
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Demographic Dividend with a 
Gender Dimension in the Republic 
of Korea 

Introduction 

This policy brief is produced as part of the 

interregional project “Demographic Dividend 

with a Gender Dimension: Entry points for 

Implementation of Sustainable Development 
Goals in Africa and Asia and the Pacific” being 

implemented by ESCAP and ECA for capacity 
development among member States to achieve 

sustainable development through enhancing 

human capital, addressing structural inequalities 
and reducing gender disparities. The policy brief 

and related materials are part of knowledge 
products that can be found in the ESCAP Youth 

Policy Toolbox 

(https://yptoolbox.unescapsdd.org/).     

1. Overview  

The demographic transition and economic 
growth coevolve in the process of development. 

Economic growth affects individual opportunities 
and choices that influence fertility and mortality 

levels and patterns, hence shaping the 

demographic structure and population size of a 
country. At the same time, these demographic 

changes affect economic growth via various 
channels of schooling, outcomes of labour force 

participation, employment opportunities and 

wage differentials. The impact of these changes 
has the potential to alter the demographic 

structure of the labour market of an economy. 

These two processes of development thus 

interact.1 

The latter direction of interaction from 

demographic change to economic growth 

contributes to the “demographic dividend.” 
Conventional literature on the demographic 

dividend focuses on the effects that changes in 
the working-age population share (relative to the 

“dependent age groups” of young and old) have 

on economic growth. However, indirect channels 
of schooling and labour market outcomes may be 

more significant to the economic growth 
associated with demographic change than 

commonly acknowledged. 

The effects of economic growth in relation to the 

demographic transition and the associated 

changes of schooling and labour market 

outcomes also influence inclusive and 

sustainable development. This is because these 
changes can lead to development consequences 

which contribute in various ways to women’s 

empowerment and reduced gender disparities.  

The interaction between the demographic 

transition and economic growth touch on the 
following Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): 

SDG 3 (health); SDG 4 (education); SDG 5 (gender 

equality); SDG 8 (economic growth and 

employment); SDG 10 (inequality); and SDG 16 

(just, peaceful and inclusive societies). This brief 
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will refer to them throughout the text. 

The Republic of Korea’s development experience 

is a notable example of the strong association 

between economic growth and the demographic 
transition, and of the social development 

consequences with a gender dimension that may 

arise during the demographic transition. This 

policy brief provides an overview of the 

demographic transition in the Republic of Korea 
and summarizes quantitative economic growth 

estimates that can be associated with the effects 

of the demographic dividend in recent years. The 

paper also discusses consequences of these 

developments with a focus on the gender 

dimension and provides lessons in harnessing the 

demographic dividend for developing countries, 

in particular those with youthful populations, 
such as Papua New Guinea (see policy brief No. 

2021/01). 

2. The Republic of Korea’s 
demographic dividend and 
related development 
consequences 

The demographic and labour market 
transition  

Figure 1. Economic growth and the demographic 
transition of the Republic of Korea: Changes in 
GDP per capita and total fertility rate (TFR), 1955–
2015 
 

Source: UN DESA, 2019. World Population Prospects 2019. 

Between 1955 and 2017, the Republic of Korea’s 

GDP per capita grew 25 times from $1,523 in 1955 

to $37,268 in 2017, an annual average growth rate 
of 5.3 per cent (SDG8). During the same period, 

the total fertility rate decreased from 7.0 to 1.1 

children per woman (figure 1), while life 
expectancy at birth increased from 49 to 83 years. 

The changes in fertility and mortality have 

affected the composition of age groups over 

1955–2017, such that the population share 

changed from 41 to 13 per cent for the “young” 

group (age 0–14), from 55 to 72 per cent for the 

“working age” group (age 15–64) and from 3 to 14 

per cent for the “older persons” group (age 65 or 

above) (figure 2). 

Figure 2. Three population pyramids/ structures 
for the Republic of Korea, 2000, 2050 and 2100 

 
Source: UN DESA, 2019. World Population Prospects 2019. 

Considering the 15–64 age group, it can be seen 

that during the country’s demographic transition, 
the working-age population’s share increased 

from 58 in 1955 to 86 per cent in 2019. 

The aforementioned changes in the demographic 
structure, particularly those brought about by 
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declining fertility, created incentives for people to 

invest in human capital and to participate in the 

labour market. The effects were stronger for 

women than for men, incurring asymmetric 
results for schooling and labour market 

outcomes of development. Specifically, the 

increase in the female labour force participation 

rate from 28 per cent in 1960 to 54 per cent in 2015 

was an important reason behind the rapid and 
substantial economic growth exhibited in the 

Republic of Korea (SDG5 and SDG8).  

The average years of schooling over the same 

period grew from 4.2 to 12.7, the fastest 

expansion of human capital ever recorded 

globally (SDG4). In particular, for the young 

cohort (aged 25–29), in addition to rapid increase 

in the average years of schooling, the resulting 
level of years of schooling was higher among 

females (rising from 4.0 to 15.5 years) than males 

(going from 7.3 to 15.0 years). A detailed account 

of education’s contribution to the Republic of 
Korea’s economic transformation and the 

associated institutional reforms can be found 
elsewhere.2 

Due to the rapid demographic transition, the 

Republic of Korea is also ageing very fast. 

According to ESCAP calculations,3 the Republic of 
Korea entered the stage of an ageing society as of 

1998, with more than 7 per cent of its population 
aged 65 or over. By 2017, that percentage stood at 

14 per cent, indicating that the country had 
become “aged”. This pace of transition (17 years) 

is very fast, compared to many developed and 

developing countries. Increases in old-age 
dependency and ageing of the labour force often 

occur at the same time and might affect the 

economy and society.  

Measurement of the demographic dividend 

An empirical method based on a growth 

accounting framework has been developed to 

quantify the effects of the above-mentioned 
changes in demographic structure on economic 

growth. The framework looks at changes in total 
output of the economy in real terms relative to 

the total population to denote real GDP per capita. 

The GDP per capita variable is further 

decomposed to account for different population 

groups of working age so that the economic 

growth resulting from the demographic changes 

can be estimated per working age group. The 

changes noted earlier, in turn, contribute to GDP 

per capita growth and influence the changes of 

the working-age population share, labour force 
participation rates, employment rates, human 

capital, physical capital and the total factor 

productivity.4 Further decomposition of the said 

information, stratifying the results in terms of 

male and female effects, allows for an age- and 
sex-disaggregated analysis.5  

The results show that the size of the Republic of 

Korea’s demographic dividend, referring to the 

growth of the real GDP per capita in relation to the 

country’s demographic transition, is estimated at 

2.1 per cent (over a third of the overall 5.9 per cent) 

of the real GDP per capita growth per annum. 

These data suggest the possibility that the 
demographic transition, together with the 

transformation of the labour market and human 

capital accumulation alone, as assessed using the 

aforementioned growth accounting framework, 
increased aggregate personal income in real 

terms by 2.5 per cent per year for almost 60 years 
(1960–2015); which is around the same figure as 

that of average annual global per capita GDP 

growth since 1960. 

3. Gender development 
consequences of the 
demographic transition 

The interwoven process of the demographic 
transition and economic growth brought about 

significant progress in terms of social 

development in the Republic of Korea, 

particularly concerning gender. Between 1980 

and 2015, the annual average growth rates of 

labour market earnings were 5.2 per cent for 

female workers and 4.0 per cent for male workers. 
This increased the relative female to male 

earnings from 42 per cent in 1980, to 63 per cent 

in 2015, significantly reducing gender inequalities 

in the labour market (SDG5). 

The development consequences of the 
demographic transition were not limited to the 

economic domain. Critical health indicators also 

improved alongside declining fertility rates 

(SDG3). The Republic of Korea’s mortality per 

1,000 live births of children under age 5 decreased 

from 111.4 in 1960 to 3.3 in 2017. The Republic of 
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Korea’s infant mortality rate per 1,000 live births 

fell from 79.2 in 1960 to 2.8 in 2017. The lifetime 

risk of maternal death decreased from 0.040 per 

cent in 1990 to 0.014 per cent in 2015. By the late 
1990s, the Republic of Korea’s levels of these 

three health-related indicators had already 

become lower than those of many other 

developed countries. 

Significant investments in family planning in the 
Republic of Korea were also effective at bringing 

down the fertility rate (SDG3 and SDG5). 

Contraceptive prevalence (any methods among 

women aged 15–49) was 16 per cent in 1965, by 

1985, it had reached 70 per cent and since 2000, it 

has been around 80 per cent.6 

Rates of female participation in politics and 

business also improved during the demographic 
transition (SDG5). In 1990, the share of seats held 
by women in the Republic of Korea’s National 

Parliament was only 2.0 per cent; this rose 

significantly to 17.0 per cent by 2017, a figure 
close to that of the United States, at 19.4 per cent, 

and much higher than that of Japan, at 9.3 per 

cent, yet still lower than that of Sweden, at 43.6 
per cent. The Republic of Korea’s female share of 

employment in senior and middle management 

levels increased from 4.9 per cent in 2000 to 12.3 
per cent by 2017, close to Japan’s 13.0 per cent, 

but still lower than the United States’ figure of 
41.0 per cent. Thus, although the Republic of 

Korea has been able to make substantial progress 
in terms of female governance in politics and 

business, significant gender gaps remain, unlike 

in the domains of education and health. 

The aforementioned changes occurred against a  

backdrop in which the Republic of Korea was 

transformed from a mostly rural society with a 
strong fishing and agricultural sector in the 1950s 

to a modern and thriving economy which has 
benefitted from significant investments in 

education and human capital development, 

along with socioeconomic policies that 
supported the transition to, among others, 

largescale manufacturing, shipping, and 

information communication and technology 

services. The steep and consistent decline in 

fertility during 1950-1985 can be viewed as an 

outcome of socio-economic change at the macro 

level, realized through choices made at the 

household (or micro) level.  

4. Conclusion  

From the quantitative analysis of the Republic of 

Korea’s development experience of economic 

growth during its rapid demographic transition, it 
can be deduced that the demographic dividend is 

not a simple consequence that arises 

automatically in response to changes in 

demographic structure. The demographic 

dividend can only be realized when there is 
sufficient investment in human capital, 

accompanied by the effective promotion of 

labour market participation, particularly for 
women, and increased access to health care. This 

experience, therefore, shows that effective policy 

measures and institutional arrangements, in 

addition to family planning initiatives and 

campaigns, result in increased human capital and 
labour market participation and determine the 

scale of the demographic dividend. Over the 

course of around six decades, the Republic of 
Korea averaged a real GDP per capita annual 

growth rate of 2.1 per cent in large part 

attributable to the demographic dividend, 
demonstrating the benefits of tapping into this 

potential. 

5. Policy recommendations  

From the analysis above, the following policy 

recommendations, based on the experience of 
the Republic of Korea, can serve as a reference for 

“youthful” developing countries that aim to 

realize the demographic dividend and attain 
greater gender equality:  

Reform institutional arrangements to 
incentivize equal opportunities and enhance 
human capital development   

Harvesting the yields of the demographic 
dividend, such as economic growth and social 

development across a variety of domains, is not 

automatic; it requires substantial policy reforms 
to allow for institutional arrangements to better 

effectuate investments in human capital and 
active participation in the labour market, 

particularly by women, youth and older persons. 

An effective education system with equal access 

for girls and boys needs be developed, so that, as 

the number of children per family decreases, the 

quality of youthful human capital increases. 
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Labour market discrimination against women 

should be abolished via enforceable enactments 

to encourage greater female labour force 

participation as well as enhance parental 
understanding of the importance of education for 

girls. 

Design the education system around effective 
human capital formation 

There is a need to attain universal access to 

education at primary and secondary levels, 

supported by public subsidies, such as “financial 

grants for local education”. 

The targets of educational expansion should take 
the form of a sequential shift, focusing first on 

achieving full enrolment at the primary level, 
subsequently moving to the secondary level, and 

then finally to increasing higher education. 

There should be a balance between vocational 

and general education systems in order to avoid 
the mismatch between the demand and supply of 

skills depending on the stage of development of a 

country. 

Given the rapid ageing of the population, lifelong 
learning and continued education should also be 

strengthened so that the gains made in 
harnessing investments in human capital at an 

early age are sustained. 

Invest in universal health care for all, 
including family planning 

The Republic of Korea achieved universal health-

care coverage faster than almost any other nation. 

Nevertheless, the country needs to address high 

co-payments and certain services remaining 

uninsured since these shortcomings pose 

challenges in addressing unfavourable health 
conditions, such as depression.7 Concerning 

family planning, while fertility is already below 

the replacement level, maternal and infant 

mortality can still be further reduced with more 

targeted investments.        

Access to health-care services and government 

campaigns to promote family planning need to be 

fully compatible with individual circumstances in 

order to effectively expedite the demographic 

transition and attain desired benefits. 

Invest in gender equality and the 
empowerment of women 

Gender equality and the empowerment of 
women are needed to ensure that women 

become productive and respected members of 

society. It is important to note that the 

development outcomes of improved health and 

rates of female governance in the political and 
business domains are the results, not the causes, 

of the demographic transition. Greater efforts are 

needed to address gender discrimination and 

sexual harassment, attain equal pay for equal 

work, and eliminate harassment in the workplace. 

Ensure that demographic dividend gains 
continue to benefit all in the long run 

The gains from the rapid demographic transition 

materialized through the demographic dividend 

and resulted in economic growth and social 
development in the Republic of Korea. These 

gains should be maintained through continued 
investments in education, health and women’s 

empowerment, and related reforms in labour 

market institutions and the social welfare system 

so that the country can continue on the path of 
sustainable growth while ageing fast.  

Establish a national data platform for 
collecting and analysing microeconomic age-
disaggregated data to monitor the realization 
of the demographic dividend  

The processes and output of human capital 
investment and labour market outcomes across 

generations and between genders should be 

regularly monitored and evaluated. 

Microeconomic data, including nationally 

representative household and individual surveys, 

labour force surveys, population censuses and 

various modules of surveys of specific labour 

market issues with respect to gender dimensions, 
should be collected and analysed consistently. 

This information would help monitor the 

realization of the demographic dividend and also 

support any work on the rapidly ageing 

population of the Republic of Korea. 
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