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<Abstract>

The Female Labour Markets and Parental Leave Policies in Post-industrial

Countries in Europe and East Asia

Song Min Young, Sophia Seung-yoon Lee

(Department of Social Welfare, Ehwa Womans University)

Post-industrial society is distinguished from industrial society in many aspects. One
of the differences is that the male breadwinner model, which sustained the
industrial economy, does not match the post-industrial economy anymore.
Accordingly, many post-industrial countries are eager to devise effective measures
to utilize the female workforce. Parental leave policy is one example of such efforts.
Although it is often highlighted as a kind of family policy rather than an
employment policy — particularly in East Asian countries under the low fertility trend,
it can make significant differences in the female labour market by reducing the risk
of career breaks due to childrearing.

To deal with the risk of employment discontinuity, the parental leave policy takes
the mode of social insurance based on the principle of solidarity and reciprocity.
As discussed in many previous studies, an ideal type of social insurance varies by
the type of welfare states. For example, social democratic welfare states (e.g.,
Sweden) have developed comprehensive social insurance schemes with universal
coverage and generous payment. On the contrary, liberal welfare states (e.g., the
United Kingdom) are not much interested in expanding social insurance schemes
because they pursue the spirit of self-help more than solidarity. Meanwhile,
corporative welfare states (e.g., Germany, France) have maintained social insurance
schemes highly coupled with income level and social status. Lastly, the social
insurance schemes of so-called East Asian welfare states (e.g., Japan, South Korea)
have not yet developed sufficiently enough to cover non-standard workers, i.e., the
outsiders of the labour market. In this research, we conducted a comparative study
of six countries representing each type of welfare states. We examined the main
characteristics of the female labour markets and then explored how they are
associated with the parental leave policy in each country. Our findings are
summarized as follows.

First of all, it was Sweden that maintained the highest rate of female employment

among the six countries throughout the last several decades. The United Kingdom



ranked second until it was overtaken by Germany in 2009. It was worth noting that
the two corporative welfare states, Germany and France, were diverging in the
female labour market since the 2000s. Germany has achieved the largest increase
in the female employment rate among the six countries, while France has
maintained a relatively low rate of female employment. Furthermore, Germany
showed as large proportions of part-time workers and low paid female workers as
the United Kingdom, whereas France had a relatively small proportion of part-time
workers and as low level of gender inequality in the labour market as Sweden.
The high rates of female employment rates of Sweden and Germany might be
associated with their generous schemes of parental leave offering universal
entitlements, sufficient benefits, and various options for more flexible use of the
leave. Specifically, German scheme was designed to help working parents combine
the leave with part-time work rather than take the full-time leave. In contrast, the
United Kingdom and France put many restrictions on the eligibility to use the
parental leave and provided the leave benefit at a very low replacement rate. It is
probable that this underdevelopment of the parental leave might have affected the
relatively small increase in the female employment rates in the two countries.
Meanwhile, East Asian countries showed a high level of gender inequality in the
labour market in common. The gender gaps in the median wage of full-time
workers and in the share of low paid workers were much larger in both Japan and
Korea than in the abovementioned European countries. This might be highly related
to the selective schemes of the parental leave of Japan and Korea. The entitlement
to the parental leave was given only standard workers, excluding non-standard
workers, who take up a large share of the female workforce in the two countries.
Furthermore, it is known that even standard workers can hardly apply for the leave
because the use of the leave is not welcomed in the East Asian workplace. As a
result, the M-shaped curves for the age-specific employment rates were found even
among the highly educated women in Japan and Korea, indicating that women
(regardless of educational level) tend to quit their job after marriage or childbirth
and some of them in need of supplementing the household income re-enter the
labour market in middle age.

It is unfortunate but natural in a capitalistic economy that employers hesitate using
workers who are expected to quit their job not long after being hired or who have
experienced a career discontinuity in the middle. This is why we need a strong
measure to protect women from the risk of career breaks if we want to reduce

gender gaps in the labour market. As seen in Sweden and Germany, the parental



leave policy can be an effective measure to deal with this issue. The Korean
government also has expanded the parental leave policy since the mid-2000s.
Nevertheless, more efforts are required so as to make the parental leave a real
option for married women with young children; for example, to extend the coverage
of eligibility, to raise the leave benefits, and to strengthen supervision over
discrimination against women in the workplace. In addition, the government needs
to link the parental leave policy with other employment policies to reduce working
hours and promote the use of general vacation. This is because working mothers
can apply for the leave easily only when their colleagues also can take the leave or
reduce working hours for whatever reasons if reasonable. Lastly, the government
should expand the public childcare service and encourage fathers’ engagement in
childrearing. This will help female leave-takers return to the workplace and keep
maintaining the work-life balance, which will lead to an ultimate success of the

parental leave policy.
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——

480

XtZ: OECD.Stat, Educational attainment and labour-force status (http://stats.oecd.org O Al 2018.2.6.
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