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Sharing Responsibilities between Women and Men and Balancing Between
Work and Family in Korea

1. Introduction

With the industrialization of the 1960s, Korean society has been putting its effort to
economic development. While the Korean government tried to achieve intensive economic
development, the main focus of the policy had to be on the creation and the maintenance
of the labor market, organizing the social structure centered on labor and job. Family

remained a private sector which supported the labor market.

As of 2005, the male employment rate reached 73.9% while the female employment rate
was 50.1%. Since then, the participation rate of women in economic activities has been
growing continuously.  Further, Korea's working hours in the labor market top ranked
among OECD nations. Altogether these data suggest that the Korean society shows a

tendency of making a transition to a dual-earner family model

On the other hand, the family structure is showing as dramatic a change as more women
participate in the labor market. Traditionally, the Korean society is based on a patriarchal
family system with strong family ideology. The family has been playing a major role in
child care and support of the elderly. However, the value of the family is undergoing

rapid change with the recent social and economic changes.

As we have seen so far, Korean society is undergoing changes in various social areas as
it includes the challenge of social formation around market work, the weakening of the
childrearing function of the family due to the increase of women's participation in
economic activities, and changes in the attitudes toward traditional family. Thus, a
significant reaction in response to these changes is inevitable, although the work-family
balance has not appeared in the discussion of the policy agenda until very recently. With
this tendency, it is expected to continue that more women participate in the labor market
and dual earner families increase. Thus it is not only a practical but also a historical task
to provide the appropriate systematic and social support that enables a harmonious
co-functioning of work and family life with the women and men workers so that they

could enjoy their work and family life with the least work-family conflict.
2. Work and Family Life in the Korean Society

Since the beginning of 1960, women's economic activities have been showing an increase,
and at the same time, the gender gap in the participation rates has been decreasing.



Although the increasing rates of women's economic activities are comparatively slow in the
Korean labor market, it is supposed a normal practice recently. We can see this steady
decrease in gender gap as a sign that Korean society is transforming into a dual earner
society.

As in the 1980s, there was a vigorous economic participation rate among young adults
aged 20-29, while it showed a rapid decrease after the late 20's, followed by a slow
increase after mid 30's. The case in 1990 shows roughly the patterns similar to those in
the 1980s. However, in 2007, the economically active period starts from early 20's, and
extends to late 20's and all the way to the early 30's. 2007 has also the highest
participation rate ever for those in their 40's. These empirical findings suggest that the
suspension in women's participation in economic activities due to marriage, pregnancy, and
childbirth has decreased. The M-shaped figure of the graph means, however that there still
exist barriers to women's economic activities. This tendency tells us that more women give

birth at an older age, as evidenced in the fact that birth rate is decreasing.

According to previous research on the changes in female occupation, married women
prefer working part-time while single or never-married women prefer full-time employment.
This finding suggests that the possible conflict between work and family may result in the
discontinuity in employment and short careers, which in turn lowers mastery and expertise
at work, which then drives women to the outskirts of their professions or out of the labor

market.

Further this finding suggests that the reasons for the suspension and instability in
women's work may not come from human-resource issues but from problems concerning
women's roles in the family. According to the Korea National Statistics Office conducted
in 2005, the major barriers to women's entrance into the workforce are childcare(34.9%),
social prejudices and established practices(18.5%), unfair work environment(11.6%), and lack
of ability(5.9%). If the responsibilities involved in marriage, pregnancy, and childbirth play
a critical role in driving women out of the labor market, what is above all required would
be to support and create a favorable social environment.

As for the Korean family structure as of 2005, about half(45.7%) consists of nuclear
families in its traditional sense, which is composed of a couple and their unmarried
children. Also notably, 19% of the whole families are single-member families, and 11.5%
accounts for elderly couple- a sign of change in family structure. The fact that a major
portion of Korean families are nuclear, single member, and elderly couple families shows
the reality where raising children and supporting seniors can no longer be ascribed to the
traditionally defined responsibility of the family. Further this tendency emphasizes the
need for the support that helps women and men workers balance their work and family.

A recent national research on Marriage and Childbirth among single women and men
conducted by the Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs in 2005 highlights a
significant decrease in the number of young people who think of marriage as an essential
process of life. In addition, as to the reasons for the delayed marriage, men's responses
included instability of income and marriage expenses, and women's responses included
difficulty of managing work and family balance and marriage expenses. These findings



indicate that the family responsibilities are excessively imposed on women upon marriage.

Then, how much family responsibilities are transferred to women upon marriage?
According to the Nationwide Survey on Family, the hours men spend for childcare were
almost insignificant compared to the number of hours women spend for childcare. This
finding may be explained as follow: first, women still take primary responsibility of rearing
children, and second, the social conditions yield too little time for family activities. That is,
exceptionally long work hours in the Korean labor market lead to decreasing family time at
home, and necessarily make it impossible for men to share the responsibility of child

rearing.
3. Conclusion

While in 1988, the majority of women assumed that it was desirable to work before
marriage and after the growth of children, in 2002, most women regarded employment as a
life-time commitment regardless of the states of the family. = While women view
employment as something that continues throughout life independent from family matters,
the social norm and system still put the responsibilities of childbirth and childcare on
women and individual families. Given this situation, women still tend to choose to delay
or avoid marriage, delay or avoid childbirth, or minimize the number of children if they
decide to have children, thereby minimizing the burdens of maintaining a family. To
resolve the social problems that the Korean society has faced for the past 10 years, such as
aging, very low fertility rates, and growing conflict between work and family, direct and
applicable efforts should be made in a governmental level so that work-family balance can
be sustained.

It should be noted that balance between work and family cannot simply come as more
women enter the labor market. A policy which only aims to raise women's economic
participation will result in producing a wider gender gap in the family and in the labor
market. The consideration of the policy for work-family balance should start with the
recognition of women and men workers with family responsibilities. Family responsibilities
share not only childcare, but also the responsibilities towards family members who need
any care, such as caring for the elderly. Sharing responsibilities requires to build up a
support system so that women and men can share responsibilities equally.



