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The influence of a supportive environment for families on women’s
fertility intentions and behavior in South Korea

Soo-Yeon Yoon1

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Recent theories of low fertility emphasize the increasing importance of support for the
family in changing gender roles toward egalitarianism. In a context of weak
institutional support for families and low levels of gender equity, do family policies
influence individual fertility? Moreover, might support from other sources, such as
men’s involvement in the family or grandparental childcare assistance, positively
influence fertility intentions and behavior?

OBJECTIVE
I examine the influence of three sources of a supportive environment for families – the
state, husbands, and parents or in-laws – on women’s fertility intentions and behavior
regarding second children.

METHODS
Using data from three waves of the Korean Longitudinal Survey for Women and
Families, I measured supportive environments by knowledge of family policy, men’s
involvement in housework and childcare, and grandparental childcare assistance. I then
studied these factors with binary logistic regression analysis.

RESULTS
The findings suggest that supportive environments for the family have a stronger effect
on fertility behavior than on fertility intentions. Women who are knowledgeable about
childcare leave reserved for use by fathers are more likely to have a second child than
women who do not know about it. Support from husbands for housework and childcare
and intensive childcare assistance from coresiding parents or in-laws increase the
likelihood of a second birth.

CONTRIBUTION
These findings contribute to our theoretical understanding of the interplay between the
welfare state and the family in studies of fertility. Moreover, the findings have unique
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implications for very low fertility in countries with limited and fragmented state support
of families.

1. Introduction

There is a great deal of heterogeneity in fertility levels across advanced countries.
Scholars have observed an upturn in total fertility rates in Western countries in the past
decade (Goldstein, Sobotka, and Jasilionience 2009; Myrskylä, Kohler, and Billari
2009). In addition, the relationship between trends in female labor force participation
and fertility trends changed from negative to positive at the national level in the 1990s
(e.g., Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Del Boca 2002; Morgan 2003; Rindfuss et al. 2007).
However, East Asian countries, such as South Korea (hereafter Korea) and Japan,
continue to be exceptions to this recent rebound in fertility levels. Scholars explain this
cross-national difference in fertility rates in relation to the compatibility between
parenthood and labor force participation, augmented by state support to families and
gender equality (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015;
McDonald 2000; Mills et al. 2011; Myrskylä, Kohler, and Billari 2011; Thévenon
2011).

In a comparative study examining the cross-national variation in state support to
families, Thévenon (2011) reveals that such support in Southern European countries,
Japan, and Korea is characterized by a deficit of policies that enable a balance between
work  and  family  for  women.  Korea  is  markedly  different  from  countries  in  the  same
group that offer similar levels of state support to families: It “clearly lag[s] behind the
other OECD countries, whichever type of support is considered” (Thévenon 2011:64).

In a context of limited state support for families, such as the case of Korea, how do
women manage work and family balance? What kinds of sources of support do they
rely on? In order to meet the varied demands of family, women with children may
require support from other sources, including male partners or family networks, when
the institutional regimes do not provide strong support (Balbo and Mills 2011). Several
studies linking gender equity and fertility show that male partners’ participation in
housework and childcare positively affects women’s fertility intentions, especially
within contexts where the societal level of gender equality is low (Mills et al. 2008;
Olàh 2003). Scholars have recently explored the effect of support from grandparental
childcare on fertility as a potential source of supportive environments to improve the
compatibility between work and family (Hank and Buber 2009; Thomése and Liefbroer
2013). However, previous studies have often focused on a single source of a supportive
environment for family, either from the state, male partners, or extended family, and the
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impact of such a source on fertility (Harknett, Billari, and Medalia 2014). Few studies
have comprehensively evaluated varying sources of support for the family and how they
relate to fertility decision-making in an analysis at the individual level.

I aim to fill in this gap in the literature by examining the influence of three sources
of a supportive environment for the family on women’s fertility intentions and
behavior. I situate the Korean case in a broader discussion on the nuanced relationship
between access to family support and fertility in a context lacking institutional support
for childrearing, embedded in low levels of gender equality. Using data from the three
waves of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women & Families from 2007 to 2010, I
examine whether three sources of a supportive environment for families – the state,
husbands, and parents or in-laws – influence fertility intentions and fertility behavior
for married women with one child. My analysis focuses on second births, given the
cultural  context  of  a  rapid  transition  to  first  birth  within  the  first  years  of  marriage  in
Korea (Statistics Korea 2015).2  Moreover, this analysis enables me to examine the
impact on second births of existing childcare support from the three sources of a
supportive environment for the family (Thomése and Liefbroer 2013).

2. Background

2.1 Support to families and fertility in South Korea

Korea is marked by very high levels of human development and, concurrently, very low
gender equality (World Economic Forum 2016). As institutional settings have not yet
facilitated work‒family compatibility, the female labor force participation rate (FLFP)
has remained slightly above 50% since early 2000 (Statistics Korea 2015). The FLFP
follows an M-shaped curve, with its peak around women’s late 20s, decreasing during
their 30s as a large proportion of women leave the labor force for marriage, childbirth,
and childrearing, then increasing when women rejoin the labor market as their children
reach school age. The traditional gendered division of labor still persists, even among
dual-earner couples. The 2009 Korean Time Use Survey reveals that, on average,
women in dual-earner couples do 4.2 times more housework and childcare than their
husbands (Lee 2014).

Table 1 provides information on trends in leave entitlement for childbirth in
selected countries from 1990 to 2014. The Korean government introduced employment-
protected maternity and childcare leave in 1988, offering mothers a total of 8.5 weeks,
and maintained the same length of available leave for mothers until 2001. In 2006 the

2  Korea also has the lowest proportion of couple households without children (15.41%) among OECD
countries (OECD Family Database).
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Korean government announced a program called the Saeromaji Plan as a response to
low fertility and population aging, and strengthened the role of the Ministry of Gender
Equality and Family in developing and implementing gender equality policies. Korea
currently gives working mothers 12.8 weeks of maternity leave and 52 weeks of
childcare leave, with an income-replacement rate of 40% up to a maximum of
1,000,000 Korean Won per month (approximately US$850). Working fathers have had
the right to 12 months of childcare leave since 1995. At 52.6 weeks, Korea now offers
the longest paid leave reserved for fathers among the OECD countries, followed by
Japan at 52 weeks. However, few fathers actually take childcare leave. No statistics are
available for childcare leave by fathers until 2000, and a mere 2 fathers in the whole
country took childcare leave in 2001.3 Over the decade after the enactment of childcare
leave for fathers, the public was barely aware of its existence. In 2014 less than 5% of
all workers taking childcare leave were male (Statistics Korea 2015). In comparison, in
Sweden in the same year, approximately 25% of childcare leave was taken by fathers.4

At 1.16% of GDP, public spending on family benefits is very low in Korea, much lower
than the OECD average and that of another relevant country with limited state support,
Japan.

In Korea, the percentage of children aged two or younger enrolled in formal
childcare and pre-school services has increased from 3% in 2001 to 35% in 2015
(OECD Family Database 2016). The enrollment rates for 3–5-year-old children reached
approximately 92% in 2014. However, the majority of them are enrolled in private
facilities because of the lack of public facilities (less than 5% of childcare facilities are
public) (Ministry of Health and Welfare 2012). Moreover, reliance on grandparental
childcare is considerable. The National Childcare Surveys reveal that the proportion of
mothers of children aged 5 or younger receiving childcare support from grandparents
increased from 22% in 2009 to 29% in 2012. The proportion of working mothers
receiving childcare support from grandparents is much higher: 50% in 2012.
Grandparents, usually grandmothers, provide intensive childcare, spending
approximately 52 hours per week (Lee and Bauer 2010). Adult children heavily rely on
childcare assistance from grandmothers as a form of instrumental support, under the
influence of strong familism and the persistent traditional gender-role ideology in Korea
(Lee and Bauer 2013).

3  Source: http://www.index.go.kr/potal/stts/idxMain/selectPoSttsIdxSearch.do?idx_cd=1504&clas_div=&idx
_sys_cd=528&idx_clas_cd=1.
4 Source: https://sweden.se/quickfact/parental-leave/

http://www.index.go.kr/potal/stts/idxMain/selectPoSttsIdxSearch.do?idx_cd=1504&clas_div=&idx_sys_cd=528&idx_clas_cd=1
https://sweden.se/quickfact/parental-leave/
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Table 1: Trends in childbirth leave entitlements, selected countries, 1990–2014

Italy Japan Sweden South Korea OECD
average

Year of introduction 1950 1992 1974 1988 -

Total weeks of paid
maternity, parental,
and home care leave
payments available to
mothers1)

1990 47.7 14.0 63.0 8.5 39.4

2000 47.7 58.0 58.7 8.5 57.8

2014
(average
payment
rate2), %)

47.7
(52.7)

58.0
(61.6)

60.0
(63.4)

64.8
(40.1)

52.3
(59.2)

Total weeks of paid
leave reserved for
exclusive use by
fathers1)

1990 0.0 0.0 1.4 0.0 0.2

2000 0.0 0.0 5.8 0.0 3.4

2014
(average
payment
rate2), %)

0.2
(100)

52.0
(58.4)

10.0
(75.6)

52.6
(31.0)

10.1
(65.1)

Public spending on
family benefits3) 2.01 1.74 3.64 1.16 2.55

1) Figures refer to entitled weeks of paid leave as of April 2014.
2) The average payment rate is the proportion of gross earnings replaced by the benefits over the length of the paid leave for a
person with average earnings.
3) Public spending on family benefits refers to financial support for families and children, including child-related cash transfers to
families with children, public spending on services for families with children, and financial support for families through the tax system.
Presented as a percentage of GDP, 2011.
Source: OECD Family Database (www.oecd.org/social/family/database.htm).

2.2 Changing female-gender roles, institutional support , and fertility

Recent investigations of cross-national variation in fertility reveal two groups of
countries, those experiencing fertility recovery, such as in Scandinavia, and those
experiencing no recovery, such as Italy, Spain, Japan, and Korea (Esping-Andersen and
Billari 2015; Thévenon 2011). Several scholars explain this by emphasizing the role of
support for the family from social institutions (e.g., family policy regimes) in enabling
compatibility between work and family, which, in turn, reflects new expectations that
gender-egalitarian family norms will bring pro-family outcomes (Billingsley and
Ferrarini 2014; Chésnais 1996; McDonald 2000, 2013; Thévenon 2011).

Previous studies concerning the effect of state family policies – cash benefits,
maternity and paternity leave, childcare provision – on fertility have produced mixed
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findings. In her review of the literature linking policy and fertility, Gauthier (2007)
reveals that evidence based on micro-level data supports a small positive impact of
family policies on fertility, and this impact varies by country and parity. Several studies
investigating cross-national variation in fertility among European countries find that
family policies are positively associated with fertility (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014;
Harknett, Billari, and Medalia 2014; Kalwij 2010). Empirical case studies using data
from European countries suggest inconclusive findings as to the extent to which
different aspects of family policy influence fertility, depending on the national context.
In addition, some studies categorize family policy into two dimensions, depending on
the orientation of its family support model, and earnings-related leave and childcare
provision are categorized as support for the dual-earner family model (Billingsley and
Ferrarini 2014; Korpi 2000; Korpi, Ferrarini, and Englund 2013). Evidence from
Scandinavian countries, including Finland, Norway, and Sweden, suggests that fathers’
parental leave has a positive impact on fertility (Duvander and Andersson 2006;
Duvander, Lapperård, and Andersson 2010; Oláh 2003; Rønsen 2004). Earlier studies
investigating the influence of childcare provision on fertility show varying results, from
no significant impact in Germany (Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003) and Sweden
(Andersson, Duvander, and Hank 2004) to a positive influence in Italy (Del Boca 2002)
and Norway (Rindfuss et al. 2007; Rindfuss et al. 2010). However, the varying fertility
effects of family policy arrangements may relate to changes in gender equality or
changes in other factors that influence achieving women’s desired family size, such as
support from husbands and individual characteristics (Hook 2006; McDonald 2002;
Rindfuss et al. 2010).

Regarding family policy context, Thévenon (2011) shows that public support of
families in Korea and East Asia more broadly is limited, based on cross-national
analysis of state support in other OECD countries. Similarly, McDonald (2008) argues
that very low fertility across East Asia indicates failing social models based on
traditional models of families receiving little or no assistance from the state. A lack of
information to make informed choices is another contributing factor in limited state
support, leading to welfare failure (Esping-Andersen 2009). Yet the macro-level
investigations do not give clear insight into 1) the level of public awareness of public
support for families, and 2) whether family policies have an effect on fertility at the
individual level in a country that has limited state support. These remaining questions
lead me to posit my first set of hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1a: Support from institutions has a positive effect on women’s fertility
intentions for second children.

Hypothesis 1b: Support from institutions has a positive effect on women’s giving
birth to second children.
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2.3 Support from husbands in relation to fertility

Childbearing can seriously limit women’s opportunities in the labor market unless they
have access to supportive environments for childbearing and childrearing. Family
sociologists linking low fertility to the conflict between women’s roles as mothers and
workers focus on the importance of support from husbands with housework or childcare
(e.g., Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Brandén 2013; Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and
Lappegård 2015; Torr and Short 2004). In accordance with a theoretical framework
centered upon changing gender roles and gender relations, Goldscheider, Bernhardt,
and Lappegård (2015) emphasize the need for change in the private sphere of the family
for the second half of the gender revolution, requiring more male involvement in the
family. They posit that men’s increased involvement in the family generates pro-family
outcomes, including increasing fertility. Many empirical studies linking gender equality
(or equity) and fertility at the micro-level suggest that greater gender equity in the
family, reflected in support from husbands with housework or childcare, positively
influences women’s fertility attitudes and behavior.

Oláh (2003) supports the positive influence of more equal sharing of housework
and childcare on the likelihood of intentions to have second children in Hungary.
Similarly, Mills et al. (2008) show a negative association between an unequal division
of housework and mothers’ intention to have second children in Italy. Evidence based
on data from the United States (Torr and Short 2004) and from Italy (Cooke 2009)
supports the positive influence of a more equal division of housework on the transition
to a second birth. Using the European Generation and Gender Surveys, Neyer,
Lappegård, and Vignoli (2013) also confirm the positive influence of men’s
engagement in housework on women’s fertility intentions.

The recent study by Miettinen, Lainiala, and Rotkirch (2015), however,
complicates the association between gender equity in the family and fertility. They find
for Finland that fewer hours spent by women on housework increases the likelihood of
a subsequent birth, whereas men’s increased contribution to housework does not
increase couples’ fertility. They note that men’s contribution to housework may actually
measure changes in women’s participation, without controlling for female hours of
housework (Miettinen, Lainiala, and Rotkirch 2015: 12). It is also worth mentioning
that many of the studies showing a positive influence of men’s contribution to family
work, with the exception of men in the United States, are characterized by relatively
low female labor force participation, very low fertility, and limited public support of
families. Support from male partners may have a strong positive impact on fertility in a
low-fertility country with weak and limited public support to families. This leads me to
develop my second set of hypotheses.
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H2a: Support from husbands with housework and childcare has a positive
effect on women’s fertility intentions for second children.

H2b: Support from husbands with housework and childcare has a positive
effect on women’s giving birth to second children.

2.4 Support from grandparents in relation to fertility

Literature on grandparental childcare is extensive, especially in the case of the US,
shedding light on aspects such as the cost and benefits of raising grandchildren and the
heterogeneity of grandparent caregivers (e.g., Hayslip and Kaminski 2005; Vandell et
al.  2003).  One  of  the  main  themes  arising  from  these  previous  studies  is  that
grandparental childcare assistance is driven by need, including family structure and
financial difficulties (Aassve, Meroni, and Pronzato 2012; Jappens and Van Bavel
2012). In addition, comparative studies using data from European countries show
regional variations across Europe in the importance of grandparental childcare. Several
studies suggest that parents’ need for informal childcare depends on their institutional
context, such as the availability of formal childcare (Balbo and Mills 2011; Hank and
Buber 2009; Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003; Philipov et al. 2006), cultural differences in
family practices and norms (Jappens and Van Bavel 2012), and levels of trust toward
non-familial institutions (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015). These studies suggest that
childcare support from grandparents is more important in countries that have limited
welfare support and formal childcare, because in that context the level and frequency of
grandparental childcare support is high.

At the micro-level, however, evidence of the effect of grandparental support on
parents’ fertility is relatively scarce, and mixed (Aassve, Meroni, and Pronzato 2012;
Tanskanen et al. 2014). Using Bulgarian data, Bühler and Philipov (2005) find that the
availability of substantive resources from grandparents and the extended family
increases the likelihood of fertility intentions for second children. Similarly, Hank and
Kreyenfeld (2003) find that childcare support from grandparents (including their
geographical proximity) increases the likelihood of having a first child in Germany.
Kaptijn et al. (2010) and Thomése and Liefbroer (2013) find that both maternal and
paternal grandparental childcare increases the likelihood of additional childbirths in the
Netherlands, and suggest that grandparental childcare as an emerging reproductive
strategy. Tanskanen and Rotkirch (2014) also show that grandparental childcare
assistance is positively associated with mothers’ fertility intentions in France and
Norway, whereas no association was found in Bulgaria. Two recent studies using
British data present different findings. Waynforth (2011) finds no significant influence
of grandparental childcare assistance on the likelihood of having an additional child.
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Tanskanen et al. (2014), however, suggest that only paternal grandparental investment,
measured by frequency of contact, correlates with the increased likelihood of having a
second child – but not with higher parity births. In sum, a few recent studies
differentiated support from maternal grandparents from that of paternal grandparents,
but findings regarding the effect on fertility are inconclusive.

Previous studies on grandparental childcare assistance suggest that grandparents
are the most important childcare providers in China and Taiwan (Chen, Short, and
Entwisle 2000; Chen, Liu, and Mair 2011 for China; Chi and Hsin 1996 for Taiwan).
Based on the East Asian patrilineal family system, previous studies using Chinese data
also  highlight  the  effects  of  coresidence  with  parents  or  (in  most  cases)  in-laws  on
women’s fertility and present mixed findings. Using Taiwanese data, Chi and Hsin
(1996) show that living with the husband’s parents exerted upward pressure on
reproduction during the demographic transition, while Chu, Kim, and Tsay (2014)
suggest that coresidence with in-laws delays women’s first births. Using data from a
Chinese survey, Ji et al. (2015) find that neither coresidence with grandparents nor the
availability of grandparental childcare support has an effect on fertility intentions.
Empirical investigations of the role of grandparental childcare assistance on fertility in
Korea are few, although findings suggest that mothers’ reliance on childcare provided
by grandparents (mostly grandmothers) has increased.

How does the impact of support from grandparents on women’s fertility intentions
and behaviors play out differently in a context with weak support from the state and
from husbands? Coresidence with grandparents may provide a higher probability of
receiving regular childcare support from them, but this leaves open the question of how
the actual support transfers between generations. In addition, a limitation of previous
studies is that they did not consider other sources of support to families when they
examined the influence of childcare support from grandparents. 5  Would childcare
support from grandparents increase women’s fertility intentions and behaviors for
second children, even controlling for other sources of family support? This leads to my
third set of hypotheses:

H3a: Support from grandparents has a positive effect on women’s fertility
intentions for second children.

H3b: Support from grandparents has a positive effect on women’s giving
birth to second children.

5 Exceptions include Balbo and Mills (2011), who include partners’ support, and Thomése and Liefbroer
(2013), who control for the use of formal childcare.
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3. Data and methods

3.1 Data

I used data from three waves of the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women & Families
(KLoWF), conducted by the Korean Women’s Development Institute in 2007, 2008,
and 2010. The KLoWF is a social survey that collects information regarding family
structure, family relationships, family policy, and fertility history. The survey asked
questions concerning fertility intentions exclusively of women who were currently
married, were younger than 45, and had at least one birth experience.

Based on multi-stage stratified sampling using data from 10% of 260,000 surveyed
districts from the 2005 National Census, a total of 9,068 households, including 9,997
females aged between 19 and 64 from these households, were selected and surveyed
longitudinally. To examine the relationship between family support environment and
women’s second birth intentions and behaviors, I selected an analytic sample of
currently married women under the age of 40, with one child, who responded to fertility
intentions in Wave 1. I then traced childbirth responses for this sub-sample across Wave
2 and Wave 3. A total of 7,031 females responded to all three waves of the survey. Of
the 7,031 respondents, I first excluded 3,611 women aged 41 or above in 2007. I then
further limited my sample to married women, excluding 629 women who had never
married and 78 separated, divorced, or widowed women. Then I excluded 1,938 women
who had two or more children in Wave 1, 177 women who did not indicate the number
of children they had given birth to, and 7 women who did not respond to the question
about fertility intentions. My sample-selection process resulted in 591 married women
with one child. Finally, I excluded 66 cases because of missing values for husbands’
income (n=58), for elderly care because of old age or illness (n=6), and for hours that
husbands spent on housework and childcare (n=2). The final analytic sample thus
comprises 526 women with valid responses for all model covariates. I adjusted model
estimations for individual weights in an attempt to reduce potential issues of sample
selection.

3.2 Dependent variables: Fertility intentions and fertility behavior

My dependent variables are fertility intentions for second children in 2007 and actual
births in the following three years. I measured fertility intentions based on women’s
responses to a question in Wave 1 that asked if respondents planned to have another
child in the future, with three possible options, ‘yes’, ‘no’, and ‘don’t know’. I
classified the responses into dichotomous categories. Responses of ‘yes’ are coded 1
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and  responses  of  ‘no’  or  ‘don’t  know’  are  coded  0.  Fertility  intentions  serve  as  an
independent variable for estimating fertility behavior. Fertility behavior is also a
dichotomous variable that differentiates ‘had a second child’ (1) from ‘did not have a
second child’ (0). I used the responses to a question, collected in Wave 2 or Wave 3,
that asked, “Have you given birth to a child since the last interview?” to determine if a
mother had a second child between 2007 and 2010.6

3.3 Independent variables: Supportive environments for the family

Based on responses from Wave 1, supportive environments for the family are classified
into three categories, support from institutions, support from husbands, or support from
grandparents. Demographers have used information on knowledge and attitudes to
suggest implications for population policy (e.g., knowledge of, attitude towards, and
practice of contraception). The assumption in using this approach was that improving
knowledge about and access to family planning (contraceptive methods) can help
women prevent unwanted pregnancies (Westoff 1988). I adopt this approach to examine
whether or not knowledge about pro-natal family policy programs positively influences
fertility intentions or fertility behavior (H1a and H1b). I hypothesize that women with
more knowledge of family policy are more likely to have positive fertility intentions
and have second children than women with little or no knowledge about this policy. I
measured support from the institutions using respondents’ knowledge about childcare
leave reserved for use by fathers.7 I used responses to a question that asked “Have you
ever heard about childcare policy such as childcare leave for use by fathers?”
Responses ranged from ‘never heard of it’ and ‘heard of it but don’t know it well’ to
‘heard of it and know it very well.’ I used ‘never heard of it’ as a reference category.

‘Support from the husband’ is based on women’s responses about their husbands’
participation in housework and childcare hours per day. Overall, the amount of time
men devote to household tasks is low (mean = 1.18 hours, s.d. = .08).8 I coded support
from husbands into quartiles to test its impact on fertility (H2a and H2b). I used the
lowest quartile (< 25%) of support from husbands as the reference category. By
employing quartiles I can capture the threshold effects of husbands’ time spent on
housework and childcare.

6 The interval between Wave 1 and Wave 2 was 12 months and  between Wave 2 and Wave 3 was 24 months.
7 I chose childcare leave for fathers instead of for mothers because of the M-shaped FLEP in Korea. Less than
30% of my sample was employed at the time of their initial interview in Wave 1. It is possible that a
substantial proportion of women had already dropped out of the labor force after being married.
8 In my sample the average time spent on household labor by husbands was 1.18 hours. Thus, couples’
relative sharing of hours spent on housework and childcare does not provide enough variation to test its effect
on fertility.



Yoon: The influence of supportive environments on women’s fertility intentions and behavior in South Korea

238 http://www.demographic-research.org

I constructed a categorical measure of ‘support from grandparents’ 9 that combines
childcare support from parents or in-laws and multigenerational coresidence. The
components are based on two questions that ask about childcare support from
grandparents: “Does your father or mother look after your child for an hour or longer
per week?” and “Does your father-in-law or mother-in-law look after your child for an
hour or longer per week?” I also used two questions that asked about coresidence with
parents or in-laws: “Does your father or mother live with you or your sibling?” and
“Does your father-in-law or mother-in-law live with you or your husband’s sibling?”
First, I dichotomized the response by classifying whether or not respondents’ parents or
in-laws lived with the respondent. I then constructed a categorical variable by
combining childcare availability and coresidence with parents or in-laws: ‘coresidence
with grandparents providing childcare,’ ‘coresidence with grandparents not providing
childcare,’ ‘no coresidence with grandparents providing childcare,’ and ‘no coresidence
with grandparents not providing childcare.’

3.4 Control variables

Guided by the literature, I included several demographic and socioeconomic variables,
including respondents’ age, education, and employment, and husbands’ income. I used
respondents aged less than 30 in Wave 1 as the reference category, and compared them
with women aged between 30 and 34 and women aged 35 or above. Slightly more than
one-third of respondents were less than 30 years old in Wave 1, approximately 36% of
the respondents were between 30 and 34 years, and 28% were 35 or older. I compared
highly educated women that had college degrees with women that had no college
degrees. I compared employed women with unemployed women. I compared women
whose husbands’ monthly income fell into the highest quartile with those whose
husbands’ incomes were in the remaining three quartiles. The mean monthly husbands’
income for the highest quartile is 4,731,000 Korean Won, approximately US$3,900 (see
Table 2). To control for place of residence, women residing in urban areas (95%,
reference category) were compared with respondents residing in rural areas. To assess
age-related capacity or illness of parents or in-laws that might affect the availability of
grandparental childcare support, I used the following two questions: “Is your father or
mother old or ill to the extent that he or she needs a caregiver?” and “Is your father-in-

9  Grandparents include both paternal and maternal grandparents. Several previous findings suggest that
paternal and maternal grandparental childcare assistance has an equal effect on children’s fertility (e.g.,
Kaptijn et al. 2010; Thomése and Liefbroer 2013). Further classification separating paternal grandparents
from maternal grandparents was limited because of the small sample size, resulting in an empty category.
This will be discussed again in the Conclusion.
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law or mother-in-law old or ill to the extent that he or she needs a caregiver?”
Respondents could answer yes or no. I constructed a dichotomous variable to compare
respondents who had old or ill parents or in-laws with respondents who did not have old
or ill parents or in-laws.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of sample characteristics for married Korean
women aged 40 or younger at Wave 1, KLoWF 2007 (N = 526)

Variable Percentage Mean S.D.

Had a birth (Wave 2–Wave 3) 40.7
Wave 1 (2007)
Fertility intentions (yes) 52.8
Age
   <30 36.46
   30–34 36.24
   35–40 27.30
Employment (employed) 25.61
Education (college degree or above) 35.96
Mean husband’s monthly income quartiles1)

   Lowest quartile 24.10 147.19 2.69
   2nd quartile 21.86 201.49 0.50
   3rd quartile 31.78 272.15 2.36
   Highest quartile 22.25 473.10 17.98
Rural residence 5.60
Caregiving needs for parents or in-laws due to old age or illness (yes) 5.67
Support from institutions (childcare leave for use by fathers)
   Never heard of it 17.70
   Heard of it, but don’t know it well 53.29
   Heard of it, and know it well 29.00
Support from husband for housework and childcare (quartiles based on participation hours per day)
   Lowest quartile 26.98 0.04 0.01
  2nd quartile 33.49 0.48 0.01
   3rd quartile 14.53 1.05 0.02
   Highest quartile 25.00 3.42 0.19
Support from parents or in-laws (childcare assistance)
  No coresidence with parents or in-laws not providing childcare 73.48
  No coresidence with parents or in-laws providing childcare 15.62
  Coresidence with parents or in-laws not providing childcare 2.91
  Coresidence with parents or in-laws providing childcare 7.99

Note: 1) Unit for mean and standard deviation: 10,000 Korean won (approximately equal to US$8.50)

3.5 Methodological approach

I used binary logistic regression models in order to test all the hypotheses regarding my
two dichotomous dependent variables: fertility intentions for second children in Wave 1
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and the birth of a second child occurring between Wave 1 and Wave 3, during the
period of three years. I did not estimate event-history models as used by previous
studies, because the duration across the three waves was only three years (e.g., Rijken
and Thomson 2011; Thomése and Liefbroer 2013; Torr and Short 2004). For each of
the variables concerning supportive environments for the family I created dummy
variables based on responses collected from Wave 1. For my analysis of fertility
behavior I took into account the influence of fertility intentions at the initial interview,
since fertility intention is likely to be a predictor of an actual childbirth.

4. Results

4.1 Supportive environments for the family and fertility intentions

Table 3 presents the logistic regression results for a series of nested models examining
the relationship between supportive environments for the family and fertility intentions
among married women with one child. Model 1 incorporates control variables. Model 2
explores the importance of adding variables measuring family-supportive environments.

Model 1 presents the clear and strong impact of age-related demographic factors,
in line with the directions expected from previous literature. The effects of these
variables stay significant across models. Women aged 35 or older are less likely to
intend to have second children than women aged less than 30. Other socioeconomic
control factors, including employment, education, husband’s monthly income, place of
residence, and having old or ill parents or in-laws, show no significant impact on
women’s fertility intentions for a second child.

In Model 2 I tested the implications of adding variables indicating that the three
sources of a supportive environment for the family positively influence women’s
fertility intentions for second children. Overall, results indicate that support from
institutions, husbands, or grandparents shows a tendency to positively influence
women’s fertility intentions for a second child but does not reach statistical
significance. Women more knowledgeable about and familiar with childcare policy
reserved for use by fathers are not more likely to have fertility intentions for second
children. Similarly, women whose husbands spend more time on housework and
childcare are not more likely to intend to have second children than women whose
husbands spend the least amount of time on housework and childcare. Support from
grandparents, based on coresidence with parents or in-laws and the availability of
childcare support from them, also has no significant impact on the likelihood of fertility
intentions  for  second  children.  Performing  a  Wald  test  indicates  that  the  inclusion  of
variables of supportive environments for the family does not significantly increase the
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overall model fit. These findings do not support my hypotheses concerning the positive
impact of supportive environments for the family on fertility intentions for second
children (H1a, H2a, and H3a).

Table 3: Logistic regression predicting patterns of fertility intentions for
married Korean women aged 40 or younger with parity 1 at Wave 1,
KLoWF 2007-2010 (N = 526)

Model 1 Model 2

Variable Coef. S.E.
Odds
ratio Coef. S.E.

Odds
ratio

Age

   <30 – – 1.00 ‒ ‒ 1.00

   30–34 –.41 .26 .66 –.43 .27 .65

   35–40 –1.91 .30 .15** –1.77 .31 .17**

Employment (employed) –.17 .27 .85 –.34 .28 .71

Education (college degree or above) .36 .26 1.44 .30 .26 1.35

Highest quartile of the husband’s monthly income –.15 .28 .86 –.16 .29 .85

Rural residence –.11 .48 .89 –.06 .54 .94
Caregiving needs for parents or in-laws due to old
age or illness (yes)

–.32 .44 .72 –.34 .42 .72

Childcare leave for use by fathers

   Never heard of it ‒ ‒ 1.00

   Heard of it, but don’t know it well .24 .29 1.28

   Heard of it, and know it well .23 .33 1.26

Support from husband for housework and childcare

   Lowest quartile ‒ ‒ 1.00

   2nd quartile .45 .28 1.56

   3rd quartile .41 .34 1.50

   Highest quartile .48 .33 1.62

Support from grandparents
   No coresidence with parents or in-laws not
providing childcare

- - 1.00

  No coresidence with parents or in-laws providing
childcare

.42 .36 1.53

   Coresidence with parents or in-laws not
   providing childcare

.17 .66 1.18

   Coresidence with parents or in-laws providing
   childcare

–.44 .41 .64

Constant .74 .23 .21 .36

McFadden’s Adjusted R2 0.10 0.115

Wald test for improvement of model fit - 7.66

Note: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. S.E. denotes standard error.
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4.2 Supportive environments for the family and fertility behavior

Table 4 summarizes the logistic regression results for a series of nested models of
fertility behavior. I estimated fertility behavior models following the same procedure as
for the fertility intentions model. Model 1 shows that control variables generally have a
significant influence on women’s second births. As with the fertility intentions model,
women aged between 30 and 34 (p < .10) and those aged 35 or above are significantly
less likely to have second children than women aged less than 30. In addition, women
with old or ill parents or in-laws are significantly less likely to have second births, net
of other factors. Women who reside in rural areas are almost three times more likely to
have a second child than women who reside in urban areas. As expected, fertility
intentions in Wave 1 are a strong predictor of second births in the following three years.
Women who intended to have second children in Wave 1 were six times more likely to
have second children by Wave 3. However, other socioeconomic variables, including
employment, educational attainment, and husband’s income, have no significant
influence on women’s second births.

Results from Model 2 indicate that a supportive environment for the family has
significant effects on women’s fertility behavior for a second child. All sources of
supportive environments for the family show significant effects on the likelihood of
second births, net of other factors, including fertility intentions in Wave 1. Women who
are knowledgeable about childcare policy reserved for use by fathers are twice as likely
to give birth to second children as women who have never heard of it (p < .10). These
findings support my hypothesis (H1b) concerning the positive effect of support from
institutions on fertility behavior, but the strength of this effect is relatively small.

In contrast to the fertility intentions model, support from husbands regarding
housework and childcare does affect women’s second births. Women whose husbands
spend the greatest amount of time on housework and childcare are three times more
likely to have second children than women whose husbands spend the least amount of
time on housework and childcare. Women whose husbands are in the second quartile of
hours spent on housework and childcare are slightly more likely to have a second child
than women with husbands who spent the lowest amount of hours on housework and
childcare (p < .10). By contrast, women with husbands whose time spent on housework
and childcare is in the third quartile are not more likely to have second children than
women with husbands whose hours spent on housework and childcare are in the lowest
quartile. This relationship shows a threshold effect of support from husbands on fertility
behavior for a second child. Only more than three hours of daily support in housework
and childcare from husbands shows a significant effect on women’s second births.
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Table 4: Logistic regression predicting patterns of fertility behavior for
married Korean women aged 40 or younger with parity 1 at Wave 1,
KLoWF 2007-2010 (N = 526)

Model 1 Model 2

Variable Coef. S.E. Odds ratio Coef. S.E. Odds ratio

Age

   < 30 – – 1.00 – – 1.00

   30–34 –.51 .28 .60+ –.52 .28 .59+

   35–40 –1.63 .36 .20*** –1.47 .35 .23***

Employment (employed) –.45 .31 .64 –.70 .32 .50*

Education (college degree or above) –.28 .29 .76 –.49 .29 .62+

Highest quartile of the husband’s monthly income .33 .33 1.39 .33 .34 1.39

Rural residence 1.08 .55 2.95* 1.24 .57 3.46*
Caregiving needs for parents or in-laws due to old
age or illness (yes)

–1.14 .55 .32* –1.33 .56 .26*

Fertility intentions in 2007 1.85 .27 6.38*** 1.93 .28 6.89***

Childcare leave for use by fathers

   Never heard of it – – 1.00

   Heard of it, but don’t know it well .29 .38 1.34

   Heard of it, and know it well .83 .43 2.31+

Support from husband for housework and childcare

   Lowest quartile - - 1.00

   2nd quartile .65 .35 1.91+

   3rd quartile .32 .44 1.38

   Highest quartile 1.18 .37 3.26**

Support from grandparents
   No coresidence with parents or in-laws not
   providing childcare

– – 1.00

   No coresidence with parents or in-laws providing
   childcare

.41 .37 1.51

   Coresidence with parents or in-laws not
   providing childcare

–.34 .82 .80

   Coresidence with parents or in-laws providing
   childcare

1.00 .40 2.70*

Constant –.79 .32 –1.88 .51

McFadden’s Adjusted R2 0.23 0.27

Wald test for improvement of model fit – 20.36**

Note: + < .10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. S.E. denotes standard error.

Results suggest that support from grandparents significantly influences the
likelihood of second births. Women with childcare assistance from coresiding parents
or in-laws are 2.7 times more likely to have second children than women not living with
parents or in-laws and not receiving childcare support from them. Women with
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childcare assistance from parents or in-laws who do not live with them, and women
with no childcare assistance from coresiding parents or in-laws, are both not more likely
to have second children than women in the reference group. This finding offers partial
support for H3b, which predicted a positive effect of grandparental childcare on
childbirths.

Adding supportive-environments-for-family variables to the control model for
predicting the likelihood of second births significantly improves the model fit (Wald
test chi-square = 20.36, df = 8, p < .01). This suggests that a supportive environment for
the family is a significant predictor of the likelihood of a second birth. I also explored
interactions between supportive environments for family on the one hand and place of
residence, respondents’ employment status, and educational attainment on the other.
None of these interactions were statistically significant (model not shown).

5. Discussion and conclusions

Drawing on theories concerning support to families that enables women’s balance of
work and family, I examined whether a supportive environment for the family from
three distinctive sources – the state, husbands, and parents or in-laws – influences
women’s fertility intentions and fertility behavior for second children. My findings
suggest  that  a  supportive  environment  for  the  family  has  more  effect  on  fertility
behavior than on fertility intentions. A supportive environment for the family increases
the likelihood of having second children, controlling for sociodemographic factors and
fertility intentions. Support from institutions, measured indirectly by knowledge about
childcare policy reserved for use by fathers, indicates a weak positive impact on the
likelihood of having a second child. Women who are knowledgeable about childcare
policy for use by fathers are more likely to have second children than women who do
not know about it. This finding is in line with evidence in Europe suggesting that family
policy has a small, positive impact on fertility (e.g., Gauthier 2007). Yet for Koreans
this small positive impact may be challenging to achieve, given the institutional and
cultural context. Although Korea currently provides the longest period of paid leave for
use  by  fathers  among  OECD  countries,  this  does  not  mean  that  fathers  use  it
substantively,  or  that  the  public  has  any  awareness  of  the  policy.  As  my  descriptive
findings indicate, nearly half of the respondents are not very familiar with childcare
policy for use by fathers, and 20% of them do not know about it at all. This suggests
insufficient accessibility to institutional support in Korea, which, in turn, may also
indicate a failure of the welfare state (Esping-Andersen 2009).

In a country that has limited ability to provide high-quality institutional support for
families, can support from husbands or grandparental childcare assistance increase the
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likelihood of a second birth? My results show positive effects of support from husbands
and grandparents on the likelihood of a second birth. Women whose husbands’ hours
spent on housework and childcare are in the highest quartile are three times more likely
to have second children than women whose husbands’ hours spent on housework and
childcare are in the lowest quartile. Moreover, it is worth noting that husbands’ hours
spent on housework and childcare matter only when they reach or exceed three hours
per day. This suggests a threshold effect of male involvement in the family on Korean
women’s fertility behavior (Yoon 2016). More generally, my findings buttress the
argument that greater involvement of men in family care is an important source of a
supportive environment for the family, contributing to increased fertility (Goldscheider,
Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015).

My results also support the positive effect of support from grandparental childcare
assistance  on  having  second  children.  Women  who  live  with  parents  or  in-laws  who
provide childcare support are more likely to have second children than women who do
not live with parents or in-laws who do not provide childcare support. This finding is
consistent with previous studies, pointing to the importance of grandparental childcare
assistance, indicated by the effect of geographical proximity and the availability of
grandparental childcare on subsequent childbirths in Europe (e.g., Bühler and Philipov
2005; Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003; Rijken and Liefbroer 2009; Thomése and Liefbroer
2013). Given the Korean context, marked by limited support of families by the state as
well as low male involvement in family care, grandparental childcare assistance is a
significant source of family support. My data reveals that grandparents who provide
childcare to grandchildren, regardless of coresidence, provide intensive childcare to
their grandchildren for at least 4.5 hours per day on average. This finding is in line with
recent findings suggesting the importance of intensive daily grandparental childcare
assistance on fertility in Southern European countries that have limited formal childcare
provision, such as Italy and Greece (García-Morán and Kuehn 2013; Gessa et al. 2016).

More broadly, these findings contribute to our theoretical understanding of the
interplay between the welfare state and the family in studies of fertility. As my findings
suggest, Korean grandparents provide childcare support in times of need for their
children, and the frequency and intensity of their childcare support is high. In contexts
where state support is weak, the available childcare choices are limited and there is a
strong preference for and reliance on childcare within the family (Gessa et al. 2016). By
contrast, in countries that have greater state support for families, grandparental
childcare assistance, often on a weekly or monthly basis, is an important supplementary
source of support (García-Morán and Kuehn 2013; Thomése and Liefbroer 2013).

It is important to note that support from husbands or grandparents does not
supplement support from institutions in the context of limited state support. Low public
awareness of family policies, low generalized trust of the state, and the limited
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availability of public support concerning a few transitions throughout the life course
may all contribute to a weak welfare state and persistent incompatibility between work
and family. In this context, mothers’ employment opportunities are often restricted, so
they tend to stay at home full-time. If mothers are employed they have to rely on
support from extended family, usually grandmothers, on a regular basis (Hank and
Buber 2009; Gessa et al. 2016). This interaction between the three sources of support
for the family raises concern about the possible consequences of the low-gender-equity
trap, which keeps increasing the family’s responsibilities over the life course. Korean
families are forced to take care of their own members throughout their life course,
instead of relying on ad hoc public support. As long as Korean families experience
increasing challenges to balancing work and family, mostly relying on sources of
support from their families of origin, the aggregate level of fertility in Korea will
remain low. To strengthen Korean families it is necessary to integrate gender-
egalitarian relationships and policies with market employment (Kaufman and Bernhardt
2012) and increase male involvement in the family (Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and
Lappegård 2015).

Interestingly, my findings suggest a different picture from previous research
regarding the role of a supportive environment for the family in fertility intentions and
behavior. A supportive environment for the family from the three sources indicates
stronger positive effects on fertility behavior than on fertility intentions for second
children. This evidence is contradictory to previous findings in 20 European countries
(Harknett, Billari, and Medalia 2014) and the United States (Rindfuss, Morgan, and
Swicegood 1988) that the determinants of fertility intentions and behavior are relatively
consistent. Although fertility intention itself is a strong predictor of fertility behavior,
my findings suggest an inconsistency between fertility intentions and behavior
(Harknett and Hartnett 2014; Morgan and Rackin 2010). In a context of strong societal
norms regarding two-child family ideals and traditional marriage relationships, planning
to  have  a  second  child  may  be  normative.  This  may  explain  why  only  women’s  age
matters. By contrast, having second children is more contingent on the availability of
resources that families can use, an availability that can provide either opportunities or
constraints. Thus, even with the desire for a second child, it can be challenging for
women to have such children without tangible support from institutions, husbands,
parents, or in-laws.

The analysis has some limitations. The most important is that I did not have
information about the actual use of childcare leave by fathers. Given that the aggregate
level of knowledge of childcare reserved for use by fathers is very low, the actual use of
the leave is probably also low. Second, the three-year period may not capture the
transition to a second birth for those women who decide to postpone their childbearing.
A closer examination of this relationship within a longer time frame is advisable.
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Further, a qualitative study might shed more light on how women shape childbearing
plans, and explore other factors in fertility decision-making. Finally, my study could not
control for individual characteristics of grandparents nor divide them into maternal and
paternal because of limited data availability. Grandparents’ employment and
socioeconomic status could influence the availability of grandparental childcare
assistance (Gessa et al. 2016). Since a few recent studies suggest opposing effects of
grandparental support on fertility by lineage (e.g., Tanskanen et al. 2014; Tanskanen
and Rotkirch 2014), studies investigating differences in grandparental support on
fertility by lineage are needed.

Despite these shortcomings, this study offers new insight into the interplay
between the state and the family with regard to achieving work-family balance and
having a second child. My findings suggest that family-supportive environments
provided by the state, husbands, and grandparents all have an effect on women’s second
births. The findings have unique implications for very low fertility in countries that
have limited and fragmented state support for families. This study points to the need for
incorporating multiple sources of family support that are suited to the specific cultural
and policy context.
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