Title of Paper: Gender, Work, and Migration: Building Work Capital among Korean Women in Australia
Introduction
Migrants commonly face challenges in adapting to new life circumstances in the host country (Fejes et al., 2022). Australia relies on immigration to sustain population growth and labour supply (Gamlen & Sherrell, 2022). Korean immigrants represent a visible linguistic and cultural minority, with the 2021 Census reporting 115,531 Korean speakers and 102,092 Korea-born residents in Australia (ABS, 2022). While previous research on Korean immigrants in Australia has addressed settlement patterns (Hundt, 2019), health practices (Cho, 2024), social work (Kang et al., 2022), and entrepreneurial enclaves (Choi, 2022), empirical studies focusing on career development - particularly among female immigrants - remain limited.
Objectives
This project focuses on the experiences of working Korean women migrants, given the persistent gender inequality in Korea. South Korea’s gender wage gap was 29.3%, substantially higher than Australia’s (around 11.3%) and the OECD average (11.5%) (OECD, 2023). Prior research also suggests that Korean immigrant women in Australia may perceive structural and environmental constraints more strongly than men (Sul Tcha & Lobo, 2003). Building on this evidence, the project aims to examine how Korean women migrants navigate institutional and social barriers in Australia, and how they use work to strengthen their economic position and career pathways through the development and utilisation of work capital.
Theoretical Basis
This study adopts the Work Capital framework (Kim & Allan, 2024; Kim et al., 2024), which conceptualises work as a form of capital and provides a culturally responsive way to examine how work experiences become resources for career development, economic stability, and socio-cultural integration. This study elucidates how the notion of work capital both diverges from and converges with established forms of capital, notably human capital (Becker, 1993; Schultz, 1961) and social capital (Coleman, 1988).
Methodology 
This study is conducting a survey of approximately 400 Korea-born residents in Australia using the Work Capital Scale (Kim et al., 2025) to investigate how work capital is accumulated and utilised. It also examines how theoretically informed contextual factors (such as childhood and current social class and downward classism) and vocational factors (including work volition, career adaptability, and decent work) function as antecedents and outcomes of work capital (Kim et al., 2024). In addition, the study is undertaking in-depth semi-structured interviews to explore the career experiences and barrier-overcoming strategies of Korean women migrants.
Results (preliminary)
Data collection is underway and is expected to be completed by August 2026. Preliminary analyses will report sample characteristics and internal consistency of the Work Capital Scale, followed by initial tests of relationships between work capital, contextual factors (childhood and current social class, downward classism), and vocational outcomes (work volition, career adaptability, and decent work). The presentation will also report early themes from interview data that illustrate how work capital is developed and mobilised in the face of institutional and social barriers.
Conclusions
Aligned with the conference theme Navigating the Future, this research investigates how Korean immigrants in Australia build and mobilise work capital to navigate career uncertainty and labour market transitions. The project aims to provide the first empirical examination of work capital in this population, generating policy- and practice-relevant insights to support the economic self-reliance and career development of women migrants. It is also designed to inform comparative migration and career research between Australia and Korea by clarifying how work capital is developed, transferred, and constrained across migration contexts.

Note. This project is financially supported by the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS).
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