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13. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN PARTICIPATION RATES

13. Regional disparities in participation rates

Labour force participation rates vary

significantly among OECD countries. In 2003,

international differences in participation rates

ranged from 51% in Turkey to 87% in Iceland

(Figure 13.1).

Large variations in France, Australia and 
Germany

Differences between regions were even greater.

In 2003 differences in regional participation rates

were above 40 percentage points in France (49),

Turkey (44), and Australia (42) (Figure 13.2). The

Netherlands and Norway (6), Denmark (7),

Sweden, the Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic

(8), Iceland (10) and Belgium (9) displayed a more

balanced regional pattern.

While the range shows the difference between

the region with the lowest and the highest

participation rates, the Gini index measures

disparities among all regions of a given country.

The index ranges between 0 and 1: the higher its

value, the larger the disparities between regions.

In 2003, the countries with the highest Gini

index for participation rates were Poland and

Ireland (0.07), and Turkey, Italy and Mexico (0.06)

(Figure 13.3). The countries with the lowest

regional dispersion were Norway, the Czech

Republic, Sweden, and the Netherlands (0.01).

Low participation affects over half of the 
population

In 2003, 53% of the OECD population was

located in regions with a participation rate below

the national average. The percentage was

particularly high in Iceland (85%), the Slovak

Republic (78%), Korea (76%), Japan (72%), Greece

(71%) and Turkey (68%). In contrast, a majority of

the working-age population was based in regions

with high participation rates in Australia (82%),

Austria (80%), Canada (77%), Mexico (74%),

Portugal and Switzerland (69%).

During 1998-2003 the share of the working

age population in regions with a participation rate

below the national average increased the most in

Korea (21 percentage points), Portugal (19), France

(15) and the Slovak Republic (14). It decreased the

most in Sweden (–18), Belgium (–16), Spain (–11)

and Canada (–10).

Female participation varies even more
In 2003, the female participation rate in all

OECD countries stood at 61% and ranged from 29%

in Turkey to 87% in Iceland. According to the Gini

index, the largest regional disparities in female

participation rates were in Italy (0.12), Ireland

(0.08), and Spain and Poland (0.07) (Figure 13.4).

The countries with the smallest disparities in 2003

were the Czech Republic, Sweden, Denmark,

Norway and the Netherlands, all with a Gini index

of 0.02.

In 2003, more than half (59%) of the OECD

female working age population was located in

regions with a participation rate below the

national average. The percentage was particularly

high in Greece (83%), the United States (72%),

Japan (71%), the Czech Republic (69%), the Slovak

Republic (65%), New Zealand (64%) and Belgium

(63%). In Australia, Canada, Austria, Norway,

Finland, Spain, Hungary and Ireland, a majority of

the female working age population was based in

regions with high female participation rates.

During 1998-2003, the share of females living
in regions with low participation rates increased
the most in Greece (13 percentage points), Belgium
(10) the Netherlands (6), the Czech Republic and
Austria (5) and the United Kingdom (4). It
decreased the most in Sweden (–29), Hungary (–8),
Italy (–5), Finland (–4), the United States, Australia
and Norway (–3).

Definition

The participation rate is the ratio of the labour force to the working age population (aged 15-64 years).
The labour force is defined as the sum of employed and unemployed people. Similarly, the female
participation rate is defined as the ratio of the female labour force to the female working age population.
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13.1. Participation rates vary significantly 
among OECD countries…
National participation rates

13.2. … but disparities in participation rates 
are even larger among regions

Range in labour force participation rates across regions 
within each country, 2003 (TL3)

13.3. In 2003, the largest regional disparities 
in participation rates were in Poland and Ireland

Gini index of inequality of participation rates 
across regions (TL3)

13.4. In 2003, the largest regional disparities 
in female participation rates were in Italy, 

Ireland, Spain and Poland
Gini index of inequality of female participation rates 

across regions (TL3)
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13. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN PARTICIPATION RATES

13.5. Regional participation rates: Australia and Oceania
Males and females, 2003
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13. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN PARTICIPATION RATES

13.6. Regional participation rate: Europe
Males and females, 2003
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13.7. Regional participation rate: North America
Males and females, 2003
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13. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN PARTICIPATION RATES

Entering the job market: job opportunities and regional disparities

Participation rates, i.e. the ratio of the labour force to the working age population, vary significantly
among regions, largely as a result of three factors: demographic structure, social norms (e.g. the role of
women in society) and economic opportunities.

Age affects the propensity to participate in the labour market: participation is low for young people
during education, it increases for adults and it decreases with age owing to retirement. Therefore, the larger
the percentage of the young or old in a given population, the lower the participation rate.

The gender composition of the population also affects participation rates. Owing to social customs,
labour market participation tends to be lower for women than for men so that the larger the share of
women in a region, the lower its participation rate. However, female participation in the labour market
increases when adequate social services (i.e. child care and day care facilities, parental leave, etc.) are
available. Female participation rates also tend to be higher where more economic opportunities are
available; therefore their participation rates are higher in urban and intermediate regions. In fact, in 2003
in 13 out of 19 OECD countries the participation of women was highest in predominantly urban regions.

The degree of economic opportunity is the third factor affecting participation rates. Marked regional
disparities in unemployment rates (Figure 13.8) suggest that job opportunities vary significantly among
regions: the higher the unemployment rate, the lower the probability that an individual will find a job and
thus the incentive to enter the labour market. In fact (Figure 13.9) there is a significant negative correlation
between regional participation rates and regional unemployment rates in all OECD countries except in
Portugal, Iceland, Switzerland and Ireland (not statistically significant).

In the remaining 25 countries, the correlation is negative and statistically significant except for New
Zealand, Mexico and the Netherlands, indicating that participation rates are low in regions of high
unemployment. This general pattern suggests that regional differences in job opportunities are a major
explanation for the observed differences in labour market participation.

13.8. Unemployment rates vary significantly 
among regions

Range in unemployment rates across regions within 
each country, 2003 (TL3)

13.9. Participation rates are low in 
high-unemployment regions

Spearman correlation between regional participation rates 
and regional unemployment rates, 1998-2003 (TL3)

* Significant at 95%. ** Significant at 99%.
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Symbols and Abbreviations

OECD (25) average Unweighted average of 25 OECD countries.

OECD (25) total Sum over all regions of 25 OECD countries.

OECD (25) Range of variation over all regions of 25 OECD countries.

TL2 Territorial Level 2.

TL3 Territorial Level 3

NOG Non Official Grid

* Differences in the definition of data or regions. Please check the 

“Sources and Methodology” section.

PU Predominantly Urban

IN Intermediate

PR Predominantly Rural

PPP Purchasing Power Parity

USD United States Dollar
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