
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=reso20

Economy and Society

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/reso20

Labour market dualization, permanent insecurity
and fertility: The case of ultra-low fertility in South
Korea

Timo Fleckenstein, Soohyun Christine Lee & Samuel Mohun Himmelweit

To cite this article: Timo Fleckenstein, Soohyun Christine Lee & Samuel Mohun Himmelweit
(2023): Labour market dualization, permanent insecurity and fertility: The case of ultra-low
fertility in South Korea, Economy and Society, DOI: 10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 09 Mar 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 194

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=reso20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/reso20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=reso20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=reso20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-03-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03085147.2023.2175449&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-03-09


Labour market dualization,
permanent insecurity and
fertility: The case of ultra-
low fertility in South Korea

Timo Fleckenstein , Soohyun Christine Lee and
Samuel Mohun Himmelweit

Abstract

This paper explores the relationship between labour market dualization, insecur-
ity and low fertility, through a case study of South Korea, an extreme case of
ultra-low fertility where the total fertility rate fell to 0.84 in 2020. It is argued
that the long-term nature of the insecurity associated with dualization, as well
as its impact on people’s perceptions of present and future insecurity, mark dua-
lization out as a particular phenomenon whose impact on fertility current demo-
graphic approaches struggle to fully understand. Rather than restricting the focus
to the education-employment transition, we show how permanent insecurity in
highly dualized labour markets depresses fertility.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades fertility rates have declined substantially across the developed
world to the extent that since the 1970s the majority of OECD countries have
experienced below replacement rate levels of fertility (that is, total fertility rates
(TFRs) of 2.1). In some countries (such as France, Sweden and the United
States) fertility rates are only moderately below replacement levels, yet a sig-
nificant number of other countries (especially in southern Europe and East
Asia) have recorded ‘lowest-low’ fertility rates (TFRs of 1.3 or below), which
are typically perceived as pressing demographic challenges by governments
in these countries. While many of these countries have seen a recent uptick
in TFRs from their nadir in the late-1990s or early-2000s, South Korea
stands out as an extreme case of persistently low fertility. Indeed, Korea has
been experiencing lowest-low fertility since 2001 (OECD, 2020).
Addressing this issue has been a political priority in Korea since the early

2000s and has led to significant policy changes, most dramatically the path-
departing expansion of work-family policies (Fleckenstein & Lee, 2017a).
This mirrors a general trend across the OECD of childcare and parental
leave expansion and reflects international consensus that improving the possi-
bilities for women to reconcile employment and family responsibilities is key to
raising fertility rates (OECD, 2017a; Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). This con-
sensus is based on demographic research arguing that low fertility rates
result from an ‘incomplete gender revolution’, in which gender equity has
been achieved in the public institutions of education and employment but
not in the private sphere of the family, where women still undertake the
majority of unpaid labour, particularly childcare (e.g. Anderson & Kohler,
2015; Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015; Goldscheider et al., 2015; McDonald,
2000a). Yet, such interventions informed by demographic gender equity theory
do not appear to be impacting Korea’s fertility rates, which are continuing to
decline; indeed 2020 saw a record low of 0.84, considerably below other low fer-
tility countries (Statistics Korea, 2021).
Korea’s ultra-low fertility thus presents an intriguing puzzle for demo-

graphic research: it is simultaneously an extreme case of a general pattern of
low fertility rates across the OECD and one that appears resistant to interven-
tions that are predicted to raise fertility rates. To help explain this, this paper
highlights an aspect of Korean society that is largely overlooked in the demo-
graphic literature: labour market dualization; that is, increasing polarization in
the labour market between a shrinking core of well-remunerated and well-pro-
tected insiders and a growing number of people in precarious employment at
the margins of the labour market. While dualization has received much atten-
tion in comparative political economy, research into its impact on fertility is
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scant. Indeed, in the context of generally rising female employment, the demo-
graphic literature tends to take gender equity in the labour market for granted
and examines intra-household behaviours as the key to low fertility. This pre-
sents a striking blind spot in these theories, especially given dualization is a gen-
dered process in which women generally face higher risks of becoming labour
market outsiders, and the associated lack of income and security.
We therefore propose to extend dualization to the study of ultra-low ferti-

lity. It is argued that the long-term nature of the insecurity associated with
dualization, as well as the importance of people’s perceptions of present and
future insecurity, mark dualization out as a particular phenomenon whose
impact on fertility is underappreciated. Taking a macro-sociological
approach, bolstered with attitudinal data to highlight the importance of per-
ceptions, we argue that dualization has depressed fertility in Korea in three
ways. First, and in agreement with much of the demographic literature, we
argue that it leads people in their twenties to prioritize skill formation and
postpone family formation. However, we find that pressures from dualization
not only lead to childbirth postponement because of temporary insecurity in
the education-employment transition (Blossfeld et al., 2006) but to smaller
family sizes and to some opting to forego parenthood altogether. Instead of
reducing insecurity to a temporary phenomenon, in the education-employ-
ment transition for instance, we argue that insecurity has become a permanent
feature of people’s working lives in highly dualized labour markets – affecting
not only the growing numbers of people in precarious jobs across different ages
but also labour market insiders increasingly worry about losing insider
employment. Thus, suggestions of clearly separated labour markets with
secure insiders and insecure outsiders (e.g., Rueda, 2014) have become
increasingly questionable in highly dualized societies where insecurity
crosses these boundaries, as the extreme case of Korea demonstrates.
Second, dualization is gendered, which manifests itself, for example, in the
gender pay gap and women’s over-representation at the margins of the
labour market. Hence, far from the emancipatory experiences in the work-
place suggested by gender equity theories in the demographic literature,
the emergence of an ‘adult worker model’ (Lewis, 2001) disproportionally
pushes women into outsider jobs that contribute little to gender equity.
This gendered nature of dualization – including the misalignment of labour
market institutions and women’s views on work and family – increases
women’s opportunity costs of having children to extreme levels, and thus
further depresses childbirth. Third, the increasingly competitive nature of
dualized labour markets place great pressure on families to invest significant
sums in their children’s education, in order to give them a chance to secure
insider employment. The permanent nature of insecurity can solidify such
behaviour into social norms, which can dramatically increase the cost impli-
cations of having a child.
Korea provides an apposite case for such an examination because it rep-

resents an extreme case both of ultra-low fertility and of a dualized labour
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market. As such, the relationship between dualization and fertility is likely to be
most stark in Korea. Nevertheless, the relevance of the argument is not limited
to this case; each of the features of dualization highlighted as negatively impact-
ing on fertility rates are evident and growing across the OECD. Dualization in
labour markets and the polarization of employment have been widespread and
growing trends (Emmenegger et al., 2012; Rueda, 2014). Increasing rates of ter-
tiary education, skills acquisition and the postponing of family formation are
also prevalent among many OECD countries (OECD, 2019a, 2021). Increased
perceptions of inequality are also common to many high-income societies, in
the context of growing labour market instability, ‘casualisation’ of employment,
retrenchment in social protection, and the shrinking influence of labour unions
(OECD, 2015). Finally, private education expenditure is a feature across
OECD countries. While Korea is widely recognized as an extreme case of
so-called ‘shadow education’, excessive private tutoring is widespread in
many Asian countries, and is gaining greater prominence in Europe too
(Bray, 2021). Korea’s experience therefore reveals how fertility patterns inter-
act with dualization and also provides a warning for other OECD countries of
how these interactions, left unaddressed, can lead to equilibria that are very dif-
ficult to break down.
The article proceeds as follows: the next section maps Korea’s ultra-low

levels of fertility, emphasizing that postponement of family formation is only
one of a number of trends impacting on the overall fertility rate. Subsequently,
the demographic literature is explored to situate our argument in previous
work. This section, drawing on labour market research on insecurity, demon-
strates that the insecurity provoked by highly dualized labour markets has ‘scar-
ring effects’ that last well beyond the education-employment transition
discussed in the demographic literature and therefore do not merely postpone
childbirths but can also prevent them altogether. Moreover, it argues that in
dualized labour markets these effects are not confined to those who themselves
have experienced outsider employment, but perceptions of permanent insecur-
ity have proliferated among those in insider jobs and indeed their partners too,
because the consequences of losing that status are both severe and widely
understood. The remainder of the paper refocuses on Korea to elucidate
each of the three ways in which dualization relates to low fertility. The paper
concludes with a discussion of policy implications of these arguments.

2. The mapping of ultra-low fertility: South Korea in comparative
perspective

The trajectory of Korea’s TFR matches most OECD countries over the last 50
years, falling from high rates in the 1970s to below replacement levels in the
1980s and continuing to fall in the 1990s. However, Korea’s fertility decline
has been more extensive than in any other OECD country, marking Korea
out as an extreme case. Korea’s TFR in 2018 was at 0.98, the first time that
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any OECD country has seen its TFR dip below one, and has since dropped
further to 0.84 (Statistics Korea, 2021). Although TFRs in other low-fertility
countries have recovered somewhat since the 2000s, we still observe great dif-
ficulties with reaching and remaining in the so-called demographic ‘safety zone’
(that is, TFRs higher than 1.5) (McDonald, 2006).
Studies of lowest-low fertility countries have found that much of the nadir at

the turn of the millennium was due to tempo effects from childbirth postpone-
ment and some of this is likely to be compensated for by rises in quantum fer-
tility among women in their thirties (Goldstein et al., 2009; Myrskylä et al.,
2009). However, Korean women in their twenties do not merely postpone
childbirth to a greater extent than in other countries, which can be seen in
the fact that the fall in the fertility rate among women aged 25–29 has been
more dramatic since 2000 than in any other OECD country, but this is not
being compensated for by births among older women. As Figure 1 demon-
strates, while Korea’s birth rates among women aged 30–34 are not particularly
low, Korea’s ‘fertility triangle’ is rather sharp due to low birth rates among both
the adjacent age groups. Also, an increasing number of Korean women remain
unmarried and childless: since 1990 the marriage rate has fallen by 41 per cent,
one of the largest drops in the OECD, which is significant for fertility in a
country in which only 2 per cent of children are born to unmarried parents
(OECD, 2021). Smaller families and increasing childlessness in Korea
produce a continuous, negative trend in the TFR, despite a positive impact
from slowing tempo effects (Choe & Retherford, 2009; Yoo & Sobotka, 2018).

Figure 1 Birth rates (births per 1,000 women) by women’s age in selected countries,
2016.
Source: OECD (2021)
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With the objective of reversing these fertility trends, successive Korean gov-
ernments have been committed to a ‘path shift’ in work-family policy, most
notably free childcare provision (Fleckenstein & Lee, 2017a; Lee, 2018).
However, Korea’s fertility rate has continued to fall, in spite of the international
consensus that reconciling employment and childcare responsibilities is an
important tool for increasing fertility rates (OECD, 2017b; Olivetti & Petron-
golo, 2017). The next section examines gender equity theories which underpin
this consensus in addition to research emphasizing links between temporary
insecurity and lower fertility rates. It argues that the impact dualization may
be playing in relation to fertility is not sufficiently recognized in the demo-
graphic literature.

3. Dualization, insecurity and low fertility

The dramatic fall in fertility rates across the OECD since the 1970s have
prompted a preoccupation in the demographic literature with the drivers of fer-
tility behaviour (see Balbo et al., 2013). Underpinning this work is the predomi-
nant notion that the decision to have a child is a rational one, based on cost–
benefit analysis (e.g. Becker, 1981). A feature of the literature is interpreting
macro trends through the prism of micro-calculations of costs and benefits,
with the implication that policy interventions should therefore be focused on
reducing costs or increasing incomes. As the literature has developed, a
broader range of factors have been considered as inputs to fertility decisions,
taking into account criticisms that the assumptions of simple rational choice
models omit key factors, such as changing values and norms, and they therefore
struggle to explain recent fertility trends, especially the cross-national correlation
between higher female employment levels and higher fertility rates (e.g. Castles,
2003). More recent theories highlight the mediating capacity of national insti-
tutional structures in fertility decisions, in particular through reducing the con-
flict between employment and family life for women. McDonald’s (2000a)
gender equity theory argues that fertility remains low in countries in which
gender equity in individual-oriented institutions (such as higher education or
the labour market) is not matched in family-oriented institutions and the
family itself. Moreover, fertility rates are predicted to recover, or at least stabilize,
in countries where ‘dual-earner/dual-carer’ families are increasingly common,
with gender equity in the family representing the second half of the ‘gender revo-
lution’ (e.g. Anderson & Kohler, 2015; Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015).
Given the focus on the imbalance in gender equity between employment

and the family, this literature understandably highlights the crucial role that
work-family policies can play in helping women combine employment and
family responsibilities and also in encouraging men to take on a greater pro-
portion of the latter. With the exception of a concern for ‘family-friendly’
employment practices, much of the focus of this literature is therefore on
the family, with relatively little attention paid to the labour market; equity
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in employment appears to be largely assumed, based on aggregate employ-
ment rates, and the focus is on increasing gender equity within families.
Yet, a key feature of post-industrial society is growing employment insecurity,
featuring rising levels of precarious, non-standard employment, and, relat-
edly, increasing dualization in labour markets between insiders and outsiders,
with women forming a large proportion of the latter (Emmenegger et al.,
2012). It thus appears reasonable to expect that labour market dualization
has a profound impact on individuals’ decisions in several areas including
family formation. Given the cost–benefit calculation assumed to be at the
base of fertility decisions, it is remarkable that the fertility literature has
not focused more on the role of dualization and the changing nature of
labour markets. In fact, theorists in this literature tend to see labour
market deregulation and the proliferation of non-standard employment as
positive factors in that they provide women with flexible employment that
can be more easily combined with childrearing. For example, Brinton and
Lee (2016) argue that employment protection for labour market insiders
may depress fertility by disadvantaging women who want to work flexibly
(in other words, women are forced to choose between careers or children)
and by reducing the availability of stable jobs for young people, leading to
postponement of fertility. This chimes with a strand in the literature
which views strong labour market protection and unions as detrimental to
fertility rates (e.g. Adserà, 2005; Bertola et al., 2002).
This is not to argue that there has been no interest in insecurity in the demo-

graphic literature. Research on the effects of insecurity on fertility behaviour
has been prompted by drops in fertility in post-socialist eastern Europe
during the transition from planned to market economies (e.g. Eberstadt,
1994) and in southern Europe, which is characterized by very high levels of
youth unemployment and fragmented labour markets (e.g. McDonald,
2000b). A third strand of interest comes from those investigating the impact
of globalization on fertility (Blossfeld et al., 2006). The assumption in these lit-
eratures is that insecurity is a temporary feature, either produced by an econ-
omic shock, or one that affects people primarily at the education-to-
employment transition and therefore has an indirect effect on fertility by
leading young people to postpone family formation in favour of skill formation
(e.g. Adserà, 2004; Kreyenfeld et al., 2012; Modena et al., 2014). However,
given that dualization is an ongoing process, the resulting insecurity is better
conceptualized as a permanent situation for a large proportion of the population,
potentially affecting them throughout their working lives. While it is undoubt-
edly the case that it can lead to postponement of fertility, it is not unreasonable
to assume that insecurity associated with dualization has a direct negative
impact on fertility decisions throughout one’s reproductive years. Moreover,
drawing on the labour market research on insecurity, it is argued that these
long-term effects are not limited to those at the margins of the labour
market, as the possibility and consequences of losing employment also affect
insiders’ perceptions of security.
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These effects of insecurity are absent from the fertility literature. This could
be because of the rational choice underpinning in much of the literature: the
assumption that fertility decisions are made with full knowledge of the potential
costs and benefits of children, when in reality individuals can only evaluate per-
ceived costs and benefits (Gauthier, 2007). The decision to have a child necessi-
tates a long-term perspective, involving making assumptions about the future
which one cannot know for certain. This chimes with labour market research
on insecurity, which has shown that perceptions of job insecurity are multifaceted
and only partially related to objective levels of insecurity. In their seminal work,
Clark et al. (2001, p. 221) have shown that ‘life satisfaction is lower not only for
the current unemployed (relative to the employed), but also for those with
higher levels of past unemployment’, and explaining this observation they
point to the lasting psychological impact of unemployment – ‘scars’ because
people continue to be ‘scared’, even though they might appear to have, in objec-
tive terms, recovered from their earlier job loss. Lübke (2021), for instance,
demonstrates that job insecurity has a significant impact on self-assessed
health for all age groups in Germany, including young people; and Kim and
Kim (2018) show an association between job insecurity and depression. With
a very similar impetus, Kim et al. (2006) point to irregular employment contri-
buting to poorer mental health, which affects women to a greater extent than
men (controlled for socio-economic status and health behaviours). In terms
of gender differences, Mauno and Kinnunen (2002), drawing on Finnish
survey data, show that women experience more uncertainty about their jobs
than their partners, and women’s job insecurity is affected more strongly by
poor economic conditions. Using Italian data, Bonanomi and Rosina (2022)
not only show that the experience of NEET (not in employment, education
or training) affects well-being, but also that well-being becomes a predictor of
changes in occupational status. More dissatisfaction with one’s life situation
is associated with a greater risk of the experience of NEET in the future,
while greater reported well-being is associated with a greater chance of escaping
NEET. Similarly, Klug et al. (2019) provide evidence from Germany that tem-
porary contracts – a key feature of labour market dualization – facilitate life tra-
jectories of higher perceived job insecurity. In other words, young people’s
subjective perceptions appear to leave scars. It might thus not surprise that
Ralston et al. (2022), using Scottish census data, and Helbling and Sacchi
(2014), studying Swiss youngsters with vocational qualifications, demonstrate
long-term scarring that is associated with the experience of NEET.
Building on this research that stresses the importance of perceptions of

future prospects and drawing on German data, Knabe and Rätzel (2011)
suggest it is not necessarily an actual experience of unemployment but the
fear of unemployment that reduces life satisfaction. Controlling for future
expectations, they find that much of the unemployment effect disappears.
This is crucial because in a highly dualized labour market, the negative
effects of losing employment are both potentially high and widely understood,
therefore increasing anxiety related to keeping one’s job; and indeed
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considerable anxiety in reproductive years could be expected, as the prospect of
either procuring relatively secure insider employment or maintaining it once
secured has become ever more uncertain. Here, it is important to underline
that comparative research indicates that such effects are mediated by labour
market and welfare institutions (see for an overview, Chung & Mau, 2014).
For instance, strong social protection for the unemployed can serve as an
important mechanism reducing anxiety caused by the fear of job loss (Hipp,
2016). Origo and Pagani (2009) have found that temporary workers’ level of
insecurity varies according to their perceptions about not only the state of
the wider economy (i.e. the perceived risk of job loss) but also the welfare
state (i.e. perceived social security). Further, research on insecurity and duali-
zation suggests that countries with highly dualized labour markets lack the cor-
poratist institutions with strong labour unions which provide insiders with a
greater sense of job security (Chung, 2019).
The intertwined phenomena of scarring and scaring reveal the fundamentally

subjective nature of insecurity, relating to one’s perceptions of one’s current and
future situation. In the context of a highly dualized labour market therefore, the
predominance of insecurity means that fertility decisions are necessarily broader
than simply weighing up costs versus income, as rational choice approaches in
demography suggest. Some research demonstrates this link: evidence from
labour market deregulation in Italy found that the effects of employment inse-
curity on childbearing intentions varied according to women’s future prospects;
for women with low income and education, high employment insecurity made
little difference to their intentions, while for women with high income and edu-
cation levels, high employment insecurity led to the postponement of childbear-
ing (Modena et al., 2014). Similar results have been found in easternGermany in
terms of economic uncertainty (Kreyenfeld, 2010). These results imply that
insecurity relates to fertility not only through its impact on income but also in
terms of how it affects perceptions of future prospects. In other words, in a
highly dualized labour market where the consequences of outsider employment
are widespread and obvious, individuals may fear such a future outcome, regard-
less of whether it becomes a reality or not. Perceptions of insecurity may there-
fore affect the fertility decisions not only of those most likely to end up in
outsider employment, but also those who worry about such an outcome, even
if the likelihood might be small.
Building on this, we argue that dualization is likely to negatively affect fer-

tility decisions through its implications for individuals’ perceptions of their
current situation and long-term prospects. Further, the insecurity associated
with dualization is qualitatively different to periodic episodes of insecurity,
which is the focus of much of the literature. In highly dualized labour
markets, many workers, particularly women, may see insecurity as a permanent
feature of their working life (see also Modena et al., 2014). Furthermore, in
contexts of intense labour market competition, the associated costs of childrear-
ing (most notably, the costs of education) are likely to be perceived as higher
and longer lasting, as parents will want to ensure their child is able to access
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insider employment. Dualization therefore is likely to intensify the quality-
quantity trade-off in parents’ decision-making (Becker & Lewis, 1973). Our
case study of fertility in Korea provides evidence for each of these effects.

4. Dualization in Korea

While dualization is a feature of the labour markets of most OECD economies,
the Korean labour market exhibits a relatively extreme version of this phenom-
enon, which is widely related to labour market deregulation in the aftermath of
the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis (Fleckenstein & Lee, 2017b). Around one third
of employees in Korea are found in typically very insecure non-standard
employment, with the lion’s share in temporary jobs (21.2 per cent of all
employment), considerably higher than the OECD average of 11.7 per cent.
Furthermore, the Korean labour market has very high levels of self-employed
workers, with a quarter of total employment in this category (25.1 per cent).
This is also considerably higher than other countries including Germany
(10.2 per cent), often seen as the archetype of dualization processes (OECD,
2019b). A large proportion of the self-employed in Korea are essentially precar-
ious workers with income insecurity and in-work poverty similar to the levels of
labour market outsiders (Shin, 2013).
Non-standard employment is closely related to low wages: the average wage

of non-standard employees is only two-thirds of that of standard employees
(OECD, 2018a). This can be seen at the firm level, with Korea having the
largest gap in average labour income between firms at the 90th and 50th per-
centile (OECD, 2016). This high proportion of outsider employment with rela-
tively low wages has led to rapidly increasing income inequality and a polarized
labour market in terms of income (OECD, 2019b). Aside from remuneration,
outsider employment is considerably more insecure than insider employment,
with average tenure in 2016 of only 29 months for those in non-standard
employment, compared to 89 months among standard workers (OECD,
2018b). Furthermore, there is a considerable difference between the opportu-
nities offered to labour market outsiders in terms of access to education and
training. Figures from 2016 show that although they made up a third of all
employees, non-standard workers were only offered 1.8 per cent of the in-
work training opportunities provided by employers (Yun, 2016).
Outsider employment is therefore relatively widespread and an objective

phenomenon: it is poorly paid, insecure and holds little prospect of career pro-
gression. Moreover, it is also a long-term experience. A feature of Korea’s dua-
lized labour market is deep ‘scars’ from outsider employment: non-regular
workers are less likely to move to a regular job within 12 months than unem-
ployed people with comparable characteristics (OECD, 2015). An examination
of Korean perceptions indicates that such scarring is complemented by con-
siderable ‘scaring’; that is, long-term perceptions of insecurity. Concern
about insecurity is much more widespread than the third of employees in
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non-standard employment: when surveyed in 2005, only 40 per cent of Korean
workers felt their jobs were secure, compared to 61 per cent in Japan and much
higher figures in the United Kingdom and the United States (68 per cent and
74 per cent respectively), two rather flexible labour markets with very little
employment protection. Further, this feeling of insecurity is not confined to
young people, the figure falls to 37 per cent for those aged 35–54, compared
to 58 per cent in Japan, 64 per cent in the United Kingdom and 69 per cent
in the United States (ISSP Research Group, 2013). In 2005, 62 per cent said
they would prefer to work in a large firm rather than a small firm, while 63
per cent said they would prefer to work for the government or civil service
than a private employer (Kim et al., 2017). A survey in 2012 asked for
reasons for this reluctance to work in small firms and found, unsurprisingly,
that poor salaries, lower job security and less generous benefit packages were
the key responses (Kim et al., 2012).
Moreover, despite some improvements in social welfare provision, unem-

ployment protection remains residual in Korea (Fleckenstein & Lee, 2017b)
– not only is benefit generosity poor by international standards but social insur-
ance coverage is much lower for non-standard workers than for standard
employees (see Figure 2). This further places a premium on securing insider
employment and exacerbates insecurity for outsider workers (Kwon, 2018).
The country thus lacks the social protection institutions that could mitigate
job insecurity and corresponding anxiety (cf. Chung & Mau, 2014; Hipp,
2016), and this lends credence to the notion that, in Korea, the anxiety pro-
voked by insecurity is not only felt by those at the margins of the labour
market but also insiders with poor social protection ‘buffers’ in the country’s
increasingly liberal labour market. Indeed, international survey data suggests
that Koreans are more anxious about employment insecurity than in compara-
tive countries: in 2005 only 31 per cent of Koreans say that they do not worry at
all about the possibility of losing their job, which is 19 percentage points lower
than in Japan, a country with very similar labour market institutions (ISSP

Figure 2 Proportion of workers covered by social insurance schemes, 2017.
Source: Statistics Korea (2017)
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Research Group, 2013). Attitudinal data further demonstrates a perceived
absence of support from the welfare state: in a survey in 2015, two thirds of
respondents aged 19–34 agreed with the statement that ‘in Korean society if
you fail, that is it’ while only a third agreed that ‘even if you fail, there is
another chance’ (Hankyoreh Institute, 2015). This is not a phenomenon exclu-
sive to younger generations: among all age groups under 50, more people report
negative perceptions of social security than positive (Oh et al., 2016). Further,
in a survey in 2016, the proportion of people who, asked how well the govern-
ment responded to unemployment, answered ‘badly’ or ‘very badly’ was above
50 per cent in every age group except the over 60s (KIHASA, 2016). The lack
of social security coverage for large portions of the Korean population is there-
fore likely to intensify concerns about insecurity and exacerbate fears about out-
sider employment.
Thus, Korea exhibits significant labour market dualization, exacerbated by

weak coverage of social protection, which is corroborated by attitudinal data
showing that Korean workers perceive the labour market as heavily dualized
and perceive a corresponding high degree of insecurity in their own jobs and
in Korean society more broadly. Further, these features are felt across the
working-age population and are not simply issues for young people or those
already in outsider employment. The dualized nature of the Korean labour
market therefore displays many of the features likely to impact on fertility
decisions beyond the direct effect on individual’s incomes.

5. Dualization and fertility in Korea

As the literature on insecurity and fertility suggests, the premium on securing
insider employment is associated in Korea with young people spending more
time on education and skill acquisition and postponing family formation (e.g.
Blossfeld et al., 2006). This is one of the causes of Korea’s exceptionally
high levels of tertiary education, with 70 per cent of 25–34 year olds having ter-
tiary-level education compared to the OECD average of 44 per cent (OECD,
2019a). Attitudinal research reveals that concerns about career and labour
market outcomes play a significant role in young Koreans’ family planning:
among single people aged 20–44, 83.7 per cent of men and 81.3 per cent of
women agree or strongly agree that not having sufficient income security to
maintain marriage was a reason for ‘people postponing or not getting
married at all’, while similar proportions agree or strongly agree that ‘failing
to get a job or [finding it] difficult to get a secure job’ was another reason
(Kim, 2016). Concerns about the labour market are not only related to post-
ponement of family formation however, they are also a factor in what is
known as the ‘sampo generation’: the growing number of young Koreans reject-
ing, not merely postponing, the traditional expectations of courtship, marriage
and children (Pang & Yoo, 2015). Attitudinal surveys reveal that as many as 31
per cent of women aged 20–39 say that they do not intend to get married, and
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among the key reasons cited are the financial burdens, insufficient income and
employment insecurity (Choi et al., 2016). Furthermore, a survey in 2014
among 16–34 year olds in Seoul found that there was a large difference in mar-
riage intention between those in insider and outsider employment, with the
latter significantly more likely to have no intention of getting married and
cite involuntary reasons for this decision (see Figure 3).
Why are Koreans not merely postponing family formation but reducing the

number of children and in some cases rejecting them completely? As high-
lighted above, insecurity associated with dualization is distinct from other
types of labour market instability because it is often a long-term or permanent
feature of many people’s lives. Further, fear of insecurity may affect those who
do not directly experience the effects of insecurity themselves. If employment
stability, income security and thus the ability to provide well for children are
perceived as potentially remote prospects, this can act as a powerful mechanism
depressing the long-term commitment to family and children; and the absence
of meaningful social protection aggravates the current and perceived future vul-
nerability from outsiderness in the labour market. However, not only do weak
social welfare institutions leave Koreans vulnerable, the country also lacks cor-
poratist institutions with strong trade unions that could provide insiders with a
greater sense of security (cf. Chung, 2019). Instead, the Korean labour move-
ment has been on a dramatic decline, with its limited influence restricted to
large workplaces where fearful insiders are largely preoccupied with defending
their ‘privileged’ position, typically at the expense of outsiders. In this context,
it is important to underline that the economic turmoil of the 1997 Asian finan-
cial crisis and subsequent labour market deregulation not only drove the pro-
liferation of irregular employment, but also left previously well-protected
insiders more vulnerable to the market. Corresponding with the insecurity lit-
erature, economic crisis has left a lasting scar in the collective memory of
Korean workers, including those who should feel most confident about their
future. Peak labour organizations, despite some progress, have struggled to
overcome the insider orientation of enterprise unions, which is increasingly
considered an unviable strategy in an environment of labour weakness

Figure 3 Survey on marriage intentions, 16–34 year olds, Seoul, 2014.
Source: Choi et al. (2014)
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(Fleckenstein & Lee, 2019; Yang, 2006). Perceptions of insecurity are thus not
limited to outsiders. Critically, these effects of dualization on family formation
are amplified by two related developments: first, because dualization is gen-
dered, it increases the conflict between family and career for women to an
extreme level; and second, it exacerbates the quantity-quality trade-off by
raising the costs associated with children due to the premium attached to edu-
cation. Both of these raise the costs (indirect and direct) of having children to a
level that is perceived as unaffordable for many families.

5.1. Dualization and work-family conflict

The literature on fertility stresses that in contexts in which combining work and
family roles is difficult, children involve very high opportunity costs for many
women who are forced to sacrifice their careers to have a family (e.g. Becker,
1981; McDonald, 2000a). The dualized Korean labour market represents
such a context, where insider jobs are built on a male-breadwinner model
and require long hours: full-time Korean employees work among the longest
hours in the OECD, with an average of 45.7 hours per week (OECD,
2019b). Along with long hours, gender roles in Korean families are relatively
conservative, with women undertaking the vast majority of unpaid domestic
work within families: comparative data reveals that among OECD countries,
men spend considerably less time on unpaid work in Korea than in any other
country apart from Japan (OECD, 2021). These factors mean that should
women stay in the labour market after childbirth, they are likely to face an
extreme double burden of long hours of paid employment as well as unpaid
domestic work. Indeed, social norms reflect the fact that, for most families,
combining work and family is very difficult: two-thirds of Korean respondents
agreed in 2012 that ‘a pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother

Figure 4 Responses to ISSP questions on maternal employment, 2012.
Source: ISSP Research Group (2016)
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works’, a greater proportion than in any other country surveyed by the Inter-
national Social Survey Programme (ISSP). Furthermore, a higher proportion
of Koreans than in other countries also agreed that ‘family life suffers when
the woman works full-time’ (see Figure 4). And while survey evidence from
2006 shows that nearly three-quarters (73 per cent) of Koreans agree that
‘men ought to do a larger share of household work than they do now’, other
evidence points to a greater demand for part-time work (see Kim et al.,
2017). This incompatibility between standard employment and family respon-
sibilities puts huge downward pressures on fertility.
Attempts to ease this conflict have resulted in expansion of parental leave

policies, with financial incentives for fathers to take leave and to encourage
combinations of leave and part-time employment (Kim, 2020). However, this
provision has encountered friction with Korea’s traditional employment prac-
tices and non-compliance is relatively common: 28 per cent of Korean employ-
ers admit that they have illegally restricted their employees’ access to parental
leave, with the most common restriction being that they ‘forced their employees
not to take leave’ (Song, 2019). Beside employer intransigence, cultural norms
also mitigate against full use of parental leave and it is no surprise that take up
rates are very low: while 303,100 babies were born in Korea in 2019 only 73,306
employees took maternity leave (approximately 24 per cent) and 105,165
employees took parental leave (approximately 17 per cent) (Kim, 2020). Low
take up of leave indicates that many women withdraw from the labour
market at childbirth, and those that do, do so for an average of 10 years
(Hong & Lee, 2014). This can be seen in the gender employment gap, which

Figure 5 Gender employment gaps, by age, selected countries.
Source: OECD (2021)
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is non-existent among people aged 20–29, but widens significantly among
people aged 30–34, to a greater extent than in other OECD countries, and
then remains comparatively large over later age groups (see Figure 5).
In this context, it is also important to point out the relatively low though

increasing incidence of part-time work in Korea (15.4 per cent in 2020, up
from 7 per cent in 2000; compared to 22.5 per cent in Germany, 25.8 per
cent in Japan, and 36.9 per cent in the Netherlands [OECD, 2023]), which
can be seen as presenting an additional challenge in work-family reconciliation
and thus facilitating labour market withdrawal among young women. In a
heavily dualized labour market, withdrawing from employment represents a
very significant sacrifice for women in insider employment, as they are unlikely
to regain insider status upon their return. Indeed, dualization in the Korean
labour market has a very gendered character: women make up 55 per cent of
those in non-regular employment, and only 39 per cent of those in regular
employment (OECD, 2018b), a gap that only appears in the over-thirties and
remains quite high at around 20 per cent throughout all subsequent age
groups (see Figure 6).
This gendered dualized labour market is a key reason for Korea’s very large

gender wage gap, which at 34 per cent is the highest in the OECD, much higher
than the average of 13 per cent. Once again, this very high rate only develops
when people enter their thirties: for those aged 25–29 the gender wage gap is
near the OECD average of 10 per cent, yet for people aged 40–44 it stands
at 42 per cent, whereas the OECD average is 24 per cent (OECD, 2018a).

Figure 6 Proportion of employees in non-regular employment, by age and gender,
2018.
Source: Kim (2018)
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Key reasons for this are the concentration of women in low-paid, low-pro-
ductivity employment and that relatively few women are in well-paid, manage-
rial positions, either in the private sector or in the civil service. In total, nearly a
third (30 per cent) of female employees are in low-paid employment in Korea,
considerably higher than the OECD average of 19 per cent (OECD, 2019b).
For highly educated women returning to outsider employment there is a sig-
nificant reduction in status, and many choose to remain economically inactive
after childbirth: as Figure 7 demonstrates, Korea has high levels of economic
inactivity among women with tertiary education among all age groups, but
the gap between Korea and other OECD countries is especially stark for
women aged 35–44. These high levels of economic inactivity reduce the
family income that is available for costly private tuition, which is increasingly
regarded as a necessity for securing an insider job, and thus force many families
to choose ‘quality’ over ‘quantity’, as we will show in the next section.
This situation indicates that women face very high opportunity costs from

having children, something recognized in international attitudinal surveys,
with Korean women among the most likely to agree with the statement that
children ‘restrict the career chances of one or both parents’ (ISSP Research
Group, 2016). While long working hours, inflexible working practices, tra-
ditional attitudes and employer non-compliance with work-family reconcilia-
tion measures all contribute to Korean women tending to leave paid

Figure 7 Economic inactivity rates among women with tertiary education, by age
groups, OECD countries, 2018.
Source: OECD (2019a)

Timo Fleckenstein et al.: Labour market dualization, permanent insecurity and
fertility 17



employment at childbirth, it is the dualized labour market that turns what may
be seen as a ‘career pause’ in some countries into a permanent sacrifice in
Korea. This is a clear example of the way in which dualized labour markets
lead to a permanent form of insecurity that affects insiders as well as outsiders.
Given the stark choices facing women in this situation, it should be no surprise
that an increasing number of young women are choosing not just to postpone,
but to forego having children altogether.

5.2. Dualization and the direct costs of children

It is well established that Korean society holds education in high esteem, with
Confucianism widely seen as providing the cultural foundation for Koreans’
educational drive (Seth, 2002). As discussed earlier, enrolment rates in univer-
sities are now uniquely high: nowhere else in the OECD do more young people
enter tertiary education. Aside from these very high levels of tertiary education,
the most striking aspect of Korean education is the extraordinary growth and
usage of private tutoring alongside public education: it is estimated that 76
per cent of Korean school students receive private tutoring, with the figure
for elementary school students even higher at 82 per cent, with each student
spending an average of 6.7 hours per week in private tuition; and the average
monthly expenditure per participating student is roughly 11 per cent of
average household income (Statistics Korea, 2022). Unsurprisingly, both par-
ticipation rates and the level of expenditure are correlated with household
income, with those with an income of more than 8 million won (about
$6,300) per month spending roughly five times as much per student as those
earning less than 2 million won ($1,575), while the respective participation
rates are 86 per cent and 47 per cent (see Figure 8). Fierce competition in

Figure 8 Participation rates and average monthly expenditure on private tuition by
household income, 2021.
Source: Statistics Korea (2022)
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education fuelled by the dualized labour market, we argue, has led most Korean
parents to spend a significant portion of their household income on private edu-
cation, a burden that is intensified if there is only one parent in work.
Links between Korean ‘education fever’ and low fertility is a feature of the

demography literature. Anderson and Kohler (2013) find that Korean pro-
vinces with higher birth rates spend less per household on education than
those with lower birth rates, suggesting that the cost of education in the
latter regions supresses birth rates; they show the same regional effect in
terms of the concentration of large and small families. Kim (2017) finds that
private expenditure on childcare and private education is negatively correlated
with the intention to have a second child.
However, the foundation of Korea’s ‘education fever’ in the dualized labour

market is rarely adequately articulated in the context of fertility decisions. The
argument here is that the same dualization which drives childbirth postponement
in women’s twenties and leads some to opt out of marriage and childbirth
altogether is also driving families to opt for fewer children due to the costs of
private education and the intense competition for insider jobs. Instead of seeing
‘education fever’ as a cultural quirk emerging from Koreans’ adherence to Confu-
cian values, the argument here is that dualization has led to a self-reinforcing insti-
tutional equilibrium in which Korea’s ‘winner-takes-all’ labour market places an
immense amount of pressure on families to achieve the best possible education.
However, while it is clear that a university degree is seen as a prerequisite for a

good career in Korea, even about one third of those in non-standard employment
have completed tertiary education (OECD, 2018b). Adding to educational
pressure, in Korea’s hierarchical university system the value of degrees varies con-
siderably among different universities. Evidence shows that labour market success
is strongly related to the attendance of ‘elite’ universities, that graduates of univer-
sities in Seoul have better labour market outcomes and that, aside from a few
specific subjects, the choice of university is more important for income than the
choice of subject (Kim & Lee, 2006; Park, 2015). The huge expansion in tertiary
education in Korea in the 1990s largely took place in private institutions and
outside Seoul, meaning today a much lower proportion of university entrants
go, for instance, to one of the three Seoul ‘elite’ institutions, Seoul National Uni-
versity, Korea University or Yonsei University; in 1981, 14 per cent of high school
graduates entered these three universities, by 2007 this figure was only 3 per cent
(Kim, 2010). Competition for ‘elite’ universities is severe and has a deep impact on
the rest of the Korean education system, most notably in the level of expenditure
and attendance of private tuition.
Our argument above is that the effects of dualization are particularly strong

because they are perceived as permanent, and because they are not restricted to
labour market outsiders but affect a growing and substantial number of insiders
too. This applies just as much in the case of ‘education fever’: indeed, we argue
that it is through Koreans’ perceptions of the importance of education and
ensuring that their children have access to insider employment that the use
of costly private education has crystallized into a social norm, with parents
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reporting the perception that their child will be disadvantaged if they do not use
private tuition (Fleckenstein & Lee, 2019). This is fuelled by a common belief
among Koreans that the level of prestige of the university one attends translates
directly into one’s future career success and these views are structured and
reinforced through university ranking systems. A survey in 2011 asking respon-
dents for reasons for the growth in private tutoring spending found that the
most common response was ‘the name of the university one graduates from
is important for future job prospects’, while the second and third most
common both referred to competition for university places (Jones, 2013). In
a survey in 2014, three quarters of respondents (76 per cent) believe that edu-
cational attainment determines one’s life (Hankook Daily, 2014). But winning a
place at an elite institution provides students with more than just education: as
with other hierarchical university systems, alumni networks are important for
graduates; and this is reflected in public attitudes. For example, 32 per cent of
Koreans say that ‘knowing the right people’ is essential in getting ahead in life,
while 78 per cent say it is either essential or very important, which, as Figure 9
shows, are comparatively very high proportions (ISSP Research Group, 2017).
From a fertility point of view, this spending on education represents a very
heavy financial cost for potential parents to consider, which can be seen in
that Korea is one of only a few countries in which more than 50 per cent of
respondents to an ISSP survey in 2012 agreed that ‘children are a financial
burden on their parents’ (ISSP Research Group, 2016). Furthermore, a
survey in 2015 that directly asked Koreans about why they did not plan to
have more children found the most common response was ‘education costs’

Figure 9 Importance of ‘knowing the right people’ in getting ahead in life, 2009.
Source: ISSP Research Group (2017)
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(Lee et al., 2015). Thus, dualization and the associated insecurity has deep-
rooted implications for the perceived costs of raising children, an effect that
reaches across Korean society.

6. Conclusions

We have shown that the relatively extreme, though not unique, labour market
dualization in Korea plays a very significant role in the country’s persistently
low birth rate. It is argued that it has three main effects. First, not only has dua-
lization encouraged the trend of young people postponing family formation and
therefore the sharp and sustained fall in fertility rates among women in their
twenties, it has also depressed family size and even led to young couples fore-
going parenthood altogether because of the permanent insecurity that is associ-
ated with the prospect of outsiderness. In highly dualized labour markets,
young people cannot be confident that insecurity is confined to the edu-
cation-employment transition, but it might become a feature of their entire
working life. Further, fear of insecurity affects more than just those most
likely to become labour market outsiders; in a context in which outsider
employment has severe consequences, fear of insecurity is evident among insi-
ders as well. Thus, the particular nature of dualization associated with insecur-
ity affects fertility decisions across a broad swathe of the population. Second,
dualization is gendered; it therefore intensifies the incompatibility between
work and family for women, especially those in insider employment, and sig-
nificantly raises the stakes of a temporary withdrawal from the labour
market. Dualization contributes to children representing very high opportunity
costs for women in terms of their careers and future earning ability and there-
fore influences the growing trend in childlessness. Third, the intense compe-
tition for insider employment inherent to the dualized labour market has led
to the entrenchment of ‘education fever’ as a social norm in which parents
spend significant sums on their children’s education. Private tutoring in par-
ticular is widely perceived as a huge burden on family finances; and feelings
of permanent insecurity are likely to impact on families’ confidence that they
can afford to invest significant and sustained amounts in their children’s edu-
cation – especially when women’s withdrawal from the labour market consigns
families to reliance on a single, potentially insecure income in the absence of
meaningful social protection mechanisms, while women’s subsequent return
to employment will typically be in outsider employment.
These findings pose a significant challenge not only to demographic theories

that consider insecurity as a temporary problem confined to the education-
employment transition but also to gender equity theories of fertility. In particu-
lar, they question the assertion that gender equity has been achieved in employ-
ment institutions and the lack of attention to labour market conditions. The
dualization of labour markets across the OECD is a gendered process;
women tend to be over-represented among labour market outsiders, meaning
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many women’s experiences of employment is insecure, poorly remunerated and
associated with a host of negative outcomes from limited career progression to
exclusion from social security programmes. Feminist scholars have long
pointed out the problems with assuming that an ‘adult worker model’ is inher-
ently one that is positive for women (e.g. Lewis, 2001). Indeed, the Korean case
demonstrates that a heavily dualized labour market poses a number of difficult
dilemmas for women, which do little to enhance gender equality or align with
the aspirations of career-oriented women. The findings show that in general
young people face uncertain futures, with the possibility of a lifetime of outsi-
der employment a credible threat and one that faces women in particular,
making the choice to have children one that is fraught with risk, especially
for women. However, while challenging some of the foundational assumptions,
our findings also demonstrate that the logic of gender equity theories add to the
low fertility picture in Korea, although they are exacerbated by labour market
conditions. In the context of a dualized labour market, young women that do
manage to secure insider employment face very high opportunity costs from
the prospect of children. While the traditional nature of Korean gender roles
certainly adds to these costs, the overriding contributor is the fact that
insider employment is largely structured around male-breadwinner working
patterns – it is overwhelmingly full-time, inflexible and with very long hours
– while giving up insider employment will often consign one to a lifetime of
outsider employment due to scarring effects. In this context, it is not simply
the mismatch between gender equity in public and private institutions that
causes low fertility, but it is the continuing disadvantages women face in
both realms that contribute. The fact that Korea’s path-shifting work-family
policies have had no discernible effect on the country’s fertility rate would
appear to support these conclusions.
The policy implications of our argument are significant: addressing insecurity

appears critical to reversing the downward pressure it places on fertility. To
date, neither of the two most frequently proposed solutions address this issue:
social investment or liberal labour market reforms. The former prioritizes
investments in human capital and promotes women’s employment – which
are certainly important for ‘future-proofing’ Korea – but such a strategy is
‘thin’ with regard to perceived insecurity in the face of dualization and the
absence of strong social protection mechanisms. Having said this, from the
outset of social investment advocacy, Esping-Andersen (2002, p. 5) has
argued that the ‘minimization of poverty and income insecurity is a precondition
for an effective social investment strategy’. In any case, our research suggests
that the preoccupation with work-family policies in Korea at the expense of
social protection requires reconsideration. Bonoli et al. (2017) underline that a
more equal distribution of incomes is imperative if social investment strategies
are to deliver their promise of greater equality of opportunity and social mobi-
lity; and our research argues this is true also for the reversal of fertility decline.
Alternatively, the OECD has frequently suggested that Korea addresses duali-
zation by reducing the employment protection regulations that govern insider
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jobs (see e.g. OECD, 2018a). While this could help to ‘level the playing field’ in
the Korean labour market, it is likely to increase rather than reduce insecurity
and would therefore intensify many of the impacts that this paper has discussed.
Policy ideas are needed which address how young people, and young women in
particular, experience a range of institutions including formal and informal edu-
cation, the transition from education to employment and, fundamentally, the
labour market itself. While Korea presents an extreme case, the trends high-
lighted in the Korean labour market associated with dualization are present
across the OECD. As such, Korea can act as a warning for other OECD
countries which are seeing some of these features develop in their own societies.
Continued dualization might eventually reverse the recent fertility ‘recovery’ in
a number of European countries, if increased perceived insecurity because of
growing insider/outsider polarization suppresses the quantum fertility of
women in their thirties – the source of recent fertility increases in low-fertility
countries. Policymakers might be thus well advised to consider growing labour
market dualization more carefully.
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