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Abstract

Korea has experienced ever-increasing numbers of women entering the labor force. 
Rural families particularly are impacted by these transitions, which may shift family 
dynamics and power, as evidenced in couples’ decision-making patterns. This 
longitudinal panel study of 1,870 rural Korean farm and nonfarm households in 2000, 
2005, and 2009 examines the degree to which couples’ decision-making practices 
changed during the decade along three dimensions: agricultural work, family life, and 
domestic work. Wives in farm households significantly increased their participation in 
joint decision-making in agricultural work and family life. However, money 
management decisions remained mostly with husbands in both farm and nonfarm 
households. Husbands’ participation in domestic work decision-making was 
unchanged, even though they increased their involvement in childcare and house 
cleaning. Implications are offered for policy makers and practitioners working with 
rural Korean families on the benefits of women’s empowerment and equality in 
couples’ decision-making.
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Introduction

Men and women in most parts of the world experience a socially de-
termined division of work roles. These socially constructed roles are often 
unequal in power and decision-making, in control over assets and events, 
in freedom of action, and in ownership of resources. Many studies identify 
family life tasks in and outside the home either as men’s tasks or as wom-
en’s tasks (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; Doss, 
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1999; Manda & Mvumi, 2010). Yet in actual practice, these gender-based 
divisions have blurred in many industrialized countries over the last few 
decades. Both men and women are involved in all types of family life tasks.

In South Korea, the gender-based division of family life tasks appears to 
be changing dramatically owing to modernization, industrialization, and eco-
nomic development. However, in rural areas, the division of tasks has 
changed less dramatically for farm wives even though many farm families 
rely on wives’ labor to manage their farms (Cho, 2002). Changes in the 
structure of Korean agriculture during the early 2000s contributed to great-
er involvement of women in agricultural and economic activities in rural 
areas. Rural women’s labor participation in farming increased twofold over 
the 35-year period from 28% in 1970 to 52% in 2006 (Kang, 2008) as farm 
families changed their primary crops from rice to cash crops, such as fruit, 
vegetables, and floriculture to achieve higher financial benefits. The number 
of female farmers increased from 47.8% in 2000 to 59.5% in 2009, whereas 
the percentage of male farmers decreased (Korean Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry, 2009).

Simultaneously, there has been an increase in the number of small busi-
nesses run by farm wives, either individually or as members of 
cooperatives. Many farm wives are involved in off-farm employment to 
supplement their family income, and their labor and income contribute to 
the maintenance of both the farm and family life. Their labor force partic-
ipation and hourly earnings were higher than their husbands in 2005 
(Statistics Korea, 2005).

Women’s farm and off-farm labor traditionally has not been paid. Rather, 
it was taken for granted as a contribution to the family (Cho, 2002). Some 
researchers observed that women still are not rewarded for their contributions 
and are excluded from decision-making (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Cho, 
2002; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; Eun, 2009; Kang, 2009; Park, 2005; Stickney 
& Konrad, 2007). Their roles in the agricultural sector and family life are 
seen only as supportive, even though more and more of them are labor 
force participants and substantial contributors to the farm and to their family’s 
income. With rural women’s labor and economic activities, the increase in 
their participation in these areas appears to be associated with an increase 
in their involvement in decision-making (Anthopoulou, 2010; Bokemeier & 
Garkovich, 1987; Cho, 2002; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; Kang, 2008; Kang, 
2009; Kim, G. M., 2004; Whatmore, 1991).
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The Korean government has taken steps to boost rural women’s partic-
ipation in business development as a way to enhance the rural economy. 
Governmental policies and the Rural Development Administration (RDA) 
helped rural women find additional income through diverse economic or 
agricultural activities outside of their domestic work (e.g., employment edu-
cation and support for childcare facilities) (Korean Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry, 2001). This rural reconstruction has brought new oppor-
tunities for rural women since 2000. For example, the profit-sharing based 
Family Agreement of Farm Management (FAFM) was intended to enhance 
women’s participation in farm management. According to K. M. Kim 
(2004), the FAFM increased women’s responsibility, satisfaction, and 
self-esteem. Women’s paid labor helped to increase their power and reduce 
their gender-based tasks in family living (Eun, 2009; Heo, 2008; Stickney 
& Konrad, 2007). Given that more and more rural women participate in 
diverse activities like on-/off-farm paid work, small farm businesses, or 
tourism, the RDA is assessing how rural couples make decisions regarding 
family life, domestic tasks, and agricultural tasks (Anthopoulou, 2010; 
O’Toole & Macgarvey, 2003).

Additionally, researchers have recommended that women farmers’ status 
and participation in decision-making be increased as their roles as farm pro-
ducers have become more important (Cho, 2002; Choi, 2001; Kang, 2008; 
Park, 2005). For example, Park (2005) noted that over 47% of agricultural 
labor was being managed by women. The researchers argued that as wom-
en become more involved in decision-making on their family farms, their 
power would likely increase.

Given the increase in farm wives’ agricultural/industrial labor force par-
ticipation and the out-migration of youth for education or work, how has 
the gender-based division of family life tasks changed in rural Korea? Are 
there differences between how rural farm couples make decisions and rural 
nonfarm couples make them? Do rural couples make decisions differently 
based on the types or dimensions of family life? The purpose of this study 
is to examine how rural Korean couples’ family life decision-making may 
be undergoing changes. This study examines rural Korean couples’ joint de-
cision-making and their gender-based division of tasks. The study de-
termines the degree of joint decision-making by a panel of rural couples 
between 2000 and 2009 on three dimensions: agricultural work, family life, 
and domestic work.
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Rural Korean Gender Roles

Gender roles are conceptually linked to tasks of men and women, with 
different relative perceived value. The work in which women engage, 
whether inside or outside the home, is often valued less than the work in 
which men engage (Deseran & Simpkins, 1991). Common in many Korean 
families, men work as breadwinners and women work as homemakers. The 
man’s role is regarded as more important than the woman’s role (Eun, 
2009; Heo, 2008).

Whatmore (1991) argued that to understand the position of women as 
farm wives requires a theory of gender relations as power relations. In rural 
areas especially, a man (husband) is the representative of a family and has 
the authority to decide family property, farming, and family life, even if a 
woman (wife) works in or outside the home every day (Cho, 2002). Rural 
husbands usually do not have egalitarian concepts of sharing power and po-
sition with their wives. Their gender-role attitudes are conservative with re-
gard to sharing domestic work, decision-making, and caring for their pa-
rents or children (Heo, 2008; RDA, 1997) even though, over time, men 
and women throughout Korea have become more egalitarian in their work 
and public lives (Eun, 2009).

As an increasing number of rural women work outside the home and 
participate in family farming, social and cultural expectations have created 
a dilemma in gender roles (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Choi, 2001; 
Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; Deseran & Simpkins, 1991). Rural wives’ labor 
in the home and on the farm has been taken for granted by their husbands 
(Cho, 2002; Kang, 2008). Domestic work is still the wife’s responsibility 
even if she is paid for work outside of their family farm. Eun (2009) claim-
ed that women generally work more hours than men when domestic house-
hold work is included, regardless of their paid work. Women’s participation 
in family farming, domestic work, and, increasingly, off-farm work becomes 
a large burden (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; 
Kang, 2009; Park, 2005). Nevertheless, women’s off-farm work has brought 
about gradual changes in their household tasks and farm-related deci-
sion-making (Cho, 2002).

Men’s non-participation in domestic work is considered normal and in 
accord with conservative gender roles. Men’s patriarchal practices and atti-
tudes based on gender division reveal the inequality of labor participation 
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in the family, and the non-sharing of power and decision-making with their 
wives (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Eun, 2009; Heo, 2008; Whatmore, 
1991). Domestic work is still a rural woman’s responsibility even if she is 
paid for work outside of their family farm. However, Deseran and 
Simpkins (1991) discovered that the allocation of rural family’s domestic 
tasks was not influenced by husbands’ gender-role attitudes, but rather by 
their occupational type, regardless of their wives’ work outside the home. 
Similarly, in a study of married couples from 28 countries, Stickney and 
Konrad (2007) found that men’s occupations are strongly correlated with 
their gender-role attitudes. Men with higher-skilled, higher-paid occupations 
had significantly more egalitarian gender-role attitudes, but there was no 
difference in the amount of household labor they performed, whether or 
not they held these attitudes.

On the other hand, Manda and Mvumi (2010) have argued that women’s 
labor hours most strongly affected men’s involvement in domestic house-
hold work. Men’s non-participation in domestic work is considered normal 
given conservative gender roles. However, as women increased their paid 
work hours, men also increased their household work hours (Eun, 2009). 
Men’s patriarchal attitudes based on gender reveal the inequality of labor 
participation in the family, and the non-sharing of power and decision-mak-
ing with their wives (Bokemeier & Garkovich, 1987; Eun, 2009; Heo, 2008; 
Whatmore, 1991).

Decision-Making and Gender Roles

Gender roles and marital equity are influenced by decision-making (Bartley, 
Blanton, & Gilliard, 2005). According to Blood and Wolfe (1960), power 
relations between wives and husbands are explained by the decision-making 
processes they experience. Decision-making has been endorsed frequently 
as a measure of relationship equality in the family sociology literature 
(Rosenbluth, Steil, & Whitcomb, 1998). Whereas equal sharing in deci-
sion-making appears to be most beneficial for relationships overall (Bartley 
et al., 2005), decision-making has been divided along traditional gender roles, 
with wives making decisions concerning day-to-day details of family life and 
husbands making the major decisions, such as those concerning resource 
allocation (Bartley, et al., 2005; Steil & Weltman, 1991).
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A study conducted by the RDA (RDA, 1997) found that improvements 
of women’s status in rural households could be explained by the change 
in power relations between spouses. The study found that couples made 
joint decisions on domestic affairs related to children and family life. 
However, husbands made most of the decisions related to farming (Cho, 
2002; Choi, 2001). Choi (2001) found a clear, gender-based division of la-
bor both inside and outside of the home, although the couples had more 
discussions in order to make decisions.

Women farmers with higher economic quality of life appear to be more 
likely to participate in agricultural decision-making (Gasson & Winter, 1992; 
Haugen, 2004; Whatmore, 1991) as well as domestic work decision-making 
(Choi, 2001; Haugen, 2004; Park, 2005). Cho’s (2002) study summarized 
previous research conducted over three decades (1960–1990) in Korea 
about rural women’s participation in the family decision-making process. 
That study, which focused primarily on agriculture, examined changes in 
women’s labor participation and the number of hours devoted to farm 
work. Cho concluded that women farmers have become more involved in 
decision-making and have expanded the areas in which they engaged in de-
cision-making with their husbands over the last three decades. However, 
she reported that rural women remained limited in certain areas of deci-
sion-making, such as buying and selling farm land or purchasing farm 
machinery. These women’s decision-making power was not strong consider-
ing how much they contributed to farm labor even though joint deci-
sion-making between rural couples had increased.

A growing consensus of the research literature suggests that couples’ de-
cision-making equality increases as wives enter the labor force and obtain 
incomes outside the home. Additionally, the census data show that rural 
Korean wives’ off-farm labor force participation has been steadily 
increasing. A differentiation may be made in rural households between 
those whose primary economic activity and income source is directly re-
lated to agricultural production (rural farm couples) and those whose pri-
mary activity and income source is related to other businesses even though 
they may derive some income from farming (rural nonfarm couples). It 
would follow that both rural farm couples and rural nonfarm couples have 
engaged in increasing amounts of joint decision-making over the decade. It 
is hypothesized that the rate of increase between 2000 and 2009 in joint 
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decision-making for rural farm couples is substantial but will be less so for 
nonfarm couples. These increases in joint decision-making for farm couples 
are expected particularly on the dimensions of agricultural work and family 
life. Given the ideological nature of rural households, it is hypothesized that 
couples’ joint decision-making on the dimension of domestic work has not 
increased significantly, particularly among farm couples.

Method

This study examines how the decision-making process has changed be-
tween rural husbands and wives in both farm and nonfarm households dur-
ing the 10-year period of 2000 through 2009 in 187 rural areas. Specifically, 
the study explores how rural women’s involvements and power in deci-
sion-making have changed on three dimensions: agricultural work, family 
life, and domestic work.

This study used data from the Survey on the Rural Living Indicators 
conducted by the RDA in Korea since 2000. Longitudinal data were col-
lected three times (November 2000, 2005, and 2009) from a panel of cou-
ples in rural areas. The panel consisted of a survey of the same individuals 
for each of the three data points. The RDA has continued to administer 
the longitudinal survey since 2009, however without the items pertaining to 
gender-based decision-making. Thus, these three iterations of the survey 
have particular significance as the data are nowhere else available. The 
Korean National Statistical Office’s 2000 Population and Housing Census 
enumeration districts (EDs) were used as the first stage in a multi-stage 
cluster sampling design. The EDs consisted of clusters of community dis-
tricts, which comprise Eup (towns) or Myen (remote rural villages). Ten 
households were selected by stratified sampling from each of 187 commun-
ity districts, which were selected from 12 EDs. Data were collected from 
both the husband and wife in the same household simultaneously by one 
of the RDA’s rural living monitors (RLM); each RLM typically surveyed the 
selected households in one or two villages. The cluster sampling design re-
sulted in the selection of a sample of 1,870 rural households in 2000. Some 
householders were excluded from the original household panels because of 
attrition (response rejected, moved, or householders passed away). This ex-
clusion reduced the size of the original household panels to 1,870 in 2000, 
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1,651 in 2005, and 1,450 in 2009. Measures of gender-based decision-mak-
ing were based on survey self-report, not on independent observation of 
multiple cultural frames of gender roles, negating triangulated verification. 
The survey was administered to the husband and wife simultaneously, 
which increased the likelihood of common responses from the perspective 
of the husband and wife. As shown in similar studies (e.g., Choi, 2001), 
given the conservative nature of husbands’ responses, the simultaneous data 
collection could slightly skew both husbands’ and wives’ responses to a 
more conservative position than they actually hold.

Characteristics of the Participants

The socio-demographic characteristics of the sample are presented in 
Table 1. Descriptive results show there were twice as many farm house-
holds as nonfarm households in the survey. Farm households’ primary eco-
nomic activity and the largest proportion of their total household income 
is from the production of raw agricultural materials (e.g., rice, cabbage, pep-
pers, etc.). Although nonfarm households may engage in agricultural pro-
duction, their primary economic activity and the largest proportion of their 
total household income is from employment in nonfarm businesses such 
as value-added agricultural manufacturing, rural tourism, or seasonal 
construction. The percentage of participants who resided in remote rural 
villages (Myen) declined slightly compared with those who lived in a town 
(Eup), the percentage of which increased over the 10 years. Over half of 
the participants (68.2%) were in farm households in 2000, and that percent-
age increased to 73.9% in 2009. The residents’ average age level increased 
over the 10 years. Similarly, according to the census, the average ages of 
rural men and women in 2000 were 38.1 and 43.4, respectively; they were 
44.7% and 50.3%, respectively, in 2010. The percentage of people under 
age 39 dropped from 263 (15.0%) in 2000 to 36 (2.5%) in 2009. However, 
the percentage of those over age 70 increased by more than 15 percentage 
points. The percentage of families consisting of three or more generations 
decreased from 335 (18.0%) in 2000 to 194 (13.4%) in 2009, whereas the 
percentage of single-generation households increased during the 10-year 
period. The growth in the number of foreign-born wives in rural Korea is 
a relatively new phenomenon and was not a demographic variable when the 
panel was created in 2000.
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Table 1.

Demographic Profile of the Participants                                   n (%)

2000
(n = 1,870)

2005
(n = 1,651)

2009
(n = 1,450)

Region Eup (town or village)
Myen (remote rural village)

660 (35.3)
1,210 (64.7)

598 (36.2)
1,052 (63.8)

493 (34.0)
957 (66.0)

Farm/Nonfarm Farm households
Nonfarm households

1,275 (68.2)
595 (31.8)

1,021 (70.5)
436 (29.5)

1,070 (73.9)
377 (26.1)

Age

Under 39
40–49
50–59
60–69
Over 70

263 (15.0)
368 (20.9)
369 (20.9)
530 (30.7)
219 (12.5)

175 (10.6)
359 (21.8)
348 (21.1)
508 (32.0)
270 (17.0)

36 (2.5)
275 (19.2)
298 (20.6)
414 (28.6)
422 (29.2)

Occupation Agriculture
Other

1,078 (70.1)
683 (29.9)

1,188 (72.0)
462 (28.0)

1,054 (72.8)
393 (27.2)

Family type
One generation
Two generations
Three or more generations

682 (36.5)
851 (45.5)
335 (18.0)

771 (46.7)
615 (37.3)
264 (16.0)

739 (51.1)
470 (32.5)
194 (13.4)

Data Collection and Analysis

Nationwide surveys were conducted in 2000, 2005, and 2009 by the 
RDA using a panel sample. The purpose of the surveys was to observe 
long-term changes in rural life and suggest policies to enhance the quality 
of life in rural Korea. The joint decision-making processes of couples were 
examined through structured interviews. Couples were asked to rate their 
degree of joint decision-making on 12 variables on the three dimensions 
of agricultural work, family life, and domestic work. Agricultural work varia-
bles included buying and selling land and houses, selling farm products, and 
money management. Family life variables were household expenses, choosing 
TV channels, managing children’s education, caring for children, deciding 
on donations, and associating with relatives. The variables of cooking and 
dishwashing, laundry, and cleaning house comprised the domestic work 
dimension. A 5-point Likert scale was used: 1 = fully husband; 2 = generally 
husband; 3 = together; 4 = generally wife; and 5 = fully wife.

The responses from the participants were used in the analysis to find the 
changes and trends in the joint decision-making processes of the couples. 
ANOVA and Duncan post hoc tests were used to compare the couples’ 
joint decision-making scores over time (2000, 2005, and 2009) for each of 
the variables on the three dimensions. The scores for the farm and non-
farm household couples were analyzed independently.
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Results

The degree to which farm and nonfarm couples engage in joint deci-
sion-making was compared for the years 2000, 2005, and 2009 in the di-
mensions of agricultural work, family life, and domestic work. It was hypothe-
sized that both rural farm couples and rural nonfarm couples engage in in-
creasing amounts of joint decision-making as graphically illustrated in Figure 
1. Index scores (weighted averages) were computed for rural farm and for 
rural nonfarm couples’ joint decision-making scales in agricultural work, fam-
ily life, and domestic work. Shifts can be seen in decision-making from generally 
husband (2) toward together (3) for agricultural work and family life. For each 
year, both farm and nonfarm couples appear to increase in joint deci-
sion-making. However, dramatic increases were seen among farm couples 
as their scores began to approach those of nonfarm couples. The scores 
most closely approaching joint decision-making were on the dimension of 
domestic work. The scores for the farm and nonfarm couples were very 
nearly the same and appear to be relatively unchanged during the decade. 
The specific items comprising the agricultural work, family life, and domestic 
work dimensions for the farm and nonfarm couples are examined next.

Note: 1 = fully husband; 2 = generally husband; 3 = together; 4 = generally wife; 5 = fully wife.

Figure 1. Index scores comparing rural farm and nonfarm couples’ joint decision- 
making in agricultural work, family life, and domestic work
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As Table 2 shows, statistically significant shifts were noted toward greater 
equality over time in decision-making concerning agricultural work in farm 
households: buying and selling land and house (F = 25.036, p < .001); sell-
ing farm products (F = 22.670, p < .001); and money management (F = 
4.302, p < .05). The most notable shifts occurred between 2000 and 2005 
based on the Duncan post hoc tests. A substantial shift toward greater joint 
decision-making occurred in buying and selling land and houses (M = 2.11 
in 2000; M = 2.39 in 2009), and selling farm products during the decade 
(M = 2.11 in 2000; M = 2.39 in 2009). Although a shift occurred over 
time in money management (1.54 in 2000; M = 1.64 in 2009), the variable 
remains primarily a husband’s domain. Similarly, husbands in nonfarm 
households slightly increased their decision-making in selling farm products 
(M = 3.00 in 2000; M = 2.87 in 2005; F = 6.116, p < .01).

Table 2.

Rural Couples’ Decision-Making Scores: Agricultural Work, Comparisons of 2000, 

2005, and 2009

Agricultural 
Work Variable

Type of 
Household Year N Mean SD F

Buying and 
selling land and 

house

Farm 
household

2000a 1,049 2.11 0.962
25.036***2005b 933 2.31 0.851

2009c 905 2.39 0.871

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 374 2.41 0.883
0.3062005a 277 2.44 0.848

2009a 226 2.47 0.889

Selling farm 
products

Farm 
household

2000a 1,049 2.38 1.014
22.670***2005b 931 2.61 0.895

2009b 905 2.63 0.938

Nonfarm 
household

2000b 365 3.00 0.587
6.116**2005a 270 2.87 0.658

2009ab 215 2.96 0.489

Money 
management

Farm 
household

2000a 1,048 1.54 0.838
4.302*2005ab 931 1.63 0.886

2009b 906 1.64 0.863

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 372 1.88 0.872
0.3142005a 282 1.87 0.904

2009a 224 1.83 0.904
Note. a, b, and c = Duncan post hoc test. 1 = fully husband; 2 = generally husband; 3 = together;
4 = generally wife; 5 = fully wife.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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There were no statistically significant shifts toward greater equality over 
time in agricultural work decision-making in nonfarm households. Figure 1 
illustrates the change over time in an index of agricultural work deci-
sion-making for farm and nonfarm households. Although the nonfarm 
household joint decision-making scores remained relatively flat between 
2000 and 2009, the nonfarm household scores were on average higher than 
the farm household scores.

A shift toward great equality occurred over time in family life joint deci-
sion-making for farm household couples (Table 3). Statistically significant 
differences were found for each variable on this dimension: household ex-
penses (F = 11.535, p < .001), choosing TV channels (F = 10.330, p < 
.001), managing children’s education (F = 6.524, p < .05), associating with 
relatives (F = 13.937, p < .001), and deciding donations (F = 54.707, p 
< .001). Notably, the couples in farm households mostly decided generally 
husband on choosing TV channels (M = 2.70 in 2000; M = 2.11 in 2009), 
but together for managing children’s education (M = 2.87 in 2000; M = 2.99 
in 2009). With a shift toward more egalitarian decision-making over the 
decade, men’s dominance in making family life decisions diminished slightly 
overall, but not in all specific behaviors. Husbands in farm households con-
tinue to predominate (2 = generally husband) over the years in decisions re-
lated to household expenses; however, there was a noticeable shift toward 
greater joint decision-making on this variable (M = 2.00 in 2000; M = 2.11 
in 2009). Farm household couples also show substantial shifts over the dec-
ade toward joint decision-making when deciding on donations (M = 2.21 
in 2000; M = 2.61 in 2009) and associating with relatives (M = 2.24 in 
2000; M = 2.45 in 2009). Couples in nonfarm households reportedly have 
been making joint family life decisions since 2000. Their scores typically 
were in the range of 3.00 (together) and show no statistically significant 
changes over the decade.

Concerning domestic work, husbands in farm households slightly in-
creased their decision-making in cooking and dishwashing (M = 2.09 in 
2000; M = 2.05 in 2009; F = 3.035, p < .05) and laundry work (M = 2.09 
in 2000; M = 2.07 in 2009; F = 3.321, p < .01) (Table 4). Similarly, hus-
bands in nonfarm households slightly diminished their decision-making in 
house cleaning (M = 2.12 in 2000; M = 2.22 in 2005; F = 3.266; p < .05). 
Decision-making in cooking, dish washing, and laundry work was usually 
shared between spouses in both farm- and nonfarm households, and did 
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not significantly change over the decade. In general, nonfarm couples prac-
ticed more joint decision-making than nonfarm couples in most domestic 
work variables.

Table 3.

Rural Couples’ Decision-Making Scores: Family Life, Comparing 2000, 2005, and 2009

Family Life Variable Type of household Year N Mean SD F

Household expenses

Farm 
household

2000a 1,049 2.00 0.634
11.535***2005b 931 2.12 0.641

2009b 901 2.11 0.612

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 372 2.08 0.526
2.6212005a 283 2.17 0.579

2009a 223 2.15 0.588

Choosing TV 
channel

Farm 
household

2000b 1,046 2.70 1.025
10.330***2005a 930 2.12 0.641

2009a 901 2.11 0.612

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 372 2.84 0.949
0.4332005a 280 2.78 0.915

2009a 225 2.78 0.884

Managing children’s 
education

Farm 
household

2000a 1,030 2.87 0.846
6.524*2005b 906 2.96 0.693

2009b 893 2.99 0.650

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 365 3.07 0.807
0.0362005a 267 3.06 0.736

2009a 216 3.05 0.717

Associating with 
relatives

Farm 
household

2000a 1,045 2.24 0.954
13.937***2005b 933 2.40 0.914

2009b 896 2.45 0.854

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 371 2.36 0.875
0.0402005a 281 2.36 0.946

2009a 221 2.38 0.853

Deciding donations

Farm 
household

2000a 1,049 2.21 0.951
54.707***2005b 932 2.49 0.834

2009c 905 2.61 0.784

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 370 2.60 0.956
0.6622005a 280 2.63 0.832

2009a 225 2.68 0.873
Note. a, b, and c = Duncan post hoc test. 1 = fully husband; 2 = generally husband; 3 = together;
4 = generally wife; 5 = fully wife.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 4.

Rural Couples’ Decision-Making Scores: Domestic Work, Comparing 2000, 2005, 

and 2009

Domestic Work 
Variable

Type of 
household Year N Mean SD F

Cooking and 
dishwashing

Farm 
household

2000b 1,049 2.09 0.445

3.035*2005ab 933 2.07 0.378

2009a 902 2.05 0.255

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 373 2.09 0.358

0.3022005a 281 2.11 0.424

2009a 223 2.09 0.393

Laundry work

Farm 
household

2000b 1,048 2.09 0.455

3.321*2005ab 931 2.07 0.402

2009a 898 2.05 0.289

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 372 2.08 0.367

1.1762005a 283 2.09 0.436

2009a 223 2.04 0.319

House cleaning

Farm 
household

2000a 1,042 2.17 0.526

1.2312005a 931 2.20 0.544

2009a 897 2.16 0.458

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 372 2.12 0.403

3.266*2005b 282 2.22 0.550

2009ab 221 2.16 0.557

Caring for 
children

Farm 
household

2000a 1,036 2.37 0.582

6.087**2005b 905 2.46 0.652

2009a 882 2.39 0.587

Nonfarm 
household

2000a 368 2.30 0.480

4.726**2005b 271 2.43 0.585

2009ab 212 2.39 0.648
Note. a, b, and c = Duncan post hoc test. 1 = fully husband; 2 = generally husband; 3 = together;
4 = generally wife; 5 = fully wife.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Discussion

Couples’ decision-making processes affect many facets of life for rural 
Korean husbands and wives. At one level, the decision-making process in-
volves the allocation of tasks. It also represents the relations by which cou-
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ples exercise their power and control over the means of production and 
the products of family labor. Additionally, decision-making affects gender 
roles and the responsibilities of couples that have been strongly influenced 
by patriarchal culture. The findings of this study demonstrate that deci-
sion-making processes between rural Korean couples appear to be under-
going slow, subtle, but steady changes. These findings support the emerging 
research literature on the topic (e.g., Cho, 2002; Choi, 2001). The shifts in 
couples’ decision-making processes appear to be occurring simultaneously 
with broader modernization transitions that were taking place across the na-
tion during the decade 2000–2009.

Such transitions include the expansion of economic activities associated 
with commercialized farming and women’s increased participation in the la-
bor force, both on- and off-farm, over the past decade. In light of these 
transitions, this study examined the ways in which rural Korean couples’ 
joint decision-making has changed on the dimensions of agricultural work, 
family life, and domestic work.

Agricultural Work

The findings of this study are consistent with the findings of other stud-
ies demonstrating a tendency toward more joint decision-making on the di-
mension of agricultural work (e.g., Cho, 2002; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; 
Kang, 2008). However, the present study extends the literature by noting 
the tendency for more joint decision-making on the dimensions of family 
life and domestic work. The findings partially support the hypothesis that 
both rural farm couples and rural nonfarm couples would engage in in-
creasing amounts of joint decision-making; changes were seen primarily 
among farm couples with relatively few changes evident among nonfarm 
couples. Joint decision-making among rural farm couples showed move-
ment from the generally husband toward the together levels on the agricultural 
work and family life dimensions, whereas these levels for rural nonfarm 
couples remained relatively stable, although higher than those of the rural 
farm couples. As hypothesized, joint decision-making in the domestic work 
dimension remained nearly unchanged at the generally husband level for both 
rural farm and rural nonfarm couples.

A growing body of literature has emerged regarding household financial 
decision-making (Bernasek & Bajtelsmit, 2002; Elder & Rudolph, 2003; 
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Qualls, 1987). For example, Hanna and Lindamood (2016), in examining 
a sample of U.S. households, analyzed which spouse was the more finan-
cially knowledgeable and presumably, therefore, had responsibility for 
household finances (e.g., cash flow and credit management, savings, and in-
vestments). Using variables from a household production model (which 
spouse has a comparative advantage) and a bargaining model (which spouse 
has power based on gender roles), they found household income and net 
worth were key determinants of financial knowledgeability. These findings 
suggest that comparative advantage factors, such as increased education, is 
less a driver of financial decision-making in the U.S. than other socio-cul-
tural factors. The present study found subtle, but significant shifts toward 
greater equitability in financial decision-making (specifically, buying and sell-
ing land and houses, selling farm products, money management, household 
expenses, and deciding donations), particularly among rural Korean farm 
couples. Thus, cultural shifts, as well as power derived from increases in 
education and income, will be needed if the movement toward joint deci-
sion-making among rural Korean couples is to continue.

Korean agriculture has been structured by cultural factors such as gender, 
farm businesses, and small family farms. Traditionally, husbands in rural 
households exerted dominant decision-making power, whereas their wives 
played supportive or subordinate roles. Agricultural work had been or-
ganized patriarchally owing to cultural norms, even though farm wives of-
ten worked an increasing number of hours on farms or farm-related 
activities. Previous research concluded that farm wives exercised less power 
over major farm business decisions or day-to-day management (e.g., 
Berlan-Darque, 1988; Damisa & Yohanna, 2007; Gasson & Winter, 1992; 
Stickney & Konrad, 2007).

However, this study finds that husbands in farm households are express-
ing growing support for joint decision-making concerning agricultural work. 
Couples have been moving toward more joint decision-making on the di-
mension of agricultural work over the last 10 years. Thus, wives in farm 
households are increasing their decision-making power and involvement in 
agricultural work.

Family Life

Rural wives may use their on-farm labor and economic activities to con-
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trol decision-making over both farm work and family resources. With the 
exception of associating with relatives and deciding on donations, rural cou-
ples practiced joint decision-making in family life. From a patriarchal 
Korean cultural perspective, this finding may be explained by wives’ rela-
tionships with their in-laws. Rural family members may still rely on the hus-
band’s decisions in this area (Cho, 2002).

By extending the trajectory of change in couples’ decision-making found 
in this study, couples’ decision-making will likely become more shared as 
women’s roles and economic activities develop further and as men’s atti-
tudes change regarding gender roles. Assuming that more young people and 
women leave rural areas, couples’ joint decision-making will be increasingly 
essential as a catalyst to change gender-role attitudes regarding shared 
household work and power equality between husbands and wives. Couples’ 
joint decision-making has the potential to improve the economic and social 
well-being of their families, given the small, family farm structure and fam-
ily-based businesses that exist in rural Korea. For women farmers to remain 
active in the farm businesses, the restructuring of gender roles and the re-
distribution of power within farm households will be critical.

Domestic Work

Given the traditional nature of rural households, couples’ joint deci-
sion-making on the dimension of domestic work was not expected to in-
crease significantly, particularly among farm couples. This study found sup-
port for that expectation in that few statistically significant increases were 
found. If increases occurred, they may perhaps have happened prior to the 
decade studied. Rural nonfarm husbands’ participation in domestic deci-
sion-making remained relatively unchanged even though they slightly in-
creased their decision-making involvement in childcare and house cleaning.

These findings must also be understood in light of interplay between 
demographic and cultural changes taking place in rural Korea. As noted 
above, the average ages of rural men and women increased substantially 
during the period between 2000 and 2010. This demographic shift is the 
result of a declining birth rate, out-migration of younger residents, and a 
generational shift. With fewer traditional cultural ideologies being held by 
younger generations (Choi, 2001), more egalitarian attitudes regarding gen-
der roles may be emerging. Nevertheless, the scores for variables on the 
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domestic work decision-making dimension remain solidly in the generally hus-
band range both for rural farm and rural nonfarm couples. Which spouse 
makes decisions for the activities in this dimension and which spouse ac-
tually does these activities may be quite different–an anomaly. It may be 
anticipated that gender-based domestic activities remain a deeply embedded 
cultural norm. Additional research is needed to examine this anomaly.

Another demographic change pertains to the growing number of for-
eign-born spouses, particularly rural wives (Kim, 2009). The impact of these 
spouses on couples’ decision-making will likely be affected by many factors, 
including nationality and culture. Whereas some of these individuals may 
hold equal power and egalitarian gender roles (Haugen, 2004), others may 
not, all of which has health, education, income, and life chances im-
plications (Chang, 2016). With industrial diversification to include rural 
tourism and value-added food processing, as well as production agriculture, 
a diversity of gender roles may also be available. Again, additional research 
is needed to examine these critical demographic shifts.

Although rural gender-role attitudes tend to be more traditional regarding 
domestic work and caring for parents or children, the process of modern-
ization throughout Korea has resulted in more egalitarian roles both in the 
public and private spheres. Choe (2006) has shown that factors related to 
modernization and development, such as reductions in fertility rates, in-
creased age of marriage, and increases in educational levels among women. 
These shifts are related to attitudinal change regarding marriage and family 
life (Lee, Kim, Park, Oh, & Park, 2006). As women engage in employment 
outside the home, shared decision-making and responsibilities may become 
an even greater necessity.

Conclusions

Traditionally, family life and domestic labor were the domains of women, 
whereas agricultural work was the domain of men. This study found that 
rural Korean couples’ decision-making patterns related to agricultural work, 
family life, and domestic activities are becoming more egalitarian, although 
these shifts are gradual and subtle. These results can guide other re-
searchers and governmental officials to review policies related to rural fami-
lies, rural education programs, the structure of agriculture, and new forms 
of rural business management, such as the Family Agreement of Farm 
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Management (Kim, K. M., 2004). The findings that subtle shifts are occur-
ring in rural couples’ decision-making patterns can help local organizations 
identify how to communicate with families regarding farming, education, 
and family welfare. For rural couples, this study reinforces the expansion 
in joint decision-making with regard to farming, family life, and domestic 
work.

Gender divisions in decision-making appear to be somewhat less rigid in 
many places in rural Korea as women enter arenas traditionally dominated 
by men. As a result, following the process of modernization, a trend to-
ward greater joint decision-making by rural couples is slowly but steadily 
occurring. Enhancing women’s power in joint decision-making can benefit 
the economic and social well-being of rural Korean families, as well as the 
nation (Kim, G. M., 2004).

Small businesses run by women that produce local, traditional agro-foods 
or family farm tourism are beginning to flourish in the Korean countryside. 
As rural women participate in business or obtain off-farm employment, it 
is important to determine how these women make business-related 
decisions. Additional research is needed to discover how these women op-
erate their businesses, how their income levels change, and how their pro-
fessional careers progress.

Rural women’s participation in joint decision-making may empower them 
by improving their legal and economic status. Educational programs may 
be useful to help women and their husbands explore the evolution of fam-
ily farming structures. These programs could assist rural husbands and 
wives to share decision-making power equally in agriculture, family life, and 
domestic work dimensions. Empowering rural women economically and 
politically will transform them from playing invisible, subordinate roles to 
assuming roles of leadership and active community membership. Rather 
than being untapped resources, rural women will be positioned to use their 
abilities for local development, the benefit of their families, and the better-
ment of their communities.

The primary limitations of this study need to be addressed. Data are 
based on the respondent couples’ self-reported experiences. Although 
changes took place throughout rural Korea during the decade when data 
were collected (2000–2009), community-specific changes (e.g., demographic 
and ethnic change, agro-technology changes, employment change, etc.) 
could not be linked directly to the couples. Additional studies are needed 
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to show how macro-level and community/regional-level factors directly af-
fect changes at the household-level.

This study examined changes in decision-making patterns over time for 
rural farm and rural nonfarm couples. As noted, multiple shifts toward ega-
litarian decision-making were found for rural farm couples; relatively few 
were noted for rural nonfarm couples. Various factors may affect farm cou-
ples’ decision-making patterns (e.g., couples’ ages, spousal ethnicity, number 
of generations in the home, education and training, off-farm labor force 
participation, etc.). These factors have important implications for practi-
tioners and policymakers. Further research would provide insights into if 
and how these factors interact with couples’ decision-making patterns.

Statistically significant changes in rural couples’ decision-making patterns 
were evident, particularly for rural farm couples, during the decade of 2000–2009. For example, farm household couples’ mean averages in deci-
sion-making shifted from 2.11 to 2.31 to 2.39 for 2000, 2005, and 2009, 
respectively. Using the 5-point scale with 2 = generally husband and 3 = to-
gether, these scores, although moving toward together, remain in the generally 
husband range. Such small increments of change could suggest a very limited 
practical change despite being statistically significant. Alternatively, the small 
increments over the decade could also suggest that socio-cultural change in-
volving gender roles can be slow and that more dramatic change would be 
evident over several decades. Follow-up longitudinal studies are needed to 
determine the degree to which the shift to more egalitarian decision-making 
has continued.
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