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1. Introduction 

 

Child poverty has been paid attention in social policy field lately. The need to deal with 

child poverty is increasing as changes of family structure and labour market have exposed 

household with children to new risks. Furthermore, child poverty policy is considered as 

social investment and a preventive strategy in that the period of childhood is critical to the 

outcomes of adults and those outcomes would affect economic development of the countries.  

In general, there are two approaches to child poverty; one is income-maintenance strategy 

through public transfer and the other is work strategy of increasing labour force participation 

and labour hour1 . Recently, several researchers tend to emphasize employment strategy 

more than income maintenance strategy(Rector & Hederman, 2003;Oxely et al, 

2001;Christopher, 2002)2. Korea is not an exception. The strategy of increasing employment 

of parents is essential to handle new risks of post industrial societies flexibly. Especially, 

many researches emphasize that maternal employment is effective(Burniaux et al, 

2001;Orsini, 2003;Kamerman, 2003). Not only is there ample room for the promotion of 

mothers' employment in most countries because of low labour force participation, but also 

women's earning is important factor in family's escaping from poverty.  

However, these studies on the effect of employment policies3 neglect two points that could 

have an impact on the effect of policies. One is the characteristics of labour market and the 

other is who provides care service. Wage gap by gender and skill level varies markedly 

between countries, which could result in different outcomes of 'escaped from poverty 

through work strategy'. For example, in case of countries with wide wage gap by gender and 

education, the effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty is limited considerably. 

Second, who provides care services, that is, how care services are distributed among public, 

private and informal sector such as family could have an impact on the welfare of children. 

                                            
1 Most researches that examine the effect of these policies show that welfare benefits and tax reliefs 

are effective in reducing child poverty(Bradbury & Jiantti, 1999;Bradshaw, 2006) and parental 

employment have critical effect(Oxley et al, 2000;Rector & Hederman, 2003;Whiteford & Adema, 

2007;Forster & D'Ercole, 2005).  
2 In practice, these two policies tend to be implemented in a mixed way(Whiteford & Adema, 2007) 

because correlation of these two strategies is recognized; work strategy is effective only when 

proper income is ensured(Esping-Anderson, 2003)  
3 These employment policies include employment support policies such as subsidized care service and 

parental leave, work incentive policies such as EITC and tax relief on second earner and force to 

work strategies such as TANF and other benefits conditional on work.      



For example, high dependency on private sector could raise burden of care cost, thus actual 

purchasing power could change and the quality of service could be stratified along with 

income classes. Moreover, high dependency on informal sector(family or illegal migrant) 

could be a kind of exploitation of other women and a new risk factor due to insecurity4. We 

need to consider these points to deal with child poverty effectively through work strategy.  

The concern about child poverty is increasing in Korea recently. In Korea, although 

household with children is not seen to be with more risk of poverty, vulnerable institutional 

welfare, family dissolution, increasing inequality, economic recession and young worker's 

unemployment has endangered household with children. However, empirical studies on child 

poverty in Korea are hard to find. Thus, in this paper, child poverty rate and trends are 

reported first, and then the relationship between maternal employment and child poverty is 

examined focusing on characteristics of labour market and care service provider. 

First, I look into how effective mother's employment in reducing child poverty in Korea and 

find the factors which influence the effect of maternal employment. Second, I look into who 

provide care services in Korea and how care cost are stratified according to income-classes. 

Also, theses two points are looked across OECD countries. I expect that this paper would 

give some implication for child poverty policy as we can see the other side of work strategy.  

 

2. Poverty rate and trends for household with children in Korea 

 

Poverty5 rate of Korean households with children is 9.9%(yr2001), which is estimated from 

Korean Labour and Income Panel Study 6 . This is similar with average rate of OECD 

countries(10.3%, yr2000). However, poverty rate of Korea is possible to be underestimated 

because sample of KLIP is limited in city household 7 . Nevertheless, Poverty rate of 

households with children is lower than those without children. Also, Result of logistic 

                                            
4 In Korea, extended family networks are common, so female relatives such as grand mother plays an 

important role in giving care service, However, family structure and attitudes toward family 

are  changing. Also, rising female employment could diminish the capacity for informal sector.  
5 Poverty is defined as living in a household with an equivalized household disposable income of less 

than 50% of the median for the whole population. Household income is equivalized using the square 

root of household size.  
6 Total case of KLIP is 5000 in 1998. Household with children, which I analyse are 2893(yr1998), 

2089(yr2001), and 2015(yr2005). I restricted my sample to working age households; household with 

head aged 20-59.  
7 According to Kim(2007), poverty rate of household with children is 14.9%, which is calculated from 

national data including rural areas. On the other hand, Lew & Choi(2003) and Kim(2008) reported  

similar results of 9-10% in the year of 1998 to 2006. However, these two studies use date of which 

sample is restricted to city and wage labourers.     



regression model shows that whether child exists within households does not affect poverty 

status of households significantly controlling other variables. When I examined odds-ratio of 

poverty by existence of children using logistic regression controlling head sex, age, 

schooling, occupation and family type, number of children, it turns out not to be statistically 

significant. 

The trend presents that poverty rate of the year of 1998 rose significantly due to economic 

crisis and then, it fell by 4-5% both for household with children and without children. Poverty 

rate between 2001 and 2005 doesn't change almost at all. However, in case of households 

with pre-school age children, we can see slight increase of poverty rate from 2001 to 2005. 

 

table 1 poverty rate of household with children and those without children 

 1998 2001 2005 

household with children 14.4 9.9 9.9 

household without children 19.4 15.4 14.9 

total 16.0 12.0 12.1 

Source: calculated from KLIP each year

table 2 poverty rate by age of the youngest child 
 

19998 2001 2005 

pre-school 11.2 8.5 10.0 

elementary 15.6 9.9 9.7 

middle, high school 17.6 11.7 12.0 

 

In case of poverty rate by family type, poverty rate of single parent household is higher than 

two parents household during all period. However, poverty rate of single parent is decreasing 

gradually. Especially, poverty rate of single father household fell more than single mother 

household.  

 

table 3 poverty rate of single parent 

 1998 2001 2005 

single father 32.1 26.7 21.9 

single mother 41.9 38.6 35.0 

 

Although households with children don’t represent more risk of poverty than those without 

children, poverty rate of households with pre-school age child is increasing slightly. Single 

mother has higher rate of poverty rate and decreasing rate is lower than single father.  

 

3. Maternal employment and child poverty 



 

3.1 Mother's employment status and child poverty in Korea 

 

Before turning to relationship between maternal employment and child poverty, it would be 

useful to summarize trends in working status of parents. <table 4> shows a tendency of 

increase in the share of dual-earner households and <table 5> shows a tendency of increase 

in the share of maternal employment among two parents households. However, the level of 

maternal employment is very low relative to other OECD countries. In OECD countries, 

average employment rate of mothers with 2 or more children is 67.8%(yr 2000). Moreover, 

maternal employment rate by age of youngest child reveals that employment rate of mothers 

with pre school child is lowest(29.8%, yr 2000) and especially low relative to other OECD 

countries. Average employment rate of mothers with child aged under 6 is 59.2%(yr 2002) in 

OECD countries.  

table 4 trends in parental employment 

 1998 2001 2005 

dual earner 36.0 42.5 44.5 

single earner 56.2 52.0 51.5 

no earner 7.7 5.5 4.0 

total 100 100 100 

table 5 trends in maternal employment by age of the youngest child 

 1998 2001 2005 

pre-school 28.9 29.8 31.9 

elementary 45.9 52.7 52.6 

middle, high school 54.6 59.8 59.7 

total(two parents household) 41.3 45.4 47.0 

 

Comparing poverty rate of two parents families according to employment status of parents, 

we can see that the poverty rate of dual earner households is lower than single earner 

households to a small extent in <table 6>. Poverty reduction rate by parental employment 

status in terms of market income8 shows that parental work play a significant role in reducing 

poverty in case of first earner. First earner reduces poverty rate by 80-84%, but second 

earner reduces poverty rate by 18-37%. Considering both first earner and second earner 

                                            
8 We need to compare poverty rate of earning to find out the poverty reduction effect of parental 

employment. Disposable income would include the effect of public transfer if there was welfare 

benefits and tax relief conditional to work. Public assistance that is not so generous could have 

effect also. However, I use market income to compare with OECD countries. Market income can take 

apart the effect of public transfer at least. Market income includes earning, financial income and 

private transfer.   



reduce poverty rate by 76% on average in OECD countries, we can see the contribution of 

second earner in reducing poverty is very small. Also, average effect of dual earner in 

reducing poverty is 94% in OECD countries, which is higher than Korea(85-88%).  

 

table 6 poverty reduction by employment status of parents 

 dual- 
earner 
(A) 

single-

earner 
(B) 

no- 
earner 
(C) 

poverty reduction 

of first earner* 
poverty reduction 

of second earner** 
poverty reduction 

of both earner*** 

1998 MI 8.4 11.4 56.3 0.80 0.26 0.85 

DPI 8.5 10.8 45.4    

2001 MI 6.5 7.9 49.2 0.84 0.18 0.86 

DPI 6.2 7.2 46.4    

2005 MI 5.8 9.2 57.3 0.84 0.37 0.88 

DPI 5.3 8.6 55.8    

*=(C-B)/C, **=(B-A)/B, ***=(C-A)/C 

MI:market income, DPI:disposable income 

 

In two parents households, households with working mother report lower rate of poverty 

than those with non-working mother during all period. However, the difference is not so big. 

Reduction rates range 11 to 24%, which are moderately lower than second earner's 

contribution. It is likely because households with working mother could include non-working 

fathers. 

table 7 poverty reduction by maternal employment among two parents households 

 working not working reduction rate 

1998 MI 12.7 14.6 0.13 

DPI 12.6 12.6  

2001 MI 8.4 9.4 0.11 

DPI 7.3 8.9  

2005 MI  6.8 9.0 0.24 

DPI 6.3 8.5  

 

In case of single mothers, poverty reduction rate by working status is 49%, which is quite 

higher than working mothers' of two parents households. Meanwhile, poverty reduction rate 

is 76% in case of single fathers, which is quite higher than single mothers'.  

 

table 8 poverty reduction by working status of single parent 

 working not working reduction rate 

single 

mother 
MI 35.0 68.4 0.49 

DPI 27.5 57.9  



single 

father 
MI 18.6 76.9 0.76 

DPI 11.6 69.2 

 

3.2 The factors which influence the effect of maternal employment  

 

Why is the poverty reduction effect of maternal employment so low? As I mentioned, labour 

market characteristics could have an impact on that. Women are known to get paid less than 

men and have higher possibility to get irregular job. Also, female is known to have lower 

education level on average than men, which could lower the level of wage.  

First of all, employment type by gender and marriage among the employed shows that 

female has higher possibility of having irregular job within same marriage status. Single 

mothers are more likely to work in irregular job than coupled mothers as well. This result 

reflects lower levels of education of single mothers (refer to <table 10>) considering both 

coupled mothers and single mothers have children to take care. In many other countries, 

single mothers are associated with relatively low socio-economic backgrounds(Orsini et al, 

2003). 

  

table 9 employment type by gender and marriage 

 single mother single father coupled mother coupled father 

regular 39.5 44.9 44.3 58.9 

irregular 27.1 18.5 17.6 8.7 

self-employed 33.3 36.6 16.9 31.3 

family-employed 0 0 21.2 1.0 

 

<table 10> presents that female has lower level of education than male within same 

marriage status, and single parents are lower than coupled parents. Especially, in case of 

single mothers, 55.5% of them have educational level below middle school, which shows 

many of them are low-educated. Those low-educated are likely to have higher incidence of 

being poor. According to Esping-Anderson(2003), in most of countries, lower level of 

education of single mothers influences low level of wages of single mothers..  

 

table 10 educational level by gender and marriage 

 single mother single father coupled mother coupled father 

below middle school 55.5 39.8 21.6 16.4 

high school 30.2 46.3 55.0 46.0 

over college 14.2 13.9 23.4 37.5 

 



Poverty rate by employment type informs that poverty rate of regular jobs is far lower than 

irregular jobs. Not only are irregular jobs insecure in employment, but also concentrated on 

low pay jobs of service industry or simple manual work, so that raise risk of poverty. Larger 

share of irregular jobs in working mothers and higher poverty rate of irregular jobs explain 

lower effect of maternal employment to some extent. According to Shin(2004), hourly wage 

of irregular jobs is lower than regular jobs by 21-28% controlling other backgrounds.  

 

table 11 poverty rate by employment type 

 1998 2001 2005 

MI DPI MI DPI MI DPI 

regular 3.7 3.8 3.5 3.1 2.5 3.0 

irregular 27.2 26.2 20.7 17.6 19.7 19.7 

self-employed 14.4 13.9 11.6 10.6 9.7 10.1 

jobless 51.2 43.8 42.1 36.9 40.1 40.0 

total(household with children) 15.7 14.4 10.9 9.6 9.7 9.2 

 

Also, female workers are employed in low pay job(less than two-thirds of median earning) 

more than male. For example, 29% of single mothers and 25.3% of coupled mothers are 

employed in low pay job while 3.4% and 0.8% each corresponding male. It seems that the 

reason why lots of employed coupled mothers have earning less than 1/2 of median earning 

is that over one-fifths of employed coupled mothers are occupied in family-employed jobs. 

Relatively low minimum wage level should have an impact on those low pay jobs in Korea. 

Ratio of minimum wage to median full time earning of Korea is one of the lowest in OECD 

countries(refer to<table 14>). Moreover, gender wage gap of Korea is one of the widest 

across OECD countries(refer to <table 14>).  

 

표 12 incidence of low pay by gender and marriage 

 single mother single father coupled 

mother 
coupled father 

less than 1/2 of median earning 10 3.4 11.5 0.8 

less than 2/3 of median earning 19 7.6 13.8 2.2 

 

Overall, gender differences in wage, employment type and educational level seem to affect 

the effect of maternal employment. In addition, Single mothers9 could have penalty of not 

having spouse as well as disadvantages of human capital. Thus, I analyze the factors which 

                                            
9 I couldn't consider diversity of single mother such as divorce, never married and separation by death.  



influence the effect of maternal employment using 2 logistic regression models10. One is for 

single parents and the other is for all mothers.  

For the model of single parents, I focus on gender effect. Controlling number of children, 

existence of child aged under 6, head's age, educational level, employment type, and labour 

hour, odds-ratio of being poor of single mother relative to single father turns out to be 2.9. 

That is, single mother is 2.9 times more likely to be poor when other conditions are identical. 

Thus, there should be gender discrimination working.  

The model for all mothers focuses on marriage effect. That is, whether penalty of not 

having spouse exists or not; how marriage affects chances of poverty is explored. When I 

control number of children, existence of child aged under 6, mother's age, educational level, 

employment type, and labour hour, the odds-ratio of poverty of single mothers to coupled 

mothers is statistically significant. However, controlling male spouse's work participation, the 

significant difference disappears. That is, the meaning of mother's marriage in poverty status 

is spouse's earning at considerable rate. On the other hand, the effect of educational level is 

still significant, mothers under middle school are 6.4 times more and mothers graduated from 

high school are 3.9 times more likely to be poor than mothers with tertiary education.  

Irregular employment turns out to be significant factor in both models as well. The 

employed in irregular job is 4.9 times more likely to be poor than the employed in regular job 

among single parents and 2.2 times among all mothers.  

 

table 13 logistic regression models of being poor 
 mode1(single parent) model2(all mothers) 
 β exp(β) β exp(β) 

intercept -1.491  -2.445  

head sex 

female 
1.079* 2.94   

age -0.006 0.99 0.037 1.04 

number of children 0.590 1.80 0.301 1.35 

under age 6 child  -0.067 0.94 0.437 1.55 

education 

under middle school 

high school 

(higher than college) 

1.379 

0.572 

3.97 

1.78 

1.852** 

1.361* 

6.37 

3.90 

                                            
10 Dependent variable, poverty status is estimated from earning. Its aim is to find out the effect of 

parental work more clearly.    



employment type 

family employment 

irregular employment 

(regular employment) 

-0.079 

1.587* 

0.924 

4.89 

-0.242 

0.801* 

0.79 

2.23 

labour hour  -0.009 0.99 -0.011 0.99 

male's work participation   -4.445*** 0.012 

marriage status 

single 

  -0.618 0.54 

N 98 899 

cox and snell R2 0.242 0.315 

 

The low effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty is due to gender wage gap and 

the difference in employment type in labour market. Lower level of education seems to be a 

major factor of low pay among single mothers.  

In sum, first, the share of female in irregular jobs is relatively larger within same marriage 

status. Irregular jobs could raise risk of being poor because of lower wage and insecurity. 

Results of logistic regression models present that the employed in irregular job has higher 

chances of poverty among both single parents and all mothers. 

Second, female gets paid less than male due to gender wage gap. Also, female has higher 

chance of being occupied in low pay job controlling marriage status. Model Ⅰ of logistic 

regression shows that a single mother is 2.9 times more likely to be poor than a single father 

controlling other variables.  

Third, the rate of low-educated among single mother is quite high, thus this low education 

seems to be a major cause of poverty. Model Ⅱ of logistic regression shows that odds-ratio 

of poverty of single mothers to coupled mothers is not significant statistically controlling 

male spouse's work participation. Meanwhile, the effect of education is still significant. 

Although education turns out not to affect poverty status in model Ⅰ, it is possible that 

sample is too small to catch significant difference(type Ⅱ error).   

 

3.3 Labour market characteristics and the effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty 

across countries 

 

The relationship between labour market characteristics and poverty reduction by working 

status of parents needs to be explored in comparative perspective. Previous results suggest 

that wage gap by gender and education and rate of irregular employment are important 



factors affecting the effect of maternal employment. However, there is no data for irregular 

employment rate in OECD11. Thus, relative minimum wage is added here to compare because 

irregular jobs are related with low pay as well as insecurity of employment in Korea. 

 

table 14 labour market characteristics in OECD countries 

 gender wage gap* low-educated 

earning** 
relative minimum 

wage*** 

AUS 0.14  0.79 0.58 

BEL 0.09   0.49 

CAN  0.83 0.43 

CZE 0.22  0.68  

DEN  0.86  

FIN 0.22  0.97  

FRA 0.10  0.84 0.61 

GER 0.21  0.78  

GRC   0.51 

HUN 0.15  0.68 0.37 

IRL  0.58 0.56 

ITA  0.78  

JAN 0.35   0.33 

KOR 0.41  0.78 0.25 

LUX   0.49 

NLD 0.22  0.83 0.47 

NZL 0.06  0.76 0.46 

NOR  0.84  

POL 0.17   0.36 

POR  0.62 0.38 

SPA  0.8 0.32 

SWE 0.17  0.89  

SWI 0.24  0.75  

UK 0.24  0.65 0.42 

US 0.25  0.67 0.36 

(* ratio of median earnings of full-time female workers relative to male workers, 년도:1999-

2000 

** ratio of median earning of persons with below secondary education to persons with upper 

secondary education level(index=100):1997-1999 

*** ratio of minimum wages to median full-time earnings, 2000) 

                                            
11 Data for part-time employment exists in OECD, but this is different from irregular employment. 

Regular/irregular employment is distinguished in terms of contract period, while full-time/part-time 

is distinguished in terms of labour hour.  



(자료: low-educated earning:OECD Education at a Glance, 2001, gender wage gap, relative 

minimum:OECD Society at a Glance, 2002) 

 

<table 14> shows that wage gap by gender is widest and relative minimum wage is smallest 

while wag gap by education is moderately low level. In Korea, average wage of female full-

time worker is only 59% of that of male full-time worker, which gap is far bigger than other 

western countries. Also, minimum wage is 25% of median full-time earning, which level is 

one of the lowest. Meanwhile, relative earning of low-educated is 78% of middle-educated, 

which is at a middle level.  

As I mentioned earlier, these characteristics of labour market could have an impact on the 

effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty. First of all, gender wage gap and poverty 

reduction by maternal employment show significant correlation among single mothers across 

countries(r=-0.626). Gender wage gap and poverty reduction by employment of second 

earner12 among two parents family also have significant correlation(r=-0.867). That means 

the wider gender wag gap is, the less effective maternal employment is in alleviating poverty.  

 

figure1 gender wage gap and poverty reduction by employment among single mothers(1990) 

                                            
12  I don't have data for the poverty reduction by mother's employment among two parents families. 

Every second earner is not a mother, but most of them would be mothers, so I use this data instead.   



(source: Poverty reduction: Kilkey and Jonathan, 1999, Korea: estimation from KLIP(2001); 

Gender wage gap: OECD Society at a Glance, 2002, data refer to 1990 except for 

Korea(2000)) 

 

 

figure2 gender wage gap and poverty reduction by employment of second earner(2000) 

 (source:poverty reduction:Whiteford & Adema, 2007;Gender wage gap: OECD Society at a 

Glance, 2002) 

 

In turn, relative minimum wages and poverty reduction by employment among single 

mothers show significant correlation across countries(r=0.779). Relative minimum wages and 

poverty reduction by employment of second earner also present significant 

correlation(r=0.652). That is, the higher the level of relative minimum wage, the more 

effective maternal employment in reducing poverty. Especially, we can see positive 

correlation more clearly in case of single mothers. Many of single mothers are disadvantaged 

with socio-economic backgrounds, so they have higher possibility of being employed in low 

pay jobs and irregular jobs. Thus, relative minimum wage has an impact on poverty status of 

single mothers.  



 

figure3 relative minimum wage and poverty reduction by employment among single 

mothers(1990) 

(source:Relative minimum wage:OECD Society at a Glance, 2002) 



 

figure4 relative minimum wage and poverty reduction by employment of second earner(2000) 

 

As we have seen previously, low education is a major cause of poverty in case of single 

mothers. Thus, relative wages of low-educated could have an impact on the effect of work of 

single mothers in exiting from poverty. As I expected, relative earnings of low-educated and 

poverty reduction by employment of single mothers have significant correlation within 

α=0.10(r=0.638(p=0.065)) in mid-1990s13. That is, as the level of relative earnings of low-

educated are higher, the effect of work in alleviating poverty is bigger.  

                                            
13 The oldest data about wage gap by education is the data of 1997 in OECD, so I use poverty reduction 

data of mid-1990 despite of small case.  



 

figure5 earning gap by education and poverty reduction by employment among single 

mothers(mid-1990s) 

(source: poverty reduction: Esping-Anderson, 2003, low-educated earning:OECD Education 

at a Glance, 2001)  

 

Active labour market policy should influence those characteristics of labour market and the 

effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty. For example, training low-educated 

labourers and leveling up their skills through active labour market policy would help to 

decrease wage gap by education. Actually, ALMP expenditure as percentage of GDP and 

relative earnings of low-educated show significant correlation(r=0.641). Especially, 

considering women in poor families are likely to be low-educated and low-skilled, ALMP 

would be useful for employment strategy in alleviating poverty. ALMP expenditure and 

poverty reduction by employment of single mothers show significant 

correlation(r=0.618(p=0.057)).  



 

figure6 ALMP expenditure and earning gap by education(mid-1990s) 

(source:ALMP:OECD Social Expenditure database, as a percentage of GDP) 



 

figure7 ALMP expenditure and poverty reduction by employment among single mothers(mid-

1990s) 

 

High level of gender wag gap and low level of minimum wage explain the low effect of 

maternal employment in reducing poverty to some extent in Korea. In sum, the low effect of 

maternal employment is matters of gender wage gap, low pay and insecurity of employment 

considering only labour market. Furthermore, keeping very low rate of maternal employment 

in Korea in mind, we should consider family-work conflict would be severe. Family-work 

conflict could give downward pressure on mother's wages because of higher insecurity of 

married women due to child care or other family works.  

In case of single mothers, wage gap by education should be considered when low-education 

levels of single mothers are taken into account although wage gap by education is at middle 

level. In this case, active labour market policy would be effective to deal with poverty of 

single mothers. Also, a policy that help young single mothers keep going to school needs.  

To use maternal employment as a child poverty policy, we need gender equity policies as 

well as active labour market policies. Gornick(1999:233-234) summarized 4 kinds of gender 

equity policies as follow.  

 



Gender Specific Policy approaches include (1)anti-discrimination and positive 

action policies aimed at breaking down entrenched patterns of female exclusion 

in many higher-paid occupations (2)state-supported training programmes, both 

pre-employment and on the job, aimed at reducing vertical labour market 

segregation (3)equal pay strategies, focused on reducing earnings differentials 

between men and women for both equal and/ or comparable work and (4)state 

actions aimed at alleviating employment-family conflict in order to lessen the 

downward pressure that rearing children exerts on mothers' wages. 

 

3.4 Care service provider and care cost 

 

Public care service is one of the major strategies to increase maternal employment. There 

are two approaches to care service in general; one is providing care service in public and the 

other is subsidizing care service cost14. The problem is that welfare of children become 

different as care cost burdened to family and service provider change according to these 

care service policies. 

In Korea, the dependency on informal sector for care service is decreasing, while the 

dependency on formal sector is increasing among dual earner families. Especially, 

dependency on other families including care service center and other families declined from 

30.2% in 1998 to 14.3% in 2001 and 13.7% in 2005. Meanwhile, enrollment rate of care 

service center is rising from 25.4% in 1998 to 38.9% in 2001. Still, the dependency on other 

families is at a considerable level. Furthermore, the percentage of children who don't use 

non-parental care service is considerable among dual-earner families. Their parents may 

work in a flexible way with working hour, or have irregular work, or work at their home, so 

they can work and take care of their children simultaneously. However, most of them are 

suffered from overburden of dual labours, otherwise children could be neglected, so welfare 

of children could be seriously diminished. In addition, most of children in formal sector are 

enrolled in private care service center. The percentage of children who are registered in 

public care center is only 11.3% among total children using institutional care center in 

2005(ministry of female and family, child care statistics). The biggest issue of child care 

policies in Korea since late-1990s is to increase supply of care service center. However, the 

government has depended  mainly on private sector in supply of care service, so the share 

                                            
14 The way to subsidized is different across countires;targeted,earning related, and flat rate.  



of publicly funded child care center among total child care center declined from 7.1% in 1998 

to 5.2% in 2005(Ma & Lee, 2007).   

 

table 15 non-parental care service use among dual earner families 

 no service other 

families 
other person care center center+ 

other families 
center+ 
other person 

1998 38.2 20.2 3.3 25.4 10 3 

2001 44.9 7.7 1.4 38.9 6.6 0.5 

2005 43.7 9.9 1.7 38.6 3.8 2.2 

 

<table 16>shows that the bottom income quintiles has highest care cost burden relative to 

household income(children aged under 6, among children using non-parental care service). 

On average, the bottom income quintiles expends 28.3% of their income on care service. In 

Korea, government subsidizes care cost to low income classes, and there are different 

schemes of care cost support for low income families across local government. However, it 

doesn't seem to cover lowest 20% of income classes.  

 

table16 care cost burden by income quintiles 
 

care cost income percentage of care cost relative to income 

1st 11.4 40.25 28.3  

2nd 13.1 80.34 16.3  

3rd 20.9 117.43 17.8  

4th 24.6 172.09 14.3  

5th 40.7 305.46 13.3  

 

We can find a significant relationship between care cost burden(relative to household 

income) of low income classes and the percentage of children(under 6) who attend publicly 

funded child care center across countries. While care cost and percentage of children 

enrolled in public care center are not significantly correlated among single parent household 

with below-average earnings(67% of APW), those are significantly correlated among two 

parents households with both spouses earning 67% of APW(r=-0.529). We can see significant 

correlation more clearly in second lowest income classes because some countries subsidize 

care cost to poor families through means-test. This means that care cost burden of low 

income classes could be bigger and actual purchasing power deducting care cost from income 

could be lessened. This also means child poverty rate in term of income after deducting care 

cost could rise in countries which show high dependency on private care service. 



 

figure8 publicly funded child care(1988-1998) and care cost of low income classes(1998-

2003) 

(source: public care: Mandel & Semyonov, 2005, Korea:ministry of female an family, child 

care statistics(2001)/ care cost:Immervoll & Barber, 2005) 

 

4. conclusion 

 

First, the effect of maternal employment in reducing poverty could become different 

according to characteristics and policies of labour market. In case of Korea, maternal 

employment turns out not to be effective in alleviating poverty because of wide gender wage 

gap, higher rate of irregular jobs and low pay jobs for female workers. Moreover, lower 

education level contributes to poverty in case of single mothers. We could confirm the 

relationship between the effect of maternal employment and gender wage gap, relative 

minimum wages and wage gap by education across OECD countries. Second, the welfare of 

children become different according to care-service providers(public/private/informal sector). 

In Korea, not only is the registered rate of private sector much higher than public sector, but 

also, dependency on informal sector is at considerable level. We found the more dependent 

on private sector, the more care cost of low-income classes comparing countries. It means 



child poverty rate in term of income after deducting care cost could rise in countries which 

show high dependency on private care service. 

The political implications of this study are as follow. First, we need gender equity policies 

as well as active labour market policies to use maternal employment as a child poverty policy. 

Training and leveling up the skills of low-educated female workers through ALMP may help 

to reduce wage inequality by education. Gender equity policies in terms of education and 

labour market to reduce sexual discrimination are also needed in the long run. Second, 

increase in supply of public care services is needed. It could work one of the important 

gender equity policies because public care services facilitating employment of mothers could 

lessen downward pressure of children on mothers' wage. Increasing supply of public care 

service is also effective to relieve care cost burden from low-income classes.  

Still, bearing in mind that income-maintenance should be assured before activation policies 

and employment support policies. As pointed out previously, most of working lone mothers 

are suffered from low income, with which they can't make their needs met. Characteristics of 

labour market don’t change soon and easily. It is also related with complicated political 

process. It is essential to support income for poor mothers to succeed in activation and 

employment support policies.   
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