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1  Introduction
Long work hours cause negative impacts to the health and safety of workers, families, and soci-
ety overall. (Harrington, 2001; Caruso, 2006; Caruso, 2014). As South Korea has been known 
for its long work hours compared to other Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) countries (OECD, 2020), the South Korean government tried to decrease work 
hours by passing an amendment to the Korean Labor Standards Act in February 2018. Accord-
ing to the amendment, the maximum work hours per week decreased from 68 h to 52 h, includ-
ing overtime and weekend work.

In this paper, I study how the new workweek limit in Korea affects individual-level labor 
market outcomes including work hours, monthly earnings, and hourly wages. Changes in indi-
vidual worker hours, wage, and earnings, however, will not fully capture the policy effects, as 
employers may also adjust employment levels. To understand the effect of the policy on the 
amount of labor hired and labor costs of employers, I also analyze total worker hours, total 
employment, and total worker pay at the industry-occupation-education group level.

If the new work hour restriction induces a decline in work hours, the resulting labor sup-
ply decrease should increase the hourly wage. However, the policy impact on average worker 
earnings is ambiguous, depending on the offsetting effects on work hours and hourly wage. At 
the 
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Before the amendment to the Labor Standards Act was passed by the National Assembly 
in February 2018, South Korean workers were legally allowed to work up to 68  h/week.1 
The relevant provisions are as follows: Article 50 (Work Hours) paragraph 1 of the Labor Stan-
dards Act states that work hours shall not exceed 40 hours a week, excluding hours of recess. 
Article 50 paragraph 2 states that work hours shall not exceed eight hours a day, excluding hours 
of recess. Article 53 (Restrictions on Extended Work) paragraph 1 states that where an agree-
ment is made between the parties, work hours referred to in Article 50 may be extended by up to 
12 hours per week. However, weekend work had not been regarded as extended work because 
the ministry of Employment and Labor had interpreted that 1 week in the Labor Standards 
Act is Monday to Friday. Therefore, South Korean workers could work up to 68 h from Mon-
day to Sunday, which consisted of 40 h of standard workweek, 12 h of extended work during 
weekdays, and 16 h of work during weekends. The amendment to the Labor Standards Act 
added a new paragraph to Article 2 (Definition
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I use the constructed hourly wages for salary workers while using reported hourly wages for 
hourly workers.

For the group-level outcome variables, I measure each variable by using the work hours 
data for all workers and full-time workers individually. Specifically, for total work hours, 
I individually sum actual hours worked of all workers and full-time workers at the industry-
occupation-education group level. Total employment is constructed by counting the number 
of male workers aged between 25 and 55, who worked at least an hour
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changes in labor market outcomes observed across treated industry-occupation-education 
groups would have been the same as those of untreated groups, in the absence of the policy 
change.

I use two-way fixed effect models to estimate the effect of the policy change on the out-
come variables. First, since actual hours worked are drawn from individual-level monthly data, 
I use the following estimating equation:

b g d d l e⋅ ⋅= + + + + + +ijmt mt j mt j m t ijmt ijmtY Post D Post X � (1)

where i denotes an individual worker, j denotes an industry-occupation-education group, m 
denotes month, and t denotes year. Postmt takes the value of 0 from January 2016 to February 
2018, and 1 from July 2018 onwards. I exclude March to June 2018 to rule out any possible 
anticipation effect. Dj is the proportion of workers who worked longer than 52 h/week prior to 
the policy change at the industry-occupation-education level and measures the policy inten-
sity. γj are industry-occupation-education fixed effects, δm are month fixed effects, and δt are 
year fixed effects. Xijmt includes demographic and job characteristics that are listed in Panels C 
and D in Table 1.

Second, since usual hours worked, monthly earnings, and hourly wages are drawn from 
individual-level annual data from the August surveys, I use the following estimating equation:

b g d l e= + + + +⋅ ⋅ijt j t j t ijt ijtY D Post X � (2)

The estimating equation is similar to Eq. (1), except that I drop the month fixed effects 
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Figure 4 � Group-level event-study estimates.

Notes: The new work hour restriction was passed on February 28, 2018 and was first 
implemented on July 1, 2018. (A) Total work hours are the sum of actual hours worked 
of all male workers between the ages of 25 and 55 who worked at least an hour in the 
reference week in all industries and establishment sizes subject to the new restriction. 
(B) Total work hours are the sum of actual hours worked of all male workers between the 
ages of 25 and 55 who worked more than 34 h in the reference week in all industries and 
establishment sizes subject to the new restriction. (C) Total employment is the number 
of all male workers between the ages of 25 and 55 who worked at least an hour in the 
reference week in all industries and establishment sizes subject to the new restriction. 
(D) Total employment is the number of all male workers between the ages of 25 and 55 
who worked more than 34 h in the reference week in all industries and establishment 
sizes subject to the new restriction. (E) Total worker pay is the sum of monthly earnings 
of all male workers between the ages of 25 and 55 who usually worked at least an hour 
per week in all industries and establishment sizes subject to the new restriction. (F) Total 
worker pay is the sum of monthly earnings of all male workers between the ages of 25 
and 55 who usually worked more than 34 h/week in all industries and establishment sizes 
subject to the new restriction.
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Table 5  Pre-trend tests for individual-level outcomes

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Actual 
hours

Usual 
hours

Log monthly 
earnings

Log hourly 
wages

Usual 
hours

Log monthly 
earnings

Log hourly 
wages

Treatment effect −1.092
(0.985)
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