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Chapter 7 

Women’s Experiences of Balancing Work and Family in South Korea:  

Continuity and Change 

 

Sirin Sung 

 

Introduction  

 

Work-family balance issues became prominent from the late 1980s onward in Korea (also 

referred to as South Korea) with rapid economic development and women’s increasing 

participation in the labor market. Recent policy developments have supported women to 

balance paid and unpaid work and to encourage men’s involvement in childcare. Nevertheless, 

gendered patterns in the division of household labor have not greatly improved in practice, as 

women continue to spend more time on unpaid work than men do (Joo et al. 2016), despite 

their increasing involvement in paid work. Traditional views on gender roles seem to persist 

in the Korean family, as unpaid care-work is mainly considered to be women’s work.  

 

Gendered patterns in the division of household labor are not peculiar to Korean society, as 

they have been found among all thirty-five Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development countries as well as in other countries (OECD 2016f). However, Korean women 

balancing work and family life may encounter more pressure due to their responsibility for 

their parents-in-law. Married women’s responsibility for their parents-in-law is strongly 

associated with the traditional views of gender roles in Confucian patriarchy, which clearly 
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defines the role of women in the family (Lee, S. 2005). Confucian patriarchal traditions may 

not be as strong as in the past, as a result of relatively recent socioeconomic and demographic 

changes. However, the notion of care-work and household tasks as women’s work has not 

changed significantly, as married women in paid employment continue to take more 

responsibility for unpaid work (domestic/care-work) than men do (Sung 2013). Given this 

context, this chapter will examine the impact of gender role ideology on women’s experience 

of balancing work and family-life in Korea. It will also explore the influence of Confucian 

culture on women’s experience of the unequal sharing of domestic work and care-work 

between men and women within the Korean family.  

 

Women balancing paid and unpaid work 

 

Korea has achieved rapid economic development following the industrialization era of the 

1960s.  Recently, this rapid economic development has been accompanied by particular 

socioeconomic and demographic changes, such as the increasing participation of women in 

the labor market, higher educational attainment, an aging population, and low fertility rates. 

Women’s participation in the labor market has gradually increased since the 1960s in Korea, 

from 34 percent in 1965 (Sung 2003) to 53 percent in 2017 (Statistics Korea 2017). 

Educational attainment for women has considerably improved, with similar numbers of 

women and men completing university degrees: 63 percent of women and men aged 25 to 34 

completed tertiary education (OECD 2012). However, the significant improvements in 

educational attainment have not yet fully translated into enhanced labor market outcomes, as 

the female labor force participation rate is lower than the OECD average of 58 percent (OECD 

2016a). 
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In addition, there have been rapid demographic changes, including an aging population and a 

low fertility rate. Life expectancy at birth has gradually increased in Korea; for women, it has 

reached 85 years compared to the OECD average of 83 years (OECD 2015). Also, a sharp 

decline in fertility from 4.5 in 1970 to 1.2 in 2013 (OECD 2016d) suggests that there is a need 

for a further improvement in work-family balance policies in Korea. Moreover, there have 

been cultural changes in attitudes towards gender roles; a longitudinal survey on gender and 

family shows that the proportion of men doing housework 2 or 3 times a week has slightly 

increased, from 9 percent in 2007 to 15 percent in 2014 (Joo et al. 2016). 

 

Despite these recent changes, married women in paid employment continue to encounter 

difficulties and inequalities in both the workplace and the home. For instance, the gender pay 

gap in median earnings of full-time employees in Korea is the highest (37 percent) among the 

OECD countries, and significantly higher than the OECD average of 15 percent (OECD, 

2016b). Women continue to spend more hours in unpaid work (domestic/care work) than men 

in Korea; women spend 208 minutes per day on average doing unpaid work, while men spend 

only 47 minutes per day (Kim, Y. R. 2015). According to the OECD Family Database (2016f), 

while women spend more time on care-work relative to men in all countries, gender 

differences are particularly acute in Korea, as women spend 4 to 6 times more time on care-

work than men. This indicates that men’s involvement in unpaid work has not kept pace with 

the increasing level of women’s participation in paid work.  

 

Moreover, the organizational culture of long working hours can also be an obstacle to men’s 

involvement in unpaid work in the Korean family. The OECD (2016a) economic surveys 

show that annual working hours in Korea were 17 percent longer than the OECD average in 

2014. Although the standard working hours per week in Korea was reduced from 44 hours in 
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2000 to 40 by 2011, employees working in small firms with fewer than five employees are 

not included in the standard workweek scheme. Furthermore, overtime hours (12 hours per 

week) and additional hours during the weekends, which can add up to a total of 68 hours per 

week, also are not included.   

 

Along with a culture of long working hours, the traditional notion of care-work as woman’s 

work persists in the Korean family. Therefore, married women in paid employment may 

encounter difficulties in reconciling paid and unpaid work, as women are the primary 

providers of both child and elder care for family members. Korean women, living in a 

transitional period where tradition and change co-exist, may encounter a contradiction 

between traditional gender roles and the ideal of gender equality. For instance, women’s 

involvement in paid work is a reflection of the recent changes, whereas their primary 

responsibility for domestic/care-work is closely associated with their traditional gender roles 

(Sung 2014). Therefore, women’s experiences of balancing work and care and how they 

perceive the gender division of labor in the Korean family is a crucial issue to explore.  

 

Gender role ideology and Confucian culture 

 

Gender role ideology is conceptualized as “a set of attitudes about the appropriate roles, rights, 

and responsibilities of men and women in a given society” (Lucas-Thomson and Goldberg 

2015). Concerned mainly with how individuals identify themselves with regard to gender roles 

(Greenstein 1996), such ideologies range from the traditional to the egalitarian. Traditional 

ideologies clearly distinguish between male and female work and care roles, while egalitarian 

ideologies support the idea of a more equal sharing of work and care between women and men 

(Hoschild 1989; Rajadhyasksha et al. 2015). Gender ideology has been considered an 
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important contributor to individuals’ attitudes about how they balance work and family, as it 

is associated with a range of gender-relevant behaviors, such as marriage, division of 

household labor, educational attainment, and labor force participation (Davis and Greenstein 

2009). According to Qian and Sayer (2016), men are more likely to endorse traditional gender 

roles than women, and women are more likely to show disagreement with the traditional ideas 

in East Asia, including Korea. Also, a gender hierarchy and traditional gender roles seem to 

persist in East Asia, together with the Confucian cultural heritage and patriarchal family 

structures, which may lead to difficulties for married women who combine work and family 

responsibilities.  

 

The impact of the Confucian patriarchal system is particularly evident when examining the 

role of women as care givers within the Korean family. Despite women’s increasing 

participation in paid work, childcare is primarily considered to be mothers’ work, as the 

traditional notion of married women’s role as “good wives and wise mothers” still prevails 

(Choi 1994). Regarding elder care, the Confucian cultural value of filial piety retains great 

importance in East Asia, although the tradition has become less prevalent (Schwartz et al. 

2010). Confucian patriarchy dictates that for a married woman, filial piety towards her 

husband’s parents is more important than her obligations to her own parents (Lee, S. 2005). 

Therefore, married women involved in paid work often carry a double burden of work and 

care (Sung 2014).  

 

The issue of care has been central to feminist debate, as it is mainly women who do care-work 

(Graham 1991). The feminist scholar, Tronto suggests that the moral implications of giving 

care are an important aspect in human life. In the ethics of care, responsibility is a central 

moral category, which can have “different meanings depending upon one’s perceived gender 
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roles, family status and culture” (Tronto 1993:133).  Regarding the practice of care and gender 

roles, the allocation of care responsibilities becomes a crucial issue when a certain group of 

people are allowed to avoid responsibility. Tronto (2011) describes this phenomenon as 

“privileged irresponsibility,” as exemplified by the household division of labor. For instance, 

in the traditional breadwinner model, the husband may be excused from daily housework and 

caring responsibilities because he has fulfilled his duty by bringing income into the household. 

As Tronto (2011:167) suggests, this notion has implications from “both a moral perspective 

as a way of shirking responsibility by claiming that one’s own responsibility lies in some other 

area, and from a political perspective as a kind of power through which one is able to force 

others to accept responsibilities”.  

 

In the Korean family, husbands are often granted a “pass” from domestic/care-work, which 

means that they are not expected to engage in domestic/care-work because they are considered 

to be the main financial provider for the family. The gendered practice of care responsibilities 

can even be found in dual-earner families where the traditional breadwinner model does not 

apply. Gender role ideology comes into play here. That is, because care-work is considered to 

be women’s work, the husband can be exempt from this duty. In Confucian patriarchy, the 

husband’s exemption from responsibility for domestic/care-work is often related to the 

traditional gender ideology of his parents, as household tasks have traditionally been 

performed by daughters-in-law. Parents-in-law often are found to interfere in the division of 

household labor between husband and wife in Korean families. 

 

Policy context: Work-family balance policies in Korea 
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The Korean government established the Ministry of Gender Equality in 2000 to improve 

gender equality and to achieve gender mainstreaming in policy and society. Equal opportunity 

legislation, which was originally introduced in 1987, developed into the Equal Employment 

and Support of Work-Family Balance Act in 2007, in recognition of the importance of work-

family balance for working parents (Sung 2014). In particular, the recent reforms of work-

family balance policies in 2014 and 2016 led to a significant improvement in childcare-related 

leave, such as maternity, paternity, and parental leave. Maternity leave became more generous 

in terms of pay, providing 100 percent of income replacement for 60 days; Employment 

Insurance covers the remaining 30 days up to 1,350,000 Won ($1191) (MOEL, 2016). Unpaid 

paternity leave (3 days) has evolved into paid leave; fathers are now entitled to 3 to 5 days of 

paternity leave, but they are paid for only three days. 

 

Furthermore, parents with children under eight years of age can now take up to one year of 

parental leave (up to three years for employees in the public sector). Previously, parental leave 

was referred to as “childcare leave” in Korea, but the term was changed to “parental childcare 

leave” in 2014 to emphasize the father’s role in childcare (MOLEG, 2014). In fact, the 

importance of fathers’ involvement in childcare has been the center of attention in the 

reformed policy (MOLEG 2016). For example, a “daddy months” program was introduced to 

encourage fathers to take parental leave. Like Sweden’s “daddy quota” policy, “daddy months” 

enable fathers to take parental leave immediately after mothers take leaves. Although limited 

to 1,500,000 Won ($1323) per month, fathers taking “daddy months” are entitled to 100 

percent income replacement of their monthly wage for three months (KWDI, 2016a). In spite 

of these developments, however, low uptake by fathers (6 percent) in these programs indicates 

that traditional conceptions of gender roles remain largely unchanged (KWDI, 2016b).  
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Also, total public expenditure on early childhood education and care in Korea (0.8 percent) is 

significantly lower than in Nordic countries, although it is slightly above the OECD average 

(0.7 percent) (OECD 2016e). In particular, public spending on pre-primary education is 

considerably lower than in the UK and some European countries, including Sweden and 

Norway (OECD, 2016e). Therefore, lack of publicly funded childcare amplifies reliance on 

informal care and adds to the pressure imposed upon dual-earner families in balancing work 

and family. The informal childcare rate for 0 to 2-year-olds in Korea is particularly high (28%) 

in comparison with Nordic countries (e.g. Sweden 0.27 %) (OECD 2016c). 

 

The official family care leave program was introduced in Korea in 2007 and was revised in 

2012 as part of the reform of work-family balance policies. This type of leave serves mainly 

to enable an employee to take unpaid leave when a family member or dependent needs care 

due to illness, an accident, or old age. The family member may be a spouse, child, parent, or 

parent-in-law (Park 2016). Employees can take up to 90 days per year, but the period of leave 

must be at least 30 days each time (Choi et al. 2014). Although this leave was first introduced 

in 2007, take-up rates have been particularly low. According to the survey on the effectiveness 

of work-family balance policies undertaken by the Ministry of Employment and Labor (Kim, 

Y. O. 2015), only 1.2 persons on average used the family care leave program, whereas most 

employees took annual leave when they needed time off to care for a family member. Only 

about 30 percent of employees were aware that such family care leave was available (Park et 

al. 2016). Low take-up rates seem to be associated with a lack of awareness and anxiety about 

financial loss, given that family care leave is unpaid (Park 2016). Flexibility regarding the 

length of leave (e.g. allowing short-term absences of less than 30 days if needed) might 

encourage employees to make more use of the leave.  
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Since the 1990s, the Korean population has been aging (Statistics Korea 2011), with the result 

that elder care policies have become a crucial concern for the government. The introduction 

of long-term care (LTC) insurance in 2008 led to a significant improvement in elder care 

policy, in that it recognized care as a societal as well as a familial responsibility (Kim 2016). 

That said, LTC insurance was developed mainly in response to urgent socioeconomic 

pressures, such as low fertility rates, unemployment, and a lack of care services, rather than 

for the purpose of the socialization of care (Kim 2016). “Maintaining the family system” 

remains central to the 2015 reformed policy for elder care, and the significance of “the 

enhancement of the spirit of respect for the elderly and filial piety” is still highlighted 

(MOLEG 2017: Chapter 3, Article 1). Evidently, elder care policy in Korea is still focused on 

family responsibility for care, as it continues to give prominence to the Confucian virtue of 

filial piety.  

 

Research Methods 

To examine issues related to work/family responsibilities, qualitative research methods were 

selected to explore women’s experiences and beliefs regarding traditional gender roles and 

their effects on the ability of women to balance work and family. As Denzin and Lincoln 

(1998) suggest, qualitative research is useful in examining experiences of the constraints of 

everyday life. To give more flexibility to participants and to allow people to give their own 

opinions and experiences, semi-structured interviews were carried out with thirty married 

women in paid employment in Seoul, Korea, in 2014. The interviewees, who were aged 

between 19 and 60, were recruited, selected and drawn equally from the public and private 

sectors. Although the level of income varied between the low-middle to upper-middle income 

range, most participants were from the middle-income group. The interview topics focused 

primarily on women’s experience of balancing work and family responsibilities, including the 
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division of household tasks (e.g. domestic work, childcare, and elder care) between the women 

themselves and their husbands. Pseudonyms have been used throughout the chapter to 

maintain confidentiality and anonymity.   

 

Women’s experiences of balancing work and family responsibilities: The impact of 

gender role ideology and Confucian culture 

 

Korean women’s experiences related to the division of household labor were explored by 

examining how unpaid household work/care-work is shared between the respondents and their 

husbands. More specifically, this section focuses on the accounts of these employed women 

and how they perceive the sharing of household work. The extent to which gender role 

ideology has influenced the ways in which unpaid work is shared between men and women is 

also examined, in addition to whether Confucian culture has an impact on the unequal sharing 

of unpaid work between them.  

 

Domestic work: Unequal sharing of housework between men and women  

 

All respondents stated that domestic work is not equally shared between their husbands and 

themselves and these women take more responsibility for doing housework than do their 

husbands, despite the women’s involvement in paid work. None of the respondents seemed to 

perceive that the household labor can be equally divided between their husbands and 

themselves. Thus, no egalitarian trend was found from the interviews regarding gender roles. 

However, in some cases, respondents did mention that their husbands helped with 

dishwashing and laundry occasionally, indicating some degree of change in the traditional 

view of gender roles. Although this change was far from the egalitarian level of equal sharing 
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of housework, it is a clear indication of a cultural shift in Korean family life, however slow. 

Furthermore, respondents tended to use the expression “my husband helps me with housework” 

when they talked about how this work is shared in their home, suggesting that housework 

continues to be perceived as primarily the woman’s responsibility with which husbands 

sometimes assist.  

 

When asked why they do more housework than their husbands, about two-thirds of the 

respondents stated that the reason is closely associated with the traditional culture of gender 

roles in Korea. Only one respondent said that she had traditional views on gender roles herself, 

stating that “for men work is more important than doing unpaid work at home.” Others 

suggested that the primary reason is that their husbands and parents-in-law have traditional 

ideas on gender roles. They also cited the wider influence of traditional culture on Korean 

society. This experience is exemplified by Yumi, a 40-year-old mother of three young children, 

who talked about how her husband responds when she asks him to share household tasks: 

 

My husband never helped me with housework. He is a bit traditional and patriarchal. 

He would say, “How can a man do this kind of things”. He’d say, “It’s a woman’s 

job.” 

 

A college graduate working for a private company, Yumi lived with her parents-in-law for 

five years at the beginning of her marriage, an arrangement which she felt obligated to accept 

as her mother-in-law had particularly requested it. She found the experience of co-residence 

with her parents-in-law rather stressful, as they had traditional ideas on gender roles similar 

to those of her husband.  
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Roughly half of the respondents said that the traditional ideas of their parents-in-law had 

influenced the unequal sharing of housework between them and their husbands. For example, 

Sumi, a 40-year-old with three young children, said her parents-in-law often made remarks 

about why men should not engage in domestic work, which they saw as mainly a woman’s 

responsibility:  

 

My mother-in-law said, “Men should not enter the kitchen. In the past, it was only 

the male servant who entered the kitchen. My son should not be treated as a servant.” 

 

Sumi also said that her husband had tried to help her with housework a few times but that his 

mother had not allowed him to do so: “I cannot help you as my mother doesn’t like it,” he 

told her. Sumi also described the difference between her own mother and her mother-in-law 

when they visit her house. While her mother would do most of the housework out of concern 

that Sumi might be too tired after work, her mother-in-law would want Sumi to do the 

housework after she came back from work.  Her husband, by contrast, would not be expected 

to do anything after work. 

 

Further, in some cases, respondents mentioned that Confucian traditional culture influenced 

wider society as well as their parents-in-law. Susie, a 38-year-old civil servant, described how 

traditional Korean culture affected her work performance, because wives are expected to do 

housework. She described herself as a highly educated woman with a postgraduate degree, 

and yet she still believed that she must conform to her traditional gender role, as a wife, mother, 

and daughter-in-law at home.  
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In Korean traditional culture, a wife has to cook for her husband, so marriage affected 

my work somehow. My parents-in-law have strong Confucian traditional views. My 

mother-in-law told me that “it’s a woman’s job, daughter-in-law’s job in particular.” So 

I do all the housework when I visit my parents-in-law during the weekends or celebration 

days [e.g. New Year’s Day, Autumn Festival]. 

 

In turn, Susie hires a domestic helper who comes two or three times a week to help her with 

her own housework. Nevertheless, she found it difficult to cope with both paid work and 

housework, as making sure that the house is clean and that family meals are well prepared is 

considered to be mainly her responsibility. Lee’s (2002) study of middle-class Chinese 

families in Hong Kong also found that having a domestic helper does not necessarily release 

working mothers from their family responsibilities, as they often have to supervise the 

domestic helper. Moreover, wives often are blamed when the domestic helper does not 

perform well, as this is considered evidence that they lack supervisory and organizational 

skills. In a few cases, mothers-in-law had refused to hire a domestic helper although they could 

afford to do so. Bini, for example, explained the difficulties she experienced in combining 

paid work and her responsibilities at home, as her mother-in-law did not want to hire a 

domestic helper.  

 

I have been living with my parents-in-law for ten years as my husband is the eldest 

son. I want to hire a domestic helper, but my mother-in-law doesn’t like the idea. So 

I end up doing most of the housework after I come back from work. 

 

From the interviews, none of the participants in this study perceived housework to be equally 

shared between their husbands and themselves. Thus, there was no egalitarian way of sharing 
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of household labor. Moreover, roughly half of the respondents indicated that their husbands 

either did less housework than they did or were reluctant to perform any housework because 

their parents-in-law held traditional ideas about gender roles. This finding is also consistent 

with the examination of the reasons as to why women take more responsibility for childcare.  

 

Childcare: Why women do more than men 

 

As with their experience of unequal sharing of domestic work, all respondents also indicated 

that they took more responsibility for childcare than did their husbands. Further, more than 

half of the respondents stated that this is because their parents-in-law and/or their husbands 

adhere to traditional ideas on gender roles. However, there was a difference between the 

respondents’ perception of the share of domestic work and of childcare. While only one 

respondent stated that she adheres to traditional views of gender roles regarding domestic 

work, nearly half of the respondents expressed a certain degree of agreement with traditional 

views on gender roles and motherhood-ideology as they pertain to childcare. For example, 

Jimin, a 38-year-old teacher, described childcare as something that mothers naturally do better 

than fathers, highlighting the biological differences between men and women. 

 

I think it’s just natural. I am the mother. I breastfed my daughter and biologically 

men and women are different. My husband is a good father…but I do more childcare. 

My children also look for me [not my husband] when they are unwell or in need of 

something.  

 

According to Lee (2002), in Hong Kong it is widely believed that women are better at caring 

for children than men. Men are also more likely to engage in recreational tasks with children 
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rather than adopt a caring role. This was also evident in this study: respondents often made 

comments, such as “My husband is good at entertaining children,” that emphasized his role 

in recreational activities or in outdoor sporting activities with children.  

 

Importantly, for Korean women, childcare is considered to be the first priority among other 

household tasks, and women assume more responsibility for childcare despite their 

involvement in paid work. As some respondents emphasized, many working mothers regard 

looking after their children to be more important than doing well in their career. Indeed, 

feeling guilty about not being a good mother was highlighted by some of those interviewed, 

for whom not being able to pay enough attention to their children was their main concern, as 

they were not being able to spend more time with their children due to their responsibilities in 

their paid work.   

 

While some respondents emphasized the traditional notions of the mother’s role in childcare, 

a few others suggested more practical reasons for why they are deemed to be more responsible 

for childcare than their husbands. For them, having husbands who worked long hours in 

inflexible work settings was the main reason why they spent more time on childcare than their 

husbands.  As one respondent, Sunhee, explained: 

 

My husband’s job is not flexible. Also [he works] long hours. His colleagues mostly 

have wives who are not in paid work. Therefore, his colleagues would not understand 

why he needs to take time off for childcare/family reasons, instead of [his] wife.  

 

Sunhee works as a civil servant in the public sector. Consequently, she is likely to work more 

regular hours from 9:00 am to 5:00 pm than her husband and finds it easier to take time off 



16 
 

work for family emergencies. However, it is crucial to note the impact that the organizational 

culture of her husband’s workplace has on how the couple organizes their childcare 

responsibilities, particularly in relation to taking time off for family reasons. Sunhee’s 

experience provides evidence that in dual-earner families, the traditional gender role ideology 

of the husband’s colleagues and the organizational culture of his workplace can affect the 

ways in which individuals organize/manage childcare within their households.   

 

As in the case of domestic work, more than one-half of respondents said that the traditional 

views of their husbands and parents-in-law explained why they were more responsible for 

childcare than their husbands. For example, Gina, a 52-year-old headteacher of a pre-school, 

stated that she took more responsibility for childcare when her children were young because 

her husband held strong traditional views on gender roles. 

 

My husband is very traditional, so he said it’s not a man’s job to look after children. 

He only focused on his work…did nothing for childcare.  

 

Gabi, a 42-year-old pre-school teacher who lived with her parents-in-law for six years 

immediately after her marriage, described similar difficulties in sharing childcare with her 

husband. From her point of view, her husband did not help her with childcare because her 

parents-in-law would not like the idea of men doing care-work. In fact, her father-in-law asked 

her to quit her job to focus on housework and childcare. She did not work for the six years 

while she lived with her parents-in-law, but instead looked after her two young children and 

her mother-in-law, who had health problems. At one point, she also looked after her husband’s 

brother’s two children, as he was divorced and his former wife did not want to be responsible 

for the children.  
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My parents-in-law told me to quit my job after marriage. For three years I had to 

look after my mother-in-law who had cancer, as well as my young children. My 

husband’s brother got divorced at that time, so I also had to look after his two 

children for three years. It was very hard for me. I felt like I was their servant. My 

parents-in-law did not like the idea of my husband doing childcare.  

 

Gabi’s experience demonstrates the level of interference by parents-in-law in decisions made 

by Korean couples regarding the sharing of housework and care responsibilities. Their ability 

to excuse their adult sons from such activities places greater pressure on their daughters-in-

law to take more responsibility for housework and childcare, similar to the Tronto’s (1993) 

idea of ‘privileged irresponsibility’. To understand Korean family relationships, it is important 

to examine the power dynamics between the daughter-in-law and parents-in-law as well as the 

relationship between husbands and wives. Indeed, the relationship between husbands and 

wives can often be affected by the interference of parents-in-law in the Confucian patriarchal 

family (Sung 2003). 

 

Elder care and Confucian culture: Gender ideology 

 

All those interviewed for this study stated that they took more responsibility for their parents-

in-law than their own parents, in terms of both financial support and care. To follow up, 

respondents were asked to explain why they did so and whether or not they perceived this as 

fair. Being the eldest daughter-in-law or the only daughter-in-law was one of the important 

reasons they gave. According to Confucian tradition, married women are obligated to be more 

responsible for their parents-in-law than for their own parents (Sung 2014). Therefore, in the 
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Korean family, it is often the daughter-in-law who takes on the responsibility for looking after 

her parents-in-law in their old age rather than the parents-in-law’s own daughters. Sons are 

considered to be the main provider for their parents in old age financially, while daughters-in-

law traditionally perform a care-giving role. When there is more than one son, the eldest takes 

primary responsibility for his parents in their old age (Lee, J. 2005). Bomi, a 41-year-old 

accountant, explained the importance of being the eldest daughter-in-law in a Korean family. 

 

I have done much more for my parents-in-law. I give more financial support to them 

than to my own parents. I visit them more often and regularly. My husband is the 

eldest son and that means a lot to my parents-in-law. My husband often says, “I am 

the eldest son, so should be responsible for my parents.” In Korea, being an eldest 

son and daughter-in-law is a big responsibility.  

 

Although Bomi found it difficult to communicate with her mother-in-law, who adheres to 

traditional views on gender roles, she too accepted traditional views as they pertained to 

responsibility of a daughter-in-law. For instance, she described how annoyed she was that her 

own brothers’ wives did not do enough housework and that her mother was helping them: “It 

should be their responsibility as daughters-in-law to do housework, not my mother’s, 

especially when they are housewives.” Despite her belief that she was being unfair to her own 

parents, Bomi felt more responsibility towards her parents-in-law. This view was mitigated 

somewhat by her belief that her brothers would look after her parents, as it is the social custom 

in Korea for sons to be responsible for older parents.  

 

While some other respondents, such as Minju, who had stated that “It’s my obligation to live 

with my parents-in-law if they get older or sick,” also subscribed to traditional views on gender 
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roles in relation to elder care, about two-thirds of respondents said that they took more 

responsibility for their parents-in-law not because they held a traditional view of their role as 

daughters-in-law but rather because their husbands and parents-in-law held traditional views 

of gender roles. Thus, primarily, they perceived their husbands and parents-in-law as having 

been influenced by traditional culture and its customs, which affected their role as daughters-

in-law. Duna explained this well: 

 

My parents-in-law are too traditional. They think a daughter-in-law has to be 

responsible for parents-in-law. I disagree with this idea but it is just how it is done, 

traditional custom in Korea. 

 

Interestingly, whether they held traditional views on gender roles or not, virtually all 

respondents stated that it was unfair that they were more responsible for their parents-in-law 

than for their own parents. Although they were aware of the unfairness of the custom, 

especially in light of recent social and policy changes, most of them made comments such as 

“it is just part of tradition in Korea” and “it’s easier to follow the custom and conform to the 

tradition.” As Sunju, a 41-year-old a nursery assistant, explained:  

 

My father passed away, so my mother does memorial service for him every year. But 

I can’t attend it, as it is the same day as the memorial service of my grandparents-

in-law. My parents-in-law told me that it is my duty to be there as a granddaughter-

in-law.  

 

According to the Confucian tradition, adult children should show respect to their deceased 

parents by carrying out memorial services every year. Demonstrating respect for deceased 
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parents and ancestors is part of the Confucian tradition of ancestor worship, as filial piety is 

one of the most important Confucian virtues (Schwartz et al. 2010). In Sunju’s case, her 

parents-in-law perceived her responsibility towards her grandparent-in-law as taking priority 

over her duty to attend the memorial service for her own father.  

 

Indeed, the Confucian tradition of respecting one’s parents and ancestors persists in 

contemporary Korean society, albeit to a lesser degree than in the past (also see Schwartz et 

al. 2006).  And at times, it is practiced in different ways, depending on particular religious 

beliefs and on family tradition. For example, one respondent described how her parent-in-

laws, who are Christian, still hold the memorial service for their deceased parents in their 

church, although it is performed differently from the Confucian practice. They normally invite 

a clergyman to pray for the deceased parents/grandparents, rather than following the 

Confucian tradition of ancestor worship.  

 

In contrast, several respondents explained their attempts to challenge the tradition by giving 

financial support to both their parents-in-law and their own parents, and by visiting the latter 

regularly. However, they found it difficult to continue giving the same level of support to both 

parties, as their income and time was limited. Nevertheless, their efforts reflect a cultural 

transition in Korean society in that women are increasingly aware of the inequality that they 

encounter in terms of gender roles.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Korea has undergone numerous socioeconomic, demographic, and policy changes, including 

the increasing number of women in the labor market, longer life-expectancy, lower fertility 
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rates, and the development of equal opportunity legislation. As a result of increased female 

participation in the labor market, work-family balance issues have come to the fore, leading 

to the development of policies designed to promote work-family balance, such as maternity, 

paternity, and parental leave. These policies have been reformed several times and have 

become more egalitarian (Sung, 2014). However, such policies need further development to 

encourage an equal sharing of domestic work and care-work between men and women. 

Despite the recent development of policies related to paternity and parental leave, the 

participation rate for men is still low, and paternity leave policies, in particular, require 

improvement in terms of pay and duration. In addition, childcare policies must be developed 

to meet the needs of working mothers, to reduce the heavy reliance on informal care, and to 

increase the number of publicly funded childcare institutions. 

 

Along with these changes, gendered patterns in the division of household labor must be 

challenged, as traditional conceptions of gender roles persist in the Korean family. Because 

domestic work and care are still regarded as women’s work, men are often exempt from family 

responsibilities, thereby making it more difficult for Korean women to reconcile paid and 

unpaid work. The evidence from the interviews clearly indicates that women continue to 

assume more responsibility for domestic work, childcare, and elder care and that they do so 

because of the traditional views of gender held by their husbands and parents-in-laws. In 

particular, elder-care responsibilities are strongly related to Confucian patriarchal views, as 

married women continue to take more responsibility for their parents-in-law than for their own 

parents. Further, findings from the interviews indicate that traditional gender-role ideology 

significantly influences Korean women’s experiences of balancing work and family, with 

unpaid work continuing to be shared unequally between men and women. The impact of 

Confucian traditions on gender roles is particularly notable in relation to elder-care, given 
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married women’s presumed responsibility for their parents-in-law. In the end, this signifies 

the importance of cultural change in the wider society as well as in individual/family life, as 

the gendered division of household labor remains relatively unchanged despite policy 

developments intended to foster greater sharing of family responsibilities.   

 

It is also important to note that women in this study continued to take more responsibility for 

their parents-in-law than for their own parents, even though most believed that doing so was 

unfair. This reflects the difficulties encountered by Korean women living in the transition 

between tradition and change (Sung 2014). In the midst of the transition, women themselves 

often face a contradiction between traditional views of gender roles and gender equality (Sung 

2013) and experience uncertainty about the path to follow. Therefore, along with policy 

developments, cultural shifts in traditional ideas on gender roles are necessary in order to 

achieve an equal sharing of paid and unpaid work between Korean men and women. 
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