated in low-
wage occupations in
manual, nonservice
jolbs or in clerical jobs,
one major source of the
gender pay gap.

policies will drive productivity and company growth.
Business-centric policies, such as long work hours,
strain household formation and pose significant hur-
dles to women who wish to pursue having a family
in South Korean society. These barriers underpin the
rapidly falling marriage and childbirth rates observed
in South Korea (Cho and Kwon, 2010).

As a result, outcomes for Korean women in
the formal labor market remain highly inequitable
when compared with those of men. In 2022, female
labor force participation was 54.6 percent, in con-
trast to 73.5 percent for men (OECD, 2024).8 When
working, women earn 31.2 percent less than men;
only 14.6 percent of women are managers, and only
12.8 percent of women hold seats on boards of the
largest publicly listed companies (OECD, 2024). Some
of this inequity is driven by structural factors, such as
occupational segregation. This is a major force driv-
ing gender pay disparities in Korea relative to other
developed economies (Youm and Yamaguchi, 2019).
When South Korean women do engage in the labor
market, they tend to be concentrated in low-wage
occupations in manual, nonservice jobs or in clerical
jobs, one major source of the gender pay gap (Youm
and Yamaguchi, 2019). While women are only begin-




ning to break into leadership and management roles
in firms, portrayals in popular media, as explored

by Jung-Kim, have begun to reflect changing soci-
etal norms, which break down these stereotypes.
Whether societal norms will continue to evolve along
with such popular depictions in the media remains to
be seen.

Kim’s essay demonstrates that substantial overlap
exists between the workplace and the home. Both
paid and unpaid labor within the household remain
unequal. Cultural norms place heavy expectations on
married Korean women. Indeed, traditional house-
holds often view household labor as inferior work,
which, if performed by a man, is shameful (Chun
et al., 2008; Moon, 2002). These attitudes trans-
late into very unequal distributions of work within
the household.® In Korea, professionally employed
women fear the disruption to their careers associated
with childbearing, while women in low-skill profes-
sions cite a fear of being forced to work even longer
hours to support their families. What is made clear
is an urgent need to change workplace culture—one
that has emphasized longer work hours for full-time
staff and has also created many occupations with
irregular work schedules or shift work.

Household labor is also a subject of Chaewon
Lee’s essay, which reveals a key tension between
South Korea’s work-family policies and its mother-
hood ideology by disaggregating what motherhood
means to working mothers at different child-rearing
stages. Chaewon shows how the intended beneficia-
ries of the work-family policies are still juggling the
day-to-day demands of work and family responsi-
bilities because of workplace practices and cultural
norms that benefit corporations at the price of social
well-being. She points out how motherhood ideolo-
gies often remain directly untouched in policymak-
ing and suggests future policies to target gendered
cultural norms and ideologies surrounding parent-
ing, motherhood, and the family.

The takeaways from Lee’s essay are clear: Effec-
tive policymaking requires aligning workplace
culture, divisions of labor within the household,
and policy resources in such a way as to support the
overarching goal of gender equity in lieu of piece-
meal efforts to focus on instrumental targets, such
as women’s participation in the workplace. Yet how

to accomplish this is less clear and may require long-
term and comprehensive planning. The important
questions that follow represent potentially some of
the most important challenges for continued prog-
ress in gender equity. How can policy be designed to
recognize the importance of reshaping employment
practices in the workplace? How can the gender divi-
sion of household labor linked to patrilineal family
cultural ideology be changed in the struggle for
gender equity?

Reforms in and outside the workplace are also
possible. You Jung Lee discusses how investment and
management changes for the purpose of environmen-
tal, social, and corporate governance (ESG) can be a
meaningful and effective means of realizing gender
equality in companies, while Soojin Lee seeks to
draw lessons from OECD nation policies that aim to
ease the balance of work and family life and increase
women’s workforce participation rates in European
countries. Ultimately, Jisoo Hwang argues that South
Korea is stuck between the consequences of rapid
economic growth and the remaining norms of the
past. While women’s economic status has improved
drastically over the past few generations, gender
norms have not kept pace.

At the same time, the coronavirus disease 2019
pandemic imposed stressors on small businesses,
child care, and women’s labor participation globally.
Even though South Korea was quite successful in
handling the pandemic and able to avoid strict lock-
down measures, the economy has still been negatively
affected because of the global economic downturn
and the public’s fear of engaging in crowded spaces
during the pandemic. Women were disproportion-
ally affected by the crisis, accounting for 60 percent
of the new unemployment since the pandemic began,
even though the employment rate of women before
the pandemic was lower than that of men (Jones,
2021). This result is partly due to the concentration of
female workers in sectors that have proven to be more
vulnerable to the pandemic, such as retail, educa-
tion, transportation, accommodation and food, and
business support services and partly due to the extra
caregiving burdens that have arisen from children
staying home from school and family members being
sick.
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According to data from the Korean Labor Insti-
tute, 56.3 percent of women noted a rise in domestic
responsibilities related to family care during the first
half of 2020, with 17.2 percent of women indicating
that time spent on their household tasks had esca-
lated by an average of two to four hours daily (Jones,
2021). By January 2021, there was a decline of 476,000
economically active women (those employed or seek-
ing employment) compared with the previous year,
with more than four-fifths of these women transi-
tioning to the role of homemaker (Jones, 2021). These
trends paint an alarming picture of regression away
from gender parity outcomes in many aspects of the
household and labor market.

The Changing Landscape of
Gender Equality

From our literature review, conference discussions,
and papers, we created an infographic (Figure 1)

to provide a summary illustration of the changing
landscape of gender equality in South Korea. The
purpose of this infographic is to illustrate the current
challenges for gender equity policymaking in South
Korea. A common theme emerging from our analysis
was that overcoming barriers to equality requires
transformational approaches to change the cultural,
political, legal, and social environments.

Recent Changes to the
Policymaking Landscape

This report has been produced at a period in his-
tory in which policymaking on the topic of gender
equality has become a sensitive and highly salient
topic in South Korea. As the research presented here
highlights, South Korea faces structural challenges
from exceptionally low marriage and fertility rates,
inequality, social and cultural clashes, and height-
ened political rhetoric. This zeitgeist was embodied
in the 2022 presidential election. Both parties rec-
ognized the great challenge of addressing the trend
of growing gender-based violence in the country but
disagreed about further reforms. The progressive
party campaigned on goals of expanding women’s
political representation, closing the gender wage gap,

and strengthening services and rights for women. In
contrast, conservative candidate Yoon Suk Yeol cam-
paigned on, among other goals, promises to abolish
the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family (Park,
2024).° Yoon prevailed, winning a close election.

Since the election, unsuccessful proposals have
been put forward to increase the workweek to 69
hours, which may affect work-life balance in South
Korean households.!! A governmental attempt to
abolish the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family
through the Governmental Organization Act has
also not succeeded. The ministry itself, however, has
stopped producing several statistics on women in
leadership positions and has operated without a Min-
ister of Gender Equality and Family since the resig-
nation of the prior minister in February 2024 (Min-
istry of Gender Equality and Family [South Korea],
2024). The Gender Equality Committee, which is
responsible for reviewing and coordinating national
gender equality policies, has been reoriented to focus
on establishing a strategic framework for overcoming
low birth rates and addressing challenges of an aging
population (Park, 2024). As a result, the committee’s
focus has shifted from emphasizing gender equal-
ity to policies related to low birth rates, support for
single-parent families, and assistance for pregnant
women in crisis.

In addition to changes in the course of policy
direction, cultural divides remain regarding inequal-

South Korea faces
structural challenges
from exceptionally low
marriage and fertility
rates, inequality, social
and cultural clashes,
and heightened political
rhetoric.
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ity and gender, cutting across both genders and gen-
erations of South Koreans. In parliamentary elections
held in 2024, glimmers of a growing gender divide
remain. As in 2022, the gap in political preferences
and voting behavior between male and female voters
remains large (Gong, 2024). These conditions create
tensions and sizable barriers to accomplishing major
reforms. Now more than ever, transformational
policy may be needed to accomplish meaningful
change.

Recommendations

Increasingly, women in South Korea are expected to
have successful careers and be successful mothers.
Indeed, social status in South Korea appears highly
contingent on both educational and financial suc-
cess of both parents and their children. As a result of
this social expectation, which increases competition
among individuals, women face intense pressure in
every arena of their lives. At the same time, gender
has become a highly polarized topic in political dis-
course, causing divided attitudes between young
and old, men and women. In this context, we discuss
approaches for policy development that may have
the greatest chance of gaining traction in the current
policy environment.

Policy efforts aimed at
reducing forms of social
and income inequality
may prove more
politically feasible and
may Improve gender
equality by aligning the
goals of broader groups
of the population.

Take a Broader View of Social
Inequality When Working to Combat
Gender Inequity

Gender can be seen a societal structure, with norms,
institutions, relationships, and roles that influence
how people interact with one another. Policymakers
should recognize that gender broadly permeates
society and, as a result, is influenced by broader
societal forces than just gender norms and attitudes
among individuals. The meanings of gender are
shaped by everything from historical forces to rapid
economic change to policy regarding male-only
military conscription. Men and women are not two
monolithic groups in society but are instead further
differentiated by other aspects of society, such as
social and economic class structures. For instance,
considerations regarding the glass ceiling may be
the most prescient for high-income, professional
women, while low-income women may be too con-
strained by resource limitations or other familial
needs to be able to afford not to work. As a result,
how gender norms and pressures manifest in society
can differ dramatically even within groups of men
and women.

Policy efforts aimed at reducing forms of social
and income inequality may prove more politically
feasible and may improve gender equality by align-
ing the goals of broader groups of the population.
Such efforts may also lessen gendered expectations by
reducing competitive pressures in society.

Implement Innovative, Evidence-Based
Government Policies to Help Families
with Child Care and Reduce Education
Stress

Public support for child-rearing in South Korea is
limited to the early stages of life, even for programs
that provide health care. This is problematic because
the household is traditionally seen as a woman’s
space. Improving the conditions for women’s formal
labor market interactions would help. Transforming
uncertain, informal, or low-income jobs into formal
sector work would provide ways for the govern-
ment to improve gender equity. Programs could be
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designed to lessen the burden on women, such as the
following:

» monetizing improved support for household
labor (e.g., following the example of success-
ful voucher programs in other nations, such
as Belgium, to support housekeeping help, as
detailed in Adriaenssens et al., 2023)

o reducing the financial and societal pressures
surrounding education. Educational attain-
ment has become both a sign of social status
and an economic necessity in society, with the
burden falling disproportionately on women
(both to attain their own schooling and to
provide for education within the household).
As aresult, policies that address this cost
and de-emphasize the educational competi-
tion may indirectly serve to help alleviate the
gender gap.

« extending parents’ access to flexible work
hours beyond children’s preschool years. Cur-
rent parental leave policies end when children
attend school. However, mothers devote more
time than in the past to managing their chil-
dren’s education after school hours. Flexible
work hours can help women and men remain
in the workforce while their children are in
kindergarten through grade 12.

« providing high-quality after-school programs
to relieve parents of the burden of competing
for extracurricular activities and arranging
logistics.

Reinforce Reforms to Enhance Gender
Equality in the Workplace and the
Household

Workplace and household gender ideologies often
remain directly untouched in policymaking. Future
policymaking should address gendered cultural
norms and ideologies in both spheres, whether
directly or indirectly. As previously discussed, non-
gendered policies, such as expanding and enhancing
the accessibility of child care, may realize more suc-
cess, as these policies are perceived to benefit both
men and women. Even if such policies do benefit
broader segments of society, research has shown that

they can help close gender gaps because the under-
lying burden has been disproportionately borne by
women. Within firms, improving workplace flex-
ibility, limiting excessive working hours, and imple-
menting ESG efforts may all help to nudge firms to
improve workplace culture.

APPENDIX A
Methodology and Timeline

The methodology and timeline are as follows:

o January-February 2022: identification of can-

didate workgroup members

— The RAND gender equity team worked to
identify leading scholars from academia,
government, and industry who were likely
to have insights and firsthand knowledge
regarding important gender equity issues
in South Korea.

o March-May 2022: initial candidate contact

and interviews

— We began reaching out to workgroup
members to have a 45-minute conversa-
tion about gender in South Korea with
an initial focus on South Korea’s fertility
challenges. The RAND gender equity team
initially reached out to known connections
and then used a combination of emails
and networking introductions to reach a
broader group of experts on gender issues
in South Korea. Because of the politically
sensitive nature of gender equity policy in
South Korea, a number of individuals (par-
ticularly men in leadership roles in South
Korea) declined to discuss the topic with
the team.

o June 2022: first South Korea Gender Equity

Workgroup discussion (expert panel)

— The South Korea Gender Equity Work-
group met to identify research areas for
studying barriers to and policy solutions
for gender equity in South Korea. Partici-
pants additionally identified additional
potential workgroup members.

— Meeting participants were as follows: Jenni-
fer Jung-Kim, University of California, Los
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Angeles; You Jung Lee, One Law Partners,
LLC; Katie Sa, translator for Lee; Seung-
sook Moon, Vassar College; Jiso Yoon,
Korean Women’s Development Institute;
Songyee Yoon, NCSoft; Soo-Yeon Yoon,
Sonoma State University; Jennifer Bouey
(RAND); Rafiq Dossani (RAND); Daniel
Hicks (RAND); Erik Mobrand (RAND);
and Jessie Wang (RAND)

o July-August 2022: follow-up discussion with

workgroup members

RAND researchers reached out to all par-
ticipants of the June workgroup meeting to
have a debrief session. During this conver-
sation, the RAND team collected member
feedback, discussed the next stages for the
South Korea Gender Equity Workgroup,
asked for additional suggestions for poten-
tial workgroup members, and discussed
research projects that workgroup members
could undertake for the upcoming research
conference. RAND staff remained in con-
tact with workgroup members to provide
support where possible.

o July-August 2022: expansion of the

workgroup

Using workgroup suggestions, the RAND
team began reaching out to additional
potential workgroup members to have a
45-minute interview and expanded the
network to fill gaps in knowledge identified
in the initial workgroup meeting.

o August 2022: initial guidance issued for

research for the planned November Gender

Inequality in South Korea Forum

The RAND gender inequality initiative
issued a call for papers to present at the
October 2022 RAND gender inequality
forum. This guidance provided the goals of
the forum and potential topics for papers,
with submission guidelines.

o August 2022: strategy meeting with the Korea

Foundation

The RAND team held a meeting with the
Korea Foundation to discuss three research
ideas regarding gender equity in South
Korea built on the collective expertise of

the South Korea Gender Equity Workgroup
and the team. After acknowledging the
Korea Foundation’s feedback, the RAND
team planned to take insights from both
the foundation and the workgroup into the
next year’s (2023’s) proposal phase with the
possibility of submitting multiple proposals
for conference submissions.

October 2022: deadline for conference pro-

ceeding submissions

November 2022: Gender Inequality in South

Korea Forum

— The conference took place on November 4,
8:00-10:30 a.m. Korean standard time
(KST), November 3, 19:00-21:30 p.m. East-
ern standard time (EST), 16:00-18:30 p.m.
Pacific standard time (PST).

— Presenters included Seungsook Moon,
Soojin Lee, You Jung Lee, Soo-Yeon Yoon,
Jiin Jung, Jennifer Jung-Kim, Young-Mi
Kim, Chaewon Lee, and Jisoo Hwang from
the South Korea Gender Equity Work-
group, and RAND team members also
participated.

- RAND’s Gender Equity in Asia initia-
tive-South Korea brought together lead-
ers from academia, government, and the
legal industry to share the latest research
and exchange ideas on how to improve
gender attitudes and gender equity in vari-
ous aspects of South Korean society. The
goal of the conference was to encourage
the incorporation of cutting-edge research
into policy that best serves the public’s
interests, as well as to connect and inform
researchers and stakeholders. Materials
produced for or presented at the forum
were intended for audiences from a variety
of backgrounds and geared toward provid-
ing insights for practitioners and policy-
makers. The Gender Inequality in South
Korea Forum included two sessions. In the
first session, original research papers were
presented, followed by the question-and-
answer and free discussion period translat-
ing these new findings for practitioners and
policymakers. In the second session, the
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o December 2022: deadline for conference pro-

ceedings submission revisions

RAND team held roundtable discussions » 2025: RAND publication on gender equity in
to exchange perspectives and reflect on the South Korea (this report).
team's recommendations to improve gender

equity in South Korea.
APPENDIX B

November Conference Agenda:

2023: collection of conference proceedings Paper Presentations

and development of gender equity infographic

The conference agenda items are presented in the box

and research papers below.

Gender Inequality in South Korea Forum Agenda, November 4 (Korea)/November 3 (United
States), 2022

Agenda items were the following:

Greetings and technical testing
Session |

Seungsook Moon—“Conscription, Gender, and Other Social Inequalities in South Korea: A Comparative
Perspective”

Soojin Lee—“To Promote Female Labor Force Participation of South Korea: Lessons Learned from the
EU [European Union]”

You Jung Lee—“ESG and Gender Equality in the Workplaces in Korea”

Soo-Yeon Yoon—“Progressive and Ambivalent Attitudes Towards Gender Egalitarianism in South Korea
Jiin Jung—“Change and Persistence: A Social Psychological Perspective on Gender Norms in South
Korea”

”

Session |—discussion
Session Il

Jennifer Jung-Kim—“K-Dramas as a Lens to Understanding Gender Issues in Contemporary South
Korea”

Young-Mi Kim—“Persistent Gender Inequality at Work and Women'’s Fertility Decision in the Context of
Rising Inequality in Korea”

Chaewon Lee—“When Ideology and Policy Clash: Unpacking a Mismatch Between Motherhood Ideol-
ogy and Work-Family Policies in South Korea”

Jisoo Hwang—“The Many Layers of Gender Inequality in South Korea”

Session ll—discussion
Closing discussion and next steps
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APPENDIX C
Gender Equity Versus Gender
Equality

In this report, and throughout the conference papers,
there is discussion of both gender equity and gender
equality. An important academic distinction exists
between the concepts of gender equity and gender
equality. Gender equality is often defined as seek-
ing to ensure that all individuals, regardless of their
gender, have the same rights, opportunities, and
treatment. Working toward equality would be to seek
to eliminate discrimination and create a level play-
ing field. Achieving gender equity requires going a
step further to focus on addressing historical and
structural disparities between genders by provid-
ing resources, support, and interventions to achieve
fairness. It acknowledges that men and women may
require different levels of assistance to reach an equi-
table position. To cite a simple example, men and
women may need different quantities and types of
food to achieve the same level of health. To achieve
equal outcomes, one might similarly need to design
policies that provide different amounts of resources
at different stages of life to address existing physical,
social, historical, or institutional differences of men
and women and to achieve gender equity in parent-
ing, worker rights, or mental health.

Gender inequality has become a primary focus of
the global development agenda, with many developed
countries implementing policies to retool archaic
gendered institutions and reaping large rewards as
a result. However, as the case of South Korea dem-
onstrates, the political will to move forward with a
gender equality agenda can be challenged by various
economic, social, and political dynamics. As a highly
developed OECD economy, the nation of South Korea
presents a unique case study for understanding how
social scientists have come to evaluate and under-
stand gender equality.

APPENDIX D
Conference Papers
Jisoo Hwang’s commentary “The Many Layers of

Gender Inequality in South Korea” provides an over-
view of gender inequality and South Korea’s declin-

ing fertility rate. Hwang demonstrates that South
Korea is stuck between the consequences of rapid
economic growth and the remaining norms and
practices of the past. Although women’s educational
and economic status has improved drastically over
the past few decades, gender norms in South Korea
have not evolved in tandem. Overall, Hwang points
out that economic growth rapidly outpacing social
change is not without societal challenges.

In her essay, Hwang discusses how the current
cohort of young South Korean men grew up with
girls matching and outperforming them in terms of
educational attainment, receiving the benefits of pol-
icies and gender quotas to encourage their endeavors
while lacking any requirement for military service.
Young women, on the other hand, found a more hos-
tile work environment rife with discrimination, long
hours, and a lack of role models that hinders their
career progress. They also still typically shoulder the
“lion’s share of household duties,” including care for
children and elders and primary responsibility for
their children’s education success, even if they work.
Her work suggests that a gender-neutral approach to
policies that could help both men and women, such
as expanding workplace flexibility and enhancing the
accessibility of child care, may have more pathways
to success.

Jiin Jung’s article “Change and Persistence: A
Social Psychological Perspective on Gender Norms
in South Korea” focuses on finding ways to change a
set of enduring societal norms embedded in gender
beliefs. By reviewing the social psychological litera-
ture on social change and applying this work to the
case of gender inequality in South Korea, Jung high-
lights the following major features of social change
when considering minority influence: (1) There is
a tipping point of societal tolerance toward minor-
ity dissent for social change to occur, (2) social
change driven by minority influence tends to emerge
gradually and after a latent period of no change, and
(3) social change occurs in multiple issues together,
resulting in a zeitgeist or a new cultural era.

Jung provides three recommendations based on
social psychology theories. She suggests that young
men who believe in gain-loss asymmetry and can
fall into competitive victimhood should receive more
policy attention and suggests interventions using
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empirical evidence to highlight the common fate and
future well-being of both genders. In addition, she
advocates for connecting gender-related debates with
other social, political, and moral policy discussions,
such as linking gender equity discussions to income
inequality and conscription policies. Finally, Jung
recommends that policy interventions should reach
out through hubs within social networks, particularly
opinion leaders and influencers.

Jennifer Jung-Kim’s article “K-dramas as a Lens
to Understanding Gender Issues in Contemporary
South Korea” presents media portrayals of gender
roles and attitudes in K-dramas (Korean dramas). By
analyzing the television series “Extraordinary Attor-
ney Woo,” Jung-Kim points out that K-dramas depict
some realistic issues concerning gender disparity
and discrimination but also selectively choose what
to portray: an ideal society in which women can be
in leadership positions and seek self-fulfillment on
their own terms. Jung-Kim suggests that researchers
look more into the ways that fiction and reality influ-
ence each other to continuously construct a more
inclusive society, especially when it comes to gender
and intersectionality (i.e., equality in terms of other
social structures, such as class). While women are
only beginning to break into leadership and manage-
ment roles in firms, portrayals in popular media, as
explored by Jung-Kim, have begun to reflect chang-
ing societal norms that break down these stereotypes.

Young-Mi Kim’s article “Persistent Gender
Inequality at Work and Women’s Fertility Decision
in the Context of Rising Inequality in Korea” uses
the 2018 Korean General Social Survey-linked, semi-
structured interview data to analyze how and why
Koreans in their 20s and 30s make decisions on start-
ing families. In the context of the extended workday
culture in South Korea, she finds that career-oriented
women are avoiding having children for the fear of
job disruptions, while job-oriented women in low-
income, unskilled work also did not want to have
children because of the perceived high cost of raising
children. Her findings point to the need for policies
to support work-life balance as critical to reversing
declining fertility. Her evidence provides the narra-
tive underpinning for the declining fertility and mar-
riage rates observed in South Korea. Her interview
data show that narratives of fertility are surprisingly

homogeneous. She found that a dominant narrative
in which the “fertility bar” is even higher than the
marriage bar, suggesting that slowing the fertility
decline may be even more challenging than policies
that aim to influence household formation.

Chaewon Lee’s article “The Clash of Mothering
Ideology and Work-Family Policies in South Korea”
reveals a key tension between South Korea’s work-
family policies and its motherhood ideology by disag-
gregating what motherhood means to working moth-
ers at different child-rearing stages. Drawing insights
from in-depth interviews with Korean middle-class
working mothers residing and working in Seoul,

Lee shows how these intended beneficiaries of the
work-family policies are still juggling the day-to-day
demands of work and family responsibilities because
of institutional expectations and cultural norms. She
points out how motherhood ideologies often remain
directly untouched in policymaking and suggests
future policies to target gendered cultural norms and
ideologies surrounding parenting, motherhood, and
the family.

She finds that work-family policies aiming to
lessen child care burdens have done little to address
the cultural expectation of intensive mothering when
children approach school age. Current cultural ideol-
ogy still expects mothers to be solely responsible for
the success of their children’s education, which is a
symbol of a family’s perceived social status. From the
time their children are in elementary school until
they finish high school, working mothers have to put
in extra hours and financial resources to handle the
everyday responsibilities of transportation, schedul-
ing, and ensuring that children are emotionally con-
tent and intellectually active. Lee notes that gender
gap policies often fail to address the full extent of the
problem, such as supporting mothers during only the
early stages of motherhood and neglecting ideologi-
cal and cultural factors that affect their daily lives in
other stages of life.

Soojin Lee seeks to draw lessons from OECD
nation policies. In the article “To Promote Female
Labor Force Participation of South Korea: Lessons
Learned from the EU,” Lee looks at the European
policies aimed at easing the combination of work
and family life and increasing women’s workforce
participation rates in European countries. By analyz-
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ing EU Working Conditions Survey data, Lee shows
quantitative evidence of the importance of ensur-

ing the quality of flexible work and avoiding gender
inequalities in the labor market, which are suggested
as the two key factors to facilitate women’s labor force
participation in South Korea.

In “How Environmental, Social and Governance
(ESG) and Gender Issues Fit into Workplaces in
Korea,” You Jung Lee discusses how investment and
management changes for the purpose of ESG can be
a meaningful and effective means of realizing gender
equality in companies. She points out the positive
function of ESG on gender equality in enterprises
without coercion by state and law: Companies are
taking a step further and making efforts to create a
human resources system, corporate practice, and cul-
ture that take equality and diversity into account. An
important consideration for how far ESG and gender
issues can be pushed through corporate endeavors
is the extent to which legal enforcement reinforces
efforts to promote these goals in the workplace.

Seungsook Moon’s article “Conscription and
Social Inequalities in South Korea: Intersectional-
ity Beyond Gender Inequality” focuses on recur-
ring controversies over male-only conscription in
South Korea since the late 1990s. Specifically, she
investigates why and how the issue was framed in
the language of gender inequality against men’s and
women’s conscription, presumably as a remedy. By
discussing the complex intertwining of socioeco-
nomic and political issues that contributed to the
gendered framing of conscription controversies,
Moon argues that the high visibility of gender in con-
scription controversies obscures other equally serious
inequalities based on socioeconomic status, class,
race and ethnicity, and disability.

Perceptions of economic inequality, inequity,
and discrimination heighten feelings of competition

and stress across society both in the workplace and
in the household. Among the generation of Koreans
in their 20s, these feelings are commonly connected
to the mandatory military service for men as con-
scripts and voluntary military service for women as
professional soldiers. Her essay reveals how men’s
universal conscription has come to be perceived as

a source of economic inequity for both women and
men. Initially, women and men who were exempted
or excluded from military service claimed employ-
ment discrimination but later men who are required
to serve have complained about discrimination
because of their loss of time for paid employment and
education during mandatory service. The enduring
difference between women and men in military ser-
vice is repeatedly cited as a source of polarization in
the workplace because many corporations informally
continue to treat military service as a source of expe-
rience in company decisionmaking.

Soo-Yeon Yoon uses data from the 2018 Korean
National Survey on Fertility, Family Health and
Welfare to investigate the association between pref-
erence for family life~work balance and marriage
desires among never-married men and women in
South Korea. As described in her paper “Attitudes
Towards Gender Egalitarianism and Marriage
Desires in South Korea,” she found that single
women were more likely than single men to prefer
that women “keep working while not getting mar-
ried,” “keep working while getting married but
having no child,” or “keep working while getting
married and having a child,” whereas single men
were more likely to choose partners who prefer
to “[opt] out of the labor force upon marriage or
childbearing and return to work once her child is of
school age.” This pattern helps explain why unmar-
ried men are more likely to report having a desire for
marriage than women.
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Notes

1 In this report, the discussion touches on both gender equity
and equality. Appendix C discusses the important distinction
between gender equity and gender equality.

2 For a discussion of narrative literature reviews, see Sukhera
(2022).

3 The compositions of the Gender Inequality Index and the
Gender Development Index are described in detail in Appen-
dix A of this report and in Technical Note #4 of the Human
Development Report 2020 (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, 2020).

4 Ironically, the first female president of South Korea, Park
Geun-hye (elected in 2013), rose to power with the support of
powerful familial political connections, and, although some
gender equality progress was made, she led the party that was
less reform-minded with respect to gender. Park was criticized
for not enacting more-consistent and substantial policies regard-
ing gender equality. She was ultimately impeached and sentenced
to prison on corruption charges (Lee and Jalalzai, 2017).

5 For a more in-depth discussion of these laws, see Moon and
Choe (2020).

6 See also Yoon’s essay, “Attitudes Towards Gender Egalitarian-
ism and Marriage Desires in South Korea,” in the annex to this
report.

7 The Act to Promote Equal Employment Opportunities for Men
and Women was enacted through the passage of Constitution
Article 32, Clause 4, in 1987 (Constitution of the Republic of
Korea, 1987).

8 The rise of globalization and competitive pressures throughout
the workplace have increased labor market flexibility, which, at
the same time, has driven perceptions of decreasing job security
and heightened pressures in the labor market.

9 On average, Korean men spend 49 minutes per day on unpaid
household labor, while Korean women spend 215 minutes per day
(Stangarone, 2021).

10 The Ministry of Gender Equality was renamed as the Ministry
of Gender Equality and Family.

11 In December 2022, the government launched the Future Labor
Market Research Association and announced a labor market
“reform” plan, which included a proposal to change the unit of
working hours management, allowing up to 69 hours of work per
week. On March 6, 2023, the Ministry of Employment and Labor
announced the Working Hours System Reform Plan, which
includes a proposal allowing up to 69 hours of work per week
(Gordon, 2023).

12 See Chaewon Lee’s essay in the annex to this report.
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