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          This study examines the gender gap in voter turnout across age groups in Korea. By employing the two concepts of gender gap suggested by Inglehart and Norris (2000), it shows that in comparison with other developed democracies, Korean voter turnout by gender and age group reveals a different pattern, in particular among younger age groups. The district-level analysis of the Seoul Metropolitan area shows that the traditional gender gap in voter turnout was more prevalent in the most developed, modernized district despite the entry of a new generation of female voters with modern attributes. This implies that despite Korea’s recognized status as a modernized country, Korean voters are still influenced by traditional values such as those found in a patriarchal culture and when it comes to elections in particular, young voters are disproportionally influenced.
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      Introduction
      In full-fledged democracies, the general pattern is for gender gaps in voters’ political participation to have either disappeared or converged. Can we say the same for Korea? This seems to be the case. Despite the gender disparity in electoral representation, a female president was elected for the first time in Northeast Asia, a region that is still heavily under the influence of Confucian legacies such as discrimination against women. Also, in recent Korean elections, we observed that the female voter turnout exceeded the male voter turnout, which is often seen in established democracies (Kostelka, Blais, & Gidengil, 2018).

      However, I am cautious of viewing Korea similar to other democratized countries as Korean voters are still influenced by traditional values found in their patriarchal culture. Unlike existing studies that ignore potential variations in gender gap by age, this paper investigates the gender gap dynamic across age groups in order to show that Korean voters are still influenced by traditional values such as the gender responsibilities that come with marriage.

      This paper proceeds as follows: The following section will examine Korean voter turnout across age groups in recent elections by using the two concepts of gender gap in political behavior suggested by Inglehart and Norris (2000). In comparison with the advanced democracies such as the United States and Canada, Korean voter turnout by gender and age group reveals a different pattern, among younger groups in particular. The third section will provide evidence against the optimistic view regarding gender equivalence in political participation by using a district-level analysis of the Seoul Metropolitan area. Regardless of election types, the traditional gender gap in voter turnout was more prevalent in the most developed, modernized district despite the entry of a new generation of female voters with modern attributes (more liberal, more politically sophisticated, and more interested in politics than their male counterparts). The last section will draw a conclusion and provide some implications for seemingly modernized societies with a patriarchal legacy.

    

    

  
    
      Traditional Gender Gap and Modern Gender Gap
      According to Inglehart and Norris (2000) who studied gender differences in political behavior across countries, there are two forms of gender gap: the traditional gender gap and the modern gender gap. In traditional societies, women have lower levels of political knowledge compared to men because they are less interested in politics. In particular, married women tend to follow their spouses’ decisions about political issues, including voting. They also have ideologically conservative predispositions, and thus are more likely than men to support conservative parties (Almond & Verba, 1963; Burns, Schlozman, & Verba, 2001; Inglehart, 1977; Norris, 2003). This traditional gender gap is also explained by political socialization within the family or the workplace. The fathers’ prominent role in the area of politics reinforces the connection between men and politics (Jennings, 1983). Indeed, until the 1980s, men were more likely than women to have jobs. Political knowledge gained during work and organizational life incentivized men to participate in voting (Norris, Lovenduski, & Campbell, 2004).

      However, we observe that gender differences in political behavior have sharply declined in advanced democracies. In developed countries, the tendency of women to show stronger conservative inclinations compared to men of the same social status has changed gradually and instead they show greater support for liberal (or progressive) parties. For instance, women tend to support the Democratic Party and Democratic Party candidates (Conover, 1988; Cook, 1993; Whitaker, 2008). Inglehart and Norris (2000) refer to this new form of gender difference as the “modern gender gap.” They claim that the expansion of women’s opportunities for higher education, the increase in social advancement, their changing role in the family, and the perception of various forms of gender discrimination that still exist in society, encourage women to adopt more progressive attitudes toward social and political issues, including inequalities. In particular, some researchers emphasize women’s autonomy and their “feminist consciousness” as significant factors in shaping women’s voting behavior (Carroll, 1988; Conover, 1988; Cook, 1993; Gurin, 1985; Manza & Brooks, 1998).

      The difference in voter turnout rates between men and women has decreased across countries. A comparative study of electoral systems in 13 countries in the late 1990s (1996–1999) did not find a meaningful gender gap in voter turnout in most democracies (Norris, 2001, 2002). In other words, gender is no longer a significant variable to explain voting participation in democracies. Furthermore, in recent years a reverse gender gap has been observed in many advanced democracies (Kostelka et al., 2018).

      In contrast, it has widely been accepted that the traditional gender gap in relation to political participation was observed in Korea. In the 1980s and 1990s, when quantitative data on elections began to be accumulated, men were more interested in elections than women and participated much more actively in elections (Hahn & Eo, 1987). Compared to women, men were much more politically sophisticated and had stronger political efficacy (Gil, 1993). In addition, other conditions being equal, women tended to vote for ruling party candidates more than men (Lee, 1985; Lee, 1995). In particular, married women showed voting choices similar to their spouses, leading to an inference that women were not politically independent (Lee, 2013). Consequently, the “traditional gender gap” was more prominent than the “modern gender gap” in Korea.

      However, the reverse gender gap in voter turnout is partially found among some age groups (Koo, Yoon, & Choi, 2015). According to the Central Election Commission’s records of voter turnout, of the 19-year-olds who voted for the first time in the 2012 presidential election and in the 2014 local election, more female than male voters participated. Further investigation is necessary to establish whether this is a temporal phenomenon or represents a fundamental change.

      
        Theoretical Patterns of Gender Gap in Voter Turnout
        The dynamics of gender gap across age groups has not yet been fully examined. Most of the studies covering gender gaps in political participation were conducted at the aggregate level. The finding that men have a higher turnout rate than women at the aggregate level is regarded as supporting the traditional gender gap. If such gender differences disappear or women have a higher turnout rate at the aggregate level, then it is regarded as evidence for the modern gender gap.

        However, this does not mean that we see the same size of gender gap in all age groups. To construct theoretical patterns of gender gap in voter turnout, we should first consider the aging effect in voter turnout. The older the voters are, the more likely they are to adhere to voting as a social norm. This is a phenomenon that is observed in most democracies (Goerres, 2007).

        Turnout does not increase linearly with age in most countries, however. As they reach a certain old age which varies across societies, voters tend to disengage themselves from passive forms of political participation including voting (Jennings & Markus 1988). This creates the curvilinear form of voter turnout rates over ages. Many empirical studies show lower rates of participation in elections among widows and widowers than among married people (Wilensky, 1961; Wolfinger & Wolfinger, 2008). However, the effect of the transition to widowhood has not been statistically significant in individual-level analyses (Hobbs, Christakis, & Fowler, 2013; Stoker & Jennings, 1995).

        Women are greatly influenced by the widowhood effect, which significantly reduces their motivation for voting. In general, married couples are more likely to participate in voting. Spouses influence each other on many topics and spend some time discussing political issues. This may motivate political interest and participation (Beck, 1991). The primary mobilizer (or persuader) disappears when the spouse dies. Considering that the overall life expectancy of men is shorter than that of women, women are more likely to leave their spouses than men of the same age group. The expectation that the turnout rate of women is lower in old age groups is derived from Beck’s study. In addition, socioeconomic status also deteriorates in widowhood, which has a negative impact on voting participation; it has been empirically verified that voter participation is positively associated with socioeconomic status (Bartels, 2008). In sum, the two theoretical forms of a gender gap in voter turnout can be expressed as in Figure 1.

        
          
          

          Figure 1. 
				
          

          
            Two theoretical gender gaps in voter turnout by age group. 
          
          

          

        

      

    

    

  
    
      Comparison between Advanced Democracies and South Korea Modern Gender Gap in Advanced Democracies: the U.S. and Canada
      It is uncommon for comparative studies to analyze the dynamics of turnout by both gender and age group, though it is not uncommon at the individual country level. Fortunately, the U.S. (the Center for American Women and Politics, Rutgers University) and Canadian (Elections Canada) institutes provide information about voter turnout by gender and age group. Table 1 shows that female voters outperform male voters in the U.S. presidential elections until the age of 64. The bold figures express the reverse gender gap. However, male voter turnout is higher than female turnout among the elderly groups. This fits the theoretical modern gender gap as shown in Figure 1.

      
        Table 1 
				
        

        
          Gender Gap in Voter Turnout by Age Group: The U.S. Presidential Election, 2000–2012
        
        

      

      
        
          
            	
            	2000
            	2004
          

          
            	Male (A)
            	Female (B)
            	Difference
(A – B)
            	Male (A)
            	Female (B)
            	Difference
(A – B)
          

        
        
          	18-24
          	34.0
          	38.2
          	
            -4.2
          
          	43.8
          	49.7
          	
            -5.9
          
        

        
          	25-44
          	53.7
          	58.3
          	
            -4.6
          
          	57.2
          	63.0
          	
            -5.8
          
        

        
          	45-64
          	66.4
          	69.1
          	
            -2.8
          
          	69.1
          	71.2
          	
            -2.1
          
        

        
          	65-74
          	73.4
          	71.3
          	2.1
          	74.9
          	71.8
          	3.1
        

        
          	75+
          	73.0
          	62.3
          	11.7
          	72.8
          	65.8
          	7.0
        

        
          	
          	2008
          	2012
        

        
          	Male (A)
          	Female (B)
          	Difference
(A – B)
          	Male (A)
          	Female (B)
          	Difference
(A – B)
        

        
          	18-24
          	45.1
          	52.0
          	
            -6.9
          
          	37.9
          	44.5
          	
            -6.6
          
        

        
          	25-44
          	56.8
          	63.1
          	
            -6.3
          
          	53.9
          	60.5
          	
            -6.6
          
        

        
          	45-64
          	67.2
          	71.0
          	
            -3.8
          
          	66.1
          	69.5
          	
            -3.4
          
        

        
          	65-74
          	72.2
          	72.6
          	
            -0.4
          
          	74.4
          	72.7
          	1.7
        

        
          	75+
          	72.2
          	64.9
          	7.3
          	73.6
          	67.6
          	6.0
        

      

      
        
          Source: The Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP), Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rutgers University (www.cawp.rutgers.edu), Gender Differences in Voter Turnout (Fact Sheet). Figures in bold indicate the reverse gender gap.
        

      

      

      This phenomenon can also be seen in Canada. As shown in Table 2, the reverse gender gap in voter turnout rates continues to appear until the age of 65 in the federal general election of 2011. After the mid-forties, the gender gap shrinks, and it reverses in the 65–74 age group. The gap significantly increases in the final age group.

      
        Table 2 
				
        

        
          Gender Gap in Voter Turnout by Age Group, Canada 2011
        
        

      

      
        
          
            	Age group
            	Male (A)
            	Female (B)
            	Difference (A – B)
          

        
        
          	18-24
          	36.9
          	40.9
          	
            -4.0
          
        

        
          	25-34
          	42.5
          	47.7
          	
            -5.2
          
        

        
          	35-44
          	51.5
          	57.5
          	
            -6.0
          
        

        
          	45-54
          	62.1
          	66.9
          	
            -4.8
          
        

        
          	55-64
          	70.7
          	72.2
          	
            -1.5
          
        

        
          	65-74
          	77.4
          	73.1
          	4.3
        

        
          	75+
          	69.5
          	54.2
          	15.3
        

      

      
        
          Source: Elections Canada, 2012, April, “Estimation of Voter Turnout by Age Group and Gender at the 2011 Federal General Election,” Working Paper Series 41: 9. Figures in bold indicate the reverse gender gap.
        

      

      

      The results of recent elections in the United States and Canada show that the overall turnout of women voters is higher than that of male voters, and it continues until middle age. The situation is reversed in the elderly. It is difficult to find a traditional gender gap in the voter turnout rates among the youth.

      
        Gender Gap Dynamics in Korea
        To robustly check the gender gap in Korea, this paper selected three different kinds of elections: the 2007 presidential election, the 2010 local elections, and the 2012 legislative elections. At the aggregate level, we see the traditional gender gap in voter turnout rates: Men voted more than women in these three elections.

        However, we see a different gender gap pattern when I disaggregate voters into specific age groups. The Republic of Korea National Election Commission (NEC) provides valuable information about turnout among young voters. The commission estimated voter turnout rates with a systematic random sampling of about 10% of the total voters, which is projected to be a close reflection of the general population.1 Indeed, the estimated voter turnout rates are very close to the actual turnout rates. I found the traditional gender gap in the youngest age groups (19 and 20–24) as shown in Table 3. The gender gap reverses in the late twenties group, and it continues at least into the late thirties group, which supports the modern gender gap seen in the U.S. and Canada. Then the gender gap reverses again in older age groups, which supports the traditional gender gap.

        
          Table 3 
				
          

          
            Gender Gap in Voter Turnout by Age Group, Korea (2007-2012)
          
          

        

        
          
            
              	Presidential Election, 2007
            

            
              	Age group
              	Male (A)
              	Female (B)
              	Difference (A – B)
            

          
          
            	19
            	55.2
            	53.1
            	2.1
          

          
            	20-24
            	55.6
            	46.2
            	9.4
          

          
            	25-29
            	39.9
            	46.0
            	
              -6.1
            
          

          
            	30-34
            	47.9
            	54.7
            	
              -6.8
            
          

          
            	35-39
            	56.2
            	60.8
            	
              -4.6
            
          

          
            	40-49
            	66.0
            	66.7
            	
              -0.7
            
          

          
            	50-59
            	77.3
            	75.8
            	1.5
          

          
            	60+
            	83.3
            	71.2
            	12.1
          

          
            	Legislative Elections, 2012
          

          
            	Age group
            	Male (A)
            	Female (B)
            	Difference (A – B)
          

          
            	19
            	50.6
            	43.4
            	7.2
          

          
            	20-24
            	50.0
            	40.4
            	9.6
          

          
            	25-29
            	36.3
            	39.5
            	
              -3.2
            
          

          
            	30-34
            	39.9
            	43.7
            	
              -3.8
            
          

          
            	35-39
            	47.4
            	50.8
            	
              -3.4
            
          

          
            	40-49
            	53.2
            	52.1
            	1.1
          

          
            	50-59
            	64.2
            	60.5
            	3.7
          

          
            	60+
            	76.4
            	62.7
            	13.7
          

          
            	Local Elections, 2010
          

          
            	Age group
            	Male (A)
            	Female (B)
            	Difference (A – B)
          

          
            	19
            	51.2
            	43.1
            	8.1
          

          
            	20-24
            	50.8
            	40.3
            	10.5
          

          
            	25-29
            	34.9
            	39.5
            	
              -4.6
            
          

          
            	30-34
            	38.8
            	45.1
            	
              -6.3
            
          

          
            	35-39
            	46.7
            	53.3
            	
              -6.6
            
          

          
            	40-49
            	54.2
            	55.9
            	
              -1.7
            
          

          
            	50-59
            	64.9
            	63.4
            	1.5
          

          
            	60+
            	76.3
            	64.0
            	12.3
          

        

        
          
            Source: Republic of Korea National Election Commission. Report on Voter Turnout Rates in the 19th Legislative Election (April 11, 2012). Figures in bold indicate the reverse gender gap.
          

        

        

        Recent empirical findings point out the existence of gender disparity in voter turnout even in established democracies. According to Kostelka et al. (2018), while the gender gap in voter turnout tends to disappear or reverse in more important (first-order) elections, it is still observed in less important (second-order) elections (p. 5). However, the gender gap dynamic pattern in voter turnout across age groups has been consistently observed in recent Korean elections regardless of the election type. This implies that the unique gender gap dynamics may be generated by a structural effect in Korea rather than by temporal effects.

      

    

    

  
    
      Examining the Discrepancy Shown in Korea
      How can we explain the discrepancy in gender gap dynamics shown in Korea? First, we should consider the influence of military service leading to absentee voting on the age group 20–24. Only men are obliged to serve in the military for 21 months in Korea, and most fulfill their military duty in their early twenties. This may contribute to the higher turnout rate of male voters in this age group. If we find the reverse gender gap (i.e., a higher voter turnout rate of women) even in this age group, it indicates a fundamental change either in a generation, the social environment, or both. Second, an inconsistent gender gap pattern may reflect a situation where the traditional gender gap is mixed with the modern gender gap.

      
        Traditional Gender Gap Mixed with the Modern Gender Gap
        The traditional gender gap in voter turnout was observed in the latest legislative elections (male 58.8% vs. female 57.4%) at the aggregate level. To diagnose fundamental changes in attitudes toward politics by gender and age group, this paper examined two measures of psychological involvement in politics (interest in politics and the elections, and political knowledge) as well as political predisposition (political ideology) (Blais, 2000; Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 1995; Burns, 2007; Kostelka et al., 2018; Larcinese, 2007). These factors were expected to be associated with the reverse gender gap in voter turnout. For this, I checked the recent survey data of the 2016 legislative election.2

        Interest in politics and the elections. The “traditional gender gap” is evidently observed at the aggregate level. However, when disaggregated we find the gap differs across age groups. Figure 2 shows the percentage of respondents who answered that they were interested in politics and the elections. The interest in a specific election was higher than the interest in general politics. Except for those in the early 30s, the percentage of male respondents who answered that they were interested in the legislative elections was higher in all age groups than that of female respondents. The differing interest in elections by gender is evident among those in age groups beyond their late thirties. In particular, this difference by gender reaches a striking point (about 20 percentage points) among those in their forties and above. In other words, the proportion of voters who are interested in politics steadily increases for men, while for women the growth is sluggish.

        
          
          

          Figure 2. 
				
          

          
            Interest in politics and the election by gender and age group. 
          
          

          

        

        Political ideology. Female respondents are more conservative than male respondents at the aggregate level, which supports past studies (Lee, 1985, 1995). Table 4 which shows the distribution of self-placed ideologies by gender illustrates that females score an average of 5.4 while males score 5.1 on the liberal-conservative continuum ranging from 0 (most liberal) to 10 (most conservative). The proportion of female respondents who evaluate themselves as liberal (or progressive) is 26.5%, which is significantly less than that of male respondents, 35.4%. The ratio of female respondents who position themselves as conservative is also slightly higher than that of male counterparts (36.7% vs. 34.9%). In sum, I infer that Korean female voters tend to be more conservative than male counterparts at the aggregate level.

        
          Table 4 
				
          

          
            Self-Placed Ideology by Gender
          
          

        

        
          
            
              	
              	Liberal
(0-4)
              	Moderate
(5)
              	Conservative
(6-10)
              	Don’t Know
              	Average
(0-10)
            

          
          
            	Female
(N = 612)
            	26.5%
            	27.1%
            	36.7%
            	9.7%
            	5.4
          

          
            	Male
(N = 603)
            	35.4%
            	24.3%
            	34.9%
            	5.4%
            	5.1
          

        

        
          
            Source: “The Survey of Voters in the Legislative Election of 2016” conducted by the Korean Political Science Association and Hankook Research. The average indicates the mean of the scores in the 11-point scale.
          

        

        

        However, the difference in gender gap varies across age groups. Figure 3 shows the average scores of self-placed ideology by gender and age group.3 In the late thirties, the gender gap in self-evaluated ideology may be reversed. Based on this data, among voters aged younger than 30, the proportion of women who evaluate themselves as liberals is higher than that of men. In contrast, the gender gap is reversed among those aged in their forties and older. At the aggregate level, female voters appear to be more conservative than male voters, but when examined by age, dynamics in the gender gap are evident. In particular, it is notable that the female group (30–34) showing greater interest in the elections than their male counterparts is the most liberal across all age groups, which supports the modern gender gap.

        
          
          

          Figure 3. 
				
          

          
            Self-placed ideology by gender and age group. 
          
          

          

        

        Political knowledge. I used five questions (open- and closed-ended questions) to measure political knowledge. In all the questions, I observed that the male respondents are more politically sophisticated than the female counterparts. However, gender differences are not observed in easy questions that address issues such as the term of legislators, the second-largest party in the current legislature, and elected candidates in their legislative districts. In contrast, in harder questions that address topics such as the total number of legislative seats and the name of the current National Assembly Speaker, there is a clear difference in accuracy according to gender (see Table 5).

        
          Table 5 
				
          

          
            Correct Answer Ratios by Gender
          
          

        

        
          
            
              	Item
              	Gender
              	Corrected (%)
              	Difference (Male – Female)
            

          
          
            	Easy 1
(Name of elected candidate)
            	Male
            	81.9
            	2.9
          

          
            	Female
            	79.0
          

          
            	Easy 2
(Term of legislators)
            	Male
            	93.3
            	4.6
          

          
            	Female
            	88.7
          

          
            	Easy 3
(Second largest party)
            	Male
            	79.6
            	8.3
          

          
            	Female
            	71.3
          

          
            	Hard 1
(Total number of seats)
            	Male
            	54.9
            	24.4
          

          
            	Female
            	30.5
          

          
            	Hard 2
(Name of KNA Speaker)
            	Male
            	75.0
            	27.4
          

          
            	Female
            	47.6
          

        

        
          
            Source: “The Survey of Voters in the Legislative Election of 2016” conducted by the Korean Political Science Association and Hankook Research.
          

        

        

        The differing gender gap could be seen across age groups. Figure 4 shows correctly answered choices for hard questions according to gender. It is difficult to find a consistent pattern in gender gaps. However, we observe small gender gaps in some age groups. In particular, the age group of 19 shows a reverse gap by gender on the question about the name of the KNA Speaker. This shows that the modern gender gap can be recognized in the youngest group.

        
          
          

          Figure 4. 
				
          

          
            Political knowledge by gender and age group. 
          
          

          

        

      

    

    

  
    
      District-Level Analysis: The Seoul Metropolis
      We observed the change in political participation by gender: For the first time since the 2000s when election outcomes and records were systematically collected, the female turnout rate exceeded the male turnout rate in the 18th presidential election (2012). The reverse gender gap at the aggregate level was found in recent elections. This section will investigate the gender gap dynamics of voter turnout across age groups focusing on the Seoul Metropolis by district from 2007 to 2017.

      
        Two Feasible Explanations
        I suggest two feasible explanations about the dynamic gender gap across age groups (Koo et al., 2015). The first explanation is based on political socialization and the social and economic burdens mainly imposed on Korean male voters. The second explanation is based on the modern gender gap introduced by new generations.

        Explanation 1: Political socialization lag. Korean women, not obliged to serve in the military, tend to experience political socialization earlier than men in the same age group. Women are employed earlier than men of the same age, but they experience sexual discrimination in promotion. In particular, women who are concerned about their career disruption after childbirth feel the necessity for welfare policies such as parental leave policies, and thus recognize the importance of politics earlier than their male counterparts. They are also more politically sophisticated because they have greater opportunities to discuss politics in the workplace. This earlier political socialization of women motivates them to engage in politics.

        The explanation becomes different when the focus is shifted to male voters. The reason the turnout rate of men in their late 20s to 30s is lower than that of women is essentially due to the fact that the lives of men in this age group are not stable compared to women. In a society where the democratic system is settled to a certain extent, stable life is a prerequisite for active political participation. Voters will be less inclined to actively participate in politics when of a pessimistic frame of mind, believing they cannot escape the difficulties of everyday life or when their environment shows no sign of improvement. In sum, earlier political socialization of women along with the burdens imposed on men delay the political socialization of men in Korea. This induces the reverse gender gap in some age groups.

        In terms of political participation, it is important to consider whether young voters have stable jobs and also think that they are likely to raise a family. Men in their late twenties to thirties feel more pressured to get a job and a place to live than do their female counterparts, which may not induce a higher male voter turnout rate.

        College education has been expanded in Korea, compared to other advanced countries. In 2012, 65% of 25- to 34-year-olds in Korea had been the recipients of a college education, compared to an OECD average of only 38%. In fact, Korea ranked first among all 37 OECD countries in this respect (2012). This higher college enrollment rate leads to an overpopulation of the college graduate workforce, resulting in an increase in the unemployment rate of college graduates. Compared to other OECD countries in 2012, the employment rate of B type tertiary education graduates was 74.9%, lower than the OECD average of 80.5% and the lowest level in the OECD (except for Japan at 73.6%). The employment rate of type A (tertiary education institution) graduates, which is equivalent to four-year colleges and graduate school graduates, is 78.1%, the lowest of all OECD countries (average 84.2%).

        The relatively low employment rates of these highly educated young people generally leads to over-education in labor markets. Getting employed in places not related to their majors and academic backgrounds leads them to consider changing jobs for the better. In particular, since the mid-2000s, the increase in the flexibility of the labor market and the reduction in the numbers of new jobs with large corporations have resulted in a steady decline in so-called “good jobs,” and generated increasing numbers of temporary workers. Even if they are employed, they are in a state of constant instability in that they continue to leave their workplaces or lose their jobs. The overall wage level has continued to deteriorate. In 1997, the wage of those in their late 20s was 86% of the average age wage, but it dropped to 78% by 2010 (Korean Employment Information Service [KEIS], 2012, p. 15). The deterioration of the employment environment is a major cause of psychological instability in most young eligible voters.

        The current work employment for the young is in itself a very pessimistic phenomenon regardless of gender.4 However, young men may feel disadvantaged, which is evidently revealed in several issues related to the mandatory military service (e.g., advantage points on entrance exams for government jobs to male applicants who have fulfilled their mandatory military duty, which was ruled unconstitutional in 1999). When a man has to complete his military service, then his preparation for employment will be delayed. In the case of college graduates, they are in a situation where they should secure a job at least before they reach 30. According to the data on the unemployed in their twenties and thirties, we find a high ratio of unemployed male graduates preparing for a job.

        On the other hand, for highly educated, unmarried women, unemployment trends are much lower compared to men. This can be explained by the fact that in the case of men, they need to consider the long-term responsibility they have to take for their family, and thus the search process itself becomes longer in order for them to obtain better-paid, or better-promising jobs under the patriarchal culture (KEIS 2012, p. 115). In addition, they tend to increase their wage levels by switching jobs rather than staying at one job (KEIS 2012, p. 53). On the other hand, women shoulder a relatively low burden in trying to obtain a stable job, and are more likely to leave the labor market if they are married regardless of their employment. Men in their 20s and 30s who are struggling to find a stable job are less likely to be interested in politics than their female counterparts.

        Korean young males also bear a heavy burden of marriage-related problems. Marriage basically starts with the arrangement of the residence where the newlyweds are to live. Most of them prefer places close to work. However, most of the workplaces favored by young married people tend to be concentrated in the Seoul metropolitan area. They therefore hope to settle in Seoul itself or Seoul commuter areas. Besides the high housing prices, marriage itself is perceived as a serious burden for men as they are under the patriarchal legacy that housing is the man’s responsibility in Korea. This reality is shown in a recent survey on marriage: 46.3% of male respondents in their twenties and thirties would be willing to forego marriage, which is much lower in comparison to their female counterparts (33.7%). This overall situation may be a contributing reason for the relatively low interest or participation in politics shared among men in the younger age groups. In sum, the pressure of securing a well-paying job and also the responsibility that comes with marriage under the patriarchal Korean culture are delaying the political socialization of young men. This is considered as the key cause of lower turnout among young male voters.

        Explanation 2: Generation, temporal factors, and individual-level factors.  Besides the economic conditions unfavorable to young male participation in voting on which Explanation 1 mainly focuses, I consider other potential effects: new generation, temporal factors, and individual-level factors.

        The factors affecting turnout can be divided into structural factors, temporal factors, and individual-level factors. The structural factors refer to the overall political system, including the electoral system that may affect the voters’ incentive to participate in voting (Karp & Banducci, 1999). Temporal factors include the degree of polarization of voters (Hetherington, 2001) and the significance of elections such as an election resulting in partisan realignment (Glaser, 1962). On the other hand, comparative literature generally regards age as the most powerful variable explaining turnout at the individual level, along with education (Blais, 2000); many empirical studies have shown that the level of education is positively associated with voter turnout (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth, & Weisberg, 2008; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). As the level of education increases, the stability and income of the profession also increases and the level of political knowledge becomes relatively higher. Therefore, the more educated the voters are more likely to turn out. Here I consider the three potential effects: generation effect, aging effect, and year-specific effect.

        Generation effect. A generation effect is “a change which characterizes populations born at a particular point in time, but which is independent of the process of aging” (Blanchard, Bunker, & Wachs, 1977, p. 137). The range of change in the gender gap in voter turnout may result from the generational effect. If a new generation enters the eligible voter pool, the gender gap in voter turnout, which is measured by subtracting female turnout rates from male turnout rates, will decrease. The generation effect may be combined with the year-specific effect. For instance, Korean voters had the first competitive female presidential candidate in the presidential election of 2012, which may have boosted female voters’ participation. Young voters were angry with the president’s influence-peddling scandal and authoritarian leadership, and it may have strongly motivated them to vote in the latest presidential election.

        Aging effect. According to Blanchard et al. (1977), an aging effect is “a change in variable values which occurs among all cohorts independently of time period, as each cohort grows older” (p. 137).5 As shown in the previous section, past studies on the relationship between age and turnout found that turnout graphs assume a curvilinear form across ages. The turnout rate is relatively low for the younger eligible age groups but increases gradually until it passes the middle age group where it begins to decrease slightly (Milbrath, 1965; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). Once voters have settled with stable jobs, male voters, as they get older, will become more interested in politics and more actively engaged in elections than women voters. This will make the difference in turnout rates between male and female voters increase.

        Election-Specific effect. Voters are more interested in presidential elections than legislative or local elections. According to Kostelka et al. (2018), presidential elections belong to the first-order election type. In general, presidential candidates are widely covered in news media and public opinion polls. Political events such as televised debates can also increase voters’ interest in presidential elections (Lee & Lee, 2017). This can be seen from lower voter turnout rates in legislative or second-order elections such as local elections. If this is the case, in presidential elections the gender gap in voter turnout may be less subject to change by other factors.

      

      
        Actual Pattern of the Gender Gap in Voter Turnout
        To analyze the gender gap in Korea, I selected the Seoul Metropolitan City consisting of 25 administrative districts. I conducted a district level analysis for a number of reasons. First, individual-level analyses of voter turnout based on the post-election survey data are contaminated by respondents’ tendency to over-report driven by their social desirability bias (Anderson & Silver, 1986; Clausen, 1968; Katosh & Traugott, 1981). In particular, in elections when the turnout rate was high, nonvoters tend to respond as if they had voted (Karp & Brockington, 2005). Second, survey data quality on voter turnout often deteriorates due to unrepresentative samples. In particular, most Korean surveys have failed to provide representative samples of young voters in terms of voter turnout as they tend to overweigh the politically opinionated young voters. For instance, a survey conducted by a reputable polling company shows that the turnout rate of male voters in the late twenties is the highest, whereas in reality it is actually the lowest (Koo et al., 2015). The difference in the turnout rates of male voters between the individual-level sample and the aggregate-level sample is greater than fifty percentage points, which makes us no longer trust the representativeness of the former sample. Thus, despite there being a risk of an ecological inference fallacy, instead of using the individual-level data, I used the district-level data which were obtained using a more rigorous sampling method.6

        Figure 5 shows the gender gaps in voter turnout by age group between 2007 and 2017. The y-axis indicates the gender gap calculated by subtracting the female turnout rate from the male turnout rate in each district. The solid line illustrates the average of the gender gaps across age groups in each election. In comparison to the youngest age group (19-year-old group), it increases in the early twenties group (20–24). It tends to decrease in the late twenties group (25–29) and increase gradually to the sixties group. After then it declines significantly. Although the ranges and locations of changes in gender gap vary across elections, the average of the gender gaps shows a consistent pattern. The reverse gender gap which is located below zero (horizontal dashed line) can at least be observed in the late twenties group. Thus, I infer that this dynamic pattern is caused by structural factors which are different from those in other democracies such as the United States and Canada.
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        Political Socialization Lag and the Reverse Gender Gap (Explanation 1)
        According to Explanation 1, women’s relatively early political socialization along with the economic burdens arising from the marriage responsibilities placed on men delay the political socialization of men—political socialization lag—in Korea. From this, this paper derived a hypothesis that if young male voters were less burdened (e.g., stable jobs and housing), then political socialization would not be delayed. Such voters are more likely to be interested in politics and participate in elections. As a result, the modern gender gap would not be observed.

        To confirm the association between economic burdens and young male voters’ turnout, this paper selected the two richest districts (Kangnam and Seocho) out of 25 districts and then compared the voter turnout rates in those two districts with the rest. Whether in terms of the Gross Regional Domestic Product (GRDP) estimated by the structure of industry and workers or average income, there is no doubt that Kangnam is the richest district in Seoul and Seocho is the second richest.

        Figure 5 shows different patterns for the gender gap in voter turnout in the richest districts. The partial reverse gender gap shown in other districts does not appear in the richest district (thick dotted lines). With the exception of the 2017 presidential election, we cannot find a reverse gender gap among younger groups. The second-richest district (thick dashed lines), also shows a similar pattern. Though there may be slight occurrences of the reverse gender gap, it is a temporary one in Seocho district. In sum, the modern gender gap is not clearly observed in the richest districts.

        This result does not fit well with existing knowledge. In many comparative studies of development, economic development is a proxy for modernization. For instance, economic development induces democratization or consolidation of democracy according to the modernization hypothesis (Huntington, 1991; Lipset, 1959). Paradoxically, we observe the strongest traditional gender gap in voter turnout in the most modernized areas of Korean society.

      

      
        Generation, Aging, and Year-Specific Effects (Explanation 2)
        We have clearly observed that young female voter turnout exceeds male voter turnout in the same age group. It is clear that the range of changes in the gender gap has decreased over time for presidential elections (upper panel of Figure 5). While the range was more than twenty percentage points in the presidential election of 2007, it shrank to five percentage points ten years later. The theoretical modern gender gap is observed in all ages before the age of 60 in the latest presidential election (upper right). There is a difference in degree, but I find a similar trend in legislative elections (lower panel of Figure 5), meaning the gender gap in voter turnout has decreased over time in legislative elections.

        It is worthwhile to note that due to absentee votes resulting from mandatory military service, male voter turnouts at the early twenties group (20–24) have exceeded female voter turnouts across all elections before 2016. As mentioned above, young men tend to complete their military service in their early twenties, and almost all of them register for absentee voting in the military. This has explained the traditional gender gap in voter turnout for this specific age group. However, this is the first time a reverse gender gap can be seen even in this age group. This implies that a fundamental change has occurred in the new cohort.

        This new generation is often called the Sewol Generation. After experiencing the Sewol ferry disaster in 2014, young South Koreans began to show greater interest in politics.7 The tragic accident affected young people even more than other age groups, and shaped the identity of young voters, particularly those aged 19 and 20, during the 2017 election. They tend to actively express their opinions. More importantly, young female voters from the generation show highly progressive attitudes toward political and social issues, compared to the older female voters.8

        Indeed, the two explanations (Explanation 1 and Explanation 2) do not conflict with each other but rather supplement each other. The extended reverse gender gap, which starts from the youngest voter group and continues to at least the late forties group, can be explained by the entry of a new generation as well as delayed political socialization of male voters.

        However, it is notable that certain aspects of the reduced gender gap in voter turnout in the latest presidential election can be explained by the election-specific effect. As the overall voter turnout rate increases beyond a certain point, the gender gap stops increasing. In general, voters are more interested in presidential elections than legislative elections, as can be seen from the lower voter turnout rates in legislative elections. For instance, the voter turnout rate for the 2017 presidential election was 77.2% while that for the legislative election held one year before was 58.0%. We should not overlook the outcomes of different kinds of election in that gender gaps in voter turnout can be easily affected by fundamental conditions underlying the legislative or local elections.

        There are other possibilities that may affect the gender gap as can be seen in the latest presidential election. First, young and rich voters can be conservative and prefer a small government and a liberalized economy. These young, conservative voters may be reluctant to participate in voting because of a feeling of aversion to reactionaries who lead the main conservative party. If this is the case, we can expect that young voters who are rich and conservative may abstain from voting regardless of gender, which contrasts with the behavior of older voters (over sixty) who are willing to participate in elections. Indeed, this is revealed in the voter turnout outcomes in the richest district.

        Second, we should consider the lowered cost of voting in recent years. With the utilization of IT technology, South Korea has attempted to incorporate early voting (or advance voting) in order to increase voter turnout. Voters can conveniently vote in advance at a nearby polling place a week before election day. Since it is so convenient, the cost of voting for voters is low. For instance, 26.06% of the eligible voters participated in early voting in the latest presidential election. In particular, the early voting participation ratios for the actual voters aged 19 and between 20 and 24 were 35.5% and 35.7%, respectively, and the ratio decreased with age. The percentage (21.8%, electorate composition ratio 15.9%) was the highest for those in the early twenties.

      

    

    

  
    
      Conclusion
      This paper has shown that in comparison with the United States and Canada, Korean voter turnout by gender and age group reveals a different pattern, particularly in young voter groups. With the exception of the latest presidential election, the traditional gender gap is still observed at the aggregate level. However, the modern gender gap is also found in young voter groups, and the reverse gender gap tends to extend to older age groups. The extended reverse gender gap, which starts from the youngest voter group and continues to at least until the late forties group, can be explained by several factors: the delayed political socialization of male voters, the entry of a new generation, and the year-specific election.

      The district-level analysis of the Seoul Metropolitan area has highlighted an apparent anomaly: the traditional gender gap in voter turnout was more prevalent in the most developed, modernized district despite the entry of a new generation consisting of female voters with modern attributes (those who are more liberal, more politically sophisticated, and more interested in politics than their male counterparts). This implies that despite Korea’s recognized status as a modernized country, Korean voters are still influenced by traditional values such as those found in the patriarchal culture, and when it comes to elections, young voters in particular are much more disproportionally influenced.

      There is a caveat. Although we observed that female voters tend to participate in elections more actively than male voters of the same age group, it is doubtful that an actual modern gender gap occurs in Korea. In many survey results, we continue to observe that women show a lack of active participation in other forms of political activity (e.g., participation in protests, joining political parties or other organizations). Recent research shows an evident gap in the male and female ratio in response to the Interactive Voice Response (IVR) polling which is favorable to politically opinionated respondents (Koo, 2017). This may imply that male voters are potentially more active in politics than their female counterparts despite the reverse gender gap in voter turnout. This invites a more rigorous analysis of this issue in future research.
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      Notes
      
        1 In the legislative election of 2012, the NEC sampled 1,410 polling districts and 4,132,112 voters (= 10.3% of the total voters) to estimate the voter turnout rates by gender, age group, and region. See Republic of Korea National Election Commission, Report on Voter Turnout Rates in the 19th Legislative Election (April 11, 2012).
      

      
        2 “The Survey of Voters in the Legislative Election of 2016” conducted by the Korean Political Science Association and Hankook Research.
      

      
        3 The survey was conducted right after the election. The responses could have been influenced by the outcome whereby the moderate-liberal party won the election against expectations.
      

      
        4 The unemployment rate for men in their 20s increased from 8.9% in 2003 to 9.0% in 2013 and 10.5% in 2014. The unemployment rate for women in their twenties increased from 6.4% in 2003 to 6.8% in 2013 and to 7.6% in 2014 (Statistics Korea (http://kosis.kr), 2015).
      

      
        5 Apart from the generation effect and the aging effect, the period effect should also be considered in the analysis of longitudinal data. It can be defined as a change in variable values which occurs at a particular time, affecting all age groups and cohorts uniformly (Blanchard et al. 1977, p. 137).
      

      
        6 The NEC has employed systematic random sampling. For details, see Republic of Korea National Election Commission, Report on Voter Turnout Rates in the 19th Legislative Election (2012, pp. 7–8).
      

      
        7 The accident claimed 304 victims, and most of the victims were teenagers on a school trip.
      

      
        8 Housewives and self-employed persons have been considered as the main supporter groups for conservative parties in South Korea.
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