INTERVIEW

FIVE QUESTIONS TO KARL BRENKE

»Labor Market Participation
of Women on the Rise «
Karl Brenke, researcher in the department
of Forecasting and Economic Policy of
DIW Berlin.

1. Mr. Brenke, what percentage of the working population
is available to the German labor market? The proportion
is just under 70 percent. This means that almost 70
percent of the working population between the ages
of 15 and 74 either have a job or are looking for one.
However, there are still major differences between men
and women. For men, the participation rate is close to
73 percent whereas for women it is about ten percentage points lower. In particular, the number of women
participating in the labor force has increased considerably. This has also contributed to the potential labor
force growing by two million over the past ten years,
contrary to all predictions.
2. How has labor force participation developed in recent
years? Labor force participation has risen significantly.
Up until 2003/2004, the participation rate flatlined.
For men, it fell slightly, but for women it rose, and on
average we had stagnation. For about ten years now,
we have seen considerable growth in the number of
employed persons and also those with the propensity to
work. An ever-increasing percentage of the population
wants a job. This has also allowed us to manage demographic changes very well. While the working-age population has fallen by about two million, the number of
workers, however, has increased. In other words, there is
a discrepancy here: we still have a shrinking population,
but rising numbers of people are willing to work. As a
result, Germany’s growing labor force participation has
cushioned the demographic problem.
3. Why has female labor force participation increased so
much? First, we have the qualification effect: the better
qualified people become, the more frequently they
participate in the labor force. On average, workers today
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are better qualified than they were 20 years ago. This
applies in particular to women. Attitudes to education
have changed in recent decades, and this is now showing in the labor market. Second, behavior in general has
changed. Women no longer want to play the traditional
role and are keen to participate more in the labor force.
This phenomenon is seen throughout all the age groups.
For men, however, labor force participation has only
increased among those aged 55 or older. One contributing factor may be that employers are now focusing more
on older workers and not just on younger ones as they
did in the past.
4. Has the volume of work among women also increased?
There are still major differences with regard to work volumes. Although 46 percent of all employees in Germany
are women, they only account for 40 percent of total
working hours. This is because women very often only
work part-time. Almost half of women have a part-time
job while for men, the corresponding figure is just one
in nine. It should be noted, however, that the part-time
ratio for women has flatlined in the last seven years. For
men, it has risen slightly from its lower initial level.
5. Will labor force participation among women continue
to rise? Yes, for several reasons. On the one hand, the
economic structure continues to shift toward industries where women are well represented. When jobs
are created in these industries, this leads to higher
labor force participation among women. On the other
hand, younger women, in particular, are no longer
lagging behind men in terms of education. These age
cohorts are further penetrating the labor market and
are increasingly characterizing women in employment.
Since qualified people are more willing to enter gainful
employment than those who are less qualified, labor
force participation among women will continue to rise
due to this effect.
Interview by Erich Wittenberg.
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