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The purpose of this study is to examine women’s representation in politics and reveal strate-

gies to continue and advance the career of female members of local councils. According to the

results of the fifth local elections, held on June 2 2010, the number of female council mem-

bers stood at 21.6% of basic local council members, 14.8% of city or provincial council mem-

bers and 2.6% of the heads of provincial bodies. These numbers are found to have increased

slightly from 15.0%, 12.0%, and 1.3%, respectively, in the 4th local elections in 2006. On the

other hand, 581 female members or 80.2% of the total elected female council members were

elected for the first time, while 146 female members (18.3%) were reelected. 

It is assumed that an adjustment period is required for female members elected for the first time

to grow accustomed to their schedule and activities in the council. The more times a female

member is reelected to the council, the more often they are found to be nominated as a chair

and as a committee chair. As a result, it is critical to continue and advance the careers of female

members of local councils given that their experience and know-how will be a considerable

asset in implementing local policies, an emerging issue in the era of localization. 

To overcome the obstacles detailed above, this study has put forward three overall directions.

First, it suggests three measures: introduction of a 30 percent mandatory female quota of pro-

portional representation and assistance in female members’ efforts to advance into higher-level

councils; and allowance of minor fund-raising activities by local council members. Second, the

following are recommended for the promotion of a more gender-sensitive nomination system:

designation of 50 percent of the seats in the standing committees of local councils designation

of constituencies, especially from among those favorable to the party in question, exclusively

assigned to female candidates provision of guidelines for the candidate nomination procedure;

and re-nomination of qualified female local council members. Third, efforts to cultivate and
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support the success of female politicians are called for. To achieve this, several measures need

to be taken: introduction of a female quota in the nomination of leadership and standing com-

mittee members introduction of an obligatory female quota system for major positions with-

in the party implementation of a system to identify and cultivate female politicians establish-

ment of a training system for female candidates at the party level and establishment of programs

to promote the development and entrenchment of female candidates in constituencies. 

Keywords: women’s political representation, local council, female council members, career con-

tinuance, career advancement, nomination of female candidates, female quota, cultivation of

female politicians 

1. Research objectives 

This research is designed to seek out measures to promote the continuation and advancement

of the political careers of female members of local councils. Although the number of female coun-

cil members has increased since the initial nationwide local elections, about 581 (80.2 percent)

of the 739 female council members elected in the fifth local elections of 2010 were first-time

members. New council members usually require two to three years of experience prior to devel-

oping proficiency in council activities. For that reason, the interruption of a career can result

in the weakening of activities in a number of respects, including council activities, continua-

tion of the policies under pursuit, networking both within and outside their political party, and

the development of female leadership in political circles. Focusing on these problems, this study

attempts to identify measures to help female council members continue and possibly advance

their career from basic local councils to city or provincial councils and then on to becoming

heads of autonomous provincial bodies. 

2. Research details 

This research is focused on three areas. First, it will offer theoretical reflections on the career

continuation of female politicians in order to offer grounds for the need for a system of sup-

port. Second, it will review the candidate nomination process of major political parties to iden-

tify its relation with women’s political representation. Third, it will probe the perceived obsta-

cles to the career continuity of female politicians and measures to promote the continuance and

possible advancement of their careers, based on a survey of female council members elected

in the 2010 local elections and in-depth interviews with ten former and incumbent female politi-

cians. In conclusion, this research is intended to suggest ways to support the continuation and

advancement of the careers of female council members. 
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3. Research methods 

Regarding career continuance, an online survey was carried out over 17 days from September

1 to September 16, 2010 among a total of 739 female members of both basic local and provin-

cial councils elected in the fifth nation-wide local elections in 2010. The response rate was 45.5

percent (336 persons). The questionnaire spanned female politicians’ perceptions of and atti-

tudes toward career continuance and advancement perceived obstacles to continuing their polit-

ical careers perceptions of and attitudes toward the party nomination process, which is a crit-

ical window for the continuance of a political career determining factors in winning an elec-

tion and perceptions of the measures for career continuance and expansion. 

In-depth interviews were also conducted with female politicians in order to complement the

survey with data of greater specificity. The interviewees included six council members reelect-

ed in the fifth local elections, three individuals who failed to achieve a final nomination, and

one who dropped out of a race. Based on the results from these interviews, the career paths

and directions of female politicians were traced. The resources utilized and their effectiveness

for the career continuance of female politicians were compared.

4. Research results 

- According to the results of this research, women who were elected to office more than twice

demonstrated a higher level of expertise and efficiency in council activities compared to first-

time members. With their position and influence within the party more fully developed with

each re-election, they were able to assume greater political leadership within their party as

well. It may also be more likely that their influence and leadership contribute to the more sta-

ble development of the community.

- From reflection upon the theoretical background, four primary reasons were identified for

the need for career continuance and advancement of female politicians. 

a) Expertise needs to be established in council activities such as policy development. 

b) Political competitiveness of female members needs to be enhanced through the incumbency

effect. 

c) Women’s political empowerment needs to be developed by increasing the proportion of

female members in the leadership of local councils. 

d) Women’s political representation should first be expanded as a foundation for the career

continuance of female politicians; this supports a need for proactive implementation of the

female quota. 
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5.5 percent increase over the pre-

al representatives. In addition,



GSPR 2011Vol.4

es from the party’s provincial offices. 

na-

ional politics of the chair of the district committee, improper use of
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exclusively assigned to female candidates. In regard to

the election system, the interviewees underlined the need to improve the subsidy system

for the nomination of female candidates and to assist in a more active engagement by female

politicians in council activities by allowing small-scale donations to council members, shift-

ing them to paid activities, providing an independent secretariat, and increasing the num-

ber of support staff and organizations.

5. Policy suggestions 

- The imbalance between first-time and re-elected members seems to be a structural consequence

of the unreasonableness in the election system and the nomination process combined with

sociocultural perceptions of female politicians. Points of improvement are suggested in three

areas: governance-related laws including the Public Official Election Act and the Political Funds

Act; the party nomination system, which is a crucial factor in ensuring the career continu-

ance of female politicians; and the cultivation of career female politicians. 

Measures to improve governance-related laws 
First, a mandatory female quota of the assignation of 30 percent of district election candi-

dacies for local councils to female candidates is recommended.

- According to this research, election-based members have higher level of career continuance

compared to proportional representatives, based on their level of recognition among their

constituency. It is recommended that the current female quota be changed to a 30 percent

mandatory quota for district seats in order to promote female candidates building a support

base in their constituency. 

- An incentive of a 30 percent increase in their subsidy can be offered to those parties that

comply with the 30 percent female quota for district seats. 
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t in place to increase the number of female proportion-

al representatives while maintaining the 50 percent female quota and increasing the num-

ber of seats for proportional representation.

- For example, the ratio of election-based members to proportional representatives can be adjust-

ed to 2:1, while the percentage of female nominees for proportional representation can be

increased to over 70 percent. 

- These measures will lower the threshold for women entering local councils and help increase

the likelihood of their career continuance.

Third, the system of subsidy for the nomination of female candidates needs to be improved. 

- The subsidy for the nomination of female candidates, a measure intended to increase

women’s political participation, aims to encourage parties to nominate female candidates and

thereby support women’s advancement into political circles. 

- However, the current practical operation fails to uphold the spirit of the system. For exam-

ple, the Democratic Labor Party, which was considered a model for its nomination of the

largest proportion of female election-based candidates and complying with the obligatory

30 percent female quota, received the lowest sum of money for the 2010 local elections. This

is because the distribution of subsidies for nominating female candidates has adopted the

system of distributing government subsidies to political parties. 

- The subsidy should be offered in proportion to the number of seats or percentage of votes

earned in the elections. If such a revision were made, the amount of subsidy should then

be raised in order to support female candidates, who suffer relative lack of funds, organi-

zation, and assistance from within their party, in order to encourage parties to nominate a

larger proportion of female candidates.

Fourth, small-scale donations to local council members should be allowed. 
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- Currently, the annual salary of local council members is around 20 to 30 million won, with-

out any provision for assistants. This is insufficient for livelihood support, let alone for hir-

ing staff, renting an office, and developing policies.

- In this regard, it seems necessary to review the need for allowing small-scale donations to

members of local councils. 

Measures to improve the party nomination system 

g field for female candidates, who typically lack in funding and organizational support

compared to their male counterparts.
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Third, the performance of council activities should be reflected in deliberation of nomina-

tion in order to ensure the re-nomination of qualified members. 

- It is necessary to safeguard the re-nomination of those female candidates with positive per-

formance results by reflecting that performance in the deliberation process. It is also required

to strategically nominate a given percentage of female candidates to constituencies favorable

to the party in question. The experience and know-how of female council members will be

a considerable asset in implementing neighborhood policies, which is an emerging issue in

the era of localization. 

Measures to cultivate career female politicians 

 greater

degree and raise their level of recognition within and without the party, possibly affect-

ing their nomination and advancement to local councils. 

- Therefore, it is advisable to introduce an obligatory female quota system for major positions

within the party. 

Third, parties should establish a system to identify and cultivate qualified female politicians. 

- Parties should emplace a permanent system for the systematic cultivation and management

of talent in order to develop qualified female politicians.

- Given that one of the roles of political parties is to foster political elites, a permanent train-

ing and education program for female politicians should be implemented. Incentives such

as nomination to the leadership of the central party or as election candidates can be offered

to those who have completed the program with an exceptional performance.

- Training teams for female candidates can be organized in regional offices, in addition to with-

in the central party, in order to increase the pool of female candidates.
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Fourth, a program is needed to help female candidates develop and settle in district con-

stituencies. 

- While one of the greatest challenges facing female council members is managing their con-

stituency, election-based members enjoy a higher level of career continuance compared to

proportional representatives. In this regard, it appears necessary to introduce a program to

assist women in establishing a stronghold within their constituency in order to elevate women’s

political participation and support their career continuance. 
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