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Abstract

A Study on the Work—Family Balance of
Women Migrants in Korean Society

— Focusing on Female North Korean Defectors —

WANG YISHU

Korean Studies Major

International Studies Department
Graduate School of International Studies

Seoul National University

This study analyzed female North Korean defectors’ work-family balance
through analysis of their economic activities and family life in the framework
of work—-family conflict theory. With the increase in female workers and
international marriages, feminization of migration is occurring worldwide, and
migrant women entering Korea are also constantly increasing. Supporting
their stable settlement has become an important task for the Korean
government, and among them, a special group named " female North Korean
defectors " who is experiencing difficulties in adapting in various aspects

needs more support and attention.

The proportion of women among North Korean defectors entering South
Korea was only 12% in 1998, but has been ahead of men since 2002, and the
concentration of women among North Korean defectors has been remarkable.
As of June 2020, among North Korean defectors, women in their 20s-40s
accounted for 78.5% of all female North Korean defectors and 56.6% of all

North Korean defectors. Female North Korean defectors in their 20s-40s,
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who accounted for a majority of all North Korean defectors, face career
breaks most due to marriage and child care. So their stable economic
activities and family life can be seen as a key task to settle down and adapt to
South Korean society. Among the studies related to female North Korean
defectors so far, some have focused on employment, marriage, and family life,
but studies that analyze the interaction of the two areas are very rare. There
are qualitative studies through interviews with some female North Korean
defectors, but there seems to be no research on female North Korean
defectors’ work—family balance based on the results of a high-representative

and large sample, showing the need to conduct the study.

With this awareness of the problem, this study aims to explore the work-
family conflicts and work-family balance of female North Korean defectors by
using various prior studies and interview data, focusing on the "2020 North
Korean Defectors Settlement Survey". Through the study, we examined the
participation of female North Korean defectors in economic activities and
family life, the difference between North Korean defector men and women,
how the conflict between work and family is working, and what influenced
their work—-family balance. In addition, through comparison with ordinary
Korean women living in the same Korean society, additional difficulties and
difficulties only for female North Korean defectors were identified and

several practical support measures were proposed.

Through analysis, the following results were derived in this study.

Firstly, the following two research results could be derived through a
review of the economic activities of female North Korean defectors. First of
all, the economic adaptation status of North Korean defectors seems to be a
stable increase compared to the period when they entered the country in the
early 2000s. However, it can be seen that North Korean defectors' wage

levels and job types are still poor, especially female North Korean defectors
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who experience higher job search barriers, lower wage levels, low—quality
and unstable employment patterns than male North Korean defectors, and
they are likely to be replaced in the labor market due to childbirth and
childcare. The causes of gender differences in Korean socioeconomic
adaptation can be found in two contexts: gender structure rooted in Korean
society and women's personal characteristics. Specifically, gender discomfort
in the labor market, dissonance between work and family due to gender role
stereotypes in North Korea and South Korean society, and serious physical

and mental health problems.

Secondly, through a review of the current status of North Korean
defectors' family life, problems such as excessive family livelihood burden,
family care, difficult child education, and serious domestic violence were
more pronounced than in the past. All of these realities act as obstacles to
employment, continuously intensifying work-family conflicts of female North

Korean defectors and leading to a vicious cycle.

Thirdly, through a review of the economic activities and family life of
female North Korean defectors, it was found that they were experiencing
serious work-family conflicts and that work-family balance was difficult to
achieve. In the case of family—work conflict, according to the bi—directional
characteristics of the theory of work—family conflict, female North Korean
defectors often chose low-quality employment without room for self-
development, social status, future development, and working environment
when looking for a job. In addition, due to the full care of childcare and family
care, they experienced an unstable employment status that was difficult to
design jobs. They had so limited time to work that they had no choice but to
work as a non-regular or temporary part—time worker. On the other hand, in
the case of work—family conflict, first of all, employment greatly reduced

family care time and often neglected child rearing and learning guidance. This
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led to new demands for division of labor at home and led to marital conflict. In
addition, it was difficult to play the role of maintaining a living in the family
due to low wages and unstable workplaces, and it was difficult to even play
the role of a mother because sufficient educational resources could not be

provided to children.

Fourthly, in order to identify the factors affecting the work-family
balance of female North Korean defectors and to analyze their additional
difficulties, a comparative study of work—-family balance between female
North Korean defectors and Korean general women was conducted.
According to the analysis results, childbirth and childcare still act as a very
major obstacle to the employment of general Korean women, which led to a
significant number of women experiencing career breaks. On the other hand,
the proportion of women who delay or avoid childbirth has increased to avoid
the high opportunity cost of quitting their jobs for married women. As this
phenomenon continues, it is expected to negatively affect women's
willingness to give birth, especially their willingness to give birth to the
second children, which will increase the serious low birth rate problem in

Korean society.

Finally, through comparison of the current status of work-family conflict
between female North Korean defectors and Korean general women,
additional obstacles that only female North Korean defectors have was firstly
analyzed as a very unequal division of couples in the family due to strong
gender role stereotypes, and secondly, insufficient care and limited
information network, thirdly, unstable employment, and heavy family
livelihood. The government and related agencies need to come up with more
support measures such as providing gender equality education, providing

practical vocational training, guaranteeing North Korean women's priority to
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use national and public childcare facilities, expanding the operation of

information sharing websites for North Korean defectors.

This study overcame the limitations of securing representation of
research subjects of qualitative studies conducted through interviews by
using the latest survey data on North Korean defectors targeting large
samples. In addition, it is meaningful to clarify the interrelationship between
problems through analysis of economic activities and family life of female
North Korean defectors, analyze them in the context of work-family conflict,
and seek alternatives. Follow-up studies will be conducted to supplement the

research results.

Keywords: Work—-family conflict, work—family balance, North Korean defector,

Female North Korean defectors, career interruption

Student Number : 2019-27613
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