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The demographic transition in the
Asia-Pacific region

Population ageing, associated with the demographictran-
sition (Box 1), is both a global and regional trend that the
Asia-Pacific region is experiencing at an unprecedented
pace. Over recent decades, most countries in the region
have progressed towards—or have already become—
ageing societies, with the percentage of the population
aged 65 years and older surpassing 7 per cent. While the
onset and pace of this trend vary across countries, it has
generally led to both the absolute and proportionate
growth of the older population, a pattern thatis expected
to continue. In 2023, the Asia-Pacific region was home to
435.7 million people aged 65 years and older. By 2050, this
number is projected to double, reaching 895.6 million.’

Most of the region’s older population currently resides in
Eastern Asia, where Japan and the Republic of Korea have
reached super-aged and aged status, respectively.”
Similarly, South-Eastern Asia is experiencing population
ageing, albeit at a slower rate, with countries such as
Thailand and Singapore already classified as aged societies.
In contrast, Oceania and Southern Asiaremaininthe earlier
stages of the demographic transition. By 2100, people
aged 65 years and older are projected to represent 44 per
cent of Eastern Asia’s population (which will continue to
host the largest share of the region’s older population), 17
per cent of Oceania’s, 27 per cent of South-Eastern Asia’s,
and 27 per cent of Southern Asia’s (Figures 1and 2).
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BOX 1.
What is the Demographic Transition and How Does It Work?

The demographic transition refers to the shift from high fertility and mortality rates to lower levels of both, resulting in a
larger and eventually older population as societies progress from one demographic regime to another.” It typically unfolds in
five stages (Figure 3). In the pre-transition stage, population size remains relatively stable, as high birth rates are offset by
equally high death rates. At the onset of the demographic transition, in the early transition stage, mortality rates decline,
especially among infants and children, while fertility rates remain high. As a result, the population grows due to declining
mortality at younger ages, leading to an expanding share of children and youth and raising consumption needs and child
dependency ratios.”

In the intermediate stage, fertility rates begin to decline while mortality rates continue to fall. As the proportion of younger
people decreases withoutanimmediate counterbalancingrise inthe older population, the working-age population temporarily
grows relative to dependants (i.e. children and older persons). This creates conditions for the so-called demographic dividend—
the economic growth potential driven by a larger working-age population relative to dependants. The dividend is typically
realized throughalargerlaboursupply, highersavings rates,and greater investmentsin human capital.” With fewer dependants
to support at both the societal and household levels, more resources become available for growth-enhancing investments. A
larger workforce can also boost tax revenues, while a lower share of dependants can reduce social security expenditures,
allowing governments greater flexibility to invest in inclusive development.®

However, unlocking the full potential of the demographic dividend requires a supportive policy environment. Measures such
as access to affordable and quality care services—including family-friendly workplaces—are crucial to ensuring gender-equal
economic participation rates and gains. Flexible labour markets and macroeconomic policies that encourage investment are
essentialtoabsorba growing workforce. Access to effective savings mechanisms and confidence in financial markets encourage
individuals to save, while investments in education and health ensure a skilled and productive labour force. By fostering an
enabling environment, policies can maximize the benefits of the demographic dividend, leading to higher productivity levels,
improved living standards and increased per capita income.’

Asthetransition progressesintothe late transition stage, falling fertility rates lead to slower population growth and, eventually,
an increase in the proportion of older people. As a result, labour supply growth slows, and challenges such as shrinking work-
forces, rising dependency ratios and mounting pressures on social protection systems begin to emerge. A declining labour
force coupled with increasing dependency ratios places downward pressure on productivity, aggregate savings and economic
growth. The fiscalimplications are significant, as rising healthcare costs, pension expenditures, and care demands strain public
resources.”

However, within this context, a second demographic dividend may occur by leveraging the increased capital intensity of the
economy and the savings of working-age individuals for retirement. Higher savings among older working-age individuals can
support greaterinvestmentin human and physical capital,increased productivity and sustained economic growth.” Increasing
the ratio of capital to labour makes labour more productive—a process known as ‘capital deepening’, which drives the second
dividend. This period persists as long as savings generated in the economy are productively invested in human, physical and
environmental capital.”” In this scenario, most people survive to old age, and each successive generation remains similarin size
tothe previous one. Once the demographictransition iscomplete, in the post-transition stage, population growth may stabilize
near zero, cease entirely, or begin to decline if fertility rates drop to very low levels."

FIGURE 3.
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Gender implications of the demographic transition for women’s economic empowerment

The demographic transition occurs in distinct stages, each presenting unique gendered implications for women’s economic
empowerment. During the pre-transition stage, economic opportunities for women are typically limited, as unpaid domestic
and caregiving responsibilities dominate their daily activities. This situation constrains their financial independence and rein-
forcestraditional genderroles.Intheearly transition,anincrease in the working-age population creates economicopportunities;
however, women often remain underrepresented in the formal economy due to caregiving responsibilities. Even when a larger
working-age population relative to dependents boosts economic productivity, gender gaps inemployment and wages frequently
persist. Many women find themselves in informal or low-paid positions, largely due to the lack of affordable childcare and
family-friendly workplaces. As the population ages, women—who tend to live longer than men—constitute most of the
old-age population, yet they face greater risks of poverty due to lower lifetime earnings and limited pension coverage, which
heightens their economic vulnerability. Responsibilities shift from childcare to old-age care, disproportionately affecting
women, who often provide unpaid care for ageing parents, spouses, and community members. In the final phase of the tran-
sition, the demand for care services intensifies, as older women serve as both primary caregivers and care recipients.

Note: This stylized description of the demographic transition refers to a population closed to migration, where population trends are determined
entirely by changes in fertility and mortality levels.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Bloom, David E.; Canning, David; Sevilla, Jaypee (2003). The Demographic Dividend: A New Perspective on
the Economic Consequences of Population Change; Korwatanasakul, U., Sirivunnabood, P., and Majoe, A. (2021). Demographic transition and its
impacts on fiscal sustainability in East and Southeast Asia, ADBI Working Papers 1220, Asian Development Bank Institute; UN DESA (2021). Global
population growth and sustainable development; UN DESA (2023). Leaving No One Behind In An Ageing World. World Social Report 2023.
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Changes in the dependency ratio—a demographic indi-
catorreflecting the ratio of care dependants (children and
older people) relative to the working-age population (15
to 64 years)—serve as a critical metric of population
ageing. The old-age dependency ratio, which measures
the number of older persons relative to the working-age
population, has steadily increased since 1950. By 2050,
Eastern Asia is projected to have the highest old-age
dependency ratio in the Asia-Pacific region, with 54 older
persons for every 100 people of working age.”

Two primary factors drive population ageing: declining
fertility rates and increasing life expectancy.” Over the
past seven decades, fertility rates in the region have
dropped significantly, with the sharpest decline observed
in Eastern Asia, where fertility fell from 5.5 children per
woman in 1950 to one child per woman in 2023." While
the pace of this shift varies among countries, the transition
to below-replacement fertility (2.1 children per woman)
has become a defining characteristic across the Asia-Pacific
region. By 2023, 22 out of the 47 countries with available
datareportedtotalfertility rates below replacement level.”

Advancements in healthcare access, improved nutrition,
and better living standards have markedly contributed to
increased life expectancy throughout the region.® In1950,
life expectancy at birth was 43 years in Eastern Asia,
Oceania, and South-Eastern Asia, while it was 40 years in
Southern Asia. By 2023, this figure had risen to 79 years
in Eastern Asia, 68 years in Oceania, and 72 years in both
South-Eastern Asia and Southern Asia.

Declining fertility rates combined with increasing life
expectancy present new challenges for gender equality
and women’s economic empowerment. On average,
women have a longer life expectancy than men. In 2023,
women outlived men by six years in Eastern Asia and
South-Eastern Asia, five years in Oceania, and three
years in Southern Asia."® That same year, women already
made up 55 per cent of the older population in the Asia-
Pacific region.”

As populations age, the ratio of retirees to workers will
continue to increase, particularly among women. This
trend indicates a growing demand for care services for
older persons, with a disproportionately higher share of
older women requiring care and support.”” Moreover,
women’s longer life expectancy often results in higher
rates of widowhood, leaving them at greater risk of
poverty, poor health, and social isolation.”'

Population ageing also has specific gendered implications
for economic insecurity and financial hardship. While
women tend to live longer than men, they experience
higher rates ofillness, limited employment opportunities
and reduced access to and control over productive
resources. Gender disparities accumulated throughout
the life cycle drive unequal ageing. Lower lifetime earnings
and limited labour force participation lead to lower
savings and pension accumulation. As a result, women
often enterold age with the cumulative effects of lifelong
gender discrimination.””


https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1274.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1274.html
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/738926/demographic-transition-web-ready.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/738926/demographic-transition-web-ready.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_global_population_growth.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_global_population_growth.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2023/01/2023wsr-fullreport.pdf

Rising costs for healthcare, long-term care, retirement
and other forms of support for older persons, combined
with potential reductions in government revenue due to
fewer taxpayers of working age, could exert considerable
pressure on public finances, social security systems, and
public health infrastructures, often placing women at a
further disadvantage.”*

If left unaddressed, the demographic
transition may undermine gains in
gender equality and exacerbate
poverty among women and girls.

While demographic transition may further intensify
gender disparities, it also presents new opportunities. As
women constitute a large share of paid care workers,
including domestic workers, transforming care systems
is critical not only forensuring the sustainability and inclu-
sivity of ageing societies but alsofor dismantling structural
barriers, such as unpaid care gaps, that lead to gender
segregation in the labour market. Addressing these chal-
lenges and opportunities requires equitable and effective
strategies that leave no one behind.

Transforming care systems has the potential to address
the growing care demands of ageing societies while simul-
taneously unlocking economic opportunities for women
and promoting the economic rights of both current and
future generations. Gender-responsive actions that ensure
quality care services are affordable and accessible for all
are essential for providing equal opportunities for women
intheeconomy.These measureswill be criticalinaddressing
the evolving needs of ageing societies and economies.
They can help alleviate women'’s economic insecurities in
old age and eliminate gender discrimination throughout
their life cycle. Additionally, they contribute to the devel-
opment of more family-friendly economies, where care
responsibilities are shared, and women'’s equal participa-
tionis not hindered by disproportionate unpaid care work.

Objectives, geographical scope and
structure

This briefaims to assist governments, policymakers, multi-
lateral organizations, the private sector and civil society
infostering consensus around a gender-responsive agenda
in response to the demographic transition in the Asia-
Pacific region. Addressing demographic shifts through a
women’s economic empowerment lens requires policies
thatnotonly mitigate the socioeconomic challenges asso-
ciated with ageing populations but also create
opportunities while dismantling the structural barriers

that limit women’s economic participation, which in turn
contributes to more inclusive economies.

By analysing the barriers women and girls face in economic
participation, this policy brief underscores the need for a
comprehensive approach to demographic transition that
addresses intersecting inequalities throughout their life
cycle. Evidence-informed policymaking, actions, agen-
da-setting, and programming that tackle systemic
challenges in women’s economic empowerment within
the context of demographic change have the transforma-
tive potentialto advance progress towards all Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). At the same time, they can
capitalize on opportunities arising from demographic
trendsto create a moreinclusive, equitable and sustainable
future for all.

This brief examines the socioeconomic implications of
population ageing and highlights the necessity of inte-
grating gender mainstreaming into policy responses. A
gender analysis was conducted by reviewing current policy
approaches in four countries—China, Japan, the Republic
of Korea and Thailand—selected due to their distinct yet
comparable experiences with rapid population ageing.

Across the Asia-Pacific region, these four countries are
undergoing significant transformations in their population
structures. Rapid declines in fertility rates and rising life
expectancy have accelerated demographic transitions.
Fertility rates in all four countries have fallen below
replacement levels (Figure 4), driven by industrialization,
increased female labour force participation, and evolving
social norms. At the same time, advancements in health-
care and technology have significantly increased life
expectancy, which rose by at least four years in each of
these countries between 2000 and 2023 (Figure 5). Women,
on average, continue to outlive men, further intensifying
the gendered implications of population ageing.

As aresult of demographictransition, these countries are
contending with growingelderly populations and shrinking
working-age cohorts (Figure 6). Between 1990 and 2024,
the proportion of people aged 65 and older has more than
doubled in all four countries, reaching some of the highest
levels in the Asia-Pacific region. In China, the Republic of
Korea and Thailand, this demographic is projected to
double again by 2050, underscoring the accelerating pace
of population ageing. As of 2024, Japan is classified as a
super-aged society, with 30 per cent of its population aged
65and older—the highest proportionin the region. China,
the Republic of Korea and Thailand, where older persons
make up 15,18, and 15 per cent of their populations, respec-
tively, are classified as aged societies. Meanwhile,



working-age populations are contracting, with projected
declines from 2024 to 2050 of 10 per cent in China, 8 per
cent in Japan, 18 per cent in the Republic of Korea and 11
per cent in Thailand.

These demographic shifts are elevating old-age depen-
dency ratios, particularly for women (Figure 7), and
increasing pressure onthe workforce and social protection
systems. As the population ages, so too does the labour
force (Figure 8). Over the past 30 years, labour force par-
ticipation rates (LFPR) among those aged 55 to 64 have
risen significantly, particularly among women. Between

1990 and 2023, Japan saw a 24-percentage-pointincrease
in LFPR for women in this age group, compared to an
8-percentage-point increase for men. Similarly, in the
Republic of Korea, LFPR for women aged 55 to 64 rose by
13 percentage points, while men in the same age group
saw a 5-percentage-pointincrease. These trends highlight
the growing economic contribution of older women and
underscore the need for policies that support women’s
workforce participation, ensure decent work opportuni-
ties and address caregiving responsibilities.

FIGURE 4.
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Source: UN DESA, Population Division, World Population Prospects 2024.

FIGURE 5.
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FIGURE 6.
Estimated and Projected Population Share, by Age Groups, 19502100 (Percentage)
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FIGURE 7.
Old-Age Dependency Ratio, by Sex, 1950—2100
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FIGURE 8.

Labour Force Participation Rate, by Sex and Age, 1990-2023 (Percentage)
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The economic and social
implications of ageing populations
The demographictransition has significanteconomicand
social implications.”” As populations age, spending
patterns shift. Older consumers typically purchase fewer
durable goods, such as cars and furniture, while increasing
their spending on services, particularly healthcare. Since
services are generally less capital-intensive, overall
economic spending may grow more slowly, reducing
investment and potentially slowing economic growth.>
Atthesametime,in mostsocieties, older persons consume
more than they produce, whereas the working-age popu-
lation typically generates labour income that exceeds
consumption expenditures.”® Consequently, changes in
populationage structures can disruptthe balance between
producers and consumers, leading to substantial economic
and social consequences.”” Households (through inter-
generational support), markets (through savings and
investments) and governments (through healthcare,
pensions, and social protection systems) play crucial roles
in balancing consumption across the life cycle by redis-
tributing resources among different age groups.”®

The changing size and composition of the working-age
population and labour force are critical factors in deter-
mining theimpact of ageing populations on productivity.
As a country undergoes demographic transition, the

proportion of the working-age population firstincreases
andthendeclines, while the share of the older population
rises (Box1). A shrinking working-age populationincreases
the old-age dependency ratio, potentially slowing
economic growth and reducing competitiveness. To
sustain or improve living standards, a society depends on
its working-age population to generate sufficient output
to meet demand while also funding public and private
transfers to children and older persons and saving for
retirement.”? At the same time, population ageing results
in a smaller and older labour force. As the median age of
the labour force increases, average productivity tends to
decline.*® Ultimately, output will decrease if the number of
workersinthe labour force declines without a corresponding
increase in productivity, and per capita output will fall as
the workforce ages and becomes less productive.”'

As economies age, fiscal imbalances may arise due to
declining tax revenues and potential increases in govern-
ment expenditures. A growing ageing population places
pressure on publicfinances through higher costs in health-
care, long-term care and pension schemes. Simultaneously,
a shrinking working-age population and reduced produc-
tivity adversely affect governmenttax revenues, as fewer
workers are available to support an increasing number of
older dependants. Women, both as caregivers and care
recipients, bear a disproportionate share of thisdemand.*?



Population ageing poses a major challenge to the sustain-
ability of social protection and pension systems. Ashrinking
number of labour force entrants, combined with increased
longevity, strains contributory pension systems.** Women
aredisproportionately affected due to lower participation
in the formal economy, the gender pay gap and more
frequent careerinterruptions due to family responsibilities.
These factors collectively reduce their pension contribu-
tions and result in lower earnings-related pensions.**

Navigating demographic shifts:
Policy responses

To mitigate the negative impacts of population ageing
and counter the projected decline in real GDP growth
(Figure 9), China, Japan, the Republic of Korea and
Thailand have started to implement various policy
measures to address the socioeconomic challenges of
demographic shifts. These responses can be grouped
into four key categories:

i. Policy measures aimed at increasing the size of the
workforce;

ii. Policymeasuresaimed atincreasing birth rates directly;

iii. Policy measures aimed at enhancing family-friendly
workplaces; and

iv. Policymeasuresaddressinglong-term care and ageing
populations.

FIGURE 9.
Real GDP Growth, 2000-2029 (Annual Percentage
Change)
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(i) Increasing the size of the workforce

To counteract the economic consequences of a declining
working-age population, countries are gradually increasing
retirement ages to enhance the financial sustainability of
pension systems and encourage greater labour force
participation among older persons.*®

In 2024, China approved a plan to incrementally raise the
standard pensionable age, beginning in 2025. The reform
alsointroducestheoption of deferred retirement, providing
flexibility for older workers.*® Similarly, Thailand plans to
raise the retirement age to 65 for both the private and
government sectors, reflecting advancements in health
and medical technology that have contributed to longer
life expectancy.®’

InJapan, the Law Concerning Stabilization of Employment
of Older Persons, originally enacted in 1971, has undergone
several revisions. The 1986 amendment set a mandatory
retirement age of 60, while the 2004 revision required
employersto retain workers until age 65. The most recent
amendment, in 2020, mandates that both public and
private sector employers make efforts to ensure employ-
ment until age 70. Employers can meet this requirement
through various measures, including:

a. Raising the retirement age to 70;

b. Abolishing mandatory retirement ages;

c. Implementing re-employment and service extension
systemsto secure continuous employment until age 70;

d. Establishing outsourcing contracts until age 70; or

e. Engaging employees in nonprofit and volunteer asso-
ciations or social contribution projects, either within
the company or through third-party initiatives.*®

Among all OECD countries, the Republic of Korea faces
thelargest projected decline inits working-age population
between 2020 and 2060, posing challenges to the labour
market, economic growth and pension system sustain-
ability. To address these issues, the National Pension
Scheme has been gradually increasing the retirement age
by one year every five years since 2013. This plan is set to
raise the retirementage fromthe current 62 to 65 by 2033,
mitigating the impacts of an ageing population and
ensuring long-term pension system sustainability.**

Several countries in the region are also implementing
measures to enhance the financial security of older indi-
viduals by introducing policies that complement existing
pension systems and promote financial independence in
later years. In 2022, China launched a third-pillar private
pension programme to supplement the country’s social
insurance and mandatory individual account systems.



This initiative encourages voluntary retirement savings
by allowing individuals covered by the social insurance
system to contribute up to 12,000 yuan (CNY) (approxi-
mately US$1,680) annually into tax-advantaged personal
pension accounts. Withdrawals may be made as a lump
sumorin monthlyinstalments upon reachingthe pension-
able age or in cases of disability or emigration.*®

In2023, Thailand introduced a poverty-targeting mechanism
for its old-age allowance programme. Previously available
to all citizens aged 60 or older who were not receiving a
public-sector pension, the benefit now targets individuals
with household incomes below a predetermined threshold.
However,the income test does notapplytothose whowere
already receiving the allowance before the reform.*

Several countries in the Asia-Pacific region have expanded
pension coverage tovulnerable groups of workers, including
part-time and self-employed individuals, non-citizen
workers, and those engaged in new forms of employment.
In 2024, under the Employees’ Health Insurance System
and Employees’ Pension Insurance System, Japan imple-
mented a reform to extend pension and health insurance
coverage to certain part-time workers. Employers are now
required to enroll part-time employees working at least
20 hours per week and earning at least 88,000 Japanese
yen (JPY) (@approximately US$610) per month. This reform
broadens coverage requirements to employers with more
than soemployees, thereby improving financial protection
for a larger group of workers.*”

Additionally, several countries are working to ensure that
older individuals have access to services and technologies
that promote their health and well-being, enabling them
to remain active and engaged in society. The Republic of
Korea has established an Age-Friendly Industry Support
Centretosupportresearch and developmentin age-friendly
technologies and provide consultations on diversification
and quality enhancements for age-friendly products. The
Centre also ranks and classifies outstanding products and
provides financial assistance to businesses developing prod-
ucts designed for older individuals. Additionally, it offers
digitalliteracy classes facilitated by the metropolitan govern-
ment to help older persons engage with technology.”*

(ii) Increasing birth rates

Although research shows that reversing long-term fertility
decline (and ultimately population decline) would require
unprecedented and unrealistic increases in fertility
sustained over decades, countries have recently intro-
duced pronatalist measures in response to rapidly
declining fertility rates.””
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Chinahas progressively relaxed its one-child policy, culmi-
nating in the adoption of the three-child policy in 2021to
raise fertility levels and maintain population growth with
a more balanced age structure. In the same year, the
amended Population and Family Planning Law was passed
to support couples in having more children.*> According
to the National Bureau of Statistics’ national population
sample survey, the total number of births in Chinain 2024
reached 9.54 million, an increase of 520,000 compared to
2023. This marks the first rise since 2017, primarily driven
by accumulated childbearing intentions in recent years,
the gradual implementation of childbearing support poli-
cies across various regions and cultural preferences for
births in the Year of the Dragon.”®

In alignment with the Measures to Reverse the Declining
Fertility Rate, the Republic of Korea announced a series
of housing support measures on 19 June 2024. These
measures aim to provide greater assistance to newlywed
households, families with recent childbirths and those
with multiple children. The measures include relaxed
public housing requirements, the removal of income
criteria for newborn loans and expanded tax credits for
families with children.”’

Thailand’s 2024 5x5 Let’s Turn the Tide policy addresses
demographicshifts throughfive pillars. Key initiatives focus
on strengthening family support and educational institu-
tions, prioritizing comprehensive healthcare for mothers
and children, expanding accessible early childhood centres
near communities, promoting life and vocational skills
development and leveraging technology for advanced
learning environments (Pillar 2 on children and youth).

The 2024 National Agenda for Fertility Promotion with
High-Quality Care for Human Capital Development aims
to achieve a fertility rate of 1.5 live births per woman by
2042 by fostering an enabling environment through
measures such as extending maternity and paternity
leave and providing childcare subsidies. It also seeks to
shift social norms regarding gender roles and offer high-
quality care, including infertility treatment, child growth
and development support and counselling for unin-
tended pregnancies.®

(iii) Enhancing family-friendly economies

Countriesarealsoindirectly addressing low fertility through
family-friendly policies that support parents in balancing
work and family life.”” Japan has expanded childcare facil-
ities to address long waiting lists and the “one-year-old
barrier,” successfully reducing the number of children on
waiting lists to fewer than 3,000 in urban areas. In 2023,



the Children and Family Agency was established to
centralize childcare and family policies, encompassing early
childhood education and care services as well as measures
to combatdeclining fertility rates, child abuse, child poverty
and maternal and child healthcare.

Key initiatives include expanded childcare leave benefits,
child allowances and free university education for families
with three or more children. For example, parents who
both take at least 14 days of childcare leave receive an
additional 13 per cent in benefit payments for up to 28
days. The child allowance for a third child and beyond has
beenincreasedto $200 per month, the household income
limit has been removed, and children up to 18 years old
are now eligible to receive this allowance. Furthermore,
in 2024, the Basic Policy on Gender Equality and
Empowerment of Women was introduced to promote
work-life balance and support workers in managing long-
term care responsibilities forolderorill relatives. The policy
includes measures toencourage flexible working arrange-
ments, improve transparency on male childcare leave
uptake, and provide subsidies to smalland medium enter-
prises (SMEs) that support employees on childcare or
caregiver leave. Additionally, it advocates for creating work
environments that accommodate individual needs, such
as reducing long working hours and offering optional
four-day workweeks.©

In China, policy measures include incentives such as tax
reductions, childcare subsidies, and expanded maternity
and paternity leave options. The government is also
investing in childcare infrastructure and exploring ways

to enhance support for families with multiple children.
As part of these efforts, 23 provinces are piloting mater-
nity subsidies for families with two or more children.”’
In October 2024, the State Council released “Several
MeasurestoAcceleratethe Improvement ofthe Childbirth
Support Policy System and Promote the Establishment
of a Childbirth-Friendly Society.” Among these 13
measures, the emphasis on strengthening employee
rights and fostering a family-friendly working environ-
ment explicitly calls forimproving policies that promote
women'’s employment.

The Republic of Korea is implementing family-friendly
policies that emphasize work-family balance and accessible
childcare. Initiatives include increasing parental leave pay
caps, providing flexible leave options and expanding
funding for temporary replacements in SMEs (Box2). To
improve access to childcare, the government seeks to
ensure high-quality care for all children aged o—11 by intro-
ducing free early childhood education, improving
teacher-to-child ratios and expanding after-school
programmes to assist working parents. Under the 4th
Basic Planfor Low Fertility and Ageing Society (2021—2025),
plans are also in place to diversify childcare options by
expanding time-based and home-based childcare during
non-standard hours and vacations as well as increasing
the availability of employer-supported childcare services
in workplaces. >

Overall, these policies may help individuals achieve their
desired family size while also contributing to financial
independence in later years, particularly for women.**

BOX 2.

~

participating SMEs based on three main criteria:

additional employees during such leaves; and

other life events.

and manufacturing, have joined the programme.**

Case Study: Seoul City’s Small and Medium Enterprises Work-Life Balance Point System

In 2024, the Seoul Metropolitan Government (SMG) launched the SME Work-Life Balance Point System to address the Republic
of Korea’s low fertility rate, with Seoul’s birth rate reaching a record low of 0.55 in 2023. The initiative aims to improve work-
life balance support in SMEs and encourage the use of existing work-life balance policies. The System awards points to

i. Policies fostering an enabling environment for work-life balance;

ii. Use of existing parental, maternal and family care leave policies or the employment of temporary replacements or
ii. Other policies, including flexible working hours, support for employees getting married, taking medical leave or engaging in

Based on accumulated points, SMEs are eligible for a range of incentives, including subsidies for temporary replacements,
salary subsidies for paid maternal leave, additional points in SMG provincial project biddings, and deferred tax audits by
the SMG. As of the latest application phase, 289 SMEs across sectors, such as information technology, professional services
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(iv) Addressing long-term care and ageing
As populations age and the demand for care increases,
long-term care is becoming a key policy priority, particu-
larly as the need for professional care services rises
alongside shortages of care workers in many countries.

Japan and the Republic of Korea have established formal,
compulsory long-term care insurance schemes funded
through a combination of contributions and state subsi-
dies.”® In Japan, the Long-Term Care Insurance (LTCI)
system, introduced in 2000, was designed to address the
needs of an ageing society. The LTCI covers home-based,
community-based and institutional care, with home-
based care being the most utilized option, a trend that
has continued to rise since the system’s inception. The
private sector provides more than half of home-based
and community-based care and over 60 per cent of insti-
tutional care.In response to increasing care demands and
workforce shortages,Japan has expanded the recruitment
of migrant care workers through various labour migration
schemes, starting in 2017.

This initiative has significantly increased the number of
migrant care workers under the Technical Intern Training
and Specified Skilled Worker statuses. According to the
oth Nursing Care Insurance Business Plan, prefectures
estimate thatapproximately 2.4 million nursing care staff
will be required by 2026, an increase of 250,000 (63,000
per year), and approximately 2.72 million by 2040, an
increase of 570,000 (32,000 per year).

To meet this target, the government is implementing
comprehensive measures to secure nursing care personnel,
including:

1. Improvingthe working conditions of nursing care staff;

2. Securing and developing diverse human resources;
Minimizing staff turnover;

3. Promoting staff retention
productivity;

4. Making nursing care work more attractive; and

5. Creating an environment conducive to accepting
foreign personnel.”®

and enhancing

In 2008, the Republic of Korea launched its LTCI scheme
to address the challenges of a rapidly ageing population,
creating a new framework for the provision and utilization
of medical and social care for older persons.®” Despite
implementing the LTCl and introducing the Basic Pension
in 2014, the Republic of Korea continues to grapple with
fragmented care systems and limited economic engage-
ment opportunities for older adults.
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Inresponse, the government has introduced the 4th Basic
Plan for Low Fertility and Ageing Society (2021—2025),
outlining strategies for building a healthy and active
ageing society. The plan focuses on income and employ-
ment, care, housing and ensuring dignified end-of-life
care. Regarding income and employment, the plan seeks
to enhance the state’s role in alleviating poverty among
olderindividuals,improve the security of publicand private
pensions and create a more accessible financial environ-
ment for older persons.

Inthe area of care, the plan emphasizes preventive health-
care, the promotion of home-based care, comprehensive
support for older individuals with dementia, the estab-
lishment of community-based care systems and improved
coordination between intensive medical treatments and
long-term care. For housing, the plan aims to expand
age-friendly housing and transportation systems as well
as supportive communities. To ensure a dignified end of
life, the plan focuses on providing high-quality hospice
and palliative care and establishing a support system to
enhance self-determination at the end of life.”®

In China, the Law onthe Protection of Rights and Interests
of Older People establishes home-based care as the foun-
dation ofelder care. The country employs the “9go73 Model,”
which aims for 9o per cent of older individuals to reside
at home, 7 per cent in community care and 3 per cent in
institutional settings.””

China has launched a pilot LTCI programme covering 49
cities and reaching 180 million people. ©©

To address the increasing care needs of its population,
Thailand has implemented policies focused on communi-
ty-driven care models while aiming to professionalize the
caregiving workforce. To address the challenges posed by
an ageing population, the Ministry of Social Development
and Human Security is promoting family care, improving
housing, strengthening community-based support and
expanding economic opportunities. Key initiatives include
the development of welfare systems, the provision of 240
hours of training for caregivers and rights protection
personnel and encouragement of private-sector involve-
mentthrough funding forentrepreneurship loans forolder
individuals. The newly introduced 2024 5x5 Let’s Turn the
Tide policy comprises several pillars aimed at addressing
the needs of older people and promoting family security.

Pillarthree, which focuses on older individuals, emphasizes
preventive healthcare, flexible retirement age policies and
the development of a robust care infrastructure.



It advocates for the creation of environments that foster
social interaction and independent living, supported by
integrated data systems for ageing-related issues. Pillar
four, dedicated to persons with disabilities, highlights the
importance of creating accessible environments and
universal design principles to supportindependent living.
It calls for the development of comprehensive health and
rehabilitation services and the creation of tools, such as
databases, to enhance employment opportunities while
fostering an inclusive society.

Pillar five, which addresses family security and stability,
aimstoreduce inequality,enhance crisis resilience through
an inclusive welfare system and stimulate economic
growth atthe household level. It alsoincludes assurances
of safe and accessible housing for all while emphasizing
environmental restoration through a green economy.®’
This aligns with the ASEAN Comprehensive Framework
on Care Economy (2022), which establishes strategic prior-
ities to create a resilient care economy, including the
promotion of healthy ageing and the leveraging of oppor-
tunities in ageing societies.®

While these policy responses signal an intent to boost
female labour force participation, a gender-responsive
approach to ageing societies and economies remains
essential. Measures such as raising retirement ages and
increasing migrant inflows in the care economy, particu-
larly for skilled care workers, areimportant steps. However,
these policies alone are insufficient. The gendered dimen-
sions of ageing demand deeper structural changes.

To effectively address the challenges and harness the
opportunities presented by demographic shifts, itis crucial
to dismantle structural barriers to women'’s economic
empowermentthrough alife cycle approach. Thisincludes
promoting decent care work and establishing compre-
hensive care systems that recognize and support both
paid and unpaid care roles. Gender-responsive policies
can help reframe demographictransitions as opportunities
for inclusive and sustainable development rather than
challenges to be managed.

Gender considerations in
responding to the demographic
transition

Afundamental shiftin how economiesand societies respond
to ageing is essential. Advancing gender equality, empow-
ering women and girls, and building a more inclusive future
require recognizing the wide-ranging and intersecting risks,
vulnerabilities, and barriers that women and girls face
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throughout their lives. These include limited power, agency
and autonomy in decision-making, reduced access to and
control over resources, and gender-blind systems that
constrain women’s economic empowerment.

Discriminatory social norms furtherentrench gender dispar-
ities by assigning reproductive and domestic responsibilities
primarily to women. Across the Asia-Pacific region, women
and girls shoulder a disproportionate share of unpaid care
and domesticwork. Time-use data consistently show signif-
icantgender gaps, withwomen inallfour surveyed countries
spending considerably more time on unpaid domestic and
care work than men, regardless of age group (Figure 10).

While the demographictransition risks increasing the time
women spend providing unpaid care for older adults,
raising the retirement age also raises the question of who
will provide unpaid childcare—a role often performed by
older women within households (Infographic 1).

As populations age, the household sector alone cannot meet
the increasing demand for care services without negatively
affectingwomen’s participation in the labour market. Over-
reliance on labour-intensive unpaid care work would further
exacerbate time poverty among women and girls, further
limiting their workforce participation. This, in turn, would
reduce the overall size of the employed population, constrain
economic growth and deepen gender inequalities.

FIGURE 10.
Proportion of Time Spent on Unpaid Domestic and Care
Work, by Sex and Type, Latest Year (Percentage)
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W Care work M Domestic chores Domestic chores
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Note: Data refer to people aged 15 and older for China, Japan, and the Republic
of Korea. Data for Thailand refer to people aged 6 and older. Data refer to 2018
for China, 2021 for Japan, 2019 for the Republic of Korea, and 2015 for Thailand.

Source: SDG Global Database.



BOX 3.

What is care?

Care encompasses a broad spectrum of activities vital for societal well-being, including direct care, which involves meeting the
physical, emotional, psychological and developmental needs of care dependants, as well as indirect care, such as cooking and
cleaning. These activities take place both within and outside the home. Everyone needs care and support at some stage in life,
making comprehensive care systems fundamental for all individuals to participate equally in society, live with dignity and enjoy
their rights.®* Both paid and unpaid care work require skills and are disproportionately performed by women. Yet, they remain
undervalued due to systemic inequalities related to gender, income, age, race, migratory status and other factors. While paid and
unpaid care share similarities, they must function complementarily to improve care quality and enhance societal well-being.®*

-

INFOGRAPHIC 1.

Women in old-age groups are key providers of unpaid care services.

AVERAGE HOURS PER DAY SPENT ON UNPAID CARE

China
Aged 15-24 ‘ ‘
Older age
groups

Japan

3.8
women

Republic of Korea

0.8
women

(=)
OB ©:

Note: Data refer to 2018 for China, 2021 forJapan, and 2019 for the Republic of Korea. Data for older age groups refer to people aged 65 and above for Japan and the Republic

of Korea and to people aged 65 to 74 years for China.
Source: SDG Global Database.

Addressing the root causes of
gender-based disadvantages among
older persons starts at birth.

Gender gaps in unpaid care work
impact women’s ability to access,
retain and advance in employment.

Incentivizing female labour force participation through
tailored programmes and reforms is critical to ensuring
thatthe demographictransition does not further exclude
women from the economy or reinforce their disadvan-
tagedpositioninlabourmarkets.Women’sdisproportionate
share of unpaid care and domestic work already limits
theiraccess toincome-generating opportunities, perpet-
uating risks of poverty and economic insecurity in later
life. Likely due to unpaid care responsibilities, young
women aged 15—24in China, Japan, the Republic of Korea,
and Thailand are more likely than their male counterparts
to be outside education, employment or training (Figure
11). Care responsibilities further constrain women’s access
to the labour force, with gender gaps in labour force
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participation ranging from 17 percentage points in Japan
to 11 percentage points in China (Figure 12).

Among those not in the labour force, more women than
men across all age groups cite care responsibilities as the
main reason for their absence (Figure 13). For instance, 75
per cent of women aged 25-54 in the Republic of Korea
and 88 per cent in Thailand are outside the labour force
due to care responsibilities, compared to 4 per cent and
21 per cent of men, respectively. In Thailand, the share of
older people indicating care responsibilities tends to
increase, with significant gender gaps.

Even when women enterthe workforce, structural barriers
hinder their career advancement, leading to their under-
representation in managerial positions (Figure 14), business
ownership, and sole proprietorship (Figure 15). Unequal
distribution of care responsibilities, career disruptions due
to motherhood, unfair pay practices and occupational
gender segregation continue to drive gender wage gaps.
Women continue to earn less than men.*® According to
the latest available data for OECD countries, the Republic




of Korea is one of the countries with the largest gender
wage gap. Women in the Republic of Korea earn, on
average, 29 per cent less than their male counterparts.
Significant pay gaps exist across occupations and are
particularly pronounced among professionals. Women
professionals earn an average of $24 purchasing power
parity (PPP) per hour in the Republic of Korea and $16 PPP
per hourin Thailand, compared to $37 PPP and $18 PPP per
hour for men, respectively. Similarly, among service and
sales workers, women earn $9 PPP less than men in the
Republic of Korea, and $1 PPP less in Thailand.®®

FIGURE 11.
Proportion of Youth Not in Employment, Education or
Training, by Sex, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Note: Data referto 2000 for China, 2019 forJapan, 2022 for the Republic of Korea,
and 2022 for Thailand.

Source: SDG Global Database.

FIGURE 12.

Labour Force Participation Rate, by Sex, Latest Year
(Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2023.
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal.
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FIGURE 13.
Share of Persons Outside the Labour Force Due to Care
Responsibilities, by Sex, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2023 for the Republic of Korea and 2019 for Thailand.
Source: ILOSTAT.

FIGURE 14.
Proportion of Women in Managerial Positions, Latest
Year (Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2005 for China, 2023 for Japan and the Republic of Korea, and
2022 for Thailand.

Source: SDG Global Database.

FIGURE 15.
Share of Business Owners and Sole Proprietors, by Sex,
Latest Year (Percentage)
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Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal.



Changes in population structures aredrivinganincreased
demand for care services within the economy. As the
overall dependency ratio rises—primarily due to the
growing old-age dependency ratio—the need for care
jobs is also expected to increase.

Women represent a disproportionate share of those
requiring long-term care and make up the majority of
those providing it, both as unpaid caregivers and paid care
workers. In 2021 in Japan, 33 per cent of women workers
were employed in care occupations, compared to 12 per
cent of men. In 2023 in Thailand, 9 per cent of women
workers were in care employment, while only 3 per cent
of men were (Figure 16).

The lack of accessible and equitable long-term care
services significantly affects older individuals, families
and society as a whole, with women particularly impacted
duetotheirroles as both the majority of care recipients—
largely attributed to their longer life expectancy—and
the primary providers of both paid and unpaid care. The
care economy, which is predominantly composed of
women and often undercompensated, holds significant
potential for job creation. Expanding care services and
prioritizing decent work in this sector would not only
benefit older individuals and their caregivers but also
contribute to inclusive economic growth. ©’

Despite the rising demand for care services, deficiencies
indecent work—such as low wages and informal employ-
ment—persist, exacerbating gender gaps in pay and
pensions later in life.°® In the Asia-Pacific region, 63 per
cent of women care workers are ininformal employment,
compared to 52 per cent of men,°” in the sector. Where
data is available, occupational segregation is clear, with
more women than men working as nurses (Figure 17).
Despite the growing need for care services, significant
shortcomings in decent work conditions remain within
this highly feminized care economy.

Addressing gender discrimination in the economy
requires multifaceted interventionsthatadoptacompre-
hensivelifecycleapproachindesigningandimplementing
care policies. Rebalancing the disproportionate share of
unpaid care and domestic work is essential to enhancing
women’s agency, increasing their participation in the
labour market and expanding their economicand entre-
preneurial opportunities.

FIGURE 16.

Proportion of Care Workers, by Sex, Latest Year
(Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2021 for Japan and 2023 for Thailand.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on ILOSTAT data.

FIGURE 17.

Proportion of Health Workers, by Sex and Type of
Occupation, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2017 for China, 2020 for Japan, 2021 for the Republic of Korea,
and 2019 for Thailand.

Source: SDG Global Database.



This requires comprehensive care system interventions.
Disparities in paid maternity and paternity leave reflect
and reinforce discriminatory norms that assign primary
child-rearing responsibilities to mothers, limiting oppor-
tunities for both parents to foster strong bonds with their
children. The significant gender gaps in paid parental leave
highlight the need for policies that promote a more equi-
tabledistribution of caregiving responsibilities and support
the sustained participation of women in the workforce
(Figure 18).

Inadequate maternity leave compensation in Thailand
(Figure19) lowers workforce retention rates among women
after childbirth, further hindering gender equality in the
workplace. Expanding social protection benefits toinclude
primary unpaid caregivers is also critical for harnessing
the potential of gender-responsive economies. However,
the share of mothers of newborns covered by social protec-
tion schemes does not exceed 46 per cent across the four
selected countries (Figure 20).

Furthermore, policies that incorporate childcare periods
into pension benefits can significantly enhance long-term
financial security, ensuring that time taken off for family
obligations does not result in future disadvantages.
Nonetheless, gaps persist in China and Thailand, with
particularly significant implications for women who are
more likely to take time off for childcare (Figure 21).

Reducing care dependency in later life
requires a life cycle, intersectional and
gender-responsive approach to
promoting healthy ageing and
preventing poverty.

FIGURE 18.
Length of Paid Paternal Leave, by Sex, Latest Year
(Calendar Days)
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Note: Data refer to 2023.
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal.

FIGURE 19.
Percentage of Wages Paid During Maternity Leave,
Latest Year
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Note: Data refer to 2021.
Source: UN DESA Gender Data Hub.

FIGURE 20.
Proportion of Mothers with Newborns Receiving
Maternity Cash Benefit (Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2019 for China, 2020 for Japan and Thailand, and 2021 for the
Republic of Korea.

Source: SDG Global Database.

FIGURE 21.
There Are Periods of Absence Due to Childcare
Accounted for in Pension Benefits, Latest Year

No periods of absence
@ Periods of absence

Republic
of Korea

Note: Data refer to 2023.
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal.



Gender-responsive care policies are essential for fostering
sustainable and inclusive economic growth while
enhancing overall well-being. Addressing deficiencies in
care policies necessitates ambitious investments in care
systems. Through cross-sectoral collaboration, sustain-
able resource allocation and long-term commitments,
care systems can serve as the cornerstone of inclusive
and resilient societies, improving outcomes for all while
ensuring dignity and equity for both caregivers and care
recipients.

The ILO Care Policy Investment Simulator demonstrates
thatinvestingin care leave, childcare, and long-term care
services can stimulate job growth, increase GDP, and
contribute to a more gender-equal world. According to
the simulator, meeting labour standards in four key
areas—childcare-related paid leave (maternity, paternity,
and parental leave), breastfeeding breaks, early childhood
care and education (ECCE), and long-term care (LTC)—
delivers long-term and broad benefits beyond direct users
of care services. These include job creation, reductions
in gender employment and wage gaps and substantial
returns on investment.

Table1presentsthe required investmentand its projected
outcomes for the four analysed countries up to 2035. For
example, China would need to allocate 5.57 per cent of its
GDP annually to implement comprehensive care policies,
while Japan’s required investment is comparatively lower
at2.20 percent. These investments could generate millions

TABLE 1.

of jobs, with over 61 million potential jobs created in China
alone. They could also narrow gender gaps in employment
and wages. For example, Thailand could see a 9.72
percentage point reduction in the gender employment
gap,improving opportunities forwomen in the workforce.
Japan could achieve the largest reduction in the gender
wage gap—7.22 percentage points—marking a significant
step towards pay equality.

In all four countries, every dollar spent on care policies
could yield significant economic returns. For example, in
the Republicof Korea, every dollarinvested in care policies
could generate $14.64 in GDP, underscoring the high
economic benefits of investing in care systems. These
findings highlight that care investments are notonly crit-
ical for gender equality but also essential for broader
economic growth and resilience.

Respondingtothe demographictransition requires both
care-enabling policies and gender-equalizing measures.
Women'’s longer life expectancy, coupled with greater
morbidity, lower lifetime earnings and reduced access
to resources, often leaves them entering old age with
fewer savings and lower pension accumulation. The
number of working-age individuals actively contributing
to pension schemes serves as a critical indicator of antic-
ipated future financial security. However, in the
Asia-Pacific region, only 37 per cent of the working-age
population contributes to a pension scheme, raising
concerns about future coverage.”®

ILO Care Policy Investment Simulator for China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Thailand Projecting to 2035

REPUBLIC
CHINA JAPAN OF KOREA THAILAND
Required gross additional annual
. . 5.57% 2.20% 3.86% 2.96%
investment - All care policies (% GDP)
Net total employment generated - ECCE 61762 170 1 01 1965 1 0c 176
and LTC (without induced effects) 70317 3313:25 905193 340517
Percentage point change in gender employment
-9.88 -7.02 -6.96 -9.72
gap (without induced effects) ° ! 3 97
Percentage point ch i d i
ge poin c‘ ange‘m gender gap in 85 22 PR 508
monthly wages (without induced effects)
Return On Investment (ECCE and Leave):
4.01 5.48 14.64 1.79

US$ GDP increase per USS spent

Note: Induced effects refer to the economic ripple effects generated by increased spending and income from the initial investment, specifically the heightened spending

power of newly employed workers.

Source: Authors’ elaboration using the ILO Care Policy Investment Simulator.
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https://webapps.ilo.org/globalcare/?language=en#simulator

This gap is particularly pronounced among women, who
areless likely than men to contribute due to lower employ-
ment rates and higher engagement in informal work. In
China, Japan, and the Republic of Korea, only 57, 54, and
44 percentof working-age women contribute toa pension
scheme, comparedto 67,71,and 60 percentof men, respec-
tively (Figure 22).

Lower pension coverage among women exacerbates their
financial insecurity in old age. Women are more likely than
mentoreportconcernsabouttheirfinancial preparedness
for later life (Figure 24), reflecting the cumulative impact
of systemic inequalities over their lifetimes. These

FIGURE 22.

challenges further highlight critical gaps in social protec-
tion systems. Government spending on essential services,
including health, education and social protection, plays a
pivotal rolein addressing these gaps. Increased investment
inthese areas can improve women'’s access to healthcare
and social safety nets, particularly in ageing societies
where the need for robust social systems continues to
grow (Figure 23).

Women'’s lower pension coverage and
financial insecurity in old age are direct
consequences of systemic inequalities
accumulated over their life cycles.

FIGURE 23.

Proportion of Active Contributors to a Pension Scheme
as a Percentage of the Working-Age Population (15 and
Older), by Sex, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Note: Data refer to 2021 for China, 2020 for Japan, and 2022 for the Republic of
Korea.

Source: ILO Social Protection Platform.

FIGURE 24.

Proportion of Total Government Spending on Essential
Services, by Category, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Note: Datareferto2022forChina,Japanand Thailand,andto 2010 forthe Republic
of Korea.

Source: SDG Global Database.

Proportion of People Worried About Not Having Enough Money for Old Age, by Sex, Latest Year (Percentage)
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Equal access to and control over productive resources—
such as land, housing, financial assets, and other forms
of wealth—enhances women’s bargaining power both
within the household and in society atlarge. Asset owner-
ship not only improves women’s immediate economic
security but also creates long-term, intergenerational
impacts. Strengthening women’s access to productive
resources, including financial assets, is crucial foradvancing
economicsecurity and ensuring financial resilience, partic-
ularly in old age. Furthermore, women who own assets
can pass them on to their children, breaking cycles of
poverty and fostering economic stability across
generations.

Assetownership also plays a key role in unlocking women’s
entrepreneurial potential. Women’s limited access toand
control over productive assets reduces their ability to
secureloansandotherformsofcredit, ultimately restricting
their capacity to start businesses or invest in economic
activities. These disparities are evident in the analysed
countries, where significant gender gaps exist in saving
and borrowing for entrepreneurial endeavours. The largest
gender gaps in saving to start, operate or expand a busi-
ness are found in Japan and Thailand, where only 10 per
cent and 23 per cent of women saved for entrepreneurial
purposes,comparedto 25 per centand 33 per centof men,
respectively (Figure 25).

FIGURE 25.

Proportion of People (Aged 15 and Older) Who Saved
and Borrowed to Start, Operate, or Expand a Farm or
Business, by Sex, Latest Year (Percentage)

Women M Saved [ Borrowed
Men M Saved Borrowed
China
Japan

Republic of Korea

Thailand

Note: Data refer to 2017.
Source: World Bank Gender Data Portal.
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For women, asset ownership has
transformative potential. It helps them
to overcome barriers, advocate for their
rights, access finance and participate
more extensively in decision-making
processes.

Enhancingwomen’s employment opportunities, working
conditions, and compensation through gender-responsive
legal frameworks is essential for addressing economic
inequalities,empoweringwomenand promotingeconomic
rights for all. This is critical not only for closing gender
gaps, supporting women'’s participation in the labour
market and enhancing their income security but also for
improving labour market outcomes and strengthening
human capital, particularly inthe context of demographic
shifts. However, none of the four countries analysed have
established optimal legal frameworks that promote,
enforce or monitor gender equality in employment, with
China and Thailand remaining significantly distant from
achieving these objectives (Figure 26).

Ratifying key ILO conventions is an essential first step
towards enacting gender-responsive policy actions.
However, China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Thailand
haveyet toratify the Home Work Convention (1996, C177),
the Maternity Protection Convention (2000, C183), the
Domestic Workers Convention (2011, (189), or the Violence
and Harassment Convention (2019, C190).

The absence of these commitments weakens national
labour frameworks and limits governments’ ability to
provide comprehensive protections forvulnerable workers,
particularly women and migrants. While all four countries
have ratified the Equal Remuneration Convention (1951,
C100) and the Employment Policy Convention (1964, C122),
Japan has not ratified the Discrimination (Employment
and Occupation) Convention (1958, C111). China and Thailand
have yettoratify the Workers with Family Responsibilities
Convention (1981, Ci56).

Adopting these ILO conventions would not only establish
legal obligations but also signal national alignment with
internationally recognized labour standards. This commit-
ment is a critical foundation for driving transformative
action, fostering accountability and ensuring the devel-
opment of policies that address gender inequalities,
strengthen protections for vulnerable workers and
promote inclusive and equitable labour markets.



FIGURE 26.

Legal Frameworks That Promote, Enforce, and Monitor
Gender Equality in Employment, Latest Year
(Percentage)
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Source: SDG Global Database.

Empowering Women, Transforming
Ageing: A Blueprint for Caring
Societies and Inclusive Economies
Demographicshifts necessitate acomprehensive strategy
to build caring societies and inclusive economies. This
strategy must address structural barriers that women
face throughout their lives and prioritize equitable care
systems. A key component is ensuring that investments
are directed towards transforming care systems while
simultaneously creating economic opportunities for
women. These opportunities may include skilling,
upskilling, and reskilling, expanding financial access for
entrepreneurship, and introducing family-friendly work-
place policies. Addressing gender biases in the world of
work also requires dismantling social norms that reinforce
gendered patterns in the provision of care. In the Asia-
Pacific region, the TransformCare Investment Initiative
aimstoshift gendered economicand social normsto create
anenablingenvironmentwhere women have the freedom
and opportunity to join, remain and lead in the world of
work, seize new economicopportunities and secure digni-
fiedemployment withinthe care sector, as well asin other
future-oriented economies such as the green and digital
economy.

The extent to which policies and
programmes are gender-responsive
depends on their capacity to
simultaneously address critical
elements of economic empowerment.
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Transform Care Systems

As highlighted in the 2024 United Nations Policy Paper
on Transforming Care System, a comprehensive approach
must encompass legal frameworks, services, financing,
infrastructure, training, governance and social norms to
support a new social organization of care. Recognizing,
reducing, redistributing, rewarding and representing care
workfroma genderand humanrights perspective is para-
mount. Care systems must be robust, gender-responsive,
disability-inclusive and age-sensitive, ensuring thathuman
rights arefully upheld. The development of these systems
is fundamental to promoting equality and dignity, with
particular attentionto marginalized groups to ensure that
no one is left behind.

Transforming care systems requires a fundamental shift
inhow informal and unpaid care work is valued in economic
models and how care systems uphold the human rights
of both caregivers and care recipients, aligning with the
priorities outlined in Our Common Agenda.

Grounded in international human rights law—including
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women, and the Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities—this transformation must respect,
protect and fulfil the human rights of caregivers and care
recipients. With cross-sectoral collaboration, sustainable
resources, and long-term investments, care systems can
become the backbone of inclusive and resilient societies,
improving outcomes for all while ensuring dignity and
equity for caregivers and care recipients alike.

Adopting a Women’s Economic
Empowerment Lens

A women'’s economic empowerment lens is essential to
addressing gender-based disadvantages and leveraging
demographic transitions for societal benefits. Gender-
responsive actions must mitigate disadvantages that
accumulate across a woman’s lifetime, ensuring that
economicsystems are rights-based, inclusive and sustain-
able.”'Empowering women and girls with decision-making
authority, including over their reproductive rights, is critical
tofosteringan enabling environment where they can fully
participate in the economy and society. '

Agender-responsive approach is crucial for fostering equi-
table intergenerational progress in ageing societies. This
holistic, rights-based approach addresses life cycle risks
and intersecting inequalities, transforming ageing into a
driver of inclusive growth. It aligns with global frameworks
such asthe Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing



https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-10/the_transformcare_investment_initiative_asia-pacific_tcii-ap.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/transforming-care-systems-un-system-policy-paper
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https://social.desa.un.org/issues/ageing/madrid-plan-of-action-and-its-implementation-main/madrid-plan-of-action-and-its

andthe United Nations Decade of Healthy Ageing (2021—
2030), which emphasize dignity and rights for older
persons.

Accelerating women’s economic empowerment serves as
a multiplier for achieving progress across all SDGs and
advancingthe 2030 Agendafor Sustainable Development.
Women'’s labour force participation boosts productivity,
promotes economic diversification and reduces poverty,
directly supporting SDG1 (eliminate poverty), SDG 8 (decent
work and economic growth),and SDG 10 (reducing inequal-
ities). Empowered women also invest in their children’s
education and healthcare, contributing to SDG 3 (good
health and well-being) and SDG 4 (quality education).”*

Inageing populations, women'’s economicempowerment
is essential to balancing rising care demands with oppor-
tunities for job creation and innovation in the paid care
economy.Investments in care systems drive technological
innovation, create business opportunities and unlock
women’s potential in the labour market, reducing gender
disparities and boosting economic growth. Increasing
women'’s labour market participation also has macroeco-
nomic benefits, offsetting the economic losses caused
by shrinking working-age populations, increasing tax reve-
nues and stabilizing pension systems.”

Economies that prioritize decent care
work act as catalysts for women’s
economic empowerment, stimulating
job growth both within the sector
and beyond.

Evidence-Informed Decision-Making for a
More Caring and Inclusive Future

With 2025 marking the thirtieth anniversary of the 1995
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the tenth
anniversary of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, the role of gender data is more crucial than
ever. Gender data provides essential insights for shaping
effective policies and investments, enabling countries to
meet national and global commitments while responding
to emerging challenges and opportunities. Ensuring the
well-being of individuals in ageing societies requires better
and more granular gender data. While a wealth of sex-dis-
aggregated data exists, stronger gender data ecosystems
are neededtoensurethat programmesand policies effec-
tively address the needs, barriers, and risks facing women
and girls throughout their life cycles. 7
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Despite progress in the production, dissemination and
use of gender data, many gender-related issues remain
underreported or overlooked, particularly in critical sectors
suchasthe careeconomy (Figure 27). Data on care employ-
ment is essential for designing policies that generate
employment and maximize the impact of care economy
investments.”® Failure toincorporate the gendered dimen-
sions of the care economy in ageing societies through
gender data could result in care systems that are inade-
quately prepared to meet the needs of older
populations.

Regular collaboration and dialogue between data users
and producers is essential to ensure that statistics meet
the needs of policymakers while also helping users under-
stand available data, howto access it and howtoinfluence
its production.”” Prioritizing the collection and use of data
disaggregated by sex, age and other key characteristics
is critical to ensuring that no one is left behind and that
older women are both counted and visible in policy
discussions.

Timely, high-quality gender- and age-specific data can
guide governmentinterventions, ensuring thatthe unique
needs of older women are addressed in policymaking.
Strengthening care data ecosystems requires increased
investmentin gender-and age-disaggregated data collec-
tion and use, with sufficiently granular age cohorts that
capturethediverse experiences of individuals at different
stages of life.””

This approach aligns with UN system-wide efforts to
redefine progress Beyond GDP, adopting a more compre-
hensive understanding of well-being, individual agency,
prosperity and environmental sustainability. Achieving
this requires reimagining economic systems to focus on
redistributing power and resources, generating decent
work, and valuing the well-being and care of both people
and the planet.

Astrong commitmentto evidence-informed policymaking
is essential for advancing women'’s economic empower-
ment and developing equitable, resilient, and effective
care systems. Robust genderdata and a gender-responsive
approach to policymaking are critical in addressing the
challenges and opportunities presented by demographic
shifts. By integrating these principles, policies can ensure
that nooneis left behind and that all individuals, at every
stage of life, have the opportunity to thrive and live with
dignity.


https://social.desa.un.org/sdn/decade-of-healthy-ageing-2021-2030
https://social.desa.un.org/sdn/decade-of-healthy-ageing-2021-2030
https://unsceb.org/topics/beyond-gdp

FIGURE 27.

Available Data on Women'’s Economic Empowerment-Related Indicators to Transform Care Systems in China, Japan,
the Republic of Korea, and Thailand, by Domains of Change

REPUBLIC
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Proportion of people worried about not having enough money for old age, by sex (WB)
Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and working time arrangement (ILO)
Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and type (ILO)
v Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and status in employment (ILO)
E Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and marital status (ILO)
..E Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and location (ILO)
.E Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and institutional sector (ILO)
g_ Proportion of workers in care employment, by sex and education (ILO)
= Proportion of care workers in informal employment, by sex (ILO)
Mean nominal hourly earnings of care employees, by sex (ILO)
Proportion of health workers, by sex and type of occupation (SDG 3.c.1)
Composite rate of labour underutilization, by sex and education (ILO)
‘E é Prime-age employment-to-population ratio by sex, household type and presence
é g of children (MSG 1.13)
;é;.é Proportion of people in employment working part-time, by sex (MSG 1.12)
=0 Proportion of youth aged 15-24 years not in education, employment, or training,
by sex (SDG 8.6.1)
There are periods of absence due to childcare accounted for in pension benefits (WB)
Length of paid parental leave, by sex (WB)
Dismissal of pregnant workers is prohibited (WB)
Share of employees with access to parental leave, by sex (ILO)
g Percentage of wages paid during maternity leave (MSG Ql.4)
E, Length of maternity leave (MSG Ql.3)
Extent to which countries have laws and regulations that guarantee full and equal
access to women and men to sexual and reproductive health care, information and
education, by section (SDG 5.6.2)
Legal frameworks that promote, enforce and monitor gender equality by area (SDG 5.1.1)
Proportion of mothers with newborns receiving maternity cash benefit (SDG 1.3.1)
" Average number of hours spent on total work (paid and unpaid), by sex (MSG I.2)
g Proportion of children engaged in economic activity and household chores, by sex (SDG 8.7.1)
5 Proportion of time spent on unpaid domestic and care work, by sex and type
of work (SDG 5.4.1)
Proportion of women in reproductive age who make their own informed decisions
g regarding contraceptive use, reproductive health care and sexual relations (SDG 5.6.1)
& Proportion of women aged 20-24 years who were married or in a union before age 15 and

18 years (SDG 3.5.1)

Note: The graph presents the availability of indicators for each country where at least one data point is available.

Source:

Authors’ elaboration based on indicators from the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Minimum Set of Gender Indicators (MSG), International Labour

Organization (ILO), United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), and World Bank (WB). For further information, see UN Women (2024). Caring
societies, inclusive and green economies in Asia and the Pacific. Unveiling data to advance women'’s economic empowerment beyond GDP.
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https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/ap-x-caring-societies_2024-200904s.pdf
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/ap-x-caring-societies_2024-200904s.pdf
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/ap-x-caring-societies_2024-200904s.pdf
https://data.unwomen.org/resources/gender-statistics-training-curriculum
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/citygroups/Titchfield.cshtml

This policy brief contributes to the TransformCare Initiative in the Asia and the Pacific region (TCII-AP).
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https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/10/the-transformcare-investment-initiative-asia-pacific-tcii-ap
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