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Introduction

The socioeconomic status of women has considerably improved in South Korea due to 

rapid economic progress. For example, the number of women that had have bachelor’s 

degrees increased from 1.6% in 1970 to 40.0% in 2015. The college entrance rate of women 

was estimated at 32.4% in 1990 but has increased to 73.5% in 2017 and is now higher than 

men (66.3%). However, at the same time, married women are still expected to be in charge 

of domestic work and look after children at home. In comparison with other East Asian 

countries, employed Korean wives are likely to work much longer, whereas the division of 

domestic work is the least egalitarian, as Korean men are in favor of traditional divisions of 

household work (Oshio et al., 2013).

The traditional roles of women in Korea are due to Confucianism, the most important 
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Abstract
This paper examines the associations of having a helper for domestic work or childcare and time spent on it by 

couples in South Korea. We use five waves of panel survey data from the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women 

and Families (KLoWF), which allows longitudinal changes within couples over time that account for potential 

selection effects and unobserved heterogeneity among individuals. With fixed effects, we find outsourcing is 

associated with a decrease in wife’s time spent on domestic work or childcare by 1 hour per week. However, the 

decrease is concentrated on the unemployed wife’s time, but not employed wife’s time. In addition, outsourcing 

is not a significant factor for husband’s time and the husband’s share of total contribution. This may be because 

wives are the main provider of domestic work and childcare in Korea regardless of employment status or having 

any helper. Due to unequal contributions between husband and wife, using outsourcing also neither alleviates the 

employed wife’s contribution nor changes the husband’s contribution. However, the results may be underestimated 

because there are more common and diverse types of outsourcing in a broad sense, such as going out for dinner, 

buying prepared food, and using dry cleaning services. We expect future studies to consider more broad types of 

outsourcing and examine how relations with the couple’s time use at home are different by type.

Keywords
outsourcing, gender differentials, domestic work, childcare

Family and
Environment
Research



344 | Vol.58, No.3, August 2020: 343-356

Family and Environment Research

www.fer.or.kr

Soomin Ryu·Jinhee Kim

sociopolitical ideology for 500 years in Korea. It has unequal 

gender norms that clearly define the hierarchical role of 

men working outside the home, and with women assigned 

to doing housework, raising children and taking care 

of the elderly (Fuchs et al., 2018; Moon, 2012). Despite 

westernization and modernization in recent decades, 

traditional gender roles are still prevalent: men are the 

primary wage earner with women’s employment regarded 

as secondary (OECD, 2017). In addition, the working 

environment is hostile to married women in balancing work 

and family life. Data from the Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2018) shows 

that annual hours worked in Korea are the third-longest 

among OECD members. Considering working hours of small 

firms, overtime hours (12 hours per week) and additional 

hours during the weekends, the average hours worked in 

Korea are expected to be longer in reality than the OECD 

estimates (Sung, 2017). As a legacy of the rapid economic 

development and Confucianism, working hard and long is 

still considered virtuous and loyal in Korea (Ko, 2007).

Higher education and employment rates for women 

conflict with traditional gender roles and values; therefore, 

one strategy to deal with housework and childcare, is 

outsourcing. Choi (2016) reports that 25% of married women 

aged 15 to 49 with children receive help from their parents 

for housework or childcare. In particular, married couples 

with young children receive support from parents, while 

they depend on nurseries and kindergartens as children get 

older.

Despite the prevalence of domestic outsourcing in Korea, 

limited research has investigated the relationship that 

outsourcing has on reducing the demand for housework 

and childcare with the contribution that a husband and 

wife each spend on housework or childcare. Our paper 

makes several contributions to the literature. First, this 

paper is the first to examine associations between having 

a helper for housework or childcare and time spent on it 

by married couples. Given prevalent gender inequality in 

Korea, we also examine differential associations by the wife’

s employment status. We also provide estimates on the 

husband’s relative contribution to domestic work compared 

to the wife’s in five types of housework. In addition, we 

separately examine the analysis to examine how each form 

of outsourcing for childcare and domestic work is related to 

a couple’s time. With eight years of panel survey data, we 

use fixed effects on individual for all regression models. This 

allows longitudinal changes within the couples over time 

accounting for potential selection effects and unobserved 

heterogeneity among individuals. 

Literature Review

More women are employed and continue to take 

responsibility for domestic work; however, Goode (1960) 

argues four strategies may ease their role constraints: (1) 

separating work and family life (compartmentalization), 

(2) outsourcing household works (delegation), (3) reducing 

roles by having fewer children or quitting her job, and (4) 

finding a job that allows her to balance work and childcare. 

Most research since the 1980s has focused on the division 

of domestic labor between a wife and husband that develops 

and tests three major theoretical approaches: the relative 

resources approach the time availability approach, and the 

gender role attitudes approach. The central assumption is 

that household labor should be divided between spouses 

(Hook, 2006), depending on income, time, or attitudes 

toward gender equality. Several studies find that women’

s domestic work has decreased, while men’s domestic work 

has gone up (Altintas & Sullivan, 2016; Fuwa, 2004; Sayer, 

2005). The increased amount of domestic work done by men 

is only marginal; therefore, women are still in charge of 

doing work at home despite the continuing trend towards 

gender equality in housework (Geist & Cohen, 2011; 

Sullivan, 2006; Zhang, 2017). 

Raz-Yurovich (2014) argues that family members choose 

to make domestic production as well as outsource domestic 

activities. The relative cost of domestic works and childcare 

has decreased due to improved education (Hazan & Zoabi, 

2014) or increased maternal employment (Vandelannoote 
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et al., 2014) in post-industrial societies; however, work-

family conflict for couples has increased. The outsourcing of 

domestic work or childcare has become a crucial strategy to 

avoid conflicts between work and family roles (Hochschild, 

2003). In European countries, Hank & Kreyenfeld (2003) 

suggest that the availability of public childcare arrangements 

is a more important factor in outsourcing childcare than 

cost. Outsourcing and subcontracting of domestic care and 

familial care to caregivers has also increased in several 

developed Asian countries, in addition to the expansion 

of the role of the market and voluntary sectors in care 

provision (Michel & Peng, 2017). Outsourcing domestic work 

or childcare has become common in Korea, particularly by 

hiring migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong, Singapore, 

and Taiwan (Chan, 2005; Choi, 2016; Constable, 2007; 

Cortés & Pan, 2013; Islam & Cojocaru, 2015; Lan, 2003; 

Estévez-Abe & Kim, 2013). Recent studies have shown 

that the frequency, specificity, and uncertainty level of 

the transaction, as well as social beliefs and preferences 

can facilitate or hinder outsourcing (Raz-Yurovich, 2014; 

Kornrich, 2012; Van der Lippe et al., 2012).

Several studies examine how outsourcing affects family 

members. Empirical studies suggest that buying domestic 

services leads to greater gender equality at home in reducing 

time shortages and subjective time pressure (Bergmann, 

2005; Bittman et al., 1999). In the Netherlands, domestic 

help reduces women’s time spent on cleaning by about 1.5 

hours per week, but it does not have any effects on men’

s time (Van der Lippe et al., 2004). However, time gains 

from purchasing housework services are marginal in France 

(Windebank, 2007), the U.S. (Killewald, 2011), and UK 

(Sullivan & Gershuny, 2013). Craig & Baxter (2016) use 

cross-sectional data in Australia to find that the husband 

gains more than the wife from paid domestic help; however, 

there is no indication that paying for housework alleviates 

the unequal gender division of housework and couples’ 

feelings of time pressure.

Housework is more unequally divided between men and 

women in East Asia, and the burden is heavier for women 

compared to Western countries (OECD, 2012). Cheung (2014) 

uses propensity score matching to show no significant 

association on how hiring domestic help is related to an 

employer’s family well-being in Hong Kong. Hsu (2010) 

shows that the woman is a major provider of domestic 

work, while her mother or mother-in-law are helpers 

for it in East Asian countries. The study also suggests 

that these informal helpers for household work can ease 

the burden of housework for both men and women, but 

ultimately reinforces the traditional gendered division of 

labor in China, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan (Estévez Abe & 

Kim, 2013). A comparative study of Iwai (2017) in Japan, 

Korea, China, and Taiwan suggests that husband’ domestic 

work frequency is associated with working hours of the wife 

and husband, as well as with the presence of alternative 

resource such as the availability of husband’s mother.

Korean researchers have also studied the unequal 

division of household labor between wife and husband. Heo 

(2008) finds that time use for domestic work of married 

couples is significantly related to working hours and gender 

role attitudes. However, Eun (2009) concludes that a 

couple’s time availability and relative resources are more 

important factors that explain gendered division of domestic 

work than gender role attitudes. Kim (2009) finds that the 

gender division of labor in the United States and Korea 

that many women perform housework and childcare even 

when they are working, while many men do market work. 

This gendered division of work creates and reproduces 

disadvantageous situations for women in both countries. In 

addition, a few studies examine the relationship between 

the division of household labor and Korean women’ marital 

satisfaction (Cheung & Kim, 2018; Oshio et al., 2013; 

Qian & Sayer, 2016). Against the backdrop of low fertility, 

recent studies investigate how the division of domestic 

labor is associated with fertility desire or childbirth (Kan & 

Hertog, 2017; Kim, 2017; Yoon, 2017). However, none of 

them focus on the relationship between outsourcing and the 

contribution of husband and wife to housework or childcare. 

Cha (2015) finds employed wives spend more hours on 

housework outsourcing. A few other studies investigate the 

effects of outsourcing on different outcomes: Choi (2006)’
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s study shows that a housework helper is associated with 

a decrease in double-income couples’ stress, but Jang & 

Jeong (2012) find that it does not have any association with 

a work and family balance.

Research Method

Data

We use data from the Korean Longitudinal Survey of 

Women and Families (KLoWF), a nationally representative 

survey of women in Korea. We pool data from five waves of 

data gathered between 2008 and 2016; however, we exclude 

data from 2007 since the questions related to outsourcing 

are different. KLoWF contains information regarding the 

economic activities, education, attitudes, family, and daily 

life for 9,997 women aged 19 to 64 who live in selected 

households across 234 districts of Korea. Only married 

couples living together are included in the analyses, 

since the unbalanced panel data provides different time 

constraints for divorced, bereaved, or separated couples; in 

addition, women who remarried in the middle of the surveys 

are excluded. Panels surveyed since 2008 as well as new 

panels involved later are included in the analyses. 

Variables

To investigate our main question, “how much does a 

helper for household chores alleviate the burden on women 

and men?” we estimate OLS regression models with fixed 

effects for women, controlling for unobserved individual 

characteristics that do not vary over time. The outcome 

variable are minutes spent on domestic work (cleaning, 

laundry, cooking) and childcare by wife or husband. The 

answers are divided into time spent on domestic work and 

childcare since 2012, we add them together. We also add 

the relative contribution of husbands to domestic work or 

childcare compared to the total contribution by couples as a 

dependent variable. 

Our independent variable is Outsourcing, which equals 

1 if married couples receive help for housework or care 

for young children from family members, hired person, 

or any institutions, or 0 otherwise. The analysis includes 

working hours, and wage (won, 2015=100) of couples in 

regression models since couples demand outsourcing more 

when they work longer hours (De Ruijter & Van der Lippe, 

2007) and earn more (Bittman et al., 1999; Cohen, 1998), 

which are also found to be associated with housework hours 

(Kamo, 1998; Nakhaie, 1995; Presser, 1994). Time spent 

on housework, wages, and working hours are recalculated 

as weekly; in addition, we also include if couples are in 

managerial or professional occupation. Previous studies 

show that income and professional occupation are 

significantly associated with a decrease in housework 

time as well as using outsourcing, because they are useful 

measures of resources contributed to the household (Craig & 

Baxter, 2016; Gupta & Ash, 2008). Since men who are least 

committed to relationships with spouses are likely to spend 

the least time on housework (Ciabattari, 2004), we include 

a measure for how frequent couple spend time together. 

The measure has four questions: “How often do you watch 

movies, performance, and sports game together with your 

husband?,” “How often do you go for a walk, hiking, or  

exercise together with your husband?,” “How often do you 

meet parents-in-law or siblings of spouse together with 

husband?,” and “How often do you meet your parents or 

siblings together with husband?.” Responses are ‘less than 

once every month,’ ‘once every month,’ ‘once every two 

weeks,’ ‘once every week,’ or ‘more than twice every week,’ 

summed to generate a relationship scale, with an acceptable 

Cronbach’s alpha (0.60). A higher score indicates that 

couples spend more time together.

We control for the number of children aged under age 6 

and those over age 6 along with demographic characteristics 

such as age, age squared, and years of education for the 

couples. Our models are similar to the research of Craig & 

Baxter (2016)’s and Cornelisse-Vermaat et al. (2013)’s. 7,464 

wives and 7,464 husbands are included in the analysis. 

Strategy: OLS Regression with FE

The analytic strategy is OLS Regression with Fixed 
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Effects on individual and year. The OLS regression with 

Fixed Effects controls unobserved heterogeneity among 

individuals. To understand how the contribution of husbands 

and wives to domestic work or childcare is associated with 

outsourcing, we estimate the following equation:

Yit = b0 + b1 Xit + b2 Outsourcingit + hi + gt + eit

where Yit is weekly time (minutes) spent on domestic 

work or childcare by husband and wife, while Outsourcingit 

is whether the couple has outsourcing for domestic work 

or childcare. To see the relative contribution of husbands 

to domestic work or childcare, we have created another 

dependent variable that equals the percentage of minutes 

spent on domestic work or childcare by husband in total 

minutes spent by couple. Fixed effects on individual 

(hi) and year (gt) are included to control for unobserved 

heterogeneity among individuals as well as time-variant 

and time-invariant unobservable variables. Xit are the 

number of younger (aged 0 to 6) and older children (aged 

7 to 18) in households, the scale of couple’s spending time 

together, as well as wage, weekly hours worked, managerial 

or professional occupation, age, age squared, and years of 

education for the couple. All analyses are conducted using 

STATA version 15.0 (StataCorp LLC., College Station, TX, 

USA).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Selected variables, Married Couples, South Korea, 2008-2016 (N=28,477).

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016

Using outsourcing for childcare or domestic work (yes=1) 0.59 (0.49) 0.51 (0.50) 0.49 (0.50) 0.46 (0.50) 0.41 (0.49)

Using outsourcing for childcare (yes=1) 0.56 (0.50) 0.49 (0.50) 0.47 (0.50) 0.43 (0.50) 0.39 (0.49)

Using outsourcing for domestic work (yes=1) 0.07 (0.56) 0.06 (0.25) 0.05 (0.23) 0.05 (0.21) 0.04 (0.20)

Number of children aged 0-6 0.41 (0.72) 0.31 (0.64) 0.24 (0.56) 0.16 (0.46) 0.13 (0.42)

Number of children aged 7-18 0.72 (0.93) 0.73 (0.92) 0.75 (0.93) 0.74 (0.94) 0.66 (0.92)

Scale of couple’s spending time together 6.79 (2.74) 6.49 (2.75) 6.38 (2.71) 6.24 (2.6) 6.03 (2.49)

Husband’s characteristics

  Age 47.5 (11.1) 49.8 (11.2) 51.4 (11.3) 53.1 (11.3) 54.9 (11.5)

  Year of education 12.3 (3.7) 12.2 (3.7) 12.4 (3.7) 12.5 (3.6) 12.4 (3.6)

  Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare 177.9 (299.7) 154.7 (273.8) 207.9 (374.1) 202.2 (358.2) 196.3 (345.0)

  Employed (employed=1) 0.83 (0.37) 0.88 (0.32) 0.80 (0.40) 0.83 (0.37) 0.81 (0.39)

     Weekly hours worked (only employed) 54.43 (15.37) 48.61 (15.33) 48.37 (13.20) 46.71 (13.89) 46.19 (11.94)

     Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare (only employed) 178.7 (303.8) 151.0 (270.8) 206.0 (367.5) 200.0 (351.7) 190.7 (336.8)

     Managerial or professional occupation (yes=1) 0.20 (0.40) 0.19 (0.39) 0.20 (0.40) 0.20 (0.40) 0.18 (0.39)

     Average monthly wage (only wage earners) 269.1 (133.1) 302.4 (106.8) 308.9 (156.8) 328.1 (167.2) 347.8 (171.3)

Wife’s characteristics

  Age 44.2 (10.3) 46.6 (10.3) 48.1 (10.5) 49.8 (10.6) 51.6 (10.9)

  Year of education 11.4 (3.7) 11.3 (3.7) 11.4 (3.7) 11.5 (3.7) 11.5 (3.7)

  Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare 1637 (1349) 1468 (1097) 1492 (1344) 1344 (1081) 1331 (1025)

  Employed (employed=1) 0.43 (0.50) 0.51 (0.50) 0.51 (0.50) 0.55 (0.50) 0.57 (0.49)

     Weekly hours worked (only employed) 48.5 (19.3) 45.6 (18.0) 43.5 (17.7) 43.7 (16.7) 41.7 (15.4)

     Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare (only employed) 1182 (759.4) 1162 (694.0) 1194 (911.2) 1137 (755.6) 1169 (755.4)

     Managerial or professional occupation (yes=1) 0.16 (0.37) 0.17 (0.37) 0.17 (0.38) 0.19 (0.39) 0.19 (0.39)

     Average monthly wage (only wage earners) 126.5 (85.7) 126.4 (84.2) 137.3 (94.2) 150.6 (98.5) 165.5 (100.7)

N 6,320 5,376 5,828 5,423 5,358

Note. Standard Deviation (SD) are reported in parentheses. Minutes spent on taking care of children or someone sick at home or domestic work are weekly based. We 
do not report as tables; however, the results are similar when household income is included instead of wage of husbands and wives.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of those who are 

married and living with spouses for each wave (2008, 2010, 

2012, 2014, and 2016). While 80% to 88% of husbands are 

working, 43% to 57% of wives are working. On average, 

a wife spends 1,331 to 1,637 minutes (22.2 to 27.3 hours) 

for domesticwork or childcare per week, while an employed 

wife spends 1,137 to 1,194 minutes (19.0 to 19.9 hours) per 

week on average. However, a husband spends only 154 to 

208 minutes (2.6 to 3.5 hours) for housework or childcare 

per week on average, which is not much different from 

the time spent by a working husband. The statistics show 

unequal distribution of unpaid work at home between wife 

and husband because the average weekly hours worked for 

employed wife and employed husband are similar. To handle 

with housework or take care of children, 41% to 59% of 

married couples depend on outsourcing.

Regression Results

Table 2 reports the OLS regression results with fixed 

effects on individual and year, controlling all covariates. 

Dependent variable is weekly time (minutes) spent on 

domestic work or childcare by husband in column (1), that 

by wife in column (2), and relative contribution of husband 

in column (3). Using outsourcing for domestic work or 

childcare is associated with a decrease in the contribution 

Table 2. Fixed Effect Regression Analysis: Associations between Outsourcing and Time Spent on Unpaid Work at Home, Married Couples, South Korea, 2008-2016 (N=28,477).

Dependent variable: weekly time spent on domestic work or childcare (minutes)
Husband (1) Wife (2) Share of husband (3)

Outsourcing 12.47 (7.704) -64.41*** (24.71) -0.064 (0.360)

Number of children aged 0-6 42.28*** (7.088) 607.6*** (22.37) 0.011 (0.324)

Number of children aged 7-18 11.67** (4.999) 123.4*** (16.02) -0.132 (0.233)

Couple’s spending time together 7.709*** (0.886) -8.408*** (2.849) 0.407*** (0.041)

Men’s characteristics
   Age 11.87 (13.72) -139.3*** (44.02) 0.631 (0.640)

   Age squared -0.004 (0.098) 0.830*** (0.314) -0.001 (0.005)

   Years of education 12.03 (13.11) -14.56 (42.06) 0.302 (0.612)

   Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare 0.777*** (0.022)

   Hours worked -0.948*** (0.122) 2.814*** (0.393) -0.048*** (0.006)

   Wage -0.026 (0.050) -0.022 (0.160) -0.005* (0.002)

   Managerial or professional occupation 1.562 (7.793) -22.91 (25.00) 0.332 (0.364)

Women’s characteristics
   Age -8.438 (13.83) 81.14* (44.37) -1.297** (0.645)

   Age squared 0.003 (0.105) -0.449 (0.338) 0.009* (0.005)

   Years of education -13.98 (12.73) 46.08 (40.85) -0.355 (0.594)
   Minutes spent on domestic work or childcare 0.076*** (0.002)
   Hours worked 1.196*** (0.140) -6.694*** (0.448) 0.074*** (0.007)

   Wage 0.661*** (0.145) -1.769*** (0.464) 0.048*** (0.007)

   Managerial or professional occupation 35.44*** (12.13) -219.9*** (38.89) 1.117** (0.566)

Constant -190.3 (228.9) 2,953*** (734.2) 19.51* (10.68)

R-squared 0.08 0.16 0.03

Note. Dependent variable is weekly time (minutes) spent on domestic work or childcare by husband in column (1), that by wife in column (2), and relative contribution 
of husband in column (3). All regression models have fixed effects on individual and year (but not presented). Standard errors are in parentheses. Since the fixed 
effects are significant in all our models, we report the results with fixed effects. 
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1
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of wives by 64.41 minutes per week, which is significant 

at the 1% level. However, outsourcing for unpaid work at 

home does not have significant associations with the total 

contribution of husbands as well as the relative contribution 

of husbands in the total contribution of couples. Although 

we do not report the results here, the estimates are similar 

when the analysis is restricted to women aged under 

50, considering many young women use outsourcing for 

childcare. The number of young children under age 6 is 

positively associated with an increase in the contribution 

of husbands and wives. This is different from Craig and 

Baxter (2016)’s finding that the number of young children 

has significant associations with the contribution of wives, 

but not with husbands, who are more likely to contribute to 

unpaid work at home if their spouses spend more time on it. 

A measure of couple’s spending time together is statistically 

significant in all models: If couples spend time together 

more frequently, husbands are more likely to spend time 

on domestic work or childcare, while wives are less likely 

to spend time on it. Moreover, hours worked of husbands 

and wives are significant factors for both their own and 

spouse’s contributions. If they work for longer hours, they 

Table 3.   Fixed Effect Regression Analysis: Differential Association between Outsourcing and Time spent on Unpaid Work at Home by Women’s Employment Status, 
Married Couples, South Korea, 2008-2016.

Dependent variable: time spent on domestic work or childcare

Husband’s contribution Wife’s contribution

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Employed wife Unemployed wife Employed wife Unemployed wife

Outsourcing 8.305 (10.87) 7.943 (14.14) 21.69 (24.40) -148.0*** (47.37)

Number of children aged 0-6 71.09*** (12.15) 29.59** (13.17) 392.9*** (27.04) 736.7*** (38.12)

Number of children aged 7-18 8.518 (7.306) 6.420 (9.245) 109.4*** (16.37) 202.9*** (30.95)

Couple’s spending time together 9.311*** (1.359) 7.117*** (1.508) -5.594* (3.058) -14.31*** (5.010)

Men’s characteristics

   Age 55.95* (33.41) 9.165 (14.91) -101.4 (75.01) -152.1** (72.70)

   Age squared 0.110 (0.150) 0.0208 (0.141) 0.409 (0.337) 0.776 (0.592)

   Years of education -15.46 (21.98) 27.82* (16.36) -26.20 (49.35) -62.58 (74.73)

   Time spent on domestic work or childcare 0.519*** (0.022) 1.044*** (0.040)

   Hours worked -0.877*** (0.190) -0.905*** (0.184) 1.342*** (0.428) 4.390*** (0.691)

   Wage -0.023 (0.079) 0.005 (0.063) 0.167 (0.178) -0.103 (0.264)

   Managerial or professional occupation -14.00 (12.49) 8.095 (11.87) 4.070 (28.04) -60.06 (43.12)

Women’s characteristics

   Age -54.78 (33.43) -9.749 (15.31) 120.6 (75.07) 42.66 (73.29)

   Age squared -0.113 (0.162) 0.0163 (0.153) -0.616* (0.364) 0.0179 (0.635)

   Years of education -13.08 (24.63) -18.31 (13.68) 160.7*** (55.27) 8.616 (73.85)

   Time spent on domestic work or childcare 0.103*** (0.004) 0.070*** (0.004)
   Hours worked 0.817*** (0.220) -3.083*** (0.493)
   Wage 0.624*** (0.172) -1.437*** (0.386)
   Managerial or professional occupation 2.362 (21.66) 99.46** (48.62)

Constant 28.38 (378.2) -218.4 (289.0) -626.4 (849.1) 5,406*** (1,381)

R-squared 0.08 0.09 0.10 0.17

N 14,717 13,760 14,717 13,760

Note. Dependent variable in column (1) and (2) is contribution by husband, and it is contribution by wife in column (3) and (4). All regression models have fixed 
effects on individual and year (but not presented). Standard errors are in parentheses. 
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1
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are likely to spend less time on unpaid work at home, but 

their spouses are likely to spend more time on it. We find 

similar evidence for the relative contribution of husbands 

in the total contribution of couples. Column (3) indicates 

that if wives work for longer time, their husbands’ share in 

domestic labor or childcare is likely to increase; however, if 

husbands work for a longer time, their relative contribution 

also decreases, which is consistent with Iwai (2017)’s finding 

in East Asia. 

However, there are some gender differences in time 

association with couple’s characteristics. If a wife earns 

a higher wage or works in managerial or professional 

occupation, she is less likely to spend her time on domestic 

work or childcare, whereas her husband is more likely to 

spend his time on it. However, husband’s wage and his 

managerial or professional occupation are not significant. In 

addition, wives’ time is sensitive to the number of children 

aged 7-18, but the husbands’ time is not. 

Table 3 represents the results from Fixed Effect regression 

analysis that estimates differential association between 

outsourcing and couple’s time use by wife’s employment status. 

The dependent variable is the contribution by husband in 

column (1) and (2), and it is the contribution by wife in 

column (3) and (4). In column (1) and (3), the analysis is 

restricted to the couples with employed wives, while in 

column (2) and (4), it is restricted to those with unemployed 

wives. The results indicate that outsourcing is associated 

with unemployed wives spending less time in domestic work 

or childcare by 148 minutes per week. However, we do not 

find any significant associations for time of husbands and 

by the employed wives. This may be because wives are the 

main provider of domestic work and childcare in Korea 

(Estévez Abe & Kim, 2013) regardless of her employment 

status or having a helper. According to Cai & Lee (2004), 

there is no significant difference between married men with 

employed wives and those with non-employed wives in their 

contribution to domestic work. Descriptive statistics from 

our panel data also suggest that husbands with working 

wives do domestic work and childcare for 3.3 hours per 

week, while those with non-employed wives do for 3 hours 

per week. Due to unequal contributions to domestic work or 

childcare between husband and wife regardless of the wife’s 

employment status, using outsourcing also neither alleviate 

the employed wife’s burden significantly nor change the 

unequal contributions between husband and wife. 

Couple’s time spent on unpaid work at home is sensitive 

to wives’ wage and hours worked by couples, which is 

consistent with our results in Table 2. However, when we 

restrict the analysis to only the employed wives, couples’ 

time does not have any associations with whether wives’ 

managerial or professional occupation. In addition, whether 

couples spend time together for leisure or visiting families 

is not important anymore for working wives’ time on work 

at home. This may be due to the lack of time availability of 

married working women.

Table 4 reports the share of the husband in doing five 

types of domestic work (cleaning house, doing grocery 

shopping, doing laundry, cooking, and dishwashing) in the 

total contribution by both husband and wife. The questions 

are “How often do you do each domestic work per week?” 

which have five response categories: almost every day, 

4-5 days per week, 2-3 days per week, 1 day per week, 

and rarely. The dependent variable is the percentage of 

the frequencies in doing each domestic work of husband 

in total frequencies of the couple. The estimates indicate 

that outsourcing for domestic work is not associated with 

changes in the husband’s share in any types of domestic 

work. The result is similar when we restrict the analysis 

to dual-earning couples. The number of children aged 0 

to 6 is not a significant factor for the husband’s share of 

unpaid work at home except laundry. However, the number 

of children aged 7 to 18 is negatively associated with the 

share of husband’s contribution. These similar findings are 

suggested in Table 2: both husband and wife with young 

children are more likely to spend more time on domestic 

work or childcare, while the number of adolescents is 

positively associated with wives’ time, but not with husband’

s time. Hours worked by couples and wives’ wage remain as 

significant factors for all types of domestic work, which is 

consistent with the results in Table 2.



Vol.58, No.3, August 2020: 343-356 | 351

Family and Environment Research

www.fer.or.kr

Gender Differences in Contribution to Domestic Work and Childcare Associated with Outsourcing in Korea

To examine different associations by form of 

outsourcing, we separate the analysis for time spent on 

childcare and for that on domestic work. Only data from 

three waves (2012, 2014, and 2016) is included, because 

the question about couples’ time has been separated since 

2012. The fixed effect regression results are reported in 

Table 5. The first dependent variable is minutes spent 

on childcare by husband in column (1), and those by 

wife in column (2). The main independent variable for 

these outcome variables is outsourcing for childcare. 

For childcare analysis, only married couples with at 

least one child under 18 are included. Second dependent 

variable is minutes spent on domestic work by husband 

in column (3), and it is those by wife in column (4). The 

main independent variable for these outcome variables 

is outsourcing for domestic work. The results are similar 

with those in Table 2. Two forms of outsourcing have 

significant relations with wives’ time: outsourcing for 

childcare and domestic work is associated with a decrease 

of wives’ time by 201 minutes (3.35 hours) and 131.1 

minutes (2.19 hours) per week, respectively. However, 

they are not significant factors for husband’s time. The 

associations with covariates are slightly different from 

those in Table 2. Although husbands’ wage does not 

have any significant relations with total time spent on 

domestic work or childcare by either husbands or wives, 

Table 4.   Fixed Effect Regression Analysis: Associations between Outsourcing and Relative Contribution of Husbands to Each Type of Domestic Work, South Korea, 
2008-2016 (N=28,477).

Dependent variable: husband’s contribution to each domestic work in total contribution by couples

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cleaning house
Grocery/ 

other shopping
Laundry Cooking Dishwashing

Outsourcing for domestic work 0.152 (0.304) 0.031 (0.305) 0.014 (0.256) 0.015 (0.262) -0.001 (0.269)

Number of children aged 0-6 -0.311 (0.274) -0.238 (0.275) -1.322*** (0.231) -0.407* (0.236) -0.355 (0.242)

Number of children aged 7-18 -0.482** (0.197) -0.541*** (0.198) -0.769*** (0.166) -0.414** (0.170) -0.348** (0.174)

Couple’s spending time together 0.404*** (0.035) 0.396*** (0.035) 0.221*** (0.030) 0.284*** (0.030) 0.353*** (0.031)

Men’s characteristics

  Age -0.328 (0.541) 1.132** (0.543) 0.878* (0.456) 0.716 (0.466) 0.481 (0.478)

  Age squared 0.003 (0.004) -0.007* (0.004) -0.007** (0.003) -0.005 (0.003) -0.004 (0.003)

  Years of education 0.0971 (0.517) -0.364 (0.519) -0.513 (0.436) -0.383 (0.445) -0.194 (0.457)

  Wage 0.001 (0.002) 0.001 (0.002) -0.002 (0.002) -0.0001 (0.002) -0.0002 (0.002)

  Working hours -0.025*** (0.005) -0.012** (0.005) -0.019*** (0.004) -0.023*** (0.004) -0.026*** (0.004)

   Managerial or professional occupation -0.534* (0.307) -0.138 (0.309) -0.157 (0.259) -0.0678 (0.265) 0.100 (0.272)

Women’s characteristics

  Age -0.241 (0.545) -1.932*** (0.548) -1.275*** (0.460) -1.340*** (0.470) -1.099** (0.482)

  Age squared 0.005 (0.004) 0.014*** (0.004) 0.012*** (0.004) 0.011*** (0.004) 0.011*** (0.004)

  Years of education -0.657 (0.502) 0.211 (0.504) -0.471 (0.423) -0.508 (0.433) -0.621 (0.444)

  Wage 0.041*** (0.006) 0.023*** (0.00573) 0.032*** (0.005) 0.031*** (0.005) 0.034*** (0.005)

  Working hours 0.051*** (0.006) 0.031*** (0.005) 0.030*** (0.005) 0.026*** (0.005) 0.040*** (0.005)

   Managerial or professional occupation 0.717 (0.478) 0.519 (0.480) 0.663* (0.403) -0.354 (0.412) 0.603 (0.423)

Constant 37.69*** (9.019) 55.08*** (9.061) 42.20*** (7.610) 45.31*** (7.776) 42.75*** (7.978)

R-squared 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.03

Note. The dependent variable is the percentage of the frequencies in doing each domestic work of husband in total frequencies of couple. All regression models have 
fixed effects on individual and year (but not presented). Standard errors are in parentheses.  
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1
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it is associated with an increase in wives’ time only for 

domestic work. In addition, the husband’s employment 

in managerial or professional occupation is negatively 

associated with his own time spent on domestic work. 

On the contrary, time spent on separate unpaid 

work becomes less sensitive to wives’ managerial or 

professional occupation compared to Table 2.

Conclusions

Limitations

The main limitation of our analysis is that we use 

information reported only by wives, since information 

reported by husband is not available. Several studies find 

that husbands and wives are more likely to overreport 

Table 5.   Fixed Effect Regression Analysis: Associations between Outsourcing and Time Spent on Domestic Work and Time Spent on Childcare, Married Couples, South 
Korea, 2012-2016.

Dependent variable: Minutes spent on childcare Minutes spent on domestic work

Husband (1) Wife (2) Husband (3) Wife (4)

Outsourcing for childcare 6.918 (13.08) -201.0*** (44.77)

Outsourcing for domestic work -7.624 (10.43) -131.1*** (25.24)

Number of children aged 0-6 11.75 (12.97) 375.9*** (44.17) 6.792 (7.903) 110.1*** (19.11)

Number of children aged 7-18 -19.79* (10.66) 162.2*** (36.50) 3.623 (5.313) 42.77*** (12.86)

Couple’s spending time together 4.311*** (1.500) -14.23*** (5.146) 4.570*** (0.871) -0.080 (2.113)

Men’s characteristics

   Age -5.078 (32.37) -330.6*** (111.0) -4.370 (16.23) -100.7** (39.30)

   Age squared 0.108 (0.296) 2.900*** (1.014) 0.0758 (0.141) 0.737** (0.341)

   Years of education -4.278 (29.98) 84.32 (102.8) 17.72 (16.51) -32.65 (39.98)

   Minutes spent on childcare 1.351*** (0.029)

   Minutes spent on domestic work 0.015 (0.024)

   Hours worked -0.653** (0.269) 3.633*** (0.923) -0.737*** (0.135) 0.493 (0.328)

   Wage 0.026 (0.114) -0.381 (0.392) -0.022 (0.063) 0.471*** (0.153)

   Managerial or professional occupation 8.894 (13.52) -43.02 (46.39) -22.02*** (8.239) -4.398 (19.96)

Women’s characteristics

   Age 0.567 (31.52) -72.82 (108.1) -9.186 (16.36) 31.43 (39.62)

   Age squared -0.133 (0.317) 1.208 (1.089) 0.0717 (0.151) -0.129 (0.366)

   Years of education -10.20 (25.28) -65.01 (86.74) 11.82 (15.14) -8.233 (36.67)

   Minutes spent on childcare 0.125*** (0.004)

   Minutes spent on domestic work 0.003 (0.004)

   Hours worked 0.505 (0.315) -4.036*** (1.080) 0.938*** (0.155) -3.770*** (0.375)

   Wage 0.589** (0.280) 0.099 (0.960) 0.317** (0.147) -0.437 (0.383)

   Managerial or professional occupation 27.98 (18.59) -95.71 (63.79) 8.191 (12.40) -43.16 (30.02)

Constant 449.7 (659.2) 9,704*** (2,257) 30.25 (297.5) 3,552*** (719.7)

R-squared 0.22 0.27 0.02 0.04

N 8,197 8,197 16,609 16,609

Note. First dependent variable is minutes spent on childcare by husband in column (1), and those by wife in column (2). The main independent variable for these 
outcome variables is outsourcing for childcare. Only married couples with children under 18 are included in the analysis. Second dependent variable is minutes spent 
on domestic work by husband in column (3), and it is those by wife in column (4). The main independent variable for these outcome variables is outsourcing for 
domestic work. All regression models have fixed effects on individual and year (but not presented). Standard errors are in parentheses. 
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1
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their contributions to work at home, but they underreport 

spouses’ contributions (Kamo, 2000; Treas, 2010). 

Therefore, using wives’ self-reported information may 

underestimate husband contributions to the time used for 

housework or childcare, which makes our estimates biased. 

Another limitation is that our number of observations for 

the results in Table 5 are different from those in other 

tables. This is because the question for time use for unpaid 

work at home has been separated into time spent for 

domestic work and childcare since wave 4. 

Policy implications

Outsourcing has been a potential solution to the unequal 

division of unpaid work at home. However, there are no 

previous literature studies on how outsourcing is related 

to workload at home of men and women in Korea, where 

gender inequality still persists. The results show the 

longitudinal changes within couples in contribution to 

domestic work or childcare when they use outsourcing, 

including different forms of outsourcing. Outsourcing 

use is associated with a decrease in wife’s time spent on 

household work or childcare by 1 hour per week. However, 

outsourcing is not related to any changes in the share of a 

husband in domestic work or childcare, as well as five types 

of domestic work. This finding is consistent with a study 

in the Netherlands, which finds that domestic help reduces 

women’s time on cleaning by about 1.5 hours per week, but 

it does not have any effects on men’s time (Van der Lippe et 

al., 2004). When separating the models into time spent on 

domestic work and that on childcare, both outsourcing for 

childcare and for domestic work have significant associations 

with a decrease in wives’ time. In addition, outsourcing is 

not associated with employed wife’s burden for domestic 

work or childcare, since she is still the primary provider in 

Korea regardless of employment status (Estévez Abe & Kim, 

2013). Overall, having a helper for housework or childcare 

is associated with women’s time saving, but the amount is 

marginal. 

Expectations for traditional gender roles and the lack 

of support makes it difficult for married women to balance 

work and family life. We should stop placing women in 

the role of primary caretakers for households and support 

husbands in sharing more responsibility at home, so that 

they can keep their work and family at the same time. First, 

national and local governments need to offer more effective 

and affordable outsourcing for childcare. In particular, 

they need to provide affordable public childcare services 

for young children under age 6, given that the number of 

children is significantly associated with both mothers’ and 

father’s time. The services should be available for whole 

day, since dual-income couples and multi-child households 

need help for a longer time. At the same time, married 

couples, especially working women, need to consider more 

diverse way to outsource domestic work or childcare to ease 

their burden at home.

The results also indicate that hours worked of couple are 

significantly important factors for husband’s contribution to 

unpaid work at home. Governments and companies should 

allow couples to spend more time with family members by 

reducing time at workplace and providing compulsory and 

non-transferable parental leave since  Koreans work the 

third-longest hours of OECD member countries. Deep-

rooted cultural norms that value working long, or women as 

the main providers for domestic work and childcare should 

be changed to achieve gender equality at home. 

It is important for married couples to build more intimacy 

and sense of connectedness. Husbands who spend more time 

with wives for activities also invest more time on domestic 

work or childcare and wives do less. It is suggested that 

married couples spend more time together to enjoy leisure 

or diverse activities. The results indicate that working wives 

cannot save their time from using outsourcing because 

the contribution of husbands is not different by wives’ 

employment status. Therefore, husbands whose wives are 

working are required to spend more time doing domestic 

work or taking care of children.

To improve the country’s productivity and the fertility 

rates, Korea’s National Assembly passed a new law reducing 

the maximum weekly working hours from 68 hours to 52 

hours in March 2018. Future studies should find evidence 
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that this new law changes couple’s time use at home 

and changed the unequal division of domestic work and 

childcare. There is also a need to examine if differential 

associations with the couple’s time saving exist according 

to different type of outsourcing, such as hiring a person 

and for receiving unofficial help from parents or relatives. 

In addition to helper, there are more common and diverse 

forms of outsourcing, such as going out for dinner, buying 

prepared food, and using dry cleaning service. Craig & 

Baxter (2016) show that dry-cleaning and gardener or 

maintenance services are associated with less male time 

towards domestic work, but not with women’s domestic 

work time. The study results may be underestimated since 

these types of outsourcing can also substantially decrease 

time used for unpaid work; therefore, we expect future 

studies to consider broader forms of outsourcing and 

examine how its relations with the couple’s time use at 

home are different by each form.
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