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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to construct a substantive theory that explains why 

grandmothers and employed mothers choose grandmaternal child care in South Korea. 

The data are gathered from 42 in-depth, individual interviews with 21 pairs of employed 

mothers, who have at least one child younger than elementary-school age, and their 

mothers or mothers-in-law, who have provided child care on a daily basis for their 

grandchildren.  

The grounded theory analysis identifies five main concepts: (a) love and (b) 

responsibility as the grandmothers’ motivations for providing child care for their 

grandchildren; (c) expectations, (d) reliance, and (e) trust as the mothers’ motivations 

for utilizing grandmaternal child care. The grandmothers decide to provide child care 

based on altruistic love for their adult children and a sense of responsibility for parental 

support, especially when they perceive that their financial support for their adult 

children is insufficient. The mothers expect to rely on the grandmothers for child care, 

both inevitably and expediently. Their trust of kin care and distrust of non-kin care 

show their dichotomous perspective of kin versus non-kin.  

The core category, bilateral familism supporting gender roles, is developed as 

the final integrative step of grounded theory methods. The core category suggests that 

the interests of both paternal and maternal grandmothers are subordinated to those of 

their adult children and the children’s families in a way that sustains gender roles in 

their extended families.  

This study also discusses questions and dilemmas that grandmothers and 

mothers raise and encounter when they decide to choose grandmaternal child care. The 
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grandmothers’ children-oriented motivations of love and responsibility conflict with 

their individual desires. The mothers constantly ask whether they should leave the labor 

force to become stay-at-home mothers or not, and whether they should have another 

child or not. Their reliance on grandmaternal child care has an important impact on their 

answers to these questions. The policy suggestions of this study include (a) making 

child care leaves and reduced working hours as possible options, (b) improving the 

quality of day care, and (c) promoting trust in the day care system based on its enhanced 

quality. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Caring for children has been the sole responsibility of families in Korea1 

without much public support throughout the country’s rapid economic development. 

Government assistance for child care has been minimal because policymakers have 

assumed that families, especially female family members, will continue to provide care 

for their children (Chang, 1997). Historically, mothers have been the primary caregivers 

for their children while fathers have been the family breadwinners. When mothers have 

had to leave their homes for paid work, alternative female family members, 

predominantly grandmothers, have taken on the mothers’ responsibility. According to 

the Korean Ministry of Gender Equality (2005), in 2004, 61.9% of employed mothers 

with infants utilized kin-based child care, which primarily came from grandmothers, 

while only 28.5% utilized center-based child care. 

Grandmaternal child care, defined as extensive child care provided by 

grandmothers to their grandchildren, has recently become a popular topic among 

laypeople as well as in the mass media2 in Korea. This rise in public discourse about 

grandmaternal child care is based on a few important social changes. One key 

background issue is the mismatch between the increased need for child care support 

among employed mothers and the decreased willingness of grandmothers to become 

                                                 
 

1 Korea refers to the Republic of Korea or South Korea in the present study. 
2 The popular press has reported stories about grandmothers who do not want to take on 
the demanding responsibility of child care, tensions between caregiving grandmothers 
and employed mothers, and caregiving grandmothers’ health problems (e.g., Ahn, 2007; 
Jeon, 2007; Lee, 2007; Seok, 2007; Yoo, 2006) 
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child care providers. Grandmaternal child care is considered to be invaluable support 

for employed mothers. Laypeople often say, “A woman’s successful career is possible 

only when there is another woman’s sacrifice, often her mother or mother-in-law.” It is 

not easy, however, to find grandmothers or soon-to-be grandmothers who want to 

readily volunteer to provide extensive child care for their grandchildren. For instance, 

“how to avoid babysitting grandchildren” is a well-known joke among these older 

women in Korea.  

Another social change associated with the popular conversation about 

grandmaternal child care is increased interaction with the wife’s family-of-origin, which 

scholars call “bilateralization” in the Korean kinship system. The general public and 

mass media tend to agree that Korean families have moved from patrilineal 

relationships to bilateral relationships based on married women’s frequent interaction 

with their own parents and siblings. To support this argument, employed mothers’ 

heavy reliance on their mothers for child care has been cited as a typical example of 

bilateralization. The popular discourse on bilateralization is sometimes depicted as a 

sign of moving toward gender equality in Korean families. 

The scholarly discussion of grandmaternal child care is surprisingly limited and 

indirect in the literature on Korean families, despite its popularity among laypeople and 

in the mass media. A very small number of studies have focused on grandmaternal child 

care as the main topic of empirical investigation. Few researchers have studied 

grandmothers who provide child care to their grandchildren with an interest in their 

representative profiles (Lee & Bauer, in press), their lived experiences (Kim, 2007), the 
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quality of life among caregiving grandmothers (Oh, 2006, 2007), and caregiving burden 

(Kwon, 2000). No study has paid exclusive attention to employed mothers utilizing 

grandmaternal child care, and little is known about why grandmothers and mothers 

choose grandmaternal child care.  

Exploring the underlying motivations for providing and utilizing grandmaternal 

child care is an ideal first step to address the gap between popular discourse and the 

paucity of scholarly knowledge. Why do grandmothers decide to become caregivers for 

their grandchildren, despite their overall reluctance to care for their grandchildren? Are 

there differences between paternal grandmothers and maternal grandmothers in terms of 

their motivations? Why do employed mothers choose grandmaternal child care as 

opposed to other care arrangements such as day care centers or nannies? What 

characteristics of Korean families and culture are meaningful when grandmothers and 

mothers choose grandmaternal child care? Seeking answers to these questions will 

formulate a scholarly foundation in the literature on grandmaternal child care and also 

help researchers understand the realities of Korean families in the context of 

bilateralization.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to construct a substantive theory that explains the 

underlying motivations for providing and utilizing grandmaternal child care in 

contemporary Korea. The grounded theory methods are used to analyze the lived 

experiences of caregiving grandmothers and employed mothers. The overarching 

research question is, “Why do grandmothers and employed mothers choose 
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grandmaternal child care in Korea?” Two specific questions under the umbrella of the 

overarching question are as follows: (a) Why do Korean grandmothers decide to 

provide child care for their grandchildren while the parents work outside the home? and 

(b) Why do Korean employed mothers utilize grandmaternal child care as opposed to 

other types of child care arrangements? 

Significance of the Study 

This dissertation is the first study that aims to construct a substantive theory of 

grandmaternal child care based on the actual voices of caregiving grandmothers and 

employed mothers. It is essential to listen to insiders’ voices in order to truly understand 

what leads them to provide or utilize grandmaternal child care and what they experience 

when they decide to offer or receive child care services. Revealing the voices of family 

members is especially critical in the Korean situation where citizens are not accustomed 

to framing familial matters as social or political issues nor to asking the state for public 

assistance (Chang, 2003).  

It is also essential to pay attention to both grandmothers’ and mothers’ 

perspectives to form a complete picture given the nature of joint decision-making 

between the providers and recipients of grandmaternal child care. Relationships 

between grandmothers and their adult daughters or daughters-in-law are a crucial aspect 

of grandmaternal involvement in child care (Gattai & Musatti, 1999).  

Both researchers and policymakers will benefit from this grounded theory 

approach to grandmaternal child care. The findings of this study will help them better 

understand real motivations for providing and utilizing grandmaternal child care and the 
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influences of associated social environments on their decisions. The current study will 

not only advance the current state of knowledge of grandmaternal child care in Korea, 

but also contribute to the body of literature on grandparental child care across cultures. 

A handful of prior researchers have studied grandparental child care in Western 

countries (see Chapter 2 for studies from specific countries), but the current state of 

knowledge is very limited. Most studies have not looked at the cultural context in which 

grandparental child care is chosen and have often ignored the gender role ideology 

underlying this type of child care. Finally, the in-depth, grounded information from this 

study will help Korean policymakers make informed decisions about child care and 

maternal employment. 

Ecological Perspective 

An ecological perspective guides the grounded theory approach to 

grandmaternal child care in Korea. An ecological perspective functions as a world view 

(Trzcinski, 1995) to uncover the multi-layered nature of grandmaternal child care within 

dynamic Korean environments, instead of as a predetermined, specific set of 

assumptions and hypotheses in the present study. This perspective matches the 

grounded theory methods that emphasize the need for careful attention to a wide range 

of structural and contextual conditions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). It is important to 

avoid imposing a particular framework in the grounded theory methods to open the 

entire research process to unrestricted possibilities (Charmaz, 2006).  

The ecological perspective in this study combines human ecology theory, 

presented by Bubolz and Sontag (1993), and the ecology theory of human development, 
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conceptualized by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986). Both versions emphasized 

interdependence and interaction between human beings and their environments as the 

key point of the ecological perspective Bubolz and Sontag discussed the broad totality 

of surroundings for humans and families and paid attention to adaptation, perception, 

values, goals, and decision-making in the process of resource use and management. 

Bronfenbrenner, in contrast, presented environments only with regard to human 

development.  

Human ecology theory by Bubolz and Sontag (1993) fits with the interpretive 

stance of this research study. They highlighted that “environments are not simply 

objective external conditions in which families exist” but include families’ “subjectively 

experienced” milieu (Bubolz & Sontag, p. 427). Human ecology theory aims to 

understand the “intensions and reasons behind actions and responses” through the 

subjective meaning of the environment from the viewpoint of family members (Bubolz 

& Sontag, p. 427). An ecological perspective, hence, will support the qualitative 

investigation of motivations for providing and utilizing grandmaternal child care in 

Korea’s environments from the lived experiences of grandmothers and mothers. 

Human ecology theory is also suitable for the critical science paradigm of this 

study. Bubolz and Sontag (1993) argued that the use of human ecology theory facilitates 

the stance of critical science due to the focus on the interdependence of environmental 

systems. Revealing constraints in a larger milieu is a prerequisite for the transformation 

of social systems and, as a result, the emancipation of all family members within the 

environments. An ecological perspective will support this author’s attempt to provide 
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policy suggestions on grandmaternal child care to make changes for a higher quality of 

life and freedom for family members who are involved in this type of child care. 

The categorization of environments in the ecological perspective is also useful 

for the present study. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecology theory is another 

theoretical orientation along with Bubolz and Sontag’s (1993) perspective. 

Bronfenbrenner proposed a concentric model with five levels of environments: micro-, 

meso-, exo-, macro-, and chrono-systems. This conceptualization is valuable for this 

study, despite its focus on developing persons rather than families, because it 

underscores systemic attention to different types of social environments. Bubolz and 

Sontag also categorized families’ surroundings into human-built, social-cultural, and 

natural physical-biological environments. These categories have helped the researcher 

investigate grandmaternal child care through the multiple and wide lenses of family 

environments.    
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Chapter 2. Contexts 

This chapter describes several important environmental contexts in which 

grandmaternal child care is chosen in Korea. Specifically, the chosen contexts are as 

follows: (a) intergenerational transfer theory; (b) bilateralization of kinship interaction; 

(c) the work environment for employed mothers; (d) gender roles underlying 

grandmaternal child care; (e) the policy environment for employed mothers; and (f) 

grandmaternal child care in the global context. 

Intergenerational Transfer Theory in the Korean Context 

Intergenerational transfer theory, stemming from social exchange theory, has 

been utilized to discuss family support between parents and children, both downward 

and upward (Frankenberg, Lillard, & Willis, 2002; Silverstein, 2005). When it comes to 

downward transfers, there has been growing interest in time transfers, often measured 

by grandparental child care, as a response to the insufficient attention to time transfers 

in the earlier literature (Cardia & Ng, 2003). This section describes three models of 

intergenerational transfer theory in light of downward time transfers: (a) short-term 

exchange, (b) long-term exchange, and (c) altruism. 

Short-term exchange 

The short-term exchange model illustrates that older parents transfer resources 

to their adult children in exchange for financial support (Cox, 1987; Frankenberg et al., 

2002). Grandparental child care and household labor are often cited as examples of time 

transfers from older parents. Qualitative studies of earlier Korean employed mothers 

have shown that an intergenerational exchange of living expenses for grandmaternal 
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child care is their family survival strategy (Park, 2007). It is very common for Korean 

adult children to provide monetary payments to grandmothers caring for their young 

children, unlike relevant findings from Western countries where grandmothers often 

refuse to receive financial returns (Aurther, Snape, & Dench, 2003). For example, Oh 

(2007) reported that nearly 84% of caregiving grandmothers received money as 

payment for their child care services. It is unclear, however, if the provision of child 

care is associated with immediate financial needs among today’s grandmothers because 

many of them have more financial resources than past grandmothers, in general, and 

also because money-giving between older parents and adult children is part of the 

Korean culture regardless of actual financial needs. 

Long-term exchange 

The long-term intergenerational exchange model hypothesizes that parents 

transfer resources to their children with the expectation that the children will care for 

the parents in times of need (Silverstein, 2005). Thus, time transfers can play a role of 

“insurance against risk” (Frankenberg et al., 2002). Contemporary Korean 

grandmothers may not need short-term financial support from their children but may 

want long-term security in case they do not have sufficient assets, thus ensuring security 

in their later life. The grandmothers’ sense of an uncertain future may motivate them to 

care for their grandchildren for a greater amount and longer duration of time.  

Altruism 

The altruism model assumes that altruistic parents are more likely to transfer 

resources to their children in order to enhance the well-being of the children without an 
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expectation of repayment (Becker & Thomes, 1976; Boulding, 1973; Dimova & Wolff, 

2008). Altruistic parents aim to maximize the collectivistic utility of the family instead 

of one’s own utility (Becker, 1991). For example, some grandmothers may simply offer 

child care for their next generation in hopes that the reliable and stable care they 

provide will reduce child care expenses for their adult children’s families (Cardia & Ng, 

2003). Others may care for their grandchildren simply for the joy of being with them 

(Gattai & Musatti, 1999; Goodfellow, 2003). A few studies of kin-based child care have 

discussed altruism based on the finding that grandparents are less likely to be 

monetarily paid than other relative caregivers (Folk, 1994). However, we need to 

consider the grandparents’ projection of their future and other psychological rewards 

before interpreting the absence of short-term payment as an indication of altruism. 

Bilateralization of Kinship Interaction in Korea 

Bilateralization in this study is defined as a change in kinship interaction that 

now includes lineages and relationships from both patrilineal (i.e., the husband or the 

father) and matrilineal (i.e., the wife or the mother) kin, as opposed to the traditional 

interaction that exclusively focused on patrilineal kin. Scholars tend to agree that 

kinship interaction has become bilateral in Korea, but their interpretations of this 

change are not the same. 

Perspectives on bilateralization in Korea could be classified into two groups 

(Sung, 2006). One is that bilateralization is a positive movement because kinship 

interaction has expanded to matrilineal relationships, which were excluded from the 

traditional patrilineal kinship system (Cho, 1997). This perspective is more common in 
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the mass media than among scholars. The other perspective on bilateralization is that it 

is not necessarily a positive movement because the purposes or content of interaction 

with matrilineal families are still different from those with patrilineal families (Han & 

Yoon, 2004; Lee, 2003).  

Researchers with the second perspective have found that both the patrilineal and 

the bilateral characteristics co-exist in contemporary Korean families (Han & Yoon, 

2004; Sung, 2006). Han and Yoon concluded that increased interaction with matrilineal 

kin is based on functional or practical needs while the patrilineal norm of the kinship 

system was still in effect. Bilateralization of kinship interaction, however, does not 

mean equal relationships between patrilineal and matrilineal lineages. According to Lee 

(2003), bilateralization in contemporary Korea is a utilitarian and family-oriented 

strategy to rely on support from older parents in response to the uncertainty and crisis 

that younger married couples face. Sung noted that there were potential risks towards 

intergenerational relationships, given this utilitarian bilateralization in Korea, such as 

resentment that adult children may have as a result of unmet expectations for family 

support and reliance. 

Work Environments for Employed Korean Mothers 

The gradual increase in labor force participation among mothers with young 

children is a significant demographic change in contemporary Korea. In 2008, more 

than half of women aged 30 to 34 were employed or were seeking employment (see 

Figure 2-1) reflecting the recent trend that more women remain employed after 

marriage and childbirth today than in the past. Figure 2-1, however, indicates that the 
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M-shaped curve of women’s economic activities has not changed because the level of 

labor force participation among women who are at the average age of childbirth or who 

likely need intensive child care for young children (in their 30’s) is considerably lower 

than those in other age groups. This trend reveals that many Korean women still have to 

choose between work and childbirth. 

 

Figure 2-1. Percent of Economically Active Women3 by Age in Korea 

(Source: Korea National Statistical Office, 2009) 

The work environment in Korea is not friendly to employed mothers despite 

their increased labor force participation. All Korean workers face long hours with 

limited choices for part-time work. The 2006 Key Indicators of the Labour Market show 

that Korean employees had the most working hours among the six Asian countries in 

which annual hours of work per person exceeded 2,200 hours, despite the introduction 

                                                 
 

3 The term “economically active population” includes all persons above the age of 15 
who are employed or are actively seeking work. 
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of a five-day work week (International Labour Organization, 2007). As a result, a large 

number of employed Korean mothers may require child care in the evenings or on 

weekends due to the long hours of work.  

Korean mothers with young children typically choose between full-time 

employment and no work outside the home. Part-time employment options in Korea are 

very limited, compared to other developed countries. A report from the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) shows that the proportion of part-

time employment in 1999 was 7.8% in Korea, as opposed to 17.1% in Germany, 23.0% 

in the UK, 24.1% in Japan, and 30.4 % in the Netherlands (Evans, Lippoldt, & 

Marianna, 2001). Thus, combining work and child care is very difficult even for 

mothers who send their children to day care centers or schools since they are not able to 

care for their children after the children return from daycare or school. These employed 

mothers must find a way to fill this gap, most likely with other types of child care. 

Gender Roles and Grandmaternal Child care in Korea 

Traditional gender roles and child care 

Grandmaternal child care is a long-held child care arrangement in Korea. 

Caring for young children and doing household work have been women’s 

responsibilities during the traditional agrarian era. This gender role became stronger 

when Confucian patriarchy was adopted as a ruling principle of the state and the family 

in the 17th century (Cho, 1985). Female members of the extended family shared 
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household labor and care work, and patrilocal4, multigenerational households or close 

residence to relatives facilitated the intergenerational sharing of gendered work. 

Paternal grandmothers, in particular, cared for their grandchildren while the mothers 

worked in the fields or cared for other children during Korea’s long agrarian period. As 

a result, grandmothers played important roles in children’s development and 

socialization process (Yoo, 1986).  

The traditional female gender role of care remained the same after 

industrialization in Korea. If mothers with young children worked outside of their 

homes, paternal or maternal grandmothers, who lived close or were available, cared for 

their grandchildren. Studies have shown that this type of child care contributed to 

maintaining employment among mothers with young children both in professional and 

industrial domains. Sung and Ok (2006), for example, identified family support, which 

included grandmaternal child care, as a key factor that enabled former female teachers 

and public sector professionals to be continuously employed by the age of official 

retirement. Likewise, Kim (2006) noted that female industrial workers in the 1970s 

were important breadwinners for extended family members while their mothers or 

mothers-in-law cared for their young children.  

Mothers, however, were not commonly employed outside the home until 

recently. Both traditional Confucian patriarchy and the modern male-breadwinner 

model (Crompton, 1999; Ferree, 1990) viewed home as the private domain for women 

                                                 
 

4 Patrilocal residence refers to living with or near the husband's parents after a couple 
gets married. 
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and workplaces as the public domain for men. Most Korean women left the labor force 

after marriage or childbirth because they were expected to become full-time, stay-at-

home caregivers for the family. Employed mothers were limited to the relatively 

female-friendly sectors, such as teaching or public professionals and pharmacists, and 

the female-condensed, low-paying job sectors, such as seamstresses and assembly line 

workers. 

Recent changes and child care 

The female gender role of care does not seem to be realistic for many 

contemporary Korean families because more and more mothers participate in the labor 

force as shown in the previous section. Scholars like Crompton (1999) have discussed 

what would replace the male-breadwinner model and who could care for young children 

in the context of the worldwide trend of maternal employment. Several types of care 

have substituted for domestic care in different countries such as market-based female 

care (e.g., the US), state-organized care (e.g., East Europe), neo-traditional care by 

female family members with part-time employment (e.g., the UK), and egalitarian care 

by male and female family members with part-time employment (e.g., Norway) 

(Crompton). However, it is difficult to conclude what has been the alternative to the 

traditional female role of child care in Korea where the prevalence of maternal 

employment and subsequent governmental reaction are relatively recent compared to 

Western countries.  

Grandmothers still play a critical role in child care in Korea, as they used to do, 

in the current ambiguous situation where there is no practical alternative to the male-
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breadwinner model. The continued utilization of grandmaternal child care in 

contemporary Korea reveals that gendered family obligations in care work have not 

changed despite the increase in maternal participation in the labor force. Other female 

family members are still expected to take on the mother’s caregiving responsibility for 

the sake of her employment. Korean familism imposes a personal sacrifice on the entire 

family and requires strategic support for family members working in a competitive 

society (Chang, 2003; Park, 2004). Thus, the grandmother is often the first choice for 

child care. 

The emergence of the “new” older generation is another significant 

demographic change in the Korean population along with the rising maternal 

employment. This “new” generation of older adults takes pleasure in an affluent and 

healthy later life (Chang, 2001). A substantial number of older Korean women today do 

not need to rely on financial support from their adult children, and they want to enjoy 

their later life without family responsibilities, including caring for grandchildren. 

Becoming caregivers for grandchildren may not be a natural decision for these older 

women in spite of the long-held tradition of grandmaternal child care. It is questionable, 

however, if grandmothers can make unrestricted decisions about child care for their 

grandchildren without feeling any pressure due to the gendered expectations of female 

caregiving in the family.  



 

17 

Korean Public Policy Supporting Employed Mothers 

Past policy paradigm: Family-reliant approaches 

Public policy is an important environment that influences maternal employment 

and care responsibilities. Literature on social welfare policies has shown that public 

policy is formulated in the context of a country’s culture, economy, ideology, and 

politics and distributes care work in the nation. Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999), for 

example, focused on political economies in welfare states and classified them into 

conservative, liberal, and social democratic regimes. This typology is based on the 

degree of de-commodification (i.e., the reliance on welfare services) and stratification 

(i.e., social stigma around receiving welfare services). Esping-Andersen later added de-

familialization, “the degree to which households’ welfare and caring responsibilities are 

relaxed—either via welfare state provision, or via market provision” (1999, p. 51), to 

de-commodification and stratification. According to Esping-Andersen’s typology, 

conservative regimes tend to be resistant to de-familialization and to be dependent on 

care work within the family because public policy in these countries tends to assume 

that the caring function remains in the family (Leitner, 2003; Mahon, 2002). 

East Asian welfare states, including Korea, are often viewed as family-reliant 

systems because families have played the primary role of a social service delivery 

system (Goodman & Peng, 1996). Researchers have noted that Korea’s welfare system 

has expected families to provide care for their members and experienced relatively little 

change despite the nation’s economic development (Hong & Song, 2006). The income 

maintenance policy for low-income families improved in Korea in the late 1990s after 
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the economic crisis of 1997, but policy support for other types of families, especially 

families with employed mothers has remained minimal (Hong & Song; Ministry of 

Gender Equality and Family, 2006).  

Policy paradigm shift: Toward a new era of family policy 

Recent recognition of the plummeting birth rate has brought family issues, 

including child care, to the center of public policy discussions in Korea. The total 

fertility rate5 dropped to 1.08 in 2005, as shown in Figure 2-2 (Korea National 

Statistical Office, 2009), which was the world’s lowest level. A substantial body of 

literature has reported that the burden of caring for children is a major cause of the 

fertility decline in the context of increasing employment among mothers with young 

children (Hong, 2008; Lee, 2006).  

 

Figure 2-2. Total Fertility Rate (TFR) in Korea, 1970 – 2008 

(Source: Korea National Statistical Office, 2009) 
                                                 
 

5 The total fertility rate is defined as the average number of children that would be born 
to a woman during her child-bearing years (15 - 49).  
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Public funding for child care, however, is very limited in Korea. The public 

sector shared 35.8% of the national child care spending in 2004, and this portion is 

substantially lower than 91% in Germany, 70% in the United Kingdom, and the 60% 

average of OECD nations (Kim, 2005). Consequently, awareness of the fertility crisis 

and its causes have led to a policy paradigm shift from family-reliant, residual 

approaches to comprehensive, preventative approaches. 

The Korean government has recently introduced new legislation and plans for 

public programs to build supportive social environments for child care and maternal 

employment. The Low Fertility and Aging Society Act of 2005 is the central policy 

outcome that signals the paradigm shift. The Sae-Ro-Ma-Jee Plan 2010 was prepared 

under this legislation and was announced in July 2006. The five-year action plan 

consists of two major areas: creating environments supporting childbirth and 

childrearing, and building infrastructures enhancing the quality of life in Korea’s aging 

society. The three central goals of the first area are (a) strengthening social 

responsibility for childbirth and childrearing, (b) fostering a family-friendly and gender-

egalitarian society and culture, and (c) nurturing healthy future generations. The 

specific objectives to achieve these goals include expanding child care subsidies to 

middle-class families, providing tax benefits for childbirth and childrearing, moving 

towards generous maternity and child care leaves, and implementing flexible work 

hours (The Government of the Republic of Korea, 2006).  

Expanded maternity and child care leaves. The Labor Standards Act of Korea 

distinguishes between maternity leave and child care leave (Ministry of Labor, n.d.). 
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Female employees are currently entitled to a 90-day maternity leave that includes at 

least 45 days of after-birth leave. The leave takers receive full-wages from the company 

for the first 60 days and wage replacement from the national employment insurance or 

other public funds for remaining 30 days. The payment for the last 30 days should not 

be lower than the minimum wage and cannot be higher than KRW6 1,350,000 

(approximately US $1,350). 

Child care leave was introduced in 2001 as a result of a Labor Standards Act 

amendment (Ministry of Labor, n.d.) and was expanded in 2008. Currently, employed 

mothers and fathers are entitled to a child care leave of up to one year until their child’s 

third birthday. They can receive wage replacement at a flat rate of KRW 500,000 

(approximately US $500) per month from the national employment insurance funds. 

There are several prerequisites for taking a child care leave, however. The leave taker 

must have worked at the current workplace for one year or longer before the first day of 

leave. In order to receive child care leave payments, the worker must have paid 

employment insurance for 180 days or longer before the first day of the leave. In spite 

of these mandatory regulations, many workers are unable to take full advantage of the 

child care leave due to their employment status or corporate culture. 

Supporting families using informal child care. Korean policymakers have also 

started to discuss how to support the families that utilize informal child care, including 

                                                 
 

6 KRW refers to Korean currency, won. KRW 1,000 was approximately US $1 
according to the exchange rate at the time of data collection. This exchange rate was 
used throughout this study. 
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grandmaternal child care, as current government assistance for child care excludes these 

families. For example, current president Lee Myung-Bak pledged to provide child care 

subsidies for grandparent caregivers during his presidential campaign. More recently, 

the government included low-income families that rely on non-market child care in the 

child care voucher program, which was implemented in July 2009.  

Remaining questions. It is unclear whether these policies will result in the 

intended outcomes because Korea’s unique situation has not been fully considered in 

the process of policy development. For example, most new policies concerning child 

care and maternal employment have been simply adopted from social welfare policies 

in Western Europe, where the context of low fertility may be different from that of 

Korea. Another problem is that too many policy objectives were set without choosing a 

culturally specific set of priorities. It is urgent to provide policymakers with scholarly 

information about Korea’s unique situation. An investigation of why grandmaternal 

child care is frequently chosen in Korea as opposed to other options is a good example 

of empirical research that could help policymakers make informed decisions about child 

care and maternal employment. 

Grandparental Child Care in the Global Context  

Strong evidence suggests that grandmothers are more likely to provide child 

care to their grandchildren than grandfathers across cultures, especially when it comes 

to intensive child care (Dimova & Wolff, 2008; Fuller-Thomson & Minkler, 2001; 

Guzman, 2003; Hank & Buber, 2009). This section, however, includes research on both 
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grandmothers and grandfathers because it is more common in the literature to discuss 

grandparental child care, in general, than grandmaternal care, in particular. 

Studies have shown that grandparental child care is a widespread practice in 

other Asian countries such as Taiwan (Sun, 2008) and in Western countries, such as 

Australia (Goodfellow, 2003), Italy (Gattai & Musatti, 1999), Spain (Brandis, 2003), 

the UK (Gray, 2005), the US (Fuller-Thomson & Minkler, 2001), and other European 

countries (Hank & Buber, 2009). Of American children under the age of 5 years, 23% 

were regularly cared for by their grandparents in 2002, and this percentage increased to 

almost 30% if the mother was employed (Johnson, 2005). In Australia, 22% of children 

under 12 months and 31% of children between one and two years of age were cared for 

by grandparents on a regular basis (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003, cited from 

Goodfellow & Laverty, 2003). In the UK, 20-25% of employed mothers utilized 

grandparental child care according to Gray’s estimates. It has also been noted that the 

exact prevalence of grandparental child care varies depending upon cultural 

expectations and availability of public child care (Dimova & Wolff, 2008). 

Grandparental child care in the US  

Only a limited number of US studies have investigated grandparental child care 

as the main focus of the research. Instead, numerous researchers have paid attention to 

grandparents solely raising their grandchildren due to the absence of the parents (see 

Hayslip & Kaminski, 2005, for a literature review). Some studies have also looked at 

kin-based child care (Brandon, 2000; Folk, 1994; Hunts, & Avery, 1998; Uttal, 1999) 
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and child care by family, friends, and neighbors, also called FFN care (Brown-Lyons, 

Robertson, & Layzer, 2001; Shivers, 2006). 

US studies of grandparental child care are predominantly quantitative. These 

studies have examined grandparental child care in terms of the profiles of grandparents 

or grandmothers who helped with child care for their grandchildren (Baydar & Brooks-

Gunn, 1998; Fuller-Thomson & Minkler, 2001), different levels of grandparental or 

grandmaternal care (Bowers & Myers, 1999; Fuller-Thomson & Minkler; Vandell, 

McCartney, Owen, Booth, & Clarke-Stewart, 2003), and the physical and mental health 

of grandparental caregivers (Lee, Colditz, Berkman, & Kawachi, 2003; Szinovacz & 

Davey, 2006).  

In the US, it is known that grandparental child care is more typically used for 

ethnic minority or low-income families. The utilization of kin-provided child care tends 

to be common in African American, Hispanic, and Asian American families (Kataoka-

Yahiro, Ceria, & Yoder, 2004; Hunter, 1997; Uttal; 1999). US studies have shown that 

poorer or working-class grandparents are more likely to be involved in grandparental 

child care (Fuller-Thomson & Minkler, 2001). Research on kin-based child care has 

also documented that the use of this type of child care is associated with a low family 

income (Hunts & Avery, 1998; Kuhlthau & Mason, 1996). However, some contrasting 

evidence suggests that both higher- and lower-class families utilize grandparental or 

informal child care in the US (Guzman, 2003; Kreader & Lawrence, 2006).  



 

24 

Grandparental child care in Europe  

An empirical investigation of grandparental child care has been more popular in 

the European context compared to the US. Researchers have documented that 

grandparental child care is prevalent in countries such as Greece, Italy, Spain, and the 

UK, and is also utilized in Germany (Brandis, 2003; Gray, 2005; Hank & Buber, 2009; 

Kriz, 2005; Leira, Tobío, & Trifiletti, 2005). 

Several European studies have investigated grandparental child care with 

regards to welfare state regimes or maternal employment. Cross-national comparisons 

have reported that regular or extensive utilization of grandparental or grandmaternal 

child care is more common in Mediterranean countries and the UK, also known as 

conservative family-reliant welfare states, than other European countries (Hank & 

Buber, 2009; Kriz, 2005). According to Kriz, leave policies and public child care 

services are critical factors that influence the nation’s prevalence of grandmaternal child 

care. She concluded that the short unpaid parental leaves and insufficient child care 

services in the UK led grandmothers to become full-time caregivers for grandchildren, 

while the generous parental leave and the provision of publicly funded quality child 

care in Sweden removed the need for grandmaternal child care. 

Some European researchers have discussed the contribution of grandparental 

child care to maternal employment. Gray (2005), using large survey data from the UK, 

found that child care from grandparents was associated with maternal participation in 

the labor force, particularly among those with lower human capital. Grandparental child 

care also enabled mothers with young children to work longer hours and to earn higher 
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incomes. Leira and associates (2005) reported that the first generation of employed 

mothers relied on informal child care, mainly from grandmothers, in Norway, Italy, and 

Spain. However, some analysts warn that future grandmothers may not be available to 

care for their grandchildren due to their own paid work (Gray). 

Grandparental child care in Asian countries 

Scholarly discussion on grandparental child care in Asian countries is largely 

missing in the literature. This is an irony because this type of child care arrangement 

may be widespread throughout Asian cultures given their heavy reliance on family 

caregiving. Three studies of grandparental child care have been found in the literature 

(Kataoka-Yahiro et al., 2004; Sun, 2008; Yoon, 2005), but the data for these studies 

came from Asian immigrants in North America, who might be somewhat different from 

the residents in Asian countries. According to these studies, Asian American 

grandparents consider grandparental child care as a moral responsibility or a normative 

part of grandparenting based on their cultural values (Kataoka-Yahiro et al.; Sun). 
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Chapter 3. Method 

Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory methods guided the overall research process toward a 

theoretical understanding of motivations for choosing grandmaternal child care in Korea. 

Grounded theory is a qualitative research method that “consists of systemic, yet flexible 

guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ 

in the data themselves” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 2). A theory generated through grounded 

theory methods would be “a set of well-developed categories (themes, concepts) that 

are systemically interrelated through statements of relationship to form a theoretical 

framework that explains some phenomenon” (Hage, 1972, p. 34, cited from Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008, p. 55). Grounded theory researchers typically aim to form a substantive 

theory that “serves as the basis for generating a more abstract form of theory that is 

known as formal theory” (Daly, 2007, p. 229). The present study aimed to construct a 

substantive theory using grounded theory methods to explain why Korean grandmothers 

and employed mothers choose grandmaternal child care. The simultaneous interplay 

between data collection and initial analysis was an important part of the study given the 

nature of grounded theory methods.  

Abduction played a key role in the current study as it is at the heart of grounded 

theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Daly, 2007). Abduction is a form of reasoning that 

interplays between inductions such as deriving concepts from data and deductions such 

as applying conceptual or theoretical models to data. Daly introduced abduction as 

follows: 
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Whereas induction and deduction point to a process of inquiry that either 

moves from data to theory or from theory to data, abduction involves a process 

of inference that involves consideration of both, but goes beyond what is 

immediately available. Abduction is often precipitated by an awareness that 

there are deficits in the explanation that is available in existing theory or in the 

immediate interpretation of the data. . . . It means engaging in a form of 

reasoning that involves connecting findings to different kinds of theory (outside 

of the theory that you started with) that might help to see the data in a new light 

(pp. 51-52). 

The present study employed contemporary guidelines of grounded theory 

suggested in recent qualitative methodology books, including Charmaz (2006), Corbin 

and Strauss (2008), and Daly (2007). Grounded theory methods have evolved into more 

flexible, less dogmatic versions emphasizing the socially constructed nature of data 

collection and analyses as well as emphasizing flexible perspectives on the research 

process and outcome. For example, Charmaz (2000, 2006) proposed the “constructivist” 

grounded theory that strives for the construction of a reality, revealing the goal of 

interpretative science, as opposed to the traditional grounded theory that has been 

criticized for objectivistic assumptions and approaches (e.g., Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998). Corbin, in the third edition of Basics of 

Qualitative Research (Corbin & Strauss), admitted that she needed to “modernize” the 

method by “dropping a lot of the dogma” and “flexing some of the procedures” (p. ix) 

as a result of constructivism and postmodernism.  
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Data Collection 

Recruitment 

Matched pairs of grandmothers and mothers were recruited for this study. To be 

considered as a potential participant, the grandmother had to have provided child care to 

at least one of her grandchildren on a daily basis. The child had to be younger than 

elementary-school age, and the mother had to be employed and have received 

grandmaternal child care when she worked outside the home. Both sole and multiple 

child care arrangements were considered because it is common in Korea for the 

grandmothers to provide child care after the grandchild returns from day care centers or 

kindergartens. Restrictions were not imposed regarding participants’ marital status, 

occupations, and the duration of the child care in order to listen to the voices of 

grandmothers and mothers with diverse backgrounds. Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approval was obtained prior to the recruitment. 

Snowball sampling was used to identify and recruit participants in Seoul, South 

Korea and its satellite cities. Given the limitations of snowball sampling, special efforts 

were made to recruit participants with diverse backgrounds in terms of socio-economic 

status, areas of residence, and maternal occupations. During earlier recruitment, 

individuals within the researcher’s personal networks were contacted and asked if they 

knew anyone who met the recruitment criteria and would be interested in participating 

in this study. Previous personal acquaintances of the researcher were excluded from 

participation. Additional participants were identified by other participants who 

voluntarily introduced their friends or colleagues to the researcher after the interviews. 
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Of the 21 final pairs, 14 were recruited through the researcher’s networks and an 

additional seven pairs were referred by other participants.  

Once a potential participant was identified, she was asked to give permission 

for the researcher to contact her. The researcher then called those who agreed to be 

contacted and explained to them the purpose of this study along with the interview 

procedures. If a mother volunteered for an interview, she was asked to recruit her 

mother or mother-in-law to be interviewed, and vice versa. Interviews were scheduled 

when both the grandmother and the mother of each pair agreed to participate in the 

study.  

Initial recruitment of participants was based on typical case selection (Goetz & 

LeCompte, 1984) that chooses participants who have common characteristics of the 

population. Goetz and LeCompte suggested typical case selection as one of the ten 

criterion-based sampling methods for qualitative research. The overall demographic 

characteristics of Korean grandmothers providing child care to their grandchildren were 

obtained from the researcher’s quantitative analysis using a nationally representative 

dataset (Lee & Bauer, in press). These characteristics were roughly considered when 

recruiting typical cases.  

Theoretical sampling was used to elaborate on conceptual categories as data 

collection and initial analysis interacted simultaneously. Theoretical sampling refers to 

“sampling on the basis of concepts derived from data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 65). 

The purpose of theoretical sampling is not to obtain representative samples or negative 

cases but to gather further data that could refine conceptual categories and the 
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consequent substantive theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2006). It is not ideal to adopt theoretical 

sampling at a beginning stage of recruitment due to the potential risk of positivistic 

restrictions on the data by using theoretical sampling too early (Charmaz, 2000). 

Recruitment continued until the data reached theoretical saturation. 

Theoretical sampling was conducted when it was expected that interviewing 

additional participants with certain experiences would help to refine less clarified 

concepts or categories or to delineate their relations with other concepts or categories. 

Examples included recruiting participants with the following characteristics: (a) 

grandmothers in various financial situations to delineate the relation between financial 

support and the provision of grandmaternal child care; (b) mothers with a variety of 

work hours, including nonstandard or irregular work hours, to better develop concepts 

regarding work and child care; (c) grandmothers who had originally refused to provide 

child care but ended up caring for the grandchild or mothers who experienced multiple 

care providers to delineate the concept of questions and dilemmas; and (d) families with 

various living arrangements to refine the relations between the residential arrangement 

and the provision of grandmaternal child care.  

The researcher made rigorous efforts to recruit grandmothers and mothers who 

could contribute to a more elaborated theory at a later stage of recruitment. The efforts 

were successful in general, but it was challenging to recruit caregiving grandmothers 

who were living in poverty. The researcher contacted a number of human services 

professionals, such as social workers in low-income neighborhoods, to get referrals of 

potential participants in adverse financial situations. This process involved substantial 
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time and energy because poor, able-bodied grandmothers of younger grandchildren 

were likely to participate in paid work outside the home instead of staying at home to 

care for their grandchild. The professionals who worked closely with the low-income 

population implied that it was not common for younger grandmothers in poor families 

to provide extended child care unless they solely raised the grandchild due to the 

absence of the child’s parent.  

Participants 

The participants of this study included 21 matched pairs of grandmothers who 

were providing child care to their grandchild and the child’s mothers who were working 

outside the home. Of the 21 grandmothers, 13 were maternal grandmothers to the child 

(61.9%) and eight were paternal grandmothers (38.1%). The overall characteristics of 

the participants are summarized in Table 3-1. The demographic information of each 

participant is not displayed in the present study to prevent identification of the interview 

participant.  

The average age7 of the grandmothers was 60.7 years with a range of 54 to 70 

years at the time of the interviews. The ages of the interviewed grandmothers are 

considered a typical age range of grandmothers providing child care for their 

grandchildren. Most Korean women in this cohort experienced marriage and childbirth 

at a similar age of life due to a strong age norm in Korean culture. About half of the 

grandmothers (52.4%) had two children, and 33.3% had three children.  

                                                 
 

7 All ages in this study are calculated in the same way as the US ages although there are 
two ways to calculate ages in Korea. 
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Table 3-1. Demographics of Participants 

Grandmothers (N = 21)      n (%) Mothers (N = 21)      n (%)
Age when interviewed 

54 – 55 
56 – 60 
61 – 65 
66 – 70 

M = 60.7
2 ( 9.5)
9 (42.9)
7 (33.3)
3 (14.3)

Age when interviewed 
29 – 30 
31 – 35 
36 – 40 

M = 32.0
7 (33.3)

11 (52.4)
3 (14.3)

Number of children 
1 child 
2 children 
3 children 
4+ children 

M = 2.62
1 ( 4.8)

11 (52.4)
7 (33.3)
2 ( 9.5)

Number of children 
1 child 
2 children8 
3 children 

13 (61.9)
7 (33.3)
1 ( 4.8)

M = 1.43
Maternal employment history 

Quit/retired 
No employment history 
Currently working part-time 

12 (57.1)
5 (23.8)
4 (19.0)

See the employment 
characteristics of the mothers in 
Table 3-3 

Education 
No formal education 
Elementary graduate/dropout 
Junior high graduate/dropout 
High school graduate/dropout 
4-year college graduate/dropout 
Graduate degree 

1 ( 4.8)
6 (28.9)
4 (19.0)
5 (23.8)
4 (19.0)
1 ( 4.8)

Education 
High school graduate 
2-year college graduate 
4-year college graduate/dropout 
Master's degree 

2 ( 9.5)
5 (23.8) 
9 (42.9)
5 (23.8)

Marital status 
Married 
Widowed 

19 (90.5)
2 ( 9.5)

Marital status 
Married 
Divorced 

20 (90.5)
1 ( 4.8)

 

Slightly more than half of the grandmothers (57.1%) had work experience 

outside of the home at some time point during their motherhood but did not work at the 

time of the interview, 28.3% never worked outside the home during their motherhood, 

and 19% had limited but current work commitments. Most occupations that the 

                                                 
 

8 One mother had twins. 
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grandmothers held in the past or at the time of the interview were labor intensive such 

as clothing industry workers or food vendors except for three who had teaching jobs. 

The education level of the grandmothers varied from no formal education to a graduate 

degree: one grandmother (4.8%) had no formal education, 28.9% had some elementary 

school education, 19% had junior high school education, 23.8% had high school 

education, 19% had some college education, and one grandmother had completed a 

graduate degree (4.8%). Almost all of them (90.5%) were married, but two (9.5%) were 

widowed. 

For the employed mothers, they were 30.2 years old, on average. Having one 

child was the most common (61.9%), 33.3% had two children, and one mother had 

three children. More than half (61.9%) were the daughters of the caregiving 

grandmothers while 38.1% were daughters-in-law. In terms of their education levels, 

42.9% had a four-year university degree or some undergraduate education, 23.8% had a 

two-year college degree, 23.8% had a master’s degree, and 9.5% had a high school 

diploma. All but one was married (90.5%). 

Table 3-2 shows the characteristics of grandmaternal child care among the 21 

pairs of grandmothers and mothers. The majority of the children whom the 

grandmothers cared for were infants and toddlers: 28.9% were between 2-11 months of 

age, 33.3% were between 12-23 months of age, 19% were 2-3 years old, and 19% were 

4-5 years old. Caring for one grandchild was the most common (72.2%) while 23.8% 

provided care for two grandchildren. However, four grandmothers who cared for one 

grandchild (19%) took care of additional grandchildren at night or on an irregular basis. 
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Table 3-2. Characteristics of Grandmaternal Child Care (N = 21) 

        n (%) 
Age of child cared for (the youngest child if multiple children were involved) 

2 – 11 months 
12 – 23 months 
2 – 3 years 
4 – 5 years 

6 (28.9)
7 (33.3)
4 (19.0)
4 (19.0)

Number of grandchild cared for 
1 grandchild 
2 grandchildren 

16 (72.2)
5 (23.8)

Length of current grandmaternal care arrangement 
Less than 1 year 
1 – 2 years 
3 – 4 years 
5+ years 

3 (14.3)
11 (52.4)

5 (23.8)
2 ( 9.5)

Average hours of care (per week) 
40 hours or less  
41 – 50 hours 
51 – 60 hours 
61 – 70 hours 
71+ hours 

M = 58.6
5 (23.8)
4 (19.0)
1 ( 4.8)
6 (28.9)
5 (23.8)

Child care arrangement  
(for the youngest child if multiple children were involved) 

Grandmaternal care only 
Day care/kindergarten plus grandmaternal care 

15 (71.4)
6 (28.9)

Previous child care arrangement the mother utilized 
Same as current arrangement 
Another grandmother 
Non-kin child care 
Other relative 

15 (71.4)
3 (14.3)
2 ( 9.5)
1 ( 4.8)

Place of grandmaternal care 
Three-generation household 
Child sleeps at grandmother’s during the week 
Grandmother sleeps at mother’s during the week 
Parent brings child to grandmother’s every day during the week 
Grandmother visits mother’s every day during the week 

7 (33.3)
6 (28.9)
3 (14.3)
4 (19.0)
1 ( 4.8)
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Table 3-2. Characteristics of Grandmaternal Child Care (Cont’d) 

        n (%) 

Payment to grandmother (per month)9 
None/irregular 
Living expenses only 
KRW 1 – 490,000 (US $1 – $499) 
KRW 500,000 – 999,000 (US $500 – $999) 
KRW 1,000,000 – 1,200,000 (US $1,000 – $1,200) 

2 ( 9.5)
3 (14.3)
6 (28.9)
7 (33.3)
3 (14.3)

 

About half of the grandmothers (52.4%) had cared for the grandchild for one or two 

years, 23.8% had provided child care to the child for three or four years, 14.3% had 

been a caregiver for less than one year, and 9.5% had cared for the grandchild for five 

years or longer. 

The average amount of time spent on child care was 58.6 hours per week, 

equivalent to or exceeding the typical number of hours for full-time employment in 

Korea, with a range from 25 to 84 weekly hours. Grandmaternal care was the sole 

arrangement for the youngest child in 71.4% of the families while 28.6% combined 

grandmaternal care with kindergartens or day care for the youngest child at the time of 

the interviews. The majority of the mothers (71.4%) reported that the current 

grandmaternal care was the first care arrangement they had while 19% had changed 

                                                 
 

9 Most participants reported the actual amount or within a range, and their reports were 
consistent between the mother’s and the grandmother’s reports except for two 
grandmothers and mothers. In these pairs, there was a KRW 100,000 (US $100) 
difference between the reports of these grandmothers and mothers. The mothers’ reports 
were used for two other pairs because the grandmothers reported only a broad or vague 
amount to the researcher. For one grandmother who cared for two daughters’ children 
simultaneously, the payment from the interviewed daughter was used instead of the 
grandmother’s total income. 
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caregivers from another relative to the grandmother (14.3% had changed from one 

grandmother to the other grandmother), and 9.5% had changed from non-relative child 

care such as a domestic helper to grandmaternal care. 

When it came to the place where child care was offered, one-third (33.3%) 

were in three-generation households, 28.9% of the grandchildren stayed and slept at the 

grandmother’s home during the week and then the parent brought the child to her/his 

home over the weekend, and 19.0% of the mothers brought the child to the 

grandmother’s home every morning during the work week. Another 14.3% of the 

grandmothers stayed and slept at the employed mother’s during the week and returned 

to her own home on the weekends. This means that these grandmothers were separated 

from their husbands during the week. Two of them had husbands living in distant cities 

so they had to travel more than three hours to return to their homes on the weekends. 

Finally, one grandmother (4.8%) commuted to the mother’s residence early every 

morning and returned home late at night.  

Most grandmothers received money from the mother on a monthly basis: 33.3% 

received between KRW 500,000 and 999,000 (approximately US $500 – $999), 28.9% 

received less than KRW 500,000 (approximately US $500), and 14.3% received 

between KRW 1,000,000 and 1,200,000 (approximately US $1,000 – $1,200). In 

contrast, 14.3% of all the grandmothers received indirect payments through living 

expenses such as apartment maintenance fees from co-residing adult children. 
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Table 3-3. Characteristics of Maternal Employment (N = 21) 

 n (%)  n (%)
Average hours of work (per week)

Less than 40 hours 
40 hours 
41 – 50 hours 
51+ hours 

M = 42.1
4 (19.0)
8 (38.1)
4 (19.0)
5 (23.8)

Occupation 
Managerial office job 
Supportive office job 
Teaching/technical job 
Self-employed  

2 ( 9.5)
10 (47.6)

8 (38.1)
 1 ( 4.8)

Income from work (per month) 
KRW 1.2 million – 1.9 million  
(US $1,200-$1,999) 
KRW 2 million – 2.9 million  
(US $2,000-$2,900) 
KRW 3 million – 3.9 million  
(US $3,000-$3,999) 
KRW 5 million – 5.9 million  
(US $5,000-$5,999) 

7 (33.3)

10 (47.6)

3 (14.3)

1 ( 4.8)

Employment after childbirth 
Same job/workplace 
Quit and re-entered 

18 (85.7)
3 (14.3)

 

All mothers had work commitments outside the home, which are summarized 

in Table 3-3. Their work occupied 42.1 hours of their weekly time, on average, varying 

from 10 hours to 70 hours. About half of the mothers (47.6%) were employed in 

support positions in office occupations (e.g., administrative support, secretary, editorial 

staff for newspaper, tax accountant’s assistant), 38.1% had teaching or technical jobs 

(e.g., instructors at private institutions, teacher in a public school, librarian, or nurse 

assistant), 9.5% were employed in management positions at corporations, and one 

(4.8%) was self-employed. Slightly less than half (47.6%) of the mothers earned 

personal monthly incomes between KRW 2 million and 2.9 million (US $2,000-$2,900) 

from their work, 33.3% earned between KRW 1.2 million and 1.9 million (US $1,200-

$1,900), 14.3% had monthly incomes between KRW 3 million and 3.9 million (US 
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$3,000-$3,900), and one (4.8%) earned between KRW 5 million and 5.9 million (US 

$5,000-$5,900). All but three (85.7%) remained employed at the same workplace after 

childbirth. 

Interviews 

A total of 42 in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted 

between the months of June and August of 2008. It was essential to interview both 

grandmothers and mothers given that choosing grandmaternal child care is usually a 

joint decision between grandmothers and mothers (Gattai & Musatti, 1999). The 

grandmothers and mothers were interviewed separately to hear more candid voices from 

each individual without the presence of the other individual. Individual interviews were 

also considered to be more culturally appropriate despite the potential benefits of dyad 

interviews such as understanding interactions between the two interviewees. 

Participants might have screened negative experiences and emotions in relation to the 

other individual if dyad interviews had been chosen given the hierarchical relationships 

between grandmothers and mothers in Korean families. One exception was granted to a 

grandmother and daughter pair, who preferred a dyad interview due to their work and 

child care situation. The grandmother and the mother were candid enough during this 

dyad interview based on their close relationship to each other. 

The interviews were guided by the principles of active interviewing (Holstein 

& Gubrium, 1995). Each interview flowed differently as the researcher and the 

participant dynamically co-constructed the interview. A set of guiding questions was 

developed for grandmothers and mothers and was constantly modified between 
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interviews (see Appendix A for interview guide). Some questions applied to both 

grandmothers and mothers, and others were about issues specific to the grandmothers or 

mothers. The first question to the grandmothers was, “Tell me how you came to care for 

your grandchild,” and the introductory question to the mothers was, “Tell me about how 

your mother or mother-in-law came to care for your child.” The sequence and inclusion 

of questions asked depended on the flow of each interview and the characteristics of 

each participant. Probing occurred depending upon the topic introduced by the 

grandmothers and the mothers. Demographic information was gathered at the end of 

interviews (see Appendix B for the demographic form.) 

The interviews lasted approximately two and half hours on average, varying 

from one and half to three hours. The length of interviews was scheduled with enough 

time to allow the participants to freely talk about their experiences during one interview 

without a time constraint in mind. Most interviews took place at the participants’ homes 

although a few mothers preferred doing it at their work places or coffee shops. The 

interview places were quiet to assure that the participants would not be distracted by 

other people or noise. When necessary, the researcher was accompanied by a babysitter 

who took care of the child during the interview. Consent forms were given before the 

interviews to inform the participants of their rights such as not feeling obligated to 

answer any questions, possible risks and benefits of participation, and the procedures of 

protecting their privacy and confidentiality (see Appendix C for consent forms). All 

interviews were conducted in the Korean language and were audiotaped with 

permission from the participants. Each participant received a gift certificate valued at 
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KRW 30,000 for participating in the study according to cultural expectations in the 

Korean gift-giving tradition. 

The researcher wrote field notes and conducted initial analysis immediately 

after each interview. This procedure was essential for the grounded theory method 

given its emphasis on the dynamic interplay between data collection and analysis. The 

researcher reflected on the strengths and weaknesses of the overall interview and how 

she could improve the quality of subsequent interviews. Alternative approaches were 

sometimes taken as a result of these reflections. For example, some guiding questions 

were altered, added, or eliminated if they did not work well. 

Data Preparation and Analysis 

Transcribing and translation 

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed in Korean so as not to lose the 

authentic meanings and nuances. Two professional transcribers transcribed the 

audiotaped interviews verbatim according to the researcher’s instructions. The 

researcher later thoroughly checked the accuracy of the transcriptions by comparing the 

audio tapes and the written transcripts. Translation was done for communication 

purposes with English-speaking readers. Qualitative methodologists like Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) have suggested minimal translation of qualitative data so as not to lose 

the original subtleties of what the participants meant.  

The translation process was carefully designed. First, one bilingual speaker of 

Korean and English translated the quotes selected by the researcher. This person was 

chosen because of her advanced proficiency in both languages at a level of native 



 

41 

speakers. In order to help the translator fully understand the true meaning of quotes, the 

researcher provided the translator with the detailed contexts of the interviews and 

clarifications of the participants’ comments. All names of people and workplaces as 

well as other identifiers were removed from the quotes given to the translator in order to 

protect participants’ confidentiality. Next, the researcher and another bilingual speaker 

reviewed and edited these translations, paying particular attention to the underlying 

meanings and readability. Finally, a professional editor of English checked the grammar 

and clarity of the translated quotes. 

Data analysis 

The evolution of grounded theory methods has resulted in a few versions of 

analysis procedures with different names depending upon scholars. Grounded theory 

researchers in family social science have typically utilized the three steps of open, axial, 

and selective coding, presented in the first and second editions of Strauss and Corbin’s 

(1990, 1998) Basics of Qualitative Research. In their third edition, Corbin and Strauss 

(2008) displayed how to analyze data for concepts, elaborate the analysis, analyze data 

for context and process, and integrate categories, without a specific focus on open, axial, 

and selective coding. Daly (2007) explained the four stages of grounded theory analysis 

in his book Qualitative Methods for Family Studies and Human Development: (a) open 

coding and the creation of concepts, (b) creating categories, (c) making linkages in the 

data, and (d) creating the theoretical story line. Charmaz (2006), influenced by Glaser’s 

(1978) names of coding techniques, suggested doing initial and focused coding in her 

book Constructing Grounded Theory. 
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The present study incorporated the several techniques of grounded theory 

analysis that Charmaz (2006), Corbin and Strauss (2008), and Daly (2007) recently 

described. This approach was chosen instead of choosing one of these authors given 

substantial similarities among their suggestions despite the different names of the 

analytic stages. The incorporated version of coding phases was (a) analyzing data for 

concepts, (b) creating categories and making linkages in the data, and (c) choosing a 

core category and integrating the theory. The entire coding process was conducted in 

MAXQDA 2007, a computer software program for qualitative data analysis that 

effectively facilitates grounded theory methods. See the MAXQDA website 

(http://www.maxqda.com) for further information about this software. Also, see 

Appendix D for the code system. 

The first phase of analysis involved analyzing data for concepts, namely open 

coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) or initial coding (Charmaz, 2006). Open coding refers 

to “breaking data apart and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data” 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 195). What is critical in open coding is to conceptually 

categorize and name the small segments of data with an open mind and fresh eyes 

(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss; Glaser, 1992). The researcher made conscious 

efforts to put preconceived assumptions and concepts aside so she could remain open to 

all other theoretical possibilities while still acknowledging her background and ideas.  

Open coding includes “constant comparative methods” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

that focus on similarities and differences within and across interviews. The researcher 

applied constant comparison methods during the preliminary phase of open coding by 
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paying attention to consistencies and discrepancies between grandmother-mother pairs. 

While conducting open coding and constant comparisons, the researcher realized that 

the motivations for providing grandmaternal child care were conceptually distinct from 

the motivations for utilizing grandmaternal child care. Accordingly, she decided to 

analyze the interviews with the grandmothers and the interviews with the mothers 

separately for the first and second phases of coding and to integrate overarching 

findings from the two groups of data during the last phase of coding. 

The second phase of analysis involved creating categories and making linkages 

in the data. Categories are “higher-level concepts under which analysts group lower-

level concepts according to shared properties” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008. p. 159). 

Making linkages in the data is often called axial coding, which refers to “looking at 

relationships within a category and between categories” (Daly, 2007, p, 234). Charmaz 

(2006) used the term “focused coding” to refer to moving toward a theoretical level by 

integrating earlier substantive codes and clarifying relationships between codes and 

conceptual categories. Daly distinguished creating categories and making conceptual 

linkages, making them two separate stages, but they were collapsed into one step in this 

study given that categories are often constructed and organized in the process of linking 

concepts to each other. Furthermore, the researcher moved back and forth between the 

first and second phases of analysis since they occurred simultaneously in reality (Corbin 

& Strauss).  

The third phase of analysis involved choosing a core category and integrating 

the theory. Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) earlier called this stage “selective coding” 
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but later discussed the final step of the analysis procedures as “integration” without 

focusing on selective coding. They defined integration as “the process of linking 

categories around a core category and refining and trimming the resulting theoretical 

construction” (Corbin & Straus, 2008, p. 263). Here, a core category is the central 

theme of the research findings so “all other major categories can be related to it and 

placed under it” (Corbin & Strauss, p. 104). 

Abduction was at the core of the entire analysis process. The inductive 

approach was mainly used in the first phase in order to identify concepts that genuinely 

emerged from the data while setting preconceived ideas aside. However, the interplay 

between inductions and deductions became active from the second phase. It was 

common to move back and forth between the first and second phases in order to create 

conceptual linkages that made scholarly sense while still preserving what the data 

showed. Putting the same weight on inductive and deductive approaches was a 

challenging and tedious process to this novice grounded theory researcher despite her 

extensive experience with qualitative data analysis.  

Memo-writing 

Memo-writing, a key tool used for the grounded theory methods, was actively 

employed throughout this research process. Writing memos is “a way of tracking 

decisions, recording insights, and generating theoretical ideas” (Daly, 2007, p. 228). 

Memos play various roles in grounded theory research: shaping the focus of the 

research, developing and delineating ideas, defining and linking codes and concepts, 

making comparisons between and within interviews, moving earlier analysis to an 
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abstract level, and keeping a record of methodological decisions (Charmaz, 2000; 2006; 

Daly; Glaser 1998). Sorted memos are then used as the baseline for final, formal writing. 

The researcher started memo-writing from the research design stage and wrote 

extensive memos during data collection and analysis. The memos from the data 

collection period included reflections on each interview in terms of preliminary themes 

and future directions for theoretical sampling as well as records on the interview setting 

and the individual and family contexts of the participant(s). Memos during data 

collection were also used to evaluate each interview in terms of what the researcher did 

as well as what the researcher could have done better and whether and how to modify 

interview questions to improve the quality of subsequent interviews.  

The researcher continued writing a series of memos during the data analysis 

period. The researcher tried to write as many conceptual memos as possible to push 

herself to think at an abstract level. When a seemingly important concept emerged, the 

researcher immediately wrote a memo to speculate what it meant to the participants and 

what roles the concept could play in the substantive theory. This memo was updated as 

the analysis moved along. Operational memos were written throughout the research 

process in order to keep records of what, how, and why specific decisions were made 

with regards to recruitment, interviewing, data analysis, and writing. All memos were 

written using the memo tool in the MAXQDA 2007 software.  
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Chapter 4. Grandmothers’ Motivations for Providing Child Care 

Love and responsibility were two major underlying motivations that drove the 

grandmothers to provide child care for their grandchildren. They became involved in 

child care because they were willing to help their adult children based on parental10 love 

and also because they viewed grandmaternal child care as a way to fulfill their parental 

responsibilities.  

Love 

Love for their adult children was the primary motivation behind the 

grandmothers’ involvement in child care. Love, in this study, refers to the grandmothers’ 

altruistic desire to contribute to their adult children’s well-being through parental 

support. The grandmothers expressed that their motivation was their love for their child, 

and the ultimate goal of their help was the adult child’s well-being. Recurring phrases 

such as “It’s for the sake of my child” or “because it concerns my own child” 

represented the overall sentiment of parental love. 

Love is a suitable name for the abstract concept that represented the Korean 

grandmothers’ motivations. A composite noun, nae-ri-sa-rang (downstream love) often 

appeared during the interviews, even though the Korean word for love, sa-rang, was not 

part of most grandmothers’ actual language when talking about their children. The 

broad definition of nae-ri-sa-rang is love from the older toward the younger in the 

                                                 
 

10 The word, “parental” was chosen over “maternal” or “motherly” in order to respect 
the grandmothers’ language. In general, they did not distinguish mothers from fathers in 
the context of parental love and responsibility. 
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family, but it typically refers to love from parents toward their children. In Korean 

culture, nae-ri-sa-rang is considered to be the type of altruistic love that all parents 

naturally have for their offspring. The grandmothers used nae-ri-sa-rang to explain how 

their love for their adult child led them to be involved in child care even though it was 

not what many of the grandmothers wished to do. Mrs. Choi11 contrasted love from 

parents and love from children. 

Mrs. Choi: There is an old saying that nae-ri-sa-rang (downstream love) is all 

that exists, but not chi-sa-rang (upstream love). Parents are willing to give all 

the money they have to their children, but they are very stingy with their own 

parents. Frankly speaking, that’s the way I felt when my parents were alive. 

Parents are willing to pour everything into their children. That’s boo-mo-ma-

eum (the parents’ heart). I fully understand such an attitude as a parent.  

Boo-mo-ma-eum (parents’ heart or parents’ mind) was another composite noun 

that the grandmothers used to describe parental love as shown in the above quote. Boo-

mo-ma-eum refers to what parents care about or what parents would like to do for their 

children. It implies that parents value their children’s well-being the most and are 

willing to do what is needed to ensure their children’s well-being because they love 

their children. Many interviewed grandmothers made the general statement that all 

                                                 
 

11 Pseudonyms are used to prevent identification of the interview participant. Other 
identifying information is removed from quotations. The grandmothers are called by 
last names accompanied by “Mrs.” and the mothers are called by first names. Lee refers 
to the researcher in this dissertation.  
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parents would wish happiness for their child and this wish is what motivates 

grandmothers to provide child care. For example, Mrs. Chung said: 

Mrs. Chung: Whether it is a daughter or a daughter-in-law, going out to work is 

very difficult. They have done nothing wrong, yet they have to suffer the 

burden of just trying to survive. I feel so sorry for their situation that I can’t 

help but babysit their children. I guess all parents would think the same way as 

I do. It’s boo-mo-ma-eum. Parents would like to take some of the burden off 

their children’s shoulders. 

Altruism 

Altruism was a major component of parental love in the context of 

grandmaternal child care. The altruistic characteristic of grandmothers’ motivation was 

found from the recurring phrase, “I don’t expect to be paid back.” The grandmothers 

emphasized that a possibility of receiving financial or instrumental support from the 

adult child, either as an immediate payment or as a long-term reward, was not the 

source of their motivation to provide child care, regardless of their current financial 

situation. What motivated most of the grandmothers instead was their desire to 

guarantee or enhance the adult child’s well-being or happiness as Mrs. Hahn said: 

Mrs. Hahn: I wish for my son’s family to have a happy life. All I want is to 

watch the grandchildren be healthy and the whole family be good to one 

another. I don’t expect them to pay me back later when I get older. I think all 

parents would think this way. As long as the children are happy, that’s all we 

wish for. 
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The grandmothers made it clear that the monetary payment from the adult child 

was a mere consequence of grandmaternal child care, not a cause of the child care. 

Grandmothers who had sufficient income or assets did not need such a payment for 

their living, and therefore intended to save the money for their child or grandchild later. 

Grandmothers with fewer financial resources commented that although they appreciated 

the significant financial contribution from the adult child, they would have chosen to 

work outside the home over caring for their grandchild had they been interested in the 

financial payment12. Most of the interviewed grandmothers had plans for their later life 

without relying on their adult children. They also thought that their adult children might 

not be able or willing to provide them with financial or instrumental caregiving in the 

future. Mrs. Cha, a middle-class paternal grandmother, said: 

Mrs. Cha: I’ve never expected to be paid back later by my daughter-in-law. We, 

my husband and I, are trying to prepare for our rainy days in the future not to 

depend on our children. Besides that, we think it’s natural that we give and they 

take. We’ve never asked our children to pay us back what we have given them. 

But someday if they do pay something back to us, we’re going to accept it. 

Why not? We just want to let them know that parents deserve to be paid back. 

But maybe we are going to save what we are paid and give it back to our 

children. 

                                                 
 

12 In Korea, women in their 50s or 60s may find job options if they do not mind labor-
intensive, low-paying work such as kitchen helpers at a restaurant, street food vendors, 
or live-in nannies. 
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The altruistic nature of grandmaternal child care was also found from the 

repeated words hee-saeng or yang-boh (sacrifice) during the interviews. The 

grandmothers perceived that their provision of child care was an altruistic decision to 

sacrifice or yield their personal use of time for their adult child based on parental love. 

The grandmothers’ attitudes toward their sacrifice, however, were not the same even 

though almost all agreed that becoming a provider of daily child care was a sacrifice. 

Some were unhappy about what they had to sacrifice after their long devotion to taking 

care of the family; others were pleased with what they could contribute to the adult 

child; still others were ambivalent about their sacrifice. Those who were not critical of 

their sacrifice said that they preferred feeling satisfied, rewarded, or competent as a 

result of the greater good of the adult child, the child’s family, and the entire extended 

family to which their child care service contributed. For instance, Mrs. Moon said: 

Mrs. Moon: I don’t think sacrifice is always bad. Forced sacrifice may be very 

uncomfortable and hard to endure, but for me, sacrifice for my family is good if 

I can do so. That’s just my way of thinking. I knew I might grow apart from my 

friends if I babysat my daughter’s children, since I wouldn’t be able to hang out 

with my friends as much. . . . Friends are important to me, but I cherish my 

children more. I preferred helping my daughter have a comfortable life. I chose 

what I liked more. 

Concern about the economic well-being of the adult child’s family 

Economic well-being in the adult child’s family was an important goal that 

motivated the grandmothers to support their daughter’s or daughter-in-law’s 
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employment by providing child care. They acknowledged the practical need for 

maternal employment given that a sole income would not be sufficient in most families. 

Several grandmothers noted that, “Today, it is often the case where both husband and 

wife are required to work,” or “Two sources of income make life easier nowadays.”  

Economic well-being, from the grandmothers’ perspectives, varied from being 

able to make ends meet to being able to afford expenses related to a higher level of 

living. The former was typically described in a frequent phrase, “I couldn’t ignore their 

effort to survive.” The grandmothers decided to provide child care so that the adult 

child’s family could “settle down,” “stand up,” or “become stable” as soon as possible. 

What they meant by “settle down” or “stand up” was to accomplish basic requirements 

for economic well-being, including homeownership. The latter, higher level of living, 

was described in phrases such as, “They would live comfortable lives,” or “They would 

be able to do what they want to do.” The grandmothers believed that any additional 

income the employed mother brought home would make it possible for the adult child’s 

family to live better lives, meaning they would have the ability to enjoy more leisure or 

to provide their children with a wider variety of education options. All of the 

interviewed grandmothers, including those who were wealthier, discussed the benefits 

of having dual sources of income except for one whose son-in-law had a very high 

income-earning occupation. Mrs. Seo said: 

Mrs. Seo: From the double income, the couple can enjoy a much better life than 

that of a single source of income. . . . The dual income can make the family’s 

travelling costs more affordable, and also the children will be supported better. 
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I think this is a much better lifestyle. 

Concern about the employed mother’s personal well-being 

The employed mother’s well-being was also a major motivation for providing 

child care. The grandmothers wanted to reduce the mother’s physical and psychological 

stress by lessening her workload from taking dual roles of an employee and a caregiver. 

Their intense desire to help the employed mother was especially a critical motivation 

among maternal grandmothers. They were extremely sympathetic to their daughter’s 

struggles as an employed mother because they knew that their daughter would be the 

primary caregiver for the young child, regardless of her employment status. A maternal 

grandmother, Mrs. Hong, explained why maternal grandmothers were more likely to 

become involved in child care than paternal grandmothers: 

Mrs. Hong: Most of my friends don’t feel like babysitting their son’s children 

as they want to enjoy and manage their own time. They also realize that 

babysitting is a very difficult job. In the old days, the [husband’s side] mothers-

in-law didn’t mind babysitting their grandchildren, but as time went by, they 

have been reluctant to do it for various reasons. They want to enjoy their leisure 

time and to be free from stress for their health. Enjoying their lives and health 

is their priority. In the old days, mothers-in-law used to sacrifice themselves for 

their sons, but nowadays mothers-in-law don’t do that anymore. These days 

most of the mothers-in-law try to prepare for their futures. In contrast, still most 

of the wives’ mothers want to give all of the benefits to their daughters rather 

than considering their own best interests. That is why they don’t care how hard 
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and stressful babysitting is. They only consider their daughters’ comfort and are 

willing to sacrifice themselves for their daughters. 

Maternal grandmothers were especially open to providing child care when they 

discovered that other sources of support might not be available for the employed mother. 

They could not ignore their daughter’s need for child care help so they decided to 

become a provider of child care for the sake of their daughter’s well-being. This 

tendency was true even among those who had been strongly against the idea of caring 

for a grandchild on a regular basis before the grandchild was born. One maternal 

grandmother, Mrs. Cho, talked about how weak older mothers could become more 

concerned about their daughter’s well-being: 

Mrs. Cho: Hindsight of looking after their daughter’s child is always 20/20. 

Sooner or later, every mother will take on a part of babysitting. (Laugh) 

Lee: What do you think makes them do so? 

Mrs. Cho: Because you want an easier life for your daughter. Oddly, mothers 

who strongly oppose the idea of babysitting will change their mind faster than 

the mothers who do not oppose it. I dare to say that all moms become weak to 

their daughters’ wishes. 

Concern about the mother’s career 

Supporting a mother’s career was also coded under parental love as the 

grandmothers believed that their contribution to the mother’s employment would 

enhance the psychological well-being of their daughter or daughter-in-law. They 

decided to support the mother’s career by enabling her to focus on work without 
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worrying about child care. Most of the grandmothers agreed with the positive role of 

maternal employment as it related to the psychological well-being of employed mothers 

when they decided to provide child care. For example, they said that working outside 

the home would help young mothers maintain an active life, feel a sense of 

accomplishment, and prevent them from being depressed. They thought that it might not 

be best for their daughter’s and daughter-in-law’s personal and professional lives if they 

were stay-at-home mothers even though they thought it might be ideal for the young 

child’s well-being. Mrs. Hong encouraged her daughter to remain in the labor force 

based on mental, physical, and social benefits: 

Mrs. Hong: It’s better for women to have their own work outside the home in 

all aspects. If a woman stays home taking care of the household and the 

children, she seems to stay behind in all those aspects. If a woman is working, 

she can get dressed up, she can adjust herself socially, and she can use her 

intelligence every day. . . . In our day, most of us had very few opportunities for 

work, but that has changed these days.  

Maternal employment was more valued when the daughter or daughter-in-law 

had a higher education degree or a socially preferred occupation such as working for a 

recognized corporation or as a teacher. The grandmothers thought that it would be 

unfortunate and a waste of a previous investment in education if the mothers, 

particularly those with higher degrees or income, chose to stay at home simply to fulfill 

the needs of child care. They were also aware that it might be very difficult, if not 

impossible, for the mothers to obtain equivalent jobs someday if they chose to re-enter 
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the labor force after staying at home for a few years. Mrs. Hahn explained how an adult 

daughter’s education could influence the grandmother’s motivation: 

Mrs. Hahn: As a mother, it’s very sad to watch a daughter give up work so she 

can care for her child, especially when she has strong education credentials. 

Truthfully, if the same situation were to happen to a daughter-in-law, it is not 

the same pain as one would feel for her real daughter. For these reasons, a mom 

is willing to take care of her daughter’s child, no matter how hard a job it would 

be for her.  

When the family believed the main purpose of the mother’s employment was 

related to her own personal achievement instead of an economic contribution, maternal 

grandmothers were typically more supportive or understanding of their daughter’s 

career compared to paternal grandmothers who were caring for their daughter-in-law’s 

child. For example, Mrs. Moon decided to provide child care for her daughter who had 

a professional occupation with a graduate degree after observing her daughter’s lonely 

struggle with child care for several years. Mrs. Moon said:  

Mrs. Moon: Working wives who are forced to work to help their families 

survive are understood and sympathized with much more than those who work 

for their self-esteem or personal achievements. In the case of my daughter, she 

doesn’t have to work to earn bread for the family. Surely, she has not been 

given much help from her husband in managing the household chores, or taking 

care of the children. She has not complained about her husband’s support, but I 

can see and feel it. She is in a very tough situation. 
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Lee: If your daughter had been forced to have a job due to the family’s 

economic situation, her mother-in-law might have felt sorry for her or felt 

guilty about your daughter. 

Mrs. Moon: That is true. If so, the mother-in-law would have helped her more 

voluntarily. When my daughter wanted to work for her personal success, 

actually, her mother-in-law suggested that she stay home to take good care of 

the family, but my daughter has decided to go ahead as she planned. Such 

ambition for work makes it difficult to receive help and support from other 

members of the family.  

Concern about the adult child’s comfort 

It was an important motivation for the grandmothers to ensure a comfortable 

home environment for their own adult child that the child might not experience if his or 

her mother-in-law provided child care. They thought that their own adult child would 

feel more comfortable if his or her own mother provided care as opposed to the mother-

in-law. The grandmothers understood that the provision of child care would intensively 

increase interaction between the grandmother and the parents and there might be 

potential tensions between the in-laws. They hoped to prevent such tensions between 

their son or daughter and the in-laws by taking on the caregiver role.  

Maternal grandmothers wanted to enable their daughter to enjoy a more 

supportive and understanding home environment, where she could rely on her own 

mother and discuss parenting practices in a more candid manner without worrying about 

potential tensions with her in-laws. A few paternal grandmothers also believed that their 
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provision of child care could benefit their sons because he might feel more comfortable 

interacting with his own mother or because he would not need to help with housework, 

which his mother-in-law might expect. Mrs. Cheon illustrated a few situations that 

motivated her to offer child care for her son’s child:  

Mrs. Cheon: When my grandchild was being taken care of by his maternal 

grandmother, my son slept at home alone because his wife would sleep over at 

her mother’s place, in order to be with her child. It was not pleasant to see such 

a lifestyle take place due to the babysitting situation. I felt awful for my son’s 

living conditions. To make matters worse, I found out that my grandson did not 

get along very well with his father due to the lack of time they spent together. It 

made me very upset that my son was treated this way. . . .  

My babysitting is mostly for my son, about 80 percent. Less consideration was 

given to my daughter-in-law. When her mother cared for my grandson, I was 

not happy. My son had to do a lot of work for his family just like a servant, 

such as carrying heavy bags with the baby. I understood that it was necessary 

that he helped his own family, but not when it was taken too far. I felt sorry for 

my son, when I saw how hard he had to work for his family. He could hire a 

nanny to avoid doing any of this type of work, but he chose not to. He and his 

wife did not want to spend the money for it, as they wanted to move to a bigger 

house. After I took all these things into consideration, I finally offered my son a 

chance to move into my place with his family to be together.  
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Concern about the adult child’s marital relationship 

Another goal for providing grandmaternal child care was to support the marital 

relationship between the adult child and his or her spouse. Love for the adult child 

motivated the grandmothers to fulfill the daughter-in-law’s or son-in-law’s expectations 

for grandmaternal child care because they believed it would contribute to the child-in-

law’s marital satisfaction with their own adult child. Many grandmothers shared the 

same sentiment as Mrs. Ahn who said, “All I want to see is their happiness. The 

purpose of my help with child care would be well served then.” 

The grandmothers also thought that not providing child care might harm the 

adult child’s marital relationship because a lack of parental support could lead to their 

child-in-law’s overall disappointment, which is a potential source of marital conflict. 

They hoped to prevent this potential dissatisfaction by meeting their child-in-law’s 

expectations for child care assistance. For example, Mrs. Cho said: 

Mrs. Cho: If I don’t babysit for my grandchildren, my son-in-law might 

complain to my daughter that, “your mom didn’t care for our child.” He could 

blame my daughter for that in the future. I had to do child care for the sake of 

my daughter as I didn’t want that to happen. 

A few parental grandmothers also mentioned the increasing divorce rate due to 

the young mothers’ dissatisfaction with their marriages. This concern partly explains 

their worries about the future of their son’s marriage. Given the rising incidents of 

divorce in Korea, contributing to a good marital relationship for their child was a 
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meaningful motivation for the grandmothers. Mrs. Hahn described an example of her 

friend: 

Mrs. Hahn: These days, divorced mothers, in general, want to stay single 

leaving the children with their ex-husbands. My friend’s ex-daughter-in-law left 

behind two sons. It is very difficult in Korea for a single father to raise children 

on his own. My friend’s son eventually had to move to my friend’s place with 

his sons. Of course, my friend is having a really hard time raising her 

grandchildren. Having observed this, I really hope this doesn’t happen to me. 

I’d be willing to help with child care as long as my son’s family is happy. 

That’s all that matters to me.  

Responsibility 

Responsibility was another key concept underlying the grandmothers’ 

motivation to become involved in child care. The grandmothers presupposed that it was 

their responsibility to provide both material and psychological support for their adult 

children. This parental responsibility signifies good parenting in contemporary Korean 

culture, so the grandmothers wanted to do what they could do to help their adult child. 

The grandmothers referred to their parental support as chaek-im (responsibility), doh-

ree (what we should do), eui-moo (duty or obligation), or sook-jeh (assignment). Their 

sense of responsibility for parental support was strong enough for their decision to 

provide child care regardless of whether or not they were willing to do so. Two 

concepts that emerged under parental responsibility were supplement/substitute to 

financial support and pressure to provide child care. 
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Supplement/substitute to financial support 

A striking finding was that they viewed child care as a substitute or supplement 

to their responsibility for financial support toward their children. The grandmothers 

tended to contrast financial support (i.e., offering money or housing) and service 

support (i.e., providing child care) when they talked about parental support. They felt 

that financial and/or service support was what they should offer as a parent, even after 

their children married or became parents. It seemed to the grandmothers that financial 

support was the preferred type of assistance that they wished to offer over service 

support. Those who felt that their financial support was not sufficient, therefore, chose 

to help with child care to substitute or supplement the financial support. It appeared that 

providing child care was a realistic and needed option for parental support given that 

their non-financial resources such as time and energy were available as opposed to their 

limited financial resources. Mrs. Cha said: 

Mrs. Cha: The resolution against babysitting a grandchild is strong just until 

their grandchild is born. When a baby is born and their daughter-in-law is 

forced to go to work, no grandmother can refuse to babysit the grandchild. If I 

had a lot of money though, I wouldn’t babysit; instead, I would give my 

children financial support. Who wants to continue to work while leaving their 

own children to a nanny?  

“Because I couldn’t help them much with money” was one of the typical 

responses to the interview question inquiring about how they became involved in child 

care. What they referred to as financial support included providing housing, wedding 
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expenses, living expenses, live-in nannies, or domestic helpers. These examples imply 

that they had internalized the cultural expectations of parental support as their 

responsibility. Overall, paternal grandmothers appeared to reveal a stronger sense of 

responsibility for financial support and mentioned more concrete examples than 

maternal grandmothers. 

Supplement/substitute for marriage expenses. It was an important motivation 

for the grandmothers to feel responsible for not having provided sufficient financial 

support when the adult child married. The most frequently mentioned statement by the 

paternal grandmothers was, “I care for the grandchild because I couldn’t buy them a 

home.” Almost all paternal grandmothers made a link between their motivation for child 

care and not having purchased a home or not having been able to afford a “nice” 

condominium for their son’s family. Buying a home for the adult child had a symbolic 

meaning for these paternal grandmothers because it showed that they were responsible 

parents, given the Korean culture that the groom’s family is expected to prepare housing 

for a newlywed couple. Those who could not provide satisfactory housing for their 

son’s family, therefore, felt that they needed to do something such as providing child 

care to supplement their insufficient financial support based on cultural expectations. 

The following statement comes from a middle-class paternal grandmother’s (Mrs. Yang) 

response to the question, “Was it easy for you to make up your mind to babysit your 

grandchild?”: 

Mrs. Yang: It was not easy at all, but I thought of it as a chance to give 

something to my son for his marriage. When he got married, we couldn’t afford 
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to support him so he purchased a small condo. I could only help him with the 

lease fees. That was all. Most of my friends, they could afford to buy a condo 

as a wedding gift to their son. I felt guilty about that for my son. I’ve been 

regretting the fact that I didn’t manage the finances well when I was younger. 

This regret made it a lot easier to accept the babysitting. I’d like to help their 

financial situation. If both of them work, they will be better off sooner. I need to 

support them.  

A particular type of financial support that maternal grandmothers mentioned 

was their help with wedding expenses. While housing was expected to be given to the 

newlyweds by the groom’s family, the wedding expenses and household items were 

expected to be prepared by the bride’s family. Maternal grandmothers who did not 

contribute much to help cover the wedding expenses felt responsible for substituting or 

supplementing their indebtedness with child care. Mrs. Choi said that she needed to pay 

the “debt” owed to her daughter: 

Mrs. Choi: I feel like helping her since she is making efforts to survive. I can’t 

help her financially. I couldn’t help her. She made money and used it for her 

wedding when she got married. We were almost homeless then, because my 

husband’s business failed. She is a good daughter. I’m indebted to her. Now 

I’m paying her back. How? It’s caring for her children so she can go to work 

without worries. I need to pay the debt. 

Substitute for living expenses. Not being able to help with living expenses was 

another motivation that led some grandmothers to decide that they would provide child 
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care for their grandchildren. Although contributing to living expenses was not what 

most adult children would culturally expect, unlike housing or wedding costs, several 

grandmothers said that they would not have cared for their grandchild if they had had 

sufficient assets to transfer to their adult child. They felt responsible for providing child 

care given that they were not able to financially contribute enough for their adult child’s 

living needs. Proving child care made it unnecessary for their daughter or daughter-in-

law to earn additional income to cover child care services. This sentiment was often 

revealed during the interviews with paternal grandmothers like Mrs. Khang: 

Mrs. Khang: If I could avoid providing child care, I would. However, I can’t 

force my daughter-in-law to quit and stay at home with her child, since she is 

trying to make money for the family. I’d rather let her decide. The family needs 

money to educate their child. I can’t say “Why don’t you quit? I’ll financially 

support you.” I don’t have that much money. If I were that capable, I would say 

that, but I am not. I have no choice. (Lee: Would you suggest that your 

daughter-in-law quit if you were financially capable?) Yes, I would. If I could 

buy them a house and contribute money to help cover their living expenses, I 

would, but I can’t.  

To paternal grandmothers, how competent their son was in terms of being a 

breadwinner for his own family played a significant role in their sense of responsibility 

for his living expenses. Specifically, a few paternal grandmothers felt that it was their 

responsibility to help with child care if their son was not able to earn enough income for 
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his family. When that happened, they would provide child care so their daughters-in-

law could find jobs to bring in additional income. Mrs. Cha said: 

Mrs. Cha: Unfortunately, my son doesn’t make much money, approximately 

KRW 28 million (US $28,000) per year. That is not enough for the family. My 

daughter-in-law is working to contribute to the family. I really feel sorry for her. 

My daughter-in-law is trying hard to save money and I am very proud of her. 

All these facts make me feel like supporting her, so I babysit my grandchildren 

voluntarily. 

Not being able to help with costs of hiring a live-in nanny or a domestic helper 

was another type of financial reason that led the grandmothers to choose to provide 

extensive child care. Mrs. Yang stated, “People say if a grandmother has KRW three 

billion (approximately US $3 million), she doesn’t need to babysit her grandchild. I 

joke that I care for my grandson because I don’t have three billion.” What she meant 

here was that only wealthy grandmothers have other options such as offering money to 

pay for a live-in nanny and/or a domestic helper, rather than simply being involved in 

extensive care that requires much more of their time and energy. In Korea today, hiring 

a nanny or a domestic helper who resides with the family may cost KRW 1,200,000-

1,500,000 (approximately US $1,200-$1,500) per month. This alternative child care 

service is not realistic for most families because they simply cannot afford it. 

Pressure to provide child care 

Feeling pressure was a meaningful concept under the umbrella of responsibility. 

The grandmothers felt responsible for providing child care when they felt pressure to do 
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so from their adult child. The pressure to provide child care originated from cultural 

expectations for grandmaternal child care. Although the pressure was usually invisible 

in the family, it was strong enough to lead the grandmothers to get involved in child 

care. The grandmothers felt pressured to provide child care unless they had a legitimate 

excuse not to do so, and most of them eventually became a child care provider to attain 

psychological comfort at the expense of physical comfort. 

Having no legitimate excuse. Having no legitimate excuse for not providing 

child care was an important reason that the grandmothers gave for taking the caregiver 

role for their grandchild. They were generally considered “available” to provide care 

unless they were in an exceptional situation such as working outside of the home or 

having major health problems. Several grandmothers made comments similar to Mrs. 

Khang, who said: “I couldn’t say no. I didn’t have an excuse because I didn’t have a job 

and didn’t have any health problems. I couldn’t suggest some kind of day care service 

so I could have fun with my friends.” The grandmothers did not think that they could 

use other social commitments as an excuse to exempt them from taking on the role of 

childcare provider. Thus, healthy, stay-at-home grandmothers were not free from the 

child care responsibility although they would rather enjoy their later lives instead of 

taking on such a responsibility. They felt the pressure to assume the caretaker role, a 

role that had been expected of them in the family for so long.  

Choosing psychological comfort. Providing child care, however, meant 

psychological comfort for the grandmothers given the pressure in the family. They 

thought that they would feel uncomfortable, or even feel guilty if they did not choose 
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what was expected. It was difficult to ignore the expectations because the grandmothers 

themselves and their other family members internalized the cultural expectation for 

grandmaternal child care. Following is a quote Mrs. Cho who ended up becoming a 

caregiver for her grandchild after her daughter’s mother-in-law stopped providing child 

care, although she had a strong attitude against providing child care. She said: 

Mrs. Cho: My daughter’s mother-in-law used to do the babysitting, but she 

cannot do it anymore. She feels sorry about that. She cried over and over when 

my daughter visited her last time. I felt guilty when the mother-in-law was in 

charge of babysitting, as I didn’t do it. I tried to take my turn for one week a 

month usually and to send her gifts like fruit to do something instead. When I 

could babysit, mentally I was happy, but exhausted physically. In spite of my 

occasional babysitting, I always felt guilty since I couldn’t do it continuously. I 

would rather babysit my grandchildren without any breaks. The grandmothers 

who refuse to babysit their grandchildren are very assertive people. (laugh) 

Even more, they seem to be very selfish, from my point of view. 

A significant part of psychological comfort was related to the pressure from the 

adult child and child-in-law. The grandmothers sensed that their adult child or child-in-

law expected child care support from them as Mrs. Cho commented: “They take the 

grandma’s help for granted. They are disappointed or upset if the grandma doesn’t help.” 

The grandmothers had to provide child care to avoid being the target of complaints or 

blame in the future. They also wanted to maintain their authority over or gain respect 
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from their adult child by fulfilling their parental responsibility. Mrs. Hahn talked about 

feeling better by doing what was expected: 

Mrs. Hahn: It would be acceptable to reject the babysitting if I were occupied at 

work as well; but, if I refuse to babysit to enjoy my life, my children would not 

understand me. In my life, I have tried to be a good parent. I’m proud of myself 

for that. I did as much as I could to manage my family and I have fully 

supported my children’s studies. Now I have to get involved in babysitting my 

grandchild.  

Questions and Dilemmas 

Providing child care was not an easy decision for the grandmothers even 

though love and responsibility were strong motivations for making that decision. The 

grandmothers hesitated when making the decision and often asked themselves whether 

they should become a child care provider for their grandchild and, if yes, how much and 

how long they would like to be involved. Many of the grandmothers attempted to set 

boundaries in terms of how much responsibility they would assume for their child care 

services and when they would want to discontinue their child care services. 

The grandmothers’ involvement in intensive child care was not what they 

wished for, though the level of reluctance varied. Nevertheless, the majority of the 

grandmothers had expected the possibility of becoming a child care provider when their 

adult child got married or became pregnant. Four of them offered to help even before 

being asked. This does not mean that they wished to become a regular caregiver for the 

employed mothers. They said that they would not have done it had there been another 
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satisfactory child care option available for them. The following conversation between 

the researcher and Mrs. Cha, one of the few grandmothers who willingly provided child 

care, shows that she still wished that her daughter-in-law had cared for the 

granddaughter instead of herself:  

Mrs. Cha: These days, most of the grandmothers are not willing to get involved 

in babysitting their grandchildren, but I made up my mind to do it without any 

hesitation, I like babies. . . . When I was asked to babysit, I suggested that they 

ask my daughter-in-law’s mother first. But they didn’t want to do that since I 

live closer and they can drop my grandchild off in the mornings and pick up the 

baby on their way home from work. 

Lee: Why did you suggest that they ask the mother of your daughter-in-law to 

babysit first? 

Mrs. Cha: It seems that daughters-in-law generally feel that their own mothers 

are more comfortable than the mothers-in-law.  

Lee: Was that the only reason for your suggestion? 

Mrs. Cha: To speak frankly, I had another reason too. If my daughter-in-law’s 

mom had accepted it, I could have kept on enjoying my life as I wished. 

Lee: It sounds to me that you were willing to take care of your grandchild, but 

only if there was no other choice. Preferably, you wished you didn’t have to do 

the babysitting. 

Mrs. Cha: I didn’t want to offer to babysit, as this is a matter of taking 

responsibility for the children of my son and daughter-in-law. I was afraid of 
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being blamed if something bad happened to my grandchild.  

Of the 21 grandmothers, 10 did not plan to provide child care and expressed 

this unwillingness to care for grandchildren to their adult children at some point. They, 

however, had to change their minds when they realized that their adult child desperately 

needed help for child care when a child care provider was not available or did not 

provide satisfactory services. For example, many grandmothers made very similar 

comments, “At first, I was like all the other grandmothers as well, thinking I’d never 

have to babysit and look after my grandchild.” (Mrs. Noh) or “When push came to 

shove, I couldn’t help but look after my grandchild.” (Mrs. Choi). A few of these 

grandmothers felt that the nature of their decision was passive or compulsory, as Mrs. 

Yang said: 

Mrs. Yang: I think I wouldn’t have volunteered to babysit my grandchild if 

anyone in the family had encouraged me not to babysit. If I had someone to tell 

me not to do so, I might have declined it. If my son had told me I didn’t have to 

babysit or my daughter-in-law would have suggested that she could quit her job, 

I definitely would not have started to babysit. 

Reasons for hesitation to provide child care 

There were multiple reasons that the grandmothers hesitated to become a child 

care provider despite their love and sense of responsibility for their adult child. These 

reasons were coded as four concepts: desire for freedom, equity for their other children, 

the psychological and physical risks of providing child care, and the influence of others 
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in their social networks. All grandmothers, regardless of whether they were willing to 

provide child care, mentioned at least one of these four concepts. 

Desire for freedom. A desire for freedom was the concept that most frequently 

emerged among the reasons that discouraged the grandmothers from providing child 

care. The grandmothers aspired to have freedom in their lives after their long 

commitment to raising their own children. The freedom that they referred to was the 

ability to engage in social activities such as spending time with friends, going to social 

group meetings, or participating in religious activities. They also wanted to enjoy 

leisure such as travelling, playing sports, or going to community centers to learn and 

develop hobbies. The grandmothers were hesitant to make the child care decision 

because they were very afraid of losing this freedom by being “stuck” at home with the 

grandchild and finding it difficult to go out to pursue social, religious, oror leisure 

activities. Mrs. Ahn said: 

Mrs. Ahn: At the time (before the grandchild was born), I had told my son that 

it was their responsibility to take care of their own child. I was very exhausted 

from raising and taking care of my own children. I really wanted to be free. If I 

babysat my grandchild, I would have to dedicate all of my weekdays. I wished I 

could have a comfortable life because I had a really hard time in the old days. 

But it was only a dream. 

Several grandmothers made a comparison between today’s grandmothers and 

those in the past to explain the greater desire for freedom among contemporary 

grandmothers. They commented that grandmothers in the past were more willing to 
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provide child care because they did not engage in any activities outside the home. For 

instance, Mrs. Seo, an upper-middle class grandmother, provided an overview of how 

today’s grandmothers are different from those in the past in terms of education, standard 

of living, wealth, and social environments. She said: 

Mrs. Seo: Grandmothers in the past cared for their grandchildren with their 

whole heart without doing anything else. But today’s grandmothers don’t. (Lee: 

Why is that?) They are educated. They are different. Grandmothers in the past 

were uneducated and they cherished their children the most. Many 

grandmothers today do what they want. I would choose to sing songs at the 

community center versus devoting my time to staying at home. Their children 

don’t think about their parents much either. That’s today’s situation. . . .  

Lee: In your opinion, what is the biggest reason that today’s grandmothers 

don’t want to care for their grandchildren? 

Mrs. Seo: There are many things to learn if we go out. There are many 

programs at community centers. The living conditions have improved. In the 

past, older ladies had social gatherings at home, but now, we go out and drink 

tea in a good atmosphere to enjoy life. There have been lots of changes. I think 

that’s the reason. 

Lee: Do you think having more money has something to do with the change? 

Mrs. Seo: Yes, it has a lot to do with it. In the past, saving was the top priority. 

They simply focused on saving money because their lives were difficult. Now, 

we make an effort to enjoy our life. We know how to spend money. We wear 
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good outfits and eat good food unlike older people in the past. There are also 

many things to learn out there. If you become a caregiver, you can’t do 

anything like this at all, so grandmothers don’t want to get involved in child 

care. 

Equity for their other children. Treating the grandmothers’ other children 

equally was another concept that the grandmothers often considered before choosing to 

get involved in child care. They had to think about the future child care needs their 

other adult children in addition to the current request, given that all but one of the 

interviewed grandmothers had two or more children. It was important for these 

grandmothers that they provide a similar level of support to each of their adult children 

so that none of them would be disappointed in the end. The grandmothers, however, 

became overwhelmed when they imagined the potential length of time that they might 

spend on intensive child care for each adult child’s offspring. Consequently, the 

grandmothers hesitated to respond to the current request for child care assistance when 

they anticipated that the other adult children would also have a need for help with child 

care in the future. It was even more overwhelming when they realized that the length of 

time spent on caregiving could only become more extensive if they would care for 

multiple grandchildren. A few grandmothers mentioned the estimated number of years 

that they might need to sacrifice for child care, as Mrs. Cheon said: 

Mrs. Cheon: I told my daughter. “I don’t know whether I could care for your 

child for three years, then your brother’s child for three years, and finally your 

youngest brother’s child for three years. If you want me to do that for four 
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years, I should do the same for your two brothers.” 

Another situation in which the equity issue was brought up was when two or 

more of their adult children were in need of child care at the same time. The 

grandmothers had to choose one over the other(s) because it was not feasible for most 

grandmothers to care for more than one grandchild simultaneously given their limited 

physical energy. The grandmothers felt uncomfortable making a choice as to which 

adult child’s baby they would care for. Some of them also faced a situation when they 

were already “taken” by one adult child, while another adult child needed child care for 

a newborn grandchild.  

The decision could be very complicated if they had to choose between a son’s 

child and a daughter’s child. In such a case, grandmothers’ choices would primarily 

depend on their patriarchal beliefs or the adult child’s situation. Mrs. Ahn, who was 

caring for her daughter’s child, said that she might have chosen her son’s child if there 

had been a request from both sides: 

Lee: Which one would you choose if both your daughter and daughter-in-law 

had asked you to care for their children? 

Mrs. Ahn: (Embarrassed laugh) Hmmm. I think I need to choose my daughter-

in-law’s child, shouldn’t I? It is my son’s child. You know we can’t always do 

everything we want. 

Lee: Why would you choose your daughter-in-law’s child? 

Mrs. Ahn: Because it’s my son’s child. It’s human nature not to want to hear 

complaints later, like “You didn’t care for your son’s child while you did take 
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care of your daughter’s child.” My daughter won’t blame me. She would 

understand my decision, but my daughter-in-law wouldn’t. It’s the same for the 

son-in-law. My children that I delivered would bear with me when they are 

disappointed. We may say children-in-law are also our children, but they are 

someone else’s children. They wouldn’t forget the times when they are 

disappointed with me. 

Psychological and physical risks. The third concept, psychological and physical 

risks of providing child care, was a very important reason for the grandmothers’ 

hesitation. Several well-known Korean sayings were often quoted in the interviews with 

respect to this concept, including “It’s better to work than to care for a child,” “A 

grandchild needs extra attention,” or “No credit would be given for caring for a 

grandchild,” all indicating that the child care burden is a major reason for not providing 

child care among grandmothers. For instance, this old Korean saying, “It’s better to 

work than to care for a child,” was mentioned when sharing their worries about the 

physical and psychological stresses as a result of helping with child care.  

The psychological risk of taking responsibility for caring for the grandchild was 

a critical reason that they did not wish to become a caregiver. Many of them repeated 

this phrase, “A grandchild needs extra attention,” which appeared to be the consensus 

among Korean grandmothers. Another old saying that expressed a similar sentiment 

was, “No credit would be given for caring for a grandchild.” These statements revealed 

that the grandmothers had deep concerns about feeling responsible or guilty for 

incidents that could happen to the grandchild under their care, such as being injured or 
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sick. They worried that their adult child or child-in-law might blame them or hold them 

responsible for any unintended consequences of grandmaternal child care. Mrs. Chung 

said: 

Mrs. Chung: Compared to when I raised my own children, I actually pay more 

attention to my grandchildren. They are not my children. If my child was hurt, I 

just felt sad, but if it happens to my grandchild, I am afraid that I will be 

blamed for not taking good care of them by their parents. I really don’t want to 

be blamed in the matter of responsibility, would you?  

Some grandmothers also worried about the physical risk that child care might 

pose on them. Most interviewed grandmothers perceived that they were healthy13 but 

were still uncertain if their physical condition would be good enough to provide 

intensive care for a young grandchild. They were familiar with the saying, “Caring for a 

grandchild makes a grandma get old fast,” which sounded threatening to these 

grandmothers. What “getting old” meant looking old to others, as a result of being 

physically exhausted, or suffering from health-related symptoms such as arthritis. 

Looking old was also a major concern, given their wish to maintain a relatively younger 

appearance. In particular, physical risks became a serious reason for the grandmothers’ 

hesitation when they had major health problems. For example, it took a very long time 

                                                 
 

13 The grandmothers’ subjective perception of health was asked in the demographic 
form, using a five-level scale (1 = very unhealthy, 2 = unhealthy, 3 = moderate, 4 = 
healthy, and 5 = very healthy). The majority (52.4%) reported that their health was 
moderate, 28.6% thought they were healthy, and one grandmother responded that she 
was very healthy. Only three (14.3%) reported that they were unhealthy. 
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for two of the grandmothers to decide to become involved in child care because one had 

a slipped disk and the other was recovering from cancer. 

Influence of others in their social networks. The influence of others in their 

social networks was the last, but not the least concept that contributed to the 

grandmothers’ hesitation to provide child care services. The image that a grandmother 

cares for a grandchild was considered to be a unique case among women in their 

networks. A few grandmothers had their own statistics about how many of their friends 

cared for their grandchildren or how many of them would support the idea of providing 

child care. For example, Mrs. Cha said, “Six to seven out of the 10 grandmothers will 

ask ‘Why are you caring for your grandchild like this?’” whereas Mrs. Yang said, “Nine 

out of ten wouldn’t even let other grandmothers go through with this.” Their friends 

advised them not to provide child care based on the above reasons, including getting old 

fast, not being able to enjoy their later life, and the hard work not being acknowledged 

and appreciated from the adult child. It appears that a popular topic of conversation 

among Korean women who were almost or already grandmothers was how to avoid 

taking on child care responsibilities. Mrs. Choi was uncomfortable with the tips that 

others shared: 

Mrs. Choi: When I attended the senior society club, the seniors encouraged 

each other not to be pressured to babysit. They even exchanged tips on how 

they could be judged as unfit grandmothers for babysitting. This was one of the 

tips: If the grandmother feeds the grandchild with chewed food from the 

grandmother’s mouth in the presence of the daughter-in-law, the babysitting 
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will be terminated immediately. Any person would feel disgusted by this way 

of feeding a grandchild. But I ignored all the tips. They all say this so easily 

before actually being asked to babysit. If they were asked to help out of 

desperation, they wouldn’t be able to deny their children’s request so easily.  

Boundary-setting  

Setting boundaries was a mental strategy that the grandmothers used when they 

decided to provide child care. This strategy was used to make sure that they would not 

take on too much responsibility for child care given their worries about losing freedom 

and the psychological and physical risks. The grandmothers attempted to set boundaries 

in terms of what they would not do as a child care provider, and some of them clearly 

talked about these boundaries with their adult child and child-in-law before they 

decided to provide the child care. Setting boundaries was taken even more seriously 

after they became a caregiver. The boundaries were coded as two concepts: boundaries 

of immediate child care and boundaries for future child care. 

Boundaries of immediate child care. Setting boundaries of child care meant 

drawing a line between what the grandmothers could do for the grandchild and what 

they would not do as a grandmother. The primary purposes of setting these boundaries 

were to ensure that they had some free time at night or on weekends, to avoid taking on 

full responsibility for the grandchild, and to reduce the probability of having tensions 

with the mother due to disagreements over child care practices. The examples of 

boundaries varied from what and how to feed and dress the grandchild to what and how 

to teach him or her. Most grandmothers preferred following the mothers’ instructions on 
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how to care for their child to minimize their responsibility and decrease potential 

tensions with the mother. 

Education was a major area for which most grandmothers tried to set 

boundaries given that early childhood education is of special interest among mothers of 

young children in Korea. It was common that the grandmothers told the mother, “Don’t 

expect me to educate your child,” or “The child’s education is the responsibility of the 

parents.” What education meant here was mainly focusing on the child’s cognitive 

development by reading books to the child, teaching them how to read and write Korean 

or English, taking the child to educational programs, or searching for educational 

resources. The grandmothers thought that it would be too much responsibility and 

burden for them to bear if they needed to worry about education for the grandchild due 

to their limited physical energy, their lower level of education than the mother’s in 

general, and their responsibility for other household chores. For instance, Mrs. Cheon 

said:  

Mrs. Cheon: I never get involved in my grandchild’s education. That would be 

too much for me to do in addition to the babysitting. I have no time and no 

energy to do it. I emphasized that point on the first day when my son’s family 

moved into my place. I have told my daughter-in-law that I would follow her 

lead with regards to my grandchild’s education, but I won’t be the one who 

takes the lead. 

Other areas of boundaries varied, but the consistent purpose of setting them was 

to maintain good control over the time or intensity of their child care services. For 
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example, some grandmothers warned the parents that they would not provide specific 

types of service such as taking care of the grandchild at night or helping with cooking or 

cleaning even though many grandmothers admitted that once their child care services 

began, they might need to sleep with the grandchild or to help with household chores so 

the parents could have uninterrupted sleep or would not need to do housework. Others 

made it clear to the adult child that they would not look after the grandchild during 

weekends. For example, Mrs. Koh said, “I’m on a five-day work week just like the 

employed parents.” By setting these boundaries, they tried to secure time for self-care 

or other social activities.  

The boundaries sometimes had an impact on the grandmothers’ decision about 

where the grandchild would be cared for as well. A few grandmothers chose a place that 

would help them protect the boundaries of their child care services, while many others 

chose a place that would be more convenient for the employed mother and the 

grandchild. For instance, some grandmothers preferred looking after the grandchild at 

their own house instead of the mother’s place, so they could do chores at their own 

home and would not need to help with other household chores for the employed mother. 

Others chose to sleep at the mother’s house over having the grandchild sleep at their 

own house, so they would not be the sole caregiver for the grandchild for the whole 

night. Mrs. Kwon was satisfied with her choice to care for her grandson at her home:  

Mrs. Kwon: When I accepted the responsibility to babysit, I considered the 

option of me going to my daughter’s place to save her some commuting time, 

but out of consideration for me, she decided to drop her child off at my place. 
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Actually, many friends advised me not to go to her house for babysitting. If I go 

to her place, I will not only take care of my grandchild, but I will inevitably 

also end up doing the household chores as well. The advice was absolutely 

correct. Babysitting alone has been a hard enough job. If I went to her house 

and did all the household chores as well, I might have ended up being sick or 

extremely exhausted. I know that if I make any comments on her lifestyle, her 

feelings will be hurt and she will be unhappy. I have stopped giving advice and 

comments to my daughter and made her life independent and separate from 

mine. I have found this way is very efficient.  

Boundaries for future child care. Setting the boundaries for future child care 

meant to establish limits on how long or how many grandchildren the grandmother 

could care for in order to manage the length of time that they would provide child care. 

These boundaries were the grandmothers’ responses to their hesitation to become a 

caregiver, including their discomfort of sacrificing their own freedom for an extended 

period of time and their worries about the physical and psychological risks they would 

be taking on by providing child care. Two typical types of boundaries recurred in the 

interviews: restricting their help to one grandchild and setting a time limit of child care 

provision. The grandmothers suggested these boundaries to their adult child and child-

in-law either before initiating child care services or during the early stage of child care 

assistance.  

Limiting their help to one grandchild, or two in rare cases, was the most 

common type of boundary setting for future child care. Approximately three quarters of 
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the interviewed grandmothers attempted to set this boundary, either explicitly or 

implicitly, because for them caring for two or more grandchildren at the same time 

implied making a long-term sacrifice of their involvement in other activities. They were 

also concerned about physical challenges that such extended child care would bring to 

them given their decreasing physical energy. Even those who did not establish this 

boundary worried about the extensive involvement, so they avoided commenting on the 

possibility of caring for a second grandchild or suggested a short break between two 

grandchildren to minimize the time commitment from their child care services.  

Many grandmothers were explicit and strong with the principle of no additional 

grandchildren after caring for the first one. They established this boundary and 

reminded their adult child and child-in-law of their firm attitude toward it because they 

had a strong wish not to spend too much time in the caregiving role for their 

grandchildren. It is interesting that those who were relatively more willing to care for 

the first grandchild also set this boundary of no additional grandchildren. It appears that 

helping with the second grandchild may be considered “extra support” while caring for 

the first grandchild was the grandmothers’ responsibility. When they discussed the 

policy of not caring for any additional grandchildren, they felt they had to discourage 

the mother from planning to have any additional children. If the mother wanted to have 

two or more children, the grandmothers then would suggest that she either quit her job 

or ask for help from the other grandmother to provide child care. However, utilizing 

paid day care was usually not an option to them. Mrs. Koh, who cared for one 

grandchild from each of her two daughters said: 
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Mrs. Koh: I have announced to my daughters that I would not take care of their 

second ones. If they have a second child, they have to stay at home and take 

care of all the children. I told them I would be too old to take care of the second. 

My oldest daughter’s son is five years old now, and she is thinking of having a 

second child, but she is having second thoughts due to my firm refusal to take 

care of a second child. . . . I have been taking care of the first child for five 

years, and I will have to devote at least another three years if the second child is 

born now. I will be over 70 years old by then. 

Setting the boundary of not caring for any additional grandchildren after the 

first one often caused a dilemma for the grandmothers. On the one hand, they agreed 

that it would be better for the first grandchild to have siblings. They also understood 

their adult child’s and child-in-law’s desire to have two or more children. On the other 

hand, the grandmothers found it very difficult to agree with any plan to have additional 

children, given that they would most likely need to provide child care for the second 

grandchild due to restricted child care options for the parents. As a result, while some 

grandmothers explicitly discouraged their adult child from having another child, others 

chose not to encourage them to have a second child despite their preference for more 

grandchildren. Mrs. Khang revealed her dilemma: 

Mrs. Khang: I have told my daughter-in-law to ask her mother to do the 

babysitting if a second child is born. How can I take care of two children at the 

same time? My daughter-in-law kept silent after hearing my request. If her 

mother is unable to babysit for whatever reason, what can I do? There is no 
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choice. I have to take care of the second. I would like them to have at least two 

children. Actually, I think, three children are ideal. 

Lee: Are you going to take care of the third one then? 

Mrs. Khang: No, oh no. If so, I have to babysit for another seven years. How 

old will I be then? How can I do that when I am 70? At that age, it is not doable. 

Unfortunately, they never consider that I’m getting old. They just take 

advantage of me all the time, but I don’t blame them, as I was the same to my 

mother at their age. They will know when they get to be my age. If another one 

is born, no matter what, I think I would have to take care of the child. Actually, 

there are many things to think about.   

Setting a time limit of their child care provision was another type of boundary 

that the grandmothers used to remain in control of their future child care provision. 

Some grandmothers informed their adult child about how many years they would help 

to care for the grandchild. Overall, the time limits fell between one and five years but 

sometimes it would depend on the grandchild’s developmental stage such as “until the 

child speaks well so he/she can communicate with teachers at day care.” It was 

important for the grandmothers to know when their intensive child care would end, so 

they could mentally prepare themselves to endure the loss of freedom and manage the 

psychological and physical risks they took on from providing child care for an extended 

period of time. The time limit was an important boundary especially when the 

grandmothers chose to move from a separate house to a three-generation household for 

the convenience of exchanging child care services. For example, Mrs. Park and her 
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daughter agreed to live together for five years when the daughter’s family moved into 

Mrs. Park’s house. They thought that five years would be sufficient for the daughter’s 

family to “become independent” with respect to getting child care from other sources. 

Interestingly, some grandmothers understood and anticipated that someday they 

might have to give up or at least be flexible about these boundaries to meet some special 

needs of their adult child’s family. For instance, they assumed that there could be 

inevitable situations that would require their help if their adult child had an additional 

child or if no one could watch the grandchild after kindergarten or school hours. These 

undesirable situations actually occurred with a few grandmothers who were providing 

child care for their second grandchild at the time of the interviews. During the 

interviews, several grandmothers indicated that their boundaries were flexible 

depending upon the future situation. Some of them, however, tried to hide this 

flexibility from their adult child by pretending to be firm with the boundaries once they 

were set. Mrs. Choi said: 

Mrs. Choi: I may have to extend my help. I originally offered my daughter 

exactly three years of babysitting, but I think I have to extend it. If my 

grandchildren are dropped off at day care, they need to be picked up by 6:00 

p.m., but my daughter and her husband finish their work at 7:00 p.m. They 

cannot make it in time for the pick-up. But even though I am willing to extend 

it after three years, I have to see what my health is like then. When I promised 

three years, my daughter was not happy and complained to her friends about it 

being too short a babysitting time period, but I am not confident and cannot 
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guarantee what my health status will be after three years. 
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Chapter 5. Mothers’ Motivations for Utilizing Grandmaternal Child Care 

Expectations, reliance, and trust were the three main concepts that explained 

why the employed mothers used grandmaternal child care. They expected that the 

grandmothers would help them with child care and wanted to rely on the grandmothers’ 

support because they were the most trustworthy sources of child care for these 

employed mothers and their young children. 

Expectations 

The expectation for support was a central concept underlying the mothers’ 

utilization of child care by their mothers or mothers-in-law. These expectations were 

widely shared among the employed mothers and shaped how they perceived the child 

care decision made by the grandmother and the mother. 

Prior expectations for support 

The mothers expected that they would be able to utilize grandmaternal child 

care before they actually asked the grandmothers for help or before the grandmothers 

expressed their willingness to help with child care. Grandmaternal care was the first 

option that most of the mothers had in their minds before or during their pregnancy 

unless the grandmothers had major health problems, full-time work commitments 

outside of the home, or an unyielding resolution to not care for their grandchildren. 

Many mothers described their prior expectations for grandmaternal support as “natural,” 

“unconscious,” “no doubt,” “obvious,” or “taken-for-granted,” all of which implied that 

the expectations were embedded in their cultural expectations for these mothers. The 
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grandmothers’ slight opposition to providing child care was not a serious threat to the 

mothers’ expectations, as illustrated by Meeyoung: 

Meeyoung: I thought that my mother would definitely take care of my baby. 

Even when I was getting married, I hoped over and over that my mother could 

take care of my child. I think the reason that I feel comfortable with my 

mother’s babysitting is that I knew that my mother would take care of my child 

the way I had been taken care of.  

Lee: Did your mother think that way as well? 

Meeyoung: My mother kept on saying that she would not babysit my child. But 

I had not taken it seriously. I was confident that she would surely take care of 

my child. She really likes children and occasionally she volunteered to babysit 

others’ children. So then, why would she refuse to take care of her own 

grandchild? 

Reinforced expectations. The mothers’ expectations for grandmaternal child 

care became stronger under certain situations. In some families, for example, the 

grandmother had implied during everyday conversations that she might consider 

becoming a caregiver for her grandchild, if it were necessary. The mothers who sensed 

the grandmother’s willingness to help did not seek other child care options and instead 

took their use of grandmaternal child care for granted. Minseo said: 

Minseo: My mom sounded like she would care for my baby if I got married and 

became a parent. When we didn’t try to have a child during the first year of our 

marriage, she encouraged me to get pregnant by saying that, “I won’t babysit 
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your child when I become older.” Having heard what she said, I simply 

assumed she would care for my child. . . . I had no doubt about that. . . . I didn’t 

worry about whom to ask for child care. It was so obvious. 

Similarly, a few mothers confirmed that the grandmother would provide child 

care for their own baby when she was involved in caring for their sibling’s child. The 

mothers never questioned it, but believed that the grandmother would provide the same 

child care for their own child just like the grandmothers had done for their nephew or 

niece. For instance, Hyunjoo commented:  

Hyunjoo: I unconsciously thought if I got married and had a child, my mother 

would definitely take care of my baby because she took care of my nephews. . . . 

When I was little, I didn’t think about my mother babysitting. But I saw that my 

mother was taking care of my nephews, so gradually I started to expect her to 

babysit my child. The concept of my mother’s babysitting came to my mind 

naturally. 

The wide use of grandmaternal child care in the mothers’ social networks also 

contributed to their expectations. They assumed that their mother or mother-in-law 

would provide child care based on their observation of other grandmothers’ 

involvement in their colleagues’ or friends’ families. There were some workplaces 

where grandmaternal child care was particularly prevalent like Minah’s case: 

Minah: In my team, there are three mothers who also have young children like 

me. The children of two of them are being taken care of by their mothers, and 

the child of the other is taken care of by her husband’s mother. Most of the 
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people in other teams also rely on their parents or parents-in-law for child care. 

I guess, only one out of every ten coworkers takes their child to the day care. . . . 

Their first choice is to ask their mothers or mothers-in-law to babysit. If their 

situation doesn’t allow them to be available for babysitting, it gets really 

troublesome and worrisome. They have to think about whether they’re going to 

give up working or to find a babysitter. It makes us feel comfortable working 

outside the home and free from worry if our mothers or in-laws agree to babysit. 

Responses based on expectations. How the mothers perceived the 

grandmother’s agreement or disagreement with providing child care implied that they 

expected to receive grandmaternal support in advance. The grandmother’s agreement to 

care for the grandchild was not surprising to the mothers given that it was what they had 

already assumed. When the researcher inquired about how they felt about the 

grandmother’s approval of becoming a caregiver, the mothers typically responded in a 

brief manner, “I was just thankful,” or “I took it naturally,” without much excitement. 

For instance, Yoojin’s facial expressions and use of pauses indicated that the 

grandmother’s decision to provide child care did not evoke much special feeling in her: 

Lee: How did you feel when your mother-in-law agreed to babysit? 

Yoojin: (Without any look of excitement) I thought it was nice.  

Lee: What made you think that way? 

Yoojin: (Pause. She seems to have no idea what to answer.) If I had to ask my 

mother to babysit, it would have been complicated. During weekdays, I could 

not have seen my baby and I would have done a lot of commuting to my 
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mother’s place to see my child. I never considered day care or finding a 

babysitter. I had either my mother or my mother-in-law in my mind for 

babysitting. Fortunately, my mother-in-law volunteered to babysit. Her offer 

was reasonable and proper as we lived together. From all these aspects, it 

seemed to me that everything would run smoothly. 

The mothers were disappointed when the grandmothers refused to provide child 

care since it was against their expectations for intergenerational support. The expressed 

reasons for the mothers’ disappointment helped explain what they expected from their 

own mothers or their mothers-in-law. When a maternal grandmother declined to provide 

child care, the mother tended to feel that the grandmother was cold-hearted or 

unsympathetic to her own daughter’s needs for help. When a paternal grandmother 

refused to get involved in child care, the mother seemed to believe that the grandmother 

was ignorant of the traditional norm of supporting patrilineal offspring like Yoonah 

commented: 

Yoonah: My mother-in-law was very defensive about offering child care as 

soon as she knew I was pregnant. She told me she wouldn’t babysit my child. 

But, she went to her daughter’s place to babysit her daughter’s children as they 

were twins. . . . My mother-in-law said she could not help but babysit the twins 

as her daughter might be in trouble. I was very disappointed then. My mother-

in-law suggested that I ask my mother to babysit my child since she’d like to 

look after her daughter’s children. . . . I was unhappy and felt it was unfair. My 

child is her son’s child and must be closer to her rather than her daughter’s 
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children. I thought my child should be considered as the first priority. 

A few mothers also made a link between their disappointment and having 

received limited or no financial support from their parents or parents-in-law. They 

implied that they deserved to receive the grandmother’s help with child care. This 

attitude was stronger among those who were not satisfied with the financial contribution 

from their parents-in-law. Although the number of mothers who expressed the 

relationship between financial support and grandmaternal child care was not great, it is 

worth noting because there might have been more mothers who felt this way. These 

women may not have been bold enough to reveal this sense of entitlement for parental 

support during the interviews because it is not what most Koreans would be willing to 

talk about publicly. Yehreen was one of the very candid mothers in terms of expressing 

her expectations for parental support from her in-laws: 

Lee: When your mother-in-law didn’t want to continue babysitting and asked 

you to quit, how did you feel? 

Yehreen: Bad. I was not OK at all. 

Lee: In what way, did you feel bad? 

Yehreen: If my husband and I had started our marriage with our own house, or 

even if we could own a house after marriage, I could have quit of course. But it 

was not our reality. My mother-in-law told us not to get too greedy and to go 

ahead slowly. She said that we didn’t have to rush to own a house. But I want 

to buy a house as soon as possible. My mother-in-law did not understand our 

situation. If my husband’s parents had supported us enough financially, I would 
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not have to work. All these factors made me feel bad when I was told to quit 

my job. You know I couldn’t let my mother-in-law know how bad I felt. I just 

kept it inside of me. 

“Naturally” made decisions 

Most mothers perceived that the child care decision was made “naturally” 

without having serious discussions or negotiations between the grandmothers and the 

parents. Many mothers asked the grandmothers about the possibility of caring for their 

child during informal dialogues as they did not think that a formal request for help was 

necessary. The child care arrangement was made in an implicit manner unless the 

grandmother was considered unavailable or she had expressed her strong opposition to 

providing child care in advance. Oftentimes, the grandmother automatically became the 

provider of child care when she offered postpartum care to the mother and the 

grandchild during the maternity leave period as Sookjeen said: 

Sookjeen: My mother-in-law started to take care of my first child right after my 

delivery. She offered postpartum care for me and my child at my place and then 

she automatically became the caregiver for my first child. She was willing to do 

it for a year . . . . The decision was natural, half volunteered by my mother-in-

law, half by my request. Before the baby was born, when I discussed the child 

care matter with my husband’s family; it was very natural that she agreed to do 

so. 

Due to the implicit nature of the child care decision, the grandmother’s and the 

mother’s interpretations were sometimes inconsistent when it came to who initiated the 
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family’s use of grandmaternal child care. There were a few cases where the mother 

believed that the grandmother was willing to care for the grandchild while the 

grandmother felt that she made a passive or situational decision to become a caregiver. 

The following two quotes reveal the contradictory interpretations of the child care 

decision between a matched pair of a mother and the paternal grandmother: 

Youngmin: My mother-in-law wanted to take care of my child. She seemed to 

be afraid and not comfortable sending her grandchild to day care. She also 

knew I had to work to make ends meet. In consideration of these, she offered 

child care to help me go to work. 

Mrs. Kim: My son asked me to babysit. . . . Before my son got married, I used 

to say I wouldn’t look after my grandchildren. But when I actually faced the 

situation, I couldn’t say no. I could not refuse the request from my son and his 

wife since they both had to work to make a living. If I had worked too, I 

wouldn’t have helped them, but I did not work and I couldn’t help taking care 

of my grandchild. . . . My son seriously asked me to babysit no matter how hard 

the job would be for me. I couldn’t ignore his sincere and desperate request. I 

just said OK. 

Reliance 

The mothers’ desire to rely on the grandmothers’ support was a key driver for 

utilizing grandmaternal child care. They felt that relying on the grandmothers for child 

care was inevitable because it was the only preferred care arrangement for them among 

the realistic options given their family’s economic situation and surrounding 
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environments of maternal employment and child care. The nature of their reliance also 

appeared to be expedient because they chose grandmaternal child care based on the 

benefits to the mothers and their children, accompanied by the use of grandmaternal 

child care.  

All mothers viewed their use of grandmaternal child care as substantial reliance 

on the grandmothers. Many actually used verbs like eui-jee-ha-da, eui-jon-ha-da, or 

kee-dae-da, all of which mean to “rely on” or to “depend on someone” in Korean. The 

mothers felt that their reliance on the grandmothers concerned not only child care but 

many, if not all, aspects of their life. A repeated sentence, “I couldn’t have done 

anything without her” showed this sentiment of holistic reliance. Soyeon talked about 

how she relied on her mother-in-law: 

Soyeon: I can’t manage my life without my mother-in-law as she takes care of 

my child. If she didn’t do it, my daily life couldn’t run properly. My life runs 

smoothly thanks to her contribution not only to take care of my child but also to 

cover other house chores for me. I really appreciate her for her work. My 

mother-in-law, she is invaluable to me. I dare to say that she takes care of me 

rather than my child. 

Inevitable reliance 

The only realistic arrangement. Relying on grandmaternal child care was an 

inevitable decision for the employed mothers with young children. Grandmaternal care 

was the most favorable care arrangement among the available options for these mothers 

because they did not want to use group day care and because most of them could not 
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afford one-to-one, full-time nannies. They did not consider other child care options as 

long as there seemed to be a possibility of receiving child care support from at least one 

grandmother. A recurring sentence, “I feel sorry for her, but I can’t help relying on her,” 

represented the inevitable nature of the mothers’ reliance.  

None of the mothers thought that group day care was a realistic option for their 

infants or toddlers because good quality services were simply nonexistent in their 

neighborhoods or were inaccessible due to long waiting lists. They were extremely 

reluctant to utilize group day care until their child reached a certain age, usually two or 

three, or until the child could verbally communicate with others. Many mothers also 

found a mismatch between the hours of day care and their work hours, which meant that 

they would need to find another source of child care before or after the regular day care 

hours. Given these day care situations, grandmaternal care appeared to be the only 

option that the mothers could and wanted to rely on, like Joowon said:  

Joowon: It’s not only a financial matter but a matter of reliability. With regards 

to day care, the actual problem is that I cannot find a day care that makes me 

feel comfortable. Because of this, I have to rely on my mother desperately for 

child care. I know it is not fair to her, but she is my mother and she will take 

care of her grandchild. . . . I have even heard the rumor that they have children 

take sleeping pills at day care. How could I trust anyone else but my mother in 

these circumstances? Of course, I know babysitting is hard work and raising my 

child by myself would be best, but I am forced to depend on my mother even 

though I feel awfully sorry about doing this to her. 
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The only way to stay employed. The mothers chose to rely on grandmaternal 

child care because it was often the only care arrangement that made it possible for them 

to maintain stable employment. Most of them said that if the grandmother had not 

provided child care, they would have seriously considered leaving the workforce and 

becoming a stay-at-home mother because they would have found that other types of 

child care would be an unbearably uncomfortable arrangement, both psychologically 

and practically. The following answer is Jieun’s response to the question, “What would 

you have done if your mother hadn’t been able to care for your child?”: 

Jieun: I would have been in big trouble. If she couldn’t look after my child, I 

might have quit my job. I don’t think I could send my child to day care just so I 

could start working after my three-month maternity leave. Mothers should be 

very strong minded to send the child to day care. I don’t think I am a person 

who has a strong mind. Maybe I would have quit work and chosen to stay home 

to take care of my child for one or two years and then I would start to keep my 

eyes open for another job. It might not be easy to find another job. Actually, it 

is not easy to go back to work after a few years of staying at home because 

many things change in just a few years. This is why many mothers who once 

quit their jobs tend to remain as full-time moms forever. 

Reliance on grandmaternal child care was particularly inevitable for the 

mothers who had to stay at their workplaces during nonstandard hours or who were on 

fluctuating work schedules. Grandmothers were often the only stable source of child 

care for late nights, early mornings, or on Sundays. It was not feasible to use other child 
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care services during these nonstandard hours on a regular basis because day care 

settings were open only during certain hours. It was also impossible to find babysitters 

or nannies who would care for their child at an affordable cost during these nonstandard 

work hours. A few mothers mentioned the ah-ee-dol-bo-mee service, the government-

subsidized, home-visit babysitter program that was recently implemented in Korea. 

Given its purpose of serving urgent and irregular needs for child care, this service was 

not what the mothers could rely on if they had extended or constantly changing work 

hours. Dongeun, a mother who worked late in the evenings, said that her mother had to 

move to the Seoul area from a distant city to care for the grandchild:  

Dongeun: Young children cannot stay at home alone. In case of older children, 

they can follow what the mother tells them, for example, not to open the door 

for strangers. But my child is not old enough to stay home alone to manage 

these kinds of situations. When my child is sleeping, I cannot go to work 

leaving the child unattended. What if he gets sick when he is alone at home? If 

someone stays at home with the child, he can cry without any fear when he is 

awake. Myself, I don’t worry about my child if someone is with the child. I 

cannot work without a night time babysitter like my mom. 

It was inevitable for the mothers to rely on grandmaternal care because 

temporarily leaving the labor force after their maternity leaves was not a realistic option. 

They suggested that it would be ideal if they could care for their children by themselves 

during their first two years because they were extremely reluctant to use day care when 

their children were infants or toddlers. There could be two potential ways for a mother 
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to leave the work force on a temporary basis in order to care for her child: One was to 

quit her current job and find another job when she wanted to become employed again; 

the other was to take the child care leave of absence from her current employment. The 

interviewed mothers, however, had to choose grandmaternal child care instead since 

they did not think that either of these two options would work for them. 

The mothers decided to remain employed as opposed to the first option of 

leaving and re-entering the work force. This option was too risky because it would be 

very difficult, if not impossible, for them to find jobs that were equivalent to their 

current positions after staying at home to care for their children for an extended period 

of time. The potential barriers to re-entering the labor force were (a) after a few years of 

full-time child care, they might not have up-to-date job skills or knowledge which were 

essential to become competitive candidates in the job market, and (b) the employers 

might prefer younger applicants than relatively older mothers with children. They were 

afraid that only labor-intensive, simple, part-time jobs might be available for them when 

they returned to the job market. The mothers with professional occupations expected 

that they would have to take a considerable pay cut due to the interrupted career even 

though they might be able to find a new job. Sunjoo commented: 

Sunjoo: If I had stopped my career for five, six, or seven years, I would have 

lost my chance to be employed. The opportunity cost of this break would be my 

chance of being employed. Actually, cost-wise, most of my income went to 

paying for babysitters or nannies, but I think that the cost was very worthwhile 

and allowed me to work successfully and to build up my career. 
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The second option of taking the child care leave of absence was also not 

realistic. By Korean law, most employed parents are entitled to child care leaves up to 

one year during their children’s first three years, with a KRW 500,000 (approximately 

US $500) monthly payment at the time of the interviews. Government employees can 

take child care leaves up to three years. Many interviewed mothers said that they would 

have taken the child care leave instead of heavily relying on the grandmothers if this 

option had been guaranteed. The reality, however, was that the employed mothers at 

for-profit corporations had no choice but to return to work immediately after two or 

three months14 of their maternity leaves if they wanted to remain employed.  

This nominal existence of child care leaves was another contextual factor that 

made the mothers inevitably rely on grandmaternal child care in order to stay employed. 

None of the mothers was optimistic about the possibility of taking the child care leave 

except for one who was a public school teacher15. There was a consensus among these 

mothers that only public-sector workers, such as government employees or teachers, or 

bankers had the luxury of utilizing the child care leave. The mothers did not dare to 

pursue the leaves for the following reasons: (a) their corporate culture did not seem to 

be understanding of a employed mother’s need for a child care leave; (b) there was no 

precedent of using the child care leave at their workplaces; (c) they were worried about 

                                                 
 

14 The legal length of maternity leave was 90 days at the time of interviews, but some 
mothers took the leaves for shorter periods of time because their employers did not 
allow them to be on leave for the entire 90 days or because they gave birth before the 
law extended the maternity leave from 60 days to 90 days. 
15 This mother could not take the child care leave because the monthly payment was 
insufficient for her family to make ends meet. 
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associated costs that they would have to pay after taking the leave, including 

unguaranteed employment stability or the possibility of receiving low scores on their 

annual evaluations or being moved to unwanted positions; and (d) it would not be 

feasible for their employers to find replacement workers during their leaves given the 

nature of their work or the tight financial situation of their companies. Sunyoung said: 

Sunyoung: Before my marriage, I thought it over many times whether to work 

or not if I had a baby. I could not decide easily whether to continue working or 

not when I was pregnant. You know it is not easy to go back to work after 

taking a break for a few of years, but also the first two years after the baby is 

born is a very important time period for the child. In my office, a three-month 

maternity leave is granted to employees, but nobody takes the extended child 

care leave after the three months. Legally you are allowed to have one or two 

years of child care leave, but I don’t see anyone who takes it in reality. . . . 

Since my mother-in-law volunteered to babysit for my child, I did not quit but 

decided to rely on her help. (Laugh, implying that she felt guilty about having 

to ask her mother-in-law to do this.) 

Expedient reliance 

The mothers chose to rely on the grandmothers for child care not only because 

it was often the only realistic option for them but also because it provided them and 

their child with the most convenient and satisfactory environment. Their decision to 

utilize grandmaternal child care tended to be very practical and driven by the best 
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interest of their child and themselves, which inevitably required sacrifice on the part of 

the grandmothers. 

Relying on a good caregiver. The mothers’ desire to rely on grandmaternal 

child care was stronger when the available grandmother was considered to be a good 

caregiver for her grandchild. What they meant by “a good caregiver” was a 

grandmother who had a caring personality, would feed the grandchild carefully, and 

would provide the grandchild with educational activities such as reading books. Several 

mothers agreed that the grandmother might be a better caregiver for their child than 

themselves. As Sehjin said, “My mom takes care of my child much better than me. 

That’s why I rely on her.” The grandmothers who were expected to practice 

contemporary and “scientific” styles of childrearing, as suggested by resource books 

and Internet websites, were particularly preferred as opposed to those who were likely 

to adhere to old-fashioned childrearing practices. Minah said: 

Minah: I never considered becoming a full-time wife when I got married. 

Before I got married, I watched how my mother took care of my nephew. She 

was different from other grandmothers and far more suitable for the younger 

generation’s expectations. I was really in favor of it. It came to my mind 

naturally that I would rely on my mom for child care if she was OK with this 

idea. 

Preference for maternal grandmothers. Most mothers attempted to rely on 

maternal grandmothers over paternal grandmothers for child care if their situation 

allowed it. They preferred their own mothers because their own mothers would be more 
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willing to sacrifice for them than their husband’s mothers, or because they felt more 

comfortable asking for child care help since it would be easier to reach an agreement on 

the details of the actual childrearing practices. Likewise, the mothers did not prefer 

paternal grandmothers because they worried about potential disagreements or conflicts 

over childrearing practices given the different parenting beliefs and styles between the 

mother and the paternal grandmother. Only two exceptions were found with regards to 

the preference for the maternal grandmother where the paternal grandmother was 

recognized as a devoted caregiver in the family while the maternal grandmother seemed 

to give higher priority to frequent participation in social or leisure activities over family 

caregiving. When both grandmothers were available for child care, the mothers wanted 

to rely on maternal grandmothers as Hyunjoo said:  

Hyunjoo: People say that mothers are more comfortable and reliable than the 

mothers-in-law in terms of child care. When I meet with other mothers with 

young children, I hear that they don’t feel their mothers-in-law are reliable. But 

they do feel that their mothers are completely reliable. They don’t give a better 

score to their mothers-in-law than their own mothers even when the mothers-in-

law do better or try their best. I think such an attitude comes from the way we 

are raised and educated to think in our own family. For this reason, it seems to 

me that wives tell their husbands that, “I feel more comfortable with my mom. 

I’d like to rely on my mom’s child care if you don’t feel isolated from a close 

relationship between my mom and me.” I’ve found more and more daughters 

rely on their own mothers for child care. 
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Pursuing greater benefits. The mothers chose to rely on grandmaternal child 

care based on its numerous advantages compared to other child care arrangements. 

Psychologically, the use of grandmaternal child care enabled the mothers to focus on 

their work outside the home. Grandmaternal child care relieved them from worries 

about the unknown quality of child care by strangers and from the stress of arriving at 

the day care on time to pick up their child after work. Physically, they often also 

benefitted from the grandmother’s additional help with housework. Financially, the 

mothers did not have to spend as much money as they would have spent if they had 

hired a full-time nanny. The cost and benefit comparison was a key consideration prior 

to making the child care decision among the mothers who used child care by paternal 

grandmothers, unlike those who chose to rely on maternal grandmothers. Many mothers 

who used child care from paternal grandmothers thought that this type of child care 

arrangement would bring greater benefits to the mother than the possible associated 

costs such as the reduced freedom they would have from living with their in-laws or the 

potential tensions with the grandmother. Meeyoung commented: 

Meeyoung: In some ways, I can say that the young mothers are very smart. If 

they live with their parents-in-law, they can get financial benefits. They don’t 

need to interact with their in-laws much since the working daughters-in-law go 

to work during the weekdays. So they don’t need to worry about tensions with 

their in-laws a lot. If the in-laws babysit their child, the daughters-in-law 

experience more benefits. In some sense, I would say they take advantage of 

their in-laws’ service. 
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Mothers in three-generational households regarded this living arrangement as a 

practical means of reliance. All of them lived in places where their parents or parents-

in-law had purchased or rented except for only one family where the grandmother was a 

widow with limited economic resources. They were satisfied with the benefits that they 

experienced in terms of the housing cost and child care services. Most of them also 

considered the intergenerational coresidence to be a temporary living arrangement for 

practical reasons. This direction of intergenerational reliance in coresident households 

was different from the traditional perspective of intergenerational coresidence in Korea, 

which assumed that adult children would take care of their older parents based on filial 

piety. Meeyoung made the direction of reliance clear: 

Meeyoung: My family lives together with my mother-in-law. This is not 

because we are supporting her. In fact, she lives with us to help us because I go 

to work. We are living off her, not caring for her. 

Lee: How do you actually describe your life to others, living together with your 

mother-in-law? Do you say you are being taken care of by her, or do you say 

you take care of her? 

Meeyoung: I always say I am living off my mother-in-law. Really, we don’t do 

much for her. This is her home, and we only contribute to living expenses 

partially. I wouldn’t deny that we depend on her. 

The mothers’ tendency to rely on grandmaternal child care became stronger 

once the child care arrangement was settled. Their satisfaction with what the 

grandmothers contributed led them to continue relying on the grandmothers for child 
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care in the future. A few mothers candidly admitted their desire for long-term reliance 

given the benefits that they and their children enjoyed. The following quote reveals 

Hyojeong’s wish for future reliance: 

Hyojeong: Whenever I told my mother-in-law about my plan of having a 

second child, she always refused to look after the second child. But I doubt it. I 

guarantee that she would support us again. Don’t you think so? (With a voice 

implying honesty and a secret to the mother-in-law.) My mother-in-law said 

babysitting the first grandchild was done out of obligation, but the second one 

is not guaranteed without any considerations.  

Lee: Does your mother-in-law encourage you to have a second child? 

Hyojeong: Of course, she does. I think she does not want to look after the 

second child because she is very tired now. I know taking care of a child is a 

really hard job. 

To speak frankly, it is really nice to be able to go to work. (Laugh indicating 

honesty.) Taking care of a child is a lot harder than working outside the home. I 

believe my mother will take care of my second child, too, won’t she? (With a 

voice implying expectations.) 

No connection to future caregiving. The mothers did not link their reliance on 

grandmaternal child care in the present situation to the possibility of caregiving for the 

older parents in the future. When questioned about their sense of repayment in the long 

term, a majority of the mothers responded that they had never thought about caring for 

their older parents because the parents were still healthy and financially self-sufficient 
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or because the mothers assumed that the parents would stay independent even when 

they grew older. Hyejeong, an eldest daughter-in-law, replied: 

Hyejeong: I haven’t seriously thought about taking care of my parents-in-law 

when they get older, perhaps because they are still healthy. My mother has been 

saying over and over that she wouldn’t rely on her children but live 

independently. My mother has the same idea. My mother-in-law and my 

mother are both healthy now, and that has allowed my husband and me to not 

really think about taking care of them later. As a matter of fact, my husband is 

the first son. I think we will have no objection to caring for my parents-in-law 

at the time when they are in need of our support and care. But so far, we 

haven’t planned to take care of my parents-in-law yet. 

Those who had thought about their parents’ future needs for caregiving did not 

anticipate that their current reliance on grandmaternal child care would increase their 

responsibility for taking care of the grandmother in the future. Having relied on 

grandmaternal child care was not considered as an important motivation for caring for 

their parents or parents-in-law in the future because there would be more critical 

characteristics such as the adult child’s gender, birth order, or financial situation16 

associated with caring for their elderly parents or parents-in-law. Only a few mothers 

                                                 
 

16 Gender, birth order, and financial situations are important factors determining which 
adult child is more responsible for caregiving for their older parents in Korea. 
Traditionally, the eldest son and his wife were expected to become the main caregivers 
for his parents. This norm has been weakened but still exists. Contemporary Koreans 
also tend to think that a wealthier son, compared to other children, should financially 
support his older parents. 
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who received child care support from their mothers-in-law discussed the 

interdependence between relying on grandmaternal child care and caring for older 

parents-in-law like Hyojeong said:  

Hyojeong: I know I will have to care for and support my mother-in-law in her 

older years. I sometimes think it would be fine to be compensated for this 

before we start to take care of her later. I feel that makes the burden of our 

caring for her and my mother-in-law’s caring for her grandchild even. I want to 

be successful in my job and work in a comfortable family environment.  

Feeling selfish. The mothers felt selfish or guilty about their convenient 

reliance on grandmaternal child care because the grandmother had to sacrifice her time 

and energy to provide child care. These mothers realized that the grandmother would 

not enjoy any meaningful benefits from her provision of child care services, although 

she played an essential role in the mother’s participation in the labor force. Sookjeen 

defined her mother-in-law as “the poorest victim” because the older mother-in-law had 

to care for the grandchildren for an extended period of time without any personal gains. 

Similarly, the following quote shows how Jieun felt about her reliance on her mother: 

Jieun: I feel terribly sorry for my mother. Frankly speaking, I don’t go to work 

to upgrade my mother’s life. I make her sacrifice for our benefit and 

comfortable life. I don’t acknowledge her help with enough money. I am like 

other young mothers who tend to give their mothers-in-law more money for 

their child services than they would give their own mothers. Unlike mothers-in-

law, the daughters’ mothers think more about their daughters’ financial matters 
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and they don’t even expect fair compensation. My mom says, “You don’t need 

to give me a lot of money. I understand you are not wealthy to do so.” It is true 

that I can’t afford to pay her properly. This is why I would have to say my 

mother’s child care is literally a sacrifice. 

Some mothers expressed that they felt selfish or guilty during the interviews 

when they revealed their reliance on grandmaternal child care. To signify these 

sentiments, for instance, the mothers used a sentence structure that put “I feel sorry,” 

“feel bad,” or “selfish” first: for example, “It may be selfish to say this, but it’s best to 

rely on mothers for child care if they can do so” (Jaeeun) or “I feel sorry for my mother-

in-law, but I can’t help but leave my son with her with only one word, thank you” 

(Sunyoung). Likewise, some mothers used strong negative adjectives such as 

“exploitative,” “thick-skinned,” or “brazen” when they described their reliance. 

Trust 

Trust was a fundamental concept that led the mothers to choose grandmaternal 

care as opposed to other child care arrangements. The mothers considered grandmothers 

to be the most trustworthy source of child care given that only grandmothers could 

provide safe and affectionate environments in the mother’s absence. This safety net 

relieved the mothers from worries about leaving their children under a stranger’s care. 

The psychological benefit that trust brought to the mothers was the most attractive 

reason for relying on grandmaternal child care. There was no exception that trust was 

the most critical reason for utilizing grandmaternal child care among the interviewed 

mothers. Yoonah said: 
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Yoonah: The greatest advantage of having the grandma babysit is that I can 

fully concentrate on my work since I can trust her completely. These days, 

young children are exposed to many dangerous environments, such as sexual 

abuse, kidnapping, and bad food. There is a trend of distrust. Because of all of 

these factors, I would surely be nervous every day if I sent my child to day care. 

I don’t have to worry because the grandmother looks after my child. 

Dichotomy of kin versus others 

The mothers’ trust of grandmaternal care originated from their strong trust of 

kin and distrust of non-kin as the source of child care, in general. It was assumed that 

kin and non-kin were fundamentally different based on unconditional trust of the blood-

related family and kin, and intrinsic distrust of non-blood-related people. This sentiment 

is well represented in a Korean saying, “One degree of kinship equals a 1,000 miles,” 

which means that there is a substantial difference in closeness and affection according 

to the kinship distance.  

The mothers often contrasted their own families (“nae gah-jok” or “nae sik-

goo”) or kin (“nae pit-jool,” “nae chin-jee,” or “nae chin-jok”) with non-family or 

others (“nam”) to emphasize that the grandmother was the only trustworthy source of 

child care. The distinction between kin and non-kin relationships was found in almost 

all of the interviews, which indicated that this dichotomy was deeply-rooted in Korean 

culture. The following quote illustrates the typical attitude toward kin versus non-kin: 

Dongeun: When I sent my child to day care, I felt uncomfortable. No matter 

how good the day care providers are, they are nam (others). The care given to 
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my child by the day care service would not be the same as the care given by 

family members. I know I am supposed to trust the day care staff because they 

are qualified and take good care of my child. But I still don’t feel entirely 

comfortable using day care. For example, I am concerned about the times when 

my child causes problems. If such a situation occurs at the day care, how could 

I expect them to remain calm and be nice to my child? It would be difficult for 

them to control the frustration since they are human beings. Only family would 

try very hard to be patient. This is why I can trust family care. . . . There are 

fundamental differences between nam (others) and the family. That is why I 

definitely feel comfortable with and rely on my mother’s babysitting. 

The dichotomy of kin versus non-kin was prevalent not only among the 

mothers but also among other family members, including the grandmothers. These 

family members expressed a strong preference for grandmaternal child care because of 

their distrust of non-kin care, and this preference contributed to the child care decision. 

For example, there were a few mothers considering day care or nannies as one of their 

child care options because the grandmother was reluctant or unavailable to provide 

child care or because the mother was uncomfortable relying on her mother-in-law while 

her own mother was not available. These mothers, however, still ended up using 

grandmaternal child care mainly because of other family members’ negative attitudes 

toward the use of non-kin child care. Yehreen shared her story: 

Yehreen: When my mother-in-law told us that she would stop babysitting my 

child. I considered either hiring a babysitter or going with a day care service. 
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My husband, however, did not agree with me as he could not trust any type of 

care by strangers. I had no choice but to discuss it with my mother. My mother 

agreed to babysit temporarily. If my mother had refused, I would have had to 

quit my job. 

Reasons for not trusting non-kin care 

Non-kin child care was neither trusted nor preferred regardless of the type of 

care arrangement, given their belief that, “Nam (non-family or others) is different from 

family or kin.” The mothers thought that it would be impossible for non-kin caregivers 

to provide the same loving and attentive care as grandmaternal care, due to their 

inherent limitations as non-kin caregivers. The mothers frequently mentioned news 

reports on accidents associated with non-kin caregivers or disturbing stories from other 

mothers who utilized non-kin child care. These reports tended to reinforce these 

mothers’ distrust of non-kin care. For example, both Sehjin and Soowha had a similar 

opinion that society was “not ready to support working moms because they can’t readily 

trust (non-kin) child care.” 

The mothers discussed why they did not choose day care or live-in nannies, two 

common care arrangements by non-kin caregivers in Korea. In addition to their overall 

distrust of non-kin, there were other reasons for not trusting each of these care 

arrangements, specifically related to day care or nannies. 

Day care as a distrusted option. The mothers expressed extreme reluctance to 

use day care when their children were infants or toddlers. They listed numerous reasons 
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that made it difficult to trust day care based on what they observed at day care centers 

or homes in their neighborhoods or what they heard from their friends or colleagues.  

The quality of child care practices at non-kin day care was a major concern for 

the mothers. They questioned whether day care givers would provide their children with 

affectionate interaction, whether the providers would be sensitive enough to their 

children's needs (e.g., changing diapers regularly, feeding the child when needed), or 

whether day care teachers would have good personality attributes (e.g., being patient or 

affectionate) that were essential for high quality care. Some mothers also mentioned 

that the high turn-over rate of day care teachers could harm the stable development of 

children at day care centers. The current license system of day care was another source 

of distrust because it did not seem to be difficult to open a day care center or home, or 

to become a day care teacher from the mothers’ perspectives. Jieun said: 

Jieun: I think day care is the biggest concern out of all kinds of headaches for 

working moms. I know it is operated under the license system, but the main 

goal of day care service is to make money. Some day care centers even operate 

with an illegal license. At the worst day care, they don’t provide proper food or 

qualified staff for the children. I think that stricter requirements should be set 

up for opening a daycare center. If a daycare center meets such strict 

requirements, working moms would feel more comfortable sending their 

children to day care without much anxiety. 

The mothers were also distrustful of the physical environment of day care 

centers. They thought the teacher-child ratio was too high at ordinary day care centers, 
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which would inevitably limit the amount of attention each child would receive. 

Cleanliness and safety were of special concern to the mothers according to their 

observations that children placed in day care were more susceptible to infectious 

diseases or injuries. They also questioned whether day care centers would provide their 

children with carefully prepared, healthy food.  

Child maltreatment reported in the popular media worsened the mothers’ 

distrust of day care centers and providers. Many mothers cited news reports of child 

maltreatment at day care centers, including the use of sleeping pills or unsafe food, 

corporal punishment, and sexual abuse. They were very fearful of these incidents as 

Soowha said: 

Soowha: It would be very stressful to use day care as there have been so many 

dangerous and unreliable accidents such as feeding bad food to save costs. I 

wanted to leave my child in a family member’s hands because I didn’t trust 

other options. Fortunately, my mom agreed to look after my child. . . . I visited 

day care centers in the neighborhoods and also thought about hiring a babysitter. 

But, I didn’t feel comfortable. Babies cannot talk or express their thoughts. 

There is no way to figure out whether the day care or the babysitter takes care 

of them properly. I felt so uneasy about this. Actually, when I tried to look for 

day care services, there were some news reports about child abuse at daycare 

centers. It made me feel frightened. My child is too precious to me to send to 

day care. 
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Mothers tended to trust those day care centers managed by local governments 

more than ordinary private day care centers or homes. Several mothers noted that they 

would be more likely to consider publicly supported day care centers because of the 

insufficient regulations of private day care. However, they found that this option was 

often not feasible due to its unavailability in their neighborhoods or because of the long 

waiting lists.  

Another type of day care that the mothers preferred was on-site (workplace) 

child care. The mothers largely welcomed day care at or near their workplaces, and 

almost all expressed a willingness to utilize this type of child care if it had been 

available. Some of them actually had suggestions on how to make on-site day care 

available, including developing consortiums of small corporations that could collaborate 

to provide their employees with shared day care or creating public day care centers in 

business areas so mothers with young children could easily have access to the day care. 

They said that they would trust on-site day care because it would enable the mothers to 

monitor the quality of the care better, as Joowon said: 

Joowon: I think it is best to have the day care center close to my office. If so, I 

can see my baby immediately in case of an emergency. I would be willing to 

move closer to my office then so I could commute with my children. I could 

drop them off at the day care center on my way to the office, and I could pick 

them up on my way home. . . . I could stop by to see them during the lunch 

break. I could also see them immediately in case of an emergency. If I could 

find a day care center close to my office, I wouldn’t have had my mother 
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babysit my children. Commuting with children may not be as easy as I think, 

but I am ready to accept it. 

The mothers agreed that the overall distrust of day care in society contributed to 

their heavy reliance on grandmaternal child care. Many said that they would have 

considered using day care if they had been able to trust the quality of day care and the 

care providers. In order to exemplify the quality of care that they would trust, they 

mentioned the public day care system in European welfare states such as France, or the 

day care center for employees at City Hall in Seoul, which was held up as a model in 

the popular news media. Sunyoung summarized how the day care environments 

influenced employed mothers’ decisions to rely on grandmaternal child care: 

Sunyoung: On the news, there are some cases of beating children at day care 

centers. Such horrible accidents are due to hiring unqualified staff. To be a 

kindergarten teacher, one needs to have a college education, but day care 

centers can be opened by anyone who completes a one-year training course. I 

don’t think many day care teachers are well-qualified. It is a problem that day 

care is not controlled by the government well. I have heard that in countries that 

have excellent social welfare, day care centers and kindergartens are 

systematically managed and controlled by the government. In our country, 

child care and kindergarten education rest entirely on the parents’ shoulders. 

This is why child care jobs go to the grandmothers in a great number of 

families. It would be a big headache if I had to search for a good and reliable 

day care center. 
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Nannies as a distrusted option. Hiring live-in nannies was not a preferred 

option, not only because of the high cost but also because of the mothers’ distrust of 

non-kin child care. Although nannies could provide one-to-one, intensive care unlike 

day care centers, the mothers did not trust the quality and safety of care by nannies. 

They thought that the quality of care by nannies would be different from that of 

grandmothers’ care given that nannies’ care was motivated basically by money, while 

grandmaternal care was motivated by love. Again, the dichotomy of kin versus others 

was embedded in the mothers’ discussion about nannies. The following quote is from 

the interview with Sunjoo who experienced multiple live-in nannies before she finally 

asked for child care help from her mother: 

Sunjoo: In my experience of hiring nannies, all nannies are the same in that 

they are nam (others or not family). There was no good nanny who really loved 

my children regardless of how much I paid. I realized I couldn’t expect much 

from them because there was no relation between them and my children. They 

just did their jobs for money.  

Lee: Do you regret not having asked your mother to babysit your children 

earlier?  

Sunjoo: Yes, I regret it a lot. Definitely it would have been a lot better for my 

children. 

There were several potential concerns uniquely associated with hiring nannies. 

The mothers were uncomfortable with potentially having to leave their children under a 

stranger’s care without any other adult at home. Child maltreatment, kidnapping, and 
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theft were the main sources of fear. Several other drawbacks that the mothers mentioned 

included the following: (a) they might not be satisfied with a nanny’s childrearing style; 

(b) they would need to maintain a good relationship with the nanny, in the hope that she 

would be motivated to take good care of their child; (c) it might be difficult to find 

another nanny within a short period of time if the nanny would quit without advanced 

notice; and (d) changing nannies could have a negative impact on their child’s 

attachment. Inhee talked about her distrust of nannies: 

Inhee: Around me, there are some who had live-in nannies. They usually say 

that it was a bad experience rather than good. Due to these negative points of 

view, I have been influenced not to use a live-in nanny. Actually, it is very hard 

to find a reliable and comfortable person as a live-in nanny. Even though I 

don’t like a nanny’s way of taking care of my child, I cannot make any 

comment or express any opinions because I am afraid that my child will be 

treated badly due to my comments. I’ve also heard that nannies might steal 

something from the home when they leave. I can’t trust nannies. At least if the 

child is old enough to communicate with me well, I can ask him or her about 

how good the nanny is. In the case of a toddler or an infant, they cannot 

communicate with me at all. My friends and colleagues say that 70% of the 

nannies they used were not good. 

Questions and Dilemmas 

The mothers’ use of grandmaternal child care also needs to be explained in the 

context of their employment and fertility decisions. Their discussion about why they 
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chose grandmaternal child care was closely linked to a more fundamental question: 

whether to remain employed after having a child or not. When they decided to stay in 

the labor force, they often faced another intertwined question: whether or not to have 

another child, usually a second child. Many mothers described these two questions as 

“continuous struggles,” “insolvable problems,” or “unanswered questions.” Their 

reliance on grandmothers for child care tended to enable them to stay employed and to 

have another child while remaining in the work force.  

Quit or not? When to quit? 

Whether to leave the labor force to become a stay-at-home mother or not was a 

fundamental question that continually plagued the employed mothers. They had to 

constantly ask this question once they planned to have a child. It was a very difficult 

question for these mothers because they aspired to stay employed but felt that they 

would need to quit their jobs to become better mothers for the sake of their children. 

Given this dilemma, their answer to the question was inevitably tentative by nature until 

they finally decided to leave the work force. When they temporarily decided to remain 

employed, the mothers had to ask themselves a follow-up question: when to quit. 

Yoojin said: 

Yoojin: I still have trouble deciding when to quit my job. I have just given birth 

to my second child, and I am still thinking it over and over about when to quit - 

no resolution yet. I keep on thinking about when I can go to work. . . . If my 

child is at the age to attend elementary school, the child will need more specific 

care and education at home. People say that there are many differences between 
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a child who has a working mom and a child who has a stay-at-home mom. I 

really can’t decide when to quit working. I have to think it over many times. I 

will have to make the decision at some point. 

Aspirations for staying employed. Almost all of the interviewed mothers 

wanted to stay in the labor force regardless of their occupations. The mothers hoped to 

remain employed largely due to the financial benefits the employment brought to their 

entire family in addition to the benefits to their own psychological well-being and 

career. They aspired to enhance the family’s financial status by contributing to the 

family income. Home ownership and sufficient savings for their children’s education 

were the typical indicators of good financial status. The mother’s income was 

considered to be an accelerator to reach this financial status within a shorter amount of 

time, especially before the family would need substantial expenses for their child’s 

education. They also pursued a higher level of living, exemplified by travel or dining-

out. Jaeeun said: 

Jaeeun: I want to work as long as my situation allows. The dual sources of 

income guarantee a comfortable life in our later years. After marriage, it is very 

difficult to buy a house without both of us working. It would take five years or 

so to buy a house if both a wife and a husband work, but it would take 10 or 

more years if there is only a single source of income. It is not only a matter of 

buying a house but also a matter of raising a child. They say it costs KRW 150 

million to raise a child. Without a dual income, we would have trouble making 

ends meet. Everything is not cheap including formula, diapers, education, and 
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so on. . . . If mothers were financially secure, they wouldn’t need to work. They 

could choose to stay at home with the children to take better care of them 

instead. If I quit my job and stay home, it will be tight financially for my family. 

We won’t have a comfortable life as my husband‘s income won’t be enough to 

cover everything. It would be hard to reduce the living expenses. Usually we 

can travel two to three times a year, but it may be limited to one time if I quit 

and stay home with my child. 

They also agreed that maternal employment enhanced their own psychological 

well-being through a sense of self-realization or accomplishment, a sense of 

belongingness to the larger society, or an active lifestyle. When they compared working 

outside of the home to becoming a stay-at-home mother, they realized the former had 

greater benefits. As a result, leaving the work force to become a full-time mother meant 

a “sacrifice,” or “giving up” an important part of their lives. Their non-verbal language 

revealed disappointment and sadness when they described how they would feel about 

leaving the labor force like Hyojeong’s sighs: 

Hyojeong: I was looking for a new job and even had an interview with a 

company that offered me a better job, higher salary, better benefits, and a better 

professional job description. However, I could not accept the offer due to the 

worse working hours. If I had taken the job, I would have had to work until 8 or 

9 p.m. every day and until midnight for at least two or three days a month. They 

wanted to hire me, but what could I do? (A voice implying sadness) That job 

was too good to pass up, but I could not ignore my life with my family either. 
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Both my family and my job are equally important and precious to me. I could 

not give up either of them. (Sighs) I really hope to continue to work, but I don’t 

think I can when my child starts to go to elementary school. My child will need 

more care and attention from me. I made up my mind to work until my child 

goes to elementary school. Till then, I have to stay at my mother-in-law’s place. 

Contribution of grandmaternal care. The availability of grandmaternal child 

care played a critical role in the mothers’ decisions to stay employed. Their aspirations 

for remaining in the labor force conflicted with their hope to provide good quality care 

for their own children. They realized that utilizing grandmaternal child care was the 

only solution to this dilemma. This contribution of grandmaternal child care to maternal 

employment was found in recurring statement, “I would have quit the job if the 

grandmother had not decided to become involved in child care.” The use of 

grandmaternal child care also appeared to prolong the mothers’ employment until the 

child needed the mother’s educational help that the grandmother could not provide. 

Sunjoo shared her observations: 

Sunjoo: I have seen that mothers eventually rely on the grandmothers or quit 

their jobs to take care of their children even if they have nannies at first. I 

would say it is true for almost all mothers. Child care is really a big problem in 

Korea. I think we are now in a transition stage. Our mothers have stayed at 

home as full-time housewives [in the past], but most mothers in our generation 

want to work. If they cannot find proper child care, they are forced to stay at 

home, but most of them never dream of being a full-time housewife. Based on 
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my observation, a mother’s ability to work depends largely on whether her 

mother or mother-in-law is able to take care of her child or not.  

Grandmaternal child care was invaluable to the mothers who had professional 

occupations that required long hours of intensive work or who pursued higher degrees 

that would support their successful careers. These mothers agreed that it would have 

been impossible for them to maintain professional jobs or to stay in graduate school 

without heavily relying on the grandmothers, mainly maternal grandmothers, for child 

care. Sunjoo, a professionally employed mother, described her mother as “Superman.” 

She said, “My mom was like Superman. She decided to help me when I was in the most 

difficult situation. I almost quit my job then.” Similarly, Inhee, a successful manager of 

a global corporation commented: 

Inhee: If my mom hadn’t taken care of my children, I couldn’t have continued 

my current job. I think I’d have looked for another job that is not so intensive 

considering the child care situation. I would have to find an easier job that 

allows me to be home early to be with my children. . . . My current job meets 

my goal. I am doing what I want to do and feel achievement and I am using all 

my ability in my field. Sometimes, I don’t mind working overtime. I want to do 

well in my job not only for the money but also for my self-esteem and 

achievements. If my mom hadn’t looked after my children, I would have been 

doing a simpler and easier job to think of only the money. 

Quitting eventually. The mothers still asked themselves the fundamental 

questions of whether and when to leave the labor force, even after they decided to rely 
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on the grandmothers for child care. Almost all mothers constantly considered whether 

they should quit their jobs to provide full-time care for their children, except for a few 

mothers who gave higher priority to their careers or whose income was essential for the 

family’s financial survival. It was striking that even the mothers who had socially 

recognized jobs with relatively higher incomes among the interviewed women were 

also open to the possibility of quitting their jobs in the long run.  

The interviewed mothers thought about or seriously planned to leave the labor 

force at a time when their children would need the mothers’ help with their schoolwork 

or when the mothers would feel it was very important to participate in their children’s 

school activities or to interact with other mothers to gather educational resources. It 

would be difficult for the grandmothers to fully support these academic or social needs 

because their level of education might limit their ability to understand academic 

subjects or because other mothers might not be willing to or feel comfortable actively 

interacting with the grandmothers when they exchanged resources. The typical scenario 

of these mothers was to maximize their financial contribution to the family when they 

could rely on the grandmothers’ support and then shift to their role as mother when the 

child started elementary school. This scenario can be found from the quotes from the 

interviews with Yoojin (pp. 118-119) and Hyojeong (pp. 120-121).  

Another child or not? 

Whether to have another child, usually a second child, was also a fundamental 

question that the mothers had difficulty answering. This question was strongly related to 

two other questions: whether they would stay in the labor force or not, and whether they 
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would be able to rely on grandmaternal child care for the next child. Many of the 

mothers hesitated to plan another child due to the high childrearing costs, especially for 

educational expenses, even though they thought that it would be ideal for their first 

child to have siblings. A repeated phrase was, “People say that the number of children is 

an indicator of the family’s wealth in Korea,” indicating why the fertility decision was 

so difficult for most of the mothers. 

One dilemma with regards to their hesitation was that the mothers wanted and 

needed to stay employed after having another child in order to support the increased 

childrearing costs, but their child care situation did not favor continued employment. 

They felt that they would need to leave the labor force and become a stay-at-home 

mother if they did not have a satisfactory child care option for all of their children. As 

Minseo said: 

Minseo: I can’t decide whether I am going to have a second child or not. I will 

likely give up planning for a second child because I don’t want to force my 

mom to care for the second one. She doesn’t want to do it. The cost of raising a 

child is also very discouraging. Since I have a son, I wish I could have a 

daughter as a second child, but I can’t decide. If I have a chance to have a 

second child, I will have to consider quitting my job. Usually with only one 

child, mothers don’t want to stop working. But the situation is different with the 

second child. It is not that simple to have a second child. There are many points 

I need to consider: How many years interval is ideal between the first child and 

the second? Can my mother-in-law take care of the second child or will it still 
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be okay for my mother to babysit both my first and second children together? 

All of these questions still remain unanswered. . . . The second child’s birth will 

definitely influence my job plan. 

Influence of grandmaternal care. The fertility question was relatively easy to 

answer when the caregiving grandmother was willing to continue providing child care 

for the second child. A few mothers had or planned to have a second child based on the 

possibility of utilizing grandmaternal child care. They usually decided to use day care 

for the first child and to rely on the grandmothers’ help with caring for the second child 

in consideration of the grandmothers’ workload. The grandmothers, however, often had 

to care for the first child before and after the day care since the parents’ workdays and 

commutes were longer than the typical day care hours. 

This luxury of using grandmaternal care, however, was not available to many 

mothers if the grandmothers objected to caring for multiple grandchildren. In such a 

case, the mothers had to choose either leaving the labor force or giving up the dream of 

having another child. They did not consider market-based child care because they did 

not trust non-kin care and because it became less feasible due to the doubled cost. 

Further, they knew that it would be very difficult to find nannies that would care for 

multiple children. About one third of the mothers with one child at the time of the 

interviews reported that they would likely quit their jobs if they had a second child. 

They thought that having a stay-at-home mother would be good not only for the second 

child, but also for the first child who would need more educational support from the 
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mother as he or she grew up. Yehreen, whose mother had refused to care for her second 

child, said: 

Yehreen: I am having difficulties deciding whether to have a second child or 

not. When I had my first child, I said that I wouldn’t try for a second child. I 

was pretty firm. But as time goes by, especially since my child loves playing 

with other children, I tend to think my child would be very happy having a 

sibling . . . . I am sure it will be much better for my child to have someone else 

to trust and lean on besides his parents. In that respect, I would like to have a 

second child, but in reality, it’s hard to make up my mind because of child care. 

If there is someone I can count on, I’d rather try for a second child right away. 

It is good to raise two children at the same time, but how can I solve the child 

care problem? 

Lee: If you have a second child, what about your job? 

Yehreen: If I have a second child, I will probably quit my job. Actually, I am 

considering getting pregnant next year and becoming a stay-at-home mom 

when the second one comes. If, somehow, I happen to have a second child now, 

I think I have to quit without any further consideration. 

The remaining two thirds of the mothers were closer to giving up their dream of 

having another child and remaining in the labor force. These mothers tended to give 

higher priority to their careers but did not dare to force the grandmothers to continue to 

care for the second child. They also considered the childrearing costs that they would 

have to spend on an additional child. Hyunjoo, a mother with a part-time professional 



 

127 

job, was one of these mothers whose own mother voluntarily offered child care for her 

first child but refused to continue for her second child: 

Hyunjoo: My mother kept on refusing to babysit a second child. So, I decided 

not to have one. . . . I don’t want to be that selfish to ask my mom to look after 

a second child. I’d rather quit my job if I had a second one, but I don’t want to 

quit. This is why I ended up giving up the second child option. Also, our 

financial situation is not good enough to take proper care of two children. . . . 

They say that the number of children you have is the indicator of your wealth 

because it costs a lot to raise a child. I am not sure if we have sufficient funds to 

raise two. For the best solution, I made up my mind to just have one child and 

to give all my best for him. 

. 
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Chapter 6. Core Category: Bilateral Familism Supporting Gender Roles 

This chapter integrates the overall findings by focusing on the core category 

chosen as the final product of the grounded theory analysis. The overarching theme 

salient across all concepts was that grandmaternal child care was chosen based on the 

culturally expected and preferred notion of parental support for the sake of the adult 

children and their families. Familism was chosen as the leading concept for this 

overarching theme because it properly integrated the five main categories—love, 

responsibility, expectations, reliance, and trust—found as a result of the grounded 

theory analysis. Familism by itself, however, was not complete enough as the core 

category, given the unique nature of familism in this study as opposed to the broad 

definition of familism in the literature. Two modifying concepts, bilateral and 

supporting gender roles, were added to the core category to tightly delineate the main 

categories in a theoretical manner. Thus, the core category was named bilateral 

familism supporting gender roles. 

Familism 

Definition 

Familism, in general, refers to a family-centered worldview (Rappa & Tan, 

2003). Heller (1970) defined familism as “a form of social organization in which the 

interests of the individual are subordinated to those of the family group” (p. 73), and it 

concerns five aspects of family life: 

[a] The feeling on the part of all members that they belong preeminently to the 

family group and that all other persons are outsiders; [b] Complete integration 
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of individual activities for the achievement of family objectives; [c] The 

assumption that land, money, and other material goods are family property, 

involving the obligation to support individual members and give them 

assistance when they are in need; [d] Concern for the perpetuation of the family 

as evidenced by helping an adult child in line with the family’s expectations, 

and in setting up a new household; and [e] Mutual aid, consisting of friendly 

exchange relationships between parents and their married children, and married 

children and their married siblings.17 (p. 74) 

Familism in traditional Confucian culture is unique due to its inclusion of the 

ga18 concept besides its universal characteristic of priority for family (Choi, 1979; Ok, 

1989). Ga literally means the family, which refers to the extended patrilineal family in 

Confucian societies and emphasizes patriarchal lineages and relationships between 

ancestors and decedents. As a result, Confucian familism unequally values the 

patrilineal family as a group compared to the matrilineal family. Ok (1989), for example, 

included the perpetuation of patriarchal lineages as one of the dimensions of Korean 

familism along with a priority for family, respect for parents, and solidarity among 

siblings and relatives. 

                                                 
 

17 Heller’s (1970) terms of married children and married siblings could be replaced 
with adult children and siblings or children to make this conceptualization more 
inclusive. 
18 Ga is the Korean pronunciation of a Chinese word, 家, which is pronounced jia in 
Chinese and ee-eh in Japanese. The ga concept is found in East Asian countries like 
China, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. 
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Familism is sometimes extended to other family-like ties in Korea (Park, 2004) 

as well based on the ga concept that is not restricted to the family but is applied to other 

close networks. Nepotism, favoritism, and business familism are examples of this 

extended familism, which some Korean scholars have called quasi-familism (Shin, 

1999). Familism has influenced Koreans’ strong trust of their family and family-like 

network members and distrust of others outside of these networks. Fukuyama (1995), 

who developed an intriguing theory of trust, argued that distrust of non-kin relationships 

is the central characteristic of societies where the family and family ties are exclusively 

prioritized. He classified Korea as a low-trust nation along with China (Hong Kong), 

France, Italy, and Taiwan. 

Familism as the core concept 

Familism was the leading concept for the core category, bilateral familism 

supporting gender roles, that integrated the five main categories found in the present 

study: love, responsibility, expectations, reliance, and trust. The grandmothers’ and 

mothers’ perspectives that the interests of the grandmothers were subordinated to those 

of their adult children and the children’s families revealed familism as the umbrella 

concept for the main categories.  

The grandmothers provided extensive child care for their grandchildren for the 

sake of their own adult children and the children’s families. They considered the 

altruistic support of child care as part of their parental responsibility even though it 

meant sacrifice on the grandmothers’ part. These children-oriented and collectivistic 

motivations of love and responsibility conflicted with the grandmothers’ individual 
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desires, such as freedom and reluctance to take on risks associated with child care, but 

their familism was strong enough to lead them to provide child care for their offspring. 

The mothers, by the same token, expected and wanted to rely on their mothers 

or mothers-in-law for child care. The mothers’ reliance on the grandmaternal child care 

tended to be expedient, although inevitable, since it brought critical benefits to them and 

their nuclear families. Nevertheless, it required a substantial cost on the part of the 

grandmothers. These mothers wanted to stay in the labor force not only for their 

individual well-being, but also for the financial needs of their family including high 

childrearing costs. These mothers, however, had to consider becoming stay-at-home 

mothers to care for their own children. The concept of familism integrated the mothers’ 

expectations for and reliance on support from their own mothers or mothers-in-law 

while pursuing the collectivistic benefits to their own families and children. 

Familism also properly covered the fifth category of trust based on the 

documented relationship between familism and trust (or distrust) in the literature. The 

mothers exclusively preferred grandmothers as caregivers for their children, as opposed 

to non-kin providers of child care because they only trusted their families and kin 

completely. The dichotomy of kin versus others underlying the participants’ voices 

seemed to originate from their worldview of familism, which distinguished family 

relationships from other human relationships. Distrust of non-kin is a key characteristic 

of strong familism societies according to Fukuyama (1995).  
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Bilateral Familism 

An adjective bilateral was added to the core category to distinguish familism in 

the current study from familism in traditional Confucian societies. Familism in this 

study included both patrilineal and matrilineal relationships within the boundary of 

grandmaternal child care, unlike Confucian familism that exclusively emphasizes 

patriarchal lineages and relationships.  

Both paternal and maternal grandmothers participated in child care on a daily 

basis, which showed the bilateral nature of grandmaternal child care in this study. The 

grandmothers’ motivations of love and responsibility reached not only their adult sons’ 

families but also their daughters’ families in most cases. Likewise, the mothers’ 

expectations for and reliance on grandmaternal child care were applied to both their 

mothers and mothers-in-law even though they tended to prefer their own mothers as the 

providers of child care. A close look at intergenerational relationships in the 21 

extended families of the interviewed mothers indicated that most of them maintained a 

similar or greater amount of interaction with their family-of-origin, compared to that 

with their in-laws.  

It should be noted, however, that patrilineal familism also existed despite the 

overall tendency of bilateral use of grandmaternal child care. Out of eight grandmothers 

who cared for their sons’ children, six implied that their stronger sense of responsibility 

for their patrilineal descents or their wishes to stay closer to patrilineal offspring 

influenced their decision to provide child care. A small number of mothers understood 

or supported the traditional norm of giving priority to patrilineal descents like Yoonah 



 

133 

(pp. 90-91). A few mothers also expressed a stronger sense of entitlement to receive 

support from their in-laws or said that they had to consider their parents-in-law’s 

perspectives when they made the child care decision even though they did not 

necessarily agree with the patrilineal norm. For instance, Sunyoung said: 

Sunyoung: My parents-in-law tend to feel that their son's children are closer 

than their daughter's children. I think it is because they consider their 

daughter’s children to be indirect in lineage unlike their son’s children. So, my 

parents-in-law volunteered to take care of my child. When my mother heard 

about my parents-in-law's offer, she advised me not to consider her [my mother] 

as the babysitter even though it would be more comfortable dropping off my 

child at her house, which is close by. My mother thought my in-laws wouldn’t 

be happy if I counted on her [my mother’s] help because they would want to 

stay close to their son’s child.  

Bilateral Familism Supporting Gender Roles 

Another modifying concept, supporting gender roles, was added to the core 

category in order to tightly integrate the overarching findings. This phrase needed to be 

included to make the core category complete because the bilateral use of grandmaternal 

child care did not mean egalitarian backgrounds. In other words, the underlying 

motivation to provide or utilize child care services by paternal grandmothers versus 

maternal grandmothers was based on the gender role ideology of the grandmothers and 

mothers even though love, responsibility, expectations, and reliance included both sides 

of the lineages. 
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The maternal grandmothers’ motivations of love and responsibility originated 

from their acknowledgement of the dual roles that their employed daughters would have 

to face as employed mothers. These grandmothers decided to become caregivers for the 

sake of their beloved daughters because they were very sympathetic to their daughters’ 

struggles of participating in the labor force while caring for their young children. They 

realized that their daughters would still need to be the primary caregivers for their 

grandchildren. The daughters would be responsible for arranging child care during work 

hours and be the ones who would stay with the grandchildren at home if they did not 

work. They were aware that maternal employment was considered to be an additional 

contribution while still fulfilling her duties of housework and child care due to the 

traditional gender roles in Korean society. The maternal grandmothers were willing to 

sacrifice themselves to take on the role of substitute caregiver to reduce their daughters’ 

workload at home and to support their daughters’ personal well-being and careers. 

The paternal grandmothers’ motivations of love and responsibility were 

typically related to how sufficient their previous financial support was to their sons’ 

families and how capable their sons were as family breadwinners. Many of them felt 

responsible for providing child care when their daughters-in-law had to work outside 

the home to meet the financial needs of the family due to limited or no financial support 

from themselves or their sons’ insufficient income. They thought that their daughters-

in-law would have been able to focus on the female gender role of caregiving for the 

family if they had provided a satisfactory level of financial support to their son’s 

families as culturally idealized. Some grandmothers were also concerned that their sons 
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might have been required to perform the female gender role duties, such as housework 

or child care, as a result of their employed wives’ limited time at home. 

 The mothers’ use of grandmaternal child care was also connected to gender 

roles. They expected child care assistance from the grandmothers because the 

grandmothers were the taken-for-granted caregivers in their families. The mothers also 

preferred relying on maternal grandmothers, instead of paternal grandmothers, because 

their own mothers would better understand the limited fulfillment of their caregiving 

role and would be supportive of their pursuit of careers, which was against the gender 

role ideology. Inhee said:  

Inhee: It would have been impossible for me to carry on with my current 

professional job if my mother-in-law had looked after my children. . . . She 

pushes me to stay at home and take care of the children instead of working. She 

always puts her son’s interest first. She thinks that my high achievements could 

make her son's life harder. She doesn’t care how professional of a job I have. 

She still has a negative view of women working outside the home. In contrast, 

my parents wholeheartedly support my career. They have been encouraging me 

to take the opportunity to work professionally. 
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Chapter 7. Discussion 

Summary 

The purpose of this study is to construct a substantive theory that explains why 

grandmothers and employed mothers choose grandmaternal child care in Korea. 

Grounded theory methods and the ecological perspective guide the overall research 

process. The data come from individual, in-depth interviews with 21 pairs of caregiving 

grandmothers and employed mothers in Seoul and its satellite cities. The main concepts 

underlying the grandmothers’ motivations for providing child care are love and 

responsibility. Their child care service tends to be altruistic, perceived as a sacrifice 

both by the grandmothers and the mothers, but is also considered to be a part of parental 

responsibility. The central concepts underlying the mothers’ utilization of 

grandmaternal child care are expectations, reliance, and trust. Grandmaternal child care 

is what the mothers expect and prefer due to their desires to rely on support from their 

mothers or mothers-in-law and also due to their exclusive trust of kin-provided care. 

The core category that integrates the five main concepts—love, responsibility, 

expectations, reliance, and trust—is called bilateral familism supporting gender roles. 

This core category of the substantive theory summaries the overarching motivation for 

providing and utilizing grandmaternal child care as bilateral familism that expects both 

paternal and maternal grandmothers to sacrifice for the sake their adult children and 

their families in a way that supports the gender role ideology. 
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Discussion of Important Findings 

Bilateralization supporting gender roles 

This study provides evidence of bilateralization in contemporary Korea given 

that child care by both paternal and maternal grandmothers is widespread among the 

participants’ families. Bilateralization refers to the inclusion of the wives’ family-of-

origin in kinship interaction that used to be exclusive to the husbands’ family-of-origin. 

If we focus on the amount of interaction and preference, it seems that matrilineal 

relationships are stronger when it comes to the exchange of child care. The 

grandmothers and mothers agree that it is more common to rely on maternal 

grandmothers for child care than paternal grandmothers, and the mothers typically 

prefer their own mothers to their mothers-in-law as caregivers for their children.  

The findings, however, suggest that bilateralization in Korean society may not 

be an egalitarian movement even though the focus of kinship interaction has shifted 

from the husband’s side of the family to both the husband’s and wife’s families. 

Ironically, it appears that the gender role ideology has led to increased interaction with 

the wives’ mothers in regards to grandmaternal child care. For instance, maternal 

grandmothers are motivated to provide child care based on their awareness of the 

gender role ideology that requires their employed daughters to remain as the primary 

caregivers for their young children even while participating in the labor force. They 

have to take on the caregiving responsibility in order to substitute for their daughters’ 

gender role of child care, despite the grandmothers’ reluctance to care for the 

grandchildren, since they are very sympathetic to their daughters’ dual roles as 
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employees and mothers. The maternal grandmothers are often the only source of 

heartfelt support for their daughters’ employment when the daughters choose to work 

outside the home for self-realization, instead of for financial reasons. 

The gender role ideology also plays an essential role in paternal grandmothers’ 

motivations to contribute to child care. They decide to become caregivers mostly when 

they have not provided sufficient financial support to build a financially stable 

foundation for the son’s family or when the son’s income is not high enough to provide 

for his family. These two situations reflect that the paternal grandmothers assume the 

son’s gender role is to be breadwinner in his own family. They feel uncomfortable and 

responsible for the daughter-in-law’s need to be employed mainly to supplement the 

son’s breadwinner role. They are more motivated to help with child care if they 

perceive that the sons’ family is not financially thriving.  

The concept of bilateralization supporting gender roles in this study suggests 

that the Korean kinship system has adjusted to include matrilineal relationships to serve 

employed mothers’ needs for child care without weakening the gender roles. This 

finding supports and extends previous literature on bilateralization in Korea. Korean 

scholars have documented that bilateralization is a family strategy to meet the nuclear 

families’ needs for support from extended families in the context of maternal 

employment and insufficient public support (Lee, 2003; Park, 2007). The present study 

provides a further explanation about why bilateralization is not a simple egalitarian 

movement but a modified type of kinship interaction to supplement the female role of 

child care and the male gender role of breadwinning. Interestingly, this study shows that 
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the motivations underlying the bilateralized provision of grandmaternal child care are 

gendered by revealing that the gender role ideology influences paternal grandmothers 

and maternal grandmothers differently. This finding implies that the popular image of 

controlling maternal grandmothers, who have been touted as an example of enhanced 

gender equality in the media and among lay people, portrays only a partial picture of 

bilateralization. It appears that the gender role ideology has remained strong in 

contemporary Korea while the patrilineal ideology has been modified by the reality of 

practical life. 

Extended gender roles based on familism 

This study suggests that the gender role ideology functions not only in nuclear 

families, but also in intergenerational relationships in contemporary Korea due to the 

influence of familism. Because the familism tradition emphasizes parents’ support and 

sacrifice for their children even after their children get married and become parents, 

Korean parents feel responsible for substituting for or supplementing their adult 

children’s roles in the families. These roles that the older parents feel responsible for are 

strongly based on the gender ideology. Grandmothers, accordingly, are often motivated 

to provide child care when their adult children cannot fulfill their gender roles properly, 

as noted earlier in this chapter. Maternal grandmothers often decide to substitute for 

their adult daughters’ gender role of child care when the daughters are unable to assume 

this role due to employment. Paternal grandmothers more typically choose to become 

caregivers when their adult sons’ gender role of breadwinner is not sufficient. The 

provision of child care is the second option for these paternal grandmothers if they 
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cannot afford financial adequately support for their sons’ provider role. The current 

study uniquely finds this transfer of gender roles from adult children to grandmothers, 

which is a very interesting characteristic of intergenerational relationships in 

contemporary Korea. 

New generation of grandmothers 

The findings of this study show that grandmothers experience conflicts between 

familism and their individual desires. They do not wish to get involved in extensive 

child care but aspire to enjoy their later life after long devotion to raising their own 

children. Their hope at this stage of their lives is to stay young and healthy. 

Grandmothers consider their provision of child care as altruistic service because most 

caregiving grandmothers are motivated by love and responsibility despite their 

individual desires. However, they attempt to set boundaries on their child care service to 

secure their individual desires by controlling the level and length of their sacrifice. 

These characteristics of today’s grandmothers are different from the traditional 

image of Korean grandmothers who stayed committed to housework and care work for 

their families throughout their lives. Many of today’s grandmothers do not have strong 

motivations for intergenerational exchange because they do not need to rely on their 

adult children, thanks to their own financial resources, or because they do not expect a 

strong sense of filial piety from their adult children. This makes them distinct from 

grandmothers of the past who had to rely on their adult children for financial support 

and residence. The results of this study provide a good example for Chang’s (2001) 
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discussion about how and why today’s older population is a new generation in Korean 

history. 

Revisiting intergenerational transfer theory 

The present study provides an up-to-date understanding of why grandmaternal 

child care is chosen in Korea. The results of this study show that financial exchange 

motivations, either short-term or long-term, are not strong among the providers and 

recipients of grandmaternal care even though financial exchanges may occur between 

them. They view grandmaternal support as an altruistic sacrifice. For example, almost 

all mothers pay a certain amount of money to the grandmothers for child care, which 

can be viewed as an intergenerational exchange of money for services, but it is 

extremely rare for them to consider it as an exchange. Most of the grandmothers and 

mothers perceive that the money is an expression of appreciation for the grandmothers’ 

sacrificial service. This finding challenges the existing quantitative literature on 

intergenerational transfer that identifies an occurrence of exchange with a motivation 

for exchange. The current study suggests that an occurrence of financial exchange does 

not necessarily mean that the motivation for choosing grandmaternal care is an financial 

exchange. It also highlights the importance of investigating the underlying motivations 

for family behaviors because superficially examining what is happening is insufficient 

for understanding the true motivations. 

The present study also challenges previous literature that has regarded 

grandmaternal child care in families with employed mothers as a family strategy in 

Korea. Scholars have assumed that it is a family strategy because family members 
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depend on each other by exchanging child care by grandmothers for living expenses and 

residence from their employed daughters or daughters-in-law work outside the home 

(Kim, 2006). This study, however, suggests that this concept of family strategy may be 

somewhat outdated and may not be the best explanation for grandmaternal child care in 

contemporary Korean families. Few grandmothers in this study relied on their adult 

children for living expenses and residence. 

The findings of this study support the altruism model, but it also suggests that 

this model needs to be expanded in order to explain grandmaternal child care in Korea. 

The altruism model assumes that parents transfer their resources to their children for the 

sake of the children’s well-being without expecting to be paid back. This assumption 

fits the grandmothers’ motivations in the present study. However, it does not suffice to 

describe the complete picture of providing care because it does not fully explain the 

underlying forces that lead to the altruistic transfer.  

This study finds that it is not only love, but also a sense of responsibility, drawn 

from familism and the gender role ideology, that lead to the grandmothers’ provision of 

child care service. The concept of “socially imposed altruism” by Badgett and Folbre 

(1999) is useful to explain the gendered nature of altruism. Badgett and Folbre reasoned 

that the gender ideology requires women to become altruistic care workers for their 

children. While it is true that the gender ideology, which expects grandmothers, not 

grandfathers, to become caregivers, influenced the grandmothers in this study to 

become caregivers, the results of this study also add familism to this concept of 

imposed altruism. What led Korean grandmothers in this study to provide child care 
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was not only the gender ideology, but also the tradition of familism, which encourages 

the grandmothers to sacrificially support their adult children’s gender roles. 

The fact that the altruism model best describes the motivations for choosing 

grandmaternal care implies that the employed mothers are the simple beneficiaries of 

the service. This perspective may be true if we look at the advantages that they enjoy 

because of the grandmothers’ support. This study, however, suggests that the employed 

mothers are also expected to be altruistic to their own children. They struggle with a 

fundamental question about whether to leave the labor force in order to become better 

caregivers for their children. This is a difficult question for these mothers because of the 

dilemma that, from their perspectives, their employment provides income that supports 

the cost of childrearing while being stay-at-home mothers would enable them to provide 

more proper care and attention for their children. Imposed altruism expects these 

mothers to put a higher priority on the best interests of their children despite their 

aspirations to maintain and develop their own careers. 

Fertility decisions and grandmaternal child care 

The present study shows that the fertility decision concerning a second 

(grand)child causes concern and a particular dilemma for many grandmothers and 

mothers in Korea. The grandmothers attempt to set boundaries by limiting their child 

care services to one grandchild because they are afraid of and unwilling to assume too 

much responsibility for child care for an extended period of time. They choose to help 

with child care for the first grandchild in order to fulfill their parental responsibility; 

however they have a strong wish not to be involved in child care for multiple 
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grandchildren given their loss of freedom, the possibility of caring for another adult 

child’s child, or fear of the physical and psychological risks associated with caring for 

grandchildren.  

The grandmothers’ boundary of caring for only one grandchild critically 

influences the mothers’ decisions about having a second child. When the grandmother’s 

boundary is flexible, the mother tends to have the freedom in pursue her desire to have 

another child. When the grandmother’s boundary is firm, however, both the 

grandmother and the mother agree that the mother may have to choose between giving 

up her wish of having a second child or leaving the work force. They do not consider 

other child care options such as group day care or live-in nannies when it comes to 

infants. Due to the mothers’ aspirations to stay in the labor force and the high 

childrearing costs, it is typically easier for them to give up their wish to have a second 

child than to quit their jobs and become stay-at-home mothers. This result supports 

previous quantitative research that has found an association between the availability of 

grandmaternal or kin-based child care and fertility intentions among Korean mothers 

with one child (Chung & Chin, 2008) and German women (Hank & Kreyenfeld, 2003). 

Expanding the substantive theory 

The substantive theory constructed in this study has the potential to be 

expanded to a more abstract theory with a broader scope, known as formal theory. For 

example, this formal theory could be developed to explain the underlying motivations 

for providing and receiving intergenerational support, in general. The researcher did not 

have a specific topic for formal theory in mind when she analyzed the data. However, as 
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the grounded theory analysis moved to integration, it appeared that the main concepts 

that emerged from the data were not just unique to grandmaternal child care, but were 

universal enough to relate them to other types of intergenerational care support, 

particularly in Asian cultures. For example, motivations for providing care to a parent 

with a chronic illness might also be love and responsibility while the underlying reasons 

that the ill parent receives care from an adult child could also include expectations, 

reliance, and trust.  

The potential of this type of theory expansion supports the utility of grounded 

theory methods in generating formal theory. The substantive theory constructed in this 

study could be a seed for formal theory development. Further, finding this potential to 

expand the substantive theory toward a broader theory of intergenerational support 

confirms the credibility of the research process utilized in the present study. Grounded 

theory methodologists have pointed out that careful performance of grounded theory 

procedures can produce a substantive theory that could serve as the basis for developing 

formal theory (Daly, 2007).  

Limitations of This Study 

It is important to comment on the limitations of the present study. First of all, 

the current sample does not include a large number of grandmothers and mothers in 

low-income families. Despite this study’s wide range of participants in upper, middle, 

and lower middle-class families, lower class grandmothers who cared for their 

grandchildren were scarce, possibly due to the Korean context. The researcher made 
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special efforts19 to recruit grandmothers or mothers who had typical low-paying jobs or 

whose households were eligible for governmental support for low-income families, but 

it was very difficult to find low-income families who relied on grandmaternal child care. 

The reason for this difficulty is not clear. It may be because grandmothers in low-

income families are not available to provide child care due to their work commitment 

outside the home. It may be because low-income mothers tend to use group day care 

given their eligibility for child care subsidies from the government. This issue needs to 

be further investigated in future research to make cross-cultural comparisons possible 

since it has been documented that lower-income families are more likely to use 

grandmaternal child care in other economically developed countries (Fuller-Thomson & 

Minkler, 2001; Gray, 2005).  

Another limitation is that almost all interviewed mothers were married and had 

husbands in the labor force. Only one mother was divorced, and one had a husband who 

did not have a stable income. This study did not find meaningful differences between 

grandmothers and mothers in dual-income settings and those in sole female provider 

settings in terms of their motivations for providing and utilizing grandmaternal child 

care. However, the number of sole providers was not large enough to conclude that the 

differences were minimal. Sole breadwinner mothers may not have the option of 

leaving the labor force because they have to provide for their families financially. 

                                                 
 

19 These efforts ended up inviting only two pairs of grandmothers and mothers who had 
typical low-income jobs or who received welfare benefits from the government. 
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Future research needs to study grandmaternal child care in single mother families given 

the increasing divorce rate in Korea. 

Finally, the participants were recruited in Seoul and its satellite cities where 

approximately one third of the Korean population resides. The Seoul metropolitan area 

may be different from other regions when it comes to infrastructures such as work 

environments and child care situations. Grandmothers and mothers in the Seoul metro 

area might also have less traditional values, beliefs, and attitudes concerning 

intergenerational relationships and maternal employment. Therefore, the findings of this 

study cannot be generalized to residents in other regions including rural areas. 

Implications for Future Research 

The present study provides some interesting implications for future research. 

First, cross-cultural studies of grandmaternal child care would help researchers 

understand which findings of this study are unique for the Korean population and which 

findings are universal. For example, comparing the motivations for choosing 

grandmaternal child care across East Asian countries, specifically Japan, China, and 

Taiwan, would be useful to explain the similarities and differences among these 

countries. These countries share Confucian patriarchy traditions with Korea and are also 

experiencing low fertility rates, even though China’s encouraged low birth rate is 

different from fertility problems in the other East Asian countries. Cross-cultural studies 

between Eastern and Western cultures may also contribute to our understanding of the 

role of culture and other environmental factors in providing and utilizing grandmaternal 

child care. For instance, it would be interesting to investigate why some grandmothers 
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and mothers choose grandmaternal child care in the US, where the overall cultural 

expectation is not as strong as that in Korea, and to compare the findings with the main 

concepts of this study. 

It would also be beneficial to explore the experiences of Korean grandmothers 

who have decided not to provide child care. Comparing these grandmothers with the 

grandmothers in this study would expand the findings of this study by answering 

questions such as how these two groups of grandmothers are different in terms of their 

financial status or their attitudes toward their children and personal freedom.  

If we wish to check the possibility of expanding the substantive theory 

constructed in this study, it is necessary to study motivations for providing and utilizing 

other types of intergenerational support. For example, it would be interesting to apply 

the substantive theory to caring for parents with a chronic illness by using the pattern 

matching method of qualitative research. 

Implications for Policy 

Public policy should help fulfill the wishes of those employed mothers who 

want to pursue employment and have multiple children while staying employed, if it 

aims to improve the low fertility rate in Korea. The study suggests that employed 

mothers are forced to choose between leaving the labor force and giving up their desire 

to have two or more children unless they can rely on grandmaternal child care. The 

grandmothers are very reluctant to provide extensive care for multiple grandchildren 

regardless of how accepting they are of caring for the first grandchild. Nevertheless, the 

mothers in this study feel extremely uncomfortable using non-kin care for their infants 
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or toddlers. This negative attitude toward non-kin child care is because high quality of 

day care is not available in their neighborhoods and also because, in general, they do 

not trust non-kin as child care providers due to their dichotomous thinking of kin versus 

others. These findings are important for policy responses to the low fertility rate 

because the recent trend of having only one child has significantly contributed to the 

fertility crisis in Korea (Chung & Chin, 2008).  

It is imperative that employed mothers be able to combine both options of 

employment and having two or more children for the families’ and the nation’s fertility 

situation. On the one hand, if the mothers decide to leave the labor force and become 

full-time caregivers for their children, these families have to experience a substantial 

income reduction. This loss may threaten the economic well-being of most families 

with two or more children because maternal income is more critical when they have a 

greater number of children. However, if many mothers choose not to have a second 

child to remain in the labor force, Korea has to continue suffering from the low fertility 

rate, which is a serious threat to the future of the nation. The following policy directions 

are suggested based on the findings of this study.  

Child care leaves and reduced working hours 

It is crucial to make the child care leave a feasible option in Korea. Employed 

parents would not be discouraged from having another child if they could take the child 

care leave for a sufficient period of time to care for infants or toddlers by themselves. In 

reality, the participation rate in the child care leave is extremely low in Korea even 

though almost all employed parents are entitled to this partially paid leave up to one 
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year during their children’s first three years. This study shows that the child care leave 

is a nominal policy for employed mothers because all of the mothers, except for one 

public-sector worker, do not feel comfortable taking the leave largely due to an 

unsupportive culture at work.  

It is urgent to change the corporate culture to make the child care leave 

accessible to employed parents. Potential ideas for this change are to provide advice and 

strategies for employers or human resource professionals to help them effectively 

implement and manage the child care leave at their workplaces, to give incentives or tax 

reductions to workplaces that have high participation in child care leaves, and to 

advertise the benefits of child care leaves to the general public. In particular, it is vital to 

encourage the employees who are eligible for the child care leave to actually take it, 

particularly for the first child, given that the mothers in this study are not courageous 

enough to pursue the leave if there has been no leave-taker at their work. 

An alternative to the child care leave is reduced working hours during the early 

childrearing period. The Korean government introduced the policy of reduced working 

hours in June 2008 in consideration of families who cannot survive with the partial 

income from a full-time leave or parents whose job duties do not allow full-time 

absences for an extended period of time. Employed parents are now eligible for the 

reduced working schedule for up to one year during their children’s first three years.  

This is a positive policy direction given that part-time employment or flexible 

work hours are not part of the mainstream corporate environment in Korea. It also 

appears that the option may be realistic based on the findings of this study. Mothers 
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might be less reluctant to use non-kin child care if it were not for all day long. 

Grandmothers might also be more willing to provide child care if it were only for a few 

hours during their preferred time slots. Another option for dual income couples using 

the reduced working hours option may be to choose tag-team parenting, instead of 

utilizing non-parental care all day. However, the feasibility of the reduced working 

hours system is questionable because it does not impose any penalty on employers who 

disapprove of employees’ requests for this option. Policymakers should develop an 

institutional mechanism to make reduced working hours a possible choice for employed 

parents with young children.  

Quality day care 

The top priority of the child care policy in Korea should be improving the 

quality of day care. Employed Korean mothers need to use some kind of nonparental 

child care, even after taking the child care leave, unless they leave the labor force and 

become a stay-at-home mother. This study, however, shows that none of the major 

nonparental child care options favors employed mothers. It is often very difficult for the 

mothers to rely on grandmaternal care for two or more children due to the grandmothers’ 

strong reluctance, but the mothers also feel extremely uncomfortable using day care. 

Public policy should help the mothers easily choose non-grandmaternal care options if 

the government’s goal is to increase fertility.  

The focus of the policy should be enhancing the quality of the day care system, 

instead of supporting or promoting grandmaternal care according to the findings of this 

study. One may say that the government could offer child care subsidies for caregiving 
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grandmothers to acknowledge their contribution to maternal employment or even to 

promote the idea of continuing their care for multiple grandchildren. However, the 

effectiveness of this proposal is questionable because the current study suggests that a 

small government subsidy may not have much impact on the grandmothers who are 

motivated not by financial repayment, but by love and responsibility. The idea of 

supporting or promoting grandmaternal child care may also be insensitive to the 

grandmothers’ desires because this policy approach could simply impose further guilt 

on the grandmothers to encourage them to become involved in child care despite their 

strong reluctance to do so. Further, it is risky for the larger society because it could 

reinforce the gendered nature of care work, including child care. 

Policies concerning the quality of child care need to focus on two steps. The 

first step is actually to enhance the quality of day care by substantially increasing public 

spending on day care. The quality issue concerns the readiness of care providers as well 

as the physical environments of day care according to the mothers in this study. The 

second step is to promote trust in day care providers and facilities based on the 

improved quality. This step is also essential because the first step may be insufficient to 

gain strong enough trust from the mothers given the overall low trust of non-kin care in 

Korean culture. This study shows that the mothers’ distrust of non-kin child care 

partially originates from their dichotomous attitudes toward kin versus others, rooted in 

Korean familism, in addition to the existing problems in the day care system. 

Policymakers, therefore, should brainstorm about creative approaches to build trust of 

non-kin day care. One example may be to carefully develop and strictly manage a 
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governmental rating system of day care centers and homes so parents can rely on the 

public regulation of these child care options.  
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Appendix A. Interview Guide 

The following questions were developed to inquire about the multiple aspects 

of grandmaternal child care. These questions were asked in Korean in actual interviews. 

Questions for Grandmothers 

1. Tell me how you came to care for your grandchild(ren) on a regular basis. 

2. What was your expectation for the daughter(-in-law)’s work and child care before 

she had the first child? 

3. What changes have occurred in your life since you started to care for your 

grandchild(ren)? 

4. Tell me your thoughts and feelings about caring for your grandchild(ren).  

5. What are the areas that you pay attention to when you care for your grandchild(ren)? 

6. Who, if anyone, helps you care for your grandchild(ren)?  

7. Until when do you expect to care for your grandchild(ren)? How did you end up 

with the expectation?  

8. (For those whose daughter(-in-law) has one child) What will you say about the birth 

of a second child to your daughter(-in-law)? 

9. Other than child care, what kind of support do you provide to your daughter(-in-

law)? [Probe for monetary assistance] 

10. What kind of support do you receive from your daughter(-in-law)? [Probe for 

monetary payment for child care.] 

11. What do people in your social network say about your care for your grandchild(ren)? 

[Probe for other family members and friends.] 
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12. How would you describe the ideal child care for your grandchild(ren)? [Probe for 

thoughts and feelings about other types of child care.] 

13. What are your thoughts about the employment of mothers with young children? 

14. Have you seen any changes in your neighborhood and community in terms of child 

care by grandmothers? What? [Probe for thoughts and feelings.] 

15. Would you be interested in becoming a professional caregiver for young children in 

your community if a license program were available for you? If interested, what 

would be an ideal work condition for you? 

16. After having these experiences, what advice would you give to a grandmother who 

plans to help care for grandchild(ren)? 

17. What suggestions would you give to policymakers about child care that would 

benefit grandmothers? 

Questions for Mothers 

1. Tell me how your mother(-in-law) came to care for your child(ren) on a regular 

basis. 

1.1. How did you feel when the grandmother agreed to provide child care? 

2. What was your plan for work outside the home before and during your first 

pregnancy?  

3. What was your plan for child care before and during your first pregnancy? [Ask this 

question about other child(ren) if she has multiple children.] 

4. Tell me your thoughts and feelings about your child(ren) receiving child care from 

your mother(-in-law).  



 

171 

5. How would you describe your mother(-in-law)’s child care practices? 

6. Until when do you expect to receive child care help from your mother(-in-law)? 

How did you end up with the expectation?  

7. (To those who have one child) Do you hope to have another child? How has your 

work and child care situation influenced your plan?  

8. Other than child care, what kind of support do you receive from your parents(-in-

law)? [Probe for monetary assistance.] 

9. What kind of support do you provide to your mother(-in-law)? [Probe for monetary 

payment for child care.] 

10. What do you think other family members say about your child care situation? 

[Probe for the other mother(-in-law) who does not provide child care.] 

11. If your mother(in-law) couldn’t care for your children, what would you have done?  

12. What is the ideal child care for you? [Probe for thoughts and feelings about other 

types of child care.] 

13. Have government policies and programs helped you with child care and other work 

and family issues? What and how? 

14. Have company policies and programs helped you with child care and other work 

and family issues? What and how? 

15. Describe how employees at your workplace use maternity and child care leaves. 

How has this overall trend influenced your situation (if influenced)? 

16. What changes have you observed at your workplace in terms of policies for working 

mothers (if you have seen any)? [Probe for thoughts and feelings.] 
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17. What changes have you observed in your neighborhood or community in terms of 

policy for working mothers (if you have seen any)? [Probe for thoughts and feelings] 

18. As you probably know, mothers who use grandmother child care are not eligible for 

government subsidies for child care and education. What are your thoughts and 

feelings about this policy?  

19. What suggestions would you give to policymakers about issues around working 

mothers? 

20. After having these experiences, what advice would you give to a mother who plans 

to receive child care from her mother(-in-law)? 

21. If your child asks about child care help when they grow up, what would you do? 
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Appendix B. Demographic Information Form 

This form was developed to collect the general demographic information of 

each interview participant. A Korean version of this form was used in actual interviews. 

The researcher read questions in this form to grandmothers while mothers filled in the 

form by themselves.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
ID: _________________________  Interview Date: ___________________ 
 
Please answer each question below by filling in blanks or circling as appropriate. Do 
not put your name on this sheet. 
 
 
1. When were you born? Month _______  Year  _______ 
 
2. What is your current marital status? 

a. Married 
b. Living with a partner in a committed relationship 
c. Separated or divorced 
d. Widowed 
e. Never married 

 
3. Who lives in your household? Circle all that apply. 

a. Your spouse/intimate partner 
b. Your parents or parents-in-law 
c. Your unmarried children 
d. Your married children 
e. Your grandchildren 
f. Others, specify who: _______________ 

 
4. How many children do you have?  __________ 
 
5. (Only to grandmothers) How many grandchildren do you have?  __________ 
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6. What is the highest educational level you have achieved? 
a. No formal education 
b. Some elementary school 
c. Finished elementary school 
d. Some middle school 
e. Finished middle school 
f. Some high school 
g. Finished high school 
h. Some college 
i. Finished college 
j. Some graduate school coursework 
k. Earned at least one graduate degree 

 
7. (Only to grandmothers) How likely are you going to leave an inheritance of KRW 

100,000,000 or more? Please respond by a number between 0 (absolutely no chance) 
and 100 (absolutely sure)                                            __________ 

 
Please answer the following questions if you are currently working. 
 
8. What kind of work do you do?  
____________________________________________ 
 
9. What is the average number of hours you work per week?            hour(s) 
 
10. What is the average amount of monthly earning from your job? 

a. Less than KRW 1,000,000 
b. Between KRW 1,000,000 and KRW 1.999.999 
c. Between KRW 2,000,000 and KRW 2.999.999 
d. Between KRW 3,000,000 and KRW 3.999.999 
e. Between KRW 4,000,000 and KRW 4.999.999 
f. Between KRW 5,000,000 and KRW 5.999.999 
g. Between KRW 6,000,000 and KRW 6.999.999 
h. Between KRW 7,000,000 and KRW 7.999.999 
i. Between KRW 8,000,000 and KRW 8.999.999 
j. Between KRW 9,000,000 and KRW 9.999.999 
k. KRW 10,000,000 or more
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Appendix C. Consent Forms Translated in English 

CONSENT FORM FOR GRANDMOTHERS 
Grandmaternal Child Care for Employed Korean Mothers 

 
You are invited to be in a research study of child care provided by grandmothers for 
employed mothers in South Korea. You were selected as a possible participant because 
you are a grandmother who has provided regular child care to at least one of your 
grandchildren younger than elementary-school age for an employed daughter or 
daughter-in-law. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before 
agreeing to be in the study. This study is being conducted by Jaerim Lee, a doctoral 
candidate in the Department of Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota in 
the USA.  
 
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to understand how and why mothers and grandmothers 
choose and maintain child care by grandmothers in the context of changing family 
policy in Korea based on the voices of employed mothers and caregiving grandmothers.  
 
Procedures 
If you agree to be in this study:  
 You will be asked questions about your experiences of child care by grandmothers: 

for example, “Tell me about how you came to care for your grandchild on a regular 
basis.” Some questions will ask your opinions about specific public policies: for 
example, “Would you be interested in becoming a professional caregiver for young 
children in your community if a license program were available for you?” 

 The interview may take approximately two hours or longer. 
 You will be asked to provide your demographic information such as age, education, 

current job, and marital status, but your name and citizen identification number will 
not be asked.  

 I would like to tape record the interview but will make special efforts to protect 
your privacy. 

 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
There are no serious risks or direct benefits to you if you participate in the study. 
However, some of the questions may be personal or bring forward negative emotions or 
experiences. It is anticipated that research findings and policy suggestions based on 
interviews will help policy makers make informed decisions about child care and 
parental leave policies. 
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Compensation 
You will receive a KRW 30,000 value of department store gift certificate as a thank you 
for helping with this study.  
 
Confidentiality 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I 
will not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. 
Research records including interview tapes will be stored securely and only the 
researcher will have access to the records. These records will be erased when this study 
is completed. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you 
decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time 
without affecting those relationships.  
 
Contacts and Questions 
The researcher conducting this study is Jaerim Lee. You may ask any questions you 
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact Jaerim Lee 
(phone: XX-XXX-XXXX, email: jalee@umn.edu) or Professor Jean W. Bauer, a 
faculty member in the Department of Family Social Science in the University of 
Minnesota (phone: +1-XXX-XXX-XXXX, email: jbauer@umn.edu). If you have any 
questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than 
these researchers, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, 
D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455, USA; +1-
612-625-1650. 
 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 
consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:_______________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
Signature of Investigator:___________________________ Date: _____________
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CONSENT FORM FOR MOTHERS 
Grandmaternal Child Care for Employed Korean Mothers 

 
You are invited to be in a research study of child care provided by grandmothers for 
employed mothers in South Korea. You were selected as a possible participant because 
you are an employed mother and your mother or mother-in-law provides regular child 
care to at least one of your children younger than elementary-school age. Please read 
this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. This 
study is being conducted by Jaerim Lee, a doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota in the USA.  
 
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to understand how and why mothers and grandmothers 
choose and maintain child care by grandmothers in the context of changing family 
policy in Korea based on the voices of employed mothers and caregiving grandmothers.  
 
Procedures 
If you agree to be in this study:  
 You will be asked questions about your experiences of child care by grandmothers: 

for example, “Tell me about how your mother or mother-in-law came to care for 
your child on a regular basis.” Some questions will ask your experiences of specific 
public policies: for example, “Describe how employees at your workplace use 
maternity and child care leaves. How has this overall trend influenced your 
situation (if influenced)?” 

 The interview may take approximately two hours or longer. 
 You will be asked to provide your demographic information such as age, education, 

current job, and marital status, but your name and citizen identification number will 
not be asked.  

 I would like to tape record the interview but will make special efforts to protect 
your privacy. 

 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
There are no serious risks or direct benefits to you if you participate in the study. 
However, some of the questions may be personal or bring forward negative emotions or 
experiences. It is anticipated that research findings and policy suggestions based on 
interviews will help policy makers make informed decisions about child care and 
parental leave policies. 
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Compensation 
You will receive a KRW 30,000 value of department store gift certificate as a thank you 
for helping with this study.  
 
Confidentiality 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I 
will not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. 
Research records including interview tapes will be stored securely and only the research 
team will have access to the records. These records will be erased when this study is 
completed. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to not 
answer any question or withdraw at any time.  
 
Contacts and Questions 
The researcher conducting this study is Jaerim Lee. You may ask any questions you 
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact Jaerim Lee 
(phone: XX-XXX-XXXX, email: jalee@umn.edu) or Professor Jean W. Bauer, a 
faculty member in the Department of Family Social Science in the University of 
Minnesota (phone: +1-XXX-XXX-XXXX, email: jbauer@umn.edu). If you have any 
questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than 
these researchers, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, 
D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455, USA; +1-
612-625-1650. 
 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 
consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:_______________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
Signature of Investigator:___________________________ Date: _____________
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Appendix D. Code System 

Grandmothers’ Motivations for Providing Child Care 

1 Love 

1.1 Definition 

1.1.1 Nae-ri-sa-rang and boo-mo-ma-eum 

1.1.2 Altruism 

1.2 Concern about the economic well-being of the adult child’s family 

1.3 Concern about the working mother’s personal well-being 

1.4 Concern about the mother’s career 

1.5 Concern about the adult child’s comfort 

1.6 Concern about the adult child’s marital relationship 

2 Responsibility 

2.1 Supplement/substitute to financial support 

2.1.1 Supplement/substitute for marriage expenses 

2.1.1.1  Not having bought a home for the adult child 

2.1.1.2  Not having helped with wedding expenses 

2.1.2 Substitute for living expenses 

2.1.2.1  Not able to provide living expenses 

2.1.2.2  Supporting son’s breadwinner role 

2.1.2.3  Not able to provide a resident babysitter or a domestic helper 

2.2 Pressure to provide child care 

2.2.1 Having no legitimate excuse 

2.2.2 Choosing psychological comfort 

3 Questions and Dilemmas 

3.1 Difficult decision to make  

3.2 Reasons for their hesitation to provide child care 

3.2.1 Desire for freedom 

3.2.2 Equity to other children 

3.2.3 Psychological and physical risks 

3.2.4 Influence of others in their social networks 
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3.3 Boundary-setting 

3.3.1 Boundaries of immediate child care 

3.3.1.1  No education 

3.3.1.2  No household chores 

3.3.1.3  Other boundaries of immediate child care 

3.3.2 Boundaries for future child care 

3.3.2.1  No additional child 

3.3.2.2  Time limit 

 

Mothers’ Motivations for Utilizing Grandmaternal Child Care 

1 Expectations 

1.1 Prior expectations for support 

1.1.1 Reinforced expectations 

1.1.2 Responses based on expectations 

1.1.2.1  Not so surprising agreement 

1.1.2.2  Disappointment with unmet expectations 

1.2 “Naturally” made decisions 

2 Reliance 

2.1 Inevitable reliance 

2.1.1 The only realistic arrangement 

2.1.2 The only way to stay employed 

2.1.2.1  Difficulty in re-entering the labor force 

2.1.2.2  Nominal child care leave  

2.2 Expedient reliance 

2.2.1 Relying on a good caregiver 

2.2.2 Preference for maternal grandmothers 

2.2.3 Pursuing greater benefits 

2.2.4 No connection to future caregiving 

2.2.5 Feeling selfish 

3 Trust 

3.1 Dichotomy of kin versus non-kin 
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3.2 Reasons for not trusting non-kin care 

3.2.1 Day care as a distrustful option 

3.2.2 Nannies as a distrustful option 

4 Questions and dilemmas 

4.1 Quit or not? When to quit? 

4.1.1 Aspirations for staying employed 

4.1.1.1  For the economic well-being of the family 

4.1.1.2  For the mother’s well-being and career 

4.1.2 Contribution of grandmaternal care 

4.1.3 Quitting eventually 

4.2 Another child or not? 

4.2.1 Influence of grandmaternal care 

 

 


